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Introduction

WELCOME TO THE PARTY

In 1976, when I was studying in China with a group of British exchange students, one of the other foreign students, a pro-Maoist, referred to us as “British empiricists.” With no idea what it meant, I took it as a compliment until someone pointed out that the human yo-yo Deng Xiaoping, who had been purged once again, had been denounced by his radical opponents as an “empiricist.” Deng was accused of underplaying ideology in favor of “seeking truth from facts”—empiricism! The encounter made me realize the importance of how the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) uses language and ideology not only in daily life but also in factional struggles. Simple slogans point out what is correct behavior and guide how people throughout the system should behave. These slogans were particularly useful when literacy levels were low, because they were easy for the general population to absorb. The CCP’s main mouthpiece, the People’s Daily, used only a limited number of Chinese characters so that its message would reach as many people as possible.

Presiding over Diversity

There is no other political party quite like the CCP. The party’s longevity, size, endurance, and ability to overcome seemingly impossible odds make it a very distinct political organization. Yet, it is difficult to define precisely what the CCP is. We can outline its structures and the duties of its members, but we cannot capture its essence this way. The party’s sweep and range of control are stunning. There are party branches in almost all of the four million grassroots organizations in China (villages, townships, and urban committees), but reports frequently mention the spreading problems of corruption and unruliness. There are ninety million party members (about one-tenth of China’s adult population, and more than the population of Germany), but it has been difficult to get many of the members, especially the wealthy, to pay their dues. What compels people to join the party? Since the CCP is the only game in town, anyone with policy or political or personal aspirations will want to join, thus sucking all the tensions within society into the party. The views of members vary widely. I have met party members who are more Stalinist than Stalin, others who are more conservative than the former British prime minister Margaret Thatcher, and yet others who describe themselves as social democrats or as belonging the democratic faction within the party. Some are among the richest folk in the land, some are true believers, and some are simply trying to advance their own careers. Around one-third of all new party recruits come from college campuses, but a 2014 survey revealed that the younger the applicant, the more likely they were to apply for membership out of self-interest.1 This diversity within the party explains the CCP’s obsession with “unity of thought” and the building or coercing of conformity.

The CCP is an extremely complex organization. At the local level, in the streets and villages, there are subtle interactions between party and society that make clear-cut definitions difficult.2 Several decades ago, I was in a jeep meandering down a mountain road when I hit a road block. Traffic was being held up while a new bridge was being dedicated in a traditional ceremony. Puzzled, I asked those presiding over the ceremony whether the local party had given permission for the dedication. Baffled looks greeted me until one observer explained that the person in the elaborate robes was the party secretary. It was incumbent on him, as the most important figure in the village, to dedicate the new bridge that would provide a crucial link to the outside world and, the villagers hoped, bring new wealth to the locality. Such events, which occur every day throughout China, cause us to reflect on the relationship between the party and society and between tradition and modernity. Did the party secretary believe that the elaborate dedication would encourage the spirits to ensure that wealth would flow into the village? Did he feel compelled to perform the celebration to retain or build credibility among the locals? Was he bringing the word of the party into the village, or was he bringing local interests and possibly heterodox beliefs into the party? In all of these cases, it was probably both. The traditional ritual contrasted with the construction of the bridge, which represented modernity and integration of the village with the outside world. The bridge was the link to the market that had been the driving force behind the reforms of the 1980s and 1990s.

Even though the CCP has tried to penetrate society more thoroughly than its predecessors, the last seventy years, since it has taken power, have revealed the residual power of local cultures. In the southern province of Guangdong, traditional clan structures play an important role in economic and political life. In villages that I have visited in the province, large lineage halls have been restored or built anew, clearly forming the most important organizing point for political and socioeconomic exchanges. This reemergence of more overt traditional power structures has made implementation of party rule more difficult. In some villages, the party secretary and lineage head are one and the same. In Yantian village in south China, I discovered that every CCP secretary since 1949 had been a member of the same dominant lineage. This included during the period of land reform, when some clan members were executed as landlords, the Great Leap Forward (GLF) of 1958–1960, when communal practices and living were pushed to an extreme, and the period since 1978, as the party has allowed economic reforms. Lineage dominance over local politics is traditional, not Leninist or even class-based. Yantian party secretaries in recent years have proven adept at retaining the full support of the higher-level party authorities while protecting the interests of village members, and in so doing they have acquired considerable wealth for the village. Again, the question arises as to whether the CCP is controlling the local community through the lineage, or the lineage is using the party to protect and promote its own interests, or some combination of the two.

These local identities are reinforced by religious practices and customs. Officially, China is an atheist country, but the CCP has had no choice but to tolerate religious practices as long as they do not challenge state power. The party has adopted a series of secular official celebrations that mark key dates in the history of the revolution or in Communist traditions (such as National Day, October 1, and International Labor Day, May 1), but the most important festivals are derived from Chinese tradition (Chinese New Year, a week in January or February based on the lunar calendar, and Qing Ming, grave-sweeping day in early April) and local customs. Local religious worship and traditional practices have blossomed since the beginning of the reform era, but organized religion that stresses an allegiance beyond the CCP is viewed with suspicion and is usually repressed.

Despite attempts to produce a more monolithic and obedient society, such as the “reeducation” program for those of Islamic culture in the northwest province of Xinjiang, China remains a culturally and linguistically diverse nation. The CCP has fared best when it has accepted this fact and has adapted policy to reflect these variations. Before 1949, the CCP survived where it dealt with local politics and adapted central dictates to suit the local environment. In fact, local Communist Party leaders went even further by using traditional rituals and symbols to attract the residents to their cause and to oppose the traditional powerholders.3 By contrast, the party was unsuccessful, often with disastrous consequences, when ideology and central dictate dominated and attempts were made to change reality on the ground too quickly or too radically. After 1949, the imposition of an impractical ideological approach to policy led to disaster during the GLF, when tens of millions died from starvation, and later, during the Cultural Revolution (1966–1969), when havoc reigned in urban China in particular and untold numbers were unjustly persecuted.4 The nation fared better when greater flexibility was permitted to allow for local adaptation, as in the early 1950s and during the reform period since 1978, although Xi Jinping’s current centralization of policy-making threatens to challenge this.

From imperial times through the years of the Republic (1912–1949) and into the period of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), multiple realities have operated beneath the façade of a unitary nation-state. This makes it dangerous for historians to generalize. CCP policy that might suit the Han heartland can produce unexpected consequences in the border regions or the hinterland. What works in the megacity of Shanghai does not necessarily work in the Yunnan villages along the border with Myanmar. In the policy realm, making a single policy for the whole country is referred to as “cutting with one knife.” Topography and climate vary as much across China as across Europe or North America, and living on its land mass are fifty-five recognized national minorities. These minority populations occupy over 60 percent of the total land mass, most of them in strategic border areas, but they account for less than 10 percent of the total population. The periphery has always been important for Chinese security concerns, providing a buffer zone to protect the “Han-core” from potential invaders. Beijing’s concern about these areas is heightened by the fact that vital natural resources are also located there. The most recent example of the CCP’s concern that these areas might slip out of control is the revelation in 2018 that the party had been supervising a massive program of reeducation in Xinjiang to eradicate Islamic identity, for fear that it might provide an alternative narrative to that of the party-state. The CCP finds any appeal to an alternative narrative of identity problematic and responds with a mixture of repression, suppression of traditional culture, blaming of “outside entities” for stirring up trouble, and hopes that greater investment will “develop” the problem away.

The CCP must rule over this complex environment. When the ruling elite has remained united, it has survived surprisingly well. But when the elite has been divided about the way forward or the tactics to be pursued, crisis has followed. Even though the CCP has existed for one hundred years and ruled for over seventy years, it has not been able to institutionalize its ruling apparatus. This deficit is most apparent with respect to succession. Only once has the party achieved a smooth transfer of power from one generation of leaders to the next. That said, China’s institutions have clearly delivered impressive economic growth since 1978, when the limited pro-market reforms were introduced. It remains to be seen whether they will be up to the task of managing China’s next phase of development.

All CCP members are supposed to follow certain duties, which sound much like the obligations of many other political parties. The minority should obey the will of the majority, for example; but the problem is that the will of the majority changes as new winners emerge from inner-party struggles. Following an official history can be tricky once “history” changes. Worship of Mao Zedong, which reached its peak during the Cultural Revolution, was encouraged, only to be cast aside following Mao’s death and the arrest of his closest supporters. Heroes of the party one day can become villains the next. Liu Shaoqi was one of Mao’s most ardent supporters during his rise to power and became China’s president in 1959. But during the Cultural Revolution, he was denounced as the “number one person in authority taking the capitalist road,” with Deng Xiaoping following as a close second.

Party members are expected to attend regular meetings to hear the party’s views on particular topics or, on occasion, even to make self-criticisms about incorrect thoughts or behavior. Such meetings are often perfunctory, with attendees using the opportunity to catch up on local gossip. In the mid-1970s, when my fellow students and I were engaging in manual labor in rural China, we listened to a woman reading the key articles in the CCP’s flagship newspaper. It hardly seemed to comprise “political study,” but the farmers loved it, as it gave them a rest from backbreaking labor. One party veteran commented to me that it was like going to church in the West. This is not true, however, because no one forces you to go to church, and there are many different faiths that one may choose to follow. By contrast, once you sign up for the CCP, there is only one true faith that you are expected to adhere to.

The overriding conviction of the CCP is that an individual will gain more by entrusting certain choices and freedoms to the collective than she can by acting on her own. This is reflected in the party’s frequent use of the term “masses,” who are regarded as undifferentiated in their interests. In the reform era, this conviction has come into conflict with the introduction of the market mechanism, in which individual choices, wants, and desires are more important than adherence to a party-prescribed ideology. Citizens rather than masses. Beyond the fact that the state-owned sector is at the core of party patronage and power, this explains the CCP’s preference for the state sector and for the collective economy over the private.

Even outside of the party, strict control is exerted over what people can read, see, and enjoy. Although oversight may at times be relaxed, there are rigid limits to what is permissible. Overt opposition to party rule will be crushed, and independent organizations to support labor or other interest groups will be immediately suppressed. There can be only one national labor organization or one women’s federation; this restriction creates a silo structure that makes it easier for the party to exert control. Imagine how dreadful it would be for two national philately associations to argue over the value of a stamp. These organizations are supposed to operate like transmission belts, passing down party policy while feeding the members’ views back up the system.

On the positive side, this also means that information can be passed up the system to the leadership quite effectively. In the late 1990s, one group comprising senior women from the All-China Women’s Federation was deeply concerned about the condition of rural women, especially the growing incidence of female suicide. Forming a nongovernmental organization, they used their “insider” position to gain the attention of senior policymakers. However, the balance is clearly in favor of a top-down approach. Given their population size and the role that official CCP history ascribes to them, it is noteworthy that the one significant group that does not have a national organization is the farmers. The silo structure prevents horizontal coordination or actions that could cut across party authority and undermine the CCP’s capacity to exert control. This fear was realized during the massive student-led demonstrations in 1989, when students and workers in Beijing formed independent organizations that bridged the vertical silos. From that moment, their fate was sealed.

The system requires censorship to prevent citizens from accessing information on their own that might conflict with the official narrative. Censorship is extensive, with hierarchical classifications of what can be read at different levels of society and regularly distributed lists indicating phrases that must be avoided and guidelines about how to cover certain events or whether they should be ignored completely. This can produce comical outcomes. For example, it is absolutely forbidden to portray General Secretary Xi Jinping online as Winnie the Pooh. The downside of using language to ensure control is that the regime opens itself up to cynicism, with citizens poking fun at official slogans. Thus, after the implosion of the Soviet Union in 1989, when the party put forward the slogan “Only socialism can save China,” the students replied, “Only China can save socialism,” while after the 2008–2009 financial crisis, online wags noted, “Only China can save capitalism.”

Organization, Formal and Informal

So, what holds the party together? A former secretary of Mao Zedong once told me that a communist party needs only two departments: organization and propaganda. He had headed both. The organization department provides the party with the enormous power of patronage as it places its members in all key posts. The local organization department keeps a dossier, as do workplaces, which records not only one’s intimate personal details but also one’s political performance. The system of appointments enables the party to remove those deemed undesirable and provides a means to keep people in line. “Correct behavior” is promoted by the propaganda department. The party oversees a vast network of research organizations and training schools to inculcate in members an understanding of and support for central policies. There are almost three thousand party schools spread throughout China. Of course, this strategy does not always work, but it does ensure a near-unanimity of public expression. Expulsion or worse awaits those who do not follow the official view.

During times of change, in particular, this system allows party members to adjust to the “new reality” and know what is expected of them. This was brought home to me when the “Gang of Four” were arrested following Mao Zedong’s death in 1976. The “Gang” included Mao’s widow and three of her close supporters. Before the arrest, the Chinese media had been full of praise for their views, but their removal brought such coverage to a grinding halt. When, naively, I suggested to one of my Chinese teachers that many members of the media would be purged, she looked at me in surprise and asked, “Why?” They were paid by the party to write what they were told, and they would continue to do so. It was not their fault if the message had changed. Of course, this was not the case for “true believers” throughout the system; they were removed from office, and some of them were executed for their “sins.”

Before delving into the history of the party, it is important to outline its key organizational features and explain the language it uses, much of which is jarring to Western ears. Westerners tend to balk at savage denunciations for following or implementing the “incorrect political line,” although recent populist trends in the United States and Europe have begun to feature similar abusive rhetoric.

From its earliest days, the CCP adopted a Leninist structure, and, apart from a brief period at the height of the Cultural Revolution, this has remained the dominant organizational form. Although the interpretation of Marxism has been highly flexible, from the late 1920s, democratic centralism has been entrenched as the organizing principle of the party. It enshrined a hierarchical structure of rule that persists to the present day. Democratic centralism is based on three major principles. First, the organizational structure of the party resembles a pyramid, with the individual subordinate to the organization and the minority subordinate to the Central Committee (CC). The second principle is that of collective leadership, which is designed to mitigate the tendency toward a dominant leader that is inherent in such a hierarchical structure. But this has rarely worked. The confusion that can arise between collective leadership and a dominant leader is clearly revealed in the 2017 version of the Party Statutes. One clause notes the need to encourage intra-party democracy and safeguard individual members’ rights, but it continues by emphasizing the need to “firmly uphold the authority and centralized, unified leadership of the Central Committee with Comrade Xi Jinping at the core.” Only this centralization can ensure the necessary solidarity and unity required to implement party decisions. This mandate sets severe constraints around the third principle, the protection of minority rights and the ability of members to hold views different from those of the party leadership. In principle, individuals can present their views up to and including to the CC, but they must carry out policy while awaiting a decision. In reality, neither party norms nor internal discipline operates in accordance with these strictures. Personal networks and factions run throughout the party. There is a strong tendency toward personal rule, which dominates over institutionalized rule.

This tendency has been embedded in Chinese politics both before and after 1949. The Nationalist Party (also known as Guomindang, GMD, or Kuomintang), with which the CCP alternately vied and allied until the CCP’s final victory in 1949, was also organized along Leninist lines. It had been reorganized in this mode by the Bolsheviks in the early 1920s to instill discipline among a motley group of followers of the founder, Sun Yat-sen. As with the CCP, the structure lent itself to the dominance of a powerful individual at the apex, in this case, Chiang Kai-shek, who ruled on Taiwan until his death in 1975. Some claim that in the 1940s CCP leaders promoted Mao Zedong as the supreme leader to counter Chiang’s position within the GMD. While the structure has remained the same on the mainland, where the CCP rules, it ended on Taiwan once the island democratized.

The party branch (introduced in 1925) is the foundation of the party at the grassroots level in the workplace and the neighborhood; it leads up through the organization at the local administrative level to the provincial level and then to the center. Grassroots organizations and their reliability have been a constant concern for the party center, not least for the current general secretary, Xi Jinping, who has tried to replace the pursuit of self-interest and local interests with a strengthened loyalty to the party. At the apex of power is the Politburo and its Standing Committee, which in theory are elected by the CCP Central Committee. In practice, CC members are presented with a slate of candidates that has already been thrashed out by the party elite.

In theory, minority rights are to be protected, with debate allowed within the party but not aired in public. In practice, as with the Communist Party of the Soviet Union under Stalin, there is a persistent tendency for the chair or general secretary of the party to dominate the entire apparatus. Before 1949, the stress on organizational stability and adherence to the correct political line went together with the increasing adulation of Mao Zedong and the concentration of power in his hands. While those supporters around him clearly considered “Mao Zedong Thought” to be the pooling of collective wisdom, the personality cult that developed around the “supreme leader” and that contributed to the decimation of the “old party” during the Cultural Revolution clearly originated in pre-1949 leadership practices. Despite continual references to the need for collective leadership, dominance by one person within the party has been a distinctive feature of post-1949 CCP politics. Collective leadership may have gained traction under General Secretary Hu Jintao (2002–2012), who, despite holding the title of general secretary, operated more as the first among equals and sought political consensus. Individual dominance and loyalty to the supreme leader were restored as the key test of membership, however, once Xi Jinping consolidated power and was designated as the core of the leadership.

The designation of “core leader” is crucial in CCP parlance, but not all leaders receive such an exalted appellation. Although it has no formal definition or legal standing, “core leader” indicates that the person is more than the first among equals. The concept was resurrected by Deng Xiaoping following the traumatic events of the 1989 demonstrations that shook the party to its roots and resulted in the purge of General Secretary Zhao Ziyang, who was deemed to be too sympathetic to the students’ demands. To bolster Jiang Zemin, the new general secretary, Deng Xiaoping referred to him as the core of the third generation of leaders—Mao Zedong having been the core of the first generation, and Deng himself the core of the second. Scholars at the Central Party School have noted that the designation “core” in the case of Xi Jinping means that not only does he have the deciding vote if there is a policy deadlock, but he can also initiate policy without engagement by the other senior party leaders.

This tendency to concentrate power is underpinned by the factional structure of the CCP. Although factions are theoretically banned, they have existed from the party’s beginnings and have impacted both policy and political outcomes. The party that was formed in the early 1920s from a group centered around Chen Duxiu grew out of the May Fourth study group environment (1915–1919); subsequently, there was a group that coalesced around Wang Ming and those who returned from Moscow in the 1930s and, of course, finally, Mao Zedong built up his own coterie of loyal followers. In 1929, one official in the Jinggangshan Border Region commented, “Party members worship their leader and put their faith in heroes while they accord less recognition to the Party organization.”5

Personal factions are not necessarily based on policy choices but rather on trust and loyalty that date back years. Many pre- and post-1949 political struggles can be better understood once you know who did what to whom and when. Because individuals depend on personal patronage for career advancement, a cult develops around the faction leader and concentrates power in their hands. Keeping that person in power becomes crucial to maintaining one’s own benefits and influence. This dynamic causes political struggle within the party to become intense and highly personal. As Xi Jinping consolidated power, he promoted those who had previously worked with him in the provinces of Fujian and Zhejiang. His two predecessors followed the same practice: Hu Jintao promoted many of those who had worked with him in the Communist Youth League, while Jiang Zemin was viewed as having a Shanghai faction gathered around him.

The supreme leader consolidates their position through promoting and accepting a guiding ideology that the party faithful must follow. Mao Zedong Thought was developed in Yan’an, northwest China, and evolved once power was seized in 1949. After this came Deng Xiaoping Theory, which was intended to guide the period of reform following Mao’s death. The achievements of the successor are not meant to eclipse those of the predecessor. Neither of Deng’s successors, Jiang Zemin or Hu Jintao, managed to get their names inscribed in the Party Statutes, even though some of their key concepts were included. The strengthened control of Xi Jinping over the party apparatus is evident in the mention of his name in the 2017 Party Statutes, in the phrase “Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era.” Use of the term “Thought” places Xi on the same plane as Mao Zedong: Mao guided the CCP to victory, while Xi Jinping provides guidance for the new era of Chinese power. Given the necessity to list the entire sequence of supreme leaders, if the CCP remains in power for another one hundred years, the preamble to the Statutes might be intolerably long.

Ideology, Line, and Infallibility

The language of the CCP can appear harsh and archaic to the foreign ear, but use of the correct language is important for the party to maintain control over its members and society. Words are chosen carefully, and any deviation from a proscribed phrase can spell trouble. But people find inventive ways to get around the prohibition of referring to certain events. Some netizens, for example, refer to June 4, 1989, when martial law troops entered and cleared Tiananmen Square, as May 35.

In early 2009, Chinese cyberspace erupted with news of a lively and tenacious alpaca-like animal that had emerged to battle against encroachment on its habitat in the Gobi Desert. The animal was named the “grass mud horse,” which in Chinese is a homophone for a vile obscenity. Its grassland habitat was being invaded by river crabs, a homophone for a party phrase referring to “harmonious society.” The clear implication was that online freedom was being curtailed by party intrusion. Sometimes the crabs were said to wear three watches, using a phrase that in Chinese sounds like the Three Represents policy promoted by Jiang Zemin.6 The play on words caught the censors unawares, and the horse became an instant sensation, with toy horses quickly selling off the store shelves and a children’s song about the horse attracting some 1.5 million online listeners. The party disclosed its level of alarm when it announced that such mischief must end, as the issue had been “elevated to a political level.” Such events reveal a partially submerged discourse that is at odds with the official discourse. Consequently, the party expends great resources, both material and physical, to scrub the internet clean of such devious posts. Especially notorious are members of the “50-cent party,” who are so named for the money they receive for every post they place on the internet that supports party policy.

The new media have also been used for more serious purposes: exposing the government coverup of the spread of SARS in 2002, pushing the authorities to follow up on their alleged culpability for a major high-speed rail crash in 2011, revealing the lavish lifestyles of some corrupt officials, and trying to alert the nation to the dangers of the outbreak of COVID-19 in Wuhan in late 2019. These kinds of exposés run counter to the CCP’s traditional management of information. The CCP seeks to channel information flows vertically and, in the same way as with organizations, to limit horizontal flows. Control over information and access are key components of political power. Contrary to President Clinton’s assertion that trying to control the internet is like trying to nail Jell-O to a wall, the CCP has proven that it is indeed possible to control the flow of information. Not only has it been remarkably successful in creating the system of online censorship called the Great Firewall, but it has also been able to use social media to promote its own propaganda, both domestically and internationally. Even though Facebook and Twitter are banned in China, the CCP makes effective use of them overseas. In February 2011, when outlining his ideas for strengthening social control, General Secretary Hu Jintao noted that the internet was a major threat to social stability. On taking power, Xi Jinping emphasized that the new social media should be “managed” and used to promote the party’s views. For Xi, the internet had become a “major battlefield of public opinion,” and thus it was necessary to “construct a powerful internet army” to gain control over it. This control over political discourse and what is permissible to say and write, a kind of soft power with hard characteristics, is combined with strict party discipline and more coercive mechanisms to ensure party control.

The party believes that it possesses the ability not only to correctly interpret the past but also to outline the future, and this belief has led the party to declare its infallibility. Thus, when mistakes are made, blame must lie either with members of the party following the incorrect political line and leading party members astray, or with “outsiders,” especially foreigners, meddling in party affairs. This results in a particular form of political struggle featuring the use of accusatory language that has moved beyond even that of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union under Stalin. Those who run afoul of the party are denounced as “right opportunists” or “left deviationists” or, the worst of all sins, “Trotskyites.” The terms are not mutually exclusive—it is possible to be accused of more than one sin.

The most heinous crime is to follow an incorrect political line. The “political line” is a crucial component of the CCP’s lexicon and practice of rule. It is a concise formulation that encapsulates what the party leadership sees as the core task for party members at a particular moment. Thus it is flexible, changing over time to suit the needs of the present day. When I was a student at Nanjing University in 1977, the contemporary history course was titled “The Ten Line Struggles of the CCP” (namely the ten major, historical struggles within the CCP) and the textbook was designed to follow this script. The use of “political line” to direct policy and criticize opponents continued not only through the Mao years but also well into the post-1978 reform period. Mao’s widow, Jiang Qing, and her closest followers were later denounced for forming a “counterrevolutionary clique,” and for being “anti-party elements.” For her part, Jiang Qing denounced the judge presiding at her trial as a “fascist.” Zhao Ziyang, party leader at the time of the 1989 student-led demonstrations, was accused of the ultimate sin of seeking to “split the party.” Such phrases may sound jarring, but they have helped the CCP maintain coherence in a dynamic environment, as the party struggled to take power in 1949 and then to retain control. Adherence to the correct political line was ensured via campaigns in which all party members, and often non-party members of the society, were expected to participate.

Inner-party dissent is thus a dangerous game, despite the appeal to democratic centralism and the right of minorities to voice their opinion. One must not only be careful about comments made in the present but also worry about words from the past, which can return to haunt one. This happened to Liu Shaoqi when, during the Cultural Revolution, his views on “How to Be a Good Communist” (1951) were parsed and said to reveal his inner-Confucian spirit and anti-party tendencies. Liu himself had warned of this problem back in March 1937, when he wrote a perceptive text about the problems of debate within the party. Although he was writing about the challenges of working underground in GMD-controlled areas, his critique could be extended to the party as a whole. He noted that it is always better to be “leftist” than “rightist,” and that the methods of ideological struggle within the party had become so excessive that “absolutely no freedom of calm discussion” existed. Liu recognized that the party was threatened by new or unorthodox ideas and that the result was meetings to struggle against them. Thus, it was safer to attack the party from the left than from the right. This maxim is still true today. Such a framing of struggle produces a very harsh rhetoric that is part and parcel of CCP discourse.

“Class” and “class struggle” are important in the CCP’s lexicon. In good Marxist-Leninist fashion, progress is explained in terms of the class struggle on behalf of the proletariat and their allies. Parties are categorized in terms of their class composition, even if the designations bear little relationship to reality. Before 1949, the CCP defined the composition of the GMD, often erroneously, in class terms. Such definitions provided a guide to action, just as did the classifications of landlord, or rich, middle, or poor peasant. One’s classification could mean the difference between life and death. After 1949, Mao Zedong exhorted the party faithful “never to forget class struggle.” He denounced the revisionism in Yugoslavia under Tito, and in the Soviet Union under Khrushchev and Brezhnev, that resulted in a “capitalist restoration.” Domestically, people at all levels in the CCP could be labeled as “capitalist roaders.”

By the 1990s, however, this kind of language appeared more archaic and did not resonate with much of the population, who were enjoying the fruits of the economic reforms and greater personal freedom. Nevertheless, speeches by Xi Jinping are still peppered with such language. In September 2019, addressing students at the Central Party School, Xi used the word “struggle” almost sixty times. One theme that did resonate with the people was the idea that the playing field was not level and those with good connections fared better than others. The 1989 student chants denouncing official corruption won them the support of much of the population in urban China. Thus, in more recent years, the main weapon for inner-party struggle has shifted to accusing opponents of corruption.

Given the self-told history of humiliation at the hands of foreigners, it is not surprising that foreigners are frequently portrayed as seeking to undermine the authority of the CCP, whether be it through transforming the political system to look more like those of the West (“peaceful evolution”), stoking tensions with Taiwan, or encouraging opposition in Hong Kong. As the 2019 Hong Kong demonstrations expanded, it was inevitable that the party would “discover” that Britons and Americans had been stirring up trouble. Reference to this history of humiliation was used to inspire resistance to the economic sanctions imposed by President Trump in 2018–2019; the sanctions were portrayed as just the latest example of a powerful West bullying China to get its way. Similarly, the unrest in Tibet and Xinjiang is not seen as resulting from the CCP’s own policies toward the region but rather from the promptings of “foreign elements.” Even the premier think tank for the social sciences, the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, was accused of being “infiltrated by foreign forces” and was said to have engaged in “illegal collusion” at a sensitive time.7

This notion of foreign abuse has pervaded society and even the business community. In February 2018, the cochair of the business conglomerate the Hainan Group claimed that investigations into its activities within China came from “reactionary forces from both China and overseas countering China’s rise, and are a major conspiracy against the Communist Party Central Committee with Xi Jinping at its core.”8 Apparently, these forces had been indulging in their evil plots for a long time. This tendency to see conspiracy everywhere is a legacy of the prerevolutionary struggle.

These core features of the party developed during a long period of gestation following the CCP’s founding in 1921. The early members of the party experienced the collapse of the Chinese imperial system in 1911–1912 and found themselves in uncharted territory as they sought to find solutions that could restore China to its former glory and rightful place in the world. This desire was shared by many of their contemporaries, but ultimately they chose a distinctive path that would provide a holistic solution to the challenges facing China. This path included doses of Leninist organization and Stalinist political methods, combined with selected traditions from China’s past. This book seeks to explain how the CCP progressed from extremely unpromising circumstances to gain power and develop into the party that controls the second-largest economy in the world, and how its legacy continues to shape China today.

Before delving into discussion of the principal causes of the Chinese Communist revolution and how the CCP has ruled, let me define how I am using the term “revolution” in this book. First, the focus is on the Chinese Communist revolution and not on the Chinese revolution in its entirety, which would require an in-depth study of the fall of the imperial system and of the nationalist movement and the GMD. Second, I use an expansive definition of revolution in line with Charles Tilly’s notion of a “great revolution” that transforms economic and social structures as well as political institutions.9 The ultimate outcome of the revolution was a new economic path overseen by an institution radically different from anything that had gone before, which, as in the Soviet Union, sought to transform the nature of the “masses” under its control—yet another attempt to create the “new socialist man / woman.” For the Marxist-Leninist–inspired leaders, the utopian revolution was intended to bring power to those oppressed by the old regime and to those who would enjoy greater satisfaction, both material and spiritual, under the new mode of production and its socialist relations. This was a worthy ideal but one, sadly, not achieved by either the Chinese revolution or the Russian revolution.

The period beginning with the disintegration and eventual collapse of the Chinese Empire in 1911 is marked by the search for a suitable state form that could make the nation independent, wealthy, and powerful. However, that search did not end in 1949. In addition to the question of what kind of state system would rule China, there was the associated question of what kind of institutions should preside over the Chinese political system.

The years before 1949 comprised an intense period of learning for the CCP as it adapted Soviet theories, practices, and organization to better suit Chinese realities. This process entailed a shift in emphasis from an urban revolution to a movement based in the countryside, if not a movement of the countryside. The primacy of a Leninist organization was a given, but rule and authority by the charismatic Mao Zedong was slowly grafted atop the Leninist structures. The CCP made good use of alliances, despite a catastrophic disaster in 1927 (when its supposed partner the GMD turned on it and slaughtered hundreds of CCP members), and, positioning itself as a national champion in the fight against the Japanese invaders, kept the movement alive and won new supporters. At crucial moments, the CCP received support from the Soviets, but it was no Soviet clone or baggage-train government like those established in Eastern Europe after World War II. The CCP’s own key experiences in the revolutionary struggle were important in shaping not only the institutions that ruled the People’s Republic but also the nature and style of PRC politics. These topics are treated in Part 1.

The year 1949 does not represent a clear dividing line in this history, and continuities coexist with change. The search for stability and effective governing institutions did not end in that year. Initially, the CCP oversaw a brief attempt to Sovietize the state, economy, and society while restoring economic stability. This experiment was short lived, taking place before Mao Zedong led the CCP to embark on the economic adventurism of the GLF, followed by the political adventurism of the Cultural Revolution, which almost destroyed the party and devoured some of its most important and influential children. The death of supreme leader Mao in 1976 provided an opportunity for another radical shift in policy direction, following a similar pattern in other authoritarian systems. The CCP refers to the period since 1978 as one of “reform and opening-up,” and this has certainly been the case. The reforms, overseen by the new paramount leader, Deng Xiaoping, have changed every aspect of life, while the opening-up has resulted in China becoming a major player on the world stage and a destination for global capital. China is now the world’s second largest economy and will eventually become the largest, having witnessed the fastest growth in history. Within a generation, the country went through what has taken other countries centuries to accomplish. The accumulated impacts on the global economy and governance were unimaginable when the CCP took power. How might the PRC use this newfound power, and how will the international community respond? These topics form the content of Part 2.

This book seeks to outline how a group of young men and a few women, who came together in the tumultuous years following the collapse of the empire and World War I, set in motion a movement that would create the most powerful political organization in the world, overseeing an economy that would come to rival that of the United States. It is an extraordinary story of survival, disaster, and resurrection. Given the conditions under which the movement labored, the CCP should never have come to power. The struggle entailed liberating the Chinese people from what the CCP sees as a century of humiliation at the hands of foreigners and domestic exploitation by landlords and comprador bourgeoisie. From Rebel to Ruler traces the twists and turns of this history, while drawing lessons from the revolutionary struggle that shaped the patterns and institutions of CCP rule after 1949.

Forty-five years ago, when I was a student in the country, I could not have imagined the changes that China has experienced. If anyone had dared to suggest that it would be possible to pull China out of the morass of the Cultural Revolution, I would have told them that the idea was crazy. The CCP and the world are now trying to come to terms with the consequences of these changes and what they mean for our collective future. In shifting from a revolutionary party to a ruling party, the CCP has come a long way, but it still faces major challenges to rise out of the ranks of the middle-income countries and to consolidate an institutional framework that will finally deliver the modern state apparatus for which China’s leaders have been searching for some one hundred years.


PART ONE

HOW the EAST was WON


CHAPTER ONE

The End of the Empire

When thirteen young Chinese men met in the French concession of Shanghai on a hot July day in 1921, they could not have known that the organization they were founding would become the driver of one of the greatest revolutionary upheavals of all time. Less than thirty years later, the CCP had seized power in Beijing, and now, one hundred years later, it is an economic superpower that sends shivers down the spines of many in Washington, who see the country as America’s primary rival on the global stage. This book tells the story of how the CCP fought against seemingly insuperable odds to gain power, and how it has survived self-inflicted disasters to maintain that power for seven decades. It is a dramatic story that forms a key part of the global upheavals of the last century. While much of the CCP’s energies were absorbed by internal challenges, including civil war and struggle against “class enemies,” the party saw itself as participating in a global revolution—initially as part of the Soviet proletarian resistance to imperialism, later as a leader of the nonaligned movement, and finally as a model of development that offered an alternative to the capitalism of the West.

The End of the Old Order: Unity and Diversity

The seemingly innocuous uprising that broke out in Wuchang, Central China, on October 10, 1911, and brought down the Qing dynasty (1644–1912), might look as if it put a sudden end to a long-lived and durable system. However, the system had been in decline for some time. For one thing, it was unable to counter the forces of the West that had burst onto the scene so aggressively with the First Opium War of 1839–1842. Westernizing influences were not only direct, through military means, but also indirect, through the penetration of new ideas that led to a questioning of the legitimacy of a system based around the emperor. Despite reformers’ best efforts to update the old to accommodate the new, the old Qing system was rigid and unable to adapt sufficiently to the new challenges. In addition, domestic economic pressures were increasing, and they derived from both internal and external causes.

Traditional Chinese political culture and political arrangements are often described in broad terms that reduce them to caricatures or clichés that confuse as much as they clarify. Yet, like all such descriptions they contain kernels of truth. The CCP has adopted many of these broad characterizations—for instance, in defining China as a unitary entity with one culture, or in claiming that the imperial legacy and dominant thought system predispose China, not to democracy, but instead to a hierarchical form of government, one that can too easily breed authoritarianism. The CCP, of course, uses more polite phrases, such as “a people’s democratic dictatorship” or “socialism with Chinese characteristics.”

Chinese historians and even CCP officials often refer to the longevity of Chinese civilization, which dates back thousands of years. The CCP came to power claiming that it represented a radical break with the past and a new tradition of proletarian internationalism. But as the strength of revolutionary legitimacy has declined, first under Hu Jintao and even more strongly under Xi Jinping, the CCP has begun to promote itself as the successor to and inheritor of Chinese tradition—including the continuity of Chinese civilization, the tendency for autocratic rule, the importance of Confucianism, and the lack of strong civil society organizations to act as checks or to counter state power. But the reality on the ground, of course, is always more complex.

It is commonly noted that Chinese state and society were relatively isolated from outside influences, with a self-perpetuating imperial system that defined and limited the potential for meaningful change. The hierarchical state system had the emperor at the pinnacle, surrounded by the members of the court, and underpinned by a group of civil servants highly skilled and trained in the Chinese classics. The emperor ruled by heavenly decree, but he could be removed when appropriate signs, such as natural disasters, gave the people the right to rebel. Rather than leading to fundamental systemic change, rebellion only replaced one emperor or imperial system with another. After the devastating Tangshan earthquake of 1976, rumors abounded that the disaster might signal the end of the “new emperor,” Mao Zedong. And on September 9, 1976, Mao indeed died, but once again there was no change of system.

The strength of Chinese culture and institutions is demonstrated in the founding of the Qing dynasty (1644–1912). When the Manchus came from the northeast as “barbarian invaders” to found the dynasty, they were forced to accommodate to Chinese culture, adopt traditional Chinese rituals and other forms of legitimation, and use established social structures to ensure effective control over the society they had conquered. This process produced an insularity from alternative modes of thought and an ethnocentrism that the Chinese intelligentsia justified by invoking their unique heritage. Two Chinese words are important for grasping this worldview: tianxia and Zhongguo. Tianxia is literally translated as “the whole world” or “the realm,” but the term connotes much more: a world order centered on the emperor and the imperial court, and radiating outward, eventually reaching the “barbarians” beyond the Chinese cultural sphere. To be accepted as new rulers, the Manchus had to acknowledge this cultural core and the essence of established Chinese society. Zhongguo, the name for China, literally means “the Middle Kingdom” or perhaps “cultural core.” Both concepts express the centrality of Chinese culture, with the emperor at the pinnacle and center of the world order.

In reality, the idea of a unified state that had persisted over the millennia was promoted by the dominant ethnic group, the Han Chinese. Before the Ming dynasty (1368–1644), China probably had been divided for as long as it had been unified, and even the Yuan dynasty (1279–1368) “in many respects had more in common with periods of division than with consolidation.”1 This alternation between division and unity was well ingrained in traditional thought and was recorded in the Chinese classic The Three Kingdoms, which describes the fall of the Han dynasty (206 BC–AD 210): “They say the momentum of history is ever thus: the empire, long divided, must unite; long united must divide. Thus, it has ever been.”2

The notion of continuity was strengthened by and perhaps even derived from the last two dynasties, the Ming and the Qing, which ruled from 1368 until 1912, when the imperial system ended. This was also the period when the empire’s spread reached its peak and, with some variation, incorporated the territory over which the CCP claims sovereignty (such as along the border with Mongolia).3 The seeming unity of the empire was undermined not only by the increasing aggression of the West but also by growing domestic pressures that placed strains on the system. Beginning in the mid-1990s there arose a new school of thought known as the New Qing History, which has appealed to newly available materials to question the extent to which the Manchus absorbed Confucian norms of rule and how much they had carried with them and perpetuated their Central Asian models. Importantly, this work reveals a Qing empire that not only covered a territory that was much larger than previously supposed but also possessed wide-ranging cultural diversity and cultural practices and, importantly, an increasingly diverse population.4 Needless to say, this approach has been criticized by official historians in China because it challenges the party’s narrative.

China is still wrestling with how to rule over a diverse, ethnically mixed population that does not necessarily accept the dominance of the Han or the CCP narrative. The challenge for the CCP is that ethnic minorities constitute only about 10 percent of the total population but inhabit 60 percent of the land mass, much of which is in sensitive border areas (the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region, Tibet Autonomous Region, and Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region). The national language is a recent construct and has priority in schools over the local languages. About 30 percent of the population speaks a language at home other than the national language. Although these local languages are referred to as dialects, they are different languages—in many cases as distinct as German is from French.

The cultures of the various regions are also quite distinct, and the arrival of the foreign presence heightened the differences between the open, cosmopolitan south and coastal area and the more bureaucratic northern cultures. This distinction became more marked as the influence of treaty ports and foreigners grew in cities such as Shanghai and Guangzhou (Canton), producing urban environments where non-Chinese ideas could spread and be debated. In contrast, the north and the inland provinces were dominated by a more traditional agricultural economy and more traditional power relationships. Early revolutionaries such as Sun Yat-sen, the father of the nationalist movement, grew up in the more cosmopolitan environment. It is not surprising that when Deng Xiaoping wanted to kick-start reforms after 1978, he turned to these coastal areas to set up the first four special economic zones, which were permitted to bring in foreign investment, technology, and management techniques.5 Importantly, these zones were far away from the bureaucratic clutches of the CCP leadership in Beijing.

Problems arise for the CCP among ethnic groups whose cultures and narratives differ from those of traditional China. Tibet and Xinjiang each have an external point of reference—the Dalai Lama for Tibet, and for Xinjiang the old Turkestan empire and now the radical Islamic movements that are active across Central Asia. Both provinces have seen uprisings against CCP / Han rule, and the party has launched various projects to increase the Han population in the areas to make the indigenous population into a minority. During Tibet’s failed uprising in 1959, the Dalai Lama fled to India, where he has remained in exile. On the fortieth anniversary of the uprising, in 2008, widespread riots broke out in the capital, Lhasa, and other Tibetan cities, with much of the animosity directed against the Han Chinese who had settled there. As for Xinjiang, the CCP fears that the indigenous population will form links with radical Islamic groups, and in July 2009 the CCP blamed the large-scale unrest on the activities of groups outside of Xinjiang. In 2018 the CCP undertook a major campaign of reeducation, including placing large numbers of locals into camps; earlier it had banned government personnel in Xinjiang from fasting during Ramadan and discouraged beards and veils.

The central government has made heavy economic investments in both regions and has improved transportation links in hopes that improved material wealth might offset the differences in spiritual allegiances. The major Belt and Road Initiative into Pakistan emphasizes routes via Xinjiang, with the hope that this will bring more wealth to the region and reduce regional inequalities. However, it seems unlikely that more investment and economic growth will resolve the fundamental contradictions. Unless there is greater tolerance for religious freedom, the threat of unrest will remain. It is difficult to predict how long the patronizing, paternalistic attitude toward these groups can persist. The paternalistic view that Han culture is superior and that the CCP brings benefit and enlightenment to other ethnic groups in the region seems widely shared among Chinese officials. Even before the 2008 demonstrations in Tibet, the party secretary of the province stated that “the Communist Party is like the parent to the Tibetan people, and it is always considerate about what the children need,” noting that the CCP Central Committee is like the “real Buddha for Tibetans.”6 Such comments may go down well in Beijing, but they are not received so well in Lhasa. The CCP has sought to control the narrative of the Tibetan people through patriotic campaigns intended to persuade nuns and monks to accept the CCP narrative.7 The CCP leadership has sought to eliminate the Dalai Lama’s influence in his own succession by organizing training for monks on reincarnation. A senior official involved noted that reincarnation is “never a religious-only issue or a living Buddha’s personal right”; instead it must accord with the CCP’s strategies and policies within Tibet.8 Of course, the CCP also seeks to control the international perception of its treatment of the Tibetan people.

This practice is quite distinct from an earlier period when the CCP had to tolerate diversity in order to survive. After 1927 the CCP was banished to the hinterlands and the border regions. How it should deal with the various ethnic groupings presented a major challenge. Different Red Army groups made temporary compromises with a motley assortment of ethnic minorities, bandits, and local power holders. When the Red Army established the Jiangxi Soviet, it absorbed local bandits into their troops; some of these became commanders. Living in potentially hostile environments often meant the sacrifice of principles to ensure survival. At the end of the Long March, Mao Zedong’s troops sheltered in northern Shaanxi in an area governed by the Communist guerrilla leader Liu Zhidan. In the late 1920s and the 1930s, Liu had struck alliances with local bandits to build up his strength. One such bandit was his cousin, whose followers formed the backbone of the first guerrilla army in the region. Another bandit leader rose to a senior position within the People’s Liberation Army (PLA). Liu Zhidan and the others realized that “only a movement rooted in local ties, bringing together all who could be united with, had any chance of lasting success.”9 Similarly, in 1935 Zhang Guotao (head of the CCP’s Fourth Front Army) and a rival of Mao Zedong for CCP leadership, withdrew under pressure from the border areas between Sichuan and Tibet and established the Northwest Federal Government of the Chinese Soviet Republic, promising that the CCP would fight with the minority nationalities (Hui, Mongolians, Tibetans, Miao, and Yi) to help them achieve independence.

Domestic Challenges to Imperial Rule

In addition to the increasing foreign engagement, two other challenges chipped away at Qing rule. First, in the latter half of the eighteenth century, an extensive period of peace, which permitted agricultural improvements and better health care, led to a population explosion. The population more than doubled, from about 150 million in 1700 to 450 million by 1850, with the maximum economic welfare occurring between 1750 and 1775.10 Second, the Qing now ruled over a more diverse population, living on a larger land mass but without a concomitant increase in state agencies.11 Local government was very thin, with about 50,000 officials overseeing 450 million people. This put stress on the system and made it more difficult to deal with uprisings, such as the White Lotus Rebellion and the Taiping Rebellion (1850–1864), let alone with the foreign incursions that began with the First Opium War in 1839. One important consequence of this declining state capacity to deal with armed threats was an increase in the power of local militias and the eventual rise of warlords. In its early years the CCP, together with the Guomindang (GMD; the Nationalist Party), had to grapple with a country riven by feuding warlord factions and a roundabout of changes in government. For many young revolutionaries it also led to a deep-seated sense that a military solution was a crucial component for any resolution of China’s fate.12

The population increase and the strains it caused might have been offset by innovations in science and technology and a parallel industrial revolution. Why this did not occur has been a source of debate and remains a puzzle to this day. Earlier research in the West portrayed a China that passed from economic and scientific progress to stagnation and an absence of inspiration.13 Confucian thought held merchants in low esteem; the landed gentry saw little incentive to invest in urban industrialization; and the bureaucracy was seen as stifling initiative. Much of the manufacturing that did develop was tightly tied to compradors and foreign businesses. It all amounted to what Mark Elvin called a “high-level equilibrium trap,” with China unable to move forward using traditional techniques, yet unable or unwilling to innovate.14

This Western research shows that Chinese society changed between the eighth and thirteenth centuries as it underwent an economic revolution, but that progress flattened thereafter. The peasant rebellions produced greater geographical and social mobility, which undermined the traditional system of serfdom. More recent research on the economy suggests that far from being trapped, China had a dynamic and successful economy that was able to feed the growing population and produced various sophisticated institutions, and that, contrary to long-held views, as late as the eighteenth century China was as prosperous as the West.15 This view remains disputed. Less disputed is the view that in the nineteenth century, economic depression set in, while population growth continued unchallenged.16 The Qing encouraged growth of the private sector and, in contrast to Europe, had competitive markets for land, labor, and goods.17 The Qing dynasty took a hands-off approach to the economy and kept taxation rates low, but this limited its ability to invest in necessary public goods and to confront domestic disturbances such as the White Lotus Rebellion (1796–1804) and the increasing penetration of Western powers seeking market access and trade.18 Some have argued that at least in some areas markets flourished, growth was maintained, and incomes rose right up until the Japanese incursions and the global economic crisis of the 1930s.19

Economic decline played into the social unrest, and the cost of putting down these rebellions further undermined state capacity. The most explosive millennial uprising was that of the Taiping, led by the messianic Hong Xiuquan. The movement started in the western province of Guangxi, but in its heyday it undermined the Qing and spread rapidly across China, establishing its capital in Nanjing and ruling over much of China’s economic core. The Taiping represented the most extraordinary interaction between China and the West. The established story was that Hong Xiuquan ascended to Heaven in 1837 and was charged by God to rid the earth of those who were leading it astray. On his return to earth, Hong, seeing himself as “God’s Chinese son,” led a rebellion that killed more than 20 million people, weakened the Qing state, and resulted in the growth of local defense militias.20 The movement cut to the core the legitimating belief in Confucianism. The adoption of foreign belief systems, grafted onto the traditional nature of peasant rebellions, foreshadowed the intellectual revolution of the twentieth century.21 Suppression of the movement also brought in foreign troops, which had already brutalized the Qing authorities during the Opium Wars (1839–1842 and 1856–1860).

Confucianism Then and Now

The undermining of Confucianism was traumatic. The Chinese elite had been held together by its manipulation, which in its caricature promoted obedience to the sage-kings, filial piety, and the development of virtue through education—which founded the belief that a system ruled by the educated and the wise would be a good government. At the pinnacle of the system was the emperor, who ruled through the Mandate of Heaven. The process of advancing through the education system and the civil service examinations was grueling, and it severely limited the number of those who could enter the elite. At the same time, it ensured that those who did join the elite were well schooled in the dominant interpretation of Confucianism and were unlikely to use their education to critique the system. It was taught that people were to know their place in the hierarchy, and that the lower orders were to remain subordinate to their superiors. In fact, some of those who rose in rebellion were candidates who had failed the civil service examinations. Hong Xiuquan, the founder of the Taiping Rebellion, failed the examinations four times. He and several other early leaders of the Taiping were outsiders who came from Hakka communities in southern China.

Yet, except for a few dishonorable groups, the examination system was open to all males, no matter their standing. The system appeared to be relatively free from the corruption of paying for a post or using personal connections for advancement, two phenomena that have plagued the CCP system during the post-1978 reform era. In imperial China this openness and apparent lack of corruption created a sense that the system was fair and that wise men could be trusted to govern on behalf of the people and make the best decisions. In reality the system was less meritocratic than it seemed. The process to study and pass the examinations was arduous and required lengthy training in the approved interpretation of the classics. This was very expensive and thus excluded most families from even trying to participate.

Thus, Confucianism reified a hierarchical system that was managed by “good men” (and no women). This clearly meant that Confucianism functioned best when the imperial system was strong and the centralized state was functioning adequately; it fared less well when the state was weakened. In contrast, two other major thought systems, Buddhism and Daoism, were not very effective in terms of managing a hierarchical, disciplined political administration.22 Confucian edicts went up and down the system reassuring the traditional bureaucracy, but many citizens lived their lives in horizontal networks influenced by Buddhism, or Daoism, or they were embedded in lineage networks. The penetration of Buddhism into China from India shows that the thought system was not sealed to outside influence and, like Marxism in the twentieth century, it found enthusiastic adherents.23

Beyond the generalities, it is difficult to define Confucianism precisely. Confucianism covers a wide range of entities from “a narrowly conceived orthodoxy maintained by the cultural elite; a political ideology sustained through civil service examination by autocratic rulers; a philosophical discourse based on the interpretation of a set of classical texts; to a value system supporting patriarchy.”24 Certainly the use that General Secretary Xi Jinping has made of neo-Confucianism, as with his predecessor, Hu Jintao, stresses harmony and order within society so that everyone knows their place. Xi’s Confucian revival serves clear contemporary political purposes by drawing a line that links the CCP to China’s traditional political culture and reinforces the need for strong hierarchical structures and a bureaucracy staffed by those who are sufficiently enlightened, albeit now with the addition of an understanding of Marxism.

At first sight this revival of Confucianism appears puzzling. The CCP came to power claiming that it represented a radical break with the past and that it would usher in a new proletarian culture. But the Chinese tradition had fled to Taiwan with the GMD. By 1976 the campaign to criticize Lin Biao and Confucius was winding down, with the CCP claiming that the bad, old traditions should be swept away. Fast-forward to September 2014 and we hear Xi Jinping declaring that the CCP is the “successor to and promoter of fine traditional Chinese culture.”25 For the CCP, as for previous dynasties, this approach is intended to strengthen legitimacy by linking the party to a long history, which is often referred to as stretching back 2,000 or 5,000 years. This tracing of historical roots breeds an easy familiarity among the Chinese “masses,” who, it is presumed, would not be surprised to find in the pages of the Communist newspaper, the People’s Daily, events and trends that occurred or developed some 2,000 years earlier but that the party deems to be relevant to contemporary struggles. It is difficult to find a parallel to this in the Western tradition. We do not see US presidents invoking maxims of Plato or Aristotle to jockey with their political rivals. Xi Jinping’s interest in Confucianism echoes more closely the ideas of Liu Shaoqi than those of Mao Zedong. Liu was the president of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and second only to Mao until his fall from grace during the Cultural Revolution. Liu Shaoqi’s 1951 tract on how to be a good communist—a Confucian framing for the Communist world—called for self-cultivation, but now Marx and Lenin were the masters to be studied.

The adherence to Confucianism as a prerequisite to rule, with the state playing a dominant role in promoting and protecting the official ideology against other contenders, lies behind the notion of the Chinese state as autocratic, articulated most vehemently with the Cold War–era concept of “Oriental despotism.” The agricultural demands required major hydraulic systems that could be built and maintained only by a powerful autocratic government.26 Although one can argue about how autocratic the system was, it is true that there were no organizations that could have rallied alternatives.

The state assumed the role of educator. Even though foreigners in contemporary China might be surprised to see, displayed on buildings or on billboards, poetic couplets expressing love for the CCP and Xi Jinping, or Deng Xiaoping or Mao Zedong, it would not seem strange to Chinese citizens. Such displays are merely a modern manifestation of the couplets that were put up in public places during imperial times. Proper Confucian education would bring out the innate goodness of people and permit them to realize their potential. Of course, goodness was defined by the intelligentsia under the emperor and included those attributes that contributed to the social order and perpetuation of the system. The Qing created a system of district lecturers who were appointed based on their scholarship, age, and worthy character. Twice a month they would expound upon the relevant imperial maxims, and attendance at such lectures was compulsory. Good children would be hailed and rotten elements would be vilified—with their names posted in public places, to remain there until they saw the error of their ways and sought a return to the fold. This practice was adopted by the CCP to promote local or national heroes to be emulated while vilifying persons who were negative examples.

This meant that the state defined an expansive role for itself and that, unlike in the West, its role as moral arbiter was not challenged by other organizations, such as organized religion. As with the hanging of couplets to praise the CCP, Chinese citizens might not have been surprised to recognize the launch of a campaign to “build a spiritual civilization.” This system did not expect critical participation from its citizens; instead it required calm obedience, and it did not see the need for a loyal opposition. Dissent would be punished harshly, through banishment or even execution. This established clear boundaries for the role of the intellectual elite: control over information, its dissemination, and learning was portrayed as not only legitimate but also as a worthy objective. For intellectuals who were groomed into this system, the benefits could be great as they became scholar-officials wielding strong political power while enjoying a high social status. In the era of the CCP, these scholars function as “establishment intellectuals.”27

Given this, it is not surprising that most observers see Chinese society as dominated by the state, with little or no social organization that can serve as a counterbalance. However, the direct penetration of the state at the local level is not overbearing, and this does leave space for temples, lineage, merchant groups, and even secret societies to flourish, but none of these threaten the power of the national state. The network of temples does not form a national organization that can provide an alternative moral center. In the south, in particular, lineage plays an important role in organizing village life and in deciding questions of reciprocity and justice. For example, in Yantian Village in southern China, the Deng lineage traces its roots back to the tenth century, and from imperial times to the present the village has been led by a Deng family member.28 The merchants’ groups did not form the basis for a bourgeoisie as they did in the West, and while some of the associated apparatuses of newspapers and salons developed in cities such as Shanghai, they did not form a bourgeois alternative. For the most part, secret societies, as the names suggest, operated covertly, often as self-help organizations. Perhaps a nascent public sphere, à la Habermas, was emerging in major urban environments toward the end of the Qing and into the Republican period, but it barely consolidated.29 In total, the various forms of associational life did not pose a threat to the state and did not amount to a civil society as it is commonly conceived.30

Interacting with the Outside World

The popular view has been that China was insular and largely ignorant of the outside world until foreigners began to press their interests to open China for trade. For much of history this was true, but there were earlier periods of extensive foreign engagement, such as during the Han (205 BC–AD 220), Tang (AD 618–907), and Song (AD 960–1279) dynasties. Foreign goods found their way across China, and Chinese products found their way across the globe. Yet the Chinese had a remarkable lack of curiosity about the ways and wonders of the world outside of the Middle Kingdom. The Qing dynasty’s ability to rule was eroded by its inability to come to terms with foreign powers, but also by domestic and economic turbulence.

In 1557, local officials of the Ming dynasty bequeathed to Portuguese traders the area of Macau, which remained the traders’ sole foreign base for the next 300 years. The British were next to arrive, and by 1757 trade was confined to Guangzhou, operating through the Cohong system with thirteen hong (merchants) licensed to deal with the foreigners. Foreigners were denied contacts with officials, and in the period of January to May 1757 they were required to move back to Macau. This was never going to satisfy the foreign traders, especially not the British. Initially the British attempted to establish contacts with the imperial system. In 1793 the British king, George III, sent Earl George McCartney to Beijing to establish relations and to open up trade. For the British it did not go well, but for the empire the process that it set in train would be even worse. To show the fruits of Britain’s industrialization, McCartney presented the emperor with gifts, including clocks and watches, scientific instruments, and even a hot air balloon. Some of these trinkets can still be seen today in the Forbidden City. The Qianlong Emperor (1735–1795) was not impressed, and McCartney’s failure to kowtow to the emperor in accordance with imperial protocol caused delays in finding a resolution. The emperor’s letter that McCartney delivered to George III was clear: “I set no value on objects strange or ingenious, and have no use for your country’s manufactures.” The British king was instructed to demonstrate his loyalty: by “perpetual submission to our Throne, you may secure peace and prosperity for your country hereafter.” The idea of opening a diplomatic mission also received short shrift, as sending a representative was “contrary to all usage of my dynasty and cannot possibly be entertained.”31 Fortunately for Qianlong, he was not around to witness the foreign response to such attitudes that led to the dismemberment of China.

This attitude convinced the British traders that diplomatic engagement to promote their economic interests was not going to be successful and that the use of force was inevitable, even though it took another forty years. This marked the start of what CCP historians and Mao Zedong himself saw as the hundred years of shame and humiliation at the hands of foreigners. This narrative plays a crucial role in the CCP’s claims to legitimacy. The immediate catalyst came in 1838, when the Daoguang Emperor (1821–1850) sent commissioner Li Zexu to deal with the foreign trade through Guangzhou. Opium trading was banned, and Li expected foreign compliance in stopping the trade. Instead, in September 1839 the First Opium War was launched, which led to the first of the unequal treaties signed in Nanjing (August 1842), followed by the most-favored-nation clause in 1843 and the Second Opium War (1856–1850). These treaties included heavy indemnities to be paid by China to the British merchants who had been driven out of Guangzhou, the opening up of the treaty ports to include the stationing of British consuls there, contacts with Chinese officials of similar rank, abolition of the Cohongs, and the leasing of Hong Kong Island, and then the Kowloon Peninsula and Stonecutters Island, to Britain. The most-favored-nation clause meant that any special favor granted to a foreign power in one treaty would be granted to all other powers. In 1843 Britain was given full extraterritoriality that exempted its citizens from being subject to local law. Extraterritoriality was not abolished until 1943, when the foreign powers wanted to give a boost to the Nationalists in the struggle against Japan. It was fairly easy to renounce, as the foreigners had been driven out of their most important enclaves.

The defeats for the Chinese Empire did not end with the Opium Wars. In 1884–1885 the empire was defeated by France, and, most traumatically, in 1894–1895 it lost the Sino-Japanese War. This defeat at the hands of the Japanese caused many Chinese intellectuals to become deeply disillusioned with their heritage and led them to look overseas for solutions to China’s woes. It also marked the beginning of a more radical turn in intellectual curiosity in China. Defeat “produced an almost traumatic change in the climate of literati opinion.”32 The core problem was identified as the Confucian principles on which the imperial system was based. The regime was losing its intellectual elite as they sought salvation in alternative modes of thought. Yan Fu was the most prominent intellectual to believe that Western power came not only from its weapons and gunboats but also, and more importantly, from its ideas and values. The stage was set for significant soul-searching about how to save China, and as gradual and piecemeal solutions were found wanting, hopeful young intellectuals gravitated to more comprehensive, transformative ideologies.

The empire did try to salvage what it could through moderate experimentation. This began with the Self-Strengthening Movement that dominated in-house reforms until it was exposed as a failure after the Sino-Japanese War. The movement involved a mechanical borrowing of certain aspects of Western advancement, particularly in the military sphere. The attempts were summed up by Zhang Zhidong as “Chinese learning for fundamental values, Western learning for practical application.” Unlike Yan Fu later, Zhang did not appreciate that one could not selectively lift out Western technology and machines from the economic, social, and cultural matrix from which they had emerged.

Important attempts at reform from within were also tried during the 1898 Reform Movement, headed by Kang Youwei (1858–1927). Although Kang was born into a prominent scholar-official family, he was opposed to the Shimonoseki Treaty that China had signed following its defeat by the Japanese, and the resistance spawned an energetic outpouring of ideas about reform that were discussed in salons around the country and aired in an increasing number of newspapers. Not surprisingly, Kang and like-minded youths looked to Japan’s Meiji reforms for inspiration. The young Guangxu Emperor (1871–1908) was sympathetic and allowed Kang to shake up the system through a series of administrative reforms. There were new ministries for areas such as industry, but Confucianism was not abandoned and in fact it was to be strengthened through a Ministry of Religion. During the Hundred Days of Reform, the examination system was reformed to eliminate the formulaic writing and to include current affairs (these reforms were abolished in 1905). The reform did not last long, as opposition grew, and in September 1898 Empress Dowager Cixi decided to take back power from the young emperor—imprisoning him, ripping up the reform edicts, and purging the reformers, some of whom were executed.

A second response to intrusion was to fall back on China’s xenophobic tradition and attempt to completely remove the foreigners. The late Qing was critical of trade, and the increasing dismemberment of China led to the radical Boxer Movement (1899–1901), with violent attacks on foreigners, especially religious representatives, including Chinese Christians. At its most radical stage, the slogan “Wipe out the foreigners!” rang out. By the spring of 1900 the Boxers had advanced on Beijing, putting pressure on the empress dowager and her court to decide whether or not to support them. Eventually, in June, she publicly declared in the name of the Guangxu Emperor the fateful decision that the court would be throwing its weight behind the Boxers. The Western nations formed an alliance with Japan and “liberated” Beijing in August 1900, with Cixi having fled to Xi’an and leaving her people to suffer at the hands of the foreigners. Over 120,000 died during the Boxer Movement, but despite graphic Western accounts of attacks on the foreigners, only about 250 were killed along with about 30,000 Chinese Christians. The remainder were killed by the foreign troops or by Chinese troops that had joined them.33 Crushed by the foreign troops, the terms of the Boxer Protocol, concluded in 1901, were harsh, and the indemnity to be paid to the foreigners amounted to four times the nation’s annual revenue.

Radical uprisings against foreigners or attempts at reform from within gave way to decline, and more young people followed the path of those such as Yan Fu and sought inspiration from thought systems and political processes outside of China. This group included liberals, all manner of anarchists, and eventually Marxists.

Legacies

From this review of the imperial past, what can we discern as legacies that have influenced the CCP?34 Perhaps most remarkably, given its earlier claims to represent a radical rupture with the past, is its toying with Confucianism and portraying the CCP as the inheritor of China’s glorious past. As revolutionary legitimacy declines with each successive generation and with performance legitimacy very fragile, it makes sense to weave in the narrative of inheritance of a continuity that dates back millennia. It is as if the Roman Empire had survived its trials and tribulations and still oversaw politics in Italy today.

Of course, the Communist revolution produced its own cultural traits and patterns of organization and took on a Leninist party structure, but there are some broad general features of CCP behavior that bear comparison with Chinese tradition. These legacies will be explored in greater depth in the Conclusion. First and foremost, the CCP inherited the idea of China as a unitary state that would exist within the most expansive geographic area possible. Except when politically expedient in the pre-1949 period, the CCP has never accepted either federalism or the right of secession. Second, in terms of the notion of the state, since 1949 the party has been the educator and moral conscience of the nation. There is no alternative set of institutions that can provide moral guidance to its citizens on a national basis. The deliberate fusing of the identity of party and state means that undue criticism of the party is portrayed as unpatriotic. Third, this means that the idea of a loyal opposition is an anathema. You are either in or out, and only very rarely somewhere in between. Fourth, there was an easy acceptance of hierarchical rule maintained by a well-heeled army of establishment intellectuals, who explained and promoted the CCP’s objectives. The hierarchical structure of the party, despite the party’s stress on collective leadership, tended toward one-person rule or dominance over the political system. This tendency was reinforced by the adoption of a Leninist party and its Stalinist variation.

There are two legacies of ambivalence: toward foreigners and toward private enterprise. The CCP came to power claiming that it would set right the injustices of imperialist attacks on China’s sovereignty. Of course, initially it formed an alliance with the Soviet Union; after that fell apart, China was alienated not only from the capitalist world but also from the Soviet-led bloc. During the post-1978 period there were massive foreign investments in the Chinese economy and a focus on export-led growth, followed by China’s increasing presence on the world stage. But the CCP remains suspicious of foreigners’ intentions. Even though the Qing did not prohibit private enterprise, it was not enthusiastic about it. The CCP shares this ambivalence. It essentially wiped out private businesses after 1949, and then in the 1980s began to slowly, and initially grudgingly, allow the development of private enterprises. Now private business plays a major role in the Chinese economy, but the CCP still gives preferential treatment to the state-owned sector where possible and reins in the private sector when it becomes too influential or when it seems to be evading party oversight. Private business does, however, provide a safety valve that the party opens when development runs into difficulty.

One area where the CCP has played a stronger role than the imperial state has been in the oversight of society. Under the emperor the reach of the state more or less stopped at the county level. Under the CCP the state reaches down into the villages of rural China and the streets of urban China. During the Maoist period, three main mechanisms of state control over society were developed. First, the household registration system tied individuals to their places of birth and made mobility extremely difficult. Second, the state supervised citizens through the workplace—the state-owned enterprises in the urban areas and the collectives in the countryside. Third, this type of organization meant that it was relatively easy to maintain individuals’ personnel dossiers, which would contain all the crucial information about that person’s life. These mechanisms of social control have come under pressure during the reform period, and the CCP has had to seek new forms of collectivity to replace those guaranteed under the Maoist system. The party has tried to use residential collectivities to replace those of the workplace, with local communities taking over the welfare role of the former workplace. These attempts to build a new collectivity are designed to prevent individual interactions with the government.35 The much-heralded social credit system can be seen as an electronic version of the old paper dossier system.36 This system was announced by the State Council in June 2014, claiming that it would “allow the trustworthy to roam everywhere under heaven while making it hard for the discredited to take a single step.”37


CHAPTER TWO

Origins, Alliance, and Failure

1920–1930

The 1920s were a tumultuous decade for the CCP. Through collaboration with the GMD, it rose from insignificance to develop into a significant mass party and then was almost completely destroyed. Internal and external factors contributed to its growth, and the fate of the fledgling party was tied not only to its cooperation and rivalry with the Nationalists but also to the internal battles within the Communist Party of the Soviet Union between Stalin and Trotsky. To survive, the CCP learned, it must develop a disciplined organization to replace the loose collection of radical, small study groups that had formed to explore a new path forward. And when the Nationalists turned their military force on them, the leaders of the CCP realized the importance of possessing an independent military force. Finally, Mao Zedong grasped the vital revolutionary potential of the peasantry once mobilized by the party. These factors were important for post-1949 rule.

The CCP emerged from a world in turmoil. Millions had perished in World War I, and out of that war’s ashes arose a new Soviet state dedicated to the promotion of global, proletarian revolution. The traditional European powers—Britain, France, and Germany—were weakened after the war. The United States became the most powerful global player, but it did not seem interested in taking on the role of global policeman.

By contrast, the Bolsheviks had no qualms about exporting their revolution beyond their borders. The main revolutionary theater was in the West, yet in the East the potential for revolution was brewing and China was the key country in the struggle between the old and the new. For the Soviets, revolution in China was a crucial link in the chain of their global strategy to resist imperialism. Consequently, they poured significant personnel and material resources into building a Chinese movement for national liberation, including the establishment of a communist party. The ground in China was fertile for sowing the seeds of radical theories such as Marxism.

The collapsed dynastic system had left behind a political and intellectual vacuum. Although the government in Beijing was recognized by other nations, real power rested with a motley crew of warlords, whose own power was circumscribed by their military strength. Their wars and shifting alliances provided the context within which political groupings had to operate. For young activists, it was a frustrating but exhilarating time as they explored different thought systems that might restore order to the nation. Interest in and sympathy for Marxism grew out of a questioning of China’s cultural heritage that was at the core of the May Fourth Movement (1915–1919). Interest in the Bolshevik model intensified following the 1917 Russian Revolution, which offered a possible path forward for the relatively poor and backward Chinese economy. These interests primarily arose among a small intellectual elite who had been active in the study societies that had formed during disillusionment with the chaotic politics of the post-imperial era. However, Marxism was not the predominant intellectual trend. On the left, anarchism exerted greater influence than Marxism, and nascent CCP groups had to struggle against the anarchists to gain a foothold. Liberalism, also inspired by the ideas of John Dewey, captivated some intellectuals.

The fragmented nation allowed space for alternatives to develop, and local environments produced a variety of approaches and policies. First, for the CCP, there was Shanghai, the Paris of the East, an elegant city where foreign concessions afforded protection for radicals to meet and plot their strategies. This was where the CCP was founded and laid out its revolutionary agenda. However, as the 1920s progressed, the Shanghai Municipal Police increased their surveillance of activists in the Shanghai International Settlement, and the party retreated into a clandestine world of secrecy, conspiracy, and fear of betrayal—factors that would shape the future mentality of the CCP. This atmosphere produced a distinctive view of what was necessary to promote revolution as the CCP members worked illegally, scuttling between an array of safe houses.

Second, there was the trading area of Guangzhou (Canton) in southern China. Here the warlord Chen Jiongming and the politician Sun Yat-sen, despite their differences, welcomed the radical thinkers and activists. The CCP could operate there legally without engaging in clandestine maneuvers. Sun Yat-sen was the founder and head of the GMD and was recognized by those on the left as the leader of the revolutionary movement. The relationship between the CCP and the GMD would define China’s history not only in the 1920s but also in much of the period that followed.
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Third, there was the area that straddled the Hunan-Jiangxi border, with its history of rebellion and activism. The warlord who controlled most of Hunan tolerated the Communists and claimed to be a socialist. This allowed pro-labor activism, and three key CCP leaders—Mao Zedong, Liu Shaoqi, and Li Lisan—cut their revolutionary teeth there.1 The three were leaders of the local labor resistance among the coal miners and railway workers in the town of Anyuan. During the 1920s, this area formed a crucial training base for the CCP. In addition to labor activism, peasant associations were established, and after the CCP’s catastrophic defeat in 1927, many joined the new Red Army.2 It became known as “China’s little Moscow,” and at it is peak one-fifth of its 80,000 inhabitants were CCP members.

These brief vignettes of different revolutionary experiences reveal the complexity of the CCP revolution from its outset. The revolution looked different depending on where one stood, and this dictated different approaches to strategy and tactics. No matter how forcefully Moscow or the Party Center tried to impose uniformity, local demands and conditions could always produce different responses. There was a world of difference between operating illegally in the North and operating openly in the South. These different environments shaped the perception of how cooperation with the Nationalists should be carried out.

Throughout the 1920s these circumstances complicated the CCP’s ability to take advantage of opportunities as they arose. The revolution not only looked different, but was also a very different experience, for those in the GMD-protected areas of southern China than it was for those working in the semiclandestine conditions of Shanghai. By the late 1920s Mao Zedong was relatively free of Soviet influences, allowing him greater freedom to develop an alternative approach to revolution that was based in the countryside and supported by armed force.

Laying the Groundwork for a Party

It was a once-popular myth that the CCP was either a Soviet creation from its origins or emerged organically from domestic trends.3 The reality is more nuanced. Outcomes depended on complex relations among local innovation, intricate relationships between local actors, and the promptings of Soviet agents not only from the Communist International (Comintern) but also from the Soviet Foreign Ministry and the International Labour Organization. For example, Soviet influence was evident with the formation of the Communist groups in Beijing, Guangzhou, and Shanghai; more indigenous factors were important in Changsha and Wuhan; and a lively group of Communists came together in Chongqing with no apparent contact with the Soviets or the other Communists in China. No account of the CCP’s origins can ignore these realities. That said, the Soviets did play a crucial role in the CCP’s early years, providing financial and organizational support. Yet there were serious divisions among the various Soviet agencies as well as within the same organization.

Had there not been fertile ground on which the Bolshevik seeds could be sown, the efforts by Soviet Russia might have come to nothing. An intellectual quest for alternatives following the collapse of the imperial system, combined with frustration from post-imperial politics, provided opportunity. The quest for alternatives was boosted by the intellectual experimentation and discovery that took place during the May Fourth Movement, which took its name from the more limited nationalist demonstrations of 1919. The demonstrations were sparked by the disclosure that the Versailles Treaty of 1919 had ceded control of the German concession of Shandong to Japan instead of returning it to China. The shock of this revelation was made all the worse when it became known that Britain, France, and Italy had secretly agreed to this during the war.

Of deeper importance were the attacks on Chinese tradition that had been brewing among radical intellectuals, with slogans that advocated bringing down the “old Confucian shop.” The wide-ranging critiques led to a questioning of many traditional practices of authority and behavior, including sexual mores and gender roles that would shape the thinking of early Communist sympathizers. Some of the early Communist leaders embraced feminism and advocated liberation from the repressive institutions of household, clan, and religion.4 These impulses were repressed as the CCP became more involved in military conflicts with the Nationalists and the Japanese.

Following the collapse of the Qing dynasty, initial experimentation with a republican system ended in failure and frustration. The pull of tradition was too strong, and the natural heir, Yuan Shikai, assumed increasing powers, culminating in his declaring himself emperor in December 1915. His death in June 1916 prevented further embarrassment but left behind chaos and confusion as military leaders throughout China vied for power, thus ushering in the warlord period. Then began an elaborate merry-go-round of different groups trying to wrest power in Beijing, the internationally recognized capital.

In addition to the actions by Soviet agents, four major changes took place that supported the establishment of a Communist party. First, there was a growing acceptance that Marxism could provide a solution to the dilemmas faced by China. Marxism gradually came to replace anarchism and more moderate forms of socialism among those on the radical left. Second, the intellectuals who formed the Marxist study groups came out of their ivory towers, where they had merely published papers and discussed theories, to become activists. Third, members of the study groups had come together through personal relationships, a fact that frustrated the Comintern advisers as they tried to build loyalty to the organization rather than to a particular individual, region, or educational institution. Those who had cut their radical teeth debating within these intimate groups resisted the tighter institutional structure of a Leninist party. Fourth, there was a gradual acceptance by some that a Leninist form of organization was needed by China to unite internally and to resist external pressures. These four themes would dominate CCP work throughout the 1920s and even beyond.

For our story, most important was the growing influence of Marxism as an integrated system of thought and a guide to action among a small group of intellectuals. The attraction of Marxism when combined with the organizational power of Leninism appeared to provide a pathway to redemption that neither anarchism nor liberalism could offer. Leninism’s appeal was heightened by its linking China’s struggle for national salvation with global liberation from the forces of imperialism, casting China as a key component in an international movement for emancipation. That said, it is debatable how sophisticated the understanding of Marxism and Leninism was among the early CCP members. For those who stuck with the party after its establishment, they were Bolsheviks before they were Marxists. Much has been made of Mao Zedong’s adaptation of Marxism to China’s conditions (the Sinification of Marxism), but from the beginning the young intellectuals interpreted Marxism in terms of their own intellectual heritage. In its Leninist form, Marxism offered a pathway to the wealth and power they yearned for. While acceptance of the Leninist form of the party was indisputable, CCP members were skilled at selectively adapting those elements of the ideology that suited their circumstances, while rejecting others.5

Although Mao Zedong claimed that Marxism entered China from Russia, intellectuals in Japan were the prime source for the radical ideas within East Asia. Many early works were translated from Japanese by Chinese who had studied there. The fascination with Japan grew as young Chinese tried to come to terms with their nation’s traumatic defeat in the Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895), which had been fought primarily over supremacy in Korea. Searching for the key to Japan’s success led to an interest in the Meiji Restoration and resulted in travel to Japan, where some discovered radical ideas.

By 1919 Marxist and socialist thought were gaining traction among the radical intellectual elite, and Leninism’s attractiveness was increased by the victory of the Russian Revolution and the actions of Soviet agents. Articles published in New Youth, which would become the major CCP magazine and The Communist (a journal established in November 1920) shifted from translations of Japanese theoretical works to works written in English that were more focused on action rather than on theory: how to confront imperialism and how to carry out a socialist revolution. This shift in emphasis created divisions within the radical camp and brought about a clear split between those attracted to anarchism and those who were striving to understand the Bolshevik revolution and the Leninist organizational form. The two key figures in the early Communist movement, Chen Duxiu and Li Dazhao, readily adopted the ideas of Marxism and Leninist organization.6

The shift was rapid as young people experimented with different ideas. In this context, Chen and Li were important as elder statesmen of the leftist intellectual arena. Their prestige drew in acquaintances and former and current students to the small radical movement. Enthusiasm for Soviet Russia was strengthened by the Karakhan Declaration, which appeared to renounce all former czarist territorial claims in China, thus distinguishing the new Soviet regime from the other foreign powers. The declaration was passed on July 25, 1919, and was published in March 1920. It renounced the unequal treaties with Russia and promised the return of the Chinese Eastern Railway without requiring any compensation from China. This crucial artery became a focal point of subsequent disagreement as the Soviets backed away from this agreement. When the declaration was published in the Soviet press, the rejection of compensation was excluded, and in late 1922, when the Soviet foreign affairs representative, Adolf Joffe, was confronted about the claim, he denied that any such offer had ever been made. The following year, Karakhan himself, after whom the declaration was named, denied making such a generous offer.7

Soviet Creation or Chinese Invention

For as long as the Soviet Union existed, official historians dueled with those in China about the origins of the CCP. Selected and abridged documents were released to argue their respective cases. Not surprisingly, Chinese historians stressed and continue to stress the indigenous sources of the party’s origins. Historians promulgated the phrase “Chen [Duxiu] in the South and Li [Dazhao] in the North” to explain the roots of the small groups that came together to form the CCP, with the two most influential early Communists using their contacts to develop the early groups.8 With the opening of the Comintern China archives, we can now reach a more accurate assessment. Reality was more complex, but Soviet engagement was crucial.

Although Chen and Li were key figures laying the theoretical foundations for the party, it was a Russian, Grigori Voitinsky, and a Dutchman, Henk Sneevliet (alias Maring),9 who brought to China concepts of Leninist organization. Crucially, Sneevliet devised the specific Communist tactic of collaborating with the Nationalists to expand the CCP’s influence.

Voitinsky was not the first to visit China with a mission to assess its revolutionary potential, but his mission, which arrived in April 1920, was the most crucial.10 He traveled as a journalist, a common cover for Soviet agents working overseas and one later also adopted by the CCP. With the groundwork laid for more direct engagement and the growing sense among a small group that China’s salvation was linked to the global need for emancipation from imperialism, Voitinsky had raw material with which to work. Assigned for Comintern work in the East, he had crucial influence on CCP policy throughout the 1920s and was the Comintern representative in China when Chiang Kai-shek struck in 1927.

Voitinsky’s mission was to scope out leaders of the revolutionary movement and bring together those in North China who professed anarchist and Communist views. Initially he was not tasked with founding a party, but he quickly shifted his views to realign them with those of the Comintern to push for a more orthodox party rather than an assembly of radical elements. Voitinsky undertook three tasks that established the foundation for the CCP: he met with notable figures among the radicals and reported their views back to the Comintern,11 he promoted materials on the Bolshevik movement, and most importantly, he engaged in organizational work to plant the seeds of the notion of forming a Communist party by establishing the Shanghai Revolutionary Bureau as the core of the party. The bureau was composed of five members, including himself and Chen Duxiu, and three departments: publication, information and agitation, and organization; there was a sub-bureau in Guangzhou. In all probability, “The Manifesto of the CCP” (November 1920) was published by the bureau, well before there was an actual CCP. The manifesto proposed a radical, orthodox view of the party’s objectives but exhibited little feeling for the realities of China. Common ownership was proposed, private property was to be abolished, as was the state (reflecting the influence of anarchism), and society was to be classless. Class struggle led by the CCP would defeat capitalism and, via the dictatorship of the proletariat, would lead to a society governed by a soviet.

Voitinsky left China in January 1921, but his short visit yielded important progress. The foundations for the Communist Party had been put in place and the idea of a national congress was floated. In Shanghai, Voitinsky had nurtured a small but strong nucleus of comrades and tutored them on the importance of organization and propaganda when developing a revolutionary party. Organization and propaganda would remain core elements of CCP work, albeit with varying degrees of success and intensity. The importance of Voitinsky as a catalyst is revealed by the fact that following his departure, momentum stalled due to time pressures, inadequate resources, and internal squabbles about the nature of the party. The arrival of his replacements, Henk Sneevliet, on behalf of the Comintern, and Vladimir Nikolsky, sent by the Far Eastern Secretariat to oversee the First National Congress of the CCP, got work moving again. The two played major roles during the congress, drawing up plans and covering the expenses, and Sneevliet was instrumental in shaping the first period of cooperation with the GMD.12

The First Party Congress: Going It Alone?

The congress, which convened in Shanghai from July 23 to August 5, 1921, marked a crucial milestone. Thirteen Chinese delegates, joined by Nikolsky and Sneevliet, represented small groups in Shanghai, Beijing, Wuhan, Changsha / Hunan, Guangzhou, Ji’nan, and those Chinese studying in Japan. The thirteen delegates, chaired by Zhang Guotao, a later rival to Mao Zedong for party leadership, represented a grand total of 53 members. In secret, they gathered at a member’s house in the French concession on Rue Wantz (now 76 Xingye Road). Indicating the precarious nature of underground work, the meeting was interrupted by a mysterious figure who entered the house, thus causing the meeting to adjourn and subsequently retreat to South Lake in nearby Jiaxing, Zhejiang province. The congress elected a provisional Central Executive Bureau—Chen Duxiu (secretary), Zhang Guotao (organization), and Li Da (propaganda)—to liaise with the regional branches.

At the time, the congress was not regarded as a big deal. The two most important figures in the Communist movement, Chen Duxiu and Li Dazhao, did not attend, and Sneevliet dismissed its significance. The spirited and animated debates focused on the nature and role of the party, and whether it should join with other social forces. The fluidity of the views of the founders is reflected in the fact that of the thirteen delegates, only three attended the Second Congress and only two were still members in 1949.

The participants divided into two main camps. The majority continued the harsh rhetoric and exclusionist stance of the November 1920 manifesto. They called for the overthrow of the capitalists by the revolutionary army of the proletariat and they were hostile to any form of collaboration with other groups, especially the “yellow intellectual class.” Members were to shun joining the National Parliament. Soviets would form the main organizing principle within the party, operating as a secretive entity along hierarchical lines. The minority rejected such activism and wanted to take a more academic approach, sensing that it was too soon to become involved in the labor movement. The best strategy was to equip the intellectual elite with an understanding of Marxism, and only then could workers be organized and their class consciousness raised. This measured approach would permit more time to reflect on the comparative values of Bolshevism and German Social Democracy. Rather than a tight Bolshevik organization, the minority preferred a looser organization that would recruit students, intellectuals, and all who believed in and were willing to promote Marxism. The revolution would be a long process, and participation in a “bourgeois” government was perfectly acceptable. This approach was rejected, with the final decision barring CCP members from holding posts as government officials or as parliamentary representatives.

Sneevliet sought to persuade participants that it was essential for the small party to ally with the national revolutionary movement, best represented by the GMD. Driven by his practical experience in the Dutch colony, he drew on the decisions of the Comintern’s Second Congress, held in July–August 1920. The theses adopted contained contradictions that would lead the CCP down the road to calamity in 1927. The important role of the movement in the East was to overthrow imperialism as an integral component of the global proletarian struggle. Lenin emphasized that it was necessary to enter into a temporary alliance with bourgeois democracy, while maintaining the independence of the proletarian movement. Meanwhile, temporarily, the bourgeoisie would lead the revolutionary movement. When operationalized, this approach was a continual source of contention not only within the Comintern but also within the CCP. The key questions were: How much independence should the labor movement enjoy? How could the party prevent proletarian interests from becoming subsumed under those of the bourgeoisie? and How temporary was temporary?

Despite the stress on struggle and action, one of the most effective areas of Communist work was education—setting up workers’ clubs and schools for workers and their families. This is hardly surprising, given that most of the early party members were drawn from the intelligentsia and education was their trade. In addition, the role of a teacher held a venerable place in the Confucian tradition, and while teachers impressed local workers, they also used this traditional access to inculcate Marxist ideas and proletarian consciousness. The pioneer was Luo Zhanglong, who oversaw a workers’ school on the important Beijing-Hankou Railway line.13 Others were impressed, and future CCP leader Li Lisan learned from Luo Zhanglong and set up a school in Anyuan. The Communist-run school system in Anyuan was crucial to local CCP success in recruiting members and sympathizers. By 1925 there were seven schools under the auspices of the Communist-run workers’ club, where 1,500 workers and 2,000 children were studying.14

Conflicting Views in the Alliance

Sneevliet’s proposal for cooperation was bitterly contested and open to different interpretations, which had significant strategic consequences. The key question was who the alliance should be formed with. Soviet agents sought cooperation with a variety of individuals, not only Sun Yat-sen, the leader of the GMD, but also Chen Jiongming, the powerful warlord in Guangdong, and Wu Peifu, the power in the North. Some in Moscow saw Chen Jiongming and Wu Peifu as better options. The comrades in Guangzhou favored cooperation with Chen Jiongming rather than Sun Yat-sen. Those CCP members such as Zhang Guotao who worked with the labor movement were opposed to CCP members joining the GMD as individuals to form a bloc within. Key disputes centered on the level of cooperation and whether it was possible to build a mass Communist party. Given the slaughter when the CCP was defeated in 1927, one can point to the inherent contradiction in the Comintern’s policy, but in 1920 it was not obvious and most delegates to the Comintern’s Second Congress were far more interested in developments in the West than in wrestling with any contradictions. For Sneevliet, Voitinsky, Mikhail Borodin (Sneevliet’s Bolshevik party successor in China), and the Chinese comrades, the issue of how to operationalize the seemingly simple formula within China’s complex reality would lead to continual conflicts about the way forward.

Sneevliet created the tactic of a bloc within the GMD, with all CCP members joining the GMD as individuals. Sneevliet’s extended trip to southern China during the winter of 1921–1922 impressed upon him the potential for a successful national revolution. He traveled during the great Hong Kong seaman’s strike, which resulted in victory for the workers and significant wage increases. Sneevliet contrasted the GMD engagement favorably with the lack of activity by the CCP and their stumbling efforts at labor organization in the North. Reporting his views to the Comintern in July 1922, he claimed that the CCP had no significant proletarian base, not even in Shanghai, and he saw little chance for the development of a revolutionary socialist movement. On other occasions, he even noted that the Communist Party had been born too early by foreign means. Sneevliet’s positive view of the GMD and the weakness of the CCP was shared by others.15 To head off criticism of cooperation with a bourgeois party, Sneevliet claimed that it was not a party but rather a four-group bloc, comprising the intelligentsia, the emigrants living in other colonial countries, the soldiers in the army of the southern government, and the workers. This loose coalition meant that the CCP could work within the GMD openly and disseminate socialist propaganda while building up its strength among the working class.

Sneevliet returned from his trip to the South convinced of the correctness of his vision for China’s future, but he found himself opposed, both within China by Chen Duxiu and Zhang Guotao and in Moscow by key Comintern leaders, including Voitinsky, who had received reports painting a more negative picture of the GMD and of its leader Sun Yat-sen.16 Before reporting to Moscow, Sneevliet shared his views with his Chinese comrades, who did not receive them well. Chen Duxiu complained that outside of Guangzhou, the GMD was regarded as a “political party scrambling for power and profit” and that the comrades from Guangdong, Beijing, Shanghai, Changsha, and Wuhan who had met to discuss cooperation had unanimously rejected Sneevliet’s ideas. Chen Duxiu asked Voitinsky to present the Chinese views to the Executive Committee of the Communist International (ECCI), should it discuss Sneevliet’s ideas.17 While Chen reluctantly fell in line with Sneevliet’s approach, others dug in. Sneevliet returned to China from Moscow and used his prestige, together with Comintern support, to push CCP members to accept the tactic of forming a bloc within the GMD instead of working alongside as a bloc without. This rapprochement paved the way for the groundbreaking Sun-Joffe Statement of January 26, 1923, which authorized collaboration between the GMD and Soviet Russia. For Sun, it meant that his movement could receive Soviet financial support. Joffe, the key Soviet envoy to China, had requested that the Soviets provide two million gold rubles in financial support, and on March 8, 1923, the Politburo (Political Bureau) of the Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik) approved the request.

The Third Party Congress: Let’s Collaborate, Perhaps

While momentum was moving forward in China, opposition was growing in Moscow, providing support to those in the CCP who were still uncomfortable with the idea of a bloc within. Cooperation again proved controversial at the Third Party Congress, which met June 12–20, 1923. In addition, measures were proposed to create a more orthodox Leninist party structure. The Central Executive Committee (CEC) was asserted to be the most powerful organization and was granted the task of enforcing congress decisions and examining and deciding on the policies and actions of the party. Anarchism was to be combatted and the party was to operate under “centralized and iron-like laws.” Such statements had little practical effect. Opposition to the form of cooperation with the GMD persisted, and the party once again fell into disarray.

The situation was so dire that Chen Duxiu tendered his resignation as party leader. He had attempted to be loyal to Moscow while trying to deal with the reality on the ground, but obedience to the Comintern was paramount, as the party was not viable without Soviet financial support. Between October 1921 and January 1922, of the 17,500 yuan spent, 16,555 yuan had come from the ECCI.18

Before the Third Congress convened, any optimism that CCP members might have felt was extinguished by the crushing of the northern railway workers’ February 1923 strike. The sobering defeat revealed that the CCP had not developed strength within the working class, and it led CCP members to be more sympathetic to the idea of working with the GMD. Before the strike, CCP engagement in labor activity had been rising. Of particular note was the successful, peaceful miners’ strike in Anyuan, Jiangxi province, which resulted in not only economic gains for the workers but also official recognition and support for the Communist-controlled labor organization. The action had been led by three future CCP leaders: Liu Shaoqi, Li Lisan, and Mao Zedong. Li Lisan raised the slogan “Once beasts of burden, now we will be men,” which appealed to the pervasive calls at the time for human dignity.19

These successes provided support to those in the CCP and in Moscow who thought that a mass Communist party could be developed based on the proletariat. CCP strength was in the North, among the railway workers and the miners of Hubei and Hunan, not in Shanghai where workers’ organizations were underdeveloped. In fact, in the fall of 1922 the Labor Secretariat had moved from Shanghai to Beijing. Naively, the CCP leadership thought this would bring the movement under the protection of sympathetic warlord Wu Peifu. It is true that the number of strikes had been rising, but for the most part they were focused on material issues and did not raise class consciousness. To rectify this, at a January 1923 meeting it was decided that future political struggles should be waged based on opposition to imperialism and warlordism and in defense of the right to strike.20 The increasing activism made Wu Peifu realize that the workers’ actions might threaten the vital Beijing-Hankou Railway. The tense standoff along the railway was broken in the early hours of February 7, when troops under Wu Peifu broke up the strike, killing ten workers and wounding thirty. The severed head of one of the strike leaders was hung on a bamboo pole to instill fear in the hearts of others. This was merely the first of a series of betrayals that followed the CCP’s placement of trust in sympathetic collaborators.

The idea that the working class could provide a base upon which the CCP could build the revolution had been dispelled, and pessimism prevailed. The CCP lost around 90 percent of its support, and only in Hunan did the labor unions escape persecution. The ensuing terror led the CCP to be more sympathetic toward the GMD and toward the possibility of building a revolutionary base in the South. The CCP moved its headquarters via Shanghai to Guangzhou, where it could operate in the open.

The massacre provided a somber backdrop as the party met in Guangzhou to hold its Third Congress. Yet the defeat did not quell the disputes over the nature of collaboration with the GMD. The basis for the discussions at the congress was the Comintern’s January 1923 resolution, agreed upon in Moscow by Voitinsky and Sneevliet and under Bukharin’s promptings.21 The message was clear: the CCP had to cooperate with the GMD. The weakness of the labor movement meant that a national revolution was the priority, and therefore CCP members would remain in the GMD. Yet room for disagreement persisted, as the CCP had to organize the workers, enlighten them, and create professional unions. This would provide the basis for a strong, mass Communist party. Confusingly, this work was to be conducted independently, but, at the same time, it was not to disturb the national revolutionary movement. The CCP was not to become entirely entangled within the GMD and was not to “furl its own banner.”22
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The author with Luo Zhanglong, leader of the February 1923 Railway Workers’ strike, in 1988.

Based on the Comintern’s January 1923 resolution, Chen Duxiu, supported by Sneevliet, presented a set of ideas to the congress that called on the CCP to keep the GMD on the revolutionary road and to create within the GMD a left wing of workers and peasants. The CCP was to continue to organize the workers, but CCP interests would rest mainly with the national movement. Zhang Guotao took special exception, accusing Sneevliet of trying to liquidate the CCP. Sneevliet criticized Zhang for his leftist tendencies and his illusions that a rapid development of a mass workers’ party was possible.

Zhang Guotao raised three issues: Did the GMD represent the national movement? Would it be possible to reorganize the GMD? and Was there an alternative to this mode of cooperation to promote the revolution? He feared that if all CCP members were to join the GMD, then CCP interests would be ignored unless the GMD were to be reorganized—which he did not think was possible.23 In Zhang’s view, the CCP’s key task was to build the labor movement, and not to support the GMD in the North where it was weak. Sneevliet defended his and Chen’s views and claimed that the only question to be debated concerned implementation, not the principle of whether or not to join the GMD. He argued that an independent labor movement was not possible and that Chen Duxiu’s ideas provided the only correct guidance on how to collaborate with the GMD. The ensuing vote was close (21 to 16), indicating substantial opposition to this form of collaboration. However, the result of the votes for the new CEC revealed a decline in personal support for Zhang Guotao, as he received only 6 out of a possible 40 votes, whereas support for Chen Duxiu was unanimous. At its first meeting after the congress, the CEC elected a five-person Central Bureau, with Chen Duxiu as chair, Mao Zedong as secretary, Luo Zhanglong a labor activist, and Sneevliet’s German interpreter as party accountant.

The congress manifesto stressed the need to rally around the GMD as the central force in the national revolution. The weakness of the working class ruled out the possibility of developing a mass Communist party. Within the GMD, CCP members were to attract radical elements who would then help to expand the party. Progress was not smooth, however, and the resolution was barely implemented. The Central Bureau moved back to Shanghai as it felt that the party could not achieve much with Sun Yat-sen remaining in the South. The CCP wanted to develop new organizations or bring about radical change within the GMD and create a new national party. The one region that was positive about cooperation with the GMD was Guangzhou. The Comintern and Bolshevik emissary Borodin had arrived there in early October 1923 to replace Sneevliet as Stalin’s man in China. The shift from the globe-trotting Dutchman to the Bolshevik party man signified the emergence of Russian national interests at the expense of proletarian, world revolution.

Alliance Fuels the Growth of the CCP

There is no doubt that the united front with the GMD initially was beneficial to the CCP. Membership grew from just under 1,000 in January 1924 to almost 55,000 by April 1927. However, from the beginning the policy was fraught with tensions over maintaining CCP integrity and supporting growth of the GMD. Disagreements continued about the role of the labor movement, the degree of CCP autonomy, and to what extent the CCP should build its own strength in those areas where the GMD was not strong. The CCP’s capacity to act independently of Soviet advice was limited by the general esteem for Moscow’s agents—and their financial support, without which the CCP would not have been able to operate. Problematically, there was no unanimity in Moscow about the relationship between the GMD and the CCP and the balance between promoting the national revolution and the development of a mass Communist party. Resolutions often embodied contradictory views, allowing the comrades in China to pick and choose whichever approach they favored. This uncertainty led to a series of CCP resolutions that sought to define the nature of the GMD: at times it was viewed as homogeneous, while on other occasions it was said to comprise a left and right wing, or a left, right, and center. The different analyses of the nature of the GMD and the potential for promoting the national revolution can be clearly seen in the differences in the approaches of those working in Guangzhou and those working in Shanghai. The trajectory of the revolution looked very different for those working clandestinely out of safe houses in urban, foreign-dominated Shanghai compared to those who were operating under the security umbrella of the GMD military, where the CCP could openly mobilize. Borodin even went so far as to state that there were “two lines” in the Chinese revolution.24

The CCP’s success during the first years of cooperation set the stage for its later repression. It must have been obvious to all involved that, sooner or later, the interests of the national revolution led by the bourgeoisie and those of the proletarian revolution led by a party promoting the interests of the workers and peasants would clash. Stalin anticipated that, when the time was ripe, the Nationalists would be squeezed dry like a lemon and tossed aside. Yet, beginning from the slaughter of the CCP sympathizers in Shanghai in April 1927, it was the CCP that was squeezed so hard that it barely survived. Divisions within the GMD and the concentration of military power in the hands of Chiang Kai-shek sealed the CCP’s fate.

In addition to the unresolved challenge of cooperation, there were also organizational problems. Throughout the period, the CCP adopted various resolutions to tighten up the organization and to shift it away from the small-group mentality, which had been crucial to its origins, to become a disciplined Bolshevik machine. To dilute the influence of the intellectual elite within the party, more workers and peasants were recruited and membership criteria were relaxed. Workers were not expected to understand the intricacies of Marxism, but they were seen as natural fodder for the CCP. Class consciousness and loyalty to the party were sufficient. The influx of new members, in turn, led to a new set of problems as complaints began to spread that many members lacked both theoretical sophistication and practical experience. Slowly but surely, in a country that was overwhelmingly rural, the realization dawned that the peasantry had a role to play as members of the revolutionary fold. One such early theoretical advocate was Chen Duxiu, while Peng Pai began rural organization in South China even before Mao Zedong championed a focus on the peasantry.

Under Borodin’s guidance the reorganization of the GMD along Leninist lines went well. Financial support from Soviet Russia helped, but both as a Russian and as a party member, Borodin enjoyed a higher status than his predecessor, Sneevliet. With Sun Yat-sen’s willing support, the reorganization culminated in January 1924 with the First National Congress of the GMD. The Congress Manifesto fell in line with the Comintern’s view that stressed the anti-imperialist and anti-warlord nature of the current struggle, calling for far-reaching economic, political, and social reforms. Communists were well represented in the GMD leading bodies. Three Communists were elected to the twenty-four-person CEC and headed the organization and the peasant bureau. The policy of cooperation seemed to be working.

This did not appease everyone in the CCP or the Comintern. Voitinsky remained concerned about the capabilities of the GMD in general and about Sun Yat-sen in particular. Yet the initial responses were positive. In November 1923 the CCP CEC adopted its most positive view of the relationship, calling on all those who had not yet joined the GMD to sign up and help the GMD form organizations in places where it did not yet have any. The focus of work was the nationalist movement, with labor, peasant, student, and women’s work all subordinated to meeting this goal. The strategy of subversion from within was clearly established. The CCP was to maintain its secret organizations within the GMD party branches, but it was to seek a central position within the GMD.

Yet vacillation continued, and even Borodin discovered how frustrating it could be to work with Sun Yat-sen. In February 1924, Borodin criticized Sun’s utopianism and neglect of the mass movement when speaking about the organizational and ideological confusion within the GMD.25 Suspicion about the true nature of the GMD was quickly revived, and the CCP remained aware that a majority in the right wing of the GMD remained opposed to CCP entry into the party. Thus, in May 1924 an enlarged meeting of the CCP CEC shifted the emphasis of its work by defining a friendly left wing and a more hostile right wing within the GMD; no longer was it a homogeneous organization. The meeting defined the CCP as the “left,” setting the stage for a struggle with the GMD right. However, the CCP did not wish to push things too far, rejecting an open struggle in favor of criticism in the press that would keep the GMD on the correct revolutionary path. In late July the party published this new analysis in a secret circular, calling for strengthening the left and hinting that perhaps a new GMD could be formed. The analysis was based on Borodin’s view that there were three groups attending the First Congress of the GMD: a right of thirty to forty people, an extreme left of about the same number, and a center (the majority), control over which was the object of struggle: Sun’s task was to hold this party together.26

A Rising Tide for Labor

The bullish attitude toward progress was reflected at the CCP’s Fourth Congress, held in Shanghai on January 11–22, 1925. This was compounded by the sense that serious divisions were weakening the grip of the warlords. In early 1925 the GMD broke with the northern warlord Duan Qirui, leading to differences over whether Sun Yat-sen should engage with Beijing. The Party Center wanted Sun to stay in Guangzhou to consolidate the gains there, while Borodin and the Guangzhou comrades felt that going to Beijing would help bring the movement to the national stage. Further, the Guangzhou group correctly sensed that the mass movement was on the rise and that it would be possible to work within the labor movement more effectively. This appealed to the sentiments of the key Comintern figure, Voitinsky, who not only attended the Fourth Congress but also had a major influence on the congress documents, which reflected his emphasis on the need to independently step up work in the labor movement.27

The congress embodied this spirit as it prepared for the rising tide of labor activism. The Fourth Congress resolution depicted the period of warlord-dominated politics as coming to an end, providing an opportunity to expand the movement, as witnessed by demands for a National Assembly that had “spread all over the country like a surging wave.” The labor movement was defined as the “foundation of the nationalist movement.” In a fateful turn of phrase, the CCP was to benefit from a closer relationship with the Comintern, “the supreme commander of the world revolution.” Importantly, in the review of work on the nationalist movement, the congress acknowledged both leftist and rightist mistakes but saw the latter as the most dangerous. Its dangerous tendencies included ignoring CCP work by focusing too much on building up the GMD, aiding the entire GMD rather than exploiting the differences between the left and the right, and downplaying the role of class struggle. The national revolution was not to be characterized as representing the interests of the bourgeoisie. Leftist mistakes included excluding classes other than the proletariat.

Now the GMD was seen as comprising not two but three groups. In addition to the left and the right, there was a center composed of “those revolutionary elements among the petty bourgeois intellectual class.” Though small in number, the group occupied leading positions in the GMD. Work in the GMD was to reject class conciliation, stress class struggle, expand the left, and support the center when it clearly opposed the right.28

The party was correct about a rising tide in the labor movement, and this led the CCP to believe even more strongly that the working class could shoulder the responsibility of the revolution. The congress saw the movement entering a new phase that would provide opportunities for the national revolution to expand, but it was critical of the Guangzhou comrades for allowing this work to overshadow the independence of labor. Consequently, the CCP’s main task was to organize labor unions and spread propaganda that had a class perspective. Workplace branches were the key to carrying out party policy. This approach left the party well positioned to take advantage of the next tide of activism. It was not long in coming.

Sun Yat-sen died on March 12, 1925, and as talks collapsed in Beijing, the upsurge in nationalism culminated in the May Thirtieth Movement. It was especially strong in Shanghai, where the party was able to capitalize and expand its influence.29 The movement began quietly in February with a strike at a Japanese-owned textile mill in Shanghai, but it escalated dramatically on May 15 when one of the strikers was killed by a factory guard and a number of others were wounded. Injuries and arrests spread across Shanghai, and on May 28 the CCP, together with other organizations, coordinated demonstrations that would take place on May 30. Reacting to this threat, the International Settlement Police fired on the demonstrators, wounding many and killing ten. To try to take control of the movement, on June 1 the CCP set up the General Labor Union, headed by labor activist Li Lisan. Li, a future CCP leader, had already spearheaded the successful September 1922 Anyuan miners’ strike. As the movement rumbled on into July, it did not lead to the expected revolutionary outcome, and by mid-September the General Labor Union was closed down and the CCP was driven underground.

A major problem was maintaining funding and relief for the strikers, which progressively diminished the longer the strike went on. Most of the support came not from the Soviets via organizations in China but rather from patriotic citizens and the General Chamber of Commerce. This indicates that support was inspired by nationalist outrage rather than by socialist solidarity. The movement did spread to other cities, most notably with the Hong Kong–Guangzhou strike, which lasted from June 1925 until October 1926. Thus, Communist influence spread as membership grew, but it sent warning signs to opponents within the GMD. One clear indication of what was to come was the crushing of China’s “Little Moscow,” when the local elite launched an all-out military attack on the Anyuan Workers’ Club and its associated schools. Three workers were killed, some 10,000 were dismissed from work, and 2,000 were sent home to their native villages.30

Despite this setback, enthusiasm and a bullish attitude permeated an enlarged meeting of the CCP Central Executive Committee in Beijing in September–October 1925, which concluded that the working class had clearly demonstrated its leading role in the national revolution. However, the meeting warned that a balance had to be struck between promoting the workers’ economic demands and engaging in political struggle, which was not to be forgotten. Indeed, the party in Anyuan was criticized for not conducting sufficient political work and for not preparing a secret organization to withstand attack and establish a foundation for a Bolshevik mass party.31 However, the bravest and most loyal workers, armed in groups of 10 or 100 under a military committee, were set up under the CEC. The CCP was articulating its shift from an open, educational role to an emphasis on military and class struggle.

Party numbers were clearly expanding and this required attention. The strike led to a significant change in the composition of the party. In May 1925, of the 297 members, 57.3 percent were defined as working class; by September 1925, of the 1,080 members, 78.5 percent were defined as working class.32 The task of the CCP was to accelerate its transformation from a small group to a centralized mass party. This meant that membership criteria were relaxed even further. For example, the probation period for workers and peasants was reduced to one month, while intellectuals still had to wait three months, although even this was a reduction from the previous six-month probation period. Workers did not have to understand Marxism—as long as they displayed class consciousness and loyalty to the party, they could be admitted.

Organizationally, the CCP had already adopted new statutes at the Fourth Congress, in January 1925, with organization designated as the most important issue for the survival and development of the party. As before, the hope was that this would help the party break away from its mentality of operating as small propaganda groups. The statutes adopted what would become and remain to this day the most important organizing principle of the party: the branch as the fundamental building block. Formerly a cell required five members, but the new branches only required three members. The idea behind this was to shift the party from being area-based to being based on occupation to help strengthen party work among the proletariat.

By the time of the enlarged meeting of the CCP CEC, the growing importance of the peasantry was recognized. To mark this, the workers’ and peasants’ committee was divided into two committees, although the peasants’ committee was actually established in November 1926, with Mao Zedong as secretary. The meeting called for a military committee, and the following month Zhou Enlai, China’s future premier, was named as its head. Following continual promptings from the Comintern, a serious organization was coming into being, with its leaders trying to break with old traditions to create a centralized Leninist party. This attention to organization was strengthened by the return of Chinese students from Moscow. The moves to centralize and unify party organization soon faced stress from the challenges of developing a mass party while maintaining cooperation with the GMD and the challenges of increasing pressure from the GMD right.

Tensions within the party had already surfaced at an October 1925 meeting when the Shanghai Party Center criticized the approach to work in Guangzhou. Naturally, work in Guangzhou was acknowledged as important for the national revolution, but the comrades there were criticized for not expanding the ranks of the CCP during the “revolutionary upsurge.” Their tendency to work as individuals among the workers, peasants, and soldiers rather than making clear their party affiliation meant that people did not understand that the CCP was distinct from the GMD. The party simply appeared to be a “shadow” wearing a GMD mask. The most important task now was to rapidly expand the CCP, with the aid of a commissar sent from the Center to improve organizational work. While Borodin in the South was establishing a strategy to gain power within the GMD, Voitinsky and Chen Duxiu in Shanghai were thinking of a weaker bond and the possible development of independent CCP power. The earlier assessment that there was a center in the GMD was rejected, with the CCP now recognizing only a left wing and a right wing. The strategy was to help the left and to fight the right. The previous classification of the leaders of the GMD as the center had led CCP members to ignore the party’s own positions and simply become members of the GMD left, giving the false impression that the GMD left was synonymous with Communist.33

Warning Signs Flashing

The shifting strategy was becoming embroiled in debates in Moscow and in divisions within the GMD. Under Borodin’s direction, actions in Guangzhou seemed to move beyond Stalin’s intention to operate within the GMD while not neglecting CCP work for the subsequent opportunity to develop the revolution. Those in Shanghai under Chen and Voitinsky were beginning to think about the possibility of independent CCP activity outside of the framework of cooperation with the GMD. This approach would be developed further by Leon Trotsky and the opposition in Moscow as they struggled against Stalin. Indeed, Chen Duxiu was later a leader of the Trotskyite movement in China.

The increasing influence of the CCP had an impact on the thinking of its opponents within the nationalist movement, but the warning signs were initially ignored. Although it is true that the left strengthened its position after Sun Yat-sen’s death, other events had more serious repercussions. In August 1925 one of the most influential figures on the left, who was sympathetic to the Communists, was assassinated, and in late November 1925 a group of opponents met in the Western Hills just outside of Beijing. The group called for the expulsion of Borodin from Guangzhou and even the expulsion of the Communists from the GMD. Earlier in August an influential GMD theorist had correctly anticipated the CCP strategy of infiltration and called for GMD organization to be strengthened to resist CCP influence.

The warning signs were again missed and discounted further by the successful, from the CCP’s viewpoint, convocation of the Second Congress of the GMD in January 1926. The meeting reinforced the GMD left and the idea of cooperation with the CCP. CCP members occupied three of the nine positions on the GMD Standing Committee. The CCP responded enthusiastically in February 1926, presuming that left-wing control of the GMD was a reality. As the meeting was convening, Stalin was consolidating his views and his position in opposition to Trotsky.34 In April 1925 Voitinsky had already sent an optimistic account to Moscow, cautioning that Stalin was building his views based on reports from Borodin. He described the CCP as developing its own strong independent organization, while enjoying freedom in the GMD.35 Subsequent developments confirmed Voitinsky’s views.

Despite Voitinsky’s concerns, the February meeting swung support behind those in Guangzhou, helped by Chen Duxiu’s absence due to illness. The increasing isolation of the proletariat after the high point of the May Thirtieth Movement meant that Shanghai was no longer seen as the hub of the revolution, and the importance of GMD work in Guangzhou assumed greater importance. Whether to move the Party Center to Guangzhou or to Beijing was discussed, with a preference for Beijing so that work could take on a national character. The impending Northern Expedition by GMD troops, launched in July 1926 to unify China, was regarded as a crucial vehicle to expand the influence of the national revolution and thus it was to be supported. With the working class taking a backseat, the role of the peasantry was accorded greater importance. With the bourgeoisie showing its true colors, it was now patently obvious that only an alliance of workers and peasants could bring about the success of the national revolution. Voitinsky now bought into the view of the left’s dominance within the GMD, and he reported to the Comintern that the CCP was directing the GMD, which actually was a “popular democratic party.”36

The next warning sign came soon after the meeting on March 20, when Chiang Kai-shek declared martial law following the Zhongshan Incident, claiming that the Communists had used the Zhongshan gunboat to kidnap him. It is unlikely that there was any such plot, but Chiang exploited this story to appeal to the GMD right and to reduce the influence of the Communists before the Northern Expedition set out. Soviet advisers and a number of Communists were placed under house arrest. Borodin, on his return to Guangzhou from Russia on April 29, 1925, negotiated their release, but he had to make some serious concessions—including abandoning separate CCP organizations in the GMD, supplying a list of all CCP members in the GMD, no longer serving as a bureau chief, and restricting CCP membership on executive committees to no more than one-third of the total members. Finally, Borodin was forced to support the Northern Expedition, something he had previously opposed. In return, Chiang would restrain the GMD right. In fact, Chiang was limited in what he could do, as he was still dependent on Soviet financial support and materials. Thus, Chiang made it clear that his actions were not directed against the Soviets. The Soviet advisers and the CCP members may have been encouraged to accept a short-term retreat because they had the impression that many of Chiang’s colleagues did not agree with his actions.

Chiang’s actions heightened the divisions within the CCP and Moscow about the nature of the relationship. Publicly, following Comintern advice, the CCP accepted the various measures passed by the GMD CEC. But beneath the surface, responses differed. The Guangzhou comrades favored a tough response against Chiang by attempting to take over the GMD from within. Chen Duxiu, not for the first time, contemplated withdrawal, perhaps prompted by Voitinsky, who had suggested it in April 1926.37 In June 1926 a compromise was reached within the CCP in favor of a bloc without to replace the bloc within, a suggestion rejected by the Comintern.38 Reports from the Soviet advisers working in Guangzhou placed blame on their own failings and those of the CCP members who only paid attention to their own organization and did not try to build up the GMD left.39

Only one week before the Zhongshan Incident of March 13, the Sixth Plenum of the ECCI had decided that the collaboration should be maintained, and it praised the government in Guangzhou as the model for a future China. While critical of any attempt to dissolve the Communists into the GMD, the plenum warned of the leftist mistake of believing that the revolutionary-democratic stage could be skipped in favor of immediately implementing proletarian dictatorship and ignoring the peasantry, “the most important and decisive factor of the national-liberation movement.”40 Given this, it is not surprising that the Comintern sought to play down the significance of the Zhongshan Incident. At the plenum, the suggestion for a bloc without was rejected.41 The differences over collaboration now played directly into the disputes between Stalin and Trotsky, and the alternative approach was again definitively rebuffed by the Soviet Politburo.42

That some within the GMD were concerned about the role of the CCP and the intended Bolshevization of the national movement did not go unnoticed by the Soviet advisers, including Borodin, who noted that there were some who genuinely feared that the CCP might take over the party.43 However, given that Trotsky was beginning to think that a bloc without might be more acceptable, Stalin insisted that the policy remain. Even Voitinsky fell in line and must have baffled Chen Duxiu by insisting that any notion within the CCP about leaving the alliance should be resisted. The CCP was to remain in the alliance, but it was to work to expand the GMD left.44 His knuckles having been rapped, Chen told CCP members to pursue an approach along the lines laid out by Sneevliet, which, of course, he had earlier opposed.

Thus, cooperation continued, though the idea that the CCP might seize power through a mass movement was dropped. Meeting in Shanghai in July 1926, the CCP CEC adopted more moderate motions and even the bourgeoisie was depicted as an important part of the movement, having demonstrated “a capacity for leadership.” The Northern Expedition was referred to as a “defensive war” against hostile forces in Hunan and Guangdong rather than as a “real revolutionary” action.45 The CCP accepted the views of the Soviet advisers that the fault rested with the Communists themselves and their overzealous efforts to take over the GMD from within, a clear criticism of the Guangzhou comrades. Yet again the nature of the GMD was redefined, now as consisting of four blocs: the reactionary right, the new right composed of the reform movement of the bourgeoisie (including Chiang Kai-shek), the left composed of the resistance movement of the middle and small merchants, and the workers and peasants represented by the Communists.

Criticism of those in Guangzhou was clear, and Shanghai was restored to its place as the “heart of the nation’s anti-imperialist movement.” Despite all that had happened earlier, there was still a belief that a genuine Communist Party could be created in Shanghai, and the party committee was instructed to concentrate on local movements to win over the middle and petty bourgeois masses. Not surprisingly, Borodin disagreed, refusing to accept that Shanghai could become the revolutionary base because he believed that the imperialists were too heavily entrenched there. Compromise was inevitable unless open conflict were to break out. As a result, Borodin proposed establishing bases elsewhere and strengthening work in the Northeast, where the power of the imperialists was weaker and where the Soviet Union could more readily provide support.

While those in Guangzhou thought that the national revolution had almost run its course, meaning it was time to launch the proletarian movement, Chen Duxiu felt that the task was far from over as two-thirds of the country was still under the control of the warlord cliques. To support his view, Chen presented his interpretation of Sun Yat-sen’s legacy, which has remained the CCP’s standard interpretation to this day, as consisting of three fundamental policies: allying with Soviet Russia, allying with the CCP, and supporting the workers and peasants. Further, he accused Borodin and the others of suffering from a “left sickness.” Chen was clearly learning from the Soviets the language of how inner-party struggles should be waged. Even though Chen Duxiu supported Stalin and the Comintern’s approach, within a year he would be denounced as a “right opportunist” for pursuing these same policies. The Comintern’s Seventh Plenum, held in November–December 1926, deemed that continued cooperation with the GMD left was necessary to complete the national revolution and that the CCP was to take control of the social revolution.

The CCP found itself between a rock and a hard place, fighting off attacks from the GMD right while wrestling with how to move forward with rural mobilization without alienating important groups. For a brief period the balancing seemed to work. In December 1926 the GMD CEC moved the seat of its government to Wuhan rather than to Nanchang, where Chiang Kai-shek was based. Chiang’s legitimacy was challenged further in March 1927, when he was placed under the leadership of a revived Military Council and the post of CEC chair was abolished and replaced by a seven-person Presidium of the Political Council. Wang Jingwei, the leader of the GMD left, emerged as the temporary winner of these measures, and the Communists took over the posts in charge of labor and agriculture. The highpoint of collaboration culminated on April 5, 1927, when Wang Jingwei and Chen Duxiu issued a joint statement confirming GMD leadership in the national revolution, with the CCP having no intention to overthrow it—proletarian revolution was not part of the program. Things did not end well for Wang.
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GMD sympathizers turn on the CCP, Shanghai, April 1927.

The Northern Expedition was pushing forward, and in Shanghai a general strike was called on March 21. This was the “third armed uprising” organized by the CCP. The first two (in October 1926 and February 1927) had been crushed within a day. By the time of the third strike, the CCP had learned that military training was essential and that they could not rely on itinerant and unemployed workers; instead they had to use factory workers who might exhibit greater loyalty. By the time the Northern Expeditionary Forces arrived, the city, except for the International Settlement and the French Concession, was under the control of armed militias.46 On top of this, on March 26 troops loyal to Chiang Kai-shek entered the city. In a clear warning sign, Chiang withheld recognition of the provisional municipal government that had been established on March 29. Energized, the Soviet Politburo pushed for a more aggressive approach, calling for the GMD right to be excluded and removed from leadership positions. Receiving reports that Chiang was engaging in a coup, the Soviets called for resistance and the militias were instructed not to hand over their weapons.47 The euphoria was short-lived. On April 12, Chiang Kai-shek’s troops set about eliminating all Communists in the areas under his control. Although as a result he was expelled from the GMD, with the left-wing government in Wuhan displaying sympathy for those in Shanghai, it was too little too late. Chiang set up his own government, with its capital in Nanjing. The earlier warning signs either had not been taken seriously enough or had simply been ignored. The White Terror was brutal. Martial law was declared in Guangzhou on April 15, and a call was issued for all Communists in the area to be arrested.48 In Beijing, the party had been broken earlier, on April 6, when warlord troops entered the Soviet embassy, seized documents, and arrested suspected Communists. Among those caught up in the swoop was Li Dazhao, who was executed on April 28.

Heads in the Sand: From Worse to Worst

Bizarrely, this repression did not mark the end of attempts to collaborate with the GMD. At the Fifth Congress of the CCP, which ran from April 27 to May 9, 1927, members tried to make sense of what had happened and where the party should go next. It was a traumatic period that led to more failures for the party, rendering it ineffective in the cities, almost destroying the party, and driving the remnants of the party into inhospitable areas where it was more difficult for Chiang Kai-shek’s forces and his partners to pursue it. Ever the optimists, the CCP claimed that Chiang’s betrayal had brought the revolution to a new stage, and the delegates discussed how to move ahead with the peasant movement without disrupting cooperation. Clearly, the bourgeoisie had betrayed the revolution, and while membership was now smaller, quality was higher! In the CCP’s analysis, the four-class bloc was replaced by a united front of workers, peasants, and the petty bourgeoisie. From the defeat of the militia in Shanghai, the party drew the lesson that it should strengthen work in the military. Those bourgeois elements who remained had to be watched carefully and expelled if they exhibited counterrevolutionary tendencies. Stalin and his supporters in Moscow shared this enthusiasm. In May 1927 the ECCI agreed with the CCP’s assessment that the break with Chiang was positive, and it called for a continuation of the alliance, within which the rural revolution would take center stage.49

Amazingly, Chen Duxiu told the party to prepare to seize power as it was no longer an opposition party but instead would lead the revolution.50 They were to create a “revolutionary democratic regime” in GMD-controlled areas, albeit an objective that was still far off. Overestimating the revolutionary potential had become endemic in the CCP, and much of this was prompted by directives from Moscow. Apart from any other reason to follow Moscow’s advice, the CCP remained totally reliant on the Soviets for financial support. In addition to the funding sent to China, by 1930 the Soviets had spent five million rubles on training Chinese comrades at the Communist University of the Toilers of the East. Although the CCP might have opposed specific Comintern agents, they would never oppose the power center in Moscow.51

In terms of the labor movement, the debacle was given a positive spin: the rise in revolutionary activity among the proletariat was said to have caused the bourgeoisie to betray the revolution. As a result, the party set the optimistic objective of pursuing nationalization and worker participation in management to hit back at the bourgeoisie. How on earth they intended to carry this out was unclear. What was important was that now that the revolution was in abeyance in the urban areas, the treatment of the peasantry had become even more important for the future of the revolution. However, the need to continue the alliance with the GMD meant policy would err on the side of caution. Previous rural policy was denounced for being too rightist, but policy was still to move from rent reduction to land confiscation, with protections for small landlords. The proposal to confiscate all land was rebuffed, as was the moderate proposal that only land belonging to the enemies of the GMD should be confiscated.

Despite previous rhetoric and measures directed to the need for better organization, Chen Duxiu declared that this was the worst component of party work. The small-group mentality had never been overcome and the splintering of the party meant that unless this mentality was changed, the CCP would never amount to more than a group of provincial parties. To improve the situation, a Politburo replaced the CEC, and the Central Committee (CC) was to be expanded. For training, Chen suggested setting up a party school. Following the congress, the new Politburo promulgated new statutes. They spelled out in more detail the organizational structure of the party and, for the first time, asserted that democratic centralism was the guiding principle of the entire party. Further, the party set up a Standing Committee to oversee day-to-day work and a central supervisory committee to oversee party discipline. Now, on paper at least, the CCP was looking like a true Leninist party. The next step would be the use of “line struggle” and ideology to resolve disputes within the party. This would not be long in coming.

Despite the enthusiasm, disasters continued. Even the left-wing GMD government in Wuhan became frustrated with CCP activities among the peasantry, blaming the CCP for what it viewed as the movement’s excesses. At the same time, many peasants were frustrated by what they saw as CCP attempts to rein in their actions and leave them at the mercy of vengeful warlords and even GMD troops. Repression of the Communists continued, and the events of the summer of 1927 made a mockery of the continued alliance with the GMD. Among the notable disasters was the Horse Day Massacre on May 21 in Changsha when Communist-led mass organizations were crushed by the local GMD garrison commander. The masochistic tendencies of the CCP to preserve the alliance with the GMD is revealed in a joint CCP-GMD investigation, which concluded that misguided leaders had caused the peasants to break loose from control and to unleash a reign of terror.

This gesture and similar ones—such as acknowledging the leadership of the GMD in the national revolution, the Communists giving up government posts, and requiring mass organizations to submit to GMD leadership—did little to allay concerns within the GMD about the true intentions of the CCP. This was not helped when, in early June 1927, the newly dispatched Comintern envoy, M. N. Roy, showed the leader of the GMD in Wuhan, Wang Jingwei, the contents of a telegram from Stalin that clearly laid out the strategy. The Communists were to reorganize the left, expel the reactionary leaders such as those who maintained contact with Chiang Kai-shek, and then prepare concrete steps for a revolutionary army. This was all to take place under the Nationalist Party leadership. New leaders were to be drawn into the party from the workers and peasants to replace the old GMD leaders who were “vacillating and compromising.”52

Not surprisingly this did not go down well with Wang Jingwei, and things rapidly collapsed. By the end of June the workers’ militias were being disarmed, the trade unions were shut down, and the Communists were arrested. The Soviet envoys, Borodin and Roy, fled Wuhan, and on July 15 the Political Affairs Committee of the Wuhan GMD announced an end to cooperation. Following this, on August 1 the Communists launched the Nanchang Uprising, and on August 5 Wang Jingwei launched a major purge of Communist activists.

In the middle of this debacle, on July 12 Chen Duxiu resigned from his post following Comintern instructions and a new five-person provisional Standing Committee of the Politburo was selected. On the following day, the Standing Committee issued its criticism of the Wuhan government. Clearly, the Comintern and Stalin were not going to take the blame for the disasters of 1927. Stalin placed the blame on Borodin, Roy, and the Chinese leadership. Chen Duxiu and the leadership were blamed for their “right opportunism,” even though on at least three occasions Chen had called for changing the nature of the alliance. It was not until September 1927 that Stalin accepted that the future struggle would be led by the CCP.53

The common assessment has been to dub the disaster as Stalin’s failure in China, a view strongly supported by the Trotskyites. But within the Comintern or the Bolshevik party, was there a credible alternative? This is highly unlikely, given not only the politics within the Soviet party but also the tardiness with which the opposition formulated its critique of Stalin’s approach. By the time the opposition was able to articulate an alternative, they could not get their views known or debated because Stalin and his supporters had such strong control over the party apparatus and its publication outlets.

Only after the alliance had begun to collapse did the opposition pull its views together. Trotsky wrote, falsely, in 1931 that “the entrance of the Communist Party into the Kuomintang [GMD] was a mistake from the very beginning.” His contemporaneous writings show that he fully supported the basic principles of the united front as outlined in 1922 and only in April 1926 did he begin to oppose the dominant view, probably sparked by the March 1926 Zhongshan Incident.54 However, it was not until June 1927 that Trotsky was able to persuade his fellow oppositionists that the alliance had run its course. It was clearly a case of too little too late. At a time when an alternative might have made a difference, there was no effective tactic to pursue. By late June it was unlikely that the logistics and support could have been put in place, or that the Comintern workers in China and the CCP leadership could have been brought on board to prevent the GMD left wing from turning on them.

The CCP remained optimistic, and it spent the final years of the 1920s looking for signs of a revival of revolutionary potential, yet all attempts at insurrection were defeated. The first assessment of what had gone wrong was conducted at an emergency conference convened in Hankou on August 7 by the newly arrived Comintern agent, Vissarion Lominadze. The new strategy finally marked the end of cooperation. The previous leadership was blamed and criticized for opportunism in dealing with both the GMD and the mass movement and for failing to carry out Comintern policies effectively. Yet cooperation was still to be sought, when possible, with elements of the GMD left wing. This token gesture has often been ascribed to the need to protect Stalin, but there was a basis in China’s reality. Not all those in the GMD were happy with the actions of Chiang Kai-shek and Wang Jingwei, and there were deep personal ties that overrode immediate political loyalties. For example, Song Qingling, Sun Yat-sen’s widow, became a counterpoint to her sister, who was married to Chiang Kai-shek, and some in the GMD later became CCP military leaders. For the party as a whole, the CCP was to prepare for life underground by forging “strong, secret organizations.”

Insurrections: Another Policy Failure

Far from licking their wounds and retreating, the new party leader, Qu Qiubai, proposed a series of insurrections to initiate a peasant uprising. This approach followed the failed Nanchang Uprising and laid the groundwork for the Autumn Harvest Uprising. The emergency conference held on August 7, 1927, is perhaps most noteworthy for Mao Zedong’s famous dictum “Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun.”

As with the Nanchang Uprising, the Autumn Harvest Uprising ended in failure. The plan was to launch the movement based on peasant associations in four southern provinces (Hunan, Hubei, Guangdong, and Jiangxi), with the goal of redistributing the land of the larger landlords. Not surprisingly, only in Hunan, where Mao Zedong was in the lead, did the uprising make any headway, but even there it was defeated, and Mao and the Hunan Front Committee decided not to follow the orders of the Party Center to attack the provincial capital of Changsha; instead they decided to pull back to the remote mountain refuge of Jinggangshan.

Again, such failures did not dampen enthusiasm, and in November 1927 the provisional Politburo adopted a more radical policy for work in both the urban and the rural areas. The CCP announced a definitive break with the GMD, which would hold for the next decade. All landlords were to be attacked, no matter how much land they held, and in the cities workers were to seize power at their workplaces. Nationwide insurrections were to be promoted, and the leaders of the failed Nanchang and Autumn Harvest Uprisings, including Mao Zedong, were criticized for lacking determination and “strong revolutionary will.”

The only place in China where such demands bore any resemblance to reality was in Guangzhou, where after some initial success the Guangzhou Commune was crushed in December 1929. The Comintern representative had promoted the uprising, but it led to the loss of some 5,000 Communists. Although CCP military leaders, Ye Ting and Ye Jianying, had opposed the uprising, they were blamed for its failure. In disgust, Ye Ting left China for Europe, not to return for a decade. Those who survived were ordered to retreat to the mountain areas. The policies pursued under the latest iteration of Comintern agents and CCP leader Qu Qiubai did result in destroying any remaining links with the urban proletariat, but the surviving troops retreated to a number of rural enclaves where they could survive.

Once again, a new strategy was required, and it was outlined at the Sixth Party Congress, held in Moscow from June 18 to July 11, 1928. In assessing the past, the congress used Stalinist parlance to criticize both Chen Duxiu’s “opportunist right deviation” and Qu Qiubai’s “putchist left deviation.”55 At least the party had learned how to deflect blame onto individuals and how to conduct inner-party struggle. Now the revolution was between two waves, defined as “bourgeois democratic under the leadership of the proletariat,” keeping the door open for future uprisings. This created uncertainty, because “new waves” were difficult to detect and the leadership was always on the lookout for their imminent arrival. In practice, this encouraged rash action in support of perceived revolutionary stirrings. Recapturing the urban areas was a priority, but the revolutionary role of the peasantry was stressed—under the leadership of the proletariat, of course. Poor peasants were to provide the movement’s backbone, engaging in guerrilla warfare.

When they returned to China, the leadership found a better situation than they had left behind. There was a modest recovery in the cities and steady growth in the soviet areas and the Red Army. Mao Zedong and Zhu De controlled a base on the Jiangxi-Hunan border, and other Communists controlled bases on the Hubei-Henan-Anhui border, in east Hunan, and in northwest Jiangxi.

Given its perennial optimism, it is not surprising that the CCP leadership soon saw heightened revolutionary potential. Under the leadership of Li Lisan, by June 1929 policy became more radical following the ECCI’s claims that signs of the new revolutionary wave were clearly visible and that a rightist trend should be jettisoned.56 At its June 1929 plenum, the CCP accepted this judgment but was cautious about when the next wave might arrive.

An October 26, 1929, missive from the Comintern pushed the CCP to pursue a more radical approach and finally in June 1930 caution was cast aside with the party announcing that a new revolutionary high tide had arrived and that the party should give up its “petty bourgeois vacillations.” A cautious approach, defined as rightism, was confirmed as the major danger. The challenge for the CCP leadership was to find and catch the revolutionary tide. Despite the Comintern’s stress on promoting political strikes and preparing for armed insurrection, this was not viable in urban China. Consequently, the party turned to the soviets in the countryside to provide support to regain control of the cities. The June 1930 plenum set out concrete plans to launch a revolutionary upsurge and to capture the central city of Wuhan as part of the seizure of one or more provinces. The strength of Comintern support was unclear, and appeals for Soviet aid were ignored.

On July 27 Peng Dehuai’s troops took Changsha, but they were forced to retreat after only seven days, weakening Li Lisan’s position. It is quite possible that Li did not know what was happening in Changsha at the time, and at two Politburo meetings, on August 1 and 3, he rejected Comintern concerns and announced that the nationwide revolutionary upsurge was indeed nigh. He then called for the whole party to prepare for an immediate revolution.

The failure was followed by harsh condemnation and further reorganization of the leadership. In August 1930, Moscow sent former leader Qu Qiubai and Zhou Enlai back to China to moderate the policies, but not yet to repudiate them entirely. However, an October letter from the ECCI to the CCP stated that Li’s mistakes were indeed those of line rather than tactics and denounced him as anti-Comintern and a “semi-Trotskyite” for his suggestion that actions in China could set off a final, global class war. Comintern influence over the CCP was strengthened by the students returning from Moscow, such as Wang Ming, who would aspire to assume to the leadership. Yet another new Comintern representative, Pavel Mif, under the auspices of the Far Eastern Bureau (FEB) of the Comintern, took almost complete control of the party in late 1930 and early 1931.57

The following period marked the high point of Comintern influence as Mif was ordered to organize the CCP’s Fourth Plenum, which met in Shanghai on January 7, 1931. Li Lisan was harshly condemned for ignoring the Comintern’s policy, resulting in havoc within the party. The Comintern wanted to replace the leadership with younger members who were supportive of the Comintern, but the FEB was cautious, favoring a combination of long-term members who had returned from Moscow, such as Liu Shaoqi, Zhang Guotao, and Zhou Enlai, together with more recent trainees such as Wang Ming. The group that was most obviously excluded from the leadership consisted of those who were running the soviet areas. However, the FEB did see their work as important and set up a CCP Central Committee Bureau for the Central Soviet District, headed by Zhou Enlai, as well as Central Committee bureaus in other areas. In the spring of 1931 the FEB sent more than 60 percent of those working in the Shanghai party organs to the soviet areas, marking the decline of Shanghai’s leadership role. In so doing, it eroded the influence of the FEB, and by the summer of 1931 FEB work had effectively stopped.58 Comintern influence over the CCP would never again be as strong.

Mao Zedong Discovers the Power of the Peasantry

When disaster struck in Shanghai and Wuhan, Mao Zedong was pursuing a different approach based on the Comintern and the party’s view of the revolutionary role of the peasantry. Initially the CCP as an organization showed little interest in the role of the peasantry, and it was not until the Party’s Fourth Congress, in January 1925, that it began to pay attention. This was driven by the growth of the peasant movement in the areas under GMD control. The congress criticized the GMD for using the peasantry for its own ends, only organizing them where it needed them for support and not providing them with sufficient protection. However, the congress provided little guidance in terms of what should be done.

The founder of the CCP peasant movement was Peng Pai, who in fall 1922 formed the first peasant association in Haifeng County, in southeast Guangdong. It advocated rent reductions and boycotts of landlords, and provided social relief. When cooperation with the GMD was launched, Peng Pai served as the secretary of the Peasant Bureau and he established the Guangzhou Peasant Training Institute, where Mao Zedong honed his skills. After the failure of the Nanchang Uprising, Peng returned to Haifeng and established the CCP’s first soviet government of Hai-Lu-Feng Workers and Peasants.59 It was crushed in August 1929, but the experience suggested an approach of territorial control backed by armed force, which Mao would champion.

After the party had become radicalized, it turned back to moderation in terms of policy for the rural areas, especially after July 1926. Mao rejected the retreat to moderation. Unlike the Party Center, in his February 1927 report on the peasant movement in Hunan, Mao claimed that any excesses were essential to overcome the power of the gentry in the countryside.60 Mao paid lip service to the proletariat, but in his report the role of the proletariat is insignificant compared with the potential of the peasantry. In Hunan many of the peasant associations that Mao championed were headed by former Anyuan workers, who had been sent back to their native village following the September 1925 crackdown. At the time of the report, Mao had not linked the power of the peasantry to the establishment of territorial bases and military force; this would come following the defeat at the end of 1927.

Party weakness in the peasant movement was highlighted in a July 1926 report on the peasant movement in Guangdong that pointed out that there were 800,000 peasants in associations but only 600 party members stretched across twenty counties. The phenomenon of counting big numbers and equating them with CCP strength had been present in a report from Chen Duxiu in January 1925, in which Chen announced that some 10 million people were in peasant associations. In reality, given that the peasant associations were in South China, what really held them together was GMD military power; and once the GMD turned on the CCP and its allies, the peasant associations unraveled. The post-1927 policies of using peasant mobilization to regain a foothold in the cities led to further deterioration of the peasant organizations. However, the move to the more inhospitable areas did lead to the consolidation of the rural bases, defended by military force.

Following the defeats of 1927–1928, Mao retreated to the countryside in the Jinggangshan region, in southwest Jiangxi province, where his small number of troops comprised a mixture of outcasts who were poorly trained.61 Importantly, in April 1928 Mao linked up with Zhu De’s forces to try to expand the base area to cover the Hunan-Jiangxi-Guangdong border region. Mao was appointed secretary of the Hunan-Jiangxi Special Border Area Committee, and in November 1928 he was appointed secretary of the Front Committee, directly under the Jiangxi Party Committee. Before the years of what is referred to as the Jiangxi Soviet (1931–1934), Mao could experiment with policy that would be later codified in the soviet. Initial policy was radical, with all land to be turned over to the Border Area Soviet Government and then divided on a per capita basis to those who supported the regime. This did not go down well, and many peasants bridled at the radicalism; as a result, production dropped and much of the small-scale trading ground to a halt. Thereafter, an increasing militarization of society created uneasy relations between the Red Army and the local population. This caused Mao and his followers to abandon Jinggangshan at the end of 1928 as supplies ran out and the number of troops dropped from 18,000 to about 6,000. As a result, in January 1929 Mao and Zhu decided to move their troops to southern Jiangxi. Policy became more moderate, with only public land and that of the landlords to be confiscated for redistribution. Mao found favor with Moscow. While criticizing the Party Center, the Comintern highly praised the work of Mao and Zhu De, and the FEB viewed them as the most effective Chinese comrades.

Mao rejected the pessimism of the Party Center. He might not have been aware of Soviet support, given his remoteness, his moves, and the slowness of communications, but he did adopt a more aggressive stance. On January 5, 1930, he wrote to Lin Biao, a future military leader, that he did not share the pessimism of Lin and the Party Center. His letter had an evocative title: “A Single Spark Can Start a Prairie Fire.” He criticized Lin for thinking that the revolutionary high tide was still remote, and he favored mobile warfare to extend political influence. A proper understanding of the current stage of the revolution would enable Lin to “understand that the development of the Red Army, guerrilla forces, and the soviet regions is the highest form of peasant struggle” in semi-colonial countries. Mao wrote that his policies, together with those of like-minded colleagues, in setting up the base areas and “systematically setting up political power, and by promoting and expanding this power emphasizing the coordination and organization among the Red Army, the guerrilla forces, and the broad peasant masses, training in the struggle, the pursuance of the rural revolution and the expansion of armed organizations” was the “only way to build the confidence of the masses toward the nationwide revolution.”62 Clearly, Mao was beginning to stake out his own approach to the revolution. Mao’s actions were based, not on instructions from the Party Center or from the Comintern, but instead on his own assessment of the realities on the ground. He would now try to develop his strength and his ideas in the sanctuary of the Jiangxi Soviet.

Although the decade ended with a series of disasters, the period established enduring legacies: the structure of a Leninist party, the use of ideology and political line in inner-party struggle, and the experiment of forming a united front with other political and social forces. More importantly, Mao Zedong experimented with combining the revolutionary potential of the peasantry with military strength.


CHAPTER THREE

Wanderings in the Wilderness

1930–1940

Defeat in the cities and the failure of the various uprisings should have spelled doom for the CCP. The remnants of the party were reduced to hiding in safe houses in Shanghai and other cities or seeking refuge in the remote Chinese countryside. Yet CCP members showed considerable resilience even after they were forced to abandon their main base in the Jiangxi Soviet and embark on what became known as the Long March. However, beneath this broad canvas, they gained important experience that would serve the party well in the future. In Jiangxi the CCP experienced governing in all its complexities. On the Long March, Mao Zedong began his climb to the pinnacle of power within the CCP, pushing aside the old Shanghai leadership and outmaneuvering Zhang Guotao, who oversaw a stronger military force, and Wang Ming, who had returned from Moscow possessing a stronger theoretical armory. Last but not least, the Japanese incursions into China saved the CCP from destruction by the GMD and allowed it time and space to recuperate in the remote northwest.

Life in the base areas, was not easy and compromises had to be made with local populations and activists. The leaders in the rural bases shared a different perspective on tactics and policy from those in the Shanghai Party Center. There were two fundamental questions to be answered. The first was how to use the Red Army. Should it simply defend the base areas and provide security for the local population, or should it provide the shock troops to carry out the ambitious policies of the Party Center to capture one or more major urban centers? This was related, of course, to the other key question: What was the purpose of the base areas? For those who saw them as transitory stations serving as launchpads for recapturing power in the cities, clearly their role was to provide resources and sustenance to the Red Army, which could drift in and out. For others, including most of the indigenous Communists, the bases were mini-states to be consolidated and to provide a developmental model superior to the corrupt nationalist regime with its capital in Nanjing.1

Settling in the Wilderness: The Jiangxi Soviet

Mao Zedong’s experiences in Jinggangshan in the late 1920s helped shape his ideas during the era of the Jiangxi Soviet. However, he did not have consistent involvement in decision making—he took spells of sick leave and was sidelined by representatives of the CC from Shanghai. The fact that Mao was sidelined as the base area unraveled during 1934 was to his advantage in later political struggles, allowing him to claim that he was not involved in the military decisions that failed to defend the base from GMD attacks. Subsequently Mao attacked the policies to promote his own views and to begin his ascent to power within the party.

Mao’s thoughts on how to use the military and the bases did not appear out of thin air; they were developed as a product of the environment in which his troops found themselves after the retreat from the Autumn Harvest Uprising. As in other base areas in Central China, such as the Hubei-Henan-Anhui (E-Yu-Wan) and the Hunan–West Hubei (Xiang-E-Xi) Soviets, local Communists and Party Center representatives opposed Mao’s evolving ideas. His rural investigations convinced him of the radical potential of the peasantry and their willingness to be mobilized if the local bullies were to be removed and the land redistributed. All the same, radical proposals for land confiscation created serious divisions within the base areas. The February 1930 Land Law promoted the equal division of the land, using phrases such as “drawing on the fat to compensate for the lean.” Many of the original founders of the rural strongholds were bandits or former schoolteachers, embedded within the communities, and some of them resisted this approach. Many were disturbed at the unnecessary stripping of property from the locals, especially those who were not considered rapacious landlords. They also feared that radical actions would undermine support from wealthier peasants, who might turn against the CCP and be unwilling to supply necessary logistical support. Discussions bogged down in arguments about who was a rich peasant or a middle peasant, who should be appeased, and who should have their land confiscated. These local debates were linked to the politics at the Party Center, where the CC in Shanghai and those running the base areas fought over how radical the policy should be. The debates sharpened after Bukharin, head of the Comintern, was dismissed for his so-called rich-peasant line—his support for a moderate policy toward wealthy peasants and achieving socialism “at a snail’s pace.”

In Jiangxi, the first clear example of the extreme difference in views between the local party officials and Mao Zedong and the Red Army forces appeared at the end of 1930 and in early 1931 with the Futian Incident.2 Conflicts arose with the Party Center after the arrival of its emissary, Xiang Ying, from Shanghai. This distilled the struggle for supremacy between the rural-based and the urban-based wings of the party.3

In December 1930, Mao drafted his views on how the base area should resist GMD encroachment, following the suppression campaigns launched by GMD leader Chiang Kai-shek. Soviet territory was not sacrosanct and could be abandoned to lure the enemy in deep where Communist forces enjoyed advantages and could pick them off. This meant that mobile rather than positional warfare was to be the main form of fighting. Reality dictated this approach, but it diverged significantly from the aggressive posture of Li Lisan, and even after Li’s rashness had been denounced, Mao clashed with his successors.

The possibility of giving up territory within the base, combined with the land policy, which some local Communists denounced as egalitarianism, caused dissension and intensified local opposition. Toward the end of 1930, opponents were attacked as members of a secret organization, the A.B. League, which, it was claimed, sought to undermine the revolution by engaging in “liquidationism.”4 The claim was that in 1927 the so-called league had struggled with the CCP for control within Jiangxi and had infiltrated the local party and the Red Army. In early November 1930 a large-scale movement was launched to clean out the Red Army forces of presumed A.B. League members, with about half of the 4,000 members investigated and some executed.5 This caused the Twentieth Red Army, which had suffered from the purges, to march into the town of Donggu and release a group of Communists who had been arrested by one of Mao’s associates. Mutual recriminations followed, and the Jiangxi leadership under Mao stepped up measures to root out “counterrevolutionaries.” The rebels in the Twentieth Red Army called on Red Army colleagues to resist Mao and his authoritarian colleagues, claiming that Mao intended to arrest the likes of the respected Red Army leaders Zhu De and Peng Dehuai. The rebels were massacred, and the purges continued; by the spring of 1932, more than 90 percent of the officials in southwest Jiangxi had been killed, arrested, or put out of office.6 Rebels’ claims that other Red Army leaders had been arrested were untrue, and it is not at all certain that the league had actually infiltrated the base area and the Red Army. Most importantly, this episode was an important triumph by outsiders over the original founders of the base.

While these events were taking place, two other trends were developing that would have a vital impact on life within the Jiangxi Soviet: one threatened its entire existence, and the other affected power within the party apparatus. The first was the series of five suppression campaigns launched by Chiang Kai-shek and troops nominally loyal to him that would eventually cause the abandonment of the soviet. In November 1930, Chiang emerged victorious from his battles with the warlords in North China, allowing him to turn his attention to the Communists in Central China. The first campaign, led by the Jiangxi Provincial Army, began at the end of December but was beaten back by the Red Army—as was the second campaign, launched in May 1931. These victories were seen as vindication of the strategy of luring the enemy in deep to destroy it. Having consolidated power within the Red Army, Mao Zedong turned to purge the opponents within the base area. In June 1931, Mao suggested moving his troops to remote areas to prevent Chiang Kai-shek from pursuing them, hoping that Chiang might turn his attention to fighting his opponents in the South. While still pursuing perceived enemies within the base area, Mao proposed that a replacement be found before removing any leader of the resistance, even if the replacement was from the discredited A.B. League.

The second level of friction was between the emerging leadership in the base area and the emissaries sent from the CC in Shanghai. Following the party’s Third Plenum, which was held in September 1930, the comrades in Shanghai sought to exert more oversight over base-area work, sending Xiang Ying, who arrived at the base area by year’s end. The Party Center established a Central Bureau of the Soviet Areas under the Central Military Commission. The purpose of these organs was to control political and military affairs, and to this end the Mao-dominated General Front Committee was abolished on January 15. Nominally, the Central Bureau was headed by Zhou Enlai, who remained in Shanghai, meaning that the real head was Xiang Ying, who was in charge of the new Central Military Commission. This placed Xiang in a difficult position, faced with trying to understand an operational environment with which he had no experience and having to reconcile the conflicts between the group around Mao Zedong and those denounced as “counterrevolutionaries.” Shortly after his arrival, Xiang tried to reach a compromise: accepting Mao’s assessment that the Futian Incident had been counterrevolutionary, but judging that the repression had been too harsh.

In early 1931 the Comintern recommended that the Party Center move from Shanghai to Jiangxi, thus intensifying its direct control. The Fourth Plenum, in January 1931, appointed yet another new leadership promoted by Comintern agent Pavel Mif. These new leaders were a group of student returnees from Moscow gathered around Wang Ming. Their mission was to get the revolution back on track. The plenum proposed that Zhou Enlai and other veteran revolutionaries move to the soviet areas. The Party Center’s ability to lead the movement effectively was undermined not only by the reality that the revolution’s soul was now firmly lodged in the countryside but also by the unraveling of the Shanghai organization. In April 1931 the head of the CCP’s security services was caught by GMD agents, and he gave up crucial information that led to the arrest and execution of thousands of CCP members and sympathizers, including the party’s general secretary. This delivered the final blow to Shanghai as the revolutionary epicenter, and members who remained there could do little more than be a funnel for information from the Comintern. Even so, it was not until early 1933 that Bo Gu, now general secretary, and the other leaders moved to the Jiangxi Soviet.

In April 1931 the first delegation of the Party Center arrived to outline the spirit of the Fourth Plenum; three members remained behind to join the Central Bureau. Surprisingly, their first action was to criticize, not Mao Zedong, but Xiang Ying for his weak handling of the Futian Incident, denouncing his rightist tendency in not recognizing a counterrevolutionary rebellion when he saw one. Mao’s position was briefly enhanced as he replaced Xiang as acting secretary of the Central Soviet Bureau. Sympathy for Mao did not last long, as the three members discovered that real power had rested not with Xiang but with Mao. As a result, in November 1931 the verdict on the Futian Incident was revised again, now highlighting Mao’s harsh repression rather than the “crimes” of the rebels. It made little difference, as by this time most of the officer corps of the Twentieth Red Army had been arrested or executed, as had many of the original founders of the base area. This maneuvering about interpretation reveals the slowly changing relationship between Mao and the representatives of the Party Center. Mao was removed from direct involvement in party and army affairs and put to work in the government apparatus. In retrospect, this served Mao well in two ways. First, it took him out of the key decision-making apparatus as the military situation declined before the final evacuation. Second, it gave him a chance to oversee very practical logistical questions about running a government and ensuring the supply of essential goods. This experience served him well later on in the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia (Shaan-Gan-Ning) Border Region.

Beyond the Jiangxi Soviet

Similar trends were witnessed in other wilderness locations, such as the Hubei-Henan-Anhui and the Hunan–West Hubei Soviets. The relatively small size of the former—just three Red Army divisions of 2,000 soldiers—meant that it did not attract the same level of attention from the leadership, especially from Li Lisan. They were not instructed to attack the major cities, and this allowed the local leadership to expand its numbers to about 6,000 soldiers. The leadership of the Hubei-Henan-Anhui Soviet resisted the first two GMD suppression campaigns and grew Red Army strength further to about 15,000. Now the Party Center began to show interest, and in April 1931 it sent Zhang Guotao and two other colleagues to oversee work. In May, Zhang announced the Hubei-Henan-Anhui Sub-Bureau of the CCP CC. The old leadership structure was abolished, with instructions for the new leaders to carry out the policies of the Fourth Plenum.

In July 1931 the Jiangxi leadership was surprised by the speed with which Chiang Kai-shek launched the third suppression campaign. The area was again saved by distraction when Wang Jingwei and others allied with the warlords in the southern provinces of Guangdong and Guangxi to try to establish an alternative government to challenge Nanjing. In September 1931 they marched north to Hunan to take on Chiang, causing him to withdraw his forces from the suppression campaign. Although Chiang beat off the challenges, he was unable to resume his assaults on the Jiangxi Soviet until August 1932. Japanese intrusions into Manchuria and probes around Shanghai caused further distraction, and a truce was not reached until May 1933.

These developments enabled the Hubei-Henan-Anhui Soviet to expand further, but, as elsewhere, disputes arose over military tactics between the local Fourth Front Army and the CCP Sub-Bureau. The local leader was removed as political commissar and replaced by Party Center emissary Chen Changhao, who launched a major movement to overcome counterrevolution. Dog-eat-dog fights within the CCP were becoming commonplace as the struggles between local revolutionaries and “professional revolutionaries” from outside intensified. The claim was that an uprising had been planned for September 1931, and, as in Jiangxi, the supposed leaders were accused of belonging to the A.B. League or other opposition groups. Again, evidence for the accusations is scant.

Unlike Hubei-Henan-Anhui, the Hunan–West Hubei Soviet was affected by Li Lisan’s insurrectionist policies. In April 1931 a new leadership arrived and began to find fault with the local party. Former labor activist Deng Zhongxia, now the political commissar of the Third Front Army, was criticized for following Li Lisan’s policy. However, this did not preclude expansion, and by early 1932 the soviet had grown to cover about twenty counties with a Red Army of about 15,000 soldiers.

With the fourth suppression campaign, Chiang Kai-shek shifted tactics and decided first to attack the Hubei-Henan-Anhui and Hunan–West Hubei Soviets and to follow this with an attack on the Jiangxi Central Soviet. He had about half a million troops at his disposal. Hubei-Henan-Anhui used the same tactics as before, and while both the GMD and the Fourth Front Army suffered similarly, the latter could not afford such losses and fled from the base—to settle in north Sichuan. After three months of wandering, its forces were reduced to just 15,000. In this new home, on December 29, 1932, the Sichuan-Shaanxi Base Area was established under Zhang Guotao. The central party leadership was not happy with the move but left Zhang in charge. The Third Front Army in Hunan–West Hubei fared no better and in October 1932 left to move north. After two months it was able to return to the Hunan-Hubei border, where a base area had been established in the late 1920s. Thanks to former connections, this gave them a brief respite, but they had to leave again in June 1933. The area was too barren and too exhausted to provide support. Eventually, in January 1934, the army settled in northeast Guizhou, but only 3,000 troops remained.

The Demise of Shanghai as a Revolutionary Center

The party in Shanghai found itself in an urban wilderness following the 1927 defeat. Although it was nominally in charge of the revolution and always eager to see a new high tide on the horizon, beyond its liaison function with the Comintern it was slowly losing its relevance and was alienating its support among those who remained working underground.7 The blows to the party continued unabated, and even the International Settlements declared enough was enough and no longer provided safe havens. The crackdown also disrupted the critical source of funding from the Comintern. The class-based politics of the Party Center endangered the grassroots members by encouraging strikes, demonstrations, and other activities that did not bring the new high tide of revolution but instead exposed participants to arrest and execution. As the squeeze started on the base areas, the atmosphere in Shanghai intensified with GMD calls to confess one’s crimes and to give up comrades in return for a pardon. In April 1931 a major blow was delivered when the head of CCP security was apprehended in Hankou while masquerading as a magician and was given the choice of death or becoming a turncoat. He chose the latter.8 This was devastating as he provided the names and addresses of key leaders and the storage locations for information and materials. One arrest led to another, with many of those caught also turning in others. Key leaders such as Zhou Enlai and Bo Gu escaped only because the CCP had its own person inside the GMD Special Services Bureau. When he got wind of an impending arrest, he sent his son-in-law to tip them off. Many others were not so lucky. Neither was the head of the CCP security force. Zhou Enlai ordered retribution by killing any members of his family that the CCP could lay its hands on, including his wife, in-laws, and brother-in-law.9

When Zhou Enlai left Shanghai by January 1933, no members of the central leadership were left in the city, and a White Area CC Bureau was set up to provide leadership. As betrayals continued, the departure of the Soviet-trained leaders offered those few remaining Communists a chance to rethink their role in the revolution.10 The Party Center, with its ideological disposition, revolutionary optimism, and desire to follow the Comintern, established party policies that were inappropriate for the time and place. The politics of class and reliance on the urban proletariat were no longer meaningful, if they had ever been. Japanese actions in Manchuria in 1931 and Japanese bombing of Shanghai in January 1932 changed sentiment in the city and led to an increase in patriotism and anti-Japanese feelings. With the old leadership in place, the CCP was unable to take advantage of this by forming new cross-class alliances and engaging with the patriotic movement. Once it left for the Jiangxi Soviet, the local party was able to adopt approaches that would enable it to survive and connect to the rising anti-Japanese sentiment, connections that would prove very beneficial by the mid-1930s.

The Highs and Lows of the Jiangxi Soviet

The central government in Jiangxi survived longer than the other centers, including Shanghai, and even gave itself the trappings of a state to rival that of the GMD. However, it was finally defeated by the overwhelming firepower of the GMD, arguments over tactics, and internal divisions. In December 1931, Zhou Enlai arrived in the soviet and took over as head of the CC Bureau. Zhou saw value in not alienating Mao Zedong, but he did follow the Comintern’s insistence in late 1931 that developments were positive, allowing for a “popular revolution to overthrow the GMD” and a “national revolutionary war to oppose Japanese imperialists and all other imperialists.”11 As usual, the Shanghai leadership absorbed the enthusiasm, and on January 9, 1932, it issued a resolution urging an “initial victory in one or more provinces.” This created disputes in the soviet between Zhou Enlai and the comrades from Shanghai, who ordered an attack on Ganzhou, the largest city in southern Jiangxi. Mao Zedong and Zhu De opposed the idea to no avail, and on January 10 an attack order was issued. Mao took one of his strategic sick leaves.

Despite mustering 30,000 soldiers, the attack was a disaster, and an entire division was lost. In March 1932, following four assaults, the troops were forced to withdraw. Although it was bad for the Red Army, the defeat was positive for Mao, with Xiang Ying forced to ask Mao to return from recuperation. The CCP leadership still searched for other cities to capture, but Mao studiously avoided any such instructions and pursued his own circuitous path, avoiding attacks on key cities. Ignoring reality, the CCP leadership concluded that failure was the result, not of a misguided strategy, but of the tendency to hold back, as exhibited by Mao. In early May, Zhou Enlai sent the CC a telegram strongly critical of Mao, complaining about his opportunism and his disobedience with respect to CC and Comintern directives, and calling for his mistakes to be struggled against.12

Despite this, Mao still enjoyed considerable support, and on August 8, 1932, he was appointed political commissar of the First Front Army. However, this did not end the criticism of Mao, and in October 1932 virtually all of the leadership present criticized Mao’s arrogance toward the party leadership and his autocratic control over the Red Army—a somewhat prescient analysis, given later developments. The Politburo demanded that he return to work. But Mao claimed he was suffering from tuberculosis, and he did not return to government work until early 1933, when he was posted to the rear. Until the breaks in the Long March in late 1934 and early 1935, Mao only had intermittent involvement with the defense of the soviet. This served him well once the recriminations began. The First Front Army was brought under closer party control with a collective leadership that included Zhou Enlai and Zhu De.

As the GMD began the fourth and fifth suppression campaigns, conflict over military strategy intensified. In January 1933 General Secretary Bo Gu and the remainder of the Party Center leadership arrived in Ruijin, the soviet’s capital, and continued with their optimistic view supporting a more aggressive military policy and demanding that the Red Army seize the city of Nanfeng. Now it was Zhou Enlai, as political commissar of the First Front Army, who found himself on the front lines pitted against those in the rear who were urging the Red Army forward. His pleas for withdrawal fell on deaf ears and the attack ended in defeat and retreat.

Just before Zhou Enlai’s arrival, the much-delayed First All-China Soviet Congress was held in Ruijin on November 7–20, 1931. The congress had all the trappings to rival that of the GMD government. With the consolidation and expansion of the bases in Central China, the congress set out separate national governing and military structures. Zhu De was appointed chair of the newly established Central Military Commission, meaning that Mao Zedong lost direct control over the military, but he was appointed to the newly created position of chair of the soviet government. The congress adopted two major documents—a Constitution and a Land Law.13 The Constitution provided the soviet with the trappings of a national state, describing it as a “democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasantry,” Lenin’s 1905 formulation. The peasantry was all around, but it was hard to find the proletariat in the soviet, with the workers being primarily artisans, handicraft workers, and farm laborers. Despite this, the Constitution acknowledged that only the proletariat could lead the broad masses to socialism and thus they were given extra representation in the elections within the soviet. The Constitution began with bold claims that the tasks could be achieved only following the “overthrow of the rule of imperialism and the GMD and the establishment of the Soviet Republic throughout all China.” Organizationally, when the congress was not in session, power was vested in the All-China CEC of the Soviets, which would appoint a Council of People’s Commissars to conduct all business and promulgate decrees and laws. Considering the CCP’s later insistence on the indivisibility of sovereignty, the Constitution recognized the right of self-determination for the national minorities and their right to “complete separation from China and the formation of an independent state for each national minority.” They could join the Union of Chinese Soviets or could secede and form their own state as they saw fit.

The Land Law was more moderate than prior practice but did call for the confiscation of land belonging to “feudal lords and landlords, militarists and village bosses, gentry and other big private landowners.” There would be no compensation. The major change was to appease the middle peasants who had found previous practices disadvantageous, especially the ban on the sale of property. Bowing to their pressure, the law stated that they could be exempt from the program of land distribution if the majority were in support. Land nationalization was dropped, and collectivization was not mentioned, even though Li Lisan had pushed this in May 1930. The draft prepared by the Party Center did include the possibility of “voluntary collectivization.”14 The finalized law called for special treatment for Red Army soldiers, who would be given a plot of land, which the government would take care of in their absence. Given the concern that the previous egalitarian distribution had caused, the law trod carefully. Although this was the “most thorough” way to destroy “all feudal agrarian relations and the shackles of private ownership of land by the landlords,” the policy was not to be carried out by force and it had to be explained clearly and fully to the peasantry. In another show of concern for local sensibilities, land belonging to religious institutions and temples could be turned over only if the peasants agreed of their own free will “so that their religious feelings would not be offended.”

Despite these positive expressions, the movement was still riven by divisions over tactics and pressure from without by the squeeze that the GMD applied. In February 1933 the fourth suppression campaign began, but it was swiftly rebuffed and by March it was called off. The fact that it was held off by more traditional military engagement without yielding territory and engaging the enemy outside of the soviet gave the Party Center confidence in its tactics.

However, the Tanggu Truce with the Japanese (May 1933) allowed Chiang Kai-shek to deploy the full force of his military might against the soviet. He assumed personal command of the 500,000 troops that began a new campaign in October. More importantly, Chiang had learned from previous campaigns that as the troops advanced, they should build blockhouses that covered strategic points and lay highways to link the blockhouses, connecting them to the reserve forces waiting in the rear. There was to be no precipitate rush forward, but instead a slow, measured tightening of the cordon around the soviet. Rebellion again frustrated Chiang’s plans, but this time not for long.

This more coherent strategy was developed just as the CCP split over tactics and policy radicalization within the soviet. Bo Gu had arrived in January 1933 with other leaders, followed in late September 1933 by a new military adviser, Otto Braun. Together they oversaw the defense of the soviet. As when other leaders had arrived from outside, Bo Gu began with a campaign to consolidate his position, this time against what was called the Luo Ming line. From March 1932, Luo Ming had been acting secretary of the Fujian CCP Committee. His writings revealed how the GMD attacks had caused panic and fatigue in West Fujian. What upset the central leadership most was Luo’s accusation that the Red Army needed to adopt a flexible approach that could adapt to different conditions in varied environments rather than assume a one-size-fits-all approach. Luo’s support for Mao Zedong’s approach angered Bo Gu, and clearly he was an easy surrogate for an attack on Mao. On February 15, 1933, the campaign against Luo began in earnest with the adoption of a resolution.15 The resolution went so far as to declare that the group was “openly advocating the abolition of the party and the revolutionary unity of the masses.” The call went out for Luo Ming to be immediately removed from his post, and the Central Bureau was to send delegates to oversee a meeting of the provincial party congress to ensure that the errors were clearly understood and properly corrected. The Fujian Provincial Committee was in “a very grave condition,” and under Luo Ming a “small group of comrades” were following the path of opportunism and were “pessimistic and defeatist,” cowering in the face of the enemy. The Center presented Luo’s views as criticism of the party strategy as a whole, whereas in reality he was simply arguing from the perspective of his own jurisdiction. Many of those criticized were close to Mao Zedong or shared his views, including Mao’s brother and Deng Xiaoping.

The second major movement that Bo Gu launched was the Land Investigation Movement, beginning on June 1. To complete Mao’s humiliation, Bo Gu put him in charge of a movement to correct his own previous policy. The movement ran through 1933 and into 1934 with the intention of using the question of land to create a favorable atmosphere to serve political and military purposes. However, the movement fluctuated in terms of targets, and this must have confused the peasants rather than helping to win their enthusiastic support. Excesses caused retrenchment and a turn to a milder or anti-leftist policy. From June to September, policy was tough, with many middle peasants reclassified as landlords—whereas from October to December many landlords were reclassified as middle peasants. Then in January and February 1934, the rich peasants were attacked. The merry-go-round might have continued had it not been for the deteriorating military situation.

Chiang Kai-shek’s fifth suppression campaign was interrupted by a rebellion that broke out among GMD allied troops in Fujian, causing him to set aside attempts to crush the Communists.16 The rebellion collapsed in December as loyal GMD troops drove into the region. This bought the CCP time but not much else, as it failed to persuade more GMD leaders and troops to abandon Chiang and focus on the struggle against Japan.

The CCP did use the respite to convene two meetings that celebrated their successes but reflected the ongoing power struggle within the party, the army, and the government.17 First, the Fifth Plenum of the Sixth Central Committee met in Ruijin on January 15–18, 1934. Amazingly, given the CCP’s situation and the dangers it faced, Bo Gu’s report informed the attendees that the revolutionary situation in China and abroad was excellent, and he reaffirmed that the policies of the Comintern and the CCP were infallible. In what was clearly a slap at Mao Zedong, he noted that the main task for the party was to oppose the “right opportunists” who refused to see this excellent situation. Before the end of the year, the soviet would be abandoned. This was a classic example of what Mao denounced as “bookism”: fine, empty words that bore no relationship to reality.

Even more surprising, given the campaigns waged by Chiang Kai-shek and the disagreements over tactics, there was no report on military affairs. Perhaps it was simply because there were such differences among Mao, his supporters, and the Party Center under Bo Gu and Otto Braun that no report could be drafted. Even though he did not attend the plenum, Mao was elevated to full Politburo membership—but not to the more important newly established Secretariat. Secretariat membership was dominated by the returned students under the leadership of Bo Gu. This was with the full support and even the insistence of Moscow.

Mao did attend the Second All-China Soviet Congress, which was held from January 22 to February 1, 1934. No expense was spared in showcasing the soviet as a national regime. A large auditorium was built, and a military parade was organized, complete with a full gunfire salute. Far from seeing itself under threat, trying desperately to string together small, fragile soviets, the congress portrayed the soviet as a formal state to rival the GMD. The government roster even included the post of commissar for foreign affairs. The scattered soviets were to be designated as provinces, even if their size hardly merited such a designation. In reality, they were small islands of rebellion in a sea controlled by the GMD. Mao addressed the congress on behalf of the CEC and as chairman of the Council of People’s Commissars, although he was soon replaced as chair by Zhang Wentian, another returned student.

Wanderings: The Long March

The two meetings offered no solutions for dealing with the suppression campaigns, which resumed soon thereafter. The Party Center continued with positional defense to hold off the GMD troops. Adherence to the military strategy and opposition to Mao Zedong’s flexible tactics were reinforced by the arrival, in October 1933, of Otto Braun, who seemed to despise Mao just as much as Bo Gu did. He took over defense of the soviet with what Mao later denounced as a “pure defensive line,” a tactic that Braun referred to as “short, swift thrusts.” By April 1934 the GMD was approaching a key town only twenty miles to the north of the soviet capital. Braun and Bo Gu saw the town’s defense as a crucial and decisive battle, during which Bo replaced Zhou Enlai as political commissar. The swift thrusts were meant to disrupt the GMD before it could bring up reinforcements, but in a short two weeks the Red Army was defeated and lost one-fifth of its troops. During May and June the GMD penetrated farther into the soviet, and it became clear that Braun’s strategy could not save it. Defense from inside the base had failed. In July and August, two Red Army detachments were sent to the “white areas”—areas that were not under the control of the CCP—to try to draw the enemy out of the soviet, but both were defeated and the pressure was not relieved.

Braun’s tactics were failing, and another solution would have to be found. In September 1934, too late to help, Wang Ming and the Chinese delegation to the Comintern called for the Party Center to adopt Zhu De and Mao’s strategy of operating in guerrilla detachments. The advice fell on deaf ears for Braun and Bo Gu.18 The idea of leaving the base had been floated as early as 1931, but the most important decision was taken by the CC Secretariat in May 1934.19 The decision was kept under tight wraps, but the Comintern was informed and on June 8 it sent its approval but called the retreat a temporary measure. The three-person group of Bo Gu, Zhou Enlai, and Otto Braun worked out the details, which were then agreed upon by the Politburo Standing Committee, with senior military leaders informed only on a need-to-know basis. By late August the rest of the Politburo was informed, along with the Military Council. The only remaining question was whether the bulk of the troops were to break out or whether a smaller group should do so, indicating that the intention was to return. Similarly, there were questions about who should remain and who should leave.

The decision to retreat was made public in an article with the splendidly misleading title “All for the Defense of the Soviet” (September 29, 1934). In true CCP tradition, the piece put a positive spin on the disaster, but it did contain an opening salvo criticizing Braun’s strategy. The author, returned student Zhang Wentian, proposed that it was entirely possible to surrender a particular soviet in order to ensure victory for the soviet movement throughout the whole country. The battles during the previous year had “attested to the truth” that “the political power of the worker-peasant soviet is an invincible and unconquerable force” and that the spread of the soviet throughout the country could not be stopped, no matter what mechanism was used. The article highlighted the retreat of the Hubei-Henan-Anhui Soviet where the “transfer” of troops had permitted a partial victory. Tactics had to be adapted to fit the realities that the Red Army was facing. To persist with an offense strategy that was based on a presumption that revolution would be continually victorious was to adopt “abstract formulas” or “dogmatic prescriptions” that impeded useful action. Those who clung to the idea of defending the soviets from within their own territory were denounced as opportunists and dogmatists.

In October the GMD pushed forward, closing off the CCP’s options, and the decision was taken to make a “strategic transfer.” Later this would be repackaged as the Long March. The main force of the Red Army, some 86,000 soldiers, broke through the GMD blockade and headed west toward southern Hunan. Another 15,000 and 10,000 sick or wounded remained behind under the command of Chen Yi and Xiang Ying.20 After meeting little resistance, the retreating troops ran out of luck while trying to cross the Xiang River in northwest Guangxi province. GMD troops caught up with them, and by the time the Red Army moved on from the Xiang River, it had lost perhaps half of its troops and a considerable amount of its equipment.

The Red Army was now truly in the wilderness, having left the soviet with no clear destination in mind. Those left behind were always on the move, and the CCP in urban China was shattered and attempting to avoid extinction. The troops could have headed for central Hunan, the Guangxi-Hunan border, to find other troops, or to circle around and try to return. Quickly, the chasing GMD troops sealed off their options.
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Routes of the Long March, 1934–1935.

The 86,000 soldiers who set out on the Long March were supported by about 10,000 administrative personnel and thousands of civilian porters. They mainly moved at night, carrying their materials on their backs or pulling horse-drawn carts. By the time they arrived in Wuqizhen in northern Shaanxi, only 5 to 10 percent of those who had started on the march had made it to the end. They had traveled 4,000 to 6,000 miles, crossed twenty-four rivers and eighteen mountain ranges, and endured harassment and occasional bombardment from enemy troops. Disease, hunger, and desertion reduced their numbers, causing as many, if not more, casualties as had been caused by combat. In fact, there was not one Long March but several, as the defeated troops in the south sought refuge in both the west and the north of the country.

The marches took the CCP through some of the most inhospitable land in Guizhou, Sichuan, and Yunnan provinces, and the marchers had to make accommodations to win support from the local populations. The CCP should never have survived, but Chiang Kai-shek and the GMD exerted little effective control over much of the area and many nominal allies were really warlords who were more interested in protecting their own strength than in hunting down the Communists. One anecdote from the family of a former relative in Sichuan, a local warlord, illustrates the point. He received telegraphic instructions from Chiang to seek out the Communists in his area and destroy them. When he found them, he saw a pathetic group of stragglers whom he could not imagine causing any future harm. In addition, he discovered that one person in the group, Deng Xiaoping, was from his home area. He decided to let them pass through if they promised not to make any trouble, and the warlord telegraphed Chiang to inform him that the problem had been taken care of.

Subsequently, the Long March became one of the most important foundational myths in CCP history, and its spirit is still evoked to this day when the party wants to mobilize the people in times of difficulty. But at the time the Long March did not seem so heroic, and some have actually questioned the truth of some of its alleged major incidents, such as the crossing of the Luding Bridge over the Dadu River, in Sichuan province. CCP historians recount that a small group crossed the bridge while facing gunfire and a superior force, and secured the bridgehead, enabling the main force to cross in safety. Films and posters have been produced to showcase the heroism. Based on the accounts given by survivors and locals, some have questioned this heroic tale and have suggested that the crossing was considerably less challenging than it is portrayed as having been.21
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Mao on the Long March.

One reason for the official praise of the Long March is that historians regard it as a key step in Mao Zedong’s rise to power within the CCP. During some of the forty-four rest days, an important meeting was held at Zunyi in January 1935 that facilitated Mao’s ascent. The second important political event during the Long March was the increasing tension between Mao Zedong and his troops, on the one side, and those under the command of Zhang Guotao, who had fled the Hubei-Henan-Anhui Soviet, on the other.

In Zunyi, in northern Guizhou province, the depleted forces found time to rest as the leadership convened an enlarged meeting of the Politburo on January 15–18, 1935. The weakly defended town had been captured during the previous week. The leaders clearly needed to discuss the current situation, what should be done, and where the Red Army should go, but they ended up engaging in a major review of previous policies. The meeting marked an important shift in the leadership of the party and its approach to survival. Most of the civilian and military leaders were present, together with Comintern adviser Otto Braun. Mao Zedong had clearly been preparing for the meeting in advance, and he was able to convince two key members of the returned students’ group, Zhang Wentian and Wang Jiaxiang, to support his views. However, the main report at the meeting was delivered by Bo Gu in his capacity as party leader, and Zhou Enlai delivered a supplementary report. A bitter debate ensued, and then Mao delivered a long speech that contained his opening salvo criticizing the military line but not, as some have suggested, the political line. Seeing that Mao enjoyed the support of Zhang Wentian and Wang Jiaxiang, Bo Gu and Otto Braun must have realized that they were on the losing side. This point was brought home when Zhang Wentian oversaw the drafting of two formal documents summing up the experiences of the fifth suppression campaign.22

Whereas the first, longer document summarizes in broad terms the decisions at the meeting, the shorter version, which was presumably only for internal dissemination, names names. The shorter version was sent by telegram to the leaders of the Red Army in other areas, including Zhang Guotao and Xiang Ying. It incorporated a compromise, not refuting the general political line but placing the failure to defend the soviet squarely on the shoulders of Bo Gu and Otto Braun for their rejection of mobile warfare and for supporting a “pure positional defense.” They should have sought out the enemy’s weak points and amassed superior forces to destroy them—that is, they should have followed Mao’s strategy. In the future, tactics were to be more flexible, allowing for rest while waiting for suitable circumstances to allow for a counterattack. Adding insult to injury, Braun’s “rude method of leadership” in the Military Council was criticized, and “Comrade Bo Gu” was to “bear most of the blame” for the poor decisions of the Military Council. Although this was not assessed as a mistake of a political line, it did constitute “serious partial political mistakes.” The document concludes with the normal upbeat assessment that any setback was temporary and that current circumstances were still favorable for the creation of a new soviet.

For Mao Zedong, this marked a significant political victory, even though he was still not yet the dominant figure. He was promoted to the new five-person Standing Committee (Secretariat) and he would serve on the three-person Military Leadership Group as Zhou Enlai’s chief assistant. He thus had the right to comment on all political and military matters at the highest level. Immediately following the meeting, Zhang Wentian replaced General Secretary Bo Gu, who was forced to step down.

Thus, the period of the Central Soviets ended. Bo Gu and his supporters, who had returned from Moscow or who had been working in Moscow, had followed ideological doctrines to disparage those in the soviets, but they lacked practical experience of operating on the ground. With internal divisions, external pressures from the GMD pushed the soviet over the edge. The way was now open for a new strategy, but it had not yet been resolved which direction the armies would head.

Two Tigers Fight: Mao Zedong Confronts Zhang Guotao

With their spirits lifted, what remained of the First Front Army decided to leave northern Guizhou, cross to the north of the Yangzi River, and set up a new base in southern Sichuan. This might allow them to link up with Zhang Guotao’s troops in northwest Sichuan. For the First Front Army to achieve its objective, it sought help not only from Zhang Guotao and the Fourth Front Army but also from the joint forces of the Second and Sixth Army Corps that were roaming along the Hunan-Sichuan border. With this initial decision, the First Front Army made two mistakes. First, in underestimating the strength of the GMD troops in the region, it suffered a major defeat at the hands of the GMD troops in Sichuan. Second, it overestimated the willingness of Zhang Guotao and other army corps to make sacrifices on their behalf. The Party Center requested Zhang’s help by engaging the GMD troops in Sichuan. Not surprisingly, Zhang chose to ignore this as, essentially, he was being asked to sacrifice his own troops for the sake of the Party Center. Instead of moving south as requested, he moved north to begin the Southern Shaanxi Campaign, which lasted until early March 1935. Finally, in late March when his progress was blocked, Zhang turned his Fourth Front Army in the requested direction, but by this time Mao’s forces had already moved on.

Within the party, Zhang Guotao was a more formidable foe than Bo Gu and the Moscow returnees. He had a strong revolutionary pedigree, having chaired the First Party Congress; he had engaged in the early labor movement; and he had overseen his own administration in the Hubei-Henan-Anhui Soviet. Clearly, he did not think much of Mao: in his view, Mao’s thinking was “sometimes quite bizarre, and he would make mythic utterances. He lacked the ability to organize and was reluctant to make precise calculations when dealing with difficult matters. Sometimes his ideas were not clearly expressed, and he often defended his ‘opinions of a genius’ in an emotional mood.”23

Obviously, Zhang underestimated Mao’s ability and skill in inner-party struggle. While the disputes between the two men appeared to be over military strategy, they were really over who would control the party. Zhang’s forces were roughly four times the size of the forces that had survived the flight from the Jiangxi Soviet. Zhang, who had not attended the Zunyi meeting, did not feel bound by the decisions taken there, and a clash was inevitable. Despite his more formidable army, Zhang did not command the political positions that Mao and his supporters held, and this put him on the defensive.

Defeat by the Sichuan Army meant that the First Front Army had to abandon its original plan to move to Sichuan, and it spent the next three months wandering in Guizhou and Yunnan provinces, harassed by enemy troops. Militarily, the new leadership was not faring much better than the old leadership, but in late April the First Front Army was able to enter southwest Sichuan. From there it pushed on north to try to establish contact with Zhang’s Fourth Front Army. By early June 1935 Zhang had moved to west Sichuan and then on to the Sichuan-Tibet border, where he set up the Special Committee of the CCP and announced the establishment of the Northwest Federal Government of the Chinese Soviet Republic. In mid-June, almost by accident, the two armies met, but at a June 14 rally to celebrate the event, the tensions between Zhang and Mao Zedong were evident. One of them had to be vanquished.

The troops were together for three months, and Mao outmaneuvered Zhang at a series of meeting. Their first dispute focused on which direction the Red Army should head. Zhang wanted to head east, but the Party Center settled on moving north. The dispute rumbled on to the Shawo Conference of August 5–6, 1935, with Mao wanting to use his political majority to force Zhang to agree to move north, whereas Zhang wanted to exploit the defeat of the First Front Army in Jiangxi to restructure the leadership of the Party Center. Zhang Wentian, now a close associate of Mao, had drafted the resolution before the meeting, and it is not surprising that, on balance, it favored Mao. This set off a bitter fight, and before a final version of the resolution was distributed, Zhang’s criticisms of the Jiangxi Soviet were rejected, the personal criticisms were removed, and a decision was taken to march north to establish a base on the Sichuan-Shaanxi-Gansu border. Although Zhang’s name was not mentioned, the resolution criticized “a very small number of comrades in the Red Army” who felt that the political line was wrong—no prizes for guessing who this was. New appointments, however, recognized the strength of Zhang Guotao’s forces, and he was confirmed as political commissar of the Red Army, with Zhu De as commander in chief.

Following the meeting, the troops split into two groups for the move north. The Left Route Army comprised the General Headquarters and included Zhu De and Zhang Guotao. The Right Route Army, composed of the Front Headquarters, took with it Zhang Guotao’s two most senior military commanders. Relations did not improve, and on August 24 the CC sent a telegram to Zhang requesting that he link up with the Right Route Army, but on September 3 Zhang declined. The call was repeated but was again rejected, with Zhang agreeing to link up but insisting that they should come to him and continue south. The situation went downhill fast and there were rumors of possible combat, something blocked by one of Zhang’s commanders, with the Right Route Army claiming that it was unthinkable for one Red Army to fight another. On September 10, at a meeting that Zhang Guotao did not attend, Mao Zedong obtained agreement for an immediate move north.

Sensing his advantage, Mao delivered a report to the CC that was critical of Zhang. Thereafter a decision was circulated to CC members accusing Zhang of opportunism and splitting the Red Army, thus indicating his warlord tendencies. These warlord tendencies were revealed by the fact that Zhang did not believe that the Communist Party leadership was the primary condition for the “Red Army to become an invincible iron Red Army.” As in the 1920s, Zhang was accused of forming his own small group in opposition to the Party Center. Tracing errors in the present to actions in the past would become a common practice in CCP history when denouncing opponents.

The two armies split, with the First and Third Armies heading north, eventually arriving in northern Shaanxi, and Zhang turning south, reaching the Sichuan-Tibet border, where he would spend the winter of 1935–1936. Not to be outdone in the rhetoric, on September 13–14 Zhang Guotao convened his own conference, at which he flung the label “right opportunism” at Mao, Zhou Enlai, Zhang Wentian, and Bo Gu. For Zhang Guotao, the other four’s move north was simply “flightism and defeatism.” Raising the stakes even higher, in early October Zhang challenged the Party Center by establishing a new central party apparatus. He passed a resolution not only to dismiss the four from their posts but also to expel them from the party and have them arrested. On December 5, feeling secure as he was perched in his base on the border, Zhang informed the First Front Army that he represented the Party Center and that they should stop using the “false title of Party Center” and rename themselves as the CCP Northern Bureau. The First and Fourth Front Armies would be renamed the Northern Route Army. The “real” Party Center hit back, replying on January 22, 1936, that Zhang had “alienated himself from the party and the Chinese revolution” and that he had to give up his opposition. The September 1935 decision criticizing Zhang was disseminated within the party at large.

It is impossible to know how this standoff might have played out and whether Zhang Guotao could have emerged as the dominant figure within the party. Fate resolved the issue. The Party Center survived as it settled into its new base in the Shaanxi region, whereas Zhang’s troops were defeated in February 1936 by the GMD Central Army and Zhang was pushed farther west to even more inhospitable land. There on the Tibet border, he found an area inhabited by nomadic groups. Zhang’s Fourth Front Army was joined by other Communist troops searching for a home. Reunion provided some cheer to Zhang and his demoralized group, but it also led him to tone down his criticism of the First Front Army, even acknowledging that they had made some progress in north Shaanxi. Zhang dropped his self-anointed titles, claiming that relations had improved because of agreement with the Comintern’s instructions about the need to promote the national revolution. However, Zhang was not going to cede authority to the group around Mao, claiming that both groups had agreed, first, not to use the title “Party Center” and, second, to let the CCP mission to the Comintern temporarily take over the functions of the Party Center. The group in Shaanxi would be named the Northern Bureau and Zhang’s group would be named the Northwest Bureau. Having accepted the shift to promoting the anti-Japanese struggle earlier than those in Shaanxi, Zhang claimed to be the faithful follower of the Comintern.24 This would have placed power in the hands of Wang Ming, whom Mao Zedong viewed as the next obstacle to his consolidation of power.

The reunion led to the decision to rejoin the Party Center, and in early July all reunited in north Shaanxi. The end was near for Zhang Guotao, and in early 1937 criticism intensified, with the Politburo deeming his mistakes to be those of “the entire ‘political line.’ ” Zhang fled Yan’an, joining the GMD in April 1938. In May, Zhang penned an open statement criticizing the CCP and the cruelty of the inner-party struggle, something in which he had earlier enthusiastically participated. Last but not least, Zhang felt that the CCP was hypocritical because of its revival of collaboration with the GMD, which he saw as not genuine.

Emerging from the Wilderness

Three challenges awaited the Party Center once it completed its wanderings. The first was to integrate effectively into the base area in the Northwest and resolve the power relationships with the forces already in residence. The second was to decide how to respond to the rising resentment against the Japanese incursions and what kind of relationship the CCP could form with the other forces in society inside and outside of the base area. Third, Mao Zedong and his supporters differed from those aligned with Wang Ming regarding cooperation with the GMD. This was inextricably linked with the struggle for supremacy between Mao and the returned students, led by Wang Ming. Two developments helped the CCP emerge from the wilderness: the second phase of collaboration with the Nationalists and the respite that the Japanese invasion of 1937 brought with it.

It was only by accident that the Red Army troops discovered that a base area existed some 250 miles away. The CCP discovered this from GMD newspapers they found in a post office that they had just captured.25 This ended the roaming, but it took a while for the Party Center to settle into its new surroundings. There were about 1.5 million people living in a region scarred by deep ravines that cut through the hills. The soil was soft loess, and many of the CCP inhabitants, including Mao Zedong, dug themselves, or had dug for them, caves to live in. The caves looked out on a barren landscape that had been devastated by a mix of fighting, banditry, and natural calamities that had caused famine and disease. Yet it was here in such unpromising circumstances that Mao consolidated his power and built up an apparatus, both civilian and military, that would serve the CCP well during the civil war. Between 1937 and 1945, the number of troops across North China grew from about 30,000 to about 1 million.26

For all who went there, it was a groundbreaking moment in their lives—heralding a rupture with the past, and providing hope that a new beginning might offer redemption. Yan’an, the eventual capital, became the party’s spiritual home.27 Social groups responded differently to the tough physical environment. Soldiers back from skirmishes found it tranquil and calm, a “peaceful paradise,” and they were puzzled by the behavior of the intellectuals. By contrast, the intellectuals who came from the cities complained about the harshness of the physical conditions and the daily chores and struggles.28

The Party Center’s main objectives upon arrival were twofold: to take control of the base and to secure the region. To meet the first objective, it had to deal with the complicated politics within the region, and for the second it had to break the loyalty to Chiang Kai-shek of the Northeast Army and the Northwest Army under Yang Hucheng. The latter would end an immediate threat to the Red Army and drive a wedge between it and Chiang’s more loyal troops.

Before the Party Center arrived, the rivalries in north Shaanxi between local revolutionaries and emissaries from the Center mirrored those earlier in the Jiangxi and the Hubei-Henan-Anhui Soviets. The local leader was Liu Zhidan, and his swashbuckling style had brought him into conflict with the two representatives sent to the area by the Party Center.29 The early 1930s was marked by intense fighting and resulted in CCP fratricide. As elsewhere, the two representatives waved the wand of ideological correctness to battle Liu Zhidan. Yet realities on the ground and the need to survive in a complex environment meant that compromise was the order of the day. Land reform was moderate, and deals were cut with bandits, some of whom became recruits.

Liu Zhidan and his colleague Gao Gang were locals and commanded respect as much through acquaintance and relations as through adherence to ideological belief and the CCP’s mission. Liu was a member of the important secret society, the Gelaohui (the Brothers’ and Elders’ Society), and he used his relations to help establish the base. Before the emissaries arrived, adaptation and personal relations had been critical. Even after Mao Zedong and his troops arrived, the Gelaohui was formally recognized, and in August 1936 the soviet government convened a meeting of more than eighty grand masters to explain CCP policy and to promote resistance to Japan. Thus, although the Center’s emissaries were granted senior positions befitting their status, they lacked real power. They used their authority within the party to attack Liu and Gao, to renounce their guerrilla tactics, and to denounce the base for its “Shaoshan line” (mountainism)—the tendency to use guerrilla tactics and to avoid coming down from the mountains to engage in battle.

By all accounts, Liu Zhidan was a feisty character who informed the intruders, “You come from Beiping [Beijing]. Why then did you not build the base in Beiping? … Moreover, Mao built a base in the Jinggangshan, why then can’t we build a base in the Shaanxi mountains? Shanghai is a nice place. Xi’an is also a friendly place. Why don’t you build a base there?”30 Such ridicule was unacceptable, and in the summer and autumn of 1935 tensions increased as the locals were excluded from the senior leadership. One month before the main Red Army arrived, the Twenty-Fifth Army under Xu Haidong arrived and supported the Center’s emissaries in arresting and killing several local cadres, one of whom was reportedly boiled alive. The emissaries took the senior positions in the party apparatus, and the military was placed under Xu Haidong’s command. Liu Zhidan was arrested and tortured as a “confess your crimes” campaign unfolded; one hundred or so of his followers were also arrested, including Gao Gang. One survivor of the events estimated that about 300 were killed, with the dead buried in a large hole.31

The arrival of the Long March veterans changed the equation on the ground. Mao Zedong was informed of the situation by a relative of Liu Zhidan, and an investigation by Zhou Enlai, Liu’s old colleague from days at the military academy in Guangdong, vindicated him. While Liu and his supporters were released, the emissaries were not punished, presumably to facilitate an end to the in-fighting. The coalition of interests between Liu Zhidan and Mao Zedong was short-lived. As with his predecessors, Mao found Liu too independent. The challenge of how to deal with him was resolved only when he died in a battle during the Eastern Punitive Expedition in 1936. Not only was a rival removed, but Mao was also able to present him as a revolutionary martyr.32 As we shall see in Chapter 6, Gao Gang initially thrived as one of Mao’s strongest supporters before he was judged to have pushed too hard for power and cast aside in the 1950s.

Renewed Collaboration: Old Friends and Enemies

Although the formal second united front with the GMD was only launched on September 22, 1937, following the aggression of the Japanese during the Marco Polo Bridge Incident of July 7 and the Hongqiao Airport Incident of August 9, ever since the early 1930s there had been inklings of a shift in the CCP’s approach to cross-class collaboration. These shifts had domestic and international origins. On September 18, 1931, the Japanese Kwantung Army fabricated a bombing incident to claim that it needed to conduct a military coup for protection, leading to Japanese annexation of the Northeast in February 1932 and the attacks on Shanghai, which were not terminated until the unsatisfactory Tanggu Truce of May 31, 1933. The Party Center denounced the truce as treasonous and clear capitulation. The Chinese armies were forced to retreat to Hebei, leaving the land north of the Great Wall under the control of the Japanese Imperial Army.

The increasing Japanese aggression and the full-scale war that broke out in 1937 significantly changed the environment for the CCP. The conflict saved the party from being extinguished by Chiang Kai-shek’s forces, allowed the Red Army to penetrate behind Japanese lines while holding most troops back from direct conflict, and allowed the CCP propaganda machine to portray the CCP as true patriots resisting Japan, as opposed to Chiang’s ineffective attempts at resistance. The CCP’s approach was aided by Chiang’s belief that the internal threat had to be eradicated before the external one could be quashed. In January 1937 Chiang wrote in his diary: “The greatest danger is not the Japanese, but most of all communist expansion everywhere.”33 He may have been correct, but such sentiment was seriously out of touch with the national mood. The December 9, 1935, movement, dealt with below, showed that significant numbers of patriotic, educated youths placed a priority on supporting resistance to Japan. The Japanese aggression would affect politics at the Party Center and the lives of those left behind in Shanghai and in Jiangxi.

In January 1933 the situation in Manchuria had already caused the CCP to suggest a policy shift for local members. The CC declared that it was permissible to collaborate with the “national bourgeoisie,” provided that a solid united front from below could be assured, with proletarian leadership over the resistance. This policy almost certainly originated with Wang Ming.34 The most important strategic shift again came from Moscow following the Comintern’s Seventh Congress of July–August 1935. The growing anxiety about German and Japanese intentions led the congress to call for a united front of all elements, classes, and nations in the fight against fascism. In the name of the CCP and the Chinese soviet government, Moscow sent the “August 1 Declaration” to members in China. Stalin and Georgi Dimitrov, who led the Comintern from 1934 to 1943, approved it, highlighting its importance, but Wang Ming claimed to have drafted it while convalescing from illness.

The declaration marked the shift from civil war to a new phase of collaboration, shifting the emphasis of the 1933 letter to a united front from above rather than from below. The “scum” and “traitors” such as Chiang Kai-shek were denounced for not resisting Japan: they had “the face of a man but the heart of a beast.” All should “resist Japan to save the nation,” and it was even possible to work with the GMD if it stopped its attacks and focused on resisting Japan, no matter what other differences there might be. The CCP proposed a ten-point program to expel the Japanese, which could form the basis for a government of national defense. The program included not only resistance to Japan but also the introduction of significant social reforms and the adoption of a democratic system.35 It took a while for the declaration to reach the CCP leadership—by the latter stages of the Long March, contact with Moscow had been severed.

Exactly when the CCP received the news from Moscow about the policy shift is unclear. Radio contact was restored in late June–July 1935, and in November a representative from the CCP delegation to the Comintern arrived in the Northwest and briefed the in-country leadership. By October 1935 the Party Center certainly knew of the intent, as it issued a secret letter informing members that their task was to “oppose Japan and condemn Chiang.” The armies of the CCP were now in the Northwest, where they could fight the Japanese, whereas Chiang used his planes “to spread poisonous gas” on China’s only resistance fighters—the Red Army. In December 1935 Mao Zedong oversaw an enlarged Politburo meeting that conceded that Japanese actions had created a new revolutionary situation. The meeting called for combining the civil war with the national struggle against Japan. This meant that the main tasks for the next year were to build up the strength of the Red Army and to shift to guerrilla warfare. The soviet areas were to be expanded in Shaanxi to the east and Suiyuan to the north. The hope was that the base areas would be able to link up with the Soviet Union so that the two armies could work together to resist the Japanese. The political resolution called for as broad a front as possible to fight the Japanese and Chiang Kai-shek. Reflecting this conciliatory approach, the name of the Worker and Peasant Republic was changed to the People’s Soviet Republic. To encourage unity and participation, policy was moderated: the property of rich peasants would not be confiscated, rich peasants would enjoy the same rights as others, and investment by entrepreneurs was welcomed. Those who were dogmatic in their approach and did not respond flexibly to the changing circumstances were criticized.

With the focus for 1936 on consolidation of the base area, the Party Center explored whether an alliance might be possible with the GMD-affiliated troops of Zhang Xueliang and Yang Hucheng. On January 25 the Red Army issued a letter to the soldiers of the Northeast Army recalling the repression that the people of the Northeast had suffered under the Japanese and reminding them that the army was being treated unjustly by the GMD government. The letter called for a truce so that the two armies could struggle together against the Japanese. During the early part of 1936 the CCP probed contacts, and on April 9 Zhou Enlai traveled to Yan’an (then named Fushi) for a secret meeting with Zhang Xueliang. The two agreed to stop the fighting and open up trade.

The CCP wooed Zhang Xueliang and the Northeast Army by emphasizing patriotism and dropping the slogans of class struggle. However, a key directive of June 20 outlined the same strategy for cooperation that it had used with the GMD in the 1920s: negotiate with senior leaders of the Northeast Army and praise their patriotism, while agitating among the rank and file and setting up secret party organizations.

Comintern criticism pushed the CCP toward reconciliation with Chiang Kai-shek. On July 23, 1936, a meeting of the ECCI acknowledged the courageous fight against Chiang’s troops but claimed this was politically immature, with CCP policy lagging a few years behind the times. Greater efforts were needed to bring Chiang into the anti-Japanese struggle. On August 15, Moscow followed up with a telegram to the CCP to press home its views. As far as the ECCI was concerned, Chiang Kai-shek could not be placed on the same level as the Japanese and it was essential to engage Chiang’s army, or the majority of his army, in an agreement. To move forward, Moscow advocated establishing a unified Chinese Democratic Republic with an All-China National Assembly forming a government of national defense. The various CCP-controlled areas would become part of the new setup. They could advocate forming soviets as democratic organs in the Republic to consolidate their position until the final victory of soviet power. Contacts with Zhang Xueliang were to be maintained, although he was not to be seen as a trusted ally, to enable propaganda for the anti-Japan united front to be pursued among his troops and officer corps. The telegram concluded by calling on the CCP and the Red Army to send a proposal to initiate collaboration and demanding a detailed response.36

The CCP’s policy adjustments convinced Zhang Xueliang that Chiang Kai-shek had to seek accommodation with the Communists. On August 25, 1936, an open letter from the CCP commended Chiang for his opposition to Japan’s encroachments and even referred to him as “Generalissimo.” Most importantly, on September 17 the Politburo issued a resolution suggesting an agreement with Chiang. Aware that this could create confusion within the ranks, the call for the GMD to join the united front was combined with a statement that criticism would continue, with the ultimate objective remaining the building of a socialist state. The rising tide of patriotism would push the GMD to join the united front under a “democratic republic.” This form of government would be more progressive in terms of democracy than that practiced either in the soviets or by the Nanjing government. It would not only mobilize the nation against the Japanese but also ultimately deliver socialism.

Zhang Xueliang was faced with a dilemma and remained frustrated that Chiang placed priority on first crushing the internal threat. Thus, while visiting Xi’an to oversee the campaign, Zhang and Yang Hucheng kidnapped Chiang. On hearing gunfire, Chiang, in his pajamas, bolted, leaving his false teeth behind in his bedroom, which contemporary guides at the site will gleefully show you. The kidnapping created a dilemma not only for Chiang Kai-shek but also for Stalin and the CCP. Totally unforeseen by the CCP, it reduced the threat of GMD attacks but posed the problem of what to do about Chiang.

Initially Mao Zedong was jubilant at the news and the CCP wanted a public tribunal; some even suggested that Chiang be executed. For Chiang, his seizure caused him to recalculate the priority of removing the Communists as a precursor to resisting Japanese aggression. Chiang wanted assurances that the soviets would provide support in the event of war.37 Stalin clearly saw Chiang Kai-shek as the key leader of any movement to resist Japan, and his telegram to the CCP leadership (it was sent on December 17, but it might not have been deciphered until December 20) made his views clear that there should be a united front under Chiang.38 Stalin’s implicit support—and the apparent promise to allow Chiang Kai-shek’s son, who had been held effectively hostage in Moscow since 1925, to return to China—seemed to convince Chiang that Soviet support would be forthcoming. On December 16, 1936, Chiang wrote in his diary, “My heart was at ease as the Soviet Union could not endorse their rebellious conduct and the Soviet Union never took Zhang [Xueliang] seriously.”39

Chiang was released on December 25 but still called for tight constraints on CCP political and military activities should collaboration progress. Resolution marked the beginning of the shift from civil war to the War of Resistance. The outcome did not end well for Zhang Xueliang, who was arrested after accompanying Chiang back to Nanjing and remained under house arrest until 1990. The Northeast Army was disbanded, allowing the CCP to fan out and occupy Yan’an, a much larger city that would be its capital for the next decade—a symbolic icon in the history of the party. With the immediate threat removed, the Red Army spread its control close to the major city of Xi’an and the party established secret branches in dozens of counties throughout the region.

On February 10, 1937, the CCP CC called for a new period of cooperation with the GMD, offering a few concessions in return for opposition to Japan and the establishment of a democratic government. Negotiations faltered over control of the military and the role of the border regions. Japanese aggression in the Marco Polo Incident in Beijing on July 7, and the Hongqiao Airport Incident on August 9, created a dilemma for Chiang Kai-shek. It was increasingly evident that he would have to act militarily, as room for a negotiated settlement with the Japanese had disappeared. Given the material weakness of the Nationalist forces, support from the Soviet Union was crucial, and this would require a political settlement with the CCP. This caused Chiang to drop his resistance to Mao Zedong’s demands and permitted the CCP to keep its territorial bases, renamed as border regions. Similarly, Chiang accepted Communist forces as members of the Nationalist army, and on August 21, 1937, the Red Army was renamed the Eighth Route Army (ERA), and in November the guerrilla forces that remained in Central China were renamed the New Fourth Army. On September 22, cooperation was formally recognized as both parties issued their own statements. The Soviet Union did provide Chiang Kai-shek with significant aid for the first four years of the war.

One unexpected impact in the border region was a shift in the relationship between the local CCP and the Gelaohui. With a broader alliance now established and the border region secure, support from the relationship was less important. Some worried about the Gelaohui’s influence and whether it had infiltrated CCP power structures. Collegiality was further undermined when Zhou Enlai’s entourage was attacked in May 1937 on its way to Xi’an for negotiations, with nine killed. This led to moves to suppress bandit groups and criticism of the Gelaohui for its backward and feudal ways. However, perhaps because of its deep roots, the Gelaohui was not suppressed and was even a participant in local government once elections were carried out in the border region.

Revival in Shanghai

The new accommodations affected the work of the party in other regions and led to conflicts over how to operate within the new united front. This challenge became integral to the power struggle within the CCP between Wang Ming, the returned students, and Mao Zedong and his supporters. The resolution of this struggle not only would decide the soul of the CCP but also would have major consequences both for the party’s independence and for how China would be ruled after 1949.

In Shanghai, while the party was reeling from the brutality of the “white terror,” local residents were becoming increasingly angered by Japanese aggression, which strengthened their patriotic sentiment. The GMD pulled together the National Salvation Association for Resistance to Japan.40 Anti-Japanese boycotts were launched, thus heightening tensions and conflicts with the roughly 30,000 Japanese living in Shanghai. At the end of January 1932, armed conflicts broke out between the Chinese Nineteenth Route Army and a group of Japanese marines; outnumbered, the Japanese troops resorted to artillery fire and bombing. Chinese troops pulled back on March 5, and on May 5 a peace agreement was signed. The devastation was extensive, and the agreement offended Chinese national pride. Some 10,000 to 20,000 civilians had died as well as about 4,000 Chinese soldiers; 769 Japanese had died. Among other measures, the agreement forced Chinese troops to stay outside of a 30-kilometer radius of Shanghai.

The anti-Japanese sentiment allowed the CCP to reengage in political life. With its links to the working class shredded, it set up Red Mass Leagues to engage with a broader swathe of the Shanghai population, covering both labor and cultural work.41 Even though this marked a shift in work, it did not shake the legacies of the central leadership—therefore it failed. Increased activism with the general public exposed clandestine CCP members, which in turn led to greater repression. However, it provided an important learning experience for developing a different approach in Shanghai. By 1935 the few who remained had lost all contact with the central party leadership, reconsidered their strategy, and returned to covert work.

The August 1935 Comintern instructions had supported Shanghai CCP members in engaging fully with other classes and groups to oppose Japan and, initially, Chiang Kai-shek. This helped the local party put “long-term revolutionary objectives on the back burner in favor of short-term patriotic ones by incorporating themselves into the city’s growing number of patriotic organizations.”42 Perceiving correctly that Chiang Kai-shek’s priority was to eradicate the Communists before engaging the Japanese, patriotic sentiments linked with anti-Chiang sentiments. The anti-Japanese student demonstrations in Beijing on December 9 and 16, 1935, echoed in Shanghai among the remaining CCP members who continued their work of forming broader patriotic coalitions. On December 21, under the leadership of a group of intellectuals gathered around the editor of a popular journal, the Shanghai National Salvation Association was formed. Its various petitions and documents called for an end to capitulation to Japan, an end to civil war, and united resistance against Japan. This last call, on July 15, 1936, was swiftly endorsed by Mao Zedong. For his part, Chiang Kai-shek was never comfortable with the organization, seeing it as infiltrated by the Communists, which was true even if the organization as a whole was not controlled by the CCP.

In June 1937 the Party Center made a more assertive effort to engage with the work in Shanghai. The launch of the Japanese campaign increased the resistance movement, but the Japanese occupation of Shanghai made overt activities too dangerous. Following the shift in focus proposed by Mao Zedong, work to build links for national resistance continued, but the building of independent strength among the population was considered even more important.

Whither the United Front? Mao Zedong and Wang Ming Clash

For Mao Zedong, the main issue in the new relationship with the GMD was to preserve the strength of the Communist troops. The War of Resistance was now a reality, but Mao was concerned that rash, showcase actions would lead to the waste of soldiers’ lives at the hands of the better-armed and better-trained Japanese troops. An enlarged Politburo meeting in Luochuan on August 22–25, 1937, supported Mao’s views over those of Zhu De and Peng Dehuai, who favored more active engagement, whereas Zhou Enlai was concerned that a lack of action might dissipate the national credibility that the CCP had built up.43 Mao favored the dispersal of troops, with only the CCP itself deciding on troop movements. As the ERA set off for the front, it seems that general principles about self-preservation and expansion were agreed upon. This did not mean avoiding conflict but instead engaging where victory could be ensured. In September and October, the troops engaged in some one hundred battles and defeated roughly 10,000 Japanese troops. Such victories were popular with the Chinese population, but Mao continued to warn his military commanders to be careful about risking their troops. He still preferred guerrilla tactics to protect troop strength.

The issue of intense engagement became part of Mao’s struggle with Wang Ming. By November 1937 Mao was already concerned that the GMD would not be able to lead the War of Resistance, and he warned of right opportunism—subjugating too much to the GMD. On November 29 Wang Ming, whom Mao would later accuse of being the chief right opportunist, arrived in Yan’an, together with seven members of the CCP mission to the Comintern. The group included those who would eventually become Mao’s stalwarts—Kang Sheng, who would oversee the security apparatus, and Chen Yun, who would become an important economic planner. Although Mao greeted Wang’s arrival as “a blessing from the sky,” the warmth did not last for long.44

At a Politburo meeting of December 9–14, 1937, Wang Ming established his credibility in the party by delivering a keynote speech, while Mao sat in silence. As with other new arrivals who had little practical experience, Wang sought to use his theoretical sophistication and study in Moscow to exert authority. For Wang, policy was to place “everything through the united front,” which he saw as the best method to develop the CCP as a credible national force outside of the base areas. The alliance was to be a long-term strategy that would bring together other societal forces and continue into a phase of national reconstruction. Wang did agree with Mao that the ERA should maintain its independence, but the general thrust of his views clearly conflicted with Mao’s.

Wang’s warm welcome but politically weak position was revealed in the organizational changes that were made at the Politburo meeting. A twenty-five-person committee was established to prepare for the Seventh Party Congress as soon as possible, although it did not convene until 1945; Mao was chair, with Wang as secretary. At the Comintern’s request, the post of general secretary was abolished to encourage collective leadership, with a new Secretariat established, comprised of the former general secretary, Zhang Wentian, plus Mao, Chen Yun, and Kang Sheng. Crucially, Mao retained his position as chair of the Military Council.

Wang Ming was at the forefront of the collaboration with the GMD, and together with Zhou Enlai and Bo Gu he went to Wuhan to take up his position as secretary of the CCP Yangzi Bureau. On the one hand, this made him responsible for the success of the collaboration, while, on the other hand, it moved him away from the center of power in Yan’an. The environment in Wuhan was, of course, quite different from that in Yan’an. His approach was successful initially in expanding Communist influence in the more open, legal environment.

In early March 1938 the differing views were aired at a Politburo meeting. A stalemate and Mao Zedong’s opposition meant that no formal resolution was issued but a written version of Wang’s report was widely distributed.45 For Wang, the united front was to be consolidated into a “national revolutionary alliance,” which would be similar to the ill-fated first united front or would be a confederation within which each party would enjoy political and organizational independence. He called for the creation of a national assembly to facilitate consultation with other parties, and he proposed legalization and development of mass organizations. As opposed to Mao’s support for guerrilla warfare, he proposed mobile warfare as the primary form of combat, which would be coordinated with positional warfare.

Military strategy was crucial and became even more so when the key city of Xuzhou fell and Japanese forces threatened Wuhan. Throughout April and May, Mao continued to stress guerrilla warfare where conditions were favorable, and the development of bases. The ERA was to conduct mobile warfare only when conditions were favorable. Further instructions marginalized the work in Wuhan. On May 14 the New Fourth Army and the Yangzi Bureau were instructed to move work to the rural areas to set up guerrilla forces, and on May 22 the party branches in Hebei, Hunan, and Wuhan were told that after the fall of Xuzhou, they were also to focus on the creation of guerrilla bases in the countryside. Students, workers, and other revolutionaries were to return to their home villages to aid in this work.

By contrast, Wang Ming was fixated on the defense of Wuhan and, while acknowledging that the city might fall, he cited Madrid during the Spanish Civil War as an example of heroic defense. Together with Zhou Enlai and Bo Gu, he believed that the GMD could lead a massive mobilization of the citizens to fight the Japanese with mobile warfare outside of Wuhan. The ERA was expected to work behind Japanese lines to destroy supply lines. The GMD became very suspicious of this mobilization, and on August 5 it placed restrictions on the mass organizations, with the GMD secret police keeping a close eye on CCP activities. The strategy of working legally within the GMD to expand CCP influence was unraveling when a mortal blow was delivered on October 25, 1938, when Wuhan fell to the Japanese.

Mao and his supporters moved quickly to push home their advantage within the party by convening the Sixth Plenum of the Sixth Central Committee from September 29 to November 6, 1938. Despite the failure to defend Wuhan, positive news arrived from Moscow. Comintern head Dimitrov acknowledged Mao Zedong’s leadership of the CCP: the political line was correct, and guerrilla warfare was the best military strategy. In July, Wang Jiaxiang, acting head of the CCP delegation to the Comintern, was so informed, and he returned to China and on September 14 reported this information to the Politburo. Upon hearing this news, Mao decided to convene the plenum.46

Any sense of harmony was short-lived. By the end of the plenum Wuhan had fallen, and before Mao had delivered his concluding speech, Wang Ming departed to attend the National Political Consultative Assembly, which was held from October 28 to November 6. Wang clearly believed that he had reached some kind of compromise with Mao. He obviously had not studied Mao’s skill with political intrigue. Mao had claimed that he still saw value in continuing the united front, and he praised both the GMD and Chiang Kai-shek, even ceding primacy to the GMD. He portrayed cooperation as long-term, as he predicted a glorious future for all who were engaged in the united front. Instead of socialism, a new democratic republic based on Sun Yat-sen’s “three principles of the people” was on the agenda. The CCP would retain its independence, but class struggle would not be allowed to impede the interests of national resistance. Wang Ming supported the approach, but once he departed, Mao delivered a report with a very different tone. He criticized Wang’s slogan of “everything through the united front” as well as the GMD for not allowing the united front to adopt an appropriate organizational form. GMD approval for action was not always necessary. Mao directed his ire at Wang’s approach of using legal means to develop the party, claiming that Wang had mistaken the direction of the flow of the revolution by thinking that it could progress from the cities to the countryside.

At this stage the party at large was not to be informed about the tensions, and the political resolution adopted did not include harsh public condemnation of Wang. However, on November 9 Wang’s institutional base, the Yangzi Bureau, was abolished and was split into the Southern Bureau and the Central Plains Bureau, both headed by Mao supporters—Zhou Enlai and Liu Shaoqi, respectively. Mao’s earlier alliance with Zhang Wentian had allowed him to defeat Bo Gu, but as this alliance weakened, the alliance between Mao and Liu Shaoqi was strengthened. The reorganization of the central party apparatus also placed more power in Mao’s hands. While the Politburo was to meet at least once every three months, the Central Secretariat was to take on an increasingly powerful role, handling the day-to-day affairs of the CC and carrying out its policies. Crucially, the Secretariat was to convene Politburo meetings and prepare their agenda. This meant that the Secretariat controlled the flow of information and what should be discussed. Even more important was the decision that if a new emergency arose when the Politburo was not in session and could not be convened immediately, the Secretariat could issue decisions in the name of the CC and only subsequently receive approval from the Politburo. The person who controlled the Secretariat as general secretary would be in an extremely powerful position. (It was no accident that in the Soviet Union, Stalin was the general secretary.) Mao replaced Zhang Wentian as general secretary.

With Wang Ming’s organizational base destroyed, Mao set about attacking Wang’s claims to superior theoretical knowledge. Mao announced that there was no such thing as abstract Marxism—instead it had to be adapted to local conditions and rendered in a form that people could easily understand and respond to.47 To make the party his own, Mao had to provide its ideological foundations and construct a history of the Chinese revolution that placed not only the CCP but also himself at the core. He completed this over the next few years in Yan’an, using Wang Ming as his whipping boy representing incorrect theory and revolutionary practice. Wang stood for the antithesis of all that Mao proposed and that, in Mao’s view, revolutionary success demanded.

Before Mao could take care of this task, the CCP had to deal with the mounting tensions in the cooperation with the GMD, which by 1941 led to the effective, if not actual, demise of the collaboration. After the plenum in 1939, relations began to deteriorate, and as Communist forces expanded their influence, there occurred a series of conflicts with the GMD troops in December 1939 into March 1940, and in January 1941. The CCP referred to these as the “first and second anti-Communist upsurges.” The conflicts convinced Mao that it was all the more necessary to be cautious in working with the GMD, while promoting a broader alliance to isolate Chiang Kai-shek. Beyond these domestic challenges, the changing international environment required attention as Europe descended into warfare that would consume the globe.

To present a more attractive face to the public, the CCP moderated its economic policies in the areas under its control and developed mechanisms for power sharing, while still ensuring that it would retain ultimate control. Mao had to provide an alternative to the approaches advocated by Wang Ming and the GMD. He put this forward in his work “On New Democracy” (January 1940). The moderation of economic policy was due to the economic pressure that the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region came under in the early 1940s because of the Nationalist blockades and cuts in Nationalist subsidies. The last challenge faced by the CCP was the fear that the GMD, or some of its members, might seek rapprochement with the Japanese. Indeed, this soon occurred. Wang Jingwei was swayed by the peace terms outlined in Fumimaro Konoe’s “new order for East Asia” (November 3, 1938) and went over to the Japanese side. The terms were rejected by Chiang Kai-shek, and on January 1, 1939, Wang was expelled from the GMD. Temporarily, this shored up CCP support for Chiang and the CCP denounced Wang. Again, this confidence in Chiang was short-lived. In comments to the Fifth Plenum of the GMD, held January 21–30, 1939, Chiang indicated that the fight against Japan was simply intended to restore circumstances to the way they had been previous to July 1937. Did this mean that Chiang was willing to accept the Japanese occupation of Manchuria? This was certainly the CCP’s interpretation, which continued support for Chiang’s commitment to resist Japan but called for a critical response to his position with respect to Manchuria. Such criticism was to be phrased carefully so that the majority of the people would be convinced of the CCP’s position.

What the CCP was not aware of was the decision of the GMD plenum to step up measures to curb CCP activities.48 With conflicts increasing, financial and logistical support to the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region was cut off in October. Troops loyal to Chiang Kai-shek advanced to the border region, leading to numerous clashes in December. The increasing squeeze convinced the CCP leadership that it must put forward its own clear vision for the future, one that would be compelling to a broad section of the Chinese population who were patriotic and frustrated by the GMD’s inability to push back the Japanese. This would be developed within the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region during the following years.

The decade had been turbulent, but finally the CCP had found a new home where it could develop policies and institutions to guide post-1949 rule. The importance of military control was confirmed, as was the need for a disciplined party.


CHAPTER FOUR

Victories at Last

1940–1948

From 1940 on, despite unpromising conditions and setbacks, the CCP was victorious in three important areas. First, it built a coherent party apparatus that not only would promote the struggle against Japan but also would offer a viable organizational alternative to the GMD. This entailed rallying around Mao Zedong as the core leader, underpinned by a narrative of struggle designed to place Mao and the party at the center of the Chinese revolution. Large numbers of recruits were making their way to the city of Yan’an, but many individuals who wished to fight against Japan knew little about the CCP, its beliefs, and its ultimate objectives. Some embodied the intellectual legacy of the May Fourth Movement of 1915–1919, and they were pressured to accept the party’s new orthodoxy. Second, the invasion by Japanese troops saved the CCP from the continued repression by the GMD, and then Japan’s defeat opened a path to power. Third, against long odds the CCP was victorious in the civil war against the GMD, which was complicit in its own destruction on the mainland. Victory led to a first phase in the consolidation of power that was marked by the continuation of radical land reform and the adoption of the Soviet model.

A Fragile Alliance

The collaboration between the CCP and the GMD was unstable from the beginning, and whenever the opportunity presented itself, the GMD would increase pressure. In 1939 it strengthened the blockade of the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region, opposed the expansion of Communist troops in Central China where the New Fourth Army (NFA) was active, and cracked down on activities of Communist organizations in the areas controlled by the GMD. Subsequently with the changing international situation, the GMD moderated its attacks on the Communists, and in March 1940 it halted the attacks. As a result the CCP continued to reaffirm the necessity of the united front and warned of the leftist dangers posed by those who wanted to weaken it. However, again this atmosphere would not last for long, and by the beginning of 1941 the united front was effectively dead following the Southern Anhui Incident, when, after the Jiangxi Soviet evacuation, the troops of the NFA that had remained behind were decimated by GMD troops. This marked the culmination of tensions that had been building up with the revived cooperation.

When the main Red Army forces moved out of Jiangxi, they left behind some 42,000 troops in Central and South China and virtually all their civilian followers.1 In addition to simple survival, their job was to harass the GMD troops and to keep alive the flickering flame of the revolution in South China. By the spring of 1935, radio contact with those on the Long March had been lost, and it was only in late 1937 that contact with the Party Center was restored. Following the departure of the main Red Army, for the next three years the troops left behind lived in terrible conditions on mountaintops and other inhospitable areas, scattered across various base areas. Rather than rely on class mobilization or the land policies operating in Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region, they used traditional networks, such as clans, lineages, and old friendships, to win support. The pressure to survive led them to eschew ideological categories and to try to localize the revolution whenever and wherever possible. On the whole, apart from West Fujian, the most successful bases were led by locals, who were able to deflect or avoid central interference. This led to a very different political culture, with a “strong ‘feudal’ flavor of communism,” which “contrasted markedly with the bureaucratic-centralist character of the party in the north.”2 One important lesson from the experiences of those left behind was that if the party managed to sink roots, it would be difficult to entirely eliminate them—even after defeat, traces would remain. The CCP was not a monolithic entity but instead displayed a variety of responses to local conditions that shaped the relationship to the community within which it was embedded.

It must have come as a shock to many of these soldiers when they heard of Chiang Kai-shek’s release after he was kidnapped in Xi’an and as policy moved toward finalizing a new collaboration with the enemy that had hounded them during the previous three years. In August 1937, during a final round of negotiations—with Chiang Kai-shek desperate for Soviet aid—the GMD agreed to the Communist suggestion that the guerrilla fighters in the south be reorganized and join the fight behind Japanese lines. In October the NFA was formed from about 12,000 soldiers operating in south Jiangsu, south Anhui, and north Jiangxi to south of the Yangzi River, and in northeast Hubei and north Anhui to the north of the river.3 This was a shrewd move, because during the following eight years the number of troops expanded to several hundred thousand and they would play an important role in the civil war.4 The dramatic change in their physical environment was extraordinary. They had to adapt not only to different techniques for fighting but also to a different socioeconomic environment. Now as the troops were coming down from the mountains, they had to fight across one of the most developed regions of China. Unlike in the north where the ERA could control the entire area of operations, the NFA could not exert complete control and had to coexist with other political and military forces. It established its headquarters in Wuhan on December 25, 1937, bringing Xiang Ying back into contact with his old associate Wang Ming. In January 1938, Wang Ming’s Yangzi Bureau established the Southeastern Bureau headed by Xiang Ying, who was given the task of leading NFA work.

Given the new circumstances, conflicts arose over the deployment of these troops. Should the priority be engagement with the Japanese or protection of CCP members? And who should have ultimate control, the Party Center or the local commanders? In late 1937 Mao Zedong requested that two-fifths of the troops remain in the base areas, although in southwest Fujian and south Zhejiang they should all remain. Xiang Ying more or less agreed, informing the Politburo that one-third of the troops should remain behind. However, Xiang Ying quickly changed his mind, leaving behind very few because he wanted the troops to be at the front where they would be under his command.5 The party saw the Yangzi Delta as fertile ground for party expansion, and through 1939 clashes in the rear increased. By early 1939 the Party Center decided that it was not useful to expand the bases in Jiangsu south of the Yangzi, and it called on the NFA to move north into central China. A January 1940 directive reconfirmed this, demanding that the NFA cross to the north bank of the river, an appeal repeated in February and March.6 The Party Center saw the Yangzi River as a natural barrier, with the Communist troops to the north in a possible standoff with Chiang Kai-shek.

In May 1940 Mao Zedong was still pressuring the NFA to expand its sphere of influence, despite ongoing talks with the GMD to try to reduce tensions and clashes. Xiang Ying was uncomfortable with this approach and offered to resign.7 Nevertheless, by October 1940 the NFA occupied all of Jiangsu north of the Yangzi and east of the Grand Canal as well as large areas of Anhui and Hubei and smaller areas south of the Yangzi.

Chiang Kai-shek was not pleased and sought to frustrate this expansion. He had already been restricting the growth of Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region, and now he sought to push all Communist troops to the north of the Yellow River. Resolving this standoff required complicated negotiations. Talks began in June and focused on the size of the Communist forces and the zones in which they could operate. The GMD held to the view that Communist troops should move north of the Yellow River, but declared that the area in southwest Shanxi should be excluded from Communist influence. Subsequently the GMD hardened its stance, intending to restrict the number of counties in the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region to eighteen rather than the twenty-one proposed by the CCP; it instructed that the number of CCP forces should be reduced dramatically, from 500,000 to 100,000, and that all Communist forces should move north of the Yellow River within one month. This would have meant that the Communists would give up their bases in Henan and Shandong, which were south of the Yellow River. The problem was that precisely these two bases had been identified in the January 1940 directive as presenting the best opportunities for Communist expansion.

The concession that the Party Center proposed was to move its troops from south Jiangsu and Anhui—that is, south of the Yangzi River. It feared that agreeing to GMD terms might trap the Communist troops between the Yellow River and the GMD and the Japanese armies. Disagreement over the move north continued, and Zhu De and Xiang Ying, among others, rejected the GMD demand to make the move within one month to meet the deadline of November 9, 1940. Their rejection noted the support that Communist troops had been providing to the war effort, including the “100 Regiments Campaign,” which lasted from August to December 1940.8 Many expressed strong resistance to moving from Central China because it would mean leaving the places where “their ancestral tombs, land, property, houses, parents, and wives are. They cannot bear the thought of exposing them to the brutality, slaughter, and lust of the enemy.”9 They claimed to have abided by Chiang Kai-shek’s principles and feared the consequences of suddenly being ordered to move north. Clearly, the response fell on deaf ears. On December 9 Chiang repeated the demand that, by year’s end, these troops should move out of south Anhui and south Jiangsu. The ERA was expected to be north of the Yellow River by this time, to be followed by the NFA one month later.

On December 25, 1940, Mao Zedong ordered Xiang Ying to begin an immediate evacuation, but Ye Ting’s and Xiang Ying’s forces did not begin the move until January 4. Disaster was about to strike. When they did start their move, they were harassed by GMD troops and forced to move southwest to regroup. Nationalist forces surrounded them and some 9,000 NFA troops were killed or arrested. Ye Ting was arrested on January 13 while trying to negotiate a settlement, and several weeks later Xiang Ying was killed by a turncoat within his own troops.

All sides tried to put their own spin on the event, with each side blaming the other for the clash and the outcome. The GMD claimed that the NFA had been insubordinate and had engaged in unlawful expansion, and that therefore on January 17 it had called for the army to be disbanded. CCP liaison offices in a number of Nationalist-controlled cities were closed, and direct contacts between Chongqing, the GMD capital, and Yan’an were scrapped.

The CCP publicly claimed that it had been following orders, but while moving north to link up with the ERA, the NFA had been ambushed by GMD troops. This provided a public propaganda windfall, with the CCP seeking to win sympathy and to discredit the GMD in general and Chiang in particular. Mao Zedong claimed the incident was a premeditated act by “pro-Japanese conspirators” and those of the “diehard Communist faction” who had not renounced their anti-Communist prejudice, placing this above the national interest. He called for punishment of those involved in the plot, the release of captives, compensation for the wounded and for the families of those killed, the removal of pro-Japanese elements, and an end to the blockades in Northwest China. For Mao, it raised the possibility of a return to civil war.10

A single event can serve multiple purposes, and the Communist message varied depending on the audience. An internal party directive carried the same basic message but drew a sharper line, naming names in the GMD who were pro-Japanese “capitulationist elements” who had cooperated with the pro-American and pro-British elements under Chiang Kai-shek. The event was also used by Mao Zedong to advance his struggle with Wang Ming by criticizing right opportunism in the party. Given its sensitive nature, this decision was for the eyes of senior party members only and was not to be distributed under any circumstances to the public at large. In January 1941 the Party Center issued a decision on Xiang Ying’s mistakes, claiming that ever since September 1937 Xiang had committed right opportunist errors in the work of the united front. He was criticized for not recognizing the need for CCP independence. This was, of course, an attack on Wang Ming. Any potential future conflict was ended on March 14, 1941, when one of his own staff killed Xiang.11 On January 20 the leadership of the NFA was reorganized, with Chen Yi, who was much closer to Mao, appointed temporary commander. By March 1941, pressure on the Communists eased again and they declared that the “second anti-Communist onslaught” had ended, the first having ended in the winter of 1939–1940.

Dramatic Changes in the Global Order

While these events were unfolding, dramatic changes were taking place internationally that affected domestic developments. In an attempt to protect its own national interests, the CCP faithfully followed the twists and turns of Soviet policy as the threat of war and actual war heightened in the West and the East. Throughout 1939 and for most of 1940, the CCP portrayed the war in Europe as simply a war between bourgeois and fascist nations. Criticism of Great Britain, the United States, and France continued, and the CCP tried to focus on making sure that the GMD did not reach any form of appeasement with the Japanese. The fear that the GMD would do this was not unrealistic. In December 1938 senior GMD leader Wang Jingwei split with Chiang Kai-shek and, in Nanjing, announced his pro-Japanese regime. Further, some of those very close to Chiang were thought to harbor pro-Japanese sentiments. For the most part, criticism focused, not on Chiang directly, but on those around him.

The Nazi-Soviet Nonaggression Pact of August 23, 1939, caused shock waves, but the CCP supported it as a sign of Soviet prowess in international politics. Three events of 1941 brought major changes to the global environment and the situation on the ground for the CCP: First, even more surprisingly, the CCP supported the Soviet-Japan Neutrality Pact, which was signed on April 13, 1941. Second, Germany invaded Soviet Russia on June 22; and third, on December 7 the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. The new alliances created by these events would endure until the end of the war. The CCP now welcomed the previously denounced “imperialist nations” of Great Britain and the United States to join the struggle against fascism in the West and the East. This ended the fear that the East might witness the same kind of appeasement as that exhibited by Neville Chamberlain when he concluded the agreement with Germany in September 1938, declaring “Peace for our time.”

The CCP heralded the Soviet-Japan Neutrality Pact as yet another victory in the Soviet Union’s peace policy. In a twist of logic, the CCP claimed that the pact did not compromise Soviet support for China’s war effort, a view not shared by Chiang Kai-shek. By 1940 the relationship between Chiang and the Soviets had already soured. Over the winter of 1939–1940, the Soviet Union invaded Finland, prompting a swift response from Great Britain and France, which sponsored a motion to expel the Soviet Union from the League of Nations. China, a member of the League Council, refused to use its veto power, much to the anger of the Soviets. This effectively ended its relationship with the Soviets during the war with Japan.12

For the CCP, the pact meant that it was up to China to recover all Chinese territory south of the Yalu River. This put the CCP in the difficult position of defending a policy that was not helpful in pursuit of the nationalist agenda in the war against Japan. In this context, the German invasion of the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941, provided relief. The Soviet Union was no longer sitting above the fray of a capitalist war. Instead, it was now leading the fight against fascism. The world had changed, and the capitalist powers of Great Britain and America were viewed as part of the global united front against fascism.

The sudden Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor brought the United States into the war and aided CCP calls to develop the united front. The CCP dropped the view that it would recover the territories on its own. On December 9, 1941, the CCP called for the establishment of an anti-Japanese and antifascist front in the Pacific to include all governments and peoples opposed to Japan. The United States and Great Britain were now allies and destined to play an important role in reunifying China and eradicating the Japanese menace. All party members were instructed to cooperate, and a left deviation (going it alone and promoting independent activities) was to be avoided at all costs.13

Broadening the Party’s Appeal

To counter GMD rule and win support from independent elements, it was necessary for the CCP to present a compelling vision of China’s future that would guarantee it a place in the post-conflict world. Mao Zedong expressed his own vision in two important articles—“Introduction to The Communist” (October 1939) and “New Democratic Politics and New Democratic Culture” (January 1940).14 The former was intended for CCP members, while the latter was for public consumption, presenting a palatable vision about what it would mean for the broader public. “New Democratic Politics” skirts the question of Communist party leadership, while the “Introduction” simply assumes that CCP members understand that the party will exert hegemony. The “Introduction” began the process of promoting the Maoist interpretation of history, marking the Zunyi meeting of January 1935 as the key moment when the party took the Bolshevik road and laying the foundation for the united front against Japan. This was a swipe against Wang Ming and the other returned students, as previously the claim was that Bolshevization had been ushered in at the Fourth Plenum, in January 1931, when Comintern envoy Pavel Mif had moved in his protégés. In 1945 that plenum would be entirely discredited.

In the “Introduction,” Mao put forward the “three magic weapons” that would bring victory for the CCP—the united front, armed struggle, and party building. For the united front, the policy was unity and struggle, maintaining the alliance with the national bourgeoisie, and thus avoiding left opportunism. Any struggle was to be conducted in a peaceful and bloodless manner, while the party strengthened itself to avoid falling prey to those who sought to suppress it. This would avoid right opportunism: party members would remain in the united front but retain the prospect of future revolutionary action against the bourgeoisie. Mao now informed party members that the history of the CCP was one of armed struggle in the form of a peasant war employing guerrilla warfare. Party building was crucial and would be the key focus between 1941 and 1944 during the Rectification Campaign of 1942–1944. A shared understanding of the CCP’s eighteen-year history was a crucial component of unity. Yet Mao was cautious about his criticism of the early 1930s. This was prudent, because during that time policy had been driven by the Comintern. Although its direct influence over the CCP was declining, the Comintern still carried weight in the Chinese Communist movement.

Given its audience, the essay “New Democratic Politics” was more conciliatory but reflected a significant shift in Mao’s views since the October 1938 Sixth Plenum. For the first time, the CCP put forward its claim to lead the revolution. The bourgeoisie’s dualism combined revolutionary characteristics with compromise. The tendency toward compromise meant that the proletariat would have to take on a leadership role in the struggle against imperialism and feudalism. Initially there would be a revolutionary democratic dictatorship of several classes, with the non-proletarian classes gradually being transformed during a second stage as the new democratic revolution moved on to the socialist stage. Although Mao was vague about when the transition would occur, the first stage would be lengthy, and he criticized as leftists those who thought that socialism could be embarked upon before the new democratic revolution was completed. Shortly after the CCP took power, Mao ignored his own advice and, in the mid-1950s, accelerated the process.

Given the forecast of a lengthy transition period, a moderate economic policy was proposed. Private capitalist production was permitted if it did not dominate the “livelihood of the people on a national scale.” In the rural areas, the previously derided rich peasant economy was promoted, with only the land of the big landlords ripe for confiscation and redistribution. Taken as a whole, the program assured the party faithful that the ultimate goal of socialism was not forgotten, but in the interim the GMD should be isolated by offering intermediate elements a stake in the CCP’s world.

It was important to have such a guideline because not only in the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region but also in other border regions, the CCP was consolidating power. In early 1940 the most important other base areas were Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei (Jin-Cha-Ji), Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan (Jin-Ji-Yu-Lu), Shanxi-Suiyuan (Jin-Sui), and Shandong.15 These bases were situated in poor, remote areas that straddled provincial boundaries where it was more difficult for the GMD troops to penetrate. On the whole, geography was more important to the survival of a base area than its socioeconomic structure.16 Life in these other border regions was quite distinct from that in Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia, which was beyond the reach of the Japanese attacks and was home to the Party Center.

The Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region was established earlier than the others, with the consequence that it was almost entirely consolidated, whereas survival elsewhere was precarious, always vulnerable to Japanese attack. Consequently, policy was more flexible and accommodating to prevent local landlords and others from turning against the Communists to support either the GMD or even the Japanese. As the Party Center began to pull together its administrative and economic policies, the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Border Region served as a model and received Mao’s seal of approval.17 On March 6, 1940, Mao put forward the “three-thirds” system of political power that had been developed in the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Border Region. The Communists were to be restricted to one-third of positions in all political organs, with nonparty left-wing progressives occupying another third. This left the final third for intermediate elements who were neither left nor right.18

The best articulation of this approach was provided by the leader of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Border Region, Peng Zhen, in a report to the Politburo in September 1941.19 Policies such as rent and interest reductions and popular elections enabled the party to embed itself in local society and enhance its influence. Peng was aware that the CCP had to construct a system of political power that enabled it to retain control in a decentralized and fragmented environment. The trick was to destroy the old power structures without alienating the traditional elite. The answer was to set up a system of village councils to select local administrative officials through an indirect system that would prevent the traditional elite from ensuring their own automatic election to leadership positions. To be successful, they would have to seek alliances with others under a system whereby the CCP would have an automatic one-third representation. For its part, CCP members had to be well drilled and disciplined and had to work to expand party organization in the villages. However, Peng Zhen called for flexibility in implementation, and he even suggested that should the CCP gain more than one-third of the seats, some could resign. This did occur during the first round of elections in May and June 1942, when about one hundred CCP members withdrew to ensure that the three-thirds balance was maintained.20

Concessions for the traditional elite were outlined in the CCP Northern Bureau’s document “The Double Ten Policy” (published August 13, 1940). Only the land and property of the worst traitors would be confiscated, with others allowed to keep their land and even to receive rent. Policies included an eight-hour workday, low rents, and a progressive tax system. For the elite, rent strikes were forbidden and payment was to be enforced. The policy was formalized in the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region in May 1941 and formed the basis for policy in all other regions. It was an encapsulation of “power management” whereby threats from the local elite were neutralized by means of their cooptation into the power structure.21

Economic Hardship and Policy Response

Although the worst of the conflicts with the GMD moderated after the January 1941 crushing of the NFA, the GMD did not release its grip on the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region. Prior to this, from August 20 to December 5, 1940, the ERA launched its largest and longest offensive during the anti-Japanese war, the 100 Regiments’ Campaign. This was launched by Peng Dehuai in an attempt to break the tightening control of the Japanese troops, but Peng had acted without the approval of the Central Military Commission or Mao Zedong. The intention was to help link Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia with Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei. Following initial success, by late October the Communist attacks were faltering and a major Japanese backlash took place in North China from 1941 to 1944. In July 1941 General Okamura Yasuji launched wide-ranging search-and-destroy missions, labeled the “three-all”—that is, kill all, burn all, and loot all—not only against the Communist forces but also against the local population. The pressure on the border region intensified, even if pressure from the GMD was receding.

Prior to the squeeze by the Japanese forces, pressure from the GMD had increased and support for the border region had ended. Even before the financial support was terminated, inflation in the GMD areas had become a problem, with the result that by 1940 the money received from the GMD had only one-seventh of its original value.22 Until 1941 the Nationalists had subsidized the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region to the tune of around 1.2 million yuan per year for government expenses and 6 million yuan per year for military expenses. In 1939 these Nationalist subsidies accounted for 89.66 percent of the entire border region budget; in 1940, the year when the Communists complained about the withholding of funds by the GMD, the subsidies still accounted for 73.5 percent.23 In 1941, the first year without GMD support, the budget ran a deficit of 15 million yuan. Fortunately, however, Stalin authorized monthly support of $300,000 per month, almost 1 million yuan.24 Bad harvests increased the economic damage. As a result, what had cost 500 yuan in 1940 cost 2,200 yuan in 1941.25 In 1941 the commodities index in Yan’an rose four times, and in 1942 it rose fourteen times.

Beyond these immediate problems, there was an inherent weakness in the economy of the border region.26 The CCP had failed to establish a firm financial footing, relying heavily on confiscation of the property of the enemy forces to supplement the outside help. GMD support had meant that the party only had to tax the rich peasants. The economic blockade forced the CCP to increase taxation, but there were limits and the amount levied did not compensate for the lost revenue. By 1943 the shortfall in budgetary needs was almost one-third.

In addition to the pressure from the Japanese and the GMD, a large number of refugees and others had come to Yan’an. Not only did this increase the problems of feeding everyone and supplying sufficient goods, but it also meant that the region was filling up with a heterogeneous group of individuals who were more attracted by resistance to Japan than to the principles of the Communist Party. To deal with these challenges, the CCP launched a three-pronged strategy: first, simplify administration and train troops to defend the region; second, piece together a viable economic strategy; and third, unify the party to lead the border region and to provide leadership for a strong fighting unit.

To deal with these challenges, the party initiated a series of mobilization campaigns, which would become a hallmark of CCP policy implementation. The hope was that the enthusiasm of the local population would overcome objective barriers blocking successful economic development.27 These campaigns comprised what came to be known as the “Yan’an spirit” and they are credited with turning the economy around. Appeals to the Yan’an spirit are frequently heard when the party finds itself confronted by seemingly insurmountable problems, and campaign-style policy implementation formed a core component of Mao Zedong’s supposed voluntarism. When mobilized, the people, or the masses in Maoist terminology, could pull themselves up by their bootstraps by engaging in a patriotic and noble vocation. The production and self-sufficiency campaign became a core element in the legend of Yan’an. While this contains a kernel of truth, the reality was very different.

The policy of “Crack Troops and Simple Administration” had the dual objectives of reducing the size of the government bureaucracy and the regular military organizations while improving their overall quality. The approach was adopted by the border region in November 1941, and beginning in December 1941 it was promoted more broadly. Two major problems in the administrative structure were identified: too many people and organizations at the top, and too few people and organizations of sufficient quality at the lower levels. This led to good policies being carried out only with some reservations or not being implemented properly. The culture of the guerrilla party weighed on the nature of administration, meaning that rules and systems were not fully systematized. A well-functioning, lean administrative system was viewed as essential to effective promotion of the War of Resistance. Well-educated and competent senior officials were to be transferred to work at lower levels. Later this would become a common Maoist practice. Military officials deemed to be surplus were transferred to engage in production as part of the attempts to achieve self-sufficiency. Central government officials who were deemed superfluous were sent for education, while those at the lower levels were to work in production. Reducing the numbers did not prove simple; in December 1941 there had been 7,900 officials working in the government at all levels, but this number had risen to 8,200 by early 1943.28 The number of officials, students, and others consuming “government grain” without engaging in production placed further pressures on the economy.

Before 1942 Mao Zedong had not presented his views on the economy, but economic pressures required that he present a clear strategy. The production campaign began together with a more moderate economic policy, as it became clear that private enterprises and more productive peasants were necessary. Turning to the private sector for help when the economy faced problems has been a common tactic for the CCP. Once the economy revives, preference is again given to the collective and state sectors. The more relaxed economic policy contrasted sharply with the harsher climate for party members once the Rectification Campaign began in earnest in 1942. The move to unify the party under Mao’s leadership and Mao Zedong Thought was not meant to spill over and hurt the economy.

On January 28, 1942, the Politburo issued a decision on land policy that was intended to have a broad appeal to all classes.29 The peasants were described as the “basic strength” of the resistance, most landlords were described as anti-Japanese, and even some members of the gentry were thought to be sufficiently enlightened to be in favor of democratic reforms. Landlords were guaranteed any outstanding money once rent and interest reductions had been completed. The capitalist mode of production was given a positive vote as “the most progressive method” in China, and the bourgeoisie, especially the petty and national bourgeoisie, were viewed as relatively progressive. This decision provided something for everyone in the border region.

In December 1942 Mao Zedong presented the leadership’s thinking about economic policy to a conference of senior officials of the Northeast Bureau; the conference ran from October 1942 into January 1943.30 The report pulled together the experiences in economic work and how policy might deal with the economic stresses faced by the border region. The proposals followed the approach of the January 1942 decision to engage as broad a coalition as possible to develop the economy. Improving living standards was crucial to retaining support, and in turn this would help with the War of Resistance. Although this was not stated, the view was that, over the longer term, policy would tie the fate of the local elite and the general population to that of the CCP, and this might encourage them to fight harder to defend themselves against the GMD.

The private sector, agriculture, handicrafts, and commercial businesses were essential to improving living standards and moving the economy. Rich peasants were encouraged by the criticism of previous leftist deviations, so that this crucial group could produce without fear of being labeled enemies. Productivity was vital, thus a certain level of exploitation was acceptable in the mixed economy. To improve efficiency, mutual-aid teams were promoted to help with contracting and labor exchange. As with the initial policy after 1949, these mutual-aid teams built on traditional patterns of cooperation, such as the pooling of labor for planting and the gathering of crops at harvest time. Participation was voluntary, but the party clearly sought to encourage this and to develop the teams as longer-term solutions to inefficiencies.

Peng Zhen’s September 1941 report had highlighted this approach. For Peng, the experience of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Border Region revealed that the only correct policy was to unleash the initiative and spontaneity of small producers and entrepreneurs. There had to be tangible benefits to keep all onboard. Peng noted, “If it gives milk, it is mother.” Private management was at the core, and except for the armaments industry, state-owned industry would play only a very small role. Peng ridiculed the idea that Soviet-style planning was appropriate in the border region, and he claimed that building a large number of state-owned enterprises was akin to building a “skyscraper on shifting sands” or “painting a cake to prevent hunger.” He did, however, agree with Mao on the role of the collectives, which he described as an “economic pillar” to “smash the manipulation of speculative merchants.” This would ensure party control.

Thus, to help ensure that the market would function efficiently, consumer and producer cooperatives were promoted. The model Mao Zedong proposed was the Southern District Cooperative, which was owned and controlled by peasant shareholders. This allowed the cooperatives to serve as a go-between for the government and the peasants, and it would ensure that the peasants implemented government policy. The last crucial plank of economic policy was the demand that party, army, and government agencies become as self-sufficient as feasible through their operation of agricultural, industrial, and commercial undertakings. Mao indicated that the best exemplars of this were the army, and in particular the 359th Brigade under Wang Zhen, who would later become vice president of China, and Nanniwan Farm, south of Yan’an. With agriculture as its base, the farm had diversified to develop industry, handicrafts, transport, and commercial outlets.

The drive improved the economic situation, but in 1943 the budget deficit was only reduced by 20 percent. What helped resolve the problem was the production of opium and its export from the border region.31 However, the party was strict in controlling its use within the border region and did abandon production once the crisis had passed. Opium production was seen as a necessary evil to help the border region and the revolution survive. Perhaps not surprisingly, one of the principal investors was none other than Wang Zhen’s model 359th Brigade.32 In terms of finances, in 1943 the official deficit would have been twice as large without the opium revenue. For 1944 and 1945, when opium revenue is included, the deficits turned into account surpluses. Even as early as 1942, profits from opium production constituted 40.9 percent of revenue. Thus, beyond the mythic stories of the Yan’an spirit, there is a hard, cold reality that whatever was necessary would be done to ensure survival.

Unifying the Party under Mao Zedong

The third challenge was to build a coherent party uniting the heterodox elements who had come to the border region. This process was intimately bound to Mao Zedong’s consolidation of power as the undisputed leader of the CCP. It did not simply entail the removal of other contenders for power—Zhang Guotao had already been expelled from the party, and Wang Ming’s influence had been reduced. Building allegiance to Mao required accepting a party history that placed Mao at its core. Once rival narratives had been squashed, getting Mao’s worldview accepted was relatively easy, as the “storm membership drives” meant that over 90 percent of party members were new recruits. Among these, maybe two-thirds were illiterate; the others were well-educated. The illiterate would acquire literacy by learning the correct history. All would have been ignorant about the struggles that had taken place through the 1920s and the 1930s. The outcome was the Sinification of Marxism, which marked the end of the legacy of the May Fourth intellectual trends within the party. Those who joined the party had to be brought to heel.

The new orthodoxy situated Mao as the central player in the Chinese revolution, which in turn put him in an unchallengeable position of leadership. Seen as having correctly analyzed the past, he would be given authority to make the correct decisions for the present and the future. In this endeavor, he was supported enthusiastically by other key leaders. Having allied with Zhang Wentian to overcome Bo Gu, the returned students, and Wang Jiaxiang, to hammer the final nail in Wang Ming’s political coffin, he found enthusiastic support from Liu Shaoqi to confirm his preeminence. For his supporters, Mao Zedong Thought was a collective endeavor rather than the ideas of a single individual. Mao clearly did not share this view, but after his death the collective nature of the ideology was stressed to prevent de-Maoification, akin to de-Stalinization, which could undermine party legitimacy. Mao was both the Lenin and the Stalin of the CCP, and thus there was no one else to fall back on.

To meet this objective, Yan’an became a study community, in which forty-four educational institutions were established. This amazed the resident Comintern representative, Vladimirov, who was perplexed by the intensity of the Rectification Campaign during the height of military conflict and economic hardship.33 The study movement was to bring unity not only to those in the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region but ultimately across all the Communist-held areas. It was a process of peaceful proselytizing that also contained a hard edge—those who did not accept the new narrative would be subjected to harsh struggle to bring them into line, in a process of criticism and self-criticism that would become a hallmark of CCP politics.

To start the movement, Mao Zedong and his supporters were more explicit in their criticism of the supposed leftist line of the early 1930s. This attack was directed against Wang Ming and the returned students to ensure that ideology as a guide to action was based firmly on Chinese realities rather than on the notebooks of Marx and Lenin or decisions made in Moscow. Who better to formulate this ideology than the person who had never set foot outside the country but had spent the last twenty years fighting for the revolution in the Chinese countryside? On the day before his birthday, December 25, 1940, Mao criticized the early policy approach in Jiangxi as “all struggle and no alliance.” Of course, this assessment was made at a time when policy in Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia was moderating. Policy toward the landlords, rich peasants, and capitalists had been misguided, power had been unduly monopolized, and intellectuals had been attacked. This latter point was a bit ironic, given what was about to happen to independent, critical intellectuals in Yan’an.34 “Intellectual” is a term frequently used by the CCP. In reality, there were very few in Yan’an who could be considered genuine intellectuals.

Presenting Wang Ming’s position as a mistake of line faced opposition and spurred Mao to launch a program of study for senior officials based on a carefully chosen collection of party documents and speeches. In May 1941 Mao told senior officials that the party still suffered from “very great shortcomings” that had to be dealt with, requiring the study of current affairs, history, and the practical application of Marxism-Leninism in revolutionary work.35 Practical application of ideology posed the greatest challenge, especially for the returned students and middle and senior officials, because they might interpret work subjectively. There was continued opposition to revising historical judgments, which delayed publication of the speech until March 27, 1942.

However, a process had been set in motion. To commemorate the founding of the CCP, on July 1, 1941, the CC called for strengthening, unifying, and centralizing the party to overcome fragmentation when the Center met resistance and personal loyalties remained strong. This caused the “development of a petty bourgeois individualistic ideology.” Without discipline, victory could not be obtained, and decisions and resolutions had to be implemented properly, in a timely manner.

The Rectification Campaign that followed would change the party forever. Normally dated as beginning in February 1942 with a major speech by Mao, an enlarged meeting of the Politburo that began on September 10, 1941, introduced the rolling momentum. The meeting began with detailed discussions about how to link Marxism-Leninism with the Chinese situation and how to correctly interpret party history for the period 1927–1937. In Mao’s view, although corrections were made at Zunyi in January 1935, subjectivism in ideological work had persisted. For Mao, three factors caused this subjectivism: leftism in the Chinese tradition;36 the influence of foreign traditions from Russians, such as Bukharin and Zinoviev; and the petty bourgeois nature of China. Looking ahead, it was necessary to recognize the seriousness of the problem, clarify the differences between genuine Marxism and dogmatic Marxism, expose those whose theory was divorced from practice, and deal with sectarianism. Tightening the noose around Mao’s opponents, the meeting made two decisions concerning the early 1930s, even though they were not publicized at the time. First, from the Fourth Plenum of January 1931 until September 1931, serious mistakes had been made, but the political line was basically correct. Second, from September 18, 1931, until the Zunyi conference, the line pursued by the Party Center was incorrect, but this was corrected after the Zunyi meeting. The Fourth Plenum was not yet criticized directly, but this would come in 1945, when a formal resolution on party history was adopted.

The broadening of the campaign was signaled by two major speeches by Mao Zedong, on February 1 and 8. The speeches outlined the three problems within the party—subjectivism, sectarianism, and formalism.37 Mao’s target was two problematic groups in Yan’an—the returned students, who had remained faithful to Wang Ming, and the group of intellectuals who had come to Yan’an but had not been engaged in the party’s revolutionary struggle. The campaign would instill Mao’s vision as that of the party as a whole and would end intellectual diversity within the movement. The role of party intellectuals was made clear: they were not to provide an independent critique of policy and practice; instead they were to serve as cheerleaders for the party, faithfully proselytizing its views.

Mao had developed a great ability as a storyteller, and many who had been in Yan’an felt that his speeches encapsulated their own individual experiences and placed them in a broader, more meaningful context. Those in Yan’an felt they were riding an important wave of history. The stories Mao told nested inside one another. There was the story of the long arc, which was the loss of sovereignty at the hands of the imperialists after the Opium Wars, and the exploitation of the peasantry through the feudal system. The intermediate story told party members of the chaos that followed and focused on who would be the rightful inheritor of Sun Yat-sen’s legacy: Mao Zedong or Chiang Kai-shek. It narrowed down to the immediate struggle within the CCP over what was the correct political line. This brought the grand scheme of history down to Yan’an and the centrality of Mao.38 Mao rendered the big picture specific: “In virtually every essay, Mao deals in some fashion with large themes in the context of specific events. He is good at making connections between abstract thought and empirical knowledge.… Mao had an extraordinary ability to think on several levels at once, and could grasp the central issues and the large concern.”39

The two February speeches attacked dogmatism and sectarianism, respectively. On February 1, Mao criticized Wang Ming indirectly, noting that it would be irresponsible to call oneself a Marxist if one had only studied the Marxist classics and had not used them to understand the concrete realities of China. This speech contained Mao’s famous sentence “The arrow of Marxism-Leninism must be used to hit the target of the Chinese revolution.”

On February 8 the attack on Wang Ming became even clearer as Mao dealt with the challenge of formalism as a consequence of subjectivism and sectarianism. Especially pernicious was foreign formalism—that is, recycling foreign tracts—and despite calls for its eradication at the Sixth Plenum in 1938, “some comrades” were still advocating both “foreign formalism” and “dogmatism.” No naming of names yet, but no prizes for guessing the target.

Mao attacked anyone who placed their individual interests above those of the party, of course as defined by Mao. Instead, it was vital that personal interests were subjugated to the interests of the party to ensure unity of action. For Mao, the party needed democracy but centralism was even more important. However, Mao was careful to make sure that the movement did not slip out of his control, leading to the kind of party fratricide that had occurred earlier. In another analogy that would become a key component of Maoism, although often breached, the process was to be like a doctor curing a disease. The intention was not to let the patient die but instead to cure the symptoms to allow the party member to continue to work as a good and faithful comrade.

The details for the study process were impressive, with a General Committee, headed by Mao and with Kang Sheng as his deputy, guiding and overseeing groups in each department and workplace. Work hours were reduced, with mornings in Yan’an set aside for study. Kang’s appointment formed the link to what would become the Rescue Campaign. Dressed in his austere black garb with his black Alsatian dog and riding a black horse throughout Yan’an, Kang oversaw secret-service operations, but now he was also in charge of the daily operations of the study program. He liked to pursue guilt by association and declared that leniency had its limits. In August 1941 Kang had been appointed head of the Cadre Investigation Commission, which vetted political attitudes. With Kang involved in rectification and cadre investigation, the two movements would be brought together in the 1943 Rescue Campaign.

An End to Independent Intellectual Inquiry

A key element of party consolidation was to outline the correct role for intellectuals who were party members. Mao outlined the principles in May 1942, and they have remained constant to the present day. He was responding to the independence of some, and the critical thinking that was imbued with the ideals and cosmopolitanism of the May Fourth Movement of 1915–1919. Many intellectuals clearly misinterpreted the purpose of rectification and took it as an opportunity to criticize the inequalities and unfairness they had observed in Yan’an. They would not be the last to misunderstand the limits of tolerance that the party was willing to permit.

The writer Ding Ling incurred Mao’s wrath for criticizing male sexism in the border region, for which she was dismissed from her position as editor of the arts column of the CCP’s main newspaper, Liberation Daily. Ai Qing made his famous comment that he could not describe “ringworms as flowers.” Ding Ling’s fellow editor of the art column, Liu Xuewei, wrote about how coarse, dull, and inferior revolutionary literature was. Freedom of thought should be the basis of “New Democracy.” But the main focus of CCP criticism was reserved for Wang Shiwei, who exposed what he viewed as the problems with the ruling elite in Yan’an. He was especially vexed by the inequalities perpetuated by the Yan’an leadership, which were diminishing the enthusiasm of youth in the border region.40 Wang Shiwei was committed to the CCP’s drive for national salvation and felt that exposing the defects would help the Rectification Movement. But like the others, he wanted more independence and the ability to criticize abuses of power.

Although Wang believed the world of Yan’an was superior to the world outside of it, he believed that this should not be used as an excuse to prevent criticism. He was especially vexed by the system of rankings that divided clothing into three grades and food into five. This created resentment as well as embedded inequalities, as those more senior had better access not only to material goods but also to gossip and secrets about what was happening in border region politics. Wang called for the leaders to share the day-to-day life and tribulations of the ordinary folk as this would create an “iron-like unity” and a more “profound love.”

As would happen again in the mid-1950s and subsequently, these intellectuals were looking for more openness than the party leadership was willing to allow. With these writers’ views appearing in the flagship newspaper and on posters, they had to be nipped in the bud before such ideas spread beyond the border region. The party apparatus swiftly turned its fire on the intellectuals, attacking their petty bourgeois mentality; with the notable exception of Wang Shiwei, most recanted. Colleagues Ding Ling and Ai Qing even denounced Wang Shiwei during his subsequent interrogation. Despite this, Wang Shiwei’s influence ran deep, and in April 1945 Mao Zedong admitted that he projected a powerful voice in Yan’an.

Putting an end to Wang Shiwei’s influence entailed a twofold process, the methods of which would become a common part of Maoist political practice. The first step was to clearly establish the correct relationship of art and literature to political power. The second was to break Wang Shiwei and turn his supporters against him. Mao outlined the correct role for art and literature in the revolution in his two speeches to the Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art on May 2 and 23, 1942.41 Literature and art could not exist independently of politics, and the idea of art for art’s sake that could transcend class or party was a fantasy. There was no such thing as abstract love, freedom, truth, or human nature, and literature and art had to serve the revolutionary tasks as established by the party. Those who believed otherwise suffered from bourgeois influences, and all art forms belonged to particular classes at a particular time. Far from obscuring class differences by concentrating on supposed universal qualities, literature should reflect class differences. Thus, CCP literature and art was to be primarily for the workers, peasants, and soldiers, and only secondarily for the petty bourgeoisie. Works should attest to the glory of the border region and not expose its darker sides. Any shortcomings would be dealt with by the party itself. Fire should be directed at the Japanese and the areas under GMD control. Given the mass line that linked the masses to the leadership, any attack on the party elite was an attack on the masses. There was no way that Mao would cede to the artists and Wang Shiwei the right to look after the revolution’s soul while the politicians looked after the material needs and wants. More than three decades later, reflecting on his role in the attacks on Wang Shiwei, journalist Wen Jize stated, “It is possible that Wang Shiwei spoke the truth, but to speak the truth at that time was not helpful to the Communist Party.”42 Seventy years later General Secretary Xi Jinping confirmed the correctness of Mao’s view, and stated that his approach still guided policy toward literature and the arts.

The second step was to launch struggle sessions to discredit Wang Shiwei and destroy his credibility in what would become the prototype for criticism of intellectuals. Once private attempts to rein in Wang failed, a public criticism session began, lasting from May 27 until June 11, 1942. The process of struggle was described in articles in Liberation Daily published on June 28 and 29, indicating that the party saw this as an ideal process.43 Many of Wang’s former colleagues confessed that they had exhibited an extreme democratic attitude, which required self-criticism. If they thought this would convince Wang to return to the correct path, they were mistaken. Wang was accused of being anti-party and holding the views of a Trotskyite. Further, Wang thought that Stalin was not “lovable,” that the Comintern was responsible for the failure of 1927, and that the accusation that Zinoviev, former head of the Comintern who was executed in 1936 at Stalin’s behest, was a traitor should be taken with a pinch of salt. Clearly, these were serious crimes. Wang was said to have slandered party leaders by leveling accusations of corruption against them, disrupting party unity.

Wang’s mistakes were deemed not only ideological but also political. His final humiliation came when his former colleague, Ding Ling, emerged to criticize him: “We tried everything to pull him out of his latrine but he wanted to drag us down with him.… Wang Shiwei has one last chance to climb out of his counter-revolutionary latrine.”44

His former colleagues demanded that he be expelled from the party, and he was expelled. The warnings about the limits to intellectual independence were clear, and liberalism was to be totally and resolutely opposed. The coup de grâce was delivered in a stinging attack by Mao Zedong’s close associate and secretary, Chen Boda. It was not enough to criticize contemporary views; one also had to show that evil intent had always been present. This form of attack would be a feature of future campaigns in the People’s Republic of China, and Chen Boda would be a major activist during the Cultural Revolution. He again made the link to the Trotskyites, claiming that it was a strain that was “anti-masses, anti-nation, counterrevolutionary, and anti-Marxist, and one which serves the ruling class, the Japanese imperialists, and the international fascists.” Personally, Wang was as “great as a ‘leech,’ which hides in the water with the intention to get into their skin and suck their blood.” In his finishing blow, Chen Boda declared that “sometimes, such insects grow out of the ‘Wild Lily.’ ”45

All Hail to the Chief: The Seventh Party Congress

With the ground carefully laid, the party leadership rallied around Mao’s supremacy atop the hierarchy. This rallying process began with expressions of loyalty in the form of personal confessions about previous mistakes, stressing the wisdom and correct line of Mao Zedong as opposed to those of Li Lisan and Wang Ming. This included Zhou Enlai, who declared that Mao was the first to recognize the revolution as a revolutionary peasant movement. The fact that the party had not followed Mao’s views at the Sixth Party Congress was its “misfortune.”46

The big prize was acceptance of Mao’s rectitude by Bo Gu and Wang Ming. It was more easily obtained from the former than from the latter. Bo Gu folded at a Politburo meeting on November 13, 1943, acknowledging his erroneous military plans for the Long March. He did not acknowledge a political line mistake, but he accepted that Mao had saved the movement at Zunyi in January 1935. At the Seventh Party Congress, in 1945, Bo Gu went further, claiming that Mao’s two pet peeves—dogmatism and sectarianism—had come together at the time of the Fourth Plenum. Of course, this was precisely the time when Bo Gu and Wang Ming had consolidated their power. Contrary to his previous mea culpa, Bo Gu now stated that he did not realize his mistakes at the Zunyi meeting and he had persisted in following a mistaken line until the end of the year.

Wang Ming was a tougher nut to crack, and by his own account he never accepted the party history according to the words of Chairman Mao.47 Yet he did write a letter accepting the Maoist resolution on party history in which he had recognized errors and admitted that his classic work The Struggle for the Further Bolshevization of the Party contained leftist errors.48 Later he dismissed this confession as a tactical move he made so that he could live to fight Mao another day. That day would never come, and he lived out his days in the Soviet Union, writing tracts criticizing Mao, his deviations, and his dominance of the party.49

To reinforce obedience in the party at large, Kang Sheng, ably supported by Chen Boda, oversaw the Rescue Campaign. People would be arrested and interrogated for having uttered casual phrases and mere suggestions. The presumption was guilt before innocence. Many of those who had come from the outside were presumed to be GMD spies. One interviewee told me, “So many were arrested that the caves could not hold them all.”50 The objective was to root out these spies and to rescue those who had strayed from the correct line by having them confess their sins. Before the campaign could proceed too far in setting Communist against Communist, Mao reined it in, but it did preview the kind of attacks that would become a feature of post-1949 Maoist political practice. At the time, those under investigation did not immediately see the implications. Speaking with Li Rui, who was arrested during the campaign and would later be a secretary to Mao and even later a bitter critic, saw it as fully justified. He noted that the party was at war and there were indeed spies at work in Yan’an. The fact that Li Rui was released after investigation revealed to him that the process was fair.51 However, for others the campaign came as a shock, and in hindsight they saw it as a dress rehearsal for the Cultural Revolution.

For Kang Sheng, rectification had exposed counterrevolutionaries, such as Wang Shiwei, nestling within the party and refusing to recant. Kang saw rectification as “curing the sickness to save the patient.” The act of repentance allowed the cleansing of the soul, and the catharsis prevented one from being “cheated into serving the enemy.” Confession allowed the slate to be wiped clean and the party could rejoice in another soul saved. Yet there was also a warning, as Kang stated that for those who did not confess, there was a limit to leniency.52

The new orthodoxy was explained to the party leadership at the Northwest Bureau Conference, then to the broader ranks of the party at two important party meetings spanning May 1944 to April 1945, and then codified with the adoption of the “Resolution on Party History.” In addressing the conference, Gao Gang outlined an analysis of the history of the border region in the same terms as Mao’s critique of Wang Ming. Gao claimed that the former leaders of the border region had committed left deviation errors before 1935 and then right opportunism after the united front policies were adopted. This analysis would be expanded to party history as a whole in the “Resolution on Party History.”53

The pressure continued with the strengthening of the centralized party leadership at the Politburo meeting of March 16–20. The Secretariat was subordinated to the Politburo, which was to lead party work when the CC was not in session. However, the Secretariat was to carry out the day-to-day work of the Politburo and could make decisions on problems that might arise, as long as their decisions did not run counter to Politburo policy. Mao Zedong was to chair the Secretariat, with Liu Shaoqi as one of the members. The chair was granted final decision-making power on items discussed; Mao was also appointed chair of the Politburo. His and his supporters’ power was enhanced further by the formation of a Propaganda Committee, with Mao as secretary, and an Organization Committee, headed by Liu Shaoqi. The committees were stacked with Mao supporters, with the one exception of Bo Gu, but he had already recanted. Organizationally, Mao was now in a very powerful position, enjoying the backing of the Northwest Party apparatus and the party’s white areas, as represented by the prominence of Liu Shaoqi and Ren Bishi.

Many accepted Mao’s ascendancy as a necessary counterweight to the promotion of Chiang Kai-shek as the Nationalist leader, and it was eased by the abolition of the Comintern in May 1943. Stalin made this decision as a conciliatory gesture to his allies in the fight against fascism, but for the CCP it clearly marked its independence. This did not mean that Soviet support and advice could be ignored, and direct Soviet influence would not be truly eradicated until the end of the CCP’s first decade in power. Nevertheless, abolition of the Comintern did nothing to harm Mao’s dominance within the CCP.

The decision to dissolve the Comintern undercut any last hope that Wang Ming might have had of challenging Mao. It will come as no surprise that the dissolution was welcomed, allowing local Communist parties to have a stronger national character. A leading center was deemed unnecessary, and in any case on May 26 the CC claimed that the Comintern had not interfered in the domestic affairs of the CCP since 1935, basically since the Zunyi Conference. The CCP could now focus more firmly on its target—the Chinese revolution. There were ramifications. Some asked why China needed a Communist Party if there was no longer a Comintern. By February 1943 the German attack on the Soviet Union had been repulsed and the view grew that the war would eventually be won by the Allies. This would be significant for the Pacific War generally and the war in China more specifically. The key question became who would rule a postwar China: Chiang Kai-shek with his China’s Destiny (published March 10, 1943)? Or Mao Zedong and the Communists? Or some combination of both?

The buildup to what became the cult of Mao began in earnest on the twenty-second anniversary of the founding of the CCP and it was championed in a glowing article written by Liu Shaoqi—which was sad, given that he would be the highest-profile victim of the Mao cult during the Cultural Revolution. Liu slammed the “false Marxists” and tied this to the tendency to only “learn the lessons of the revolutionary experience of comparatively distant foreign countries.” The list was long, including Chen Duxiu and the Chinese Trotskyites, followers of the Li Lisan line and the left opportunism of the civil war period, and dogmatism—although no names were mentioned, it was clear who was being referred to. Instead of these erroneous tendencies, the focus should be on China’s own revolutionary experiences, so ably guided by Mao Zedong. All members had to understand the history of the two-line struggles within the party, and all had to “diligently study and master Comrade Mao Zedong’s doctrines of the Chinese revolution and other subjects. They should arm themselves with Comrade Mao Zedong’s thought and use Mao Zedong’s system of thought to liquidate Menshevik thought in the party.”54

Spanning eight meetings, from May 21, 1944, to April 20, 1945, the Seventh Plenum of the Sixth CC laid the groundwork for the Seventh Party Congress and adopted two key resolutions. The first recognized that the core of the revolution might shift back to the urban areas, and the second was the long-prepared resolution on party history.55 On June 5, 1944, the CC established a fourteen-person urban work committee, instructing it to take over leadership in the large cities and along communication lines to expel the Japanese. This work was to link the base areas to the urban masses preparing for armed insurrection. By the end of 1944 or early 1945, “outstanding achievements” were expected. In September 1944, work in the urban areas was placed on an equal footing with that in the border regions, with urban work departments established at all levels above the local party committees. Despite its years in the rural wilderness, the party had not forgotten its proletarian roots.

The “Resolution on Party History,” published on April 20, 1945, finally named names and clearly laid out the Maoist party history. It covered only the period up until the Zunyi meeting, identifying three left lines between 1927 and the Zunyi meeting, with a heavy emphasis on the third such line that was in operation from the Fourth Plenum (January 1931) and reached a peak at the Fifth Plenum (January 1934). The resolution noted: “During the withdrawal from Jiangxi and during the Long March the error of flightism was committed under the ‘left’ line. The leaders of this ‘left’ line were the two dogmatists, Comrades Wang Ming and Bo Gu.”56 In a clear sign of his capitulation, Bo Gu was even a member of the drafting committee, while Wang Ming, who was sick, just sent a letter of approval. The two were accused of underestimating the role of the peasantry and ranking attacks on the bourgeoisie, including the petty bourgeoisie, on the same level as the struggle against imperialism and feudalism. The military line was criticized for its focus on positional warfare rather than guerrilla warfare. For the political future, the resolution cemented the relationship between Mao Zedong and Liu Shaoqi, who had made similar criticisms some eight years earlier concerning work in the white areas. Liu would become Mao’s biggest cheerleader. The groundwork was prepared for approval by a full party congress. In 1951 an official history was published for the consumption of the population at large.

The increasing realization that the Allies would win the war also formed the background to the Seventh Party Congress, which ran from April 23, 1945, into June of that month. The savage Operation Ichigo launched by the Japanese in April 1944 in a desperate attempt to clear a land route from Korea all the way south to Hanoi, had exhausted Japanese capacity by the end of the year. The Japanese troops were increasingly distracted by their need to deploy forces elsewhere in the Pacific to counter the US troop advance. In the West, Italy was already out of the war and Germany, despite fierce resistance, was in retreat. Could a coalition between the GMD and the CCP really come about? Or would they talk while also preparing for civil war?

As early as January 1944 Mao Zedong suggested resuming talks between the CCP and the GMD. In May there were meaningful contacts in Xi’an, but they faltered over a range of disagreements. The possibility of collapse alarmed the United States, and it persuaded Chiang Kai-shek to allow an observers’ group, the “Dixie mission,” to visit Yan’an. The mission’s charge was to review the possibility of coordinating military activities, and on the whole the mission was impressed with what it saw in Yan’an. This positive view starkly contrasted with some CCP members’ critical views on the corruption and inefficiencies in the GMD areas.

The CCP certainly saw the value of making a good impression, and in August 1944 it sent a directive on how to deal with diplomatic work. This directive lies at the heart of its international united front work that has since remained reasonably constant for those times when China is seeking to engage in a broader coalition. The directive acknowledged that because of the party’s relative isolation, diplomacy was the least developed area of work. The domestic united front of the previous eight years was evaluated positively, leading the party to see even greater benefits in a successful international united front. Military cooperation would lead to cultural and finally political and economic cooperation. To present a positive contrast to the GMD-controlled areas, reports and dispatches were not to be censored or seized. With respect to religion, the separation of church and state was to be observed, if the priests did not oppose CCP leadership. “National self-respect and self-confidence” were to be strengthened but not to the extent of encouraging xenophobia and keeping out foreigners. The directive stated clearly that anything revealed should be true, while “things that cannot be revealed should be concealed. We should refuse to respond to or provide things that concern state secrets and inner-party secrets. Things that are not convenient to answer should be avoided or evaded.” Finally, any activities or discussions with foreigners could only proceed after the CC had approved.57

President Roosevelt sent General Patrick J. Hurley as his personal envoy to breathe life into the negotiations between the GMD and the CCP. While visiting Yan’an, Hurley on November 10 signed an agreement with Mao Zedong that he hoped would be supported by the GMD. The GMD did not sign, and on November 22 the GMD issued its own three-point agreement. If nothing else, the two documents clarified differences between the GMD and the CCP. The CCP proposed a coalition government composed of a broad base of all anti-Japanese parties and organizations, with the same being true for the reorganization of the Military Council. The CCP requested that the GMD recognize it as an equal. This was totally unacceptable to the GMD, calling for the CCP to be subjugated to the GMD, with its troops under the National Government controlled by the Military Council.

Despite the seeming impasse, on February 3, 1945, Zhou Enlai reached an agreement to convene a political consultative conference to discuss establishing a constitutional government, develop a common political program, unify military forces, and set up a system for other parties to join the National Government. Yet both sides remained suspicious of each other, and before Zhou left Chongqing, on February 15, he stated that he did not want to place CCP troops under effective GMD control through the Military Council nor did he accept the one-party dictatorship of the GMD, stressing that a coalition administration should be formed as a precursor to a democratic government. Chiang welcomed the CCP and other parties to participate in the National Government, but made it clear that ultimate decision-making power would reside with the GMD until a people’s congress had been convened to launch a constitutional government. The CCP saw this simply as a way to perpetuate GMD rule. Considering their recently revived interest in international work, Zhou Enlai proposed, together with Dong Biwu, who had attended the First Party Congress, and Bo Gu, that they attend the San Francisco Conference in April so that China’s views would not be expressed solely by the GMD. Dong Biwu did attend the conference, Zhou did not.

The Seventh Party Congress was held against the background of Mao’s supremacy in the CCP and rivalry for postwar leadership. Mao’s two reports to the congress displayed different messages for different audiences. The public report, “On Coalition Government,” sought to bring together representatives of all groups and parties to set up a provisional coalition government. This would be followed by convocation of a national assembly and a democratic coalition government. Mao rejected the GMD plan to first convene a national assembly as simply a ruse to maintain its power. The report was intended to undermine the legitimacy of the GMD by attacking its conduct during the war and its pattern of rule in the areas under its control. Mao contrasted this with rule in the Communist-held areas. For the future, he proposed at a minimum a program of New Democracy as conditions did not yet exist for socialism. Although socialism and communism would be far in the future, this new democratic state would be led by the working class. On the whole, moderation was the name of the game as reflected in the moderate land policy. Sun Yat-sen’s policy of giving land to the tillers was put on a back burner, and to keep the landlords on the side of the CCP, policy was to practice only reductions in rent and interest.58
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Mao’s supremacy within the CCP was evident at the Seventh Party Congress, in Yan’an, 1945.

For the party faithful, Mao drew a tougher line.59 He recognized that even though GMD power might be waning, in certain respects, especially in international affairs, the GMD was more influential than the CCP. The program of New Democracy would enhance CCP prestige at the expense of the GMD and would portray the CCP as the true inheritor of Sun Yat-sen’s legacy. By not mentioning communism in the public report, Mao hoped to avoid attracting unwarranted and harmful criticism. Although Mao criticized the CCP for forgetting the peasantry in 1927, he stressed that it was still a proletarian party and that it would not be Marxist to sit in the villages and simply rely on the peasantry. The cities were to become the center of activity, and the party would commit a large force to develop work there.

The new statutes, the first since 1928, adopted by the congress displayed the preeminence of Mao Zedong, as did Liu Shaoqi’s report on the changes in the statutes.60 The statutes included Mao Zedong’s ideas among the guiding principles for party work, together with Marxism-Leninism. Liu praised Mao’s thought as the “most important historical characteristic of our current revision”; it was “communism and Marxism” as applied to China. Claiming a wider applicability, Liu stated that it was the “development of Marxism with respect to the national-democratic revolution in the colonial, semi-colonial and semi-feudal countries of the present period.” Mao was clearly the worthy successor to Lenin! If this was not enough praise, Liu claimed that “our Comrade Mao Zedong is not only the greatest revolutionary and statesman in Chinese history but also the greatest theoretician and scientist.” Mao’s thoughts and speeches were turned into volumes of selected works to become required reading for all party members.

By mid-1945 the CCP had built the foundations for a strong, centralized, unified party focused around the ideas and persona of Mao Zedong. The Rectification Campaign had inculcated these values, with punishment in the Rescue Campaign for those who resisted. Abstract theory from abroad was now rendered in a form that seemed applicable to Chinese conditions to provide a guide to action for party members scattered across a range of environments. Mao had unprecedented power—this was beneficial for the next stage of the struggle, but it would come back to haunt the party once it took power. The party seemed well equipped to deal with the peace that was expected to follow the war. However, that they would win victory during the civil war that soon followed appeared far from certain.

The Slide into Civil War

Anyone looking at the situation in 1945 would have been amazed to discover that the GMD squandered its advantages and the seemingly weak CCP emerged victorious. Further, the GMD had the benefit of a set of external relationships with the United States and initially even with the Soviet Union, whereas the CCP was on the back foot seeking to emerge from its mountain strongholds and urban hiding places. However, the GMD had been brutalized by the War of Resistance, and its prewar elite had divided over resistance, accommodation, or appeasement to the Japanese invaders. Subsequently these divides were difficult to bridge. The civil war contained two stories: First, how did the decisions taken by the GMD leadership undermine its seeming advantages? Second, how did the CCP retain sufficient support to survive the GMD attacks and then grow in strength to launch its own offensives as the GMD weakened?61 Some writers have focused on the degradation of the GMD’s institutions and the toll the war had taken, which made it incapable of embarking on postwar reconstruction.62 But it was still the GMD’s victory to lose, and with a series of grave errors it frittered away its chances for victory. In addition, the CCP, which had shrewdly protected its resources during the war, was able to exploit the Japanese defeat and withdrawal to expand its influence, first in Northeast China and then throughout the North.63

As World War II drew to a close, the interests of the United States and the Soviet Union coincided to try to bring about cooperation between the CCP and the GMD. Concerted efforts were made and agreements were even reached, but the decades of mistrust meant that the CCP and GMD, although negotiating publicly, were both engaged in trying to gain territory on the ground and undermine the other. As a result of the Yalta Conference, held on February 4–11, 1945, the Soviet Union made a secret agreement to join the war against Japan two months after the German surrender. This would give the Soviets the dominant position in Manchuria, a development that would be crucial to a CCP victory. Just two days after the United States dropped the atomic bomb on Hiroshima, the Soviets declared war on Japan, and on August 10 the Japanese indicated their willingness to surrender. This marked the onset of the fight for control of China’s Northeast.

The Soviets’ first move was to conclude a Sino-Soviet Treaty with the Nationalists, on August 14. At that time Soviet interests coincided with those of the United States as both sought to broker a peace between the two sides, resulting in Chiang Kai-shek’s invitation to Mao Zedong to go to Chongqing for discussions. Mao remained in Chongqing for almost two months. Despite the negotiations, the CCP responded to the dramatically changed circumstances by calling for the concentration of troops to force the surrender of the Japanese armies—or to wipe them out if they resisted. At the same time, both large and small towns and communication lines were to be seized. Subsequently CCP troops were to brace themselves for a GMD assault and thus mobilize to deal with a potential civil war. Publicly they moderated their criticism of Chiang and the United States. The leadership recognized that the struggle was shifting to the urban areas, and it again called for a significant number of CCP officials to move to the cities.

Stalin’s primary motive was to ensure that sooner rather than later US troops would vacate China and Korea, and this would be more likely if the CCP and GMD could reach an accommodation. The Sino-Soviet Treaty recognized Chiang Kai-shek as the leader of China, proposed joint Sino-Soviet control of the Chinese Eastern Railway, with eventual return of the railway to Chinese ownership, and independence for Outer Mongolia following a referendum. Soviet Russia was expected to stop aiding the CCP. Protocols to the treaty allowed the Soviets to keep a naval base at Port Arthur (Lüshun) for thirty years and to control the port at Dalian. With respect to the crucial area of Manchuria, the Soviets agreed to pull out their troops three months after the Japanese surrender (mid-November), but they did not actually leave until May 1946. While Nationalist troops raced to control the Northeast, aided by the United States, the extra time gave the CCP an opportunity to infiltrate farther into the region.

Stalin did not want to risk these potential gains should civil war break out, especially because the GMD appeared to be the dominant force. Indeed, once civil war did commence in the second half of 1946, the CCP lost about half of the territory it controlled. Unintentionally, Stalin’s policy ultimately undermined the peace process, not because of his grand strategy to bring the CCP to power but because of the timing of the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Manchuria. Stalin wanted to avoid possible conflict with the United States and prevent a unified China from allying with the United States. To achieve these objectives, he had to have the CCP negotiate with the GMD and offer concessions. He did not achieve these objectives.64 Thus, he urged Mao Zedong to negotiate with Chiang Kai-shek to avoid open conflict, and to consolidate troops in the countryside rather than in the major cities.65 Given Stalin’s insistence, Mao felt that he had no choice but to go to Chongqing, but this did not produce a very conducive frame of mind for negotiations. The day before he left Chongqing to return to Yan’an, the GMD Ministry of Information on October 10 drafted a summary of the discussions to be issued on the following day.

The agreement was worthless. Both sides rushed to gain the advantage in the areas they occupied when Japan surrendered. Not surprisingly, this led to numerous clashes, and the GMD asked the Soviets to delay their withdrawal to allow more time for GMD troops to reach the Northeast. As Mao was negotiating in Chongqing, it was becoming clear that the Northeast was crucial to CCP plans.66 Publicly the CCP accepted the Soviet demands. On August 29 a CC directive noted that the Soviet Union would not be in a position to help the party because of its desire to maintain peace in the East and because of the terms of the Sino-Soviet Treaty. But the directive went on to say that the delay in the Soviet withdrawal gave the CCP a wonderful opportunity to gain the upper hand in the three northeastern provinces. Any actions were to be kept secret, and instead of taking over the main cities, troops were to focus on the small towns and on the vast expanses of the countryside where the Soviet troops were not active. Despite Moscow’s warnings, cadres did infiltrate the larger cities.67 Control would come later.

In mid-September 1945, the Politburo decided to set up a Northeast Bureau, with Peng Zhen as its secretary, and on September 19 the Communist bureaus were informed that the strategy was to expand in the North while defending the South. Following Mao Zedong’s October agreement to pull out from the South, the Northeast acquired even greater importance. China looked as if it might split into a North controlled by the Communists and a South controlled by the Nationalists. Had Chiang Kai-shek not made the error of consolidating the gains of late 1946 and early 1947 and trying to keep Manchuria after it was clearly lost, this might have been the outcome.68

The Soviet order to evacuate the cities incensed Peng Zhen, who could not believe that one Red Army might use force to drive out the troops of another Red Army.69 However, with the Soviets expressing their support for the GMD in the Northeast, the Northeast Bureau did, on November 20, call for the withdrawal from the major cities to be orderly. No property was to be destroyed, and good relations with the local people were to be maintained. Propaganda work was to stress the need for a peaceful resolution to the conflicts, and democratic self-rule was to be instituted. The CCP explained that the struggle was between the United States and Chiang Kai-shek versus the Soviet Union and the Chinese people. This necessitated a tactical retreat for the Soviet Union to regain the initiative. CCP officials and organizations that were publicly known were to withdraw swiftly to the rural areas. Such actions were to counter the diplomatic offensive by the United States and Chiang and to frustrate the “treacherous intervention” of the United States.70 In late December the CC and Mao followed up with a call to set up long-term bases in the Northeast, a process that might take three to four years. These were to be situated away from the major cities and the communication lines. The groundwork was to be laid in 1946. The party hoped to retain mass support by campaigning for rent reduction and promoting production. Traitors were to be dealt with mercilessly.

Despite the stated intentions, realities on the ground painted a different picture. Soviet views soon shifted and facilitated CCP infiltration, promising large quantities of arms and equipment. As the relationship with the United States deteriorated, the Soviets became more hesitant about the GMD taking over the Northeast.71 On September 5, 1945, the Soviets and the CCP had already agreed that once the Soviet troops had withdrawn, how the Chinese forces would enter the Northeast would be up to them. In early October the Soviet Red Army actually encouraged the CCP to deploy 300,000 troops to prevent entry into Manchuria from the south. By the end of the month the Soviets were urging the CCP to move ahead quickly, promising that they would hand over to the CCP all factories and equipment that had not been shipped back to the Soviet Union.72

With the situation threatening to spiral out of control, the United States increased efforts, led by General George Marshall, to broker a peace. A ceasefire agreement was reached and was to come into effect on January 13, 1946. Large-scale troop reductions were called for. As a result, Lin Biao, who oversaw the troops in the Northeast, was instructed to halt the civil war. The CCP’s priority was to obtain legal recognition, although it knew that this would be difficult to achieve. Consequently, it was important to consolidate military strength and the base areas. On February 1, 1946, the CC reinforced the peace message that the most important struggle at the time was a parliamentary one.73

Things unraveled quickly, and in March 1946 the right wing of the GMD pushed through changes to the January agreement, placing curbs on provincial autonomy and pulling back from a cabinet government in favor of presidential rule. The joint veto power of the CCP and the Democratic League in the putative State Council was revoked. The League had been set up in 1941 by democratic groups to offer an alternative to the CCP and the GMD. The CCP and the Democratic League then refused to participate, and in November 1946 the GMD unilaterally convened the National Assembly. Despite further attempts by General Marshall to bring about a ceasefire, once the ceasefire ended at the end of June, the GMD began its all-out offensive and in July the CCP began to criticize US policy and demand that the United States withdraw.

During the first year of conflict, the war went badly for the CCP and it was forced to retreat from many of the areas that it had occupied. In the Northeast, all of the cities under its control were lost, except for Harbin, and on October 10, 1946, Zhangjiakou (Kalgan) fell. During the last half of 1946, the CCP lost a significant amount of territory and was driven out of 165 towns.74 Morale was low and many troops deserted. The Nationalists convened the National Assembly on November 15 without Communist participation, prompting Zhou Enlai to leave Chongqing for Yan’an. The losses did not end, and in the winter of 1946–1947 most of the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan base area was lost, and Yan’an itself was taken over in March 1947.

As a consequence of the losses, the CCP leadership made a decision that would have important consequences post-1949. They divided the leadership into two groups, with a front-line committee headed by Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, and Ren Bishi, which was to remain in north Shaanxi to lead the struggle for national liberation. The other group would be a work committee headed by Liu Shaoqi and Zhu De, which moved to Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei and set up shop in the village of Xibaipo (Pingshan county). On April 9, 1947, it was decided that the CC and the General Headquarters of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA; formerly the Red Army, renamed in July 1946) would remain in Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia. For the remainder of this period until 1949, Mao was more heavily involved in the war effort, and Liu Shaoqi became the key person directing administrative issues. Ultimately their different experiences would lead them to clash over the nature of the transition to socialism.

By May 1947 the GMD was overextended and had trouble getting reinforcements, so their attacks abated. Mao foresaw this in October 1946, claiming that it was “bound to be the direct cause of our victory and Chiang Kai-shek’s defeat.”75 He maintained this upbeat assessment, and in the summer of 1947 the war did indeed begin to turn in favor of the CCP. The GMD’s attempts to retake Harbin and Manchuria were thwarted by Lin Biao’s hit-and-run raids across the Sungari River. In May, Lin launched his fifth attack on the Nationalist forces with a five-week siege of Sibinggai. The Communists suffered significant losses, and by the end of June the siege was lifted but the pendulum was moving in Lin’s direction. By November 1947, Communist forces had succeeded in isolating the major cities in central and south Manchuria and in cutting communication links with North China. Troops in Central and South China took Shijiazhuang, enabling the merger of the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei base with the Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan base.

This progress enabled Mao to draft a CC directive, dated September 1, 1947, to analyze the war and the strategy for the next year. Strategic withdrawal was no longer necessary; instead a nationwide counteroffensive would be launched in the GMD-held areas. Operationally, the approach of concentrating overwhelming force to destroy the enemy remained the same. To retain support within the base areas, Mao stressed the importance of land reform and linked it with victory in the civil war.76

Two major campaigns effectively sealed the fate of the GMD: the Liao-Shen Campaign, from September 9 to November 2, 1948, and the Huai-Hai Campaign, from November 6, 1948, to January 10, 1949.77 Lin Biao pressed the CCP advantage with a mixture of brutality and intelligent tactics. The GMD was left with only a few pockets of resistance in the Northeast around key cities, the most important of which were Changchun and Shenyang. In April 1948, Lin Biao began a five-month siege of the key Northeast city of Changchun, where about 500,000 civilians were seeking refuge. The strategy was to starve the GMD troops into surrender, turning Changchun into a “city of death” and not letting anyone escape. Perhaps as many as 160,000 people perished.78 A ten-month siege was laid against Shenyang, a key city in the Northeast, and despite a strong defense it fell on November 1. With the fall of the Northeast, Chiang Kai-shek lost some 400,000 of his best troops and the CCP was in control of the rich region.

The Huai-Hai Campaign, which was fought in Shandong, Jiangsu, Anhui, and Henan, was the largest military engagement after the end of the War of Resistance. It began with attacks on Xuzhou, which was seen as the gateway to the Nationalist capital of Nanjing. Beaten back by the Communist forces, the troops retreated within the city and were reliant on air drops for provisions.79 Frustrated in their attempts to break out, the commander of the GMD troops surrendered to the Communist forces on January 10, 1949. Beijing fell on January 31. The commander of the GMD troops in Beijing, when faced with a forty-day siege, perhaps thinking of the siege of Shenyang, surrendered to the Communists and his 240,000-strong force was absorbed into the PLA. In fact, by late 1948 almost one-half of the PLA regulars had been fighting against them earlier.80

On January 14, shortly after the culmination of the Huai-Hai Campaign, the CCP put forward eight conditions for the surrender of the GMD. Before the CCP issued its demands, Stalin had sent a telegram to Mao Zedong suggesting how he should respond to rumored GMD peace proposals and stating that Mao’s proposed visit to Moscow should be postponed. Mao rejected the idea of talks and went so far as to suggest how the Soviet Union might respond to calls for mediation.81 Given the CCP’s dominance and expectation of victory, the proposals were tough. The GMD government was expected to turn its powers over to a democratic coalition government that would be formed by the political consultative conference. War criminals were to be punished and the land system was to be reformed. Chiang Kai-shek’s rejection of the terms was irrelevant, and he stepped down, handing over the negotiations to the vice president. The negotiations went nowhere, and when the deadline passed on April 20 with a GMD rejection of the CCP terms, the PLA began to cross the Yangzi. Nanjing fell on April 23. Shanghai fell on May 25. The CCP now turned its attention to preparing for rule.


CHAPTER FIVE

The Chinese Communist Revolution

The CCP’s rise to power was the most significant revolutionary movement of the twentieth century. In its scale and impact it eclipses other revolutionary movements of that century, such as those of Vietnam and Cuba, and although the Russian Revolution had the impact, it did not cover such an extensive historical period. The Chinese Communist revolution should be seen in the context of the revolutionary upheavals of the twentieth century. Although it had its own dynamics, the CCP saw itself as part of the global revolutions that swept the world after World War I—as a key component of the proletarian uprising against the capitalist West. The fact that the complexity of the revolution spanned such a lengthy period and involved so many actors makes it more difficult to characterize and explain than any of the other major revolutions. Thus, not surprisingly, there are varying interpretations of what led to the success of the revolution and of the legacies its struggles bequeathed to post-1949 rule. This chapter looks at competing but often complementary explanations for the CCP victory.

In his work on the Russian Revolution, Richard Pipes raised three “whys,” the first two of which, as rephrased for China, are relevant for our study of the Chinese revolution: Pipes’s first two questions regarding Russia were: Why did tsarism fall? Why did Bolshevism triumph?1 In the preceding chapters we have considered the first of the two questions, recast for the Chinese context, in depth, and I will synthesize the main points below but, for the most part, here we will concentrate on the second question: Why did the Communists triumph? This has long been debated by historians and social scientists who have looked for deep, structural causes for the victory. However, such analyses operate at a relatively abstract level.2 Those looking for an answer based on a detailed study of the revolution have disagreed about the primary causes.

The first generation of writings concentrated on the political dimension, focusing on why the CCP won the struggle with the GMD. These explanations range from the preeminence of Nationalist appeal during the war against the Japanese to social mobilization to the power of organization.3 Similarly, the degree of Soviet dominance was debated, with scholars such as Benjamin Schwartz and Stuart Schram highlighting the indigenous roots of the Chinese revolution and the Sinification of Marxism that took place under Mao Zedong.4

The next generation of scholarship focuses on the social and economic dimensions of the revolution and begins to point the way to pre- and post-1949 continuities.5 Other studies show the complexity of the pre-1949 revolutionary experience and how the local environment affected the outcomes and led to different policy approaches.6 The socioeconomic and cultural dimensions were as important as the military struggle for theorizing about the revolution. In terms of both the economic and the social revolution, the year 1949 was clearly not a divide—as we shall see, the economic and political policies experimented with before 1949 were pursued earnestly after 1949.

Finally, there was the cultural discourse aspect of the revolution.7 The narrative framing of Chinese history was crucial to Mao Zedong’s ascent to power. Attempts to transform culture and the citizens’ essence continued after 1949, with the anti-rightist campaign of the 1950s and the Cultural Revolution of the 1960s and into the 1970s. But reality is more complex than any unidimensional explanation can illuminate. Yes, resistance to Japan was important, certainly in the CCP’s self-told narrative, but so was luck and Soviet intervention at crucial moments. Luck is not a very scientific term, but without it the CCP would have been swept away.

John Dunn has written: “At the center of every revolution … is an intense and deadly struggle for power (personal and impersonal, imaginative and economic, organizational and coercive): an internecine war à l’outrance between enemies whose allegiance can never be confidently predicted and for control that can never be conclusively secured.”8 This captures well the complexity and the sweep of the Chinese Communist revolution, with not only the bitter struggles for power between the Chinese and the Japanese and between the CCP and the GMD but also the vicious fights for power within the CCP itself. The CCP and the GMD underwent periods of alliance and civil war that divided families and those committed to different visions of China’s future.

Given the grand scale of the revolution, it has influenced not only those inspired by Maoism to copy its methods but also the intellectual elite in cities like Paris, practical revolutionaries in Latin America and Southeast and East Asia, and comparative theorists.9 The attraction of grand theory is not surprising. Four structural factors characterize revolutionary movements: weak states, conflicting elites, rapid population growth, and erratic international intervention.10 As we saw in Chapter 1, these broad structural factors played a role in the collapse of the Qing dynasty and the emergence of the revolutionary movements. The Taiping Rebellion (1850–1864) from within and the Opium Wars (1839–1842 and 1856–1860) from without weakened the Qing state at a crucial time. This led to a rise in localism, as the state’s capacity to manage defense and provide sufficient public goods for its people declined. The Chinese state was seeking to rule over its largest geographical expanse in history, with a rising population but without increasing state capacity.

Defeat in the Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895) was traumatic and a turning point for many of China’s elite as they sought alternatives—first to save the dynasty and then to explore alternatives to replace it. Clearly, the rules of the game no longer held. This search for new rules gave rise to reforms from within, such as the “Self-strengthening Movement” (1861–1895) and the “Hundred Days Reform” (1898), and those searching for new alternatives—such as Hu Shi, who sought salvation through liberalism; Sun Yat-sen, who hoped to find redemption through anti-imperialism and his “three people’s principles” (nationalism, rights of the people, and livelihood of the people); and Teng Jie, who believed that the führer principle would provide the leadership necessary—and those, such as Chen Duxiu and Li Dazhao, who ultimately turned to Marxism to save China.

During the period of calm under the Ming (1368–1644) and the early part of the Qing, the Chinese population more than doubled without any accompanying growth in state capacity. This does not seem to have been destabilizing, but it may have contributed to the rebellions that started to break out as it became ever more problematic for the peasants to carve out a livelihood.11 Crucially, the arrival of the foreigners who wanted to force open the China market seriously undermined the ability of the Qing to function. The opening to foreigners also brought in different ideas about how the state could be organized and how the economy should function. With these four conditions present, we see that “a revolutionary ideology emerges, combining elements of nationalism and utopianism, plus whatever indigenous widespread beliefs that can be used to oppose the ideology that supports the current regime.”12

Theda Skocpol’s structural analysis of major revolutions covers the incapacity of the old regime to deal with new challenges, resulting in rebellions, especially of the peasantry, and attempts by the “mass-mobilizing political leaderships to consolidate revolutionary state power.”13 Barrington Moore similarly focuses on how conflicts between a rural class base and the state can result in the establishment of a revolutionary regime.14

In addition to these structural factors, we need to bring agency more sharply back into the revolutionary picture. The revolution was conducted by men and women who suffered extraordinary hardships, with many falling by the wayside. For those who stuck with the revolution, their desperation, lack of alternatives, and belief in a viable alternative played important roles. The rituals and symbols that inspired individual party members to struggle on against seemingly impossible odds must be explored. In particular, once Mao Zedong consolidated his power in the 1940s in Yan’an, his power of narrative played a vital role in creating a commitment to the revolutionary cause, when objective circumstances might have appeared bleak even to the most optimistic of revolutionaries. Mao’s ability to tell a broad story of China’s humiliation and its redemption under the CCP linked individual life histories to the majestic sweep of the revolution. In Yan’an, the CCP began to develop the symbols of its revolution, which combined with organization and not a little coercion to build strong loyalties.15 It is important to understand how the CCP interpreted the revolution and how this interpretation was received by its members and the broader society.

Although much recent research has tended to disaggregate the party in the revolutionary struggle, we need to understand what bound the individuals together and produced a coherent identity for those living and working in extremely different environments. This research turns away from the major theories and common structural features that encapsulate the majestic sweep of the revolution to provide us with intimate portraits of how the party operated in a variety of landscapes. Most importantly, this work confirms the view that the outcome was not the result of one cause, but was instead the coming together of several factors that produced the uniqueness of the Chinese Communist revolution.

Was the Chinese Revolution a Creation of Soviet Russia?

The release in the 1990s of a treasure trove of Comintern documents on the Chinese revolution has provided us with a much more nuanced view of Soviet involvement. The post-1949 Sino-Soviet alliance, the heightened atmosphere of the Cold War, and the installation of the baggage-train governments in Eastern Europe led many to assume that the CCP was a product of Moscow and that Comintern influence was crucial in the pre-1949 period.16 The tendency to ignore the indigenous elements of the Chinese revolutionary experience was exacerbated by the attacks on those Americans who had served in China in the pre-1949 period and who had developed a more sympathetic view of the CCP.

Against this backdrop, Benjamin Schwartz’s work stands out for its sophistication. Schwartz acknowledges the CCP’s debt to the Soviets in terms of ideology and organization, but he also stresses the important contributions made by Mao Zedong and his closest comrades.17 These contributions became increasingly important when the Communists were driven out of the cities after 1927 and when they pursued their revolution in the rural base areas, defended by their own military forces. Communications with Moscow became increasingly difficult, and those who had returned from Moscow, such as Wang Ming, found it difficult to gain traction in the movement by relying solely on their “superior” theoretical knowledge.

This notwithstanding, the Comintern and Soviet Russia played a crucial role in the Chinese revolution, in the founding of the party, in convincing the CCP to join an alliance with the GMD in the early 1920s and the late 1930s, at crucial moments during the civil war (1945–1949), and in providing a model for post-1949 development.

At one level, it is obvious that the Soviet Union was crucial for the establishment of the CCP. The Bolshevik revolution revealed to many young would-be activists that there was a viable alternative to resist the capitalist nations and their intrusion into China. It is not surprising that the success of the Bolsheviks led to inquiries about their ideology and the kind of organization that ruled over the country.18 On the Soviet side, China was seen as an important cog in the wheel of resistance to Western powers and it was believed that the promotion of revolution in the East might provide the breakthrough that had been lost with the floundering of the revolutionary movements in Western Europe. The nature of the Sino-Soviet relationship has been clouded by official historians on both sides. Naturally, official Chinese historians stress the indigenous nature of the revolution, whereas their Soviet counterparts, making selective use of closed archival materials, stress the importance and indispensability of Soviet engagement.

The idea that the CCP was nothing more than a Soviet creation is effectively punctured by Hans van de Ven, whose work shows the variety of early organizations, including one in Sichuan that appears to have had no contact whatsoever with outside agents.19 Yet from the very beginning of the new Soviet state, its emissaries—the Comintern, the Foreign Ministry, and the International Labor Organization alike—sought out those who were attracted to total solutions to China’s predicament. The mission of Grigori Voitinsky (April 1920) was crucial to pulling groups together to form a Communist Party, and Henk Sneevliet (1921–1924) was the driving force for collaboration between the Communists and the Nationalists, but the groundwork had been established by earlier explorers searching for progressive elements in China.20 Although it might be true that the CCP could have developed independently of Moscow, materials now available show that it would not have been established so early and would not have been able to continue without Soviet financial, logistical, and organizational support. Of the 17,500 yuan spent by the CCP between October 1921 and January 1922, the Comintern had provided 16,555 yuan. In 1923 the Comintern earmarked 12,000 gold rubles for the CCP, but in May 1923 the Comintern promised 2 million yuan for Sun Yat-sen. The original small groups that provided the nucleus for the formal party came together in various ways, some with heavy Comintern guidance (in Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou), some prompted by individuals (from Hunan) who had been radicalized overseas, and some (from Nanjing and Chongqing) who had no discernible Soviet connections

The policy of cooperation with the GMD was driven by Moscow. Even when the alliance appeared to be falling apart, Stalin insisted on keeping it going, thus contributing to the disaster of 1927 when the GMD turned on its Communist partners. This formed a key element in Russia’s own “who lost China debate,” as it occurred during the intensified struggle between Stalin and Trotsky for the soul of the Bolshevik party. Supporters of Trotsky blamed Soviet strategy, and more particularly Stalin, for the 1927 defeat of the revolution, a view shared by other scholars.21 These accounts blamed Stalin for insisting that the CCP remain in the alliance after the use of infiltration to expand CCP power had passed. Trotsky himself stated that Stalin’s policy had been wrong ever since 1924, and in 1931 he said that the strategy had been a mistake from the very beginning. Yet Trotsky did not have an alternative plan until it was too late. It was not until late June 1927 that Trotsky and his supporters called for withdrawal and the establishment of soviets.22

Mao Zedong gave positive assessments of Comintern policy up until 1927 and, indeed, there was much to be positive about. Voitinsky pulled together the scattered study groups to form the seeds of a Bolshevik party, and following Sneevliet’s and Borodin’s promptings, the united front with the Nationalists protected the fledgling movement and allowed it to grow significantly during the 1920s. The CCP developed wider connections within the radical movement and among labor in the major urban areas. Party membership rose from just under 1,000 in January 1924 to about 50,000 in April 1927. Traction was gained in the southern labor and peasant movements as leaders began to understand the importance of organization. Clearly, “the CCP’s dramatic wartime revival would not have been possible without the stature it had acquired during the National Revolution of the 1920s.”23

Although contacts became more sporadic as the CCP retreated to the rural areas, Soviet policy was once again decisive in the mid-1930s as it called for a second period of collaboration with the Nationalists. With Soviet Russia’s concern about the rise of Germany and Japan, the Comintern’s Seventh Congress, in July–August 1935, called for all elements, classes, and nations to come together in a united front in the fight against fascism. This found favor with the evolution of thinking within the CCP when it was considering its response to the Japanese occupation of Manchuria. When the CCP rhetoric against the Nationalists softened, the kidnapping of Chiang Kai-shek in December 1936 and his negotiated release under Soviet promptings marked a shift toward a second period of alliance.

Some writers have suggested that Mao Zedong was not supported by the Comintern, which preferred one of the returned Bolsheviks, Wang Ming. In fact, the Soviets were not opposed to Mao and they recognized the credibility he had within the party in China. Certainly, Wang’s theoretical prowess and close relations with Moscow provided him with credibility, but he could never effectively challenge Mao, nor, most importantly, did Moscow push him to do so. In fact, at the Seventh Party Congress, in 1945, Mao acknowledged Comintern support in resolving the leadership issue within the party.24 Thus, Mao was not categorically opposed to the Comintern, nor was the Comintern against Mao. In addition to the progressive role the Comintern played in the 1920s, from mid-1935 until its dissolution in 1943 Mao positively appraised Comintern advice.

The third important element in Soviet engagement came after the dissolution of the Comintern in the postwar period and during the civil war. With the defeat of Nazi Germany and the surrender of the Japanese, first and foremost the Soviet Union sought to protect its national interest. Thus, much to the consternation of the CCP, on August 14, 1945, the Soviet Union signed the Sino-Soviet Treaty with the Nationalist government. But the delay in evacuating its troops out of Manchuria allowed the CCP to infiltrate the countryside and smaller towns while sending its cadres into the larger cities. This was carried out in secrecy so as not to draw unwanted attention and, presumably, not to upset the Soviets. Indeed, the Soviets had told the CCP to evacuate the major cities in Manchuria, including Shenyang.

Finally, the Soviet experience was crucial to the CCP as it took power. With no other model to follow, it was inevitable that the CCP would look to the Soviet Union for guidance and start to create a Soviet-style economy and, by extension, a Soviet-style society. The CCP’s base-area experiences declined in importance as full-scale warfare began and preparations for rule were made. Although much writing has focused on the return of Wang Ming and his challenge to Mao’s leadership in Yan’an, others who returned with Wang had a more lasting influence on the CCP in terms of economic and party organization. Kang Sheng was well versed in the dark arts of Stalinist inner-party struggle, Chen Yun influenced economic policy, and Ren Bishi played a role in party organization. During the Rectification Campaign, important Bolshevik works were key study materials for party members, and Mao Zedong was a big fan of Stalin’s Short History. Much of the planning for the institutions of the new state was left to others, such as Liu Shaoqi and Ren Bishi, who maintained close contacts with the Soviets and drew up plans clearly modeled on the Soviet experience of economic development and social transformation.

Was Victory the Consequence of Nationalist Resistance to Japan?

The Japanese invasion of China and the war after 1937 were crucial to the survival of the CCP and its ultimate victory, but not because a wave of peasant nationalism swept the party to power. The impact of peasant nationalism was considerable but more diffuse than a mono-causal explanation might suggest. Chalmers Johnson’s pathbreaking book Peasant Nationalism and Communist Power (1962) seeks to link the success of the Chinese revolution, and that of the former Yugoslavia, to the rise of a national consciousness among the peasantry. The development of the idea of a nation lifted peasants’ eyes beyond their local environment to see China as an entity to be defended. The CCP was able to capitalize on the rise of spontaneous organizations of resistance by being better nationalists than the GMD, the Nationalist Party. As a result, the peasantry associated the fight against foreign oppression with the CCP’s leadership.

The CCP has effectively presented this narrative in its propaganda both before and after 1949. Its vivid portrayals of the CCP leading the Chinese people to victory remain as strong today as they were in the past. In 2014 the National People’s Congress created two new days of observance: Victory Day on September 3, marking the Japanese surrender, and December 13 marking Japan’s massacre of Chinese citizens in Nanjing. General Secretary Xi Jinping, in attending the first Victory Day celebrations with other Politburo members, commented on the patriotism of the Chinese people, who under CCP leadership had defeated the invaders.25

Johnson strengthens his argument by pointing out that the Communists were unsuccessful in their attempts to create radical social transformation in the early 1930s. The importance of the Japanese invasion for the CCP victory was enthusiastically endorsed by Mao Zedong when he met Japanese visitors.

Johnson’s view has been rightly criticized for the mono-causal nature of his account. Conditions varied from one base area to the next, and the large-scale mobilization that would have been necessary could not have been maintained over such a long period. However, local discontent rarely escalates to a national scale, and “local self-defense is indeed a far cry from revolutionary action.”26 Most importantly, the CCP was not the main force fighting the Japanese, something that even mainland historians have come to recognize. It was the GMD forces and the Chinese people who suffered from the brunt of the Japanese attacks. The initial major conflicts were in South China and were fought by the GMD without any CCP support. In fact, CCP forces engaged in few armed conflicts, preferring guerrilla attacks and sabotage missions, which militarily were irritating but not crucial. In January 1940 Zhou Enlai informed Stalin that even though more than one million Chinese people had died thus far at the hands of the Japanese, only 30,000 were from the ERA and 1,000 were from the NFA.27 Zhou also acknowledged the leadership role of Chiang Kai-shek in the fight. At least one-third of the CCP forces remained in the base areas and did not engage directly with the Japanese.28

So how did the Japanese invasion help the CCP? It certainly saved the party from extinction. The CCP was in a pitiful state. There were the reduced numbers who had survived the Long March and found their way to join up with the guerrilla forces in northern Shaanxi, and others were scattered throughout a few other small base areas. The tightening GMD blockade and military pressure were slowly but surely strangling the life out of the Communist movement. The war relieved GMD pressure and enabled the CCP to better position itself for the inevitable civil war with the GMD, protecting its own forces while those of the GMD suffered heavy losses. Chiang Kai-shek recognized the inevitability of conflict between the two parties, but his dedication to eradicate the Communists while resisting the Japanese undermined his credibility as a patriot and turned key commanders against him. Chiang’s approach provided the CCP with a massive propaganda coup as CCP members extolled their patriotism and willingness to place the highest priority on defending the nation. The CCP was able to expand its armies and membership. The war weakened and divided China, but “the road to victory for the Chinese Communist Party in 1949 lay within the devastated landscape of China created by the years of war with Japan.”29

During the initial phase of the conflict, Communist troops were able to establish footholds behind Japanese lines as Japanese troops were concentrated in the major cities and along communication routes. In April 1944 the huge Japanese Ichigo offensive drove back the Nationalist troops, whose retreat allowed the CCP to move troops into the vacated areas in North and Central China. Consequently, by the summer of 1945 the CCP had a strong foothold in North China that encompassed roughly one-quarter of the Chinese population.30

Thus, despite the valid criticisms of Johnson’s thesis, the Japanese invasion, while not guaranteeing CCP victory, did lay some foundation for success in the civil war. It allowed the CCP and its military to expand significantly. The war left China weak and divided, and it forced a cruel halt to the modernization that had been under way under the GMD. Finally, although the GMD had borne the brunt of the fighting, Chiang Kai-shek’s credibility as the leader of national salvation was critically tarnished by the perception that his primary objective was to defeat the Communists.

Did the Socioeconomic Policies Rally Support?

In the base areas under its control, the CCP could introduce progressive policies that might mobilize support from the peasantry. Again, we see a more complex picture than rural reform causing poor peasants to rally under the banner of the party. We have to be mindful of the different time periods and the different areas to which we are referring, as conditions varied significantly, and even within the primary base area, Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia, there was variation among different counties. Indeed, contrary to the standard picture, after 1937 the rural elite were more readily attracted to the CCP program of resistance than were the poorer peasants.31 However, agency was important and the CCP worked hard to build support and to create a movement that was reflective of its self-description as favoring the poorer peasantry over the traditional local elite.

A common argument in the literature is that the peasantry are the key players in the revolutionary movements. This seems to derive from an almost romantic attachment to the idea of an oppressed class instilling its values into a movement that redresses past wrongs and seeks to create a new moral authority.32 In reality, the CCP had to work hard, not just to win the support of the peasantry, especially the poor peasantry, but also to then keep the peasantry on its side.

Lucien Bianco combines the thesis of the importance of the Japanese invasion with an emphasis on the social and economic programs of the CCP. The national problem was a catalyst, but “at the very heart of the ‘national’ stage of the revolution lay the social problem” and “it was through Communism that nationalism triumphed.”33 The social program was certainly important, and in Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia the party launched an extensive program of rent and interest reduction. Importantly, compared to other areas under CCP control this region was less affected by the Japanese attacks and the GMD blockade, which gave it more breathing space to experiment. Even more important was the reduction of taxes, which was more readily accepted and represented the peasants’ opposition to the local state rather than to their immediate landlord, even if he was present. Taxes were the most pressing issue, and low tenancy rates meant that many peasants did not pay rent.34 Mark Selden is the strongest proponent of the idea that the program for socioeconomic transformation was the basis for the Communists’ ultimate success. There is much truth to this, but the experience in Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia also contained the seeds of “destructive forms of fundamentalism resting on party claims to exercise a monopoly on morality and truth.”35

Much research shows just how difficult it was for the party to mobilize societal support. Building and maintaining the support of workers and peasants, the supposed social base of the party, was sufficiently difficult that the question is not so much why the CCP was successful as how on earth it managed to gain state power when faced by such significant challenges. The revolution was not the result of inevitable structural factors that combined “revolutionary preconditions” with “revolutionary consciousness.”36 It was a political process that required hard work, dedication, and not a little luck along the way. Where the CCP was successful and able to lay down roots was where it handled micropolitics well; it tended to be less successful when it tried to change local realities too quickly and to impose an ideologically determined set of programs.

The CCP had difficulty establishing an effective connection with both the working class and the peasantry. The CCP’s initial policies followed orthodox Bolshevik lines, organizing the proletariat to use strikes and industrial actions to engineer a social revolution that would bring the party to power. In the 1920s the party found this difficult even in the major urban centers such as Beijing and Shanghai. The lack of party members in Shanghai was particularly acute; few had experience in the labor movement, and they faced competition for workers’ loyalty from local place associations, such as the Green and Red Gangs and even the YMCA. In Guangzhou, the GMD and the anarchists were more influential. The situation was miserable enough that in May 1924 the Shanghai Party Committee summed up its achievements as “nil.”37

Things improved with the May Thirtieth Movement (1925) and with the success of the Northern Expedition, but the continuing shortage of members with experience in the labor movement led the CCP to adopt a strategy of trying to take over the movement from the top down. The failure to build grassroots support diminished the party’s ability to maintain momentum among the working class, and party leaders admitted that their role had been limited even in the May Thirtieth Movement. Yet some in the party did come to think that the rise in nationalist sentiment combined with the anti-imperialist thrust could lead to a revolution led by the CCP. This enthusiasm was reflected in the May 1926 statement by Chen Duxiu that the party sat astride 1.25 million workers, based on the number of workers in organizations who attended the Third Labor Congress. In reality the CCP had not constructed a mighty “colossus but rather a Buddha that turned out to have feet of clay.”38 The proletariat did not come to the party’s aid in enough strength to stop the April 1927 onslaught from Chiang Kai-shek’s supporters.

The defeat of the CCP in 1927 meant that the initial strategy lay in tatters, and although underground work continued, the CCP had no truly effective connection with the proletariat until it took power in the Northeast in the late 1940s, some years before seizing national power in 1949. The party did not abandon its rhetoric about the proletariat and its leading role, but in those conditions it did claim that it was acting on behalf of the proletariat without the inconvenience of having to deal with it. As soon as conditions permitted, the party reasserted the primacy of work in the cities over that in the countryside, where it had been based since 1927. As early as May–June 1944, CCP leadership highlighted this emphasis.39

CCP engagement with the peasantry was even more complex than work in urban areas, and gaining traction was no easier than it had been in urban China. Initially the peasantry had not figured in CCP thinking, but as the Northern Expedition advanced, large areas came under the control of the GMD-CCP alliance. The experience of working with the peasantry was especially fruitful and strong in the provinces of Hubei, Hunan, Guangdong, and Jiangxi. CCP members did play an active role in the mobilization and organization of the peasants through the peasant associations.40 The head and secretary of the Guangdong Central Peasant Department were both Communists, and all the training was overseen by the Communists. This was a formative experience for the CCP: “The Communists and the Guomindang left believed a new rural politics centering on the peasant association would finally replace the old politics dominated by the gentry, landlords, and local militia.”41

As in urban China, the protection of the GMD forces enabled the CCP to extend its influence. Once the right wing of the GMD became concerned about the increasing Communist influence, it moved to suppress the CCP and the peasant associations. With little alternative, the CCP retreated to the wilderness and, after a brief period of radical policy implementation in the Jiangxi Soviet (1931–1934), the CCP found itself in control of the base areas, such as Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei and Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia. Here they wrestled with local politics and developed policies that would not compromise their principles without driving potentially hostile groups into the opposition camp.

This was a learning experience for the CCP, and initial support came not from the poor peasantry but instead from the elite and from itinerant folk, local hoodlums, and bandits who had little to lose. The older generation seemed nervous about the new masters, but the CCP did attract some of the village youth as well as those who were single. This left the party in the tricky situation of “trying to initiate a peasant movement without peasants.”42 The actions by the peasants were mainly defensive and displayed neither class consciousness nor nationalist sentiment that could mobilize them against the Japanese invaders.43 With this as the background, the CCP should be congratulated for having not only survived but also eventually thrived in its remote rural bases.

Continued military control of the rural areas was crucial. This gave the party time to experiment with policies and also forced the local elite to either acquiesce or actively support the party. Military conquest was the first step in CCP rule, either where it established local military superiority over the GMD around Wuhan from 1928 to 1934 or in the North and Northeast from 1937 when the GMD withdrew in the face of the Japanese onslaught. In the Northeast, in particular, the Japanese destroyed the local elite who were facilitating Communist penetration.44

On taking control of an area, the CCP had to show that it was different from the other warlords or bandit groups, and this entailed carrying out a social revolution. CCP documents are full of attempts to classify the villages in terms of class categories and to devise policies on this basis. Who were the landlords? How much land did one need to be a rich peasant? Whose land should be confiscated? How much should rent be reduced? The introduction of class into rural life was new and not well understood or well received; most of the countryside was organized around traditional groupings—clans, lineages, and divisions by age and gender. In some of the barren northwest of Shaanxi, the problem was not landlords, if they actually existed, but the struggle against harsh nature and the bugbear of taxes.

In Chen Kaige’s 1984 movie Yellow Earth, there are no rapacious landlords exploiting the peasantry and the only visible presence of the CCP is a member of the Propaganda Department of the ERA who had come from Yan’an to the GMD-dominated area of northern Shaanxi to collect peasant songs. The movie punctures the myth of the CCP reorganizing the countryside to resist not only the landlords but also the Japanese. It does not give much credence to the notion that the CCP was able to help the local peasants. As the film ends, the peasants perform a rain dance in the hope of obtaining relief from the drought that is destroying their crops.

The policies pursued after 1937 reduced the role of class definitions that in the radical early 1930s had alienated the local elite. Most importantly, the earlier approach created problems for the group that the CCP classified as middle peasants. Policy in Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia now focused on tax and rent reduction rather than on land redistribution. As noted, the earliest supporters were not downtrodden peasants but instead other displaced rural groups, such as students, rural schoolteachers, roving bandit groups, and secret societies. In this base area, the earliest support came from those who had lost their land because of nonpayment of taxes or loans. The widespread anger over taxes that was directed against the local authorities, not the landlords, provided support for the Communist guerrillas to establish their base in the early 1930s.45

These attempts at local accommodation could lead to unexpected outcomes and a different gloss being put on the proposed policies. When the CCP’s Third Army arrived in northern Guizhou in January 1934, revolutionary propaganda was dropped so that the local peasants would not become alienated. Seeking an identity with the “celestial soldiers,” CCP cadres described the local peasants’ attacks on excessive taxes and fees as simply a form of primitive revolutionary struggle. They then linked this to the broader objectives of the CCP. The recurrent defeats of these local celestial soldiers, despite their heroic struggles, were portrayed as deriving from their having a narrow focus with no plan to overthrow the reactionary GMD. Without this and an organization beyond the “celestial temple” that could represent the workers, peasants, and the poor, they could never throw off the burdens from which they suffered.46 Accommodating the secret societies did not always work out well. In Shanghai in the 1920s the CCP attempted to collaborate with the secret societies, but this contributed to the 1927 disaster when the most powerful group, the Green Gang, sided with the GMD to crush the labor groups associated with the CCP.

When the party felt more secure in a base area, the tendency was to return to more radical policies, often inspired by the peasants themselves, who, once mobilized, would often move beyond the party’s intentions. This occurred in the Jiangxi Soviet and again during the civil war of 1945–1949. For example, in May 1946 CCP land policy took a radical turn when land confiscation replaced the moderate policy of rent and interest reduction. Equal distribution of land threatened to undermine the party’s relations with the middle peasants, and the radical upsurge grew out of hand. Not surprisingly, this was not well received by the local elite. The paramount focus of the CCP at this time was the war effort, and the CCP leaders feared that such a radical upsurge would undermine their capacity to defeat the GMD. Of particular concern was the reclassification of the middle peasantry in the newly liberated areas as rich peasants, which entailed confiscation of their property. This necessitated a slowing down of the land reform in 1947–1948. But it also foreshadowed the brutality of land reform after 1949, as peasants took revenge on the local elite. In addition, it foreshadowed the CCP’s willingness to push ahead with radical social reform once it felt its power was more secure. This would have disastrous consequences for the peasantry after 1949.

Over time the CCP in the base areas did recreate itself to reflect a more balanced membership, recruiting poorer peasants as it drove out the rural elite and bandit elements. True, support had always been conditional, but hard work had created a party that was more in line with the image the CCP sought to portray. To remain in power, a mass party rooted among the poor peasantry was not necessary. What was more important was the acquiescence of key groups to CCP control. This could be underscored by serving the material interests of specific groups while coercing those who did not comply.

Dedication and hard work on behalf of those who did commit to joining the revolution was crucial. Furthermore, organizational discipline also played an important role. On top of this, the Japanese invasion and the GMD withdrawal caused the breakdown of the traditional power structures, and for many there appeared to be no viable alternative to the CCP. The GMD was portrayed as ineffective at best and corrupt at worst, and the appellation of Chiang Kai-shek as “General Cash My Check” was emblematic. The liberals seemed to have no answer that could deal with the traumatic events that were consuming China.

The Power of Organization and Ideology?

“A Communist Party only needs two departments: organization and propaganda. I should know as I have headed both,” said Li Rui, a former secretary to Mao Zedong.47 Although the CCP was decimated in 1927, it had adopted the principles of a Leninist organization, and loyalty to the party and the correct political line began to jostle with personal relations as the fundamental organizing principle.48 The contours of a traditional Leninist party were ingrained fairly swiftly in CCP documents, although often breached in practice. Despite the commitment to collective leadership, the structure led to a hierarchical order. After 1935 Mao Zedong slowly gained more power, culminating in his control of the party in Yan’an during the Rectification Campaign. This planted the seeds for the cult of personality that reached its zenith during the Cultural Revolution.

The idea of a modern mass party was alien to traditional Chinese culture, and early contacts relied much more on personal networks, a feature that has survived in varying degrees up to the present. However, within Chinese tradition there is a culture of adherence to the idealistic belief system of Confucianism, which organized relationships in the world and one’s place within the world. For our purposes, the important question is what roles ideology and organization played in helping the CCP come to power. The ideological direction changed frequently during the pre-1949 period, but the Leninist organizational structure ensured that most party members followed the prevailing party line. This gave the CCP a discipline and an ability to act in unity, something that its opponents did not have. This is not to say there was no struggle, but those who lost out were cast aside for their deviation from the policies of the party leadership. Thus, accusations of being a right opportunist, left adventurist, and so forth abound in CCP literature and speeches. Increasingly, the use of ideology after 1927 as a political weapon became an important component in the armory of inner-party struggle.

It is true that we should not fetishize the party.49 And blind obedience to the party led to disaster as well as to success both before and after 1949. For example, during the Great Leap Forward, party policy provided coherence and guidance to a very disparate group of followers looking for salvation. Loyalty to the organization as a whole, or more correctly loyalty to the party leadership, was intended to pull together work in the diverse environments. Loyalty was to transcend a particular region or individual, although eventually loyalty was to the supreme commander Mao Zedong. The role of ideology was to give common purpose to action and to allow individuals to commit to the superior wisdom of the party elite, whose role was to define the bigger trends in history that mere mortals could not divine by themselves.

Although acquiescence by the general public might have been enough, this was not enough for the party activists. The necessary commitment and direction were provided by the imposition of ideology and organization: “The organization could transform all these disparate local experiences into a national goal; its ideology could give the experiment a greater importance and dignity for participants than mere survival. The presence of a resilient, disciplined revolutionary organization performed the crucial function of retaining the loyalty of the activists who might have otherwise deserted the cause.”50

The challenge was particularly acute as the party in the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region began to expand after the war with Japan began in earnest. During this period, significant numbers of people, including many intellectuals, fled to Yan’an not because they were necessarily attracted to communism but because they were patriotic and wanted to resist Japan, or because they simply had nowhere else to go. The party also expanded through the “storm membership drives.” Of the students at the party’s premier ideological training institute, 82 percent were classified as urban intellectuals, and 74 percent had joined the party after 1937.51

For Mao and his colleagues, it became more pressing to provide a framework for the actions of these individuals and to view their own objectives as part of a grander scheme. In Yan’an, Mao presented an “entire cosmology that summed up all of human history on a cosmopolitan, supra-natural basis.”52 This Sinification of Marxism was enforced among party members through the Rectification Campaign. Mao’s narrative was compelling, linking the long arc of China’s humiliation through the redemption of the struggle against the Japanese and the GMD and within the CCP that led inevitably to Mao’s own leadership. Many of those with whom I spoke about their experiences in Yan’an remarked that on hearing Mao’s telling of the revolution, they could identify their own individual fates. This enabled them to understand that what had befallen them was not a random act but part of a larger working-out of history that would lead to individual redemption and national salvation: “In a movement weaned on the notion of ideological correctness, the apparent correlation between party successes and Mao’s ideas was powerful persuasion indeed.”53

Given the parlous situation in which the CCP found itself in the early 1940s, it is remarkable that so much time was dedicated to study. The study had two primary purposes: to ensure loyalty that placed Mao Zedong at the Center, and to mobilize party members to accept the truth as laid down by Mao and his closest advisers. The endgame was to eradicate alternative interpretations and discourse within the party. Thus, despite seeing the study campaign as a way to end struggle within the party and some of the fratricide that had occurred, it also led to a bitter end for those who refused to go along with the new orthodoxy.

The unification of the party under the banner of Mao’s leadership placed it in a strong position to exploit circumstances after Japan’s surrender. Victory was by no means certain, and for a while defeat in the civil war looked just as plausible. In achieving victory, the CCP was aided by the lack of alternatives or the incompetence of rivals and luck, or what many people prefer to refer to as contingencies.

Incompetence or the Failure of Alternatives?

Much early writing has stressed the failures of the GMD not only to mount effective resistance to the Japanese invasion but also to develop a credible social base and effective institutions. More recent writing has been kinder to the GMD, accepting that it took the brunt of the fighting against the Japanese, which severely weakened its capacity to confront the Communist forces. Even in 1945, CCP victory was by no means assured; had several of the battles turned out differently, the GMD might have emerged victorious. Further, the GMD’s attempts to build a modern state were rudely interrupted by the onset of war, and the toll of fighting a war seriously undermined its capacity to build an effective set of institutions. When Japanese troops invaded the lower Yangzi region, the GMD lost the support of the emerging middle-class business community. Those who did not flee inland with the GMD had to compromise with the Japanese or the pro-Japanese Wang Jingwei regime based in Nanjing.54 The loss of the eastern urban centers deprived the GMD of financial resources, and it was never able to develop policies and structures that could mobilize resources effectively from the countryside.

It is important to note that the GMD copied the Leninist form of political organization and led a revolutionary movement in the 1920s that was committed to national liberation. Thus, the answer to why it was less successful than the CCP must lie elsewhere.55 Those sympathetic to the GMD have pointed to the difficulties of genuine unification after 1927, when the GMD was nominally in charge of the whole country. The GMD decade, 1927–1937, did not develop durable governing institutions and social policies that could engender support to see them through the tough times after the beginning of the war with Japan. Not only was there an internal threat from the CCP, which was the most important issue for Chiang Kai-shek, but also there were divisions within the movement and between the Center and the localities. Within the GMD, there were challenges from Hu Hanmin on the right and Wang Jingwei on the left. The de facto independence of many areas, a legacy of the warlord period, meant that Chiang was reliant on these local leaders to do his bidding. They often set about serving themselves rather than the nominal national leader, and they extracted high “fees” from local society. This rendered it difficult to find the necessary financial resources and bodies to fill the armed forces after the first engagements with Japan. After Chiang’s most loyal troops received a heavy battering, this problem became acute. The engagement of the old warlords and others associated with the pre-GMD administrations caused some of the young, new recruits to doubt the GMD’s commitment to genuine reform.56

Although the GMD had adopted a Leninist form of party organization, it was inefficient, certainly in comparison with the organizational strength the CCP had developed in Yan’an. Unlike the CCP, the GMD did not have effective supervision over the government apparatus. This caused Chiang Kai-shek to rely on the military and mobilization through the creation of alternative organizations, such as the Blue Shirts (a quasi-fascist group organized in 1932) and the Youth Corps (which was organized in 1938 and clashed with many of the traditional power holders). The New Life Movement, launched in 1934, was designed to bring about rural reconstruction through a fusion of neo-Confucianism and fascism. However, as Chiang bemoaned, after 1927 the GMD armies had abandoned the political commissar system, which could have ensured discipline and obedience. Chiang himself was scathing about his own political and military institutions, but he seemed powerless to effectuate change.57

Despite victory in 1927, the GMD was unable to develop a mass base of support. As the right wing of the party came to dominate, the mobilization of peasants and workers that had been effective during the 1920s, and especially during the Northern Expedition, was terminated. The peasant associations were closed, the sympathetic workers were crushed in Shanghai, and attempts were launched to eradicate the Communists. This made it difficult to carry out the much-needed social reforms because it was all too easy for opponents to paint them as Communist-inspired. Although the Communists found a way to deal with the challenges of rent reduction and taxes and moderate land reform, this was more difficult for the GMD. The real power of policy implementation resided with the local elite, and implementation by the GMD would have alienated the local elite, as their position was often tied to control over rural resources.

With a lack of cohesion and with fragmentation, the GMD bureaucracy was notoriously corrupt and inefficient. Common to other such systems, as with the CCP after 1949, the information passed up the system was inaccurate and self-serving. If the reports of the successes against the Communists had been true, the CCP would have been eradicated many times over. The bureaucracy became an end in itself, and the GMD, in seeking to create a modern state, equated modernization with bureaucracy in its worst form.58

Chiang’s assessment that the first priority should be to defeat the Communists made it difficult for him to place himself at the head of the national movement and cost him important support within his own party and troops.59 Had it not been for the Japanese invasion, Chiang might well have succeeded in his objective of destroying the Communists; Japanese aggression certainly saved the CCP and weakened Chiang’s moral authority, even though he took on the key role of defending the nation.60 Bad luck, if that is what one can call it, struck again after the end of the war with Japan. Manchuria could have provided the GMD with a strong industrial base, financial resources, weapons, and other matériel that could have been taken from the Japanese. However, the Soviet Union took away key industrial plants and eventually allowed the CCP to move into the Northeast and take possession of the confiscated military matériel. This was not helped by Chiang’s later poor choice to continue fighting in the Northeast after the Communists became dominant.61

Thus, Chiang relied on his inefficient military to maintain power, and this alienated the urban intellectuals who might have been drawn to an alternative to communism. Liberalism did witness a flowering during the May Fourth period of 1915–1919 and later, but it never seemed to address the dire situation in which China found itself, and slowly but surely people were pulled toward more total solutions. During the May Fourth period, liberalism found proponents, such as Hu Shi, a disciple of John Dewey, who sought to combine Western traditions with the idea of unleashing individual power and energies to restore the integrity of the Chinese nation. Hu Shi debated the early CCP leader Li Dazhao regarding the way forward. Rejecting the Bolshevik total solution, Hu wrote about the need for “more study of problems, less talk of isms.” He rejected the all-embracing solutions proposed by the radicals, as he felt that China’s problems stemmed from many different causes. For Hu, the adoption of such all-embracing ideologies would lead to disaster.62 Any doctrine had to be based on an in-depth analysis of specific practical problems. Li Dazhao, by contrast, did not see the study of specific problems as incompatible with a specific doctrine. Moreover, what the nation needed was a political transformation to precede any effective solution to the social problems that engulfed China. The question came down to whether China’s problems should be solved through political revolution or through slow, evolutionary change.63 Although Hu had shared the enthusiasm for the Russian February revolution, he did not support the Bolsheviks and he did not share the Communists’ view of the dangers of imperialism, seeing less sinister motives in foreign engagement in China. As time for reform ran out by “inches and drops,” the activists were attracted to the more inclusive solutions proposed by the Nationalists and the Communists. Liberalism continued to attract some intellectuals but it was ineffective in providing political solutions. The proposals by those such as Carsun Chang (Zhang Junmai) for constitutional democracy, as an alternative to the more radical theories, failed to gain traction. There was not a sufficiently independent middle class or merchant class that might have supported a different path forward, and the civil war and the Japanese invasion effectively negated any gradual solution.

Contingencies?

Grand structural explanations notwithstanding, to be successful all revolutions need luck. Certainly this was the case for the CCP. There were numerous occasions when the CCP came close to perishing, and without the Japanese aggression, it is quite possible that the GMD annihilation campaigns that were encircling and squeezing the northern Shaanxi base area would have been successful. The flight from the Jiangxi Soviet, on what later became known as the Long March, is full of examples of fortuitous turns of events and bravery saving the army from losses. As they wandered aimlessly, pursued by GMD forces and local troops loyal to Chiang Kai-shek, the Communists on the Long March were surprised to discover that there was a Communist stronghold in northern Shaanxi, only about 250 miles from where they were situated. In 1935, just as Mao Zedong was contemplating moving there, the area had almost been wiped out, but the arrival of Mao’s troops saved the day.64 The precarious nature of existence in all the base areas is well reflected in all accounts about them.

After the CCP arrived in northern Shaanxi, fortune again saved it from possible extinction when, in December 1936, Chiang Kai-shek was kidnapped, which resulted in the GMD abandoning its attacks on the CCP in favor of resisting Japan. Chiang’s temporary jailer, Zhang Xueliang, was unaware that his actions were unnecessary because secret negotiations were already under way for collaboration between the Communists and the Nationalists.

As we have seen, the CCP was aided by the mistakes and incompetence of the GMD, which left the door open for the CCP to survive and thrive. This was evident during the first period of the civil war, when the GMD could have maintained control. Chiang’s decision to focus on the Northeast, where the Communist forces had infiltrated, was misguided; he neglected consolidating his position and instead continued the struggle for too long when it was clear that the Communists had gained the upper hand. The collapse of the GMD troops in the Northeast caused the loss of almost 140,000 of its best troops. Similarly, crucial mistakes were made during the Huai-Hai battle in late 1948.65

Obviously, luck alone does not explain the CCP victory. The party was flexible and adaptable in its learning process, enabling it to keep moving forward and to modify its policies to deal with variations over time and space. The party learned that to survive after 1927, it would have to have its own military force, and this would be essential to guarantee continued control over areas where it could experiment with policy. After the failure of the Jiangxi Soviet, the CCP learned that the imposition of inappropriate policies derived from ideological dictates had to be tempered by accommodation to local realities; the CCP had to be good at micropolitics. In Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia, Mao Zedong realized the importance of a unified, disciplined party. The movement needed coherence to bind together the diverse individuals working across very different terrains. The CCP learned the power of narrative in binding millions of individual stories into the broad canvas of China’s struggle for redemption and salvation. However, this new narrative and orthodoxy contained a dark side. It was intended to eradicate alternatives to the “correct” interpretations of the CCP and it went hand in hand with the rise of Mao Zedong as the predominant arbiter of the Chinese revolution and the architect of its future.


PART TWO

HOW the EAST is RULED


CHAPTER SIX

Consolidating the Revolution

1948–1956

When Mao Zedong told the Chinese people that they had stood up, they did so to look upon a country that was economically distressed, overwhelmingly rural, and with considerable opposition to CCP rule.1 The economy had been devastated by the incessant conflict from the late 1920s up to 1949, and inflation was rampant. Pockets of resistance remained from troops loyal to the GMD, and there was armed resistance from Tibetans, who did not want to be incorporated into the People’s Republic of China (PRC). In the South, in particular, there was suspicion of the CCP and its ultimate objectives. So what the CCP did manage to achieve in the first several years was remarkable. With the exception of the foreign enclaves of Hong Kong and Macau and the GMD stronghold of Taiwan, the country was unified. With respect to the economy, inflation was brought under control, land reform was completed, and stable economic growth was achieved.

Not surprisingly, this period is remembered fondly by many elderly CCP members as a golden age, preceding the tumultuous years of later Maoist radicalism.2 Yet how stable was the situation and how great was the cost of reunification and pacification? Only a few years later, the stability and progress that many expected was blown away as the CCP led the people through a series of disastrous movements that fractured the ruling elite, caused social dislocation, turned family members against one another, and created famine on a massive scale, with political campaigns that eventually culminated in the Cultural Revolution. Even in the early 1950s, tensions were not far below the surface as the party laid out a clear strategy for the transition to socialism. That the transition came more rapidly than many expected was the only surprise. In the 1980s some CCP members sought to push the timing of the golden age back to the period of New Democracy that preceded the 1949 victory. They viewed as a great mistake the abandonment of the more moderate politics and the inclusive nature of the united front that accompanied CCP rule in many of the areas it controlled.3 The crucial question after 1949 was whose interests the new regime would serve—those of the social forces that brought the party to power (primarily the peasantry)? Or of those in whose name the party was brought to power (the proletariat)? Or of the party’s own bureaucratic structures and personnel?

Two sets of policy debates dominated the 1950s. The first set has been common to all Soviet systems that sought to refine the constraints of the economic model. The second set concerned the relevance of the Soviet model to the specific situation in China. Did the Soviet approach to development require incremental changes or a wholesale rethinking of the model?

Any socialist framework limits the possibility for change, with policy debate shuffling along a continuum of alternatives.4 The framework essentially is characterized by a centrally planned economy with dominant, if not total, social ownership of the means of production and overseen by a hierarchical, highly centralized political power structure concentrated within a one-party state ruling over an atomized civil society, which is weak and ineffective in terms of exerting restraint. Fundamental change is possible only once these pillars are weakened.

The persistence of these features ensures that debate revolves around a limited number of core questions. In the economy, what is the relationship between the party and government and the state-owned sector, and can the collective and private sectors play a supplemental role? If so, to what extent? What is the most appropriate relationship between consumption and accumulation? Is there a role for foreign trade, especially trade with capitalist countries? Should managers and workers be incentivized to work by material incentives or by moral exhortation and social recognition?

With respect to management and administration, there have been different views about the role of directive planning and the use of economic incentives to guide the behavior of economic actors. For the production units, debates have focused on how much autonomy they should be allowed and in which functional areas. Should they be responsible for their own profits and losses? As China questioned the viability of the Soviet model, one important question was whether economic decision-making resides with the center, with the local administrative units, or with the enterprises themselves.

The most important debate in the political realm was over the correct relationship between the party secretaries in enterprises and other workplaces and the authority of the managers. How much control should party secretaries exert in the workplace? Should their work be limited to ideology and propaganda and to ensuring that in broad outline the political line is followed? In the universities and research institutes, how much intellectual freedom should be permitted? Finally, there were questions about the role of civil society and its organizations. Could civil society even exist within socialism? If so, should it take on social tasks on behalf of the state? How should it be regulated to ensure that civil organizations do not stray from party policy?

Preparation for Rule

The CCP began preparations for the post-liberation state before the seizure of power. As it became more confident that it would win the civil war, the CCP began to summarize the recent past and its plans for the future. Mao Zedong had been consumed with war planning, but as the CCP moved to take power, his health was not good. Further, shortly after announcing the establishment of the PRC, Mao spent two months in Moscow, from December 1949 into February 1950. At that time the Soviet Union was the only effective model for how to shape the new state. The experiences in the base areas were important, but these were primarily rural areas rather than the major cities that the CCP would eventually control. Industrialization along the lines of Stalin’s Soviet Union became the priority. There was a shortage not only of experience but also of skilled personnel, resulting in the retention of many of those who had worked for the Nationalists. Further, the CCP could not afford to alienate the business community.

To provide assistance, a huge influx of Soviet advisers arrived in China to work in all sectors. Overseeing the creation of the new state were Liu Shaoqi, Ren Bishi, and Zhou Enlai.5 Liu would expand the state model he had developed in North China; Ren was well trained by the Soviets and understood their organizational practices; and Zhou was the chief diplomat who would handle united front affairs and international relations, along with intelligence gathering. None of them, however, shared to the same degree Mao Zedong’s voluntarism and willingness to take on seemingly insurmountable obstacles in unorthodox ways. In the early 1950s it seemed as if China would settle down into an essentially Soviet-style state, with some variation, given the overwhelming importance of the rural population. The search for a suitable state form that had consumed China since the end of the Qing dynasty appeared to be resolved. This was not to be the case, however, as some in the Chinese leadership began to question the consequences of the Soviet model for Chinese conditions.

In September 1948 the Politburo met to tighten up organization as the party anticipated victory. They met at Xibaipo, in western Hebei province, in what was the largest gathering of party leaders since the end of the war with Japan. At the time, however, Mao did not predict victory for another five years. The party repeated its call for a political consultative conference that would be held in the liberated areas and attended by nonparty democrats, the democratic parties, and various people’s organizations to establish the provisional government of the PRC.6 This continued the approach of wooing those who were disillusioned with the GMD and presenting the CCP as nothing to be afraid of.

The key problem to be addressed was centralizing party organization, which had suffered from significant dislocation because of the war years. Although a certain degree of local autonomy was important, discipline had suffered with problems of “anarchy, localism, and guerrillaism.” For Mao, this meant that the necessary powers should be concentrated in the hands of the CC and its organs. This would facilitate the shift from guerrilla warfare to regular warfare. The shift in the focus of party work from the rural areas to the cities would contribute to centralization.

Resolutions were passed that sought to tighten the party’s organizational structure. The Politburo resolved that party meetings would be convened properly in line with the stipulations in the statutes. On paper, at least, the CCP was sounding like a regular Marxist-Leninist party, and Mao even signed on to restoring rule by party committees.7 Congresses and conferences were to be held regularly, and party committees were to be strengthened to counteract the tendency toward one-person rule. Important matters had to be decided collectively, not by individuals. In a statement that stretched reality somewhat, the resolution claimed that “Marxist-Leninist revolutionary theories and democratic centralism have served as the basis for the CCP from the day it was established.”8

By January 1949 the Politburo predicted that victory was close at hand and would be achieved in 1949 or 1950. The Politburo called for the creation of an air force and a navy to protect the coasts and rivers. However, as the armies were taking over increasing amounts of territory, the Politburo warned against complacency, and in the South for the next three to five years it called for a moderate policy of rent and interest reduction rather than land redistribution. In 1949 it called for a political consultative conference to be convened, the announcement of the establishment of the PRC, and the establishment of the central government.

It was not the rural areas but instead the Northeast that served as the model for the occupation of the cities. The framework was pulled together at a city work conference that ran from late July until August 31, 1948. The principal future task was to develop the state sector of the economy, which was strongest in the Northeast. With “feudalism and bureaucratic capitalism” completely destroyed, the party described an economy composed of five elements: the state sector, the cooperative economy, the national capitalist economy, the private capitalist economy, and the small-scale commodity economy. With its socialist character, the state sector would forge an economic alliance between the urban proletariat and the rural peasants to protect the interests of the proletariat. The lack of experience in managing a modern economy was a major problem, but this could be addressed by studying management and bringing the sector under the control of a unified plan. Plans incorporated Mao’s ideas about the role of the cooperatives as a way for the state to link up with the large number of small producers. However, participation was to be voluntary and beneficial to those who joined. The cooperative economy would be led by the proletariat, and in a clear indication of what was to come after 1949, collectivization and cooperativization were presented as key to preparing the countryside for the introduction of socialism. Private capital was not to be frightened away, but it could not be allowed to develop unfettered and thus it had to be kept in check. The form of state capitalism developed in the Northeast would integrate the private economy, thus avoiding the anarchy and panic of a capitalist economy.9 This important framework outlined policy for the post-1949 regime: collectivization in the countryside and tying private capital to the state, or to the interests of the party. The policy would facilitate a smooth transfer to “socialism without bloodshed.” Clearly, all economic activity was to serve the interests of the state; the private economy would be allowed only insofar as it met this objective.

In March 1949 the Second Plenum of the Seventh CC furthered preparation for rule, confirming that it was time to convene a political consultative conference and to form a democratic coalition government. Importantly, the plenum did not propose a state form of the dictatorship of the proletariat; instead, in keeping with the idea of the united front, it adopted the slightly less ferocious term “people’s democratic dictatorship.” Work was to focus on the cities. In contrast to the strategy since 1927, surrounding the cities from the countryside was to be replaced in the South by the PLA first occupying the cities and then moving to the countryside.

Confirming his growing importance in the transition, Liu Shaoqi delivered the key report to the plenum. For the most part he focused on the work for the cities, with the exception of acknowledging mistakes in recent rural work, mistakes for which he himself was primarily responsible. Liu outlined the problem of engaging the private sector and helping to restore healthy production. If owners of important private enterprises proved difficult, cadres or military representatives were to be sent in to supervise them. Indeed, as the PLA moved to conquer the South, the first manifestation of the CCP came in the form of those wearing military uniforms.

With rules for the party strengthened, priorities for urban work outlined, and policies for the economy clarified, it remained for the party to outline the new state form that would govern China. On June 30, 1949, to mark the twenty-eighth anniversary of the party’s founding, Mao Zedong published “On the People’s Democratic Dictatorship,” which outlined a four-class united front: the working class, the peasantry, the urban petty bourgeoisie, and the national bourgeoisie. The working class assumed leadership, which in practice meant the CCP as the vanguard of the proletariat. Unlike the move toward a more highly centralized political power, the description of the four classes made more sense for the economy. To get the war-torn economy back on track, support for what the CCP described as the national bourgeoisie was essential. Capitalism would be regulated but not destroyed, and the national bourgeoisie had to be educated to understand when the time was ripe to “realize socialism, that is, to nationalize private enterprise.” Internationally, Mao put forward the notion of “leaning toward one side,” making China a part of the “anti-imperialist front headed by the USSR.”10

The cities in the South continued to fall to the PLA—Nanjing in April, Shanghai and Wuhan in May, and Guangzhou in October. On December 10, 1949, Chiang Kai-shek retreated to Taiwan, where he ruled until his death in 1975. The CCP had laid out clearly what people could expect after the CCP took power: rural land would be collectivized, private capital would eventually be squeezed out, the state sector of the economy would be preserved and developed, and institutions of the state and mass organizations would be under the leadership of the proletariat.

In September 1949 the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC) met in Beijing to proclaim the establishment of the PRC. The authority of the CPPCC was a concrete manifestation of the politics of the united front and the CCP’s initial commitment to New Democracy and to a gradual phase of transition. Many members of the CPPCC were non-Communists, but they were figures of influence within society and specialists and experts upon whom the party would rely. However, the CPPCC’s most urgent task was to oversee its replacement as the nation’s most important government agency. The meeting of the CPPCC elected the Central People’s Government Council and the Government Administration Council, the forerunner of the State Council, and it approved the Common Program and the Organic Law that outlined the organizational principles of the new state structure.

In 1954 the National People’s Congress (NPC) met and took over the powers from the CPPCC to become the highest organ of state power. The new State Constitution armed the NPC with a formidable array of powers, but in reality, the agenda was not set by the NPC. Major decisions and appointments were to be made by the party, and usually ratified by the CC and then passed on to the NPC for its “consideration.” The 1954 meeting placed most municipalities under the leadership of provinces, with the exception of the three major cities of Beijing, Shanghai, and Tianjin. A second autonomous region was set up for Xinjiang, and preparations began for the creation of an autonomous region for Tibet (only realized in 1965).11 In 1958 Ningxia and Guangxi were added. The State Council was established as the executive organ of the NPC, made up of various ministers and overseen by a premier—the position held by Zhou Enlai from 1954 until his death in 1976.

By and large, this has remained the administrative system ever since, with people’s congresses and people’s political consultative conferences operating at all levels of government (national, provincial, county and district, township and town). The CPPCC has continued as an advisory body, but it became insignificant as the Mao years rolled on. The congress and its agencies at the local level were subject to dual rule: from the higher level of government and the government—that is, party—administration at the same level.

During these first few years there were important domestic and international developments. Domestically, land reform was completed, progressive social legislation was passed, but major campaigns were launched to control opposition and root out corruption.12 Externally, the CCP signed the Treaty of Friendship, Alliance, and Mutual Assistance with the Soviet Union and entered the Korean War. The early period, 1949–1952, was billed as years for creating stability and consolidation. An administrative framework was established along Soviet lines, with party penetration of the state. An important component of this system was the use of revolutionary terror against enemies of the state to ensure compliance by the broader population to the norms and objectives of their new rulers. This was revealed most obviously with the nationwide extension of land reform, the Campaign to Suppress Counterrevolutionaries (1950–1953), and the Three-Anti and Five-Anti Campaigns (1951–1953).13 The harshness of the campaigns was heightened by China’s engagement in the war on the Korean peninsula. The repression of undesirables who stood in the way of revolutionary consolidation was accompanied by paternalism toward key constituencies (peasants, workers, and party bureaucrats) to mobilize their support.14

Land Reform: Destroying the Old?

Land reform was crucial to party survival before 1949 and for the consolidation of power after 1949. Mao Zedong saw land policy as integrally linked to success in the civil war and the initial post-1949 period. However, the “land to the tiller” policy in the base areas was soon abandoned in favor of collectivization. Before 1949, policy varied contingent on the situation at the time and the balance between the power of the Communists and the need for support from different social forces.

On May 4, 1946, the CC announced a more radical turn in policy. A directive drafted by Liu Shaoqi moved policy from rent and interest reduction to attempts to realize Sun Yat-sen’s dream of land to the tiller.15 The claim was that the party was responding to actions on the ground, where the masses had been spontaneously seizing the land of landlords. In some places the policy of equal distribution of land was limiting all people, including landlords, to a mere three mu of land, barely enough to survive on. How widespread this was is unclear, but it seems to have been based primarily on experiences in the North and Northeast.16 Although party members had previously been hesitant to radicalize policy, now they were told to support the peasants’ “reasonable demands” and endorse land transfers where they had already occurred. The party leadership did not want to be seen as lagging behind the peasant masses, especially at a time when they were suffering in the civil war. Policy intent was to tie the peasantry to the fortunes of the CCP—if the party were to be driven out, the peasants would face severe retribution from the returning elite. Yet there was a degree of moderation, with middle peasants protected and rich peasants coming under pressure to give up their land only when other peasants demanded it. Gentry and landlords who were sympathetic to the Communist cause were to be treated carefully, and to protect commercial activity, their commercial enterprises were not to be confiscated. Even the unrepentant, collaborators, evil gentry, and local despots were to be guaranteed enough land to survive. This courtesy would not extend to those who had committed “heinous crimes,” who were to be executed after a trial. This was a modified form of the rural united front.

Given its importance, the land question was discussed extensively at the National Land Conference, which was held in Xibaipo from July 17 to September 13, 1947. Over time, and from place to place, policy had vacillated between rightist and leftist deviations. Bad weather also had an impact on the rural areas. For example, in Yan’an by late 1946, some 40,000 people were short of food; by April 1947 that number had increased to 400,000.17 The situation was similar in other bases. In some cases, peasants were unable to till the land because they were required to support the Communists. With the increasing number of mouths to feed in the bases and the heavy administrative toll, extractions by the Communists were reaching a precarious level. Consolidating land reform to ensure support was deemed essential.

Considering the wartime situation, the Xibaipo conference was a major affair, attended by about 1,000 delegates who exchanged views about land reform to date. To ensure conformity, the meeting adopted the “Outline Land Law of China” on October 10, 1947.18 Despite spending most of the previous two decades working in the white areas, Liu Shaoqi emerged as the key figure overseeing land reform, delivering a major report and a summary. In Liu’s analysis, land reform had been thorough only in Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan and the northern Jiangsu bases. Work in other bases such as Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei had been held up by bureaucratism. The peasants desired land and democratic freedoms, which the CCP defined as a basic guarantee for consolidating land reform. For Liu, although rightist mistakes (being too lenient) had been corrected, now the problem was leftism, whereby local officials used their unlimited power to force the peasants to attend meetings and to beat and kill landlords.19

In Liu Shaoqi’s view, a major part of the problem was that in many counties, leadership was in the hands of landlords and rich peasants. At the village level, middle peasants dominated, and the poor peasants who had formed the majority in the earlier years of the War of Resistance were now a minority. Thus, the formerly heralded three-thirds policy, which was intended to give the former elite a stake in the new future, acted as a brake on the radicalization of land policy. Corruption of the system ran deep, with many veteran cadres succumbing to temptation by marrying the daughters of landlords. To investigate, higher levels would send in work teams, a method that would be commonly used in the future. Often they snuck into the villages secretly, because once they became known, they were lied to by local officials. Power transformation in the villages was to be carried out by creating poor peasant leagues and peasant associations, with village officials subject to annual elections to keep them in line.

At the core of the Land Law was the equal distribution of land among all villagers, regardless of age or sex. Confiscation included not only land but also homes and all movable property. The poor peasant leagues and peasant associations oversaw this process, with arbitration decided by newly established people’s courts. What was proposed was nothing short of a new socioeconomic revolution. Extending the policy to the various base areas unleashed turmoil that challenged party power. The party was trapped between dealing with the enormous social dislocation and fighting the escalating war.

As the CCP took over new areas, the problems became worse. The party identified a causal relationship between land reform and support for the war, but it clearly overestimated the relationship. In December 1947 Mao warned about repeating the mistakes of 1931–1934 when the ultra-left policy had resulted in the landlords receiving no land. The interests of the middle peasant were to be protected. The expansion of the party, which had grown from tens of thousands in 1937 to 2.7 million in 1947, exacerbated the problem. Inevitably, landlords, rich peasants, and other “riffraff” had joined the party and taken up leadership positions, so it was necessary to educate and reorganize the party ranks.20

Through 1948, attempts were made to moderate land reform, and reports indicated that some peasants had been incorrectly classified as landlords or rich peasants and that some industrial and commercial enterprises had been encroached upon. With new areas falling under CCP control, the party was trying to balance policy that had been developed in the old base areas with the challenges that arose in the newly liberated areas. To prevent the ultra-left policies of 1931–1934 from resurfacing to undermine support, Mao outlined a threefold categorization of the liberated areas, each of which would require a different policy. In the areas that had been held from before the Japanese surrender, land redistribution was already completed and thus nothing more needed to be done. In the areas that had been liberated during the period from the Japanese surrender to September 1947, the Land Law was to be fully implemented. The poor peasant leagues would form the leadership core. In the recently liberated areas, the Land Law was to be implemented in two stages: First, the rich peasants were to be neutralized, with only the landlords coming under attack; this would be a two-year process. Second, land rented out by the rich peasants was to be redistributed, together with their surplus land and some of their other property; this was to take one year.21

A directive issued by the CC on May 25, 1948, reined in land policy more effectively. The directive, drafted by Mao, outlined three necessary conditions that had to be satisfied before land reform could be designated as a task for 1948. All enemy troops had to have been wiped out and the situation stabilized, and a majority of the basic masses had to be pushing for land reform. but they could not be left to spontaneous actions. Rather, this work had to be overseen by adequately trained cadres. Consequently, land reform was not to be undertaken in a number of areas.

Thus, pre-1949 land reform had a checkered history, as the leadership wrestled with policy responses in the changing environment and the need to ensure that vital support was not alienated during the civil war. Once they achieved nationwide victory, these constraints were removed and a maximum program of land reform could be pursued without fear that the old elite would desert the revolution and go over to the side of the Nationalists. Even if they wanted to, there was now nowhere for them to go. For many, peace and stability overrode concerns they may have had about living under the CCP.

Land reform was a crucial component in the destruction of the old state and in laying the foundations for a new set of power relations that would enable the party to penetrate more deeply into the countryside than during any previous regime,. Land reform could not be scrapped immediately in favor of a rapid move to socialist agriculture. The party leadership was wary of following the Soviet mistake of promoting a premature rush to rural collectives before winning support from the peasants. Last but not least, the party did not have sufficient numbers of qualified administrative and technical cadres to effectively manage a collective rural economy. The party ended the land reform campaign by appointing local people who had cooperated during the campaign and would be loyal to the party leadership at the next higher level. Initially the vast majority of peasants benefited from the reward of new land and this strengthened their support for the CCP. Policy emphasized caution and persuasion, with most excesses coming from below rather than from above.22 This would change.

A new Land Law of June 28, 1950, pulled together prior legislation and practices.23 Reporting on the law, Liu Shaoqi stated that “chaotic conditions must not be allowed to occur” and that under CCP guidance the law should be carried out in a “planned, orderly way.”24 To help local officials weave their way through the rural complexities, a fivefold categorization based on property relations was proposed: landlords, rich, middle, and poor peasants, and farm laborers. Redistribution to the laborers and the poor peasants was to be carried out without alienating the rich and middle peasants. The category of middle peasant was the vaguest, but a middle peasant essentially worked the land without engaging in exploitation. The land worked on did not necessarily belong to the peasant, a distinction that would be important subsequently. The land of the landlords was requisitioned and redistributed, with the blow softened for those who had supported the revolution. The land of the rich and middle peasants, including the prosperous middle peasants, was to be protected. Defending a possible attack on a rich peasant line, as Stalin had accused Bukharin in the 1930s, Liu noted that the situation had changed from pre-1949, with the emphasis now on production; furthermore, there was nowhere they could escape to. With military service and corvée labor no longer necessary, and a reduced burden of public grain delivery, peasant life would improve. Peasant associations would be dominated by poor peasants and farm laborers, and more women would be encouraged to participate.

Although Liu Shaoqi predicted that the process would take up to three years, the bulk of land reform was completed in the eighteen months after the 1950 harvest. Several hundred million mu of land were redistributed among some 300 million peasants, giving them each an average of 2 to 3 mu.25 There was considerable variation among regions, and some areas, such as Tibet, where Beijing had signed a short-lived agreement promising national regional autonomy, did not undergo land reform at all during this phase. In such areas, party power was weak or nonexistent, and the central leadership did not want to alienate the traditional religious elite in the sensitive border areas.

The process was far from peaceful and did not always follow the measured approach outlined by Liu; indeed, violence or the threat of violence was integral to land reform.26 A peaceful, negotiated approach, as in Japan, Korea, or Taiwan, was not useful to the CCP. Chinese policy toward the rural areas was a classic example of “cutting with one knife”—the application of a class-based analysis of the social structures in the countryside that barely fit the reality on the ground. Much of the countryside did not have a system of recognizable landlords, and the countryside was not feudal in a traditional sense. Wheat farming in the North was very different from rice farming in the South or the much more commercial farming along the fertile Yangzi valley, to say nothing of the nomad areas in the Far West and the Northwest.

In Yantian, southern China, not too far from the border with Hong Kong, lineage was far more important in village life than class-based divisions. If there was struggle, it was between the lineage and outsiders. Nonetheless, land was redistributed and landlords were executed, even though they were all members of the same lineage. Land reform did not begin until after the spring of 1952 with the assignment of class categories, and then work teams were dispatched to ensure that class status had been assessed correctly and redistribution had been carried out accordingly. Of the 784 households, home to 3,054 villagers, eighteen households were classified as landlords and sixteen as rich peasants. Even though this accounted for only 5 percent of the village population, they owned 96.4 percent of the paddy. Landlords held an average of 202 mu, rich peasants held 44.6 mu, and the other categories held only 0.35 mu per household. With redistribution, the work team held a mass rally to denounce the landlords and to ensure obedience; two landlords were executed on the spot. A later review discovered that some of the middle peasants were incorrectly classified as rich peasants.27

The variation from region to region made the situation difficult, and actions were often arbitrary such as when some local officials were expected to punish landlords and take their land. It was even more difficult for those officials transferred from the North to the South, where they were wholly unfamiliar with farming practices and social structures. It was not surprising that the so-called liberating potential of land reform was resisted vigorously in some of these areas. Hubei, Guizhou, and even Hunan, Mao Zedong’s home province, put up resistance. The main focal point of dissent seemed to be grain procurement by the new state.28 The party, of course, saw all resistance as counterrevolutionary reaction against the party and its policies.

There were also local leaders who did not pursue the reorganization of the countryside with sufficient ardor. Some chose to spend their time working on their newly acquired land, and some even employed labor. Such rightist tendencies provoked radical actions from the party.29 Estimates of violence vary and it is difficult to provide an exact number. Up to 800,000 landlords were killed in the campaign of 1950–1952; many more were beaten, tortured, or humiliated in public demonstrations in front of the villagers. If one includes the period from 1946, when land reform began in earnest, the total would be much higher.30

Land use was now in the hands of the peasants, but it would not remain that way for long. The CCP was not going to tolerate household-based farming indefinitely, as it ran counter to Stalin’s view that collectivization was a key component of socialism. By 1953, with economic revival under way, China’s leadership returned to the task of building socialism and viewed a rural system based on private farming and markets as anachronistic. The small size of the farms rendered it difficult to use the land efficiently to produce the necessary surplus for the cities and the industrial enterprises. Mechanization would be difficult on such small tracts of land. According to the Soviet model, to be modern was to be urban and industrialized. Gradualism, if one can refer to land reform in this way, was soon abandoned in favor of collectivization and the curtailment of small-scale rural markets.

Campaigns to Consolidate Political Power

The new regime was impacted by the international environment not only by “leaning to one side” but also by the Korean conflict, which had major consequences for policy. Before the outbreak of the Korean War, Mao Zedong advocated moderation and caution so that the CCP would not lose support as it moved to consolidate power. The focus of attack was on the remaining Nationalist forces, the secret agents, bandits, and landlords. Sovereignty was to be restored by liberating Tibet and Taiwan, while the struggle against the imperialist forces was to continue.31 War changed the situation dramatically and the party launched a series of tough campaigns to eradicate enemies both real and imagined. The campaigns were successful in rallying support behind the party, or at least ensuring that people were aware of the consequences if they stepped out of line. The landlords were dealt with by land reform, counterrevolutionaries were attacked in a campaign to suppress them, corrupt officials were attacked in the Three-Anti Campaign, private entrepreneurs in the Five-Anti Campaign, and independent intellectuals in a broad thought-reform campaign.

After taking power, the CCP proposed leniency for those who came forward and acknowledged their previous affiliations with the GMD or with other groups that had struggled against the CCP. Concern about resistance was justified. In March 1950 the CCP Southwest Bureau reported that there were 104 bandit groups active in Sichuan, Xikang, Yunnan, and Guizhou, with 60,000 active members, and it warned that this activism could spread.32 In the summer of 1950 some 1,400 cadres and 700 troops were killed in Guangxi, the province next to the Vietnam border.33 On October 10, 1950, the CC issued its “Double Ten” directive to respond to these challenges and the Campaign to Suppress Counterrevolutionaries was formally launched.34 With some leaders, such as Liu Shaoqi and Peng Zhen, pushing for a harsher crackdown, the directive sought a middle path. “Excessive lenience” was rejected in favor of “combining suppression and lenience.” Major criminals were to be executed, and others were to be imprisoned, but the majority were to be placed under house arrest. Torture was not permitted, and before sentencing, written proof was to be furnished. As late as December 1950, Mao Zedong reiterated the need for caution because persecution that was too aggressive might undermine support.

The Korean War shifted the focus dramatically. Forced to fulfill quotas for executions and arrests, local officials pulled out their files on those who had voluntarily come forward. By mid-January 1951, Mao was promoting a more aggressive approach, calling for large-scale executions where bandits and secret agents were rampant, and he started establishing quotas, while calling for more executions in Shanghai and Nanjing.35 To guide punishments, a wide range of counterrevolutionary crimes were listed on the front page of the People’s Daily.36 This led to the harshest phase of the campaign—in the spring and summer of 1951. In Guizhou, all eighty-one county magistrates who had been in position at the end of GMD rule were executed, and nearly all of the old township heads around Chengdu were labeled counterrevolutionaries and executed.37

The CCP deemed the campaign a success. Together with land reform, it had quelled resistance and mobilized mass support. But this came at a cost. Exact figures for how many died in the campaign are difficult to come by. In 1957 Mao Zedong claimed that 700,000 had been executed.38 Bo Yibo, a close associate of Liu Shaoqi and a vice premier, suggested a figure of two million, which might be more accurate.39 In May 1952 the CCP sought to moderate the campaign to limit executions. It introduced the concept of a two-year suspended death sentence to allow the accused time to ruminate on their crimes, repent, and show loyalty to the CCP. This became a core feature of the CCP punishment system.

The Three-Anti Campaign, which ran from November 1951 to June 1952 and merged then with the Five-Anti Campaign, was targeted against the abuse of official positions to engage in corruption, waste, and bureaucratism.40 The Three-Anti Campaign had the dual function of ensuring the loyalty of officials in the new China, many of whom had served the old regime, and of promoting production. As with most policies pursued in urban China, the campaign originated in the Northeast. In May 1951 Gao Gang launched a movement to “increase production and reduce expenditure,” and in November Mao Zedong, when reporting to the CC, criticized “embezzlement and degeneration” and he approved the report calling for expenditures to be reduced and production to be increased by reducing corruption, waste, and bureaucratization.41

After the CCP took power, collusion between party and government officials and those seeking the spoils of victory was seen to be rife and had to be curtailed to maintain the momentum of the revolution. In his love of tiger analogies, Mao announced that “big tigers” were those who had embezzled over 10,000 yuan, while “little tigers” had embezzled only 1,000.42 Bo Yibo found that there were 100,000 “tigers” in East China; in the Northwest 340,000 cases of corruption were uncovered, even though Xi Zhongxun, a vice premier and Xi Jinping’s father, thought that there actually may have been three times this number. In October 1952 it was announced that some 1.2 million people had embezzled 600 million yuan.43 Interestingly, only 200,000 of this group were party members, meaning either that the campaign was directed at holdovers from the old regime or that party members protected one another and blamed the old officials for the problems, or both.

The Five-Anti Campaign that eventually merged with the Three-Anti Campaign made it clear to businesspeople that there would be limits to their acceptability in the new China. The campaign sought to prevent private businesspeople from violating regulations and colluding with local officials. Party members found it useful to focus on the old capitalists rather than themselves. The five targets were to reduce bribery, tax evasion, theft of state property, theft of economic information, and cheating on government contracts. The campaign was overseen by the newly established Federation of Industry and Commerce, which all entrepreneurs had to join. Many of the private entrepreneurs had been persuaded to stay or return by promises that their business activities would be accepted under the terms of New Democracy.44 Seeking to curry favor with the party, workers denounced not only the entrepreneurs but also other businesspeople. Some even denounced family members who were seen as possibly carrying out betrayal.The campaign led to a dramatic spike in suicides and was the beginning of the end for the capitalist class in China. Official reporting noted that within a two-month period in Shanghai, 644 people had committed suicide.45 The fines that were levied also came in handy to contribute to the war effort in Korea.

The campaigns spread far and wide across urban China and included thought reform for the intellectuals and urban intelligentsia, reeducation for commercial sex workers as the party moved to close down the brothels, squeezing out the foreign communities in China, and the nationalization of foreign institutions, such as China’s most prestigious hospital—the Peking Union Medical College, which had been built and funded by the Rockefellers. Religion came in for special criticism, as priests and nuns were driven out. Not only did foreign religion come under attack but also many secret societies and local religious practices were denounced as evil cults. The campaign against “all secret societies and superstitions” preceded the Campaign for the Suppression of Counterrevolutionaries and similarly started in the consolidated area of North China. A particular target was the influential Unity Sect, whose membership included 200,000 people in Tianjin and 15 percent of the population of Beijing, including 1,100 members of the Public Security Bureau. The sect combined various religious streams: Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism, Christianity, and Islam.46 The CCP took similar action in the 1990s with its repression of the Falun Gong religious movement.

Social Reforms: Constructing the New?

In addition to these campaigns to break up traditional elites and to create the new Maoist person, there was important social legislation, such as the Marriage Law and the creation of institutions that would become mainstays of party-state control over society. The Marriage Law, passed on May 1, 1950, reflected the ethos of the May Fourth period, which opposed traditional practices such as arranged marriages, having concubines, and the prevention of divorce. The new law provided a civil registry for marriages and raised the marrying age to twenty for men and eighteen for women. Divorce was tolerated for marriages that dated from the old era, but it became more difficult for those who married after 1949. The party had presented its new policy as enabling marriage based on equality and thus was concerned that divorce did not become a common feature of the new China. Political labels did, however, play an important role in the choice of partner, as no one would want to marry a person with a bad class label.47

An important mechanism for party rule over society was reinforcement of the cellular and hierarchical structure of society. Trade unions, student associations, and women’s organizations were strengthened to provide sectoral representation, which did not allow for horizontal connections across society or across different administrative jurisdictions. The existence of an official trade union negated any reason to set up an alternative union, and the party suppressed radical activists who pushed for workers’ rights that might undermine the CCP’s focus on production.48 Such structural social organizations were referred to as transmission belts in Leninist parlance, but the main direction of communication was from top to bottom, with less capacity for members to influence national policy. The workers learned that their role as masters of the country was subject to party guidance and leadership.

The cellular nature of Chinese society was reinforced by two institutions—household registration and the workplace system that restricted labor mobility. Both were distinct from Soviet practices. These two institutions defined interactions between state and society during the early years of the PRC, and when collectivization was completed in the countryside, the workplace became central to the lives of virtually all those living in China. Household registration privileged urban over rural society and ensured that state resources were channeled primarily to the cities, with substantial amounts of the rural surplus transferred to urban industry, the military, and other priority projects of the party. For the individual, place of birth decisively determined one’s life chances, and there were severe restrictions on mobility. For the party-state, this enabled low levels of urbanization and easy monitoring of citizens.

With millions of refugees having fled the land for the cities during the years of war and turmoil, the registration system played a key role in reducing the numbers in urban China. The program was successful because for the most part it was voluntary and the state offered land or cash as an incentive to return to the countryside. Not all returned voluntarily. Many commercial sex workers, beggars, vagrants, and other undesirables were sent back to the countryside irrespective of their wishes. The government did not make it clear that in the future the cities would be closed off to the rural population. However, in 1955 and 1958 new regulations were issued that created a permanent household registration system for the cities and the countryside. The new regulations made it nearly impossible to move legally not only from the countryside to the cities but also between cities and from village to village. This system “established and reified a permanent spatial hierarchy of positions that were transmitted across generations.”49 The one exception was during the Great Leap Forward, when the famine drove many off the land, some 62.5 million in 1958 alone.50

The dominance of the workplace in urban China led to “Communist neo-traditionalism” in factory life, a core component of the social foundation of the Chinese Communist political order.51 Through this system the CCP made use of material incentives and other benefits to create a network of supporters through personal ties, which created a clientelist pattern of authority. Over time this evolved into a system of personal rule, which resulted in a divided workforce. It was reinforced by the increasing dominance of state-owned enterprises in the urban, industrial system.

Leaning to One Side and the Korean Conflict

Given the pre-1949 struggle, it was inevitable that the CCP would choose a close alliance with the Soviet Union, which had significant implications for China’s long-term development strategy. In June 1949 Mao Zedong highlighted the policy of leaning to one side that entailed learning from the Soviet Union; anyone who thought differently was naive.52 Toward the end of 1952, the importance of this alliance became apparent as the party began to think about shifting its focus from recovery to development—which would require increased centralization and conscious adoption of Soviet development practices. With the benefit of hindsight, problems with the Soviet model seem obvious, but at the time it was a logical choice. It was the only socialist model for building a modern state and socializing the economy, and it appeared to be successful. Central planning seemed to offer an effective way to unite the fragmented economy and distribute scarce resources rationally and effectively. Centralization implied one nation unified under CCP rule. Economic centralization paralleled the increasing political centralization that victory in the civil war and the campaigns of the early 1950s had consolidated. Furthermore, China required considerable financial and technical aid, and given the contemporary environment, even more so after the Korean War began, the Soviet Union was their only option.53

After seizing power in Beijing, Mao Zedong undertook his first foreign trip to spend two months in Moscow, from December 16, 1949, to February 17, 1950. His main purpose was to sign the Treaty of Friendship, Alliance, and Mutual Assistance. This had been delayed several times and, as a result, he first sent Liu Shaoqi, together with Gao Gang, who was the head of the party in the Northeast, and Wang Jiaxiang. Their negotiations in Moscow paved the way for adoption of the treaty, which was signed during Mao’s visit.54 Liu was asked to secure a $300 million loan and push for Soviet advisers and support for the PLA in Xinjiang, and he presented a major report to Stalin and the Soviet Politburo on the Chinese revolution and its policies.55

Although Mao got most of what he wanted, he was frustrated during his visit by being kept waiting and not being accorded sufficient respect. His three main objectives were to seek Soviet security and protection against the United States, to be reassured that there would be Soviet assistance as outlined in the talks between Stalin and Liu Shaoqi, and to kill off the lingering treaty that Stalin had agreed to with Chiang Kai-shek in 1945.56 The new treaty, which was signed on February 14, 1950, recognized the PRC, thus ending recognition of the Republic of China, and gave China its $300 million in loans (which were used up by 1953), a security guarantee, support to help develop the air force and long-range artillery, and the return of sovereignty over the Chinese Eastern Railway, Dalian, and Lüshun.

The outbreak of conflict on the Korean peninsula was a world-changing event. The origins of the war have been much debated, obscured by access to only partial information. Before the establishment of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea in September 1948, China had been using the territory as a base for operations in Manchuria and to deal with the Soviet Union.57 Mao supported the Soviet presence in Korea but thought that over time, as the PRC settled down, China would take on greater responsibility for Korea’s defense. The Chinese leadership was worried about the possibility that Kim Il-sung, Korea’s leader, would try to reunify Korea by force and might push the Soviets to support this. Indeed, from 1948 into 1950, Kim bombarded Moscow with almost fifty telegrams expressing enthusiasm for reunification.58

It is surprising that Stalin never mentioned to Mao Zedong in February 1950 that he was also making plans with Kim. Given that Stalin had already turned down Mao’s request for assistance for Taiwan, he may have considered it inopportune, and there was always the possibility that Mao might have rejected the idea.59 China’s leaders thought that Stalin shared their view, but Mao Zedong was shocked when Kim went to Beijing on May 13, 1950, to announce that he had Soviet support for a push south. Requesting confirmation, Mao received a reply stating that any decision should be taken jointly by the Koreans and the Chinese and that, if there were disagreement, any resolution should be postponed. However, Mao was also informed that Stalin agreed with the Koreans that they should begin reunification. Left with little choice, Mao confirmed his support.60 Stalin had already shifted his initial stance to not challenge the United States on the Korean peninsula, but no one really expected that the United States would intervene in the conflict. Mao had commented that they should not be afraid, as “the Americans will not enter a third world war over such a small territory.”61 It was a fateful, incorrect assessment by all concerned.

The Chinese leadership still seemed surprised by the notification that an attack was to take place on June 25, and while offering support, it did not think its own troops would enter the conflict. When the Soviet Union withdrew from the United Nations Security Council deliberations, the council voted, with only Yugoslavia abstaining, to send UN forces to Korea. The US response was unexpected. US troops landed at Inchon and drove the North Korean forces back toward the Yalu River and the Chinese border. On October 1, Stalin informed the Chinese that without their support, the Korean resistance would collapse. Despite reservations, including those of Mao himself, the view that Chinese intervention was inevitable eventually won out, and on October 18, the order was sent for the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army under Peng Dehuai to engage and support the Koreans. After Stalin died, peace negotiations could be pursued, and on July 27, 1953, a ceasefire was signed. The war had been brutal. Some 152,000 Chinese soldiers had been killed and a further 230,000 wounded; North Korea lost 520,000 troops, South Korea 415,000, and the United States 142,000.62 The Soviet Union lost only 299 troops. The cost for China was enormous, and a serious set back to its ability to invest in the future, making it even more reliant on Soviet support. At the end of the three years, Korea was still divided along its prewar border.

China’s Golden Age?

With internal opposition effectively curtailed, land reform completed, the urban population warned about future behavior, and the Korean conflict ending, the leadership turned its attention to completing the goals of the revolution. Whether or not these early years were a golden age depended on where one viewed the situation from. The domestic wars had ended and this held out hope that a period of stability and tranquility might follow. The poorer farmers had access to land that they had never had before. Many workers had guarantees that they did not have before, although activists’ wings had been clipped. The party leadership and most of those who had fought their way out of the base areas and down from the North had their wishes fulfilled with a unified China, free of colonial dominance. The view looked very different, though, for the old elite in the countryside, and patriotic capitalists thought they saw signs that the united front might be shorter-lived than they had been led to expect. For intellectuals and scientists, it was clear that they had to follow the new orthodoxy of the CCP and the Soviets.63 Writers and performers had to take Mao Zedong’s Yan’an Talks on Literature and Art to heart: they were to be uncritical promoters of the party, not critical voices about the Chinese state and society. Many of those who had benefited or had been left unharmed by this first phase would be shaken by the turn of events in the following years as the revolution radicalized. The period also saw the first major post-1949 political purge.

In June 1953 Mao Zedong outlined the path forward for the economy and society with the policy statement “General Line for the Transition Period.” This projected that the country’s industrialization and socialist transformation of agriculture, handicrafts, and capitalist industry and commerce would be accomplished over a “relatively long period of time.”64 “Gradually” and “relatively long” were the key words here—the estimate was that this would take ten to fifteen years—but in fact it took only three years. At a meeting of the Central Secretariat in September 1952, the transition had already been approved and preparations made.65 The approach was approved by the February 1954 CC plenary meeting. And in case anyone had missed it, the new State Constitution of September 20, 1954, stated that the “necessary conditions have been created for the planned economic construction and gradual transition to socialism.” In October 1953 the First Five-Year Plan was effectively launched. Although it was not formally ratified until 1955, it covered the temporary economic programs of 1951–1954.

China was to become a Soviet-style economy and society; thus, it would encounter many of the problems that had already surfaced in the Soviet Union and those with which the new satellite countries of Eastern Europe were beginning to wrestle. The Soviet model emphasized the productive forces; this meant that investment focused on infrastructure and heavy industry, and social spending and consumer demand were ignored. The service sector was poor to nonexistent.66 Private enterprise was to be eradicated, and the urban economy would be based on the state-owned sector. This concentration allowed investments and pricing to be controlled by the central plan. Agriculture was to serve industry, and prices were to be set artificially low to keep down food prices in the cities, which in turn meant that wages were to be held down. Collectivization also made it easier for the national government to extract produce from the countryside and channel resources to the urban areas where industrialization could advance. Common prosperity was delayed until a later stage of economic development.67

Initially the application of Soviet planning appeared successful, and the necessary infrastructure for heavy industry developed rapidly. This was not surprising, as 88 percent of state capital investment was in heavy industry: 649 major industrial enterprises were to be built, of which 472 were to be situated in the interior provinces of China. Of these, 156 were to be constructed using Soviet advice and equipment. Industrial production was growing at 18 percent per annum, well above the target of 14.7 percent. Not surprisingly, agricultural growth lagged at 4.5 percent, but that was very respectable by global standards. However, some doubted that agriculture would be able to support the projected urban growth and the ambitious plans for industrial expansion. The leadership became convinced that the collectivization of agriculture had to be promoted; the only question was, how quickly?

When the plan to collectivize agriculture was launched, the Chinese economy was relatively weak compared with that of the Soviet Union. In 1952, Soviet output per capita was about four times that of China, and Chinese agricultural output was only one-fifth that in the Soviet Union. The result was that less could be extracted from the countryside to fuel the programs for industrial development. By 1956, Chinese repayments of Soviet loans began to exceed the value of new monetary aid, meaning that the Chinese leadership would have to devise policies to more effectively generate investment capital.68 Agricultural production had to be increased and farming made more efficient, both of which were unlikely given the small scale of household-based farming. The stage was set for the eradication of private enterprise in the cities and the end of the first phase of land reform in the countryside. Chinese society began to exhibit key features of the Soviet Union, and the tensions in the model soon became apparent.

Although national capitalists were initially encouraged to lay the foundations for a modern economic structure, they would have no opportunity to benefit from it. The mixed economy functioned, but the state made sure that it alone had the ability to coordinate economic activity. Once bound into state patronage, the national capitalists were ripe for elimination. The approach taken allowed the party to transform the mixed economy to its own advantage without creating a major disruption in production and distribution. The state controlled both ends of the production process, controlling the inputs and raw materials that the enterprises needed through allocation by the national ministries and then placing orders with the private entrepreneurs for processed and manufactured goods. This bound the privately controlled companies into state patronage, and the CCP began to promote the creation of joint state-private enterprises. Unable to compete with the state sector and lacking sufficient capital to replace their outdated machinery, many entrepreneurs acquiesced. The push reached a peak in 1954 with the program to buy out private owners, who were paid interest on their shares at a rate determined by the state. The policy proved to be very beneficial for the party, as even in 1952 industrial production was restored to its highest pre-1949 levels.

The neglect of consumption as a driving force for the economy meant that not only conspicuous consumption but also all consumption had to be carefully controlled. Austerity was a core component of the development strategy, and it was achieved through three mechanisms: ideological exhortation, restricting high incomes, and rationing. These went hand in hand with an egalitarian distribution policy and elevating the interests of the collective above those of the individual. Workers were exhorted to work hard today for a brighter future tomorrow. Rewards for good work were not monetary bonuses but instead red flags and public recognition at meetings. A system of ration coupons for virtually all goods was established in 1955, paired with frustrating long queues and a scarcity of goods to purchase. A friend of mine brought up under socialism would automatically join any queue, noting that if there was a queue, there must be something good at the end of it.

Basic ration coupons were issued for rice or grain, cloth, cooking oil, and so forth. There were also industrial ration coupons for higher-grade goods, such as bicycles, although there was also a waiting list for such products. This was the source of petty corruption and favoritism, as local officials controlled who came where on the list. The system of rationing reinforced the lack of mobility, as the use of ration coupons was tied to the place of issue. This meant that most people could consume only what was available in their local jurisdiction. The policy of self-reliance was not only for production but also for consumption, which was linked to local production. Given the technical backwardness of China and the concentration of large-scale industry in a few coastal cities and the Northeast, geographical self-reliance could only work if consumption was restricted to a few basic commodities. This privileged areas such as Shanghai that could produce more goods of higher quality. Its “flying pigeon” bicycle was a much-coveted item.69

In the countryside, the shift from family-based farming was implemented quickly. With the move to socialism, a rural sector based on private farming was anachronistic. For Soviet- inspired planners, bigger was better and swift growth was more important than the quality of production. Gradualism was abolished, and although cooperativization began relatively slowly, by 1955–1956 the crash program of communization gathered pace. The shift away from land reform went through four distinct stages: mutual-aid teams (1952–1954); lower-stage agricultural producers’ cooperatives (APCs, 1954–1955); higher-stage APCs (1956–1957); and people’s communes (1958–1959).

The transition began slowly with the formation of mutual-aid teams that shared seasonal work and other chores. This built on traditional practices, with five to eight households combining their labor in busy seasons. Even though labor was pooled, animals, tools, and land were still in the hands of the individual households. In the village of Yantian, less than six months after the poor peasants had received their land the CC issued two documents, in February and December 1953, that confirmed the an initial three-stage transition. This move surprised villagers; they felt that even if there were problems with household farming, there had been little time for such problems to be uncovered. However, the program for mutual-aid teams was carried out through the summer of 1953 and temporary collaborations soon turned into permanent entities; in less than one year, 556 households (74 percent of the total) had formed teams.70

The next step was to move to the lower-stage APCs. Each of these cooperatives grouped together roughly 30 households, including not only labor but also property, land, farm implements, and draft animals. The peasants received income proportional to the size of the shares of property that they contributed. In Yantian the process began in October 1954 with the formation of the Nanxi lower-stage APC, with 168 households. This was unusual and was on the scale of the higher-stage APCs that would follow in 1956 as policy became more radical. Following Mao’s report “On the Question of Agricultural Cooperativization” (July 31, 1955) outlining the necessity of lower-stage APCs, while still noting that they were voluntary, three more were formed. This time they were formed under the guidance of a work team sent by a higher-level administration. By the end of 1955, as a result, 548 households (71 percent of the total) had formed lower-stage APCs. In Yantian, as elsewhere in rural China, the peasants lost out to a party system that sought to penetrate society to undermine tradition and to break up social structures so as to exert greater control over the lineage. Relations that extended outside the village, which were once mediated by the market and travel, were attenuated by statist restrictions.71 The peasants of Yantian were not happy that their land was taken away, but far worse was yet to come.

By 1955 the large military forces that had been needed for the civil war and the Korean conflict had been demobilized. Many of the troops had come from rural areas, and significant numbers of former soldiers could be placed in the newly formed collectives, providing leadership for the local areas while helping to resolve the problem of employment for demobilized soldiers.

The speed of the transition concerned some in the CCP leadership, who were worried that it could cause disruption and even opposition. Through the summer and fall of 1955, not only in Yantian but nationwide, the formation of APCs moved swiftly, which created a sense of euphoria among the leadership. However, the transition was accompanied by peasant dissatisfaction, as voluntary became compulsory. Reports spread of peasants slaughtering their livestock and destroying their agricultural assets. In addition, a bad flood led to the government levying a tax of 5 billion jin.72 This led to calls in January and February 1955 to consolidate the progress to date. Interestingly, it was Mao Zedong who proposed an approach more moderate than that of Deng Zihui, who oversaw the program in his position as vice premier responsible for agriculture. Whereas Deng Zihui had called for 50 percent of peasants to be in APCs by the end of 1955, Mao cautioned that one-third would be better.73 In provinces such as Zhejiang and Hebei, the number of APCs was reduced and work in the Northeast was brought to a halt; across the nation the number was reduced from 670,000 to 650,000. However, in a sudden about-turn following a trip to the South in April 6–22, Mao decided to step up the pace. He felt that the situation was better than he had expected and the problem was that some local officials were holding back.

Mao criticized Deng Zihui and warned him not to repeat earlier mistakes. In July he upped the stakes, declaring, “Some of our comrades, tottering along like a woman with bound feet, are complaining all the time, ‘You’re going too fast, much too fast.’ Too much carping, unwarranted complaints, boundless anxiety and countless taboos—all this they take as the right policy to guide the socialist mass movement in the rural areas.”74 Mao used a typical approach to promote his agenda by circumventing other central leaders, delivering the speech to local leaders to ensure that the movement would accelerate. In October 1955 at an Enlarged Plenum of the Seventh CC, Mao told those assembled that leaders in the CC Rural Work Department, especially Deng Zihui, had made mistakes that were right deviationist and empiricist. He added with the following flourish: “It is also wrong to say that ‘no co-operatives can be set up with junks and animal-drawn carts.’ As we see it now, the millions of working people engaged in junk or animal-drawn cart transport should also be organized into co-operatives.”75 The stage was set for the next radical phase.

The PRC’s First Major Political Purge: Exit Gao Gang

Despite debates over the speed of the transition, throughout this period the leadership remained reasonably united, with the exception of the purges of Gao Gang and Rao Shushi, the leaders in the Northeast. In February 1954 the CC charged Gao with having attempted to set up an independent kingdom in the Northeast and, even more amazingly, having schemed to seize state power.76 Gao had been a key figure in the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region and had been praised by Mao for his work there. Subsequently he had been transferred to Manchuria to oversee the construction of Communist power. This was the first area consolidated by the Communists, and it was the industrial heartland where the Soviet model of development made the most sense. In addition, Gao was known to enjoy a close relationship with the Soviet Union and was a great admirer of its achievements.

Starting in 1949, Gao Gang had been providing information to Stalin on the Chinese leadership, especially about Liu Shaoqi, whom he described as being rightist and “overestimating the Chinese bourgeoisie.” For good measure, he threw in criticism of other leaders, such as Zhou Enlai and Bo Yibo. Stalin rejected Gao’s assessment and said that Liu Shaoqi had been correct on the question of including the democratic parties in China. Apparently Gao had also mentioned the anti-Soviet and “right Trotskyite” tendencies of Mao Zedong! Despite Gao’s high regard for the Soviet Union, he himself was not held in high regard by Stalin. When Stalin and Gao met with Liu Shaoqi in Moscow in 1949, Stalin cut off Gao, who was making some extravagant proposals calling him “Comrade Zhang Zuolin”—the name of Manchurian warlord who had ruled the Northeast until 1928. Presumably Stalin alerted Mao to Gao’s attitude and handed over to him various reports and materials that had originated with Gao via Russian interlocutors.77

In late 1952 and early 1953, as the leadership began to think about moving on from recovery, a number of leaders were transferred to the capital. Gao Gang was appointed head of the State Planning Commission, a very powerful position, and Rao Shushi was moved from East China to head the Organization Department, another very powerful party organ. The main reason for their removal was Mao’s suspicion of subordinates who might pose a challenge and factional strife between those who had worked in the white areas and the Red Army leaders.78 Liu Shaoqi, of course, had built his credibility based on his work in the occupied areas. Although Liu was clearly number two in the hierarchy, he had differed with Mao over the speed of the transition to socialism. In discussions with Gao, it seems that Mao suggested his dissatisfaction with Liu and Zhou Enlai. Gao possibly saw this as an opportunity to challenge Liu. In terms of policy, Gao was in favor of a more rapid transition, the swift elimination of the bourgeoisie, and pursuit of the Soviet model.

Consequently, at the National Conference on Finance and Economic Work in mid-June to mid-August 1953, Gao Gang criticized a close associate of Liu, Minister of Finance Bo Yibo, who had put forward favorable tax concessions for the remaining capitalists. Mao shared Gao’s view, but did not see Bo’s mistake as being too egregious. During the National Organization Work Conference in September–October, Rao Shushi criticized another Liu Shaoqi associate, An Ziwen, for the slate of candidates he put forward for the new Politburo leadership, a slate that was said to favor leaders from the white areas. The final straw came when Mao called for Liu Shaoqi to take over during his absence in December. As a counter, Gao Gang suggested rotating the deputy for Mao. It seems that Gao also sounded out other colleagues about replacing Liu, and this news filtered back to Mao. At the end of December, Mao criticized Gao’s underground activities and left Liu to run the February 1954 Fourth Plenum, which criticized Gao and Rao.

Zhou Enlai summarized Gao’s mistakes, prompting Gao to attempt suicide. His first attempt failed; his second attempt, in August 1954, succeeded. Gao was only too aware of the fate of those who crossed Mao. It is unclear why a public denunciation was slow in coming, perhaps because of the need to maintain the veneer of unity or perhaps because Gao had deeper support within the party. It was not until March 1955 that Gao and Rao were expelled from the party, in Gao’s case posthumously, and a short resolution was promulgated. Deng Xiaoping reported to the March 1955 National Party Conference providing far more detail on the accusations against the two.79

The purge revealed three things about the political process within the CCP. First, Mao was clearly the central figure, with colleagues jockeying for favor in “politics at Mao’s court.” Second, it was very dangerous to try to second-guess Mao, who could shift his views quickly, and one should not be seen to be making a grab for power. Third, there were dangers in being seen as an heir-apparent. This fate would befall Liu Shaoqi later and then Lin Biao during the Cultural Revolution.80 While support for the Soviets may not have been the core reason for the purge, the removal of Gao and Rao did coincide with a wider debate about the suitability of the Soviet model for China. In March 1955 the Campaign to Wipe out Hidden Counterrevolutionaries was launched to remove any remaining supporters and to reassert Mao’s and his allies’ control over the economic and political bureaucracies, which had increased in power once the First Five-Year Plan was launched. The path was opened for a shift in development strategy.

The economic problems that had developed in the Soviet Union also emerged in China. Overly concentrating on heavy industry at the expense of other sectors had led to bottlenecks in the system and imbalances. For citizens it meant continued austerity, and for the peasants it meant greater extractions. The obsession with heavy industry, growth rates, and gross output figures meant that quality was neglected, and no one thought about whether anyone would actually buy what was produced. Incentive structures were weak, and clearly no amount of awarding red flags could raise workers’ and management’s enthusiasm. Gradually, rates of return on capital investments declined along with labor productivity. Consumption was repressed so that funds could be dedicated for capital construction.

Applying the Soviet model meant adopting Soviet management techniques and accepting that Chinese society would look more like a Soviet-style clone. The Soviet model of hierarchical control might have had a superficial resonance with ideas of order in traditional China, but it conflicted with some of the practices the CCP had developed in the base areas before 1949. For Mao, it was unacceptable that the development of a Soviet-style society would create two new elites. First, there was the new technocratic elite of managers and economic professionals who were needed to make and implement the plans. Second, a new elite of party professionals was developed. The managerial modernizers were beginning to take over from the revolutionary modernizers. For Mao, the path to socialism was as important as the final goal, and any backsliding might lead to the restoration of capitalism. Mao Zedong had certainly learned from Stalin that violent conflict was necessary to bring about social change and that class struggle persisted under socialism.81 The party needed to push ahead swiftly to secure the goal of socialism. The stage was set for debate about the way forward.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Radicalizing the Revolution

1956–1969

By 1956 the CCP was facing the challenges of ruling the country, which required skills different from those that had brought it to power. Initially the CCP sought to apply the Soviet model of development as it claimed power in the cities, which the party had vacated some two decades earlier. This meant reliance on more methodical, planned approaches to policy making and implementation rather than reliance on mass mobilization, which had been a key feature of the leadership that had emerged under Mao Zedong in the border region. This created tensions within the leadership between those, such as Liu Shaoqi, who wanted to continue in a more measured way, and those who were impatient to push ahead as swiftly as possible to reach the end goal of the revolution. For the former group of “managerial modernizers,” the end result was equally important but the means to achieve it was less so. A dictum attributed to Deng Xiaoping—“It doesn’t matter whether a cat is white or black, as long as it catches mice, it is a good cat”—expresses this view. For Mao, a “revolutionary modernizer,” the means to the end were as important as the end itself. Indeed, unless revolutionary pressure and means were retained throughout the transition, the revolution could be derailed and revisionism could triumph.1 Mao came to see overcoming class enemies rather than bureaucratic inertia as the key to progress, exhibiting his intellectual indebtedness to Stalin. The future challenge was how to use the skills and militant practices that the CCP had used for “state-breaking” to serve “state-making.”2

Reviewing their years in power, the Chinese leadership could feel satisfied with their achievements. Enemies had been eradicated, foreigners driven away, cooperativization completed, private entrepreneurs squeezed out, the Soviet model of development introduced, intellectuals brought to submission, and promotion of Soviet science was under way. Within a mere two years, though, the Chinese leadership embarked on a tough campaign against intellectuals, peasants were herded into communes, and the radical economic strategy of the Great Leap Forward (GLF) was launched. The disastrous consequences led not only to a massive famine but also to serious divisions in the leadership regarding the future. How did it come to this?3

Clearly, Mao Zedong’s desire for a rapid transition played a significant role, but so did important external factors and unexpected domestic developments. The Chinese response to de-Stalinization and the unrest in the Eastern bloc, especially Hungary, led first to an outpouring of critical views followed by a harsh crackdown. Domestically, moderation was quickly followed by a rapid pace of transition. The impressive growth rates in the economy did not convince the leadership that the best way forward to pull China out of its economic backwardness would be to continue with narrow Soviet-style planning. The key challenge was how to boost agricultural production to a level adequate to provide for the growing urban sector. Mao rejected mechanization of the agricultural sector in favor of exploiting traditional farming techniques combined with swift changes in land ownership and accelerated industrial production.

Debating Economic Strategy and Leadership

The CCP did not launch the Great Leap Forward until 1958, but there had been earlier signs of concern regarding economic strategy, and the years 1955–1957 were crucial for the looming radical departure. With respect to the economy, the main debates revolved around the speed of development, the relationship of the socialization of agriculture to technical transformation, and whether the economic system should be decentralized and, if so, how? In 1955 Mao’s criticisms accelerated the process of collectivization, and after a brief hiatus it would speed up again. Politically, questions revolved around how to respond to de-Stalinization—should the party open up to criticism from without, should the party take care of its own, should critics be silenced altogether, and were class enemies still at work in China?

In early 1956, economic policy moderated, continuing until the Third Plenum of the Eighth Party Congress in September–October 1957. Mass mobilization in the countryside settled down and caution was the name of the game, with leaders such as Zhou Enlai, Bo Yibo, and Chen Yun trying to reduce investment levels, often over the desires of local officials.4 By the spring of 1956, the strain of too-rapid growth caused both shortages and waste. The projections for the Second Five-Year Plan were adjudged to be realistic and did not require adjustment. By May 1956 the mood of caution was reinforced as criticism of rightism and conservatism declined.

Liu Shaoqi dominated the Eighth Party Congress, which was held September 15–27, 1956, with Mao Zedong playing a limited role. Liu’s report and Zhou Enlai’s report reflected the calmer approach, but called for a “comparatively high” pace of development.5 Liu sought to steer a middle path, with development unfolding “step-by-step” over a “fairly long period,” and he criticized both those who were satisfied with achievements to date (rightists) and those who thought socialism could be achieved overnight (leftism).6 The First Five-Year Plan was hailed as a success, and there were preparations for the Second Five-Year Plan to begin in 1958. To meet consumer demand, more emphasis was placed on light industry, but agriculture remained the lowest priority. The plan remained within the Soviet playbook, with the fundamental premise that socialist transformation required a developed industrial base.

Khrushchev’s secret speech denouncing Stalin, in February 1956, had an impact on the Eighth Party Congress. The CCP stressed collective leadership and downplayed the notion of the cult of the individual. The euphoric praise that Liu had showered on Mao at the Seventh Party Congress in 1945 was absent, and mention of Mao Zedong Thought was dropped from the new Party Statutes. Such modesty disappeared in early 1957 when Mao returned to his theme of “more, faster, better, and more economical” growth.

Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin at the Soviet Twentieth Party Congress on February 25, 1956, created consternation and confusion among the CCP leadership. As with economic policy, the initial response was to usher in a moderate atmosphere in the political realm, but as with the economy, moderation was soon jettisoned. However, Mao was not willing to go as far as Khrushchev’s negative appraisal of Stalin, claiming that Stalin’s contributions outweighed his mistakes,7 an assessment that the post-Mao leadership would later make about Mao’s contributions. Too negative an assessment would reflect badly on Mao, who had overridden concerns about the pace of collectivization in 1955 and was clearly more than primus inter pares. Further, high Stalinism had greatly impacted Mao’s thinking in the 1930s.

Criticism did cause Mao to think about leadership, and the 1956 uprising in Hungary led him to reconsider the relationship between the party and urban society. In November 1956 the Soviet Union sent in troops to crush protestors in Budapest, but Mao blamed party leaders in Hungary for being divorced from the people. In “On the Ten Major Relationships,” Mao outlined his view of leadership, and his comments on May 2, 1957, set forth the idea “Let a hundred flowers bloom, let a hundred schools contend.”8 Mao suggested that a balance needed to be struck between democracy and centralism when dealing with other political parties and society. The mass line would ensure that the leaders were not divorced from the led. The response seemed to imply that the principles of New Democracy were still valid. He noted that “it’s perhaps better to have several parties,” and he called for “long-term coexistence and mutual supervision” between party members and those who were not party members. He even mused on the prospect that one day neither the Communist Party nor the democratic parties would exist—“It will be very pleasant.” Although it was the task of the party to hasten this extinction as well as the dictatorship of the proletariat, at the current stage it was necessary to strengthen the party and the dictatorship. Signaling future developments, Mao warned that “because classes and class struggle still exist in China, there is bound to be opposition in one form or another.” However, there were to be no executions.

Flowers Blooming, Contending, and Wilting

The new five-year plan required continued input from scientists and intellectuals. In January 1956, intellectuals were informed that they had much to offer and could contribute even more if the constraints were relaxed a little.9 In March, Liu Shaoqi used the phrase “Let one hundred flowers bloom,” and by May, Mao’s speech brought these in-house discussions into the public domain. Mao called for mobilizing all positive elements, but he made a clear distinction between those who were considered to be “among the people”—who enjoyed freedom of expression—and counterrevolutionaries. On February 27, 1957, Mao emphasized this distinction.10

Those critical of Mao Zedong view the hundred flowers motif as merely a cynical ploy to draw out regime critics and then punish them. More likely, Mao thought that the party bureaucracy had become increasingly conservative and institutionalized and thus needed shaking up by outside critics. Further, Mao must have concluded that the intelligentsia had learned their limits from previous campaigns and now basically supported the revolution so they would provide constructive criticism. This view was not accepted by all, with Liu Shaoqi and Peng Zhen preferring to keep criticisms in-house rather than airing them in public. Once the movement began, Peng used his position as mayor of Beijing to control the capital’s press and related departments to hold back criticism.11 Deng Xiaoping supported Mao in the view that there were no systemic problems and the party would only have to deal with the old bugbears of bureaucratism and dogmatism.12

The response from society was tepid—which was not surprising, given the experience of the first few years of campaigns in the PRC. Fresh in the minds of many was the 1955 campaign against Hu Feng and his “counterrevolutionary clique.”13 Hu had been critical of Mao’s overly political views on literature and art. Consequently, Hu and his close associates were arrested and a nationwide campaign against them was launched. Hu was sentenced to imprisonment for speaking out; and he was not released until late 1965.14 More than 2,000 writers and editors were investigated, 92 were imprisoned, and many more were dismissed from their posts.

Mao’s February 1957 speech marked a brief high point in the blooming and contending. He was explicit about the viability and necessity of external criticism to prevent the leaders from becoming aloof. Mao distinguished between contradictions that needed to be dealt with by the dictatorship of the proletariat (antagonistic contradictions) and those that could be aired, discussed, and resolved peacefully (nonantagonistic contradictions). For Mao, Marxism was a scientific truth and therefore the party should not fear criticism—Marxism would be worthless if it could be overthrown by mere criticism: “Fighting against wrong ideas is like being vaccinated.”

This apparent green light did unleash criticism, not as a “gentle breeze of a fine rain” but instead as an unexpected torrent. Criticism ranged far and wide, airing not only personal grievances but even calling into question the legitimacy of the party and the revolution itself. Some called for a reevaluation of the case of Hu Feng. Shockingly, complaints were raised not only by opponents of communism but also by people who assessed the system on its own terms and found it wanting. Seeing no immediate crackdown, the critics became braver and more expansive in their analyses, and a number of independent organizations were established.15

This unexpected outpouring lasted only five weeks before the crackdown occurred and the Anti-Rightist Campaign was launched. Mao Zedong, shocked by the virulent attacks, stayed in bed, immobilized and sick, while plotting his revenge.16 The beginning of the end was signaled with a People’s Daily editorial on June 8, 1957, that denounced the rightists who had abused this glimpse of freedom to attack the party and socialism. Class struggle was not extinct and was manifested in the ideological sphere. A series of People’s Daily articles pressed home the message that things had gotten out of hand and the movement would be reined in. On June 19, when Mao’s February speech “On the Correct Handling of Contradictions among the People” was published officially, it was considerably revised to be less accommodating to open criticism. In addition to reducing numbers about how many people had been put to death in the campaigns against counterrevolutionaries (700,000 to 780,000), the speech established clear limits to the realms of the permissible. Mao warned against excessive criticism, and recognition of continuing class struggle was inserted into the document. Importantly, the section criticizing Stalin for failing to distinguish between contradictions among the people and those with the enemy was deleted.

The retreat represented a significant setback for Mao, but it did not end his enthusiasm for making use of the masses to work around the party to promote his own agenda. The events convinced Deng Xiaoping and Liu Shaoqi that movements should be controlled and conducted in an orderly top-down manner to prevent them from getting out of hand. In his role as head of the Central Secretariat, Deng Xiaoping was put in charge of cleaning things up, as was Peng Zhen, who had been cautious about the movement from the beginning.17 The subsequent chaos of the Cultural Revolution, which led to the death of Liu, confirmed Deng Xiaoping’s view, and consequently Deng set careful limits to post–Cultural Revolution criticism of both Mao and the political system.

The impact was swift. Of the 500,000 to 600,000 people who were investigated, most lost their jobs, the more unfortunate were sent to labor camps, and thousands, seeing the writing on the wall, committed suicide. Contrary to Mao’s earlier statement that no one should be executed, those who were now judged to be counterrevolutionaries were indeed executed, including workers who had organized strikes and students who had led violent protests. Resistance convinced the party leadership to move more quickly to complete the task of building socialism. The socialization drive of the new party-state had run against the material interests of the two core classes of workers and peasants. Evidence shows that in the winter of 1956–1957, peasant abandonment of the cooperatives was extensive and growing. It was dubbed a “small typhoon.”18 The new working class had issues with the socialization of industry. By early 1957, reforms had led to a decline in real income for workers and a loss of input into decision making, leading to an increase in strike activity in Shanghai and other industrial centers.19 Protesters were rejecting the process of socialization for economic reasons, but the ultimate consequences could become political. This shook the party leadership’s confidence in the resilience of the revolution and provided further justification for the Anti-Rightist Campaign and the need to press on rapidly to complete the transition to socialism.

Leaping into the Unknown Socialist Future

Radicalization in the political realm went hand in hand with growing economic radicalization, which would culminate in the GLF. The moderation of the Eighth Party Congress had dissipated in early 1957 as Mao Zedong returned to his theme of developing “more, faster, better, and more economically.” The signs had been there earlier in 1956, when Mao, in his Twelve-Year Plan for Agriculture, proposed that socialization of the countryside was a prerequisite for a rapid increase in production; socialization would precede technical transformation.

Mao was not the first to articulate an alternative to the Soviet planning model. Chen Yun, the key economic figure in the early 1950s, began to rethink his support for a full system of Soviet planning.20 Chen had overseen the revival of the Chinese economy and had fully supported the structure and aims of the First Five-Year Plan. While his ideas remained within the realms of central planning, he suggested modifications, similar to experiments elsewhere in the Soviet bloc. Chen was vehemently opposed to political campaigns interfering with economic production, and hence he had been wary of the impact of the Five-Anti Campaign on the economic front. He supported the promotion of collective agriculture, but he warned that the transition should not go too quickly. His speech to the Eighth Party Congress outlined an approach that would give greater play to the market. Individual production units would be allowed greater freedoms to purchase inputs and sell their products on the market, and demand could have a greater role in determining prices. Different forms of ownership would be permitted, thus decentralizing power with the individual units enjoying greater authority. Although rejected at the time, Chen’s policies, together with his policies for an agricultural recovery after the GLF, formed the starting point for the post-Mao reforms in the late 1970s and early 1980s.

By the party’s Third Plenum, which was held from September 20 to October 9, 1957, Mao had clearly rejected the moderate policies of the Eighth Party Congress and was pushing for a major shift in strategy that would pave the way for the GLF.21 For Mao, greater reliance on the market and material incentives would encourage the growth of “spontaneous capitalist tendencies.” Decentralization was needed not for individual production units but for administrative jurisdictions. This would allow greater flexibility but ensure that mobilization campaigns could boost production.

Mao articulated his economic preferences in a number of speeches, such as “On the Ten Major Relationships,” and in his Critique of Soviet Economics.22 The Third Plenum heralded a clear break with previous policy and a push forward for rural policy. The most important shift was not economic but instead political. Having had time to reflect on the outpourings of the Hundred Flowers and the events in Eastern Europe, Mao declared that the challenge was the conflicting interests of the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. Class struggle was alive and well and had to be pursued. Mao complained that his views expressed in the Forty Articles (the ambitious Twelve-Year Program) and his slogan of “more, faster, better, and more economical” had been “blown away.”23 The stage was set for the radicalization of both the political and the economic agendas.

Mao’s professed starting point was that the peasantry should not be exploited to build the socialist state—a rightist deviation committed by Stalin. Of course, with the GLF and the rush to form communes, the peasants were exploited for the sake of the crash program of transition and industrialization. Modernization and socialization of the Chinese countryside could not be completed in a gradual manner because the scale of the farming units had to be larger in order to create demand for tractors and other machinery. Peasant plots were simply too small. Chen Yun agreed, but he disagreed about the speed of transition. Simple machinery and other inputs could be produced by small-scale rural industry in enterprises run by brigades or communes. Light industry and agriculture were not to be neglected in favor of what could only be a short-term acceleration of the heavy industrial sector.

Mao’s more voluntaristic approach to development relied on the human will to drive progress forward and overcome objective laws that constrained faster development. He stressed the revolutionary potential of the transition to socialism rather than the evolutionary, mechanical potential. He rejected the idea that socialism was an independent mode of production; socialism was a transitional form between capitalism and communism, and thus it contained elements of both. The Soviet Union’s view that socialism was free of contradictions was wrong. Socialism in China was riven by contradictions between the economic base and the superstructure, and between the productive forces and the relations of production. Thus, class struggle continued to exist, a perspective that supported Mao’s idea of permanent revolution that would prevent institutionalization and bureaucratization. Continuing or new contradictions would be resolved through a series of qualitative changes as part of the process of realizing the development goals.

Despite the pullback from the GLF, these ideas underpinned Mao’s rationale for launching the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. The thinking dictated concrete policy preferences, such as intellectual workers and officials engaging in manual labor, restrictions on material incentives, workers’ control in production units (in name rather than in practice), and curtailing the use of private plots in the countryside to snip off the “tails of capitalism.”

In the countryside the changes were devastating as the peasants were moved swiftly from the cooperatives to the communes, the crucial institutional innovation of the GLF. From 1956 to 1957, the peasants had been shifted from the lower-stage APCs to the higher-stage APCs, and before the changes had settled down, the communes were being promoted. The 750,000 higher-stage APCs were collapsed into 24,000 people’s communes. Cash income was replaced by a system of work points, given for each day of labor. At the end of the year, grain and any cash were doled out according to the work points earned. Men received more points than women for the same work. The communes functioned as the key political units in the countryside, responsible not only for agriculture but also for industrial work, trade, education, military affairs, health, village administration, and social welfare. This created a three-level structure in the countryside, which remained until the 1980s when the communes were reorganized into counties. Under the commune were the brigades (the old higher-stage APCs) and the production teams (the old lower-stage APCs), which functioned as the basic accounting unit. Those who wished to move more swiftly to the socialist nirvana pushed to lift the basic accounting unit from the team to the brigade, bigger clearly being not only better but also more socialist.

In March 1958 a CCP CC work conference made the decision to merge the APCs into larger units, with Mao criticizing those who opposed moving ahead rapidly. “Rash advance” was Marxist, not foolhardy. On the defensive, Zhou Enlai referred to Mao as “the representative of truth.” Policy radicalized swiftly: in May the Second Session of the Eighth CCP Congress adopted the slogan “more, faster, better, and more economical results”; on May 29 the People’s Daily emphasized that “speed was the soul of the Great Leap”; on August 29 the Politburo agreed that communes were the “best organizational form for the construction of socialism and the gradual transition to communism.” The problem was that the transition was not gradual and the nationwide chase to establish communes was on.
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Work on the commune.

An integral part of the GLF strategy was “walking on two legs”—the dual use of modern, large-scale, capital-intensive methods of production in tandem with traditional small-scale methods. The rural areas were to provide for themselves what they needed, and they were to seek external help only when this was not possible. This policy of self-reliance was a strategy for geographical decentralization and the dispersion of economic activities. Local inputs were used to produce for local use. For the national economy, self-reliance was a caution against overreliance on foreign trade and investment. To the extent that the strategy mobilized local resources that would not have been exploited otherwise, it could further economic development. However, for much of the country it diverted resources to less-efficient use. The most notorious example was the backyard steel furnaces that produced a huge volume of steel from pots and pans and whatever else people could lay their hands on, much of it useless.

[image: ]

Backyard steel furnaces were a hallmark of the Great Leap Forward.

Returning from his November 1957 trip to Moscow, Mao Zedong was sufficiently enthused by Khrushchev’s lavish claims that he too wanted to set his own ambitious targets. The intention was to enable China to catch up with and surpass the United Kingdom in the production of steel and other products within fifteen years. During the high tide of the commune period, Yantian village participated actively in the steel-making campaign. In the winter of 1958 Yantian villagers designed and built a blast furnace on a nearby mountain. The villagers were “encouraged” to contribute their old iron farm tools and household pots and pans. Iron ore was collected from the nearby mountains. To fuel the furnace, some 1,000 lychee and longan trees were cut down to produce thirty tons of scrap steel. The product was useless, and making it had destroyed many valuable trees. Another key feature of the movement was communal kitchens. To release more labor for agricultural production, Yantian built ten public canteens to feed between 100 and 600 people. However, after only half a year, supply problems led to food rationing. The grain ration, mainly for rice, was set at 0.1 to 0.15 kilograms per person per day. Starvation combined with the exhaustion from the heavy labor of deep plowing caused many to die of hunger and disease.24

What made the Great Leap Forward so devastating was not only Mao’s fallacious economic thinking but also the campaigning approach to implementation: “The Leap would have failed to spur economic growth; the politics of the Leap turned it into a disaster.”25 Mao Zedong now owned economic policy decision-making, and he overrode the planners, relying on provincial party leaders to realize his ambitions. Local officials were whipped into an enthusiasm to set and pursue production targets that were increasingly ridiculous and impossible to fulfill. The association of caution with rightism or even class sabotage meant that constructive criticism was impossible. Revealing just how party officials suspended their belief, one senior party member told me that when he went to the countryside for inspection, he thought the swollen bellies of the children were due to an abundance of food, not disease and malnutrition.

The GLF rendered central planning impossible. Local variation and changes would have required continual revisions as localities kept adjusting what they deemed possible. The enthusiasm generated for production resulted in fake reporting, which contributed to setting incorrect targets in the plans for the following year. The fear of being denounced as a class enemy meant that those who did not believe what they were seeing, hearing, or reading did not dare to speak up. The plans for 1959 were based on false estimates of agricultural output for 1958, although it had been a good year. Grain production in 1957 was about 195 million tons, yet incredibly the target for 1958 was set at 375 million tons, later revised down to 270 million tons.

The radicalization of rural policy would also end autonomy for Tibet. Land reform and collectivization had not been implemented in Tibet during the 1950s, but this would end and would be part of the causes for the 1959 uprising that resulted in the flight of the Dalai Lama to India. In 1958, in the neighboring province of Qinghai, which had a significant Tibetan population, the local leadership undertook a program to turn the traditional system of grassland livestock grazing into settled farming to meet targets for agricultural self-sufficiency. The policy was a disaster and contributed to the 1958 uprising by the local Tibetan community.26 Some survivors fled over the border into Tibet and were involved in the larger 1959 Tibetan uprising. The March 1959 uprising was sparked by the rumor that there was a plan to kidnap the Dalai Lama, but it expressed a deeper frustration with CCP rule and policy choices. Although the uprising was crushed in a few weeks, the enmity felt by many Tibetans toward the CCP remains to this day.

By April 1958 the Party Center was receiving reports of food shortages and even riots, and certainly by the beginning of 1959 it was aware that food shortages were occurring nationwide.27 Despite calls to take a more pragmatic approach, the momentum was difficult to stop. In 1959 production in all sectors began to fall. In industry, much of what was being produced fell below basic quality requirements. Mao Zedong would not accept responsibility for the problems with strategy; in his view the fault lay with implementation. Even more incredibly, as officials sought to shift blame down the system, claims were made that there was adequate grain but it was being hoarded. As a result, a campaign was launched to deal with “false reporting and grain hoarding.”

Serious reconsideration and opposition to the GLF erupted at the Lushan Plenum, which ran from July 2 to August 1, 1959.28 The main critic was Minister of Defense Peng Dehuai, who based his concerns on investigations he had carried out in late 1958.29 He pulled together the criticisms of Mao and the GLF in his “Letter of Opinion.”30 Implementation was too fast, exaggerated production figures were making planning impossible, and the creation of communes was condemned. Rubbing salt into the wounds, Peng criticized not only implementation but also the “petty bourgeois fanaticism” of the GLF that had severely hampered democracy within the party and its relationship to the masses. Mao was never going to accept a colleague telling him about policy for the countryside or about the party’s relationship to the people. Mao did accept some blame for the excesses, especially the backyard steel furnaces and the speed of setting up the communes, but he was not willing to abandon the whole. He advised “some other comrades” not to waver “at this crucial time.” Effectively, Mao demanded that the party choose between himself and Peng, claiming that he would go back to the peasants and lead them to overthrow the government if his ideas were rejected: “If those of you in the Liberation Army won’t follow me, then I will go and find a Red Army, and organize another Liberation Army. But I think the Liberation Army would follow me.”31

For the post-Mao leadership, the plenum marked an important turning point in the history of the People’s Republic of China, ending any pretense of democracy in the party. Mao’s position was later criticized, and the Third Plenum of the Eleventh Central Committee, held in December 1978, posthumously rehabilitated Peng Dehuai. The post-Mao leadership traced a line from this event to the rise of the “Gang of Four” in the Cultural Revolution. Ultimately the 1981 “Resolution on Party History” absolved Peng and claimed that Mao “erred in initiating criticism of Comrade Peng Dehuai” and in launching a party-wide struggle against right opportunism. The assessment came two decades too late.

At the time, however, there was nothing to stop Mao, and even those who may have agreed with Peng’s criticism did not dare to speak up, and some even joined the criticism. At the CC plenum that followed immediately after Lushan, on August 2–16, Mao pressed home his attack and denounced Peng for leading an anti-party clique, and he criticized the attacks on the GLF as a manifestation of right-wing opportunism. Mao portrayed the debates as a fundamental struggle between two lines. Deriding his critics, he said, “When they say they want freedom of expression, what they want is freedom to destroy the General Line with their speech, and freedom to criticize the General Line.”32 The criticism of Peng and those associated with him intensified.

The consequence was that rather than focus on a course correction, the party was dragged off into a new anti-rightist movement, and the numbers of those dying from starvation rose. In March 1960 an enlarged Politburo meeting called for extending communal kitchens and communes to the cities, while calling for upholding the “Three Red Banners.” The Three Red Banners had become a brief encapsulation of the GLF: the General Line for socialist construction, the GLF, and the people’s communes. It was not until June that Mao began to call for quality over quantity in steel production and suggested lowering production targets.

Even to this day, the party finds it impossible to accept full responsibility for the disaster of the GLF. The closest the leadership ever came was in January 1961 at the Seven Thousand Cadres Conference when Liu Shaoqi took a stand against Mao in light of the disastrous outcomes of the Great Leap Forward. This could not have endeared Liu to Mao, who exacted his revenge just a few years later and the judgment was reversed. The problems were blamed primarily on the “three years of national disasters” and compounded by the withdrawal of Soviet aid and advisers. In a common CCP assessment, only 30 percent could be attributed to policy mistakes, not the 70 percent claimed by Liu.

The impact on the economy was enormous. Agricultural production suffered a major setback, and industry didn’t recover until 1964.33 Assessments of how many died vary, with the highest around 30 million. As a part of the revisionist history under Xi Jinping, some neo-Maoists have sought to minimize the number of deaths, producing a number in the low millions.34 Certainly, a higher figure is more plausible. Later, new figures were released showing that the crude death rate between 1957 and 1960 increased 2.5 times, infant mortality doubled, and the population declined by more than 10 million.35 Mao Zedong had no choice but to pull back after he hounded Peng Dehuai. But after having made it clear that he dominated the party, he did abandon his principle that the General Line was correct and that opposition was a sign of class struggle. During a brief interregnum, others struggled to restore the economy, but class struggle as a slogan would roar back to prominence during the Cultural Revolution.

The End of an Imperfect Relationship

Just as the Chinese leadership was dealing with the fallout for the domestic economy, it was struck by the blow of the Soviet Union pulling out its advisers and aid. Although tensions had always existed in the relationship, the Soviet Union had been instrumental in the development of the CCP. Following its pre-1949 support, post-1949 party, state and economic policy drew on the Soviet experience. However, following Stalin’s death, Khrushchev’s secret speech, and the uprisings in Poland and Hungary, tensions slowly came to the boil.36 Mao had felt slighted for not receiving the respect he felt he deserved on his first visit to Moscow. On his second visit, in November 1957, he came away unimpressed with Khrushchev as the leader of the socialist camp; in turn, the Soviet leaders were alarmed by many of Mao’s comments. The subsequent split had major ramifications not only for global alignments but also for China’s domestic politics. Ironically, given that part of the criticism of Khrushchev was that he was reluctant to challenge US imperialism in a nuclear age, the split eventually led to rapprochement with the United States. Domestically, the line of criticism that the Soviet party had been taken over by revisionists working on behalf of the bourgeoisie justified Mao’s attacks on his own party during the Cultural Revolution.

After 1949 the relationship between the two Communist giants proceeded relatively smoothly, and it was only after 1957 that the relationship began to deteriorate. Although the Soviet Union may not have sent the 10,000 advisers that is often quoted, it did play a significant role in China’s development, one that increased after Stalin’s death.37 What seems to have sown the seeds of the later disintegration of the relationship were the events at the November 1957 Moscow Conference of World Communist and Workers’ Parties.38 Mao Zedong played an important role in preparations for the conference, and CCP leaders had originally proposed the meeting and the “Peace Manifesto,” which was adopted. Clearly the Chinese saw themselves as an equal with the Soviet Union now that Stalin had died, and this represented a high point of cooperation.

After the meeting the relationship deteriorated, with both sides accusing the other of betraying the spirit of the agreements, and with the Soviets alarmed by Mao’s fiery rhetoric. The conference appeared to start well, with Mao arguing that the Soviet Union, not China, was still the leader of the socialist camp, but he clearly felt that he was now the senior citizen in terms of analyzing the international situation and even in terms of domestic developments. Mao’s speech on November 18, 1957, contained a number of memorable assertions.39 He began with a claim that all could sign on to: “The East wind is prevailing over the West wind” and that while “our skies are all bright,” those of the West are “darkened by clouds.” Mao asserted that if the USSR could overtake the United States in steel production within fifteen years, then China could catch up with and overtake Great Britain within the same time period, thus presaging his GLF claims.

Two of Mao’s cavalier comments were disturbing, especially his view of the consequences of atomic warfare: If half the world population were killed, imperialism would be destroyed and the remaining population would become socialist; and in any case, after some years the original global population would be restored. Reflecting his voluntaristic approach to development, he noted that the decisive factor in any struggle was first of all the desire of the people. Second, Mao commented on internal affairs in the Soviet Union, applauding Khrushchev for his removal of Stalin’s foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, noting that it was an antagonistic struggle between two lines. He reasserted his firm beliefs not only that contradictions exist under socialism but also that socialism “teemed with contradictions.”

The launch of the GLF as a development strategy was in complete contradiction to the post-Stalin methodological Soviet approach. Further, the Chinese bombardment of Guomindang-held Jinmen island in the summer of 1958 disturbed the Soviet leadership. As a result, in June 1959 the USSR rescinded its prior promise of October 1957 to deliver a prototype A-bomb to China. Nuclear help was a sticking point in the relationship, with China pushing for greater help and the Soviet Union resisting. In fact, Stalin’s approach had been to offer China the protection of a nuclear umbrella but not to help it develop a nuclear program. During his 1954 visit to China, Khrushchev offered help for peaceful nuclear development, and in the following year he offered help for both peaceful and weapons development. However, by August 1960 all nuclear advisers had returned to the Soviet Union.40 The Soviet withdrawal left many projects half-finished, putting pressure on Chinese scientists and engineers to pick up the slack.41

The definitive break came in July 1963 when the differences in ideology and perspectives on world politics were made clear for all to see.42 The CCP announced that world peace could only be attained through armed struggle, and it rejected calls for universal disarmament as naive. Further, class struggle and the dictatorship of the proletariat would continue long after a Communist state had been created, and concepts such as the Soviet principle of “parties of the whole people” were denounced as bourgeois. The CCP claimed that rejection of the personality cult was merely a tactic to force parties to change their leadership.

On July 14 the Soviets denounced the “slanderous and groundless attacks” on its party congress resolutions. The Chinese defense of the personality cult was perplexing because it was clearly a petty bourgeois theory. As far as the Soviets were concerned, the existence of nuclear weapons had created a “radical, qualitative change” in the nature of war. The initialing of the partial test-ban treaty between the USSR and the United States only confirmed the Chinese view that the Soviets were heading down a revisionist path. In response the CCP issued the “nine polemics,” the most dramatic of which was the last one, which denounced Khrushchev’s “phony communism” and enunciated what it meant for the world.43 The document attacked the leadership of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, while laying the ideological groundwork for Mao’s attacks on his own party, which would follow just two years later. The policies pursued by the “revisionist Khrushchev clique,” such as the use of material incentives and permitting high salaries, were attacks by the bourgeoisie on the proletariat. Clearly, the Soviet bourgeoisie had purged genuine Communists and taken control of the party. Sadly, “the first socialist country in the world … is now facing an unprecedented danger of capitalist restoration.”44 The challenge for the CCP was to ensure that China did not follow the same path and to train a new generation of “revolutionary successors.” The global and the domestic were now linked.

Retreat from the Great Leap Forward

In 1960 the party focused on reviving agricultural production. A series of decisions rolled back the worst excesses of the GLF’s high tide: collective farms were reduced in size, greater guarantees were to be provided for the peasants, the use of private plots was tolerated, and the fever pitch and stress of the transition to socialism were reduced. This work was overseen by Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, and Deng Xiaoping; Mao Zedong was conspicuously absent from detailed economic work, and in April 1959 he had passed on his position as president to Liu. Mao had supposedly retired to the second front, but he remained engaged and approved the policy moves. Even if he was ambivalent about the measures, he tried not to lose sight of his ultimate goal of rural transformation. He was more than happy to criticize those on the first front, such as Deng Xiaoping and Peng Zhen, if they acted without his approval.45

The decisions contained sufficient ambiguity that local leaders were left with flexibility of interpretation.46 The brigade was guaranteed to be the key unit for five years, peasants were to be allowed private plots, and the communal mess halls were not to be expanded. However, the economic situation was still described as good and the communes and the Great Leap were praised. At the end of August, Li Fuchun, who was chair of the State Planning Commission, and Zhou Enlai put forward the slogan of “adjustment, consolidation, replenishment, and enhancement,” and on November 3, 1964, the party issued directives that sought to rein in leftist excesses by emphasizing the three levels of ownership, with production teams as the basic accounting unit. Communal kitchens were retained.47 Confiscated property was to be returned or compensation was to be provided at fair value. The party approved the initiatives in January 1961, but Mao himself realized that these did not go far enough and he directed his staff to undertake rural investigations to begin work on what would become the Sixty Articles on Agriculture. These measures were approved at a CC work conference, held from May 21 to June 12, 1961, that liberalized rural policy even further, including eliminating the communal kitchens. There were three principles: “From each according to his ability, to each according to his work”; “More pay for more work”; and “He who does not work does not eat.”48 The articles rolled back some of the egalitarian redistribution between richer brigades and poorer brigades that had occurred during the earlier phase of communization. The production team was to guarantee production, labor, and costs, with any surplus production providing a reward for the team. Up to 5 percent of the land was for families to produce vegetables or to raise livestock; this was later extended to 7 percent.

While these high-level discussions were taking place, local experiments were under way that would place the household at the center of farming. In the more permissive atmosphere, the party secretary of Anhui promoted “responsibility fields” to stave off starvation among the peasants.49 Output quotas were fixed for each piece of land and responsibilities were contracted to individuals. By the fall of 1961, the system had been adopted by 85.4 percent of brigades and teams in the province and 20 percent of the brigades and teams nationwide. In fact, many peasants, when given the opportunity, rejected the collective structures. After the famine, when local leaders and peasants sought any strategy for survival, they chose nonsanctioned ones, especially the method of contracting production to the household.50 Mao was willing to decentralize some powers to the production team, but a retreat to empowering the household was unacceptable to him. The peasants did not agree, and they continued the practice even after a crackdown began in November 1961 to eliminate household farming, calling it “spontaneous capitalist tendencies of the peasantry.” As late as May 1962, a household-based system of responsibility had been adopted by 20 percent of all rural households; by the summer of 1962 the total reached 30 percent. If this trend continued, it would deliver a severe blow to the Party Center’s view of the transition to socialism. Once Mao reasserted himself in the political process, the Anhui party secretary was denounced as a “capitalist roader.”

Adjustment policies shifted the economic priority to agriculture rather than light industry, with the formerly privileged heavy-industry sector placed last. Thus, in pulling back from the Great Leap strategy, the Chinese leadership did not return to the original Soviet model, and a lower growth rate for industry was anticipated than that proposed in either the First Five-Year Plan or during the GLF. The proposal associated with Chen Yun for agriculture was the “three freedoms and one guarantee”—freedom to sell over-quota production, free plots, and free markets, with a guaranteed production quota—which was the starting point for the post-Mao reforms. The communes were reduced in size but increased in number from 24,000 to 75,000. The three-tier structure of commune, brigade, and team was confirmed, with the team as the basic accounting unit. The size of the team was decreased to only thirty to forty households. The team was now the most important unit in the countryside, making final decisions on both the production of goods and the distribution of income.

In the industrial sector, financial retrenchment was introduced to rationalize production. Capital construction investment was reduced by 80 percent, causing thousands of construction projects to be scrapped or stopped. To increase production, material incentives were reintroduced and managers were given greater freedoms to run their enterprises. Surplus laborers, totaling some 20 million, were shipped back to the countryside. To prevent their return to the cities, the urban areas were sealed off by tightening the household registration system. To buy loyalty for those workers who remained, workplaces set up systems for cradle-to-grave welfare.

The recovery program was successful, and between 1962 and 1966, from an admittedly low base, growth averaged 15 percent per annum. Although Mao had been willing to go along with some policy modification, he upheld his general principles for the correct transition to socialism. By 1964 Mao and his supporters clearly felt that recovery had been completed and that many of the earlier maladies had reappeared. The urban-rural differential had increased and again skilled workers and technocrats were privileged, leading to the recurrence of social tensions. There was agreement on the priority given to agriculture, but specific policies were disputed, especially the enhanced role of the household. Disagreements focused on the nature of the legacy of the GLF. Mao was not willing to see all the GLF policies abandoned in favor of those that were less concerned about the means to achieve socialism. The battle lines were beginning to be drawn.

Whither the Revolution?

The first indication of Mao’s growing impatience was revealed during the discussions at the Seven Thousand Cadres Conference, which ran from January 11 to February 7, 1962.51 The meeting was called to sum up the lessons from the GLF and to “unify thought” so that the party could move forward. Liu Shaoqi and General Secretary Deng Xiaoping were tasked with overseeing preparation of the meeting’s report, which, unusually, at Mao’s behest was not discussed first by the Politburo to suggest revisions. The report was presented directly to the participants for discussion. At Mao Zedong’s request, Liu delivered an oral report that, despite beginning with the obligatory praise of Mao, continued by laying much of the blame on the Chairman’s strategy rather than simply poor implementation. Liu analyzed the drastic decline in agricultural and industrial production. Rather than claiming it as his own view, Liu carefully noted that peasants in Hunan apportioned the blame as three parts a natural disaster and seven parts man-made. This was a direct challenge to Mao’s preferred depiction of nine fingers being good and only one bad. When challenged by Mao, Liu claimed that “in some places the shortcomings and errors comprise more than three fingers.”52

Liu Shaoqi also questioned the Three Red Banners and withheld unreserved praise, viewing them as experiments that had to be tested in practice to see if they were correct. Although the General Line was correct, there had been too much emphasis on quantity over quality. Liu adjudged that the fault lay with the Party Center. Mao’s fervent supporter was Lin Biao, now minister of defense, who praised the Three Red Banners and blamed natural calamities for the disaster. Lin would become Mao’s designated successor, a fateful anointment for him. Amazingly, Lin claimed that if the leadership had listened to Mao and had followed his directives, the party would be facing fewer difficulties.53 Lin was supported by Zhou Enlai. Not surprisingly, Mao loved Lin’s defense of the General Line and his approach to socialist transition.

When Mao addressed the meeting on January 30, he did not talk about the Great Leap; instead he focused on the importance of democratic centralism, democracy, and the mass line. He felt that they had been abandoned during the period of retrenchment. Unless the party paid attention to this, China would run the risk of becoming like Yugoslavia: “a country that is effectively capitalist. Our proletarian dictatorship will be transformed into a bourgeois dictatorship, and what is more, into a reactionary fascist style of dictatorship.”54 It was no surprise that Mao disagreed with Liu’s comment that the Three Red Banners had to be tested in practice. The conference ended with apparent tensions but the participants did confirm the policy of “adjustment, consolidation, replenishment, and enhancement” as well as the positive role of the Three Red Banners. The earlier decision about Peng Dehuai that had been taken at Lushan was upheld.

Unaware of the depth of Mao’s resistance, Liu Shaoqi felt that he had a green light to push ahead with measures to revive the economy. But it soon became apparent that adjustment would not be enough. Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping, and Zhou Enlai traveled to Wuhan to report to Mao, who agreed with the suggestions for reviving the economy, but Mao cautioned that the picture was not as uniformly bleak as that painted by Liu and the others. Undaunted, Liu pushed ahead with a plan for restructuring at a CC work conference held May 7–11, 1962, and he saw a far bleaker picture than Mao saw. After Mao returned to Beijing in July, his frustration boiled over in a private discussion with Liu. Liu stood his ground, stating, “History will record the role you and I played in the starvation of so many people, and the cannibalism will also be memorialized.” Clearly concerned about his legacy and perhaps mindful of what happened to Stalin’s reputation after his death, Mao commented, “The Three Red Banners have been refuted, the land has been divided up, and you did nothing? What will happen after I die?”55 Liu assured Mao that he would not suffer the same fate as Stalin, the communal kitchens would be disbanded but not the communes, and exaggerated targets would not be set. If Liu thought that this settled things, he was seriously mistaken.

In late September 1962, at the Tenth Plenum of the Eighth CC, Mao returned to the theme of class struggle, which was crucial in setting the CCP on the road to the Cultural Revolution. Mao had already set the tone on August 6, when he unexpectedly delivered a speech on class and rejected the dark picture of China that others were painting. On September 24, answering his own question as to whether classes and class struggle existed in socialist countries, he pointed out: “We can now confirm that classes do exist in socialist countries and that class struggle undoubtedly exists.”56 Again Mao’s whipping boy was Yugoslavia, which was clearly ruled by “reactionary nationalist elements” who were facilitating the shift from a socialist country to a revisionist country. Mao’s insistence on the continuation of class struggle did not predict the massive upheavals that would occur a few years later, as he claimed that those who admitted their mistakes and reformed would be welcomed back into the fold. Class struggle was not to interfere with economic work but was to proceed simultaneously, and it would not be placed in a “very prominent position.” Mistakes were still “contradictions among the people.” Mao did state that the trend of reversing verdicts of those deemed guilty was incorrect.

Following the plenum, the Socialist Education Campaign of 1962–1965 was launched, targeting corruption and abuse of power in the countryside.57 This supported Mao’s analysis that the problems derived from implementation rather than from the General Line. The problems were caused by class enemies who had seized power at the grassroots in the countryside.58 Liu Shaoqi quickly signed on to the notion that rural problems derived from class struggle, thus driving the campaign forward.

The campaign started slowly and was not launched nationwide until May 1963. The objective was to eradicate the “spontaneous tendencies toward capitalism,” which were caused by the policies of economic retrenchment and cadre corruption that had arisen because of the increasing bureaucratization of the party. To investigate the corruption and collusion by officials with rich peasants, poor and lower-middle peasant organizations were formed. The model for people to aspire to was the PLA, not the party, which was now led by Mao’s biggest booster, Lin Biao. The military was seen to embody the correct virtues of selflessness and collective endeavor. A campaign was launched to study a PLA soldier, Lei Feng, who had kept a diary of his good deeds on behalf of others. The message was clear: citizens should be loyal, unquestioning, and obey the party without reservation. Sadly, the obedient Lei Feng died when a utility pole fell on his head.

All the leadership signed on to the objectives, but views differed about the methods to be pursued. Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping feared that the movement might run out of control and derail the revival of the economy. To prevent this, it was crucial for the party to oversee the movement, with teams from higher levels rectifying the errors of lower levels. Thus, the work of the peasant associations was taken over by work teams sent in to lead and coordinate the movement. Their work was to be carried out in secrecy, infiltrating the villages and exposing the corrupt officials. Liu and Deng narrowed the scope of the movement by issuing two documents in September 1963 and September 1964. The spirit of these documents departed significantly from the radical thrust of the original May 1963 document. This is not to say that Liu was not harsh in his pursuit of corruption, and he did extend the movement into the urban areas. It is possible that as many as five million party members were punished, with some 77,000 hounded to death. This was the most vicious purge in PRC history to date.

Mao was not satisfied, and by the end of 1964 he had strong reservations about the way Liu was managing the campaign. The differences within the leadership were shifting from nonantagonistic to antagonistic contradictions. Having criticized Liu’s approach in December, by January 1965 Mao had made the decision that Liu had to be removed.59 That month a Central Work Conference issued a new document mapping out how the movement would proceed. This signaled a dramatic change in the targets of the campaign. The logic proceeded from the premise that the struggle between socialism and capitalism existed within the party itself, and not only at the local levels. Consequently the principal target was now “people in positions of authority in the party who take the capitalist road.” Some of these people were even working in CC departments.60 The role of the work teams was undermined in favor of the masses exercising supervision. The peasant associations were authorized to seize power temporarily if the local administration had been usurped by capitalist elements. In line with this broadening of the scope of the campaign, the “Four Cleans,” which had applied to cleaning up specific irregularities, were redefined as “clean politics, clean economics, clean organization, and clean ideology.”

Mao was convinced that the source of the troubles lay in the heart of the party, thus drawing the battle lines for the Cultural Revolution. In fact, in many organizations the lines were already drawn as conflicts during the Cultural Revolution replayed those that had been carried out during the Socialist Education Movement. Imposition of the movement at Peking University provides a splendid example. In July 1964, Kang Sheng sent in a work team that found that the party secretary and vice party secretary had taken the capitalist road, and struggle sessions commenced against them. Beijing party secretary Peng Zhen and Deng Xiaoping felt that the attacks were extreme, and in March 1965 Deng called for rectification of the university and the work team. The original leadership was restored, and Kang Sheng and the radical elements at the university were criticized.61 One of these was the party branch secretary of the philosophy department, Nie Yuanzi. The following year, she would take her revenge.

Rule through Chaos: The Cultural Revolution

The temporary emphasis on the economy required reengagement with the technicians, planners. and intellectuals who had been hammered since the mid-1950s. The expanded social space did not give rise to the kind of open critiques that were witnessed during the Hundred Flowers Movement. However, it did allow space for a number of publications in the cultural realm that criticized by allusion. In his September 1962 plenary speech, Mao Zedong had already warned about this trend: “Writing novels is popular these days, isn’t it? The use of novels for anti-party activity is a great invention. Anyone wanting to overthrow a political régime must create public opinion and do some preparatory ideological work.”62 In July 1964, speaking with his nephew Mao Yuanxin, Mao suggested that the Ministry of Culture was in the hands of revisionists, and he noted that “the cinema and the theater are entirely in their service, and not in the service of the majority of the people. Who do you say is exercising leadership? To study Marxism-Leninism is to study class struggle.”63 Writers were forewarned, and the spark for the Cultural Revolution did indeed come from the unexpected field of literary criticism.

Peng Zhen was one of the very few leaders who did not support the GLF strategy, and under his tutelage as Beijing party secretary a group of writers enjoyed greater freedom to write satirical, if not counterrevolutionary, pieces. The most important were the pieces written by Deng Tuo (who had been dismissed as editor of the People’s Daily in the late 1950s)—first in his “Evening Chats at Yanshan,” and then together with Wu Han, vice mayor of Beijing, and Liao Mosha in the series “Notes from Three Family Village.”64 The piece that proved incendiary was Wu Han’s historical play Hai Rui Dismissed from Office, which told the story of a sixteenth-century court official who was unjustly dismissed from office due to his support of the peasantry. Not surprisingly, the play was seen as covert criticism of Mao Zedong for his dismissal of Peng Dehuai.

Following a January 1965 work conference, Mao established a five-person Cultural Revolution Group, under Peng Zhen’s leadership, to investigate the Socialist Education Movement and to conduct a Cultural Revolution. The first salvo came from a Shanghai literary critic, Yao Wenyuan, who published a criticism of Wu Han’s play in the local newspaper. Four years earlier Mao had praised the play and its author Wu Han, but now it served the purpose of undermining Peng Zhen, the first major target en route to the removal of Liu Shaoqi.

Peng Zhen, in his role as the head of the Cultural Revolution Group, sought to limit the extent of the damage. In 1966, in Mao’s absence, the Cultural Revolution Group’s February Outline Report was approved by the Politburo. Despite criticizing Wu Han for adopting a “bourgeois worldview of history,” the report sought to limit the polemics to the academic sphere, and it criticized Yao Wenyuan for seeking to turn the issue into a question of politics. In the cultural sphere, less emphasis was to be placed on class struggle; there should be greater toleration of diverse ideas within the party, but a rectification campaign was still necessary. It was a “strategy of defense by definition.”65 This approach ran counter to Mao’s view and contributed to his belief that Peng had to be removed.

At the same time as Peng Zhen was seeking to limit expansion of the movement, the Shanghai group around Zhang Chunqiao, Yao Wenyuan, Jiang Qing, and Lin Biao in the PLA was gearing up for further attacks.66 Jiang and Lin used the PLA to turn up the heat, with the army newspaper starting to publish more radical critiques that called for a campaign against bourgeois ideology. These pieces made it clear that debate should not be restricted to the academic and cultural spheres. This was precisely the criticism of the post-Mao leadership that claimed that Yao Wenyuan’s original article set the precedent for fabricating charges against innocent people and, far from being the “prelude to the Cultural Revolution,” was “nothing but a shocking frame-up that initiated the campaign of persecution against the academic and cultural circles.”67

The Cultural Revolution is the most complicated and misinterpreted event in the history of the PRC.68 Understanding it is not helped by simplistic explanations that it was a two-line struggle between the correct road to socialist nirvana and a route backward through revisionism to a capitalist restoration.69 Why would Mao Zedong seek to tear down the party apparatus that he headed, and cast aside those with whom he had worked for many years, or even decades in some cases? With the benefit of hindsight, the warning signs were there earlier, but it is clear that Mao’s original objectives were only vaguely formulated and he changed his views and tactics as unexpected consequences arose from his actions. The removal of Khrushchev in October 1964, combined with Mao’s sense that revisionism was under way in China, reinforced his view that a radical shake-up was necessary. Was the real problem class enemies or the “tenacity of bureaucratic hierarchies”? As Andrew Walder presciently argues, in reality Mao was in many ways a “reactionary who clung to Stalinist doctrines long after their time.”70

Mao was the product of a movement that was violent and marked by secret betrayal and plotting. Did he see in Liu Shaoqi a person who enjoyed his own independent revolutionary trajectory and was more of a party animal than Mao, or China’s Khrushchev, waiting to remove Mao for his excesses conducted during the GLF? We will never know, but Mao made it clear that, as far as he was concerned, the bureaucracy had to be shaken up and a new generation of genuine Marxist-Leninists had to be trained to ensure continuation of the revolution. In the ninth polemic against the Soviet Union, Mao wrote: “In the final analysis, the question of training successors for the revolutionary cause of the proletariat is one of whether or not there will be people who can carry on the Marxist-Leninist revolutionary cause started by the older generation of proletarian revolutionaries.” It was a matter of life or death for the party and nation whether the “emergence of Khrushchev revisionism” could be prevented.71

The emerging power structure brought together members of the military who, under Lin Biao’s leadership, were seen as faithful supporters, veteran cadres devoted to Mao and his goals, and new blood from the rebels who were schooled by the “storm.” Mao thought that the new generation had to undergo a baptism of fire analogous to that which had brought the CCP to power in 1949. This not only would keep the revolutionary fires burning but it would also give the younger generation a sense of the revolutionary enthusiasm that Mao had enjoyed as a young man. To achieve this latter objective, Mao not only attacked from above but also mobilized from below via the Red Guard movement, which would dispose of the old guard who was deemed revisionist. The Red Guards were difficult to control and led Mao to adapt tactics as events unfolded in unpredictable ways, eventually by 1969 calling for a return to order. Overlaying all this was loyalty to Mao himself. Zhou Enlai commented early in the Cultural Revolution, “With a single stroke of the pen, all your past achievements will be cancelled out, should you fail the final test of loyalty.”72 The first objective, to remove his perceived opponent at the apex of power, was carefully conceived and carried out; the second, seizure from below, was chaotic and led to intolerable levels of violence.

What the Cultural Revolution did deliver was a shattered social fabric, with students turning on their teachers and fellow classmates, children encouraged to denounce their parents, workmates fighting one another, leading to ridicule and disrespect of authority in all its forms with the exception of the holy writ of Mao. The movement exposed many of the social tensions that had built up under CCP rule, revealed the frustration of many with the bureaucracy, and allowed people to seek revenge on those who had attacked them during previous movements, such as the Socialist Education Movement. For a brief period even the leading role of the party was called into question as existing institutions collapsed. A new organ, the Revolutionary Committee, was called into being to fill the power vacuum, and at the center, to keep the country functioning, a set of temporary organizations was established, such as the Central Cultural Revolution Group (CCRG) in May 1966 and the Working Group of the Central Military Commission. The CCRG effectively took over the work of the Central Committee and replaced the original five-person Cultural Revolution group that had been established under Peng Zhen’s leadership.

Mao Zedong’s opportunity to remove Beijing party secretary Peng Zhen came when Liu Shaoqi was out of the country on a tour of South Asia from March 26 to April 19, 1966.73 Mao’s faithful disciples Kang Sheng and Chen Boda attacked Peng and criticized the February Outline Report at an April meeting of the Central Secretariat. Developments unfolded rapidly; the Secretariat established a small group, which became the CCRG, to draft documents. At an expanded session of the Politburo held May 4–16, Kang Sheng relayed that Mao had been dissatisfied since the Tenth Plenum, in September 1962, and especially with Peng Zhen and Minister of Culture Lu Dingyi since November 1965. Unbelievably, on May 18 Lin Biao accused Peng Zhen and others of “plotting a coup,” and the ever-faithful Zhou Enlai announced they had “taken the capitalist road.”74
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Victims of the Cultural Revolution were often subjected to violence and mass denunciation.

Peng’s denunciation as a member of a four-person anti-party group was the final piece in Mao’s preparation to remove party leaders at all levels who were deemed to be taking the “capitalist road.”75 Lin Biao was in charge of the military; Mao’s wife Jiang Qing, Kang Sheng, Chen Boda, and the group in Shanghai were lording over the cultural field; Zhou Enlai was managing the State Council, insofar as it still existed; and Wang Dongxing, the head of the elite security detail, was in charge of the General Office of the Central Committee. So Mao had control over the key organs of party-state power. Yet he still unleashed what became an uncontrollable mass movement to attack the party.

The activist phase of the Cultural Revolution was unleashed after the CC release of Mao’s “May 16 Circular.”76 The document marked a shift in the battle from the academic to the political sphere. It denounced the February Outline Report and absolved Kang Sheng of blame by claiming that Peng Zhen had worked behind his back. Distribution of the February Outline Report was stopped, Peng Zhen was criticized, and the original five-person Cultural Revolution Group was dissolved. The kick came at the end, claiming that the targets were “representatives of the bourgeoisie who sneaked into the party, the government, the army, and various cultural circles” and who were “a bunch of counterrevolutionary revisionists.” These people resembled Khrushchev, who would seek to seize political power and “turn the dictatorship of the proletariat into a dictatorship of the bourgeoisie.” Party committees at all levels were to pay attention to this challenge.

Clarifying the targets, on May 21 Zhou Enlai noted, “The stress will be on the inside and at the top.”77 Things unfolded quickly in Beijing and in the central organs. In June, Peng Zhen and the heads of propaganda and cultural affairs were removed from their posts. By July all ten vice mayors of the Beijing municipal government had been purged and eighty-one department directors or vice directors had been imprisoned.78 Exit for some was suicide. However, the brutality and venality of the movement was only just beginning.

By the end of May a new leadership organization had been set up to oversee the movement, the CCRG. Originating with a small group of those faithful to Mao, including Chen Boda and Kang Sheng, both of whom were prominent figures in the Yan’an Rectification Campaign, and Jiang Qing, Mao’s wife, it grew into a large, unwieldy, sprawling organization—a fractious group driven by members with large egos who often clashed. By all accounts, Chen and Kang could barely abide one another. As early as January 1967 more than half of the original nineteen members and advisers had been removed or sidelined.79 With this dysfunctional group at the center, and lower-level resistance or confusion about what the objectives were, Mao turned elsewhere to look for support. Lin Biao ensured military loyalty, and this seemed to be the obvious choice as the meltdown in the party and civilian apparatus was unfolding. But Mao first turned to the college, high school, and middle-school students throughout the country to pursue his radical agenda.

On May 25, 1966, Nie Yuanzi came roaring back when, together with six colleagues at Peking University, she put up a big-character poster denouncing the university leadership as revisionists connected to an anti-party clique in Beijing.80 Through the poster, the group sought revenge for their treatment during the Socialist Education Movement and they renewed the attack on the party leadership of Peking University, denouncing the leadership’s “Khrushchev-type revisionism.” With Mao’s support, the poster unleashed the student Red Guard Movement, even though none of the authors were students. Furthermore, there is evidence that Kang Sheng actively encouraged Nie and her colleagues, even though neither he nor the others had a very high opinion of her. Nie had joined the party in 1938 in Yan’an, and Kang is reported to have said of her: “I’ve known since back in Yan’an that Nie Yuanzi is not a very good person. But now we will support her, even if she is a fucking turtle’s egg.”81 Quite an assessment coming from one such as Kang. On Mao’s instruction, the poster was reprinted in the People’s Daily and commended for its revolutionary Marxist-Leninist nature. This signaled support from the highest levels for an assault on the education system, and the student Red Guard organizations duly obliged.

On the understanding that the movement would not interfere with production and that stability would be retained, Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping ordered work teams to enter the universities. Throughout June and July 1966, different factions within the Red Guards clashed, and they also fought against the work teams, which they viewed as trying to control them. Indeed, Mao made the same claim, using the role of the work teams to criticize Liu and Deng. On July 21, speaking with central leaders, Mao noted his dissatisfaction: “There were even some which suppressed the student movement. Who is it who suppressed the student movement? Only the Beiyang warlords. It is anti-Marxist for communists to fear the student movement.” He made it clear that such people were following a bourgeois line to serve the bourgeoisie.82 He then took advantage of a series of meetings of party leaders on July 24–26 to condemn the “fifty days” of control by the work teams and demanded their withdrawal. Mao accused them of suppressing the masses, and on July 28 the Beijing Party Committee ordered the withdrawal of the work teams, leaving leadership on the campuses to mass organizations elected by the revolutionary teachers and students.83

On August 5 Mao Zedong scribbled his own big-character poster, calling on people to “bombard the headquarters.” He praised the poster by Nie and her colleagues as well as the People’s Daily commentary and claimed that a “white terror” had been imposed by those who “have puffed up the arrogance of the bourgeoisie and deflated the morale of the proletariat. How poisonous!”84 This was penned during the Eleventh Plenum of the Eighth CC of August 1–12, which adopted the “Sixteen Points” outlining the objectives of the Cultural Revolution. People were instructed to not fear disturbances and to trust the masses; clearly, this was no longer only a question of culture. The document asked the classic question: “Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? This is a question of the first importance for the revolution and it is likewise a question of the first importance for the Great Cultural Revolution.” “The main target of the present movement is those within the Party who are in authority and are taking the capitalist road.”85 On the final day of the plenum, Lin Biao was anointed Mao’s chosen successor and named the only vice chair of the party.

Cultural nihilism was not forgotten, with the call to destroy the “four olds” (the old ideas, culture, customs, and habits of the exploiting classes). This led to a massive fiesta of destruction of cultural relics and books by rampaging Red Guard groups fanning out across the country. If the highest levels of the party were infected, they clearly could not be relied on to supervise purification at the lower levels, and thus the masses had to liberate themselves. Attempts to restrain the attacks called for the use of reason rather than force and to distinguish clearly between contradictions among the people and contradictions with the enemy. This had little impact on the student groups that launched a “red terror,” as officials and others were dragged out for public humiliation, some were beaten to death, others were crippled or chose suicide, and houses of identified enemies of socialism were ransacked. In Beijing alone, during the months of August and September, 33,695 homes were looted by Red Guards, while in Shanghai 84,222 homes of “bourgeois” families were ransacked.86

Two major features of this period were the flood of students coming to Beijing from outlying areas to attend the mass rallies in hopes of seeing the “revered Chairman Mao” and the student treks around the country to visit revolutionary sites and recreate parts of the legendary Long March. By the time the last rally was held on November 26, some twelve million Red Guards had seen Mao.87 One purpose of the massive rallies was to usher people through Beijing as swiftly as possible. The transportation systems were swamped and the pressure on the infrastructure in Beijing was huge. There was even difficulty in providing food for the visitors. The poor hygiene and the throngs of people moving around the country led to the spread of disease. Some 160,000 people died from meningitis.88
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Enthusiastic Red Guards wait to greet Chairman Mao.

The students were very effective as destructive revolutionary weapons, but they exacerbated the chaos and clearly were not going to usher in a new revolutionary order. The movement was becoming increasingly unruly and disorganized, leading to attempts to reassert control, which ultimately required rebuilding the party and state structure. However, having been summoned up, the students were not to be wished away so easily. Many opposed a system that they felt was essentially the same as the one that they had sought to bring down. One enthusiastic participant later came to reflect that Mao was correct that class struggle existed but it was between the CCP and the ordinary Chinese people.89 A more stable form of organization than the mass organizations formed from below was necessary to replace the old system. This would take a while, but it would entail a significant role for the PLA and for those cadres who had survived the initial onslaughts.

An October work conference turned the screws tighter on Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping. Chen Boda spoke about the two lines in the Cultural Revolution and called for the majority to unite. On October 23, Liu and Deng made self-criticisms but Liu’s self-criticism was far more muted than Deng’s, who acknowledged that his actions had represented a “bourgeois reactionary erroneous line.” Whether these developments were meant to be kept within the party or not was moot, as on October 21, a poster at Peking University had already attacked Liu Shaoqi as China’s Khrushchev.90 On October 25 Mao made a mild but pointed self-criticism. While acknowledging that it had been his idea to divide the leadership into two lines, with himself in the second line, Mao used this to state that he had put too much trust in others and that mistakes had been made. He asked, “Why was the criticism of Wu Han initiated not in Beijing but in Shanghai? Because there was nobody to do it in Beijing. Now the problem of Beijing has been solved.” Furthermore, he accepted responsibility for the havoc that was created nationwide after he had approved of Nie Yuanzi’s poster and written his own message “Bombard the Headquarters.” Yet having noted that the democratic revolution lasted twenty-eight years, a mere five months was too short for people to understand the movement’s importance. He concluded by offering a ray of hope for Liu and Deng: “Nor can we put all the blame on Comrade Liu Shaoqi and Comrade Xiaoping. They have some responsibility, but so has the Center. The Center has not run things properly.”91 Such generosity of spirit would not last long.

Toward the end of 1966 and into January 1967, the movement to seize power from local party organizations was launched. The leaders in those areas that were not faithful to Mao were to be replaced. The experience of Shanghai was the first to gain nationwide prominence, marking a notable shift, as workers had initially been discouraged from forming rebel groups to prevent production from being disrupted. In early December, workers were encouraged to establish revolutionary organs in their spare time. For Wang Hongwen, a young Shanghai worker, it would become a full-time occupation that would set him on the road to national power. On November 6, Wang had assumed the position of commander of the Shanghai Workers’ Revolutionary Headquarters, an organ that was not recognized by the Shanghai party apparatus. With Mao’s approval, Zhang Chunqiao intervened, blaming the party organization and supporting the new organ.92

On January 6, the Shanghai party secretary was denounced at a mass rally, and on February 5, Zhang Chunqiao announced the establishment of a new organ of power: the Shanghai People’s Commune. Zhang Chunqiao was the head, Yao Wenyuan first vice chair, and Wang Hongwen principal deputy. Together with Jiang Qing, they formed the radical group that later would be denounced as the “Gang of Four.” That this process was completed without a major civil disturbance and disruption of the local economy provided evidence that a power seizure could be beneficial. Despite its revolutionary-sounding credentials, the commune was rejected as a potential nationwide model. During meetings with Zhang Chunqiao and Yao Wenyuan in February, Mao rejected the commune in favor of three-way alliances. He suggested that the commune be converted into a “revolutionary committee or a city committee or a city people’s committee.”93

The preferred model for the future was the revolutionary committee, the first of which had just been established on January 31, 1967, in the northeast province of Heilongjiang.94 The need for a semblance of control was reflected by promotion of the “supervision formula” rather than “seizure and control,” which gave the center far more control over who and what should replace the overthrown administrations. The provisional organs of power would now be established through an exchange of views and consultations among leading members of the revolutionary mass organizations, leading members of the local PLA units, and revolutionary leading cadres of the existing party and state organs—the “three-in-one” combination. This was an attempt to bring the victorious groups under one roof. The model was not immediately accepted and the struggle continued before the last revolutionary committee was established in Xinjiang in September 1967. Initially the formation of the committees did not quell the violence, as one of their first tasks was to “cleanse the class ranks.”95

The intention was to remove anyone opposed to this new unity, beginning in Shanghai in late 1967 before extending across the country. The Central Case Examination Group, established in 1966, was to draw up cases against purged national officials. The investigations snagged some one million people.96 Perhaps between 600,000 and 800,000 died, around half of all deaths from unnatural causes during the Cultural Revolution.97 The cleansing wound down through the winter of 1968–1969.

The movement was especially brutal in the south and southwest of China, and even included accounts of cannibalism in two counties in Guangxi and Yunnan provinces.98 Guangxi had been the scene of ferocious fighting during the high tide of the Cultural Revolution, and it took attempts by central leaders, such as Zhou Enlai and Kang Sheng, to calm down the situation. In Bingyuan county, 3,861 people were executed and thrown into mass graves within one ten-day period in 1968.99

Enter the Army

The PLA was crucial to the restoration of order and construction of the revolutionary committees. With the party and state machinery in disarray and the mass organizations clearly incapable of bringing about unity, the military was the only functioning national organization. Thus, by default, the job of restoring order fell to the army, and on January 23, 1967, the central authorities directed the PLA to “resolutely support the left.”100 A few days later, the order went out that military installations should not be attacked while order was being restored, the arbitrary ransacking of homes should cease, and people should not resolve “contradictions among the people” using methods designed to deal with the enemy.101

Despite Lin Biao’s pledge of loyalty to Mao, local commanders had to make difficult choices, and the military was far from united. When faced with the task of mediating between the contending groups, they often chose to side with the familiar local bureaucrats rather than the more unruly “revolutionary rebels.” Mao Zedong’s ambivalence did not help the situation, but he did see the need to halt the anarchic and ultra-leftist trends unleashed by the movement to “seize power from below.”

Resistance to army control was strong in some areas, and by the summer of 1967 China was in danger of disintegrating into multiple civil wars. Factories, schools, and administrations were divided as groups jostled for power in the new structure. Even Mao was moved to say that China had descended into a state of “all-round civil war.”102 The greatest threat came during the Wuhan Incident in July 1967.103 The Wuhan regional commander had moved to reassert order and to get work moving again, but clashes effectively paralyzed the city. The rebel groups were pushed to the verge of defeat by a group called the “Million Heroes,” but this did not sit well with the CCRG, which ordered the commander to put a halt to any further attacks. The CCRG sent emissaries Wang Li and Xie Fuzhi to support the rebels against the “Million Heroes.”104 As a result, on July 20 they broke into the compound where Wang and Xie were staying, beat them up, and kidnapped Wang. On July 22, Wang was released and returned to Beijing to a hero’s welcome. By contrast, the local commander was summoned to Beijing and accused of having attempted a coup d’état. On July 27 the Center issued an open letter calling for the masses to struggle against the Wuhan Military Region and the Million Heroes. The violence resumed and during the following months more than 184,000 alleged members of the Million Heroes in Hubei province were beaten or killed, and in Wuhan itself 66,000 were wounded and more than 600 were killed.105 “Arm the Left” became a common refrain, and the violence spread across virtually all cities as the undefinable left directly challenged the credentials of many military leaders.

This rising violence even disconcerted Mao, and by the end of August he was trying to restrain the chaos. The demise of those denounced as the ultra-left was signaled with the public disgrace of Wang Li and a number of other CCRG members. Blame was placed on a group referred to as the “May 16 Corps,” who had taken their name from the 1966 radical document. Both Jiang Qing and Chen Boda appeared less in public, and together with Zhang Chunqiao they pulled back from their support for the rebel groups challenging the military commanders.106 On September 5 a directive was issued on how to deal with the situation, ordering the PLA to restore order and to use force when necessary. The demand for order was clear, but the left would enjoy one last upsurge. From May to July, violence spiked again, but this marked the death throes of the ultra-left. On July 28, 1968, Mao Zedong told the Shanghai Red Guards that they had let him down and had “disappointed the workers, peasants and army men of China.”107

For the most part, by September 1967 it was recognized that the PLA was the key to enforcing order through the establishment of revolutionary committees. Not all authority was bourgeois and the push continued to set up the committees. This placed the military in a dominant position, heading twenty of the twenty-nine provincial revolutionary committees that had been formed by September 1968. The same dominance was true for those committees below the provincial level. The revolutionary rebels had little voice on the newly established organs. Many were frustrated with what the imposition of order from above meant and with the backroom deals that put the new revolutionary committees together.

The rebels’ frustration was best expressed in the Shenwulian manifesto entitled “Whither China.”108 The manifesto was by a loosely formed organization in Hunan drawn from those who were disillusioned with the progress of the Cultural Revolution. They criticized the “red capitalist class” and preferred the people’s commune to the revolutionary committee. For them, Zhou Enlai was the chief representative of this class. They praised the fact that in January 1967 key figures in the national leadership and in the Hunan provincial leadership had been swept aside. Among those mentioned was Hua Guofeng, who would emerge as Mao’s immediate successor as chair of the CCP after Mao’s death. They complained that Hua had returned with unlimited power in the spring, and again in the fall, and some referred to Hua as the “butcher of Hunan.” For them, “the revolutionary committee’s road of bourgeois reformism is a dead end,” while “the China of tomorrow will be the world of the ‘Commune.”109

Hua Guofeng denounced their reactionary ideas as “counterrevolution in action.” He found support in Beijing not only from Zhou Enlai but also, more surprisingly, from members of the CCRG (Jiang Qing, Chen Boda, and Kang Sheng) as they walked back their more radical views to align with Mao’s demands for order. Mao himself weighed in when meeting with Beijing Red Guards in July 1968, referring to the “Shengwulian-style hodgepodge” and then criticizing their approach when visiting Hunan in June 1969.110 By February 1968 the group had effectively been destroyed and on April 8 the Hunan Provincial Revolutionary Committee was formally recognized by Beijing.

The October 1968 CC Plenum maintained the momentum toward reconstruction. Zhou Enlai announced that preparations for the Ninth Party Congress would begin, together with adopting new party statutes and investigation of errant leading CC members. The plenum communiqué congratulated the party and Mao on the correctness of the Cultural Revolution and its progress. It reaffirmed Mao’s big-character poster and the correct decisions of the Eleventh Plenum.111 The plenum accepted the seventy-four-page indictment of Liu Shaoqi that had been prepared by the Central Case Examination Group, with full supporting evidence to prove that he was the “number one party person in authority taking the capitalist road, is a renegade, traitor and scab hiding in the Party and is a lackey of imperialism, modern revisionism and the Guomindang reactionaries who has committed innumerable crimes.” Not bad for a lifelong CCP member. This exposure was declared a major victory for Mao’s thought and the Cultural Revolution. As a result, a unanimous resolution was adopted to expel Liu Shaoqi from the party once and for all. People throughout the country were called on to eradicate his counterrevolutionary ideas and those of “the handful of other top party persons in authority taking the capitalist road.” Deng Xiaoping was not named in the communiqué nor was he expelled from the party, permitting Mao to recall him in 1973.

The year 1969 marked a time for consolidation, and the Ninth Party Congress, held in April 1969, was hailed as a “congress of unity and a congress of victory.” Yet it was difficult to see what the victors had won for themselves. There were deep scars and divisions, the healing and resolution of which would dominate politics for the next decade. At the Center, there was tension between old-timers, such as Zhou Enlai, and the new entrants into national politics, such as Jiang Qing, Zhang Chunqiao, and Wang Hongwen. The military was in a dominant position, but was bruised and battered from its attempts to restore order. Although Lin Biao sat almost at the pinnacle of the power elite, many of those beneath him were frustrated with having been thrown into local politics with little direction or protection from Lin himself. The revolutionary masses had been disarmed and their organizations dismembered, with many sent down to labor in the countryside or to work in the factories. Their eyes having been opened to the vicious world of CCP politics, many became disillusioned or cynical. On their travels around the country, they had seen a world that did not fit the party’s propaganda. A set of purged and humiliated officials bided their time for a possible return to power and revenge on those who had humiliated them.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Charting a Way Forward

1969–1981

In certain ways China in 1969 was back where it had started in 1949. The CCP was no closer to having determined the suitable state form to make China wealthy and powerful. What was to be the relationship between the state and the people? What was the most suitable economic model? The Cultural Revolution had done nothing to resolve policy differences and had only created new challenges. Now there was the issue of what kind of Communist Party Mao Zedong and the leadership imagined would rule China. Importantly, what was the appropriate role of the PLA, which had emerged as the dominant institution at the end of these chaotic years? Challenges abounded in the international space, with the Vietnam War at one border, continued tensions with India, and conflicts with the Soviet Union on another border.

To restore some semblance of order, certain steps were necessary. These steps were complicated by the desire of Mao and those in the CCRG not to entirely lose the gains and momentum of the radical phase. The first step was to establish a new administrative structure with the revolutionary committees. The violence had resulted in military dominance throughout the political system. Second, the ultra-left had to be defanged, including the radical students summoned up by Mao to overthrow the reactionary powerholders. Universities were closed and many urban youths were sent down to the countryside to do manual labor; a smaller number were sent to work in urban factories. In late July, Red Guard leaders such as Nie Yuanzi and Kuai Dafu, arriving a little late because of the fighting at Tsinghua University, were summoned to the Great Hall of the People to receive a dressing down from Mao, who was flanked by Jiang Qing, Lin Biao, and Zhou Enlai, among others. Clearly, their services in making revolution were no longer needed.

In addition to the students being sent down to labor in the countryside as educated youth, many officials and academics were also sent down to May Seventh Cadre Schools.1 The ostensible reason was to learn from the peasants, but it was also important to clear out the cities to help restore order and rebuild the administrative apparatus with those loyal to the revolution. Further, with the universities closed, it was useful to park the students and faculty somewhere. For many, it reinforced just how much the Chinese countryside differed from the idyllic portraits in most propaganda. Relations between urbanites and their rural teachers were not always smooth, with the townies seen as outsiders. One woman in a cadre school recounts the following encounter: “Countless mounds of sweet potatoes that we had planted were dug up and stolen in a single night.… What the peasants said was: ‘You buy your food every day, so why do you have to plant your own crops?’ They dug up all the saplings we planted, then turned around and sold them in the marketplace.” She concludes that the peasants considered the officials to be part of, not “us,” but “them”—just “ill-clad, well-fed people with wristwatches.”2

The third step was to build a new unity for the remaining party members and the public to rally around. The process began with yet another vicious campaign for cleansing the ranks to remove those individuals who were not on board with the new agenda of reconstruction. In many workplaces and localities, this provided yet another chance to inflict revenge on those who previously had been persecutors. Accompanying this, the propaganda apparatus went into overdrive to promote a cult around Chairman Mao. Badges were proudly worn, and rituals abounded honoring the Chairman for his wisdom and seeking his guidance. The key feature of the lovefest was the “three loyalties and the four loves” (loyalty to Chairman Mao, Mao Zedong Thought, and Chairman Mao’s proletarian revolutionary line; love for Chairman Mao, the Communist party, Mao Zedong Thought, and Chairman Mao’s proletarian revolutionary line).

A Congress of Unity and Victory?

The Ninth Party Congress, held on April 1–14, 1969, was the watershed in the process of party reconstruction and was hailed by Mao and his followers as a congress of “unity and victory.” This designation proved to be far from the truth. The congress followed the harsh “cleansing of the ranks” movement, but friction continued between the acceptable left, the military, and the civilian cadres who had hung on or thrived.

The congress was notable for a number of features: the installation of Lin Biao as Mao’s official successor; reconfirmation of Liu Shaoqi’s disgrace; new statutes that restored Mao Zedong Thought to pride of place; and ratification of a new central leadership that would take over control from the ad hoc CCRG. Lin Biao delivered the political report, a fitting gesture given his elevated position. Yet he had not studied or even read the report before delivering it, and its writing and revisions had been subject to intrigue before the congress.3 The report claimed that the Cultural Revolution had “tremendously strengthened our party”—having shattered the “bourgeois headquarters” and smashed the “plot to restore capitalism”—and it contained a lengthy diatribe against Liu Shaoqi.4 Liu’s evil was traced all the way back to the 1920s. Domestic revisionism was linked with the international struggle: “From Khrushchev to Brezhnev and company, they are all persons in power taking the capitalist road” who turned the Soviet Union into “a dark fascist state under the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie.” Perhaps signaling future shifts, while denouncing both Soviet revisionism and US imperialism—“the most ferocious enemy of the people of the whole world”—the report noted that the United States was going progressively downhill.5

The new statutes were pithy and radical, containing a preamble and only twelve articles. They confirmed the principles of democratic centralism, with a structure that returned the Standing Committee of the Politburo to the apex of power. In form, if not in content, the emerging party structure resembled the structure that existed before the Cultural Revolution. Indeed, in September 1969, the CCRG ceded its powers and operations to the new Politburo, with Zhou Enlai overseeing most of the meetings. The statutes stated that the CCP program was to completely overthrow the bourgeoisie and replace its dictatorship with that of the proletariat. Lin Biao was named Mao’s “closest comrade-in-arms and successor,” and Mao Zedong Thought restored to dominate along with Marxism-Leninism.

Immediately following the congress, a new leadership was elected, confirming that the army was not only “the main component of the state” but also of the party. By the time of the congress, the chairs of twenty of the twenty-nine provincial revolutionary committees had a military affiliation.6 As provincial party committees were reformed during 1970 and 1971, military figures took on key roles.7 Thirty-five percent of the new CC members were from the military, whereas the new Politburo reflected the tripartite division, with members drawn from the military, the cadres who survived, and the new more radical blood. Of the twenty-one members, eight could be counted as part of the radical camp, with Zhou Enlai as a possible wavering ninth. The military members were complex, comprising old military leaders and regional military commanders who were not in the radical camp and not clear supporters of Lin Biao. Those who had risen together with Lin were drawn from the centrally directed units, such as the air force and the navy, and previously they had not been used to enjoying such high political positions. One of the older retained cadres was none other than Dong Biwu, who had been together with Mao at the First Party Congress. The five-person Politburo Standing Committee reflected those who had benefited from and strongly supported the Cultural Revolution: Mao Zedong (chair), Lin Biao (vice chair), Zhou Enlai, Chen Boda, and Kang Sheng. By September 1976 all of them would be purged or dead. Although she was not on the Standing Committee, Mao’s wife Jiang Qing was the clear leader of the radical group, with its power base in Shanghai and its support in Beijing from the minister of public security.

Exit the Ultra-Left and Lin Biao

If the twists and turns of the Cultural Revolution had not been confusing enough, events took an even more bizarre turn after the congress. Within two years, two of the brightest stars, Chen Boda and Lin Biao, were in disgrace. With reconstruction on the agenda, Zhou Enlai and the veteran cadres played a more prominent role, and one of the first groups to be nullified were the “ultra-leftists,” identified with Chen Boda. Chen had become wary of Jiang Qing and had clashed with Zhang Chunqiao; as a result, he began to detach himself from the CCRG and align himself more closely with Lin Biao. Matters came to a head at a plenum held in late August 1970 at Lushan. Clearly, Lushan was not a good place for those Mao saw as a rival. This meeting would prove to be no different.

Whether the position of head of state should be reinstituted in the new State Constitution created divisions and raised suspicions. In bouts of modesty, Mao refused the honor, as did Lin Biao when Mao suggested that he should take the position. On August 22, the day before the plenum, Mao called for unity but was angered when Chen Boda and Lin again raised the issue of head of state. In his anger, Mao declared, “Whoever wants to be state chairman can do it, but I won’t,” and he proceeded to criticize Lin.8 It is unclear why Lin Biao continued to raise the idea. Did Lin think that Mao was displaying false modesty, or did he simply misread the Chairman’s mood? Or was the Chairman setting Lin up for a fall?

At the plenum, however, the furor focused on how to characterize Mao’s thought, and especially his “genius.”9 Lin spoke first, praising Mao’s genius, and discussions of the speech supported Lin’s view, while suggesting that some were opposed to Mao’s genius. In addition, the idea of state chairman was floated again. Although not named, Chen Boda and Lin had Zhang Chunqiao in their sights for criticism. Supporters of Zhang suggested to Mao that some people were stirring up trouble. Mao took their side and criticized Chen Boda and others for breaching the Ninth Party Congress agreement to promote unity, not division. The fact that Chen’s criticism of Zhang was supported by some CC members may have convinced Mao that the real intent was to roll back the gains of the Cultural Revolution.10

Chen Boda, who had drafted so much of Mao’s radical works and had directed venom against Mao’s opponents, now found himself the victim of such attacks. He was denounced as a “sham Marxist,” stripped of all his posts, and vilified first within the party and then through public criticism. In an open letter of August 31, Mao discussed his criticism of Chen and his faulty ideas of genius, claiming that Chen wanted to recognize Mao’s genius in order to take on the chairmanship of state.11 Interestingly, Mao noted that Lin Biao agreed completely with this assessment. Conforming to the norms of denunciation, deceit had to be traced back in time, something difficult to show for the Yan’an period, and thus Chen was accused of siding with Peng Dehuai in the 1959 Lushan attacks on Mao over the Great Leap Forward. In truly impressive fashion and in a manner that only Communist rhetoric can claim, in the summer of 1972 Chen Boda was labeled a “Guomindang anti-Communist element, Trotskyite, renegade, special agent, and revisionist, guilty of the most heinous crimes.”12

Lin Biao was not attacked yet, but it was the beginning of the end. With Chen removed and the ultra-left criticized in a campaign that ran well into 1971, the next target was to reduce military influence in the political system, especially those at the Center who were enjoying new powers. The events surrounding Lin’s death while reportedly fleeing to the Soviet Union after an attempted coup d’état require the reader to suspend belief. There is no evidence that Lin plotted to assassinate Mao or that he actively sought to replace Mao; but such actions might have been contemplated by his wife, Ye Qun, who had worked hard to mobilize support for her husband and their son, Lin Liguo.13 The Lin Biao who emerges from the accounts is a man who is sickly and passive, and not willing to rouse himself even when he was made aware that Mao would purge him.

The supposed plotters compiled the “571 Plan,” a homophone that in Chinese sounds like “armed uprising.” The plan included an assessment of a military that was far from united. Mao was referred to as B-52, while the plotters considered all kinds of ways to remove him, including flame-throwers, bombing his special train, and using rocket guns. The picture painted of Mao was quite accurate and must have had some party members nodding in agreement. He was described as paranoid and a sadist who had handed a final death sentence to all those whom he initially supported: “Those who are his guests today will be his prisoners tomorrow.” Of course, the plotters were denounced as seeking to restore the landlord bourgeois class and to “capitulate to the Soviet revisionist social-imperialism.”14 Lin was also accused of trying to blow up the Chairman’s train near Shanghai before his fatal flight to Mongolia where his plane crashed, killing all onboard, including Lin, his wife, and son.

The news must have come as a devastating shock to the political elite and Mao himself, who fell very sick as he wrestled with the consequences.15 Slowly the news was disseminated throughout the party, first via a top-secret missive on September 18 to senior officials. On September 24, the four generals closest to Lin were dismissed from their posts, and then the news spread further. To give credence to Mao’s ability to detect the evil intent of these individuals with whom he had worked closely, there was put into circulation a letter that Mao had sent to Jiang Qing on July 8, 1966, which raised criticisms about Lin Biao and his poor understanding of Marxist theory. This was difficult for some to swallow and marked a break in their understanding of the Cultural Revolution.

Although the stories are highly improbable explanations as to why the closest comrade-in-arms lay dead in a field in Mongolia, there were reasons for the split. There had been a need to reduce military influence in the political system and to reduce the power the PLA might wield at a time of high tension with the Soviet Union. Although there is no clear evidence that Lin Biao was opposed to a possible rapprochement with the United States, the tensions with the Soviet Union may have influenced Mao’s thinking. When the leadership gathered for the Ninth Party Congress, a major conflict with the Soviet Union was well within the realms of possibility. In the summer of 1968 the Soviet Union had sent troops into Czechoslovakia to overthrow the government and crush the demonstrators. The Brezhnev Doctrine asserted that the Soviet Union had the right to remove any government that deviated from Communist principles—as defined by the Soviet Union, of course. This disturbed the Chinese leadership, which began to refer to the “social imperialism” of the Soviet leadership. The situation deteriorated even further with the March 1969 clashes at Zhenbao Island on the Ussuri (Wusuli) River. The CCP rallied support by claiming that this was Soviet aggression, but it now seems clear that the conflict had been set in train by the Chinese side.16 This provides a different spin to the earlier idea that Soviet aggression had opened a pathway for an improvement in Sino-US relations.

Tensions and clashes continued beyond the congress, talks on the border situation did not go well, and Beijing was spooked by rumors of a strategic strike on its nuclear capabilities.17 In response, seemingly within his rights as head of the military, Lin Biao ordered aircraft around Beijing to be dispersed on September 30, and on October 20 he called for the leadership to disperse. What was most controversial was Lin’s issuing, on October 17, a six-point directive regarding strengthening defense to counter a surprise attack. The following day Lin’s chief of staff distributed the directive to the military regions, the air and naval forces, and the Beijing garrison, packaged as “Vice-Chairman Lin’s First Verbal Order.” The entire military was placed on combat readiness in case of Soviet aggression. Mao was angered by the directive and called for it to be burned. Perhaps this brought home to Mao just how quickly the military could be mobilized and, given its dominance in the political system, this could be interpreted as a threat to Mao’s position.

In response, Mao turned to the ideas of some of the old-time generals who did not see either the Soviets or the Americans as a major threat. Given the domestic situation and his desire to reduce military influence and the perceived threat from the Soviet Union, Mao took the extraordinary initiative to improve relations with the United States.18 Luck was on his side, as President Nixon and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger were seeking alliances outside of the European sphere to counteract the Soviets. In October 1969, Nixon approached Pakistan’s leadership, which enjoyed good relations with China, to facilitate contacts. In May 1971 Nixon sent a secret message to Zhou Enlai that he would be willing to travel to Beijing if Kissinger went first and an appropriate framework was established.19 Eventually, in February 1972, Nixon visited the ailing Mao in Beijing, by which time Lin Biao was dead. During the meeting with Nixon, Mao claimed that Lin had opposed the meeting and had tried to flee to the Soviet Union.20 That Lin had a view contrary to that of Mao seems highly unlikely. The most tangible and far-reaching outcome of this détente was the vote on October 25, 1971, supported by the United States, for the PRC to take up the China seat on the UN Security Council and for the Republic of China to be removed.

If the PLA had been united, it would have been extremely difficult, if not impossible, to remove Lin Biao. The two most important divisions were between the regional commanders and the leaders of the centrally directed units and between those favoring a professional, military role for the PLA and those like Lin, who favored a political role. This political role had been approved by Mao ever since the removal of Peng Dehuai in 1959. As Lin Biao came under increasing pressure, the powerful regional commanders in the Politburo could have offered support, but they opted not to and, consequently, they retained their positions. Their reluctance to support Lin can be traced to their experiences in the Cultural Revolution when Lin became increasingly identified with the left, with which they had clashed when trying to restore order. Lin’s inactivity in supporting his colleagues stood in marked contrast with the efforts by Zhou Enlai, and isolated him from the regional command. Those who favored a more professional military sought withdrawal from political work and may well have harbored grudges against the central military leaders for not protecting them from the Red Guards. Lin Biao could not assure Mao and the civilian leaders that the military would withdraw from politics in an orderly fashion, meaning that he was isolated and satisfying none of the groups, thus facilitating the ease with which he and his supporters could be removed.

What Kind of Party-State Should Rule?

Following Lin Biao’s death, the leadership stressed once more that the party controls the gun, with the CCP, rather than the army, taking on the mantle of national unity. Initially Lin was criticized as an ultra-leftist, a behind-the-scenes leader of a “May 16 corps.” Whether such a group actually existed or not is debatable. The description of Lin Biao and Chen Boda as leftists provided an important part of the answer to the question of who would fill the ranks of the party leadership as the military was withdrawn. It would not be the Cultural Revolution radicals but instead many of those who had previously been disgraced. A related question was whether the masses should enjoy greater accountability with a mobilization work style or should revert to an idealized form of the pre–Cultural Revolution party, exercising leadership as an organizational decision-making body. The left favored promoting those who had been tempered in the storms of the previous years: this included those referred to as revolutionary cadres, such as future party leader Hua Guofeng in Hunan, and those who had risen to prominence as a result of the Cultural Revolution. Wang Hongwen, who rose like a helicopter through the Shanghai radical movement, is the best example of the latter. Wang was a member of the new CC and would rise further to become a member of the Politburo Standing Committee at the Tenth Party Congress, held on August 24–28, 1973. The radicals enjoyed strongholds in Shanghai and in the fields of propaganda and education, with a strong presence at the Center among those gathered around Jiang Qing. Tensions grew as more familiar faces returned to the political scene.

Not surprisingly, Zhou Enlai oversaw the task of vetting the officials who might return to work, and in March 1972 he submitted to Mao a list of some 400 senior officials for his approval, which was duly given.21 The rehabilitation of significant figures was made at Mao’s instigation, with Zhou, as always, carrying out the Chairman’s wishes. Thus, the bulk of the new cadres were not new at all but were those who had been attacked or purged during the Cultural Revolution. The most notable was Deng Xiaoping, the man who had been the “number two person in authority taking the capitalist road.” Mao harbored a softer spot for Deng than for the others, and Deng was certainly helped by his self-criticisms that acknowledged the error of his ways. In April 1973, at a reception for Cambodian military officials, Deng was introduced by Zhou Enlai as a vice premier of the State Council.

The period leading up to the Tenth Party Congress emitted mixed signals. At one level, the return of so many veteran officials was accompanied by a more relaxed atmosphere as people digested what had happened. A range of underground literature wrestled with the personal and societal consequences of the tumultuous upheavals.22 These writings and the manifesto of the Shengwulian group, mentioned in Chapter 7, revealed that, far from enforcing conformity within Chinese society and blind allegiance to Chairman Mao, there was considerable diversity, and different groups and people experienced this high point of Maoism in different ways.

The most coherent alternative critique of the political system came on November 10, 1974, when a group of writers posted their Li-Yi-Zhe manifesto on the streets of Guangzhou, although it had been in gestation for at least a year.23 Although initially the writers were arrested, their views reflected some of the ideas that would appear in later official documents that were critical of the practice of rule during the Cultural Revolution. The authors had become disillusioned by the events that had unfolded, and their manifesto contained a mix of the aspirations of the movement’s original intent and criticism of the outcomes. The criticism centered on what they termed the “Lin Biao system,” which they denounced as fascist. Despite his death, the system had not died with him. The manifesto called for “socialist democracy and legality,” a slogan of the post-Mao leadership, to replace the new “feudalistic social-fascist dictatorship.” The authors agreed with the argument that special privileges had formed the basis for a new bourgeois class, but they were more tolerant of different perspectives and were opposed to the violence that had become part and parcel of the struggle. They claimed that “the theory of genius” had eliminated 800 million brains, but people were not allowed to ask why. They enjoyed some degree of official support—when the authors were rehabilitated in 1979, CCP official organs, including the People’s Daily, praised the manifesto.

As people were coming up for air with the more relaxed atmosphere, another trend was developing in the buildup to the congress. Some were concerned about the return of so many purged officials, worrying that their intent was to roll back the gains of the Cultural Revolution. By late November and early December 1972, a focal point of difference was how to assess Lin Biao. Zhou Enlai wanted to maintain the view that his actions were ultra-leftist, as this supported the return of officials who had been disparaged during the Cultural Revolution. By contrast, Zhang Chunqiao questioned this and, together with Jiang Qing, said that Lin’s ultra-right tendencies should be the focus: Jiang considered his actions “left in form but right in essence.”24 Before a December 17 meeting with Zhou Enlai, Zhang Chunqiao, and Yao Wenyuan, Mao had not taken a clear stance, but now he told them that Lin Biao’s actions were indeed those of the ultra-right, not the ultra-left. Although it still took some time for this revised assessment to make its way through the system, Mao was clearly concerned about a rollback of the gains of the Cultural Revolution. These tensions played out at the Tenth Party Congress.

The congress was not one for new initiatives. Instead it offered correctives to the events of the past four years and delivered a formal assessment of Lin Biao. Much-needed new statutes were adopted to replace the existing ones, which had still noted that Lin was Mao’s chosen successor. The sooner the new statutes could be passed, the better for Mao. Finally, a new leadership was elected that showed a clear representation of those who supported Mao and the aims of the Cultural Revolution.

Zhou Enlai’s political report displayed for all to see the reputed behind-the-scenes maneuvers of Lin and his followers.25 The task was to defend the line of the Ninth Party Congress while criticizing Lin Biao. Thus, Zhou declared that the congress represented a great victory for the line of the Ninth Party Congress, while Lin was denounced by name as a “bourgeois careerist, conspirator, and double-dealer,” and, importantly, Zhou noted that Lin had continually “committed right opportunist errors.” The report claimed that the Ninth Congress report had been drafted by Lin and Chen Boda and had emphasized the need to develop production, thus sneaking in the “same revisionist trash that Liu Shaoqi and Chen Boda had smuggled into the resolution of the Eighth Congress.” Zhou indicated this was not the end of the matter but only the beginning of a stepped-up, concerted effort to thoroughly weed out the Lin Biao “revisionist clique” and its “poisonous influences in China.”

The rapidly rising star Wang Hongwen delivered the report on the revisions to the statutes, although Yao Wenyuan had drafted his report, with Zhang Chunqiao overseeing the revisions. Given the more radical tenor of this group, the new statutes defended the Cultural Revolution and incorporated key concepts from it. The now embarrassing mention of Lin Biao was excised, while confirming the correct line of the Ninth Congress.26 The statutes comprised a mix of traditional party norms combined with elements derived from the experience of the Cultural Revolution. Democratic centralism remained the key organizing principle, and it was stressed that the “party must exercise leadership in everything,” and all organizations, including the PLA and the revolutionary mass organizations, had to accept the party’s centralized leadership. However, the statutes noted that “revolutions like this will have to be carried out many times in the future,” while Wang added that every seven or eight years “monsters and demons will jump out themselves.” Other new elements included the need to criticize revisionism, to support the “revolutionary spirit of daring to go against the tide,” and to train millions of successors.

A clear majority of the new leadership would support Mao and presumably protect the gains of the Cultural Revolution. Interestingly, even though Mao had decided to bring Deng Xiaoping back in April 1973 after his three and a half years working in a tractor factory in Jiangxi province, he was not elevated to the Politburo. PLA representation on the new CC dropped by almost one-half, while about forty full members, including Deng Xiaoping and Chen Yun, were appointed from among those who had been purged during the Cultural Revolution. The Standing Committee was expanded from five to nine members, with an overwhelming majority supportive of Mao and only Zhou Enlai and Ye Jianying likely to support the returnees. Even the venerable Dong Biwu was retained! Mao had learned his lesson about identifying a successor, and five chairmen were named, including Mao as chair, Zhou as first vice chair, and Wang Hongwen as second vice chair. One could argue that tacitly Wang was named as Mao’s successor and this should have given comfort to the radicals in the leadership.

Rivalry over the future direction continued and again attacks on Lin Biao were used to push the agenda of the remaining radicals against the returnees. Over the summer and into the fall, the campaign against Lin Biao was linked to a campaign against Confucius, and this morphed into the Campaign to Criticize Lin Biao and Confucius. While there were social objectives to the criticisms of Confucianism that were designed to break down the remaining influence of superstition and traditional thinking, the main objective was clearly political. The intention was to protect the “newborn things” of the Cultural Revolution against those who were pushing to return to earlier practices. The archaic nature of the campaign left many confused. In 1977 at Nanjing University, Chinese students complained bitterly about their earlier visits to the countryside to promote the campaign. The peasants shouted at them for wasting their time, talking about irrelevant topics, and in tears they returned to their campus.27

On February 2, 1974, the political situation heated up further when the People’s Daily called on people to “dare to go against the tide and advance into the teeth of storms” and a campaign of mass criticism was unfurled. The targets were becoming clear: Zhou Enlai and those who had returned to positions of power and sought his protection. However, the continuing campaigns and the calls to go against the tide were affecting the economy. In 1974–1976 industrial production stagnated. The poor development in 1974 was linked to worker unrest, arising from the movement to “criticize Lin Biao and Confucius.” On July 1 a CC circular noted the problems with production in many key sectors, including iron and steel, the chemical industry, and cement. The problems derived not only from factors such as poor coal production and transportation bottlenecks but also from factional struggles within the factories. Consequently, the circular called for calm, and the workers were asked to stop criticizing economic policy and making work claims, and instead to concentrate on production and, ironically, criticizing Lin Biao and Confucius.28 Although the situation improved somewhat through 1974, in some cities, such as in Hangzhou, order was not restored until the summer of 1975 following the purge of leading officials and the dispatch of troops.29

With Zhou Enlai’s health deteriorating, Mao Zedong decided to place Deng Xiaoping in charge of the economy in preparation for the Fourth NPC. However, Mao did not want to focus exclusively on the economy at the expense of the revolutionary agenda. As a result, in the fall of 1974 he issued three directives: to achieve calm and unity within the army and party; to “study theory and oppose revisionism”; and to promote economic development. The relationship among these three became the core of the disagreements between Deng Xiaoping and the radicals. The radicals complained that Deng simply focused on the economy while ignoring politics.

Against this background, the Fourth NPC convened in Beijing on January 13–17, 1975, and one last attempt was made to put together a policy and leadership coalition that could work together to ensure economic growth and revolutionary momentum. Neither objective lasted for long. Zhou Enlai came off his sickbed to deliver the report outlining the “four modernizations” (agriculture, industry, national defense, and science and technology), a program that he had first presented in 1964. He proposed a two-stage program: the first objective would be to build an “independent and relatively comprehensive industrial and economic system” by 1980, and the second objective would be to bring the national economy to the front ranks of the world by the year 2000. He painted a glowing picture of the economy, including a positive assessment of the role of the people’s communes. The report was laced with praise for the Cultural Revolution and the revolutionary objectives of recent years.30

The new Constitution was a lean affair in comparison with the 1954 Constitution, with just thirty articles instead of 106. It encapsulated the radical approach of the period since 1954, and consequently it was also the shortest-lived Constitution, replaced in 1978. Given the trials and tribulations over the question of head of state that had devoured Lin Biao and Chen Boda, the post of head of state and the position of vice president were deleted. Zhang Chunqiao noted that this would help strengthen the centralized leadership of the party over the state apparatus.31 The Constitution warned of the dangers of capitalist restoration and of aggression by imperialism (the United States) and social-imperialism (the Soviet Union), and it called for the exercise of all-round dictatorship over the bourgeoisie in the superstructure, including all spheres of culture. Importantly, leadership of the party over the state sector was confirmed, through which the working class would exercise its leadership. One interesting legacy from the struggles of the Cultural Revolution was the inclusion of the “new forms of carrying on socialist revolution”: “speaking out freely, airing views fully, holding great debates, and writing big-character posters.”

The new posts for Deng Xiaoping and Zhang Chunqiao reflected an attempt to balance the returnees and the radicals in order to retain the gains of the Cultural Revolution while at the same time generating economic growth. Deng and Jiang Qing had been in conflict earlier, but then they clashed at a Politburo meeting on October 17, 1974. Wang Hongwen was asked to fly to Changsha to meet with Mao, but he did not receive the reply he expected when he was told to unite with Deng and to be wary of Jiang. Mao also informed Wang that Deng should be made a vice chair of the party, vice chair of the Central Military Commission, and PLA chief of staff. To provide balance, Zhang Chunqiao was to be head of the General Political Department and the second-ranking vice premier.32 This clearly tilted the balance of power in Deng’s favor. The most disappointed must have been Wang Hongwen, as it confirmed that Mao did not see him as an heir apparent.

The Coalition Falls Apart

The brokered coalition was too fragile to survive and began to fall apart very shortly after the congress. Two developments hastened the disintegration. First, the poor health of the old guard brought the question of succession to the fore. In December 1975 Kang Sheng died, and Zhou Enlai, Zhu De, and Mao would die in January, July, and September 1976, respectively. As the rumors of the illness of the leaders circulated, others began to plot a world without them and tried to strengthen their own positions.

The second development was the drafting of concrete economic plans for implementation in 1976, and this pushed to the fore the differing approaches to economic strategy. While Deng and his supporters set about outlining their policies for economic growth, the group later to be denounced as the “Gang of Four” launched a series of theoretical campaigns directed against those who were “whittling away” the gains of the Cultural Revolution.

During the summer of 1975, Deng worked with the recently established State Council think tank to produce three important policy documents.33 Even though Deng produced the documents, his opponents controlled the propaganda and publishing sectors.34 The documents were denounced as “poisonous weeds” by his opponents, but later they were heralded as “fragrant flowers.” The first document covered industrial development (the Twenty Points), outlining the measures necessary to fulfill the Ten-Year Plan for Industry. The proposal was for industrial systems that would have their own special characteristics and strive for basic autonomy in core goods. Agricultural production had to be increased before the industrial sector could expand sufficiently, and the industrial sector was to provide support to agriculture. Deng was willing to export China’s raw materials to generate income to import the machinery needed to develop manufacturing. At the same time, he was willing to use material incentives. These points were seized upon by his opponents, who accused him of being a traitor if he was willing to export China’s natural resources, and they dismissed his ideas on the use of material incentives to get the economy moving.

The second document covered scientific research and was a critique of what had occurred in the education and scientific realms. The scientific community, with the exception of the nuclear program, had been devastated during the Cultural Revolution. The revitalized Academy of Sciences was placed under the leadership of Hu Yaobang, a future CCP general secretary. It called for better training, raising education standards, and bringing China up to world scientific standards by the year 2000. The report even noted that learning from foreigners could be beneficial, although not everything from abroad was good. Clearly, more emphasis was to be placed on the “expert” in Mao’s formulation of being both red and expert.

The third document covered work for the party and the nation. Although it used Mao’s thinking, the way it was put together would anger those closest to Mao and Mao himself. The ultimate goal of revolution was to increase social production, and for this “stability and unity” were crucial for economic growth. On October 20, 1975, when Mao saw the draft, he was angry that his views had been distorted to place undue emphasis on economic work over theory and struggle. The documents were not released formally at this time, but the contents became widely known as they were distributed as study materials for criticism. Over 81 million copies were distributed for criticism.35 The “Gang of Four” distributed the documents, and supporters of Deng also distributed them—almost verbatim, with a few lines attached pointing out what terrible revisionist theories they were.36

Within a month after the Fourth NPC concluded in January 1975, the campaigns began with the call to “study well the theory of the dictatorship of the proletariat.”37 This was the start of a number of campaigns to undermine Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping and remove them from the political scene. The rationale was pulled together from four comments by Mao that warned of the need to restrict bourgeois rights under the dictatorship of the proletariat to prevent revisionism. The theoretical journals covered the movement, but throughout 1975, economic practice leaned more heavily to the policies of the Fourth NPC, with the result that a large gap was opening up between theory and practice, reflecting the different spheres of influence between those around Deng and those around the “Gang of Four.”

Building on Mao’s comments and those made earlier on the existence of classes under socialism, the two main theorists of the group, Zhang Chunqiao and Yao Wenyuan, sought to explain how these classes and class struggle could continue to exist in a socialist society after the means of production had been socialized. Their theory was used to justify the attack on the veteran cadres. Although the phrase “continuing the revolution” had been put forward at the Ninth Party Congress, it was Mao’s “important instructions” on theory from February 1975 that provided the impetus. Mao noted that the unequal wage system and other inequalities could be restricted by the dictatorship of the proletariat but could not be eliminated.38 This justified moves to restrict bourgeois rights. Together with the persistence of capitalist factors, such as commodities and differential wages, they provided the material basis for the reproduction of capitalism and the source of power for a new bourgeoisie to emerge and prosper.39 The division of labor created an intellectual aristocracy that ruled over the production units, denying workers access to real power. While the most blatant inequalities—between capitalist and worker, and between landlord and peasant—had been eradicated, other inequalities based on relative skills, strengths, or occupations still existed. Privileged groups would seek to perpetuate their vested interests and not accept the move toward communism. Zhang Chunqiao held the view that even an enterprise that was owned by the whole people could, in practice, be capitalist if its leadership followed a bourgeois line. To prevent this capitalist restoration, it was necessary to enforce the “dictatorship of the proletariat.”40 Deng’s promotion of material incentives and the four modernizations provided precisely this kind of basis for a capitalist restoration. The radicals were critical of the policy of “all-round adjustment” and of Deng’s empiricism. In one of their more memorable phrases, they claimed they would rather have a “late socialist train” than a “capitalist train that ran on time.”

The next campaign, launched in the fall of 1975, derived from the Chinese classical story “The Water Margin.” This was a tale of the derring-do of a band of rebels opposed to the imperial court. One of the leaders, Song Jiang, who was formerly praised by Jiang Qing, was criticized in the campaign for his capitulation to the emperor to advance his own interests, thus subverting the cause of the rebels. While it gave Chinese people the chance to read something other than dire political propaganda, its political message was clear. Zhou Enlai—actually Deng Xiaoping, given Zhou’s health—was overseeing class capitulation domestically and internationally by playing down the role of class struggle and calling for greater involvement in the world economic system to promote the four modernizations.

By early November 1975, Mao came to see Deng’s policy of all-round adjustment for the economy as undermining the gains of the Cultural Revolution. Even though Mao’s mental faculties may have remained strong, he suffered from a number of physical complaints and his contacts with the outside world were limited. Much of his information was brokered by his nephew, Mao Yuanxin, who had been brought down to Beijing from Liaoning province to serve as Mao’s go-between.41 At this stage Mao still held out hope that Deng could see the error of his ways, but in 1976 Mao concluded that Deng could not be trusted to retain the gains of the Cultural Revolution.

As happened during the launch of the Cultural Revolution, the first attacks took place at the universities, with Deng as a target of criticism. As early as August 1975, criticism of education policy was posted at Beijing’s Tsinghua University, and in November the minister of education, Zhou Rongxin, was attacked in wall posters at Tsinghua and Beijing Universities; some of the posters included criticism of Deng. These moves were coordinated with the growing criticism of Deng at the political center. On November 26 a central document claimed that unnamed people concerned with education had as their true target the Cultural Revolution. On December 20, at Mao’s instigation, the Politburo was asked to issue a resolution confirming the value of the Cultural Revolution. Deng was forced to chair the meeting but no such resolution was issued. Throughout December and during the first few weeks of 1976, the Politburo was meeting almost daily to criticize Deng at meetings that Deng himself chaired.

The New Year’s Day editorials in the CCP’s main newspapers prepared the public, emphasizing the positive role of the Cultural Revolution, particularly the reforms in education. The editorials linked the attempt to reverse educational policy with the “right deviationist wind to reverse correct verdicts,” which was being promoted by “representatives of the bourgeoisie” who stood in opposition to the proletariat. Yet the editorials made it clear that this was not to herald the unleashing of the kind of forces that rose up in the universities to launch the Cultural Revolution. Rather, the movement was to proceed through reeducation under party supervision. Significantly, Mao issued a new comment: “Stability and unity do not mean writing off class struggle: class struggle is the key link and everything else hinges on it.” Subsequently Deng was charged with not appreciating this comment and with placing unity, development, and class struggle on the same level, instead of prioritizing class struggle.

On January 8, 1976, Zhou Enlai died of cancer, and on January 15 Deng delivered the eulogy, only to be removed as the senior vice premier a few days later. To the surprise of outsiders, Hua Guofeng was announced as acting premier. This shocked Zhang Chunqiao and the others because it signaled that Mao did not trust them to run the country in a manner that would safeguard the gains of the Cultural Revolution and develop the economy. In fact, Mao had criticized them several times between July 1974 and September 1975. At the last Politburo meeting he chaired, on May 5, 1975, Mao criticized them for being empiricists and not having adequate Marxism-Leninism, and with respect to factionalism, he told them not to behave like a “Gang of Four.” This appellation was important for the post-Mao leadership when it justified their arrest. Responding, Jiang Qing offered a self-criticism in which she admitted that factionalism was serious and there actually existed a “Gang of Four.” For his part, Zhang Chunqiao swore to avoid forming a “Gang of Four.” During the next three months they even went so far as to avoid one another’s company in order not to give the wrong impression.42

After Deng was passed over for the post of premier, the campaign against him picked up steam, and by mid-February, with Mao’s full support, that “unrepentant capitalist roader” was under attack. The People’s Daily continued Mao’s warning that the bourgeoisie was “right in the Communist Party” and thus the “capitalist roaders” were “still on the capitalist road.”43 For those who missed the message, on March 23 the target was made even clearer in a published comment by Mao: “This person does not grasp class struggle; he has never referred to this key link. Still his theme of ‘white cat, black cat,’ making no distinction between imperialism and Marxism.”44

Mao and the “Gang of Four” seriously overestimated the Chinese people’s appetite for yet another political campaign, especially one targeted at the legacy of Zhou Enlai and Deng’s policies for the future. Universities again took the lead, but this time they supported Deng. In March 1976, Nanjing University became a focal point of the resistance, and after an oblique but unmistakable criticism of Zhou Enlai was published, hundreds of thousands came out to protest.45

In April 1976 the resistance climaxed with clashes in Tiananmen Square, where up to two million people gathered in protest. This provided the pretext for stripping Deng of all his official posts, but, significantly, again he was not dismissed from the party. The Qingming Festival, on April 4, is the traditional day for visiting and sweeping the graves of ancestors. In the lead-up to the festival, citizens had been placing wreaths, posters, and manifestos around the square in memory of Zhou Enlai. But during the night, the square was cleared, causing huge numbers to come out on April 5, and leading to conflicts and rioting. The militia and armed troops broke up the crowds; the head of the Beijing Revolutionary Committee denounced the protests as counterrevolutionary. After the later fall of the “Gang of Four,” the incident was described as “completely revolutionary” and held up as a symbol of the masses’ disapproval of the practices of the past few years. At the time, a very different view was taken, and on April 7, with Mao’s approval, the Politburo met to dismiss Deng from his posts and to appoint Hua Guofeng as first vice chair of the CC and premier.

The campaign’s clear target was now Deng, and the “Gang of Four” appeared to be in firm control as they mobilized the media to deepen their attacks. Deng’s removal did not signal the end of the attacks, however, and in August 1976 moves to target other rehabilitated cadres intensified. Late in the month the People’s Daily called for an intensification of the struggle against capitalist roaders and drew attention to those who had been “unmasked and criticized before” but who still wanted to “reverse verdicts.”46 At the same time, some of the provincial newspapers were carrying articles on the need for unity and promotion of production. This view was supported not only by those who feared for their own positions but probably also by Hua Guofeng, who had benefited from the Cultural Revolution but did not share the radicalism of the “Gang of Four.” Following their arrest, the “Gang” was faced with evidence that they had criticized Hua for his revisionist and “capitulationist” tendencies.47

Death Sparks a Radical Shift

The question of succession became all the more acute with further attacks on June 26 and September 2, as Mao Zedong’s health rapidly deteriorated after a heart attack on May 11 had left him bedridden. He died on September 9—and not for the first time, the death of a supreme leader opened the way for political change. On September 9 in Tiananmen Square there was a somber atmosphere as the loudspeakers began to broadcast that everyone should return to their units for a very important broadcast that would be announced at 4 p.m.48 It was clear what would be announced and, indeed, instead of the usual sign-off after all of Mao’s titles “Long Live Chairman Mao, Eternal Life,” the sign-off was “Remain Immortal.” The words were followed by wailing, not so much out of sorrow but more out of fear about what would come next. Indeed, as he lay in state, an atmosphere of uncertainty dominated the next few days. His memorial was held on September 18.
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At Mao Zedong’s funeral the original lineup of party officials shows gaps where the images of the “Gang of Four” were subsequently deleted.

Scheming over the future began almost immediately, and at the memorial service it was apparent for those with a keen eye for obscure Chinese phraseology. For their legacy, the “Gang of Four” had put forward the phrase “act according to the principles laid down” as Mao’s last words, and this was used to portray themselves as Mao’s chosen successors.49 Their supporters at Tsinghua and Peking Universities said this meant carrying on the struggle against the capitalist roaders and intensifying the criticism of Deng. Although the phrase was used at every provincial memorial meeting, Hua Guofeng excluded it from his eulogy. One wonders what the provincial leaders must have thought when they looked at the newspapers the next morning.
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An anti-“Gang of Four” poster, “Smashed by the Monkey King.”

Although there is no evidence that the “Gang of Four” was seeking to seize power, Hua Guofeng and his allies were taking no chances. As early as September 11, Hua had already secured the support of veterans Li Xiannian, Ye Jianying, and Wang Dongxing to resolve the issue. Wang’s support was critical because he was head of the 8341 Special Regiment that provided protection to the senior leaders, and he had been very close to Mao. At the end of September the group discussed whether the “Gang” could be dismissed by a Politburo vote but there were concerns that this might prove difficult to get through the CC. Consequently the “Gang” were arrested in the evening of October 6 as they arrived to attend a fake meeting of the Standing Committee. For good measure, Mao’s nephew, Mao Yuanxin, was also taken. Thus, the post-Mao era that was committed to restore an orderly process and to promote socialist legality began with a good old-fashioned coup.
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An anti-“Gang of Four” poster, “Crushed by the Workers.”

The extreme sensitivity of the arrest meant that the Chinese people were not informed of the arrest until October 18. Prior to that, posters were put up around Beijing announcing “Smash the anti-party Gang of Four clique,” but it wasn’t clear to the public what this meant. The British Embassy was informed, and through this the Daily Telegraph broke the news internationally.50

[image: ]

“Spontaneous” anti-“Gang of Four” demonstrations.

By October 22 Chinese students knew what had happened, and in the university area of Beijing there were so many celebrations that the stores sold out of alcohol. Somewhat chaotic demonstrations began in the center of Beijing and, unlike previously, people were happy to have foreigners join and take photos. As they marched across Tiananmen, the elite 8341 Special Regiment was greeted as heroes. Gradually the demonstrations became more organized, culminating on October 24 with a mass rally in the square. At the rally it was announced that Hua Guofeng had been appointed to the concurrent posts of chair of the CCP CC and chair of the Central Military Commission.
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“Spontaneous” anti-“Gang of Four” demonstrations.

The turmoil unleashed by the Cultural Revolution was at an end, even though the new leadership predicted more such movements to come. The post-Mao leadership was harsh in its assessment of the previous ten years but tried to dissociate Mao from the “Gang of Four,” Lin Biao, and the worst aspects of the Cultural Revolution—not something that was readily believed.51 The Cultural Revolution was “responsible for the most severe setback and the heaviest losses suffered by the party, the state, and the people since the founding of the People’s Republic. It had been initiated and led by Comrade Mao Zedong.”52

Legacies of the Cultural Revolution

By the time the “Gang of Four” was arrested, the Chinese political and economic systems were beset with major problems. A host of new problems confronted the leadership, and the challenges that had faced the party when Mao launched the Cultural Revolution had not been resolved. The political system had become completely reliant on the supreme leader to adjudicate, and there was little trust within society for the institutions of party and state, given the attacks launched on them over the previous years. The fabric of society had been torn apart by the continual campaigns and by the pressures to denounce friends and relatives. In many workplaces people had to labor alongside those who had attacked them in a previous movement. Many young people who had been led to believe that they were important actors ended up being sent down to the countryside to labor, leading to widespread cynicism about the political process. Although the economy might not have been in crisis, it was in poor shape and a major overhaul was necessary.

Mao had not left his successors a clear blueprint of the kind of organizational system he preferred, and he had been ambivalent regarding questions of organization.53 It was difficult to separate the party as an institution from the individuals who were being purged and criticized, and this undermined the prestige of the party and raised the question of legitimacy. When Mao was alive, this was resolved by the cult of the individual. With Mao gone, could the party be restored as a source of authority and legitimacy and not simply an organization that employed the coercive apparatus of the state?

The “Gang of Four” and its supporters struggled to devise new organizations that could combine the more traditional concepts of a Leninist party with ideas spread during the Cultural Revolution. Yet they failed to break with the structural and normative logic of a Leninist-Stalinist structure and they could not provide an alternative that would have satisfied the rebels’ desire for more authority to be transferred to the masses. Eventually they used hierarchical means to bring about democracy and invoked obedience to the Chairman to encourage initiative.54 The inability to develop alternatives and the weakness of support for the “Gang” within society and even within the senior leadership meant that they invoked Mao as their source of legitimacy.

Neither Mao nor his supporters had been willing to accept a plurality of views within society. Mao’s 1942 speech in Yan’an on the role of art and literature had already made this clear, and it was demonstrated again with the Anti-Rightist Campaign that followed the brief Hundred Flowers Campaign in the mid-1950s. Individuals were expected to display loyalty to the Chairman; the problem being, of course, that this “loyalty” was simply blind obedience. The realities of the Maoist experiments—the GLF and the Cultural Revolution—diverged radically from their stated intents. Initially both movements appeared to provide new means for participation, but the Cultural Revolution led to an unexpected, spontaneous mass participation that went far beyond anything seen in any other Leninist system. For some, it had a liberating effect as the Chinese people enjoyed an unprecedented opportunity to attack their “bureaucratic leaders,” read classified materials that revealed the shenanigans of their top leaders, and to openly express their views. These allowed dissenting critiques to appear, such as the Li Yizhe poster of 1974, and they laid the basis for the short-lived Democracy Wall Movement of 1978–1979.

The type of mass mobilization that was unleashed could not be regularized and was not beneficial. During the GLF, it did not bring about the promised economic breakthrough, and planning and economic coordination were rendered almost impossible, resulting in economic dislocation and widespread famine. During the Cultural Revolution, this contributed to the temporary destruction of the old party elite, but it could not contribute to building a suitable organizational form to aid the process of economic modernization. Indeed, it was a major hindrance to that process. Maintaining legitimacy in the eyes of the people was a significant difficulty that neither Mao Zedong nor the “Gang of Four” nor Hua Guofeng could resolve.

Problems abounded in the economic sphere. The post-Mao leadership denounced the Cultural Revolution as “ten lost years,” but this was a political rather than an economic judgment. Even though the economy was not in crisis, a major structural overhaul was necessary. In 1975 the gross value of agricultural output was 35.7 percent higher than it had been in 1966. Total value of industrial and agricultural output grew 9.6 percent in 1966–1970 and 7.8 percent in 1970–1975. With the exception of labor productivity in state-owned enterprises, the figures were not too bad. Labor productivity rose 2.5 percent in 1966–1970 and then declined by 0.3 percent in the subsequent period. In comparison with other large economies, such as India and Indonesia, China was performing better, but it was far behind the best-performing economies in East Asia, such as South Korea, Japan, and even Taiwan.55

The distribution of income and quality-of-life indicators stood up reasonably well in comparison to other countries in the region. However, the apparently low level of inequality was aided by the repression of consumption and the rationing of goods, which led to privileged access for those with connections and power. It also masked significant inequality between urban and rural China. Some 200 million people suffered from chronic malnutrition at the time of Mao’s death.56 Other indicators showed progress despite the massive upheavals and the starvation of the GLF. For example, average life expectancy had risen, from 40 years, to 64 years in 1976, and infant mortality had dropped from 175 per thousand births to 45 per thousand births since 1949.

Yet aggregate figures mask the increasing problems and structural imbalances in the Chinese economy. Most importantly, after the economy began to recover in the early 1970s as the more radical phase of the Cultural Revolution was reined in, the growth rate again began to decline. In 1976, it was approaching crisis proportions, as the average growth rate in national income dropped 2.3 percent and the growth of total production, at 1.7 percent, was below the rate of population growth.57 It is important to keep in mind that as a result of Mao’s rejection of birth-control measures in the 1950s, the population had almost doubled from 582 million in 1949 to 932 million.

The poor growth can be partly attributed to the terrible Tangshan earthquake of July 1976, which killed more than 250,000 people and caused some 10 billion yuan of economic losses. An equally, or perhaps an even more, plausible explanation is the political paralysis that seized China’s economic decision-making in these years. In fact, the response to the earthquake immediately became a political issue. Hua Guofeng refused international assistance and argued that his governmental response to the disaster bolstered his credentials for leadership, and the “Gang of Four” complained that rescue efforts should not detract from the movement to criticize Deng Xiaoping.58

The economic downturn contributed to dissatisfaction with the already widespread stagnating living conditions. The government’s consistent overconcentration on accumulation to the neglect of consumption meant that rationing, queueing, and hours spent on tedious housework were daily fare for most. Even if there had been more to buy, few could afford it. In 1977 the average wage of state employees was 5.5 percent lower than it had been in 1957, and that of industrial workers was 8.4 percent lower. Part of this decline was due to the addition to the workforce of many younger workers who received lower pay. Given the anti-bureaucratic rhetoric of the Maoist era, it is interesting that the average wage for government employees was almost the same in 1977 as it was in 1957. By 1976 many of China’s citizens had had enough of tightening their belts for the seemingly empty promise of reaching a Communist nirvana in the distant future.

At the time of Mao’s death, China’s bureaucracy was ill-qualified by age and level of education to administer the kinds of programs that were needed to move the country forward. The Cultural Revolution had exacerbated this by creating intense factional conflict among the population. Many intellectuals who had been denounced as the “stinking ninth category” were alienated and disillusioned, urban youth had witnessed the disintegration and repression of the Red Guard movement and many had been sent down to the countryside, while urban workers had not seen significant increases in living standards. Peasants had seen their land taken away and had been herded into collective agriculture, which many abandoned whenever the opportunity presented itself.

Perhaps the best adjudication of the Mao years was provided by Chen Yun, his longtime collaborator: “Had Chairman Mao died in 1956, there would have been no doubt that he was a great leader in the proletarian revolutionary movement of the world. Had he died in 1966, his meritorious achievements would have been somewhat tarnished but still very good. Since he actually died in 1976, there is nothing we can do about it.”59

Hua Guofeng Struggles with the Legacy

The challenge of dealing with these legacies fell first to Mao’s anointed successor, Hua Guofeng, who had to use the flag of Maoism to find a new course. His tricky task was to rebuild trust in the broken administrative system without undermining all the gains of the Cultural Revolution. He tied his legitimacy closely to being the rightful heir to Mao, retaining certain ideas along with all their ambiguities, while pushing ahead for change. He saw the party as a vehicle for mobilization to carry out political and economic campaigns to meet ambitious economic targets, something with which Deng Xiaoping would agree. However, Hua found himself tied to the pledge that there would be more Cultural Revolutions in the future and that the masses should continue to monitor abuses by party cadres. As a result, suspicion of the party persisted and Hua moved toward developing a new personality cult to bolster his position and legitimacy.

Hua Guofeng’s replacement by Deng Xiaoping as the paramount leader confirms our emphasis throughout this work that the CCP structure tends toward one-person dominance. In his work with Warren Sun on the initial post-Mao phase, Frederick Teiwes consistently emphasizes the lack of policy disputes between Hua Guofeng and Deng Xiaoping.60 There was a general understanding that reform was necessary, and the policies initially pursued under Hua were based on those proposed by Deng in 1975–1976.61 However, Hua Guofeng had to negotiate a very difficult legacy that subsequently made him vulnerable to criticism. It was impossible for a party novice such as Hua, who had joined the party in 1938, to resist pressure from party heavyweights such as Deng Xiaoping and Chen Yun. The fact that Hua was consistently reelected subsequently to the CC reflected high support for his having orchestrated the arrest of the “Gang of Four,” his not having vigorously opposed Deng’s return, and his having launched significant reforms to begin the move away from Mao Zedong’s legacy.

To strengthen his legitimacy, Hua oversaw the building of a mausoleum to house Mao Zedong’s stuffed body, took over the editing of volume 5 of Mao’s works, and even adopted Mao’s hairstyle. His portrait was displayed next to Mao’s in Tiananmen Square. A widely distributed poster showed an avuncular Mao sitting with Hua and saying, “With you in charge, I am at ease.” Significantly, Hua was associated with the group promoting the slogan of the Two Whatevers: “Whatever Chairman Mao decided upon, we shall resolutely defend; whatever directives Chairman Mao issued, we should steadfastly obey.”62 Not a good approach when the times were clearly calling for a change in strategy to repair the disasters that Mao had loosed on the country. This is not to say that Hua did not move policy forward in his brief time in charge, and the Mao he sought to promote was less radical than the Mao of the Cultural Revolution. Volume 5 of Mao’s works end in 1957, and the most important speech included is his balanced “Ten Major Relationships.” This notwithstanding, Hua was constrained and vulnerable to criticism, once the policies came under greater scrutiny.

Hua and the initial post-Mao leadership favored a quick-fix approach for the economy, setting ambitious planning targets and selectively importing high-level technology to transform the economy. The approach owed much to the alternative policy proposals put forward by Deng Xiaoping in 1975–1976. Deng’s discredited “Twenty Points on Industry” formed the basis for the “Thirty Articles” adopted in April 1978. They reaffirmed that industry must serve the development of agriculture, and they established a set of sectoral priorities: extractive industries, transport and communications, light industry and handicrafts, and consumer goods. The development of energy sources was dealt with separately. However, when the policies did not produce the expected boost, it was Hua, rather than Deng, who was blamed.
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Mao confers legitimacy on Hua Guofeng by informing him that “With you in charge, I am at ease.”

Clearly there was pressure from the leadership to show results, but society also expected the quality of life to improve as quickly as possible. During 1977, as rumors swirled about the possible return of Deng, two things were always mentioned: that Deng would raise living standards and that he would reunite families who had been separated by the Cultural Revolution. The basis for the economic new leap was the 1976–1985 Ten-Year Plan that was presented to the Fifth NPC in February–March 1978, based on earlier documents drafted under Deng’s tutelage. The plan also bore resemblances to Mao’s Twelve-Year Plan of the mid-1950s that had preceded the GLF. On April 4, 1977, the People’s Daily had already called for a new leap forward, a point reiterated at the Eleventh Party Congress of August 1977 with the call to follow the general line of the leap: “going all out, aiming high to achieve greater, faster, better, and more economical results in building socialism.”63

Enthusiasm was boosted by seemingly good economic results through 1977. A total of 120 large-scale projects were scheduled for completion by 1985 and an almost 150 percent increase in steel production was called for. The previous sectoral policy was reversed, emphasizing the development of heavy industry rather than agriculture, although grain production was to be increased by 40 percent. Hua and Deng shared Mao’s obsession with steel and grain as indicators of national strength, and the massive Daqing oil field and the model commune of Dazhai, which had emphasized self-reliance to overcome physical constraints, were held up as worthy of study and emulation. Unlike the “Gang of Four’s” criticism of foreign trade, foreign trade was welcomed by the post-Mao leadership and this was reinforced by the many study trips that various leaders took overseas that confirmed just how far China had fallen behind other nations. The budget set aside for importing advanced technology was raised progressively, eventually amounting to $80 billion.

Unfortunately this enthusiastic strategy compounded the problems. The high quantity of imported technology—the “Great Leap Westward” as some have dubbed it—completely overwhelmed China’s export capabilities needed to balance the books and its domestic capacity to absorb it. Stories abounded of machinery not being repaired because not enough technicians were familiar with the technology. Much of the machinery the technicians were accustomed to working on consisted of outdated Eastern European models. There was the infamous case of the ultra-modern Wuhan steel plant that would have required, it was claimed, more electricity to keep it running than to supply the needs of the entire city. The trade deficit with capitalist countries grew from $1.2 billion in 1977 to $4.5 billion in 1979.

While these ambitious plans were being put together, Deng Xiaoping returned to work and was fully supportive. Immediately after the arrest of the “Gang of Four,” Deng had expressed his support for Hua Guofeng, claiming Hua was the “the most appropriate successor to Chairman Mao.”64 Resistance to Deng’s return was signaled by the Beijing party chief, Wu De, at the rally held on October 24, 1976, to commemorate the arrest of the “Gang of Four,” noting that the movement to criticize Deng would continue.65 Hua spoke in a similar vein, even though his language was somewhat milder.66 Although Deng enjoyed strong support from many of the old-timers, his return was fiercely resisted by those such as Wu De and Mao’s bodyguard Wang Dongxing. Nevertheless, in July 1977 Deng was restored to all his posts as a vice chair of the CCP, a member of the Politburo Standing Committee, vice premier, vice chair of the Central Military Commission, and PLA chief of staff. This decision had been taken as early as January 1977, but arrangements did not begin until May.

No matter how hard Hua and Deng may have tried to cooperate, there was no room in the Chinese political leadership for two dominant figures. Deng enjoyed far higher prestige within the party than Hua, and sooner or later Hua would have to cede his preeminent position to Deng. Whether he agreed or not, Hua’s implied association with those opposed to Deng’s return and his need to defend some legacies of the Cultural Revolution, while trying to shift policy in practice, rendered him vulnerable. Too far-reaching criticism of the “Gang of Four” and the Cultural Revolution would inevitably place the blame on Mao, which would be a problem for Hua as his legitimacy was derived from his anointment by Mao. Conversely, it was extremely difficult to agree to Deng’s return without raising questions about Mao’s image and his decision making late in life. Hua would cede power gracefully without setting off the kind of vicious power struggle that marked previous CCP power shifts.

Hua Guofeng’s political dilemma was expressed clearly in his report to the Eleventh Party Congress, held on August 12–18, 1977. He announced the end of the eleven-year Cultural Revolution and designated the “Gang of Four” as ultra-right counterrevolutionaries, representing the eleventh line struggle in CCP history. Much of Hua’s report outlined the crimes of the “Gang,” while explaining that Mao had been fully aware of their activities and had provided warnings. However, there had been positive consequences as well. Hua affirmed that “political revolutions in the nature of the Cultural Revolution will take place many times in the future,” and he reaffirmed the theory of continuing revolution, claims that were repeated in the new statutes. However, he weaved in the more moderate Mao, pointing out that Mao had declared that over 95 percent of the cadres and people should be united together. But Liu Shaoqi was still viewed as an “absolutely unrepentant capitalist roader,” and the Cultural Revolution was described as a “momentous innovation which will shine with increasing splendor with the passage of time.” It was not long, though, before it was denounced as the worst mistake the party and Mao had ever made. Clearly this was the public position of most of the leadership, and the same sentiments were echoed by Ye Jianying in his report on the revisions to the Party Statutes. Deng, in his brief concluding comments, mentioned class struggle, but he suggested a very different approach, not mentioning continuing the revolution or the need for future political revolutions but stressing the need to adhere to the “practice of seeking truth from facts.”67

“Seeking truth from facts” was promoted in May 1978 and provided the more pragmatic leaders with a theoretical basis for criticizing those who sought to preserve what remained of the innovations of the Cultural Revolution.68 This reinforced Deng’s critique of those who adhered slavishly to Mao’s thoughts and recited Mao’s words mechanically, thus appearing as “false Marxists.” In June a “special correspondent” argued in the People’s Daily that Mao’s canon would be updated periodically in light of the new situation.69 The pressure was on. Those who clung to the Two Whatevers became known as the “whatever faction.” Hua seems to have tried to steer a middle course, but in the post–Cultural Revolution cleanup there was no space for a middle way.70

Deng Xiaoping Breaks with the Legacy

The Third Plenum of the Eleventh CC, held on December 18–22, 1978, marked a decisive shift in party work, beginning a reevaluation of PRC history and eroding the fragile post-Mao policy consensus. At a preparatory CC work conference, rather than focusing only on the economy, Chen Yun called for verdicts to be reversed on key figures purged during the Cultural Revolution, such as Peng Zhen and Peng Dehuai, although not yet Liu Shaoqi. Chen declared that the 1976 Tiananmen Incident was revolutionary, blamed Kang Sheng for much of the chaos of the Cultural Revolution, and criticized Wang Dongxing for his affiliation with the “Gang of Four.” Wang Dongxing and three of his close associates made self-criticisms at the end of the meeting.71

By the time of the Third Plenum, Deng had formed a close alliance with Chen Yun; not only did they agree on the need for a reversal of verdicts, but Deng also came to appreciate Chen’s concerns about the speed of economic development. In this sense, the initial victory at the plenum was Chen’s rather than Deng’s. This contradicts most official histories that ascribe the policies almost exclusively to Deng. Deng’s usurping of credit for the original reform program and its subsequent radicalization angered Chen, and he would ultimately become one of the brakes on Deng Xiaoping’s exhortation to speed ahead. On a number of occasions Chen upbraided Deng for ignoring the opinions of others, thus defying the principle of collective leadership that Chen claimed had been restored at the plenum.72

The plenum placed the highest priority on economic work, while superficially urging China to forget the past, look to the future, and concentrate on socialist modernization now that the campaign against the “Gang of Four” had been successfully completed.73 However, far from forgetting the past, the plenum led to a review of the entire history of the PRC. For example, Peng Dehuai, now deceased, was rehabilitated, opening the way for criticism of the adventurism of the GLF. Others still living, such as Bo Yibo, Peng Zhen, were rehabilitated, as was the deceased Liu Shaoqi. The path was opened for an examination of Mao’s role. The plenum communiqué stated: “It would not be Marxist to demand that a revolutionary leader be free of all shortcomings and mistakes and errors. It would also not conform to Comrade Mao Zedong’s consistent evaluation of himself.”74 The message was clear; within limits, it was permissible to criticize Mao, and the reassessment of history could go back in time to before the Cultural Revolution and include the Great Leap Forward.

In his speech of October 1979 commemorating the thirtieth anniversary of the founding of the PRC, Ye Jianying referred to the three leftist errors that had occurred during the late 1950s: the broadening of the scope of struggle against the rightists in 1957; the rashness of the 1958 economic program; and the inept conduct of the inner-party struggle in 1959. The unwinding of Mao’s radical path was under way, with a reevaluation of the Cultural Revolution to follow in June 1981.

The new leadership reflected Deng’s increasing influence with supporters, such as Chen Yun and also Hu Yaobang, who was now promoted to the Politburo. Hu would replace Hua as party chairman in 1981. He was appointed to run the Department of Propaganda, giving Deng and his supporters greater control over the media, and another Deng associate was appointed to head the Organization Department, a crucial division that oversaw all senior appointments.75 Chen Yun was placed in charge of the new supervisory organization, the Central Discipline Inspection Commission, which oversaw exposure of those remaining ultra-leftists and others deemed undesirable to the new leadership. Wang Dongxing lost his job in charge of the palace guard and as head of the General Office. Elite politics was certainly looking more favorable for Deng.

In terms of the economy, the plenum ratified a policy to encourage agricultural production by substantially increasing procurement prices and modernizing agriculture through brigade and team investments. The plenum embodied a strong sentiment for reform but lacked specifics.76 Through 1979 specific measures were introduced to raise procurement prices. Although this was good for the farmers, it contributed to a growing budget deficit as the regime did not want to pass on the increases to the urban sector, leading to over 1 billion yuan in state subsidies. Policy was relaxed to allow different regions to make use of the “law of comparative advantage.” Private plots, a scourge for the radicals, were deemed important for agricultural growth and for raising farmers’ incomes. To allow the peasants to sell their products, including their above-quota grain, private markets were tolerated. Policy was firmly based on the collective as the core, reflecting Chen Yun’s earlier ideas. Experimentation with these reforms was promoted by Hua Guofeng rather than by Deng, given Hua’s more extensive experience with the rural sector, but this would not count for anything as the political tides rolled in against him.77

The massive levels of state subsidies were unsustainable over the long term. The Chinese leadership faced the same dilemma as it had in the mid-1950s: How could productivity be boosted without increasing state spending? This time the answer was radically different and instead of pushing ahead with collectivization, the collectives were gradually pared down. The shift was away from production quotas for the collective to focus on the household as the basis for production, referred to as a “production responsibility system.” Actually, the farmers themselves pushed reform, often without official sanction. Their abandonment of the collective, although opposed by many local cadres, received tacit support from the pro-reform officials.78 This did not include Deng Xiaoping, who shared the broad support for collective agriculture among the party leadership. As late as 1981, Deng was noncommittal as to whether or not the practice was positive. However, two close associates of Deng’s—Wan Li in Anhui and Zhao Ziyang in Sichuan, a city that for centuries had been an exporter of rice but now had no recourse but to import it—were important for promoting the policy. A popular saying involved a play on Zhao’s name: “If you want to eat, look for Ziyang” (yao chifan, zhao ziyang).

Following the plenum, those who had been rehabilitated and supported Deng, Chen Yun, and Bo Yibo began to criticize the ambitious economic plans, warning of “economic rashness”: the need to comply with “objective economic laws” was emphasized. In June–July 1979, these warnings were heeded when the Ten-Year Plan was postponed and then, one year later, when it was abandoned altogether. This was replaced by a three-year period of “readjusting, restructuring, consolidating, and improving the national economy.” Economic priorities were reordered, with heavy industry relegated to the bottom of the pile behind agriculture and light industry. The main focus was on fixing targets for the agricultural sector. Rather than leading the economy, heavy industry was to receive only those funds necessary for it to adapt to the demands of the other sectors.

As the reform program evolved, liberalization of previous economic and political practices was at the core.79 Economic policy revolved around the introduction of market influences to modify the inefficiencies of allocation and distribution that had been part and parcel of the central planning system. To take better advantage market levers, localities were given greater powers of decision making. This was particularly the case for production units. They were given greater say over what and how much to produce and where to sell their products. At the core of this system was the contract, which was expected to govern economic activity. Material incentives were the major motivating force for labor, and the socialist principle of “to each according to her / his work” was to be applied firmly. Egalitarianism was attacked as a dangerous idea that curtailed economic growth. The domestic reforms were accompanied by an unprecedented opening to the outside world in the search of export markets, new technology, foreign investment, and higher-quality consumer goods. Mao must have been turning over in his mausoleum!

The reorganization of the political elite continued. At the Fifth Plenum, held on February 23–29, 1980, Liu Shaoqi’s reputation was restored and the various negative labels attached to him were lifted. Significantly, the four “whateverist” members of the Politburo, including Wang Dongxing and Wu De, were asked to resign from their posts. Deng’s close associates, Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang, major players during the following decade of reforms, were promoted to the Politburo Standing Committee. In an important organizational change, the Central Secretariat was restored, with Hu Yaobang as general secretary. The restoration of the Central Secretariat allowed for working around Hua Guofeng, and indeed, Hu Yaobang replaced Hua Guofang as party chairman in 1981. Reflecting the more sober atmosphere, the CC recommended deleting from the statutes the phrase that citizens “have the right to speak out freely, air their views fully, hold great debates, and write big-character posters.”

The dismantling of the Cultural Revolution was completed in June 1981 following the trial of the “Gang of Four” (which ended in January 1981) and adoption of the “Resolution on Party History.” Together with the remaining ten members of what was now referred to as the “Lin Biao and Jiang Qing counterrevolutionary clique,” they were found guilty on all counts. The demarcation of the “Gang of Four” as ultra-right was dropped, allowing for a reevaluation of many of the Cultural Revolution innovations. Jiang Qing and Zhang Chunqiao were sentenced to death with a two-year reprieve, Wang Hongwen was sentenced to life imprisonment, Yao Wenyuan was sentenced to twenty years, Chen Boda eighteen years, and the followers of Lin Biao received a variety of punishments.80 They were accused of persecuting senior officials, especially Deng Xiaoping and Liu Shaoqi, and of causing the deaths of 34,800 people and the severe mistreatment of a further 726,000 people. While Zhang Chunqiao sat in silence and the others looked contrite, Jiang Qing, befitting her former role as an actress in Shanghai, responded with numerous outbursts, the most memorable being “I was the Chairman’s dog. Whoever the Chairman said to bite, I bit.”

Hua Guofeng’s position was progressively undermined. At a November 1980 Politburo meeting, he made a provisional self-criticism, accepting his errors during the previous three years: persisting in a left line, especially in the economic field, promoting the Two Whatevers, resisting a reversal of the verdict on the Tiananmen Incident, and resisting the return of Deng Xiaoping.81 Hua requested that he be relieved from all his positions, something that was duly granted at the following plenum. The appearance of playing by the rules was important to the leadership.

The Sixth Plenum of the Eleventh CC, which met on June 27–29, 1981, made a number of important personnel changes, but most importantly it adopted the “Resolution on Party History,” which outlined the latest assessment of the Cultural Revolution and Mao’s role in instigating it. To allow him a modicum of self-respect, Hua Guofeng was retained as a vice chair of the CC but his name was placed last on the list of the seven members of the Politburo Standing Committee. He was replaced as party chairman by Hu Yaobang, Deng Xiaoping’s first chosen successor.82 Deng proved to be no better than Mao at picking a successor, as he eventually lost his first two choices, first Hu Yaobang and then Zhao Ziyang. Despite taking the post, Hu Yaobang dutifully deferred to Deng as the most important figure within the party.

The resolution denounced the Cultural Revolution as “responsible for the most severe setback and the heaviest losses” since 1949 and noted: “It was initiated and led by Comrade Mao Zedong.” Still, it divorced Mao’s errors from the scheming of Lin Biao and the “Gang of Four” and noted that the errors were those of a “great proletarian revolutionary” with his “merits primary and his errors secondary.” Earlier drafts of the resolution apparently had been harsher, noting “serious mistakes” and even “crimes.”83 The period after 1956 was also criticized, but the errors of the Anti-Rightist Campaign and the GLF were deemed those of both Mao and the collective leadership. Nevertheless, Mao was singled out for his mistake in criticizing Peng Dehuai in 1959.

The resolution exacted revenge for Deng’s second dismissal in 1976, noting that Mao did not accept the “systematic correction” of the Cultural Revolution offered by Deng, which triggered his downfall, the movement to criticize him, and the Tiananmen Incident. Hua Guofeng received praise for removing the “Gang of Four,” but he was criticized for his leadership thereafter and the development of his own personality cult. The ship was finally righted, with the convening of the Third Plenum in December 1978.84

Defining the Limits of the Permissible

The trauma of the Cultural Revolution and the failings it revealed about the political system caused many people—not only the general public but also some within the party establishment who had suffered during the movement—to believe that deep changes might be needed. Although the general consensus of the leadership was that the problems stemmed from Mao’s departure from the path developed by the mid-1950s, and all that was necessary was a return to the mores and practices of those years, others asked whether deeper reforms were necessary. The years 1978–1980 witnessed a range of suggestions for political reform, and in August 1980 Deng Xiaoping appeared to sanction change when he stated that people’s democracy should be developed to the fullest possible extent. For Deng, it was important for the Chinese people truly to enjoy the power of supervision over the state and its actors in a variety of effective ways. In particular, the people were to “truly enjoy the right to manage state affairs and particularly state organs at the grass-roots level and to run enterprises and institutions.”85

Deng’s 1980 speech was not published officially until 1983 but it was known to senior leaders and did lead to a number of interesting reform proposals. The fact that it was republished in June 1987 is indicative that Deng wanted to keep his reform options open, even though by late 1986 serious divisions within the party had been exposed about what was acceptable. The impetus to think about further reforms had come from society during the Democracy Movement of 1978–1979.

With the right to post big-character posters enshrined in the Constitution and the verdict reversed on the Tiananmen Incident in November 1978, posters began to go up along a wall to the west of the Forbidden City in the heart of Beijing. It would become a major focal point of curiosity and interest in the coming months.86 The wall was the symbol of a society coming back to life after the Cultural Revolution, and the period saw the release of many political, literary, and visual works that had circulated underground during the lost decade.87 Many of the initial Democracy Wall posters supported Deng’s position and criticized his perceived opponents who had resisted his return and the reevaluation of the Tiananmen Incident. Thus far so good, and Deng seemed supportive. Although he was concerned about the criticism of Mao, he still declared that the posters were a good thing.88

Despite this and unbeknownst to those on the streets, Deng had already established boundaries to what would be permissible both within and outside the party.89 As the posters grew more critical of the entire system, the senior leadership became less sympathetic to the movement. Some posters began to question Mao’s political judgment given his close relationship to the “Gang of Four,” and one poster in particular raised tricky questions: How could Lin Biao have reached power without Mao’s support? Did he not know that Jiang Qing and Zhang Chunqiao were traitors? And how could have the campaign against Deng been launched without Mao’s knowledge?90 By December, posters became more critical of the system and the movement spread to other cities, such as Shanghai and Guangzhou, while Deng himself also began to face criticism.

The most famous wall poster was put up on December 5 by a young electrician from the Beijing Zoo, Wei Jingsheng, who had been sent down to work in an urban factory. His poster, titled “The Fifth Modernization,” presented the most coherent appeal for democracy and critique of the current leadership. He wrote: “After the arrest of the Gang of Four, the people eagerly hoped that Vice Chairman Deng Xiaoping, who might possibly ‘restore capitalism,’ would rise up again like a magnificent banner. Finally, he did regain his position in the central leadership. How excited people felt! How inspired they were! But alas, the old political system so despised by the people remains unchanged.”
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“The Chinese People Shackled,” a poster on the Democracy Wall.

Wei Jingsheng saw the Cultural Revolution as the first time that people had flexed their muscles, but they did not know how to proceed and democracy was not their goal. They were bought off by “bribes, deception, division, slander, or violent suppression.” With their “blind faith” in “ambitious dictators,” they became the “tools and sacrificial lambs of tyrants and potential tyrants.” In contrast, the situation became different and the people found “their true leader: the banner of democracy.”91 Although Deng and other leaders such as Hu Yaobang tried to accommodate the protests, eventually the level of criticism became intolerable. On March 25, 1979, Wei Jingsheng followed up with an even harsher critique, asking “Do We Want a Democracy or a New Dictatorship?” For Wei, Deng was moving toward becoming a “dictatorial fascist.” As a result, Wei was arrested and in mid-October he was sentenced to fifteen years in prison. He was arrested again in 1994, and in 1997 he was sent into exile in the United States.

Deng and the more conservative-minded members of the leadership had the chaos of the Cultural Revolution fresh in their minds, and their concerns were heightened by some of the ideas circulating among the senior leaders in the party. These ideas were expressed at the 1979 Theory Conference, with a range of views being floated by key intellectuals, such as Li Honglin, Su Shaozhi, Yan Jiaqi, and Yu Guangyuan.92 The meeting was chaired by Hu Yaobang, and during the first session many strong reform ideas were debated. When the meeting began, Deng was visiting the United States, but on his return he was briefed by the conservative Hu Qiaomu, who complained forcefully about the nature of the debates.

Under pressure, Deng had to establish a position that would unify the party. Unsettled by the depth of criticism from within and without, Deng’s desire for order was heightened by China’s mid-February invasion of Vietnam. His March 30 speech to the conference established the “four cardinal principles,” which indicated there were clear limits to the permissible and suggested a range of obligations for those engaged in discussions about political reform. All things had to adhere to the principles of upholding the socialist party, the people’s democratic dictatorship, the leadership of the CCP, and Mao Zedong Thought and Marxism-Leninism.93 Clearly, party dictatorship was paramount. In addition to the need to maintain control, political reform was to be subordinate to the demands of economic regeneration. The only changes that would be permitted were those that burnished the wheels of economic modernization. The essential challenge was to determine how far could control be relaxed to promote the necessary inputs for economic development without threatening party dominance. Party leaders were still haunted by the experience of the Hundred Flowers Campaign and the Cultural Revolution, and this made them wary of activities that were not under party oversight. Deng, of course, had been instrumental in overseeing the Anti-Rightist Campaign that followed the Hundred Flowers Campaign. For these leaders, change was to be brought about by a step-by-step revolution from above. The party leadership would define what was acceptable, ensuring stability and not allowing the reforms to degenerate into chaos. During the summer of 1980, the destabilizing workers’ strikes in Poland increased the CCP leadership’s desire to maintain control.

Despite the setting of limits, the most dramatic reform suggestions came in October 1980 from Liao Gailong, a former political secretary to Zhu De. For Liao, democracy was not merely a means but it was also an end—“our ultimate end.” He wrote that people wanted not only affluence but also “freedom, extensive freedom, as well as a high degree of democracy.”94 Liao wanted to remove the “rubber-stamp” label from the NPC by reducing the number of delegates and splitting it into two chambers to supervise the work of the State Council and to balance one another. Deputies to the first chamber would be elected on a territorial basis and those in the second chamber would be representatives of different social groupings. Trade unions and student organizations were to represent their members. Local government was to be strengthened at the expense of the central government, an independent judiciary was to be set up devoid of party influence, and the media were to be let off the leash. None of these ideas came to fruition, which frustrated many intellectuals and students.95

This is not to say that nothing happened: new Party Statutes and a State Constitution were adopted to more clearly delineate the division between party and government, the bureaucracy was trimmed, and some steps were taken to promote more citizen participation.96 Measures were introduced to strengthen the electoral process: electors were to supervise and recall deputies, within limits elections were to be more competitive with more candidates than places available, and there was to be a loosening of the regulations for nominating candidates. Direct elections were introduced for the people’s congresses, up to and including the county level. This measure had first been proposed by Zhou Enlai in 1957. Electoral enthusiasm even seized the official press, with claims that at some time in the future, county elections could “lay a solid and reliable foundation for direct or even national elections.”97

However, when candidates who were not supported by the party proved very popular, authorities intervened.98 Deng Xiaoping’s speech in March 1980 enabled the more cautious or conservative leaders to begin a pushback against the far-reaching reform ideas and to end the participation that was taking place on the streets of some major cities. The fear of disorder rang loud in their ears and they wished to return to what they saw as the orderly leadership of the party over state and society that had existed in the early to mid-1950s. In the 1980s, this would be marked by a series of campaigns to “oppose bourgeois liberalization.”99

Dealing with the Devil: Relations with the United States

In addition to Mao’s death and the arrest of the “Gang of Four,” the second major game changer was the normalization of relations with the United States, which was formalized on January 1, 1979. It had taken a long time between Kissinger’s secret diplomacy, Nixon’s first visit, and Carter signing off, but it marked a new era for China’s reform and global politics. As we have seen, in the 1970s Mao Zedong had identified the Soviet Union as the greater threat and had approved a move to open relations with the United States. The “Shanghai Communiqué” (February 28, 1972) accepted the one-China policy, while not making a judgment on what the one China might be. The communiqué agreed that US troops on Taiwan would be scaled back and that economic and cultural contacts between Taiwan and the mainland would be expanded. Trade expansion followed, as did limited military collaboration against Soviet actions in countries such as Angola and Mozambique after they achieved independence from Portugal in the mid-1970s. Perhaps the most significant impact for the United States was that it helped ease the country out of the war in Vietnam. With China now cozying up to the United States, Vietnam was left exposed and this accelerated the move to settle the conflict.100

The formal announcement of the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and the United States terminated official US relations with Taiwan. Embassies in Beijing and Washington were established, a bilateral trade agreement was signed, and limited arms sales began. In December 1978 President Carter had already announced the withdrawal of all US troops from Taiwan and the termination of the Mutual Defense Treaty. In its stead, the Taiwan Relations Act provided a continued legal framework for commercial and other relations without diplomatic recognition. At the end of January, Deng Xiaoping visited the United States to promote the relationship and to end the “period of unpleasantness between us for 30 years.”101 Deng’s US hosts were concerned about the vehemence of his anti-Soviet views, especially as the Carter administration was pursuing a treaty to limit strategic weapons, and they were also worried that they might be embarrassed by a Chinese invasion of Vietnam during the visit. Showing diplomatic politeness, Deng waited until his return to China to invade Vietnam (which happened on February 17, 1979), and his anti-Soviet rhetoric played better to the incoming Reagan administration in the 1980s.

[image: ]

Deng Xiaoping on his historic trip to America.

Unlike the domestic program of reforms, which suffered from ups and downs in the 1980s, the Sino-US relationship proceeded smoothly. Many Americans believing that the reform path might make China become more like the United States—until the events of June 1989 delivered a rude awakening. Deng’s visit also played into domestic politics. There was a debate about what should be shown on Chinese television about Deng’s trip, with some wishing to censor the shots of the affluence of American society that would highlight China’s backwardness. Those around Deng pushed ahead with images of wealth and luxury in the United States to shock the Chinese into realizing how necessary reforms were to stop China from falling further behind.102


CHAPTER NINE

Reform, Rebellion, and Restoration

1982–1993

During the 1980s China made considerable economic progress, accompanied by greater relaxation in the social sphere. Despite this, conservative economic leaders fretted about policy moving too rapidly and causing instability, whereas conservative moral guardians launched periodic movements against spiritual pollution and bourgeois liberalization to ensure the purity of the revolution. The 1980s saw the purge of Deng Xiaoping’s first two chosen successors, culminating in the massive student-led demonstrations of 1989 that shook the leadership to its core. Until 1986 Deng was reasonably successful in preventing leadership divisions from destabilizing the system, and the limited political reforms aided his attempts to get the Chinese system moving again. His new team of Hu Yaobang as party general secretary and Zhao Ziyang as premier seemed in tune with his reform objectives, and with Hua Guofeng removed from any influence, the way seemed open for Deng to push ahead. It turned out to be a much more complicated decade than anyone could have imagined. Yet, given the breadth and depth of change—with decollectivization, opening to foreign investment, removing and reducing the influence of the veteran revolutionaries, reviving the private economy, and developing close relations with Japan—for a while the system held together remarkably well.
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Bicycles parked in Beijing, 1980s.

Party Critics of Reform

Deng Xiaoping was happy to announce that in 1982 China was in the midst of “an administrative revolution,” with policies to reduce the size of the bureaucracy, eliminate functional overlap, prevent a concentration of power, and to recruit new and better-qualified party members. He declared that the Twelfth Party Congress, held on September 1–11, 1982, was the most important since 1945, when the road had been established for the Communist victory in 1949. Restructuring continued in the first half of the 1980s, but there was resistance to any major structural overhaul of the political system. All agreed on the party’s leading position and balked at any notion of a curtailment in its power. This did leave space, however, for disagreement on crucial questions of reform. In 1980 and 1981 it was already apparent that opposition was building, and three main groups of critics had emerged: those concerned about the impact of the reforms on China’s social fabric, those worried about the rapid changes in the economic structure and the speed of growth, and some in the military who were concerned about the undermining of Mao’s prestige. These groups would come together to stall the progress of the reforms and to promote the dismissal of Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang, but they were never able to roll back the reforms for any length of time, not even following the violent suppression of the 1989 people’s movement.

A group of party leaders, including Deng Liqun (not a relative of Deng Xiaoping), Hu Qiaomu, a close associate of Mao Zedong’s, Peng Zhen, and even Chen Yun became concerned that liberalization might damage China’s social fabric. They argued that the party must exert its leading role in the ideological sphere and that socialism had a spiritual as well as a material goal. Only the party could define these goals and how they should be met. Picking up on Deng’s March 1980 speech on the four cardinal principles, at the CC work conference in mid-December Chen Yun put forward the slogan “Oppose bourgeois liberalization” to accompany his critique of economic policy.1 As before, criticism began in the cultural sphere. Chen’s group was offended by satirical plays and works that poked fun at the party. One such piece was What If I Were Real, a play similar to Gogol’s The Inspector General. During its initial run, the audience was told that the start of the show would be delayed because of the late arrival of an official—not an uncommon occurrence in China. As the wait was extended, the audience began to speculate on just how senior the person was to hold up the start for so long. The con man eventually arrived and the show began.2

The main focus of the group’s ire was the screenplay Bitter Love by Bai Hua. It tells the tale of disillusionment of a young Chinese intellectual who returns to China after 1949 only to be persecuted during the Cultural Revolution for his bourgeois revisionism. The persecution continues as the play unfolds and he comes to question his faith, claiming his love is unrequited, and his daughter asks him whether his country loves him, despite his continued love for China. Public criticism began on April 20, 1981, with a commentary in the Liberation Army Daily claiming that Bai Hua was opposing the four cardinal principles with his distortion of patriotism. If left unchecked, such thinking could undermine political stability and unity. At the end of March 1981 Deng had already signaled his support, calling for the military to take the lead in criticism, and he complained that Bai Hua’s play “vilified the party.”3 Hu Yaobang, known to hold more liberal views, was dragged into the criticism. However, the campaign was reined in by the end of the summer, as Deng began to worry that it would affect the reforms. It did, nevertheless, have an impact on the decisions of the Twelfth Party Congress when Hu Yaobang, in his role as general secretary, announced a reversal in the listing of the party’s tasks—placing the building of a spiritual civilization ahead of democratization—and thus making the building of spiritual civilization a prerequisite for democratization. This paved the way for subsequent campaigns against spiritual civilization and bourgeois liberalization in 1983, 1987, and 1989–1990.

The conservative defenders of morals also saw the open-door policy as a vector for moral corruption, and despite Deng’s adage that a few flies would come in if you open the door, the views of the conservatives were accepted by October 1983. An official decision on party consolidation accepted the correctness of the open-door policy, but noted the increased “corrosive influence of decadent bourgeois ideology and remnant feudal ideas.”4 One year earlier, at the Twelfth Party Congress, when announcing the program for party consolidation and rectification of party style, Hu Yaobang had not mentioned the “open door” as a source of problems.

The group concerned about the direction of the economic reforms included Chen Yun and some of the more traditional planners. They recognized the need for change, but they were concerned about the destabilizing effects of promoting marketization too far and too fast. Chen’s memorable analogy was that the economy should resemble a bird in a cage. One could make the cage larger, but if the bars were to be removed entirely, the bird would fly away. Ironically, it was the periodic checks on inflation and restoring balance that allowed Deng to accelerate growth. If there was one thing in addition to the primacy of the party that Deng shared with Mao Zedong, it was that faster was always better. In March 1983 Chen Yun criticized Hu Yaobang for his encouragement of local officials who promoted rapid local growth and who developed their communities without paying due consideration to the nation’s overall economic health. Premier Zhao Ziyang shared this critique of Hu’s rashness, as did staunch defenders of planning and of the state-owned sector, who periodically criticized the growth of the private sector. These critics refused to redefine property rights, in order to protect the state’s privileged position. Chen Yun argued that some of the smaller township and village enterprises that were springing up were wasting resources and consuming materials needed by the state-owned sector—which in turn eroded the profitability of the state-operated enterprises (SOEs), making it more difficult for them to provide for their retirees.5 The First Plenum of the Thirteenth CC, on November 2, 1987, decided that Deng would remain the ultimate authority but Chen Yun would be consulted on economic affairs. Growth of the private sector and the rise of market forces were viewed as major sources of the corruption that had developed in the reform program.6 This is not to say that Deng and other reform leaders were not concerned about corruption, but they may have disagreed on the causes.

The third group was composed of some military officers who had been closely associated with Mao Zedong and were disturbed by the attacks on his legacy. They agreed with those who attacked the spiritual pollution that was infesting Chinese society. In February 1981 the PLA dusted off the model soldier Lei Feng for emulation, and on April 26, 1981, the military’s Liberation Army Daily warned that contrary to what liberals might think, anti-rightism was just as dangerous as anti-leftism. The military was active in the campaign against Bai Hua and his play Bitter Love. In terms of defending Mao, the most surprising article warned of becoming too extreme when criticizing Mao, and it called for all patriots to forgive his mistakes and treat him with love and respect.7 The article was surprising because the author had spent twenty years in prison for his association with Peng Dehuai at Lushan in 1959. Criticism was also raised about the decline in the military’s prestige and the inadequate military budgets. Among the rank and file, peasant recruits saw new opportunities in the countryside. The impact of the responsibility system in agriculture provided new avenues to make money, causing the government to introduce a conscription law in 1984.

These were some of the challenges facing Deng Xiaoping during the first half of the 1980s. In addition, the leadership had to manage the rising expectations of the urban populations, who were getting a taste of the new freedoms but looked jealously at what they mistakenly saw as the new wealth produced in the countryside. Until the end of 1986 Deng and his supporters managed to handle the conflicting interests and pressures, but thereafter various factors combined to bring the CCP its deepest crisis since the Cultural Revolution. This time the attack on the party and its institutions was not launched from the top—it came from below as the urban population, led by the students, pushed for more radical change. It would ultimately end in bloodshed and repression.

Mixed Signals

It is difficult to know what to make of the Twelfth Party Congress, as it is peppered with mixed signals: Which had primacy, economic development or ideology? Rejuvenating the leadership or retaining the old guard? Deng and Hu Yaobang tried to strike a balance between the more conservative and the liberal groups within the leadership. In their speeches Deng and Hu both stressed that the development of a “socialist spiritual civilization” was the necessary platform upon which to build the economy. Some in the leadership clearly felt that guidance had to be provided to remedy the lack of faith that resulted from the Cultural Revolution. Hu stated that the most important task was to “push forward the socialist modernization of China’s economy,” but he also noted that a “high level of socialist spiritual civilization” was a “strategic principle for building socialism.”8 Deng pushed for opening up China, but he warned of the dangers of “decadent ideas” and visions of a “bourgeois lifestyle” penetrating the country.9

The congress adopted new statutes and began the process of rejuvenating the party ranks. Ye Jianying and Chen Yun both spoke of the need to bring in younger leaders. Therefore, the statutes introduced a new Central Advisory Commission, which elderly leaders were encouraged to join in order to free up places on the CC for those who might be more in tune with the needs of the modern world. Conspicuously, neither Ye nor Chen availed themselves of this opportunity. The incentive for Central Advisory Commission members was that they would retain their influence and be able to continue to participate in important meetings. Billed as temporary, the commission threatened to become permanent and began to provide an institutional base for conservative criticisms of the reform program. This tendency became even more marked after 1987, when Chen Yun took over as chair of the commission following his retirement from the Politburo Standing Committee. The commission would be disbanded in 1992 when the party again tried to rebuild its credibility following the trauma of 1989.

The new Party Statutes contained a number of significant amendments to deal with the overconcentration of power. Most importantly, the post of chairman of the CC was replaced by that of general secretary. The claim was that this would prevent erratic and individualistic decision-making because the general secretary would merely convene meetings but would not preside over them. Apparently the Chinese had not looked too closely at the experience of General Secretary Stalin in the Soviet Union. The statutes expressly forbade “all forms of personality cult” and the use of public office for private gain. Framing and false accusations were also outlawed, and the duties of party members were made more onerous.10

The attempt to rebuild institutional structures continued with the adoption of a new State Constitution at the Fifth Session of the Fifth NPC on December 4, 1982.11 As with the Party Statutes, the State Constitution, modeled after the Constitution of 1954, eliminated the experiments of the mid-1950s onward. The state was now defined as “a socialist state under the people’s democratic dictatorship” rather than the fiercer sounding “socialist state of the dictatorship of the proletariat.” However, the waters were muddied by the statement in the preamble that the people’s democratic dictatorship is, in essence, the dictatorship of the proletariat, thus equating the two terms! The resurrection of the people’s congress system was incorporated in the Constitution. In 1978 the revolutionary committees had been restricted to levels of government and no longer operated factories and schools, and in 1979 they had been abolished altogether.

The new Constitution hid the power of the party in the state sector, unlike the Constitutions adopted in 1975 and 1978 in which party control was explicit. The reference to the party as the core of leadership was dropped, as was the claim that it was the duty of citizens to support the party. Now citizens were asked merely to abide by the Constitution and the law. However, the party’s leading role was acknowledged in the four cardinal principles. In the future, the premier was to be appointed based on nomination by the president rather than by the CC. Given the dislocation caused by the Cultural Revolution, greater attention was paid to the rights and duties of citizens, with additional provisions on the inviolability of the home, protection of freedom, privacy of correspondence, and the right of citizens to criticize state organs and functionaries. But now gone were the rights to criticize allowed during the Cultural Revolution—such as the right to speak out freely, debate, write big-character posters, and to strike. The removal of the right to strike was presumably a response to the events in Poland. A weak defense argued that the management reforms had rendered such actions unnecessary and that “striking is not only disadvantageous to the state, but also harmful to the interests of the workers.”12

The orderly process envisaged by the new Party Statutes and the State Constitution did not prevent tensions from rising within the party about the way forward, including the question of how far and how fast the economic reforms should proceed, and what role socialist spiritual civilization should play in guiding not only the reforms but also the morals of society. Until 1986, despite the campaigns of 1983 and 1985, the tensions had been controlled and the focus remained on the economy. Further, Deng was successful in continuing the restructuring of the military and party leaderships. Following the establishment of the Central Advisory Commission and the establishment of such commissions throughout the administrative system, the military leadership was restructured. Its direct political influence was reduced, and many elderly officers were replaced by a younger generation more in line with the idea of a less political, more professional military. In December 1984 forty senior officers of the PLA General Staff retired, the largest such retirement ever; in January 1985 budget cutbacks were announced; and in April 1985 Hu Yaobang announced that troop levels would be cut by 25 percent—about one million personnel. PLA political influence was weakened through two other important measures. In June 1985 Deng Xiaoping reorganized the regional military command structure to break up the powerful regional ties. Such reshufflings occur only rarely and mark a leader’s attempt to assert authority, as Mao did in 1973 to remove the influence of Lin Biao.

In September 1985 a series of party meetings, including a special party conference, carried out a similar shake-up of the party leadership. One consequence was a sharp reduction in military representation on the Politburo. Ten members resigned, of whom six were from the military, and none were replaced by military figures. The military did resist replacing Deng Xiaoping by Hu Yaobang, probably encouraged by Deng himself as chair of the Central Military Commission. Although willing to accept Deng’s authority, they were unwilling to accept his protégé, clearly reducing Hu Yaobang’s prestige and preventing him from cementing an alliance with the reformers in the military. Acceptance and control of the military is a key to power in China, and all leaders have sought to head the Central Military Commission. Deng had the same problem when he was unable to place his second chosen successor, Zhao Ziyang, as head of the commission. This was a serious blow to the pragmatic reformers and presaged future events in 1989 when the military would be called in to save the party.

Six newcomers were named to the Politburo, including Li Peng, the adopted son of Zhou Enlai, as a possible successor to Zhao as premier, and Hu Qili, as a possible successor to Hu Yaobang as general secretary. The Politburo Standing Committee was divided equally between liberal and conservative reformers, Deng being the decisive figure. However, key conservative figures, such as Chen Yun, Peng Zhen, and Hu Qiaomu, remained on the Politburo. Younger, more-qualified people were brought onto the CC: of the sixty-four new members, 76 percent were college-educated and their average age was just over fifty.

Despite this progress, the question of political reform was becoming a seriously divisive issue within the political leadership, and this became openly apparent in the summer of 1986. In the spring and summer, critical intellectuals within the party tried to push forward political reforms along the lines of those raised at the end of the 1970s and in early 1980s. A number of daring notions were put forward by influential party figures. A deputy editor of the People’s Daily raised discussion of socialist humanism, which meant that “all-round dictatorship” should be discarded, as should the cult of personality. Others debated whether alienation could exist in socialist society.13 Deng Xiaoping came to see this as a challenge to party hegemony, and by September 1983 he concluded that party control should be tightened. This led to the campaign to quash spiritual pollution. The campaign was not pursued vigorously and it soon wound down amid fears that it might have a negative impact on reviving economy.14 Yet by the end of the decade such views had been soundly rejected, and Hu Yaobang, who was thought to be sympathetic, had been dismissed from his position as general secretary.

The first years of reform had been a boon to China’s farmers due to the dismantling of the collective structures and the return to household-based farming. These were the heady days of the so-called 10,000-yuan households, when farmers close to the urban markets were able to boost their incomes. Many in urban China were under the impression that all those in rural China were moving ahead economically, while those in urban China remained stuck. However, by the end of 1984 the rapid pace of economic growth had slowed down and, ironically, the next phase of the reforms adversely affected the farmers’ income. This was exacerbated as the one-time boost from the dismantling of the communes and other incentives were wearing off.

With grain yields declining and state subsidies spiraling to keep costs down for the urban sector, Chen Yun proposed calling a halt to the second phase of the reforms. Many farmers had turned away from grain production because it was not profitable and lucrative alternatives had been developing, but now they were forced to return to grain production. They resented this assault on their new-won freedoms, as stringent grain-production quotas were reintroduced and moves to dismantle the state monopoly over distribution were effectively abandoned. Farmers were forced to sell to state agencies at below-market prices. Further, many farmers had already left the land to work in the cities or in the more lucrative jobs in the rapidly growing rural industrial sector, which by 1984 was producing almost 25 percent of industrial output.

Concurrently, problems were arising in the industrial sector as policy moved toward a market-influenced economy. Just as the reforms in the agricultural sector were tapering off following the initial shot in the arm, the leadership turned its attention to the urban industrial sector. This sector was obviously unable to effectively meet the demands of the increasingly commercialized, decentralized agricultural sector. Success in the rural sector led to the decision in October 1984 to adopt similar measures in the urban sector.15 The decision, noting that the current structure of the urban economy hindered development, offered a more comprehensive outline for the future than the previous piecemeal reform experiments. The key was to make enterprises more responsible economically through the introduction of a system of enterprise profit retention. Managers were given greater decision-making autonomy, including over the hiring and firing workers. State subsidies were to be phased out and cautious support was given for small-scale private businesses. Chinese industrial policy was moving in the direction of Hungary’s market socialism.

The new incentive system for enterprises, together with the lifting of price controls, led to a major overheating of the economy by late 1984 and early 1985, which resulted in a surge in inflation in 1985. As a result, the Seventh Five-Year Plan for 1986–1990, unveiled by Premier Zhao Ziyang in April 1986, struck a note of caution, emphasizing the need for balanced growth. Growth rates were to be lowered, but they still were predicted to be at a healthy clip of 7.5 percent per annum. The slower growth rate was to avert strain on the economy and to facilitate the reforms. Zhao’s concerns focused on the twin problems of the slow pace of implementing the industrial reforms and the decline in grain production. In fact, Zhao and the party leadership came under pressure from delegates from grain-producing provinces to increase government investment in the sector and to pay more attention to grain production. In a major break from past practice, the plan suggested shifting from mandatory targets to using guidance planning for production figures. This was sensible, given that, historically, most plans had never delivered the specified targets. For Zhao, the plan provided a solid basis for the continuation of the reforms: industrial reform would continue to encourage enterprises to be genuinely responsible for profits and losses. Under the socialist commodity market, Zhao proposed a further extension of market measures and the establishment of a new form of macro-management, with the state gradually moving from direct to indirect control of enterprise management.

Despite this restatement of the reform objectives, opposition was coming together and differences about ideology and political reform provided the catalyst for removing Hu Yaobang. In July 1985 conservative ideologue Deng Liqun was replaced as minister of propaganda by a close associate of Hu Yaobang. The following eighteen months saw yet another twist in the turns of liberal push and conservative backlash. Again, there was an upsurge in critical articles and explorations of subjects such as alienation and Marxist humanism. The wings of the intellectual community fluttered again, with the most remarkable work by Liu Binyan, who challenged the nature of loyalty to the party. Should one blindly follow party orders as a sign of loyalty, or was there a higher loyalty to serve the ideals for which the party was established?16 A popular slogan argued that economic reform required political reform. It seemed that the push to put political reform back on the agenda was supported by Deng Xiaoping, with a five-person discussion group set up to review the options.17

The renewed thrust of liberal articles in the official press, combined with strong proposals for political reform, drew the ire of the more conservative reformers. In summer 1986, at a leadership retreat in the seaside resort of Beidaihe, some leaders argued that, for the most part, the current political system was suited to the needs of economic development, but that too much reform could lead to the negation of party leadership and could undermine the four cardinal principles. To prevent this, they proposed a strict set of obligations for those who were debating political reform. A key figure in this resistance was Politburo member Peng Zhen, who warned against those who yearned for bourgeois democracy “as if the moonlight of capitalist society was brighter than our socialist sun.”18

These differences caused an expected decision on political reform to be postponed until the Thirteenth Party Congress in October 1987.19 Instead the September 1986 party gathering returned to the theme of ideological and cultural work, ignoring any mention of political reform. Successful economic construction could be achieved only if a socialist spiritual civilization was constructed.20 Now Deng threw his weight behind the criticism, reminding the leadership that bourgeois liberalization was indeed a threat.

Some were clearly uneasy with Hu Yaobang’s leadership style and his tendency to go off script and improvise. The opportunity to remove Hu as general secretary was provided by the student demonstrations that festered beginning in the summer of 1986 and grew in intensity by late 1986. In December, protests began not in Beijing but in Hefei, Anhui province, because official interference had prevented students from standing in a local election. The demonstrations spread rapidly and combined a mix of student grievances over living and study conditions and broader concerns over stalled political reform. For the most part the students expressed their support for Deng and Hu, and very few raised criticisms about the nature of one-party rule. Their complaints found little resonance within society, as much of the population considered the students to be a relatively privileged and pampered group. The turning point in official tolerance came when students in Beijing defied a government ban and held a New Year’s Day demonstration in Tiananmen Square; thirty-three students were arrested.21 The criticisms by intellectuals and discussions about alienation and humanism, although disconcerting, had been dealt with relatively lightly, especially in comparison with what would come after. On the streets, activism was another matter entirely. Further outrage followed when students burned copies of the Beijing Daily.

Pressure on Hu Yaobang increased, and on December 27 a group of party elders visited Deng Xiaoping to request Hu’s dismissal.22 Deng took up their complaints, and on December 28 he blamed the student demonstrations on those who did not stand firmly against bourgeois liberalization.23 Deng went on to criticize ideas such as the separation of powers and to point out that even when China arrested Wei Jingsheng, there had not been any foreign outcry, and he praised the Polish authorities for their handling of Solidarity in 1981. Ominously he noted that one should not only talk about using dictatorial means but one should also be ready to “actually use them.”24

The writing was on the wall for Hu and the liberal reformers. On January 6, 1987, the People’s Daily ran a tough editorial criticizing those who were concerned about leftist thinking but who ignored bourgeois liberalization. The article called for them to wake up as this was poisoning the young and disrupting reform and opening. The situation could no longer be ignored. On January 16 Hu was removed from his post after he refused to resign. He was formally criticized for resisting the entirely correct policy to fight against spiritual pollution and bourgeois liberalization, fighting only against the left but never against the right, letting the economy run out of control, and often acting without authorization. His laxness facilitated the environment that had led to the student demonstrations.25 In a sign that the leadership had learned from the past, Hu retained his seat on the Politburo and the dispute was not raised as a struggle between two lines. The lesson was not learned for long, however. In a sign of things to come, the document relaying Hu’s dismissal noted that elder leaders such as Deng, Chen Yun, and Li Xiannian should supervise the new leaders as long as their health permitted.

The campaign against bourgeois liberalization that was launched after Hu’s ouster was short-lived because Deng and Hu’s replacement as general secretary, Zhao Ziyang, feared that it might disrupt the economy. Despite this, Hu’s removal did have an effect. The manner of his removal—the avoidance of formal procedures, the launch of an old-style political campaign, and the expulsion of three prominent, critical intellectuals from the party—showed that the old guard still possessed the power to block what they did not like and that Deng was willing to go along with them on issues of ideology and to repress political activities that took place outside of party control. This point would be reinforced emphatically in 1989. The dismissals shook the faith of some party reformers and many students who disagreed with Deng Xiaoping’s top-down approach. This opened up the path for even more radical demands for change.

Differences emerged about how to move forward. Pragmatic reformers around Zhao began to outline a rationale for an elitist approach to top-down reforms. In 1986, articles appeared supporting neo-authoritarianism, and by late 1988 the theory had become an important justification for keeping a firm hold on power as the reforms began to falter. A strong central power was necessary to push through tough reforms and to prepare the ground for democracy.26

By contrast, other party intellectuals were pushing for more radical reforms based on institutional changes. These reforms included improving the representativeness of the people’s congress system, granting delegates immunity during debates, and reducing party interference in government organizations and society at large. They argued that the freedoms of speech, assembly, and the press should be expanded, that the party should become more accountable to outside organizations, and that democracy within the party should be enhanced, including allowing for the existence of factions. These factions might then form the basis for the emergence of a multiparty system. In the view of Su Shaozhi, director of the CASS Institute of Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought, the party should take seriously its role as a vanguard. Vanguards comprised only a small number of people who set broad outlines and did not need to dominate all aspects of state and society.27

Despite Hu Yaobang’s removal, the political reform agenda was pushed ahead at the Thirteenth Party Congress, held on October 25–November 1, 1987, by the new general secretary, Zhao Ziyang. Zhao announced that the CC had decided that “it was high time to put political reform on the agenda of the whole party.”28 He traced problems in the political system to the legacy of both feudalism and the party’s own experiences during the revolution, such that the current structures failed to “suit economic, political, and cultural modernization under peacetime conditions or the development of a socialist commodity economy.” There was some compromise, but on crucial questions Zhao came down on the side of the reformers. Thus, he reiterated the compromise agreed upon with the conservative reformers that it was necessary to uphold the four cardinal principles while also pursuing reform and opening-up to the outside world. This was the compromise that Zhao had put forward in May 1987 to try to halt the leftist backlash that was threatening the reform program.29

Zhao then went on to announce the most radical document on political reform ever put forward by the Chinese leadership.30 The first five sections of the report dealt with reform; the conservative demand for building a spiritual civilization came last on the list of tasks. Most importantly, Zhao confirmed that China was at the initial stage of socialism, a stage that would last for about 100 years.31 This was meant to remove ideological objection to reform experimentation, whereas the major task was to improve material standards and not to wage class struggle. As China was entering uncharted waters, theory was to be defined as policy developed, thus freeing China’s decision makers from the restraints of Maoist dogma. Zhao also announced a new party line of “one center and two basic points”: the center being economic development with adherence to the four cardinal principles, and reform and opening-up being the two points. This formulation tried to bridge the divide between the preferences of the liberal reformers and those of the conservative reformers.

Political reform was reaffirmed as indispensable if economic reform was to continue. Even though detail was missing, Zhao called for a redistribution of power both horizontally to state organs at the same level and vertically to party and state organs lower down the administrative hierarchy. The idea of separation of party and state was to be promoted aggressively, and the holding of multiple positions across party and state was to be curtailed. The most important measure put forward was the abolition of leading party groups in units of state administration and the elimination of groups that overlapped in their functions. Previously it was normal practice for party members in state administrative organizations, including research entities, to hold caucus meetings to discuss policy, and over time they had become increasingly powerful. The groups were established by the party committee at the next highest level and were answerable to that committee. The abolition of these groups was interpreted by scholars as a major weakening of party power within the research organizations.32 Zhao warned that the party must not become an executor entrapped in the mundane technicalities of daily command.33 The importance of political reform was implicitly recognized by dropping the four modernizations, which had an exclusively economic focus.

The party was to pull back from day-to-day management of enterprises, and in April 1989 the Seventh NPC adopted the Enterprise Law, which limited the scope of party work. The measures were intended, not to grant institutions and enterprises autonomy, but instead to provide a clearer differentiation of roles and to extricate the party from direct administration, while retaining political leadership over major issues. It was not the role of the party secretary to decide how many lavatories should be in a factory and where they should be situated.

With respect to the economy, Zhao attacked the two traditional shibboleths of state socialism: central planning and state ownership. The report proposed a dramatic reduction in the role of the plan in directing the economy, opening up the way for further development of the non-state sectors of the economy. Moving beyond previous practices, Zhao advocated the use of commodity markets not only for consumer goods and the means of production but also for “funds, labor services, technology, information, and real estate.” In what must have been sacrilege to some, he announced that no longer would the only source of income be “distribution according to work.” In the future, interest would be available for those who purchased bonds, shareholders would receive dividends, and enterprise managers would be rewarded for the risks they carried. Last but not least, the owners of private enterprises who had a workforce would receive some income that did not come from their own labor. Deflecting criticism that these were capitalist mechanisms, Zhao simply stated that such mechanisms were “not particular to capitalism.”

However, the report was not a complete sweep for the more liberal reformers, and there were compromises on certain economic questions dear to the hearts of the conservative reformers. The Maoist obsession with grain production was not eliminated entirely, as Zhao made a commitment to major increases in grain production over the next decade. More significantly, the report was cautious on the vital topic of price reform. It was obvious that to be successful, the industrial-reform program required thoroughgoing reform of the pricing and subsidy systems. These systems were a source of the growing corruption. Yet each time this issue was placed on the agenda, rapid retreat followed in the face of the subsequent inflation.

The congress approved a new leadership that ushered out the Long March generation and brought in a younger, more educated group of successors. Reflecting the more democratic atmosphere, the elections for the CC were competitive, with 5 percent more candidates than places to be filled. This resulted in one significant, unexpected outcome. Hu Yaobang’s nemesis, Deng Liqun, had been slated to take over the seat vacated on the Politburo by another conservative ideologue. However, he was not elected to the CC. Only ten of the twenty Politburo members were reelected, with Zhao the only member remaining from the prior Standing Committee. The lineup of the new Standing Committee was the subject of vigorous debate. Quite amazingly, Deng revealed the members to Henry Kissinger during his summer visit; naturally they were not revealed to the Chinese people.

Organizationally, the position of the Standing Committee of the Politburo as the preeminent body was confirmed by a downgrading of the Secretariat—it was reduced in size, and its members were to be nominated by the Standing Committee. This prevented the Secretariat from becoming an alternative power base. Unfortunately for Zhao, two other institutions retained considerable influence, and both were beyond his control. The first was the military and, as with Hu Yaobang, Zhao was not given the position of the head of the Central Military Commission; instead the position was retained by the trusted Deng Xiaoping. The second was the Central Advisory Commission, which was now headed by conservative reformer Chen Yun and ably supported by Bo Yibo. These two organizations would play a key role in the decision to implement martial law in 1989 and the removal of Zhao as a result of the demonstrations. One final decision, not made public at the time, that would prove crucial in 1989 was that on all political issues, the Standing Committee would consult with Deng and on all economic matters the Standing Committee would consult with Chen. That Deng had the authority to convene Standing Committee meetings was revealed by Zhao Ziyang in his meeting with Gorbachev on May 16, 1989. Deng was infuriated that this authority was revealed to Gorbachev. Chen Yun’s role was not revealed.

The appointment of the two heads of the commissions revealed how practical concerns overruled party rules. According to the 1982 Constitution, the heads of the Advisory and Central Military Commissions should be members of the Politburo Standing Committee as part of the efforts to institutionalize leadership in the party and to break away from the dominant system of personalized rule. This attempt clearly failed, but presumably Deng preferred to face criticism for yet again rewriting the rule book rather than to have his critic Chen Yun still on the Standing Committee. Given the ages of Deng and Chen, it would have made the policy of introducing younger faces appear as utterly ridiculous.

Following the congress, the economy faltered and inflation took off as the government experimented with price reform. Initially it looked as though, with Deng’s support, the party might stay the course, but by the summer of 1988, following the problems that resulted from removing price controls, Deng started to back away and to shift the blame for the problems to Zhao. Zhao tried to use his position as general secretary to limit the ability of the more conservative premier, Li Peng, to delay more radical reforms. Having previously been critical of Hu Yaobang’s attempts when he was general secretary to influence Zhao’s work as premier on questions such as the speed of growth and enterprise policy, Zhao now found himself in the same position. Zhao’s speeches stressed the need to keep up the pace of reform, while the newly confirmed premier, Li Peng, focused on stabilization and caution, not mentioning price reforms and calling to increase grain production.34

Zhao’s ability to argue for economic reform was weakened by the fact that he was outside of the State Council network, even though he claimed that Deng insisted he should continue to run the crucial Central Economic and Finance Leading Group because Li Peng was less familiar with the pressing economic issues.35 The reality was that Zhao was slowly losing his grip on power as he came under increasing criticism during the winter of 1988–1989. Deng Xiaoping backed away from his promotion of faster reform and especially price deregulation, leaving Zhao to take the blame and increasing Zhao’s isolation. By September 1988 Zhao was making a self-criticism, having earlier offered to resign. Decision making on the economy had shifted to Li Peng and the State Council and away from Zhao and his supporters.36

Reform in Crisis

The economic situation increased the general disgruntlement among the urban population, while many of the reform-minded intellectuals became frustrated at what they saw as a lack of progress on the political front. The façade of unity began to crack under the strain of managing conflicting views about the way forward and it was blown apart by serious differences about how to deal with the massive student-led demonstrations that erupted throughout China in the spring of 1989. The catalyst for the widespread disruption was the sudden rise in inflation starting in 1988—the worst inflation in the history of the PRC.37 The spontaneous demonstrations that filled Beijing streets for some seven weeks and that spread to other cities confronted the party with its most serious challenge, exposing a high level of frustration with the reforms and revealing deep divisions within the CCP leadership about China’s future development.38

Unlike the 1986 demonstrations, the 1989 movement found support and resonance within society at large, especially because of the accusations of official corruption and criticisms of the behavior of the children of senior officials. Both white-collar and blue-collar workers saw their livelihoods undermined by inflation as they grew unsure about the future. Talk of price reform and the removal of subsidies created a sense of unease, as did the plans to privatize housing and remove rental subsidies. The workers were effectively being offered a questionable deal to trade in their secure, subsidy-supported, low-wage life for a riskier, contract-based system that might bring higher wages and rewards but might also mean rising costs and unemployment. With no social security system in place, it was a worrying gamble. In the spring and summer of 1989, it did not appear to be a risk worth taking.

Some intellectuals were breaking away from the traditional system of regime patronage, thus beginning a new round of independent activity.39 Especially disconcerting for the leadership was the petition movement, begun by an open letter by astrophysicist Fang Lizhi to Deng Xiaoping, calling for the release of political prisoners, especially Wei Jingsheng. Fang Lizhi had been a driving force behind the student activism that launched the demonstrations in Anhui in 1986 and he had already been expelled from the party. Deng had denounced him by name, saying that he could not understand how a party member could call for a multiparty system.40 On January 28 Fang Lizhi joined with others to form a “new enlightenment salon,” which together with its journal provided important venues for the promotion of unorthodox ideas.

But it was the students who were the first to move. Less tied into the system of patronage and not constrained by the structure of the traditional workplace, they were more able to mobilize, especially because key university campuses were concentrated in northwest Beijing. On-campus lectures and democratic salons provided students with a chance to both hear and discuss unorthodox viewpoints. These included the democratic salon organized by Wang Dan and the Olympic Science Academy organized by Shen Tong at Peking University, and the Confucius Study Society organized by Wu’er Kaixi at Beijing Normal University. Shen Tong’s Academy was strongly influenced by the writings of Karl Popper, the vehemently antitotalitarian philosopher. Popper’s ideas concerning the conditions under which free, open, and rational discussion can take place provided Shen Tong and his group with a philosophical rationale for their attacks on authoritarian one-party rule.41 Not surprisingly, these three young men became key leaders of the student movement. Indeed, the three of them had already been planning political activities for the anniversary of the May Fourth Movement before events overtook such planning with Hu Yaobang’s death, April 15, 1989, following his second heart attack, which provided the spark that ignited these smoldering embers. The rumor, later dismissed, that his first heart attack had come during an argument with Bo Yibo at a Politburo meeting to discuss education only served to further inflame passions.

On the evening of April 16 some 300 students from Peking University arrived at Tiananmen Square to lay wreaths in memory of Hu Yaobang. The numbers began to swell; students felt a sense of injustice because of their treatment by the authorities. The students’ resolve was strengthened following the tough People’s Daily editorial on April 26 that condemned the students’ actions as a planned conspiracy that constituted turmoil directed against the party. The editorial was based on Deng Xiaoping’s assessment in discussions several days earlier.42 The reaction was massive—Beijing’s largest spontaneous demonstration since the founding of the PRC. Despite official warnings that force would be employed to halt the protests, some 50,000 to 100,000 students broke through a series of police cordons to flood onto Tiananmen Square. Importantly, the demonstrations showed that there was a substantial reservoir of support for the students among the Beijing population. Up to one million residents lined the students’ route, encouraging them on their way and providing them with food and drink.

What the leadership found most threatening was when the students moved to organize themselves independently of the official student bodies. On April 18, students at Peking University set up the first autonomous organization, and on April 26 the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Federation was formally launched. The formation of the Workers’ Autonomous Federation combined with the independent intellectual activism conjured up visions of a Polish-style crisis. However, the students kept their distance from the workers’ movement. With the huge demonstrations on May 15–18, it was clear that key elements of the party and the state apparatus were siding with the demonstrators. Even some members of People’s Daily marched with a banner proclaiming “The People’s Daily Tells Lies,” perhaps one of its more truthful proclamations.

Despite the harsh April 26 editorial, the leadership was divided over how to respond. Zhao Ziyang was on a week-long visit to North Korea when the editorial was published, and on his return he rejected it, calling for retraction or modification as part of a process to resolve the issue peacefully. Deng refused to meet Zhao after his return to Beijing. The slowness and incoherence of the party response was not only because of divisions but also because the entire leadership was taken back by the scale of the demonstrations. The forthcoming visit of the Soviet president, Gorbachev, meant that the eyes of the world’s media were on Beijing. Zhao mistakenly believed he had gained Deng’s support for a more conciliatory approach, and in two key speeches he was accommodating and sympathetic to some of the student demands. This led the demonstrators to believe that there was support at the highest levels, but the conservative leaders supported by Deng decided the only route was repression. The key questions were when and how.

The student capture of the moral high ground was reinforced by the launch of a hunger strike on May 13. The students’ perception that they were morally correct made it very difficult for the authorities to reach agreement with them. The strength of the students’ opinions impeded Zhao Ziyang’s attempts to reach a compromise through negotiation. For example, the hunger strikers rejected out of hand Zhao’s appeal on May 17 for them to end their fast in return for promises that there would be no retribution and that their grievances would be seriously discussed. Having gained momentum, it was difficult for the students to pursue any course other than one that would result in conflict. The movement took on a life of its own and moved toward a critique of the state itself. Among many students and citizens, the general view that came to prevail was that if the state could not see the necessity to redress the just grievances, then there must be something fundamentally wrong with the state itself. Student leaders themselves could not control the movement, with the hunger strikers and those coming in from out of town vetoing attempts at compromise. Violent suppression was difficult against a group that was demonstrating peacefully, singing the Internationale, and calling for support of the Communist Party and for further reforms and opening-up. However, engaging in serious dialogue with the students would mean recognition of autonomous organizations in society, which was anathema to orthodox party members.
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Student hunger strikers in 1989.

Unbeknown to those on the square, politics at the Center was shifting dramatically against them. It would have been awkward to send in troops to impose martial law when Gorbachev was in Beijing. As soon as Gorbachev departed, in the evening of May 17, Deng convened an enlarged Politburo meeting at his home that decided to impose martial law, over Zhao’s objections.43 On May 19 Zhao made an appearance on the square, asking the students for forgiveness, saying that he had come too late. Li Peng declared martial law as of May 21, and on May 24 another enlarged Politburo meeting dismissed Zhao from the Politburo Standing Committee for opposing the April 26 editorial. Initially martial law troops were unarmed, and because of their massive sympathy for the students, Beijing citizens blocked the army’s attempts to regain the square. However, preparations were already under way for a tough response.

During the night of June 3–4, troops advanced on the square and by morning had cleared it of all the remaining protestors, and the Goddess of Democracy statue, which had been erected on May 30, was toppled. There was some dissent within the military, but not enough to cause Deng and the others any concern.44 The final assault on the square was violent, with troops opening fire on unarmed demonstrators and citizens. Once the square was sealed, the military was careful to ensure that no one died at the symbolic heart of Beijing. Early in the morning of June 4, an exit was negotiated for the remaining protestors. The troops who carried out the action were well drilled, but they were soon replaced by less-disciplined troops, many of whom looked like fresh-faced recruits from the countryside. A group of them were clearly awed to see a blonde foreign woman coming up to them to shout abuse and the political commissars behind them kept barking instructions to keep their eyes front ahead and not to engage. Once anyone wavered, they were yanked from the ranks and replaced.
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The Goddess of Democracy faces Mao’s portrait in Tiananmen Square, 1989.

Conservative Backlash

Conservative reformers saw suppression as a way to subdue the rising tide of dissent and as a way to remove Zhao Ziyang from his post as general secretary, thus paving the way for a major attack on the economic and political reform programs. These leaders were aware that the economic reforms and the breakdown of traditional techniques of control provided a structural basis for the emergence of new socioeconomic forces that were difficult to accommodate within an orthodox Leninist structure. In launching the repression of June 3–4, they counted on the psychological exhaustion among the people to undermine the emotional foundation of the protest movement. Deng Xiaoping never doubted that he had made the correct decision.45

Subsequent events revealed both the capacity of the conservative reformers to frustrate measures they opposed and their inability to roll back the momentum of the economic reforms for any length of time. The argument of Chen Yun and others was that adjustment was needed to calm the overheating of the economy that had followed the lifting of price controls in the summer of 1988. Chen had consistently been a moderating influence on Deng’s exuberance for rapid economic growth. Decision-making power was now back in the hands of the veterans. The conservative reformers had two main objectives. First, they strengthened the program of economic austerity, in order to reduce the size of the “birdcage” that Chen Yun favored and restore the role of the plan. Second, they sought to tighten political control over society, combined with a major political campaign, in order to eradicate once and for all the pernicious influences of bourgeois liberalization. Deng was an enthusiastic promoter of the second objective, but he worried that a program of economic austerity would roll back his program of reform and opening. To reemphasize his support for party control, in August 1989 the People’s Daily carried a speech that Deng had made thirty-two years earlier, in which he had argued that too much democracy was undesirable for China, making it clear that the party would retain its paramount position. The proposals of the Thirteenth Party Congress in1987 to separate party from government and to reduce the party’s overbearing role were swiftly dropped.

On June 9 Deng Xiaoping offered his congratulations to the martial law troops and delivered his verdict that his basic policies were correct and that the problem was “basically a confrontation between the four cardinal principles and bourgeois liberalization.”46 For Deng it was a “storm that was bound to happen sooner or later” and luckily the old comrades were still around to resolve it successfully. An enlarged Politburo meeting on June 19–21 reached a basic agreement on what had happened and why. Three things are noteworthy. First, the meeting was dominated by party elders, who stressed that the need for ideological discipline was more important than economic reform. Second, unable to accept responsibility for the underlying causes of the protests, the veterans resorted to claims that they were the fault of an “extremely small group of people,” who had stubbornly promoted “bourgeois liberalization.” Of course, they claimed that these counterrevolutionary elements had linked up with “hostile foreign forces.” Third, all participants were required to display their obedience to and faith in Deng’s judgment. Hu Qili, the leader most sympathetic to Zhao Ziyang, had to confess how poor his political judgment had been and how “inadequate was my comprehension of the truth.” A major challenge was to protect Deng, because he had originally supported and proposed Zhao’s policies. An old Yan’anite, Wang Zhen, made a spirited attempt at this by claiming that Zhao’s approach to “reform and opening” was leading China down the capitalist road and would have destroyed Deng’s socialist path.47

The decisions were rolled out at the Fourth Plenum of the Thirteenth CC, held on June 23–24, 1989. The communiqué reaffirmed the April 26 editorial and, as usual, blame was placed on a “very small number of people” who had taken advantage of the student unrest to stir up “planned, organized and premeditated turmoil,” which later developed into a “counterrevolutionary rebellion in Beijing” to overthrow the CCP. Li Peng reported that Zhao had made some contributions in economic development but that he had fallen well short of the requirements in the political and ideological spheres. Zhao’s passive attitude to opposing bourgeois liberalization and to upholding the four cardinal principles meant that he bore “unshirkable responsibility” for the turmoil. His actions had sought to split the party.48 Zhao accepted blame for certain mistakes and the suggestion that he be removed as general secretary, but he rejected the accusations that he had supported the disturbances and that he had split the party. He defended his approach of mediation and guidance to resolve the demonstrations, but he accepted that he had been lax in confronting bourgeois liberalization.49

To the surprise of many outsiders, the party secretary of Shanghai, Jiang Zemin, was promoted to replace Zhao, rather than either anyone from Beijing municipality or anyone working at the Party Center. This decision had already been taken earlier, but it was decided to withhold an announcement until the Fourth Plenum to observe niceties. Deng Xiaoping signaled that Jiang should form the core of the new leadership, but this was contested by others who suggested either another candidate or that Jiang and Li Peng together should be designated as the core.50 However, the fact that Jiang was not involved in the crackdown in Beijing and had handled the 1986 and 1989 demonstrations in Shanghai effectively and with no bloodshed won the day. Once more the party system was unable to deal with a leadership transfer in line with its professed norms. In terms of institutionalization, the manner of Zhao’s purge and Jiang’s ascent revealed how little progress had been made. The crucial decisions were made by a cabal of veteran revolutionaries at Deng’s home and then sent to party functionaries for official transmittal.

Although both Deng’s June 9 speech and the plenum communiqué stressed policy continuity, both the ideological mistakes and also the economic policies came under attack. The renewed energy to combat bourgeois liberalization in the summer of 1989 was matched by calls to strengthen the party’s leading role throughout the political system. The need to uphold the four cardinal principles figured prominently in the press, giving conservative reformers the right to criticize anything they disapproved of.51 The tightening of control was clear with respect to the intellectual community, many of whom were driven into exile or silenced. The conservative head of the propaganda system informed intellectuals that it was wrong for them to consider themselves the “most advanced and outstanding of the working class.”52

General Secretary Jiang Zemin presented an ambiguous message when commemorating the May Fourth Movement (of 1919) in 1990, acknowledging that the vast majority of intellectuals were patriotic and that the growth of heterodox ideas within society was the fault of the party.53 He signaled greater party guidance over the youth—a patronizing attitude that was reflected in the revival of the requirement that students study various model heroes such as Lei Feng, with Jiang, Li Peng, and Yang Shangkun all signing inscriptions to learn from the obedient soldier. Patriotic education would be strengthened. With respect to the media, Jiang asserted that all journalists had to follow the line set by the CC, and that those who deviated and promoted unorthodox ideas would be punished.54 On National Day 1989, rather than offering an olive branch to society, Jiang indicated that the tough line would continue. He called for vigilance against efforts by the West to subvert the Chinese government and institute capitalism, and for vigorous suppression of dissent, support for economic retrenchment, and a more forceful role for central planning.55

Despite the harsher rhetoric, the party tried to give the impression that it was responding to some of the demonstrators’ demands. It launched a widely trumpeted campaign against official speculation and corruption, and the Politburo adopted a seven-point program to deal with corruption. The program advocated shutting down enterprises that had possibly engaged in corrupt activities, preventing the children of senior officials from engaging in commercial activities, and limiting the perks derived from official positions—such as lavish entertainment allowances, international travel, supplies of scarce goods, and cruising around in imported cars.56 Most of these measures went out the window once China returned to breakneck development in the mid-1990s. On November 9, 1989, one of the main demands of the demonstrators was met when Deng Xiaoping stepped down from his final official position as chair of the CCP Central Military Commission, something that, in mid-June, he had already told CC members he intended to do.

What wounded Deng were the attacks on his economic reforms. While he shared the harsher view of political and ideological matters, he sought to preserve and protect the economic program. The supporters of economic caution pointed to the fact that the post-1989 policies had curbed excessive economic growth and calmed the inflation that had rocked urban China. In 1989, GNP growth was only 4 percent, the lowest growth rate in the post-Mao era. Inflation was clocked at 17.4 percent for the year, but by year’s end it had moderated to just 3 to 4 percent. Critics also took the opportunity to attack the collective and private sectors, and what must have most irked Deng was the criticism of the coastal policy of export-led growth.

Yet signs were emerging that austerity might push the economy into recession, and this was not helped by the foreign sanctions imposed in response to the harsh crackdown on the demonstrators. In October 1989 industrial output fell on a month-to-month basis for the first time in a decade; from January through March 1990, industrial output recorded no growth. The collective sector fared even worse; by September 1989, growth of monthly output had dropped from 16.6 percent to 0.6 percent. The slowdown meant that many factories lay idle, and in the first two months of 1990 alone some 1.5 million urban residents lost their jobs. The tightening austerity program was reaching its limits and was not dealing with, and was sometimes exacerbating, the fundamental structural problems in the Chinese economy.

The severity of the economic downturn was unexpected and created concern about social instability, leading to the quiet introduction of measures to ease the austerity despite resistance from fiscal conservatives. Although Zhao was under house arrest, where he would remain until his death on January 17, 2005, the policies associated with his period of rule were gradually reinstated or had simply continued without any publicity. The positive role of the private and collective sectors was recognized and the strategy of coastal development and the special economic zones was also reaffirmed. In February 1990 Li Peng visited the main zone of Shenzhen and spoke positively of its establishment and role.57 Government policy also returned to the question of prices and subsidies. In April 1991 the sharpest price increases in about twenty-five years were introduced for staple foods, with the price for high-quality rice rising 75 percent and wheat prices rising 55 percent. In April 1992 the price of rice increased a further 40 percent.

When the CCP celebrated its seventieth anniversary on July 1, 1991, a dramatic shift in policy direction appeared to be highly unlikely. Jiang Zemin, reaffirming the hard line, claimed that class struggle would continue for a considerable period of time in some parts of China. This contrasted with the approach that had dominated since 1978, when the party called a halt to extensive class warfare and put an emphasis on economic modernization. The demonstrations and the prevalence of bourgeois ideas had clearly called for a rethink. The party congratulated itself for quelling the dangers from within, and for not having suffered the fate of those East European countries where communism had dramatically collapsed, and for not having to deal with the sorts of profound changes that were shaking up Gorbachev’s Soviet Union. Regarding these challenges, Jiang noted: “We Chinese Communists are convinced the temporary difficulties and setbacks recently experienced by socialism in its march forward cannot and will not ever prevent us from continuing to develop.” With respect to the West, policy was to remain focused on resisting the capitalists’ attempts to transform China through “peaceful evolution.”58

Deng Travels South to Revive Economic Reform

By the time of the Fourteenth Party Congress, held on October 12–18, 1992, a dramatic swing in policy was under way that unleashed fast-paced economic change. It was a difficult time. It was the first congress to be held since the 1989 demonstrations, the purge of Zhao Ziyang, the collapse of Communist rule in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, and the disintegration of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU). There was also some urgency felt because it would be the last congress at which many of the elders would be able to exert any real influence. The stakes were high.

The prime mover for change was Deng Xiaoping, and three factors affected his thinking. First, the failure of the hard-liners’ coup in the Soviet Union in August 1991, and the resultant collapse of the CPSU, erased any sense of complacency the leadership might have felt. Second, the economic austerity program was not improving people’s livelihoods, and unless the citizens’ material needs were satisfied, there could arise another crisis of legitimacy. Third, there was a growing gap between life on the streets and party rhetoric, which showed a leadership out of touch with the desires of its people.

While publicly the CCP claimed that events in the USSR were the USSR’s own internal matter, China’s internal publications displayed alarm and fear about possible consequences for China.59 Even before the coup, internal reports had been harshly critical of Gorbachev, placing the blame for the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe squarely on his shoulders. Some accounts even referred to him as a traitor. These reports were even more critical of his successor, President Boris Yeltsin, and when Jiang Zemin visited Moscow in May 1991, he declined to meet with him. Reformer Yeltsin’s assumption of power in December 1991 was a nightmare come true for the conservative reformers.

It seems that China had quietly been cultivating ties with the more conservative members of the Soviet military and was in favor of Gorbachev’s possible removal, or at least moderation of his policies. On the day Gorbachev was arrested, a document was circulated to midlevel and senior officials in the CCP under the title “A Victory for the Soviet People Is a Victory for the Chinese People.” Gorbachev was condemned and the leaders of the coup in Moscow were praised for returning the USSR to the path of socialism. The speed with which the document was produced suggests the CCP had some forewarning.60 The coup lasted only three days before collapsing.

In China, different groups used the coup’s failure to strengthen their own position. Conservatives congratulated themselves on their actions in 1989 and renewed calls to tighten ideological work. The differences among the elite are best reflected in a piece by the People’s Daily editor, installed after June 4, and a piece sponsored by a group around Chen Yuan, the son of Chen Yun. Speaking to his staff, the editor claimed that Gorbachev’s decision to dissolve the CPSU amounted to the most traitorous act in the history of world communism. Gorbachev’s problems had started with his criticism of Stalin and had caused confusion among the Soviet people. Unlike the Chinese leadership, he made the mistake of dispensing with class struggle and adopting the approach of social democracy rather than communism. Nor was the writer impressed with the plotters, who should have taken a leaf out of the CCP’s playbook when it arrested the “Gang of Four” in 1976: no advance warning, no escape, and no communications with the outside world. Not grabbing Yeltsin showed the plotters to be “immature proletarian politicians.” In such situations, law and the constitution meant nothing—a troubling observation.61 The editor used the failure of the coup to justify China’s policies, calling for proletarian dictatorship to be strengthened, ideological pluralism to be resisted, and the state-run economy to dominate over the private economy.

Others recognized the need for change if the CCP was to avoid the fate of the CPSU. It was a watershed moment in debates between those who favored ideological and economic orthodoxy and those who wanted to explore authoritarian rule combined with a more deregulated, market-oriented economy. The children of some of the elders argued for a measured, rather than hard-line, response. Their analysis pushed for a middle way that would avoid both radical and delayed reform to avoid the fate of the former Soviet Union. They viewed themselves as neoconservatives and patriotic modernizers in a line of descent from those of the late nineteenth century.

In a seminal piece, they put forward the view that China had to move on from the methods that had been used to gain power, and that the party had to transition from a revolutionary organization to a ruling organization. Class struggle should be downgraded along with the use of populist measures and mass campaigns to implement policy. The participation of intellectuals was crucial and they should not be treated as class enemies. The way forward was a carefully guided economic reform under an authoritarian political structure that would prevent the possibility of social dislocation leading to chaos and upheaval. It was a neoconservative agenda.62 This approach distinguished them from “traditional diehard conservative forces,” as they would adopt whatever was useful in both the traditional and the present order and they would gradually, when appropriate, introduce some elements from the West. However, they rejected large-scale privatization and the use of shares and the stock market, as this would not be beneficial to the state sector, even though it might be used for smaller enterprises. With the demise of the USSR, the CCP could now focus on the distinctively Chinese character of its own revolution and stress the particularities of China to persuade people that “only socialism can save China.”63

Deng Xiaoping was stung by a People’s Daily article of September 1, 1991, which was interpreted as an attack on his economic reform program.64 Deng accepted the approach that, at least for the short term, the party’s legitimacy to rule would be tied to its ability to deliver the economic goods. Deng and his supporters recognized that the party had to position itself at the forefront of the reform effort or risk being passed by. Instead of economic policy being made by default or incrementally through struggles with differing views, a clear statement of intent and direction was needed. The pending Fourteenth Party Congress increased the pressure for the differences to be resolved and clarity to be offered.

Deng began to move. First, on September 15, 1991, he warned Jiang Zemin and PRC president Yang Shangkun of the dangers of anti-reform leftism. He feared that the events in the USSR had caused a resurgence of the left in China, which might damage economic progress. Second, Yang Shangkun’s speech to mark the eightieth anniversary of the 1911 Revolution was the first public indication of a shift in the reform effort.65 Although Yang paid much attention to Taiwan and reunification, more important was the significance of his assertion that the core of all work was promotion of the economy. Yang claimed that the party’s attention had never shifted from this central task, a clear blow to those in the party who emphasized class struggle.

Third, Deng’s “family tour” of South China in January and February 1992 provided a strong statement of intent.66 Deng exhibited the impatience of someone who felt thwarted and had one last chance to make sure that reform proceeded according to what he felt was necessary for China. His comments during the trip were to the point and were wrapped up in a more careful version that was distributed as Central Document No. 2 (1992). Given the forthright ideas expressed, Deng’s opponents tried to prevent their distribution and only acquiesced once some of the general criticisms and negative evaluations of specific individuals among the party leadership were toned down.67 Deng defended policy since the Third Plenum and the Thirteenth Party Congress, and stated categorically that this line should be adhered to for a hundred years “with no vacillation.” He called for boldness and that “we must not be like women with bound feet.” He reaffirmed the view that capitalist methods could be used under socialism and that such an approach did not amount to walking the capitalist road. While acknowledging rightism, he noted “it is the left tendencies that have the deepest roots.” To be leftist appeared to make one more revolutionary and this had created “dire consequences” in the past. Last but not least, he called for action rather than sitting around talking in meetings with speeches that were too long and boring. Formalism was to be opposed.68

While the essence of Deng’s approach was adopted in the work report delivered by Jiang Zemin to the Fourteenth Party Congress, the strength of Deng’s argument and the possible consequences that might flow from not pursuing rapid economic reform were either watered down or excluded.69 Central Document No. 2 noted that if the economic reforms were reversed, the support of the people would be lost and the party “could be overthrown at any time.” In Deng’s view, without the reforms the party would not have survived 1989. Nevertheless, the attempts to revive faster reforms were opposed and there was no press coverage or film footage of the Deng’s southern tour presented publicly for several weeks. It was not until March 31, 1992, that the People’s Daily published a detailed account of Deng’s trip.

Li Peng’s March 1992 work report amounted to “soft resistance.”70 Somewhat cautiously, Li followed the economic views but diverged significantly on the political views. This was even more unusual as the Politburo had already accepted Deng’s new assessment.71 Jiang Zemin had even submitted a self-criticism. Li dropped the view that leftism was currently the greatest danger and generally echoed language more closely associated with the orthodox party leaders. Moreover, Li did not promise that the political line would remain unchanged for a hundred years, but chose to say that China would become a “powerful, socialist country standing firm as a rock in the East.”72 The economic concerns reflected those of Chen Yun. The report called for a slower economic growth rate of around 6 percent, as opposed to Deng’s 10 percent or even higher, and it was much more guarded in its praise of stock markets and the non-state sector of the economy. After the NPC meeting, Deng found a new champion for the economic reforms in Vice Premier Zhu Rongji, who had been moved to the Center from Shanghai. In spring 1991 Deng had picked Zhu to deal with the problem of the loss-making SOEs, and he had come to be a fan of Shanghai’s new stock market. Deng praised Zhu as “one of the few cadres who really understands how the economy works,” and in June Zhu was appointed to head the State Council’s newly created Economic and Trade Office. This new office was to take over certain functions from the more conservative State Planning Commission to push ahead with the reforms of the SOEs, joint ventures, stock companies, and foreign trade.73

Chen Yun made use of his institutional power base within the Central Advisory Commission to resist. In the summer of 1990, he had already clashed with Deng, suggesting that Deng’s first two choices for general secretary had been weak on opposing bourgeois liberalization, thus creating the conditions for the corruption that had been a key theme in the 1989 demonstrations. On August 24, 1992, he launched a ten-point critique of Deng’s economic project that warned against pushing for a too-high growth rate, because unless conditions were ripe, such a pursuit could be destructive. He criticized the tendency to see progress solely in terms of absolute numbers, such as the growth rate. Although not opposed to the expansion of stocks and shares, he cautioned that a sound legal framework was a prerequisite. Turning the tables on Deng with his own interpretation of leftism, Chen viewed the tendency to rush headlong into opening stock markets as a sign of the kind of leftism that had often damaged the party in the past. He was cautious of using Western capital, as it would have political consequences. Perhaps he was influenced by the international response to the suppression of the 1989 demonstrations.74 Thus, Chen offered conditional support but was not fully onboard with the correctness of the formulation of China as a socialist market economy.

The battle lines had been drawn, but Jiang Zemin’s work report to the Fourteenth Party Congress tended to favor Deng’s view, while walking a fine line between the different approaches. He did call for rapid economic reform, but he did not use Deng’s colorful phrases or warning about the consequences of not doing so. Deng’s call for 10 percent growth was rejected, as was Li Peng’s suggestion of 6 percent growth, and instead a compromise figure of 8 to 9 percent was decided upon.75 The work report was notable for three key features: the praise showered on Deng as the architect of the reforms, the wide range of reforms proposed under the formulation “socialist market economy,” and the absence of serious discussion of political reform. Deng was “the chief architect of our socialist reform” and was credited with developing the “theory of socialism with Chinese characteristics.”76 This was written into the new Party Statutes, but Deng’s name was not appended. China was in the primary stage of socialism, which would last for a hundred years. China was entering another great revolution, equivalent in importance to the “New Democratic Revolution” led by Mao. Whereas Mao knew how to bring classes together to liberate China, Deng’s contribution was to put together a new coalition to modernize China’s backward economy.

A socialist market economy legitimized the market playing a greater role than at any time previously, with the state only providing macro-level control. However, much of the work report reads like a tortuous compromise between the advocates of central planning and those favoring further opening and reform. For the SOEs, the report called for stricter delineation between government administration and enterprise management, but it did not call for the withdrawal of the party. In fact, quite the opposite; Jiang called for the party to form the political nucleus of the SOEs, a point that was added to the statutes. Party dominance at all levels was emphasized, and there was no mention of abolishing party cells in government organizations. Party unity was a major theme as there was concern that further reforms might cause instability. A strengthening of the people’s democratic dictatorship was called for so that hostile forces could be dealt with severely. The party was still responding to the events of 1989, which were now called a counterrevolutionary rebellion, and the Fourth Plenum held just before the congress upheld the judgment on Zhao Ziyang, calling this an end to the investigation.77

The new leadership, on balance, favored Deng, as did the increase of provincial representation, as provincial leaders were more likely to be interested in economic results. The congress and its First Plenum approved the new leadership, which tilted the balance in Deng’s favor. Of the formal delegates, just over 70 percent came from provincial delegations and five of the twenty-five Politburo members were provincial leaders. This important role of provincial leaders has continued to the present. An emerging norm for senior leadership is to have spent time in the provinces, preferably shared between work in a developed eastern area and in one of the poorer provinces. Civilian control of the military was reaffirmed as Jiang Zemin, unlike Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang, was confirmed as the chair of the Central Military Commission. Given the criticism from the children of senior officials, it is not surprising that none of them were selected to be members of the CC. The basis for the new leadership reflected a compromise struck between Deng and Chen Yun that the so-called Jiang-Li axis not be disturbed.78 Jiang had done enough to retain Deng’s trust. In addition to his March 1992 self-criticism immediately after Deng’s “family trip” to the south, in which he noted that he had not done enough to promote reform or oppose leftism, in mid-May he publicly supported Deng’s view that elements of capitalism could be relevant under socialism, and on June 9 he made a pilgrimage to the Central Party School to express his complete support for Deng’s policies.

One person who did not make the Standing Committee was Tian Jiyun, the scourge of the conservatives. His ridicule of their economic approach made him unacceptable. He gave a very lively speech to the Central Party School in late April 1992 in which he reiterated support for Deng’s southern tour, but then went on to suggest that perhaps the leftists in the party might want to set up their own special economic zones. There, salaries and the prices of goods would be low, queuing and rationing would be commonplace, there would be no foreign investment, foreigners would be excluded, and no one would be able to travel abroad. In late May 1992 bootleg tapes of the speech were one of the hottest items for sale. By contrast, there was the unexpected promotion of Hu Jintao, who would eventually take over from Jiang as general secretary. It seems that he was Deng’s choice, but was supported by different factions in the party and had shown his mettle during the crackdown on demonstrations in Tibet in 1988–1989, when he was party secretary there.

Removing an obstacle to reforms, the congress confirmed the abolition of the Central Advisory Commission, which had become the institutional base for Chen Yun’s sniping at Deng Xiaoping. It had been created in 1982 as a temporary expedient to deal with the question of retirement. If it had not been abolished ten years later, it might have become a permanent feature of the political landscape. This removed the formal regulations that allowed members of the commission to attend Politburo and CC meetings.

The Eighth NPC, in March 1993, endorsed Deng’s approach to economic reform. Although Li Peng’s report held to the projection of 8 to 9 percent growth, actual growth was around 14 percent. Importantly, Li endorsed Deng’s view that the central task was economic development, and the socialist market economy was enshrined in the revised Constitution, as was the idea of China being at the primary stage of socialism. Jiang Zemin replaced Yang Shangkun as president, ending the experiment in which the top posts in the nation were held by different people. From this time on, the same person headed the holy trinity of party, army, and state, with one brief exception. The heads of the three nonparty bodies, the president, the chair of the NPC, and the chair of the CPPCC were all members of the Politburo Standing Committee. This is now common practice.

By 1993 it appeared that the party had recovered from the trauma of 1989 and that economic reform and experimentation were at the forefront of the policy agenda. With his reforms safe, Deng Xiaoping for the most part withdrew from public life, leaving policy implementation to the new leadership. The next phase of the reforms would present new challenges. Many of the easy parts had been completed, and restructuring would affect key sources of party power, such as the SOEs. The wounds within society were not entirely healed, and study of the model soldier Lei Feng had little appeal for a new generation that was becoming more acquainted with the world outside and that would enjoy the economic fruits of reform. The need to fall back on a mini-cult of Deng to generate legitimacy for the reforms, while politically expedient, showed how little progress had been made with the institutionalization of policy making. Rather than coming to grips with the changes in society, the proposals were for authoritarian rule, with a more market-influenced economy operating under centralized political control. The tensions under this model were forgotten for much of the next decade as many focused on taking advantage of the new economic opportunities.


CHAPTER TEN

Renewed Reform and the Roots of Wealth

1993–2002

The second half of the 1990s laid the foundation for unprecedented wealth, which in turn created the basis for even more spectacular growth after China joined the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001. The leadership under Jiang Zemin, Li Peng, and Zhu Rongji (who succeeded Li as premier in 1998) wrestled with Deng Xiaoping’s legacies. The economy took off but risked once again running out of control in a boom-bust cycle. Zhu recognized that the problems were not cyclical but rather structural, and that they required a fundamental shift in approach. Given the entrenchment of vested interests that resisted structural reforms, Jiang and Zhu sought to use the external discipline of the WTO to force through domestic reforms. However, carrying out SOE restructuring without causing social instability required boosting alternative employment sources and creating a rudimentary welfare state to support those threatened with unemployment. Restructuring the working class was a gamble that could have undermined the authority of the CCP. CCP control was weakened by the rush to get rich, with many placing a priority on their own interests over those of state and society. Control over society began to slip, and heterodox ideas again permeated the intellectual sphere. By the latter half of the decade, Jiang Zemin realized the need to revitalize party control to prevent political decay.

Wrestling with a Red-Hot Economy

Whereas Deng Xiaoping’s interventions saved the reform program, both the economy and the society were in danger of exhausting party control and oversight. The economic boom was fueled by investment and growth of the non-state sector, the real estate sector, and foreign investment in manufacturing. In Beijing, more of the old city was lost to real estate speculation than had been destroyed in any previous decade, including during the periods of the Japanese invasion and the civil war. Cities all over China became building sites. The joke among foreigners was that the national bird of China was the crane. There was a sense within society that military units, police forces, and government institutions were all profiting from the development opportunities.

Growth boomed but so did inflation, which according to official figures rose from 13 percent in 1993 to just over 20 percent in 1994 and most probably 30 percent in the major cities. The task of dealing with the challenge fell to the new vice premier, Zhu Rongji, who effectively took over economic policy making from Li Peng. Zhu was a no-nonsense character who had been punished during the Anti-Rightist Campaign of the 1950s. He was willing to make tough decisions that went against vested interests, and when he became premier in 1998, he made it clear that he would only serve one term. Zhu’s economic remedy and his measures to set up an effective revenue-sharing system between the Center and the provinces stabilized the economic and political environments. At the time, success did not seem so certain and Zhu was criticized by the left for his excessive use of privatization and by the right for not moving fast enough with marketization to remove the inconsistencies that fueled corruption.1

During 1993 and 1994, policy measures attempted to calm growth and prevent the rising inflation from leading to social unrest. Memories remained of the high inflation in late 1988, which formed the backdrop to the unrest of 1989. Attempted retrenchment did not work. GDP growth for 1993 was 13.4 percent—well above the projected 9 percent, and in 1994, it accelerated even further. Another dangerous stop-and-go cycle was brewing, therefore a group of economists, recognizing that the problems were structural and not cyclical, gathered around Zhu Rongji. Consequently, the Center had to strengthen oversight and establish a clear strategy, leading the reform process rather than playing catch-up with the twists and turns of development. The Center unveiled the most far-reaching policies to enable the economy to “grow out of the plan.”2 But the plan’s grip proved difficult to escape from entirely. Zhu’s power temporarily was curbed as Li Peng reasserted his role over economic policy making, and another Jiang Zemin associate was placed in charge of SOE reform.

During the initial period under Zhu’s guidance, in November 1993, a set of industrial reforms was put forward, together with a plan for the division of taxes between the Center and the provinces. Both sets of policies shared the premise that decentralization had gone too far, causing the Center to lose control over key macroeconomic levers and therefore necessitating careful recentralization. The central government had significant trouble securing a solid and predictable financial base. Zhu and his supporters decided that, rather than responding to developments, a comprehensive statement of reform intent was necessary. Overheating, runaway inflation, and local initiative had spun out of control to the detriment of macroeconomic stability. The reform agenda of the 1980s had been completed, producing strong growth, but now the leadership had to deal with the new and outstanding policy challenges: SOE restructuring, impediments to rural-to-urban labor flows, reform of the banking system, and the integration of the domestic economy with the global economy.3 This was no easy matter and Zhu had to restate the objectives even more forcefully in 1997–1998.

The Third Plenum of the Fourteenth CC, held on November 11–14, 1993, outlined the establishment of a socialist market system, announced a reversal of the de facto economic decentralization, and proposed an extensive role for the market combined with modernization of the enterprise system.4 For the restructuring to be successful without causing social unrest, it was necessary to provide social welfare support to those workers who would be released from the SOE sector. To create a modern enterprise system, property rights had to be defined clearly, with individual enterprises taking responsibility for profits and losses and with bankruptcy as a real option. Of course, this had already been proposed in 1984, but the bankruptcy law passed in 1986 had proved to be ineffective. Most importantly, for the first time it was stressed that economic reform required an effective financial system, necessitating overhaul of the taxation, banking, and monetary systems. The People’s Bank of China was to function as a central bank, operating monetary policy independently, and extricating itself from local politics by permitting the head office to take regulatory responsibility of the size of loans. Neither of these objectives was met fully.

Bargaining between the provinces and the Center over the division of revenue had become a major feature of politics prior to 1993. Before the NPC session, there was the unseemly sight of central officials traveling to the rich provinces, such as Guangdong, to try to extract more revenue. Guangdong was the major beneficiary of the reforms, enabling it to take advantage of its proximity to Hong Kong and to draw in its capital and manufacturing.5

The fiscal system before the 1993–1994 reforms gave local governments a powerful incentive to accelerate economic growth while limiting the Center’s ability to benefit from the expansion.6 The system was a self-financing regime for the Center and the provinces, with the provinces collecting and spending up to 70 percent of budgetary revenue. This trend led to a cottage industry of analyses debating whether China’s unitary state would disintegrate or, at least, whether there would be an unhealthy rise in the power of the regions.7 Reforms stabilized the fiscal relationship and guaranteed the Center a fair share of the economic growth, while ending the bargaining and arm-twisting that had become a key feature of relations between the Center and the provinces. The intent was to strengthen the Center’s fiscal capacity by raising the budget-to-GDP ratio and the ratio of centrally collected revenue to total budget revenue. The Center’s share of state revenue was to be raised to a minimum of 60 percent, with 40 percent dedicated to central expenditures and 20 percent for transfer grants to local governments. The increase was necessary to fund the new social welfare programs. The tax-sharing system was formalized in the Budget Law, which became effective on January 1, 1995. The division of spending responsibilities between the Center and the provinces was delineated clearly, as was the division of taxes and how the collection of central and local taxes would be administered. The new system did raise revenue as a whole and improved the central share, although it never reached 60 percent. But it did have a dramatic impact on the ability of local governments to finance public goods. Over 80 percent of government expenditures—an extremely high percentage—were covered by local governments. This contributed to the inequalities, with large discrepancies in welfare provision depending on the relative wealth of the region. Whether rich or poor, urban or rural, the localities were required to derive their own sources of revenue to cover centrally mandated obligations for welfare. Revenue mobilization dominated other distribution and growth objectives, often causing the localities to ignore central government policies. Initially these new problems had not been anticipated.8

The economy did not cool down, nor did the SOEs behave in a more economically rational manner. At the end of 1994, inflation was still above 20 percent, the localities were pushing ahead with rapid growth-generating policies, with almost half of the SOEs losing money and 80 percent of SOE income dedicated to serving debts they had accrued.9 A further tightening of the screws was necessary along with a serious shake-out of the SOE sector. By the end of 1997, annual growth had slowed to 8.8 percent and inflation had declined to 0.8 percent. The economy may not yet have landed softly, but time had been bought for policies to be applied to end the vicious stop-and-go cycle.

Jiang Zemin Takes Command

For many, Jiang Zemin had seemed to be a stopgap leader sent to Beijing due to the fallout from 1989: a buffoonish figure who liked to cite from American and Western classics and to burst into song. However, he was a shrewd politician, adept at maneuvering his way through the bureaucratic apparatus. One seasoned Russian diplomat told me how much Jiang reminded him of Brezhnev, not in the sense of causing economic stagnation but in terms of his understanding of how the rules of the Leninist-party game were to be played. As Deng Xiaoping withdrew from the political scene and his health began to fail, Jiang consolidated his own power.

At the CC’s 1994 plenum, Jiang devoted his attention to the party and to a reassertion of control, perhaps at Deng’s suggestion, and he basically ignored the economy.10 By the mid-1990s there was a general sense that not only the economy but also society and even the party were slipping out of control. The plenum emphasized the party’s leading role and the principle of democratic centralism, going even further to emphasize the need for a core within the leadership. Jiang Zemin would be the core of the third generation of leaders, following Mao Zedong as the core of the first generation and Deng Xiaoping as the core of the second. Boosting what would become known as the “Shanghai clique,” close associates of Jiang were promoted to leadership positions.

The tax-sharing scheme was used to rein in the provinces, and the centralization of leadership around Jiang was to rein in the wayward society and party members. The poor quality of grassroots organizations was criticized and ideological work was to be enhanced. The perennial challenge of dealing with corruption was highlighted, and the need to ensure that party members acted with integrity was stressed. During the summer of 1993, an anticorruption campaign was launched, but during the winter after the Fourth Plenum, corruption roared back with a vengeance. Accusations of corruption would become the weapon of choice to remove rivals. Criticizing pursuit of the wrong political line had become discredited because of the twists and turns of the Cultural Revolution. The pursuit of corrupt behavior fused political intrigue at the apex with attempts to create popular support from below.

Beijing party secretary Chen Xitong had served as mayor during the 1989 demonstrations, sending Deng Xiaoping alarmist accounts of the students’ activities. Given the outcome, Chen may have thought that he, rather than Jiang Zemin, deserved to be general secretary. He was the one clear rival to Jiang’s position as the core of the third generation. Jiang’s corruption campaign zeroed in on Beijing municipality, resulting in dozens being detained, including those working closely with Chen Xitong. In April 1995 the city’s vice mayor, Wang Baosen, committed suicide under strange circumstances, and rumors spread in Beijing that Wang must have been very skilled to be able to commit suicide by shooting himself in the back! As the events unraveled, by the end of the month Chen was removed from office; in September 1996 he was dismissed from his posts, and in 1998 he was sentenced to eighteen years in prison.

The CC’s Fifth Plenum, held on September 25–28, 1995, not only confirmed Chen’s dismissal because of his “dissolute and extravagant lifestyle” but also outlined the new five-year economic plan. The meeting furthered Jiang’s rise as he marked out a course that moved closer to the left in terms of limiting what could be tolerated. Leading up to the plenum, the old left, gathered around the irrepressible Deng Liqun, had launched a series of critiques of reform in what were referred to as the “10,000 Character Manifestos.” The manifestos revived familiar themes about the rise of bourgeois liberalization, the infection that private enterprise would bring to the socialist body, and the loss of sovereignty wrought by foreign engagement. There were also warnings about the existence of a Chinese Gorbachev—a not too subtle reference to Zhu Rongji and his policies of economic reform that would weaken the SOE socialist heartland.

Reining in an Unruly Society

Jiang Zemin was not going to be upstaged by these critiques, and in a number of speeches he signaled that although control over society would be tightened, preserving the momentum for the economic reforms would be upheld. In October 1995 he delivered a speech entitled “More Talk about Politics,” which clearly outlined this new approach. Consequently, through 1996 and beyond, tougher measures were introduced to deal with the unruly society. Challenges were seen as originating from independent organizing, including underground labor and religious associations, a revival of the critical arts and publishing, stirrings among the ethnic communities in China’s border regions, and the spread of the internet. During the next several years the CCP took on each of these challenges to reassert control. The only question was whether traditional control mechanisms would prove as effective in a society on the move and enjoying the fruits of economic success.

Early in the decade democratic activists had been marginalized with the development of an intellectual discourse that was largely independent of politics—that is, a “genuinely societal discourse.”11 Many who had been attracted to the democratic ethos of the 1980s supported the regime’s call for stability to ensure the maintenance of economic growth. The view that only the party stood between society and chaos was promoted in the official media, and the fate of the Soviet Union was used to legitimize CCP rule. Articles recounted how formerly privileged Soviet academics were reduced to trying to scrape together a living amid the ashes of the former Soviet state—selling off precious books and heirlooms to make ends meet. Such activities were buttressed by a newfound nationalism.

In the 1980s there had been a close relationship between the reformers in the party and the intellectuals who critiqued the system. But during the 1990s the situation was quite different, with a wider variation of views within intellectual circles. Some sought fame and fortune; some others took up the causes of the “vulnerable groups.”12 Writers such as Wang Shuo were irreverent, seeking heroes not from among the pantheons of the party greats but rather from the underside of Chinese society. One of Wang Shuo’s characters comments: “That’s right, enjoy yourself, that will really piss them off.”13 Although the CCP informed the people that “women hold up half the sky,” Shanghai writer Wen Hui announced that women “have much more freedom than women fifty years ago, better looks than those of thirty years ago, and a greater variety of orgasms than women ten years ago.”14

Wang Xiaobo was one of the first truly independent writers to focus on the vulnerable groups in society. His 1992 work, The Golden Age, pokes fun at all forms of authority while trying to give voice to the disadvantaged. Wang sees these groups as the “silent majority of society.”15 Concern for the vulnerable populations was not found only in literature. Others organized to provide practical help to achieve the rights guaranteed to them in Chinese law. Such organizations included legal clinics based near the universities that sought to help victims of domestic violence and migrant workers who were cheated out of their wages, hotlines for those contemplating suicide, and support networks for people living with HIV / AIDS. Attention to women’s rights was boosted by the United Nations Nongovernmental Forum on Women, held in Beijing in September 1995. The forum brought Chinese activists into contact with international colleagues and sensitized them to a range of issues. In the buildup to the forum, women’s nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) were allowed to form in China, in part because only NGOs could participate in the forum. After the forum, the space for such organizations began to close down.

However, by the middle of the decade, political activism was restored. At the time the leadership was more concerned about the larger potential threat of labor activism, as the SOE reforms had led to large-scale layoffs in the Northeast and in Sichuan, where the SOEs played a dominant role. Again the CCP leadership was confronted with the possibility of a movement like Poland’s Solidarity. In a dangerous move, Jiang Zemin and his supporters decided to cut the umbilical cord that tied the interests of the working class to the CCP. Although the official figure for unemployment in 1996 was only 3 percent, more reliable calculations range from about 12 percent to the World Bank’s estimate of 20 percent.16 The official figures do not include those who had not registered as unemployed, including the large number of laid-off workers on the books of the still-functioning SOEs. If one adds underemployment, the figure is likely much higher. Given the situation, local authorities were very successful at restraining unrest, and the inability of workers to ensure independent representation moderated the possibility of strikes.17 A popular phrase in the Northeast was “yellowing,” the color leaves turn before they fall off the trees.18

However, one major strike did show the CCP leadership the potential of worker unrest. In late July 1997 about 100,000 workers in the city of Mianyang, Sichuan province, protested, fueled by their perception that local officials had been siphoning off funds that were meant to cushion the blow of redundancy by providing worker support and retraining.19 In what became the mode for the CCP tough response, nine protest leaders were arrested and any potential organization was immediately crushed. At the same time, subsidies and “policy loans” were issued to try to reverse the losses in key industries.

Unrest also occurred in the sensitive border provinces of Tibet and Xinjiang, where tensions have festered, with occasional explosions, up to the present. The most serious was in Yining, western Xinjiang, where two days of anti-Chinese demonstrations led to rioting. Perceived anti-Muslim actions by the local authorities sparked the unrest, but the initial peaceful demonstrations were met with tear gas and water cannons. On the following day, violence broke out and nine were killed and another 200 were injured. Public sentencing rallies were held, with three sentenced to death. In response, the provincial party secretary called for stepping up the fight against separatism. While not as dramatic, ninety-six people were detained in Tibet, and the patriotic education campaign that had been launched in 1996 was intensified.20

Although worker and rural unrest was kept under control, the CCP leadership became concerned about the renewed political activity. As is often the case after a party congress, activism increased through the fall of 1997 and the spring of 1998, as a “Beijing Spring” movement began to blossom. However, it very soon froze over. A few optimistic pro-reform tracts were published, the most notable of which was the book Crossing Swords by two senior figures at the People’s Daily. The book takes up the fight against the leftist manifestos and notes how the reforms and Deng Xiaoping’s 1992 southern trip had removed the cult of personality and the cult of the planned economy. The Fifteenth Party Congress had now removed the cult of ownership.21

In a direct challenge to CCP rule, activists throughout China formed the China Democracy Party. For a brief period it appeared that its activities might be tolerated, but in November 1998 its key members were arrested and other members were periodically picked up and harassed. In another event that was considered a threat, a spiritual movement, the Falun Gong, was banned. This followed the incident in April 1999 when thousands of Falun Gong supporters surrounded the party’s central headquarters in Beijing, waking central leaders to the potential of faith-based movements to inspire loyalty.22 In October an anti-cult law was passed to legalize the repression of such groups.

Jiang Zemin’s hardening attitude toward dissent and unapproved publications was signaled in an October 1996 speech in which he returned to the theme of building a socialist spiritual civilization, claiming that this objective would not be sacrificed in the search for short-term economic achievements. Control was to be strengthened over the press and publishing, and the guardians of ideology would shape propaganda and public opinion. These calls featured prominently in the official press during the first months of 1997. They were followed by concrete measures. In late August the Ministry of Culture issued new regulations to cleanse the performing arts and banned “vulgar content.” Foreigners were prohibited from producing or funding theatrical works, but they could invest in building theaters and other physical infrastructure. Imaginative movie makers found it difficult to make new films or to get them shown in China, where a chill wind was blowing. Other measures included a crackdown on underground churches, a process for registering religious organizations, the reregistering of publications combined with more serious efforts to ban unacceptable publications and to control content, a new law that set tougher limits on the activities of social organizations and tightened control over their operations, and new restrictions on research collaboration with foreigners in the social sciences.

A new challenge was how to deal with the spread of the internet. The CCP did not want to negate the economic and scientific benefits of the internet, but it wanted to control unwanted political messages or social practices. The Chinese authorities began a continual cat-and-mouse game by requiring users to register and by blocking those sites that were considered undesirable. US president Bill Clinton was not impressed with the attempts to control the new media, and on March 8, 2000, he wished the leaders good luck, saying, “That’s sort of like trying to nail Jell-O to the wall.” Yet China has been far more successful at controlling access, promoting its own messages, and dominating online debate than anyone could have imagined. Having established his credentials with the left, Jiang Zemin created space to push ahead with the economic reform program.

Maintaining Economic Reform: The Fifteenth Party Congress

Jiang Zemin recognized that most people were primarily concerned about their livelihoods, and therefore nationalism and legitimacy were increasingly predicated on the CCP’s ability to deliver the economic goods. At the time of the October 1996 plenum, in preparation for the 1997 Fifteenth Party Congress, supporters of Jiang published “Heart to Heart Talks with the General Secretary.” The materials placed a much more positive spin on the need for reform and opening up the economy, in response to the attacks from the left. Unlike the leftists, who blamed Gorbachev and his reforms for the collapse of the Soviet Union, Jiang and his supporters claimed that it was Brezhnev and his lack of reforms that had caused the stagnation that had led to collapse. To avoid the same fate, it was necessary for China to push ahead. The work advanced the process of drawing on Chinese tradition to legitimize CCP rule.23 The approach highlighted themes that would be taken up at the Fifteenth Party Congress and the following session of the NPC.

Jiang also tried to restore credibility with establishment intellectuals when he visited Peking University on May 4, 1998, to celebrate the centennial anniversary of its establishment. By all accounts Jiang was very relaxed, enjoying his interactions with faculty and students. It was a risky gamble given that Peking University had been at the epicenter of the 1989 demonstrations. Jiang also showed that he was a smart politician, noting that “although Tsinghua University is our present, Peking University is our future.”24 The attitudes of graduates, students, and faculty were revealed at the main celebration in the Great Hall of the People. When Premier Li Peng came onto the stage, the applause was lukewarm, but the deposed university president was greeted with thunderous applause.25

Amid the debates—about reform, about tensions over the question of Taiwan, and about the return of Chinese sovereignty over Hong Kong—Deng Xiaoping died, February 1997. Zhao Ziyang was refused permission to attend his funeral. The Fifteenth Party Congress was the first since the beginning of the reforms that did not have Deng’s presence overseeing the proceedings. It was Jiang’s chance to place his stamp on the CCP’s future as the core of the third generation. In fact, Jiang had been strengthening his position in the several years running up to the congress, while wrapping himself in the mantle of Deng’s legacy.

The Fifteenth Party Congress, held on September 15–18, 1997, and the National People’s Congress held in March of 1998 clarified the policy approach of the Jiang administration.26 There were six clear components: commitment to high economic growth to ensure social stability; commitment to a mixed economy; substantial restructuring of the SOE sector; strengthened CCP control; a quickened pace of integration into the global economy; and good relations with the United States, while also responding to the rising nationalist sentiment.

Jiang’s report drew its legitimacy from Deng Xiaoping, who received fulsome praise.27 Deng’s theory of “building socialism with Chinese characteristics” was taken as the guiding light for development in the twenty-first century, and Deng’s theory was added to the statutes behind Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought. This ensured that a more pragmatic approach to economic reform could be pursued, with other work being subordinate to the central task of economic development. This was underpinned on the political front by the judgment that although the party had to remain vigilant against the right, the biggest threat came from the left. Perhaps more surprisingly, the slogan “primary stage of socialism” was revived to allow continued experimentation over several generations. The theory had been put forward by Zhao Ziyang in 1987, but its revival did Zhao little good as he remained under house arrest.

Policy innovation was necessary for the SOE sector. By the time of the congress, it was even more apparent that the sector was a drag on the overall economy. The World Bank suggested that perhaps less than 10 percent of the 100,000 SOEs were viable. In 1995 SOEs absorbed 60 percent of national investment and received subsidies amounting to one-third of the national budget, and net credit to the SOEs amounted to over 12 percent of GDP. Importantly, 50 to 75 percent of household savings, mediated and directed by state banks, went to finance SOE operations. In 1996 half of the SOEs were losing money, and in the first quarter of 1996 the sector had slipped into the red for the first time since the founding of the PRC.28 The net deficit was some $850 million. China was clearly nearing a situation where government resources would be insufficient to pay depositors and bondholders if the SOEs were unable to service their bad debts. These problems were compounded by the high welfare costs the SOEs carried. In 1995 the cost of social insurance and welfare funds as a percentage of the total wage bill rose from 13.7 percent to 34 percent.29 Not surprisingly, bankruptcies rose 260 percent in 1996, leading to rising unemployment.

Jiang announced that a shareholding scheme would be adopted, with 1,000 of the largest enterprises reinvigorated in hopes that they would behave like the chaebols in South Korea.30 Other enterprises were to be reorganized through a mixture of mergers, leasing, contracting, joint stock partnerships, or sales. This was referred to as “grasping the large and releasing the small” (adopted in 1996). Given the contentious nature of this policy innovation, Jiang expanded the definition of the state sector to include the collective enterprises, stating: “Even if the state-owned sector accounts for a smaller proportion of the economy, this will not affect the socialist nature of our economy.” Jiang acknowledged the hardships this might bring for some workers, so he called for strengthening job training, pensions, and insurance systems. In March the new premier, Zhu Rongji, added more detail, claiming that the problem would be resolved during a three-year period. However, the Chinese leadership is still dealing with this challenge today.

What was missing from the congress was any serious consideration of political reform. When addressing the topic, Jiang rejected any idea of copying Western ways, such as having multiparty electoral competition or interest-group pluralism, and he reaffirmed the need for the press to toe the party line and extoll the party’s virtues. Even though in his speech Jiang mentioned the word “democracy” thirty-two times, the stress was on cooperation with China’s other political parties but under the leadership of the CCP.

In the leadership stakes, Jiang was able to outmaneuver Qiao Shi, a potential rival who headed the NPC and may have felt that he was worthier of leadership than Jiang. In a deft maneuver, Jiang suggested that the demands to rejuvenate the leadership be heeded and that all those over seventy years of age should retire, starting with himself. In what was clearly a choreographed move, one of the remaining party elders noted that rejuvenation should be combined with stability and continuity. Given that Jiang was scheduled to undertake a state visit to the United States after the congress, the party elder suggested that Jiang should remain but the others should step down. Qiao was left with no alternative but to step down. Jiang was supported by Li Peng, who coveted taking over Qiao’s position as head of the NPC once he had stepped down as premier.31 The only other person over the age of seventy not to retire was dear old Hua Guofeng.

At the March 1998 NPC meeting, Premier Zhu Rongji expanded on the economic reform proposals, and Hu Jintao, Jiang’s expected successor, was appointed to the important position of vice president. Zhu first announced an overhaul of the banking system with the reorganization of the local branches of the People’s Bank along regional lines. The intent was to reduce political interference in lending decisions by influential provincial party secretaries. Zhu announced that the “power of provincial governors and mayors to command local bank presidents is abolished as of 1998.”32 Further, he announced an integrated set of five significant reform measures. The first decision was to set up a nationwide grain market to ease pressures on the country’s reserves. Government subsidies to the sector were reduced, shifting the CCP away from the Maoist obsession with grain. Second, the regulatory functions of the Central Bank were stepped up as part of the overhaul of the financial system to reduce both waste and duplicate capital investments. Commercial banks were to be let off the leash and allowed to make their own decisions.

Third, reforms were introduced to reduce the welfare burden on enterprises. The economic reforms dramatically shook up welfare provision, but it took the leadership some time to come to this realization.33 The most dramatic impacts were in the countryside and among the rural migrants, but the Jiang-Zhu leadership focused on the fraying urban welfare system as it sought to push ahead with the reform of the SOEs. The increasingly market-influenced economy exposed the high cost of welfare that enterprises carried, and it was clear that many were struggling to cover these costs. The policy shift resulted in the layoff of some 50 million industrial workers and the end of what is referred to as the “iron-rice bowl.”34

Premier Zhu announced the end of the enterprise-based, cradle-to-grave care that the Chinese industrial working class and government employees had come to expect. Policy sought greater individual responsibility through contributions to pensions, medical and other insurance, and the privatization of workplace housing stock. Those living in enterprise housing were allowed to purchase their homes at a discounted rate, while those who did not purchase their homes were subject to a rise in rent up to 15 percent of their family income. The new approach had three objectives: to reduce the welfare costs of the SOEs and redistribute them across enterprises and to individuals working in other ownership categories; to provide equal rights and levels of protection across all ownership categories; and to establish links between the contributions individuals made to their own benefits and what they actually received. The leadership feared the SOE restructuring would create a systemic threat, so it moved swiftly to put these systems in place.

The welfare reforms were an attempt by the authoritarian regime to shore up support for its core constituencies during a period of rapid change. It was no longer possible to protect the industrial working class from the consequences of reform, so the next best option was to put in place minimum support schemes to cushion the blow. Through the 1990s the government strengthened initiatives or reaffirmed benefits for those groups that provided the base of regime support: bureaucrats and those working in the formal sector of the economy (the traditional working class). Health care reforms were introduced in 1994, and they were drafted into a new comprehensive scheme that became operational by the end of 1999; a new pension system for enterprise workers was drawn together in 1997; and a scheme for minimum subsistence relief was established at the end of 1999. These measures reflected the pro-urban, coastal, and elitist thrust of policy throughout the 1990s, and they involved transferring primary responsibility for social welfare from the workplace to the local governments. However, these initial reforms left most people in rural China and those working in the informal sector to their own devices, a challenge that the next generation of leaders, Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao, would wrestle with.

Fourth on the reform docket was dealing with a major cause of the unrest in the countryside: the excessive levying of fees and taxes by local governments. As a result, the tax system was to be rationalized to mitigate the effects of the local government squeeze.

Finally, an associate of Zhu presented a major plan to overhaul government administration, reducing the number of ministries from forty to twenty-nine. One important component was the abolition of some industrial ministries that oversaw the SOEs, thus breaking the link between the individual enterprises and the powerful bureaucrats at the Center. This resulted in large-scale layoffs in central government employment, totaling some 33,000 workers and contributing further to the dismantling of cradle-to-grave care. Many were being left in a world of uncertainty where they were being asked to trade in their secure but low-wage, benefit-supported lives for a riskier, potentially better-rewarded future. Many were unwilling to take the risk.

Wrestling with the Consequences of Reform

As 1998 progressed, the reform momentum ran into headwinds that slowed progress. The layoffs created instability and caused concern and moderation. In addition to the layoffs of SOEs and government workers—perhaps four million throughout the system—there were the 500,000 members of the military cut by Jiang Zemin’s policy, and perhaps as many as ten million workers in township and village enterprises who had become redundant because of technological advances and capital-intensive investment.35 It is not surprising that unemployment hit its highest rate since 1949.36 The insecurity this induced was enhanced by worries about an economic slowdown. During 1998–1999 the economy was slipping into a period of deflation, with prices dropping by 2.6 percent and growth at 7.8 percent. The Asian financial crisis that began in 1997 did not have a direct impact on China: capital controls and healthy foreign exchange reserves provided protection. However, it did provide a warning to the leadership about the pitfalls of rapid liberalization of the financial sector. There was another warning in the sudden fall of Indonesian strongman Suharto, followed by the rapid systemic collapse. In Chinese eyes, here was a leader who had overseen a lengthy period of economic growth, who was secure in power and was supported by the military and the security apparatus, and yet he was swiftly swept aside by street demonstrations that surfaced due to decades of frustration. The parallels set off alarm bells.

Further, the system was buffeted by corruption and smuggling scandals. These were linked to the theme of economic security, which came to dominate many articles and speeches as the year progressed. In 2000 the campaign against corruption continued, with 23,000 cases under investigation and the execution of a number of senior officials, including a former vice chair of the NPC. Military involvement in corruption, especially the smuggling of oil, was concerning particularly because these activities could undermine combat readiness. The depth of corruption was highlighted by the smuggling scandal at the Yuanhua Group based in the open city of Xiamen. The case implicated many local officials, PLA intelligence officials, and by association Jia Qinglin, a close ally of Jiang Zemin. The smuggling included firearms, vehicles, crude oil, and electrical items, amounting to at least 80 billion yuan. The involvement of Jiang’s associate made investigation tricky—it took the Politburo three years to authorize action, and apparently even then it moved only after Zhu Rongji threatened, in the summer of 1999, to resign. Eventually eighty-four people were arrested, and eleven were sentenced to death, by which time Jia was safely ensconced in Beijing as party secretary. Premier Zhu had been sufficiently shocked that he stated on television that the ringleader, who had fled overseas, “should be killed three times over.”37 The levels of corruption and PLA engagement did, however, push Jiang Zemin to decree that the military should withdraw from business activities. Some engaged in a shell game of hiding their activities, but on the whole this move was more successful than many had predicted.

Overshadowing these troubles and the future of economic development had been the big question of whether or not China would enter the WTO. Supporters saw this as a natural step in China’s integration into the global economy and as a way to apply pressure for domestic economic reforms; opponents were worried about the potential loss of sovereignty and possible job losses.

Concern about these factors led to a cautious approach to the speed of reform. Reform without losers was turning into reform with multiple constituencies who, if not losing, were not benefiting as well as the rich coastal elite and the new rich, most of whom had strong party connections. Beginning at the end of 1998 the government launched a massive public building and infrastructure program to maintain a growth rate of 7 to 8 percent. The Ministry of Finance issued several rounds of government bonds, totaling 401.5 billion yuan for bank recapitalization, in order to stimulate infrastructure investment. Further, to deal with the debts that had accumulated in the commercial banking sector, asset management committees were set up to liquidate the bad loans and to provide a fresh start. Like during other times of stress, the government turned to the private sector to support the flagging economy. In 1999 the private sector was producing over 90 percent of new employment and 80 percent of growth.

The Third Plenum of the Fifteenth CC, held on October 12–14, 1998, focused attention on the rural sector, but the adopted decision was also concerned with keeping up economic growth by pushing for greater investment in the rural areas and beginning to deal with the regional inequalities that had spread during the 1990s. During the boom years of the early 1990s, little attention had been paid to redistribution, the general belief being that high levels of economic growth would lift all boats and resolve all problems; this is another example of a failed trickle-down theory. By the end of the 1990s it was clear that not all had benefited equally from the reforms and that inequality and differential access to services had become a major problem. After narrowing in the 1980s, the urban-rural divide was increasing. By the mid-1990s the ratio of urban to rural income had risen to about 2.38:1. Other indicators revealed a similar story. Access to health and education services that were widely available in the 1980s had become more dependent on income by the 1990s. In 1998, in high-income areas 22.2 percent of persons were covered by cooperative medical facilities, but in the poorer regions only 1 to 3 percent were covered.

Other initiatives tried to wrestle with this problem. The grandest was the “Develop the West” program launched by Jiang Zemin in late 1999 and confirmed at the Tenth NPC in March 2003. The program included twelve provinces, with policy relying on state-led infrastructure investment combined with political persuasion and arm twisting of the more developed provinces to shift investment to the interior provinces. The NPC meeting of March 2000 had already announced the shift in the focus of economic construction away from the coast and to the western regions. Per capita GDP in the west was only about 60 percent of that in the east. In Premier Zhu’s view, this was to be a long-term situation, lasting for several generations. In 2000 some $6 billion was set aside for investment, and Zhu headed a leading group to oversee the work. In reality, state commitments were limited, with most of the projects already scheduled, allowing many provinces to shift the costs to the central government from the provincial budgets. Many analysts saw the program as serving political purposes rather than serving genuine developmental needs, and the excluded provinces expressed their resentment.

The leadership did begin to pay attention to the dire situation of rural health care. In December 1996 a national conference sought to fix the broken system. The change of tone at the meeting was remarkable. Rather than describing China’s health-care system as a model for other developing countries, participants expressed concern about its collapse. To redress the situation, the government declared that it would increase spending, from 2 percent to 5 percent of the national budget, something that was not achieved. Preventive health was to be revived, public hygiene awareness was to be raised through public education, and village doctors were to receive a pay increase to bring their pay in line with that of government officials, and to put an end to doctors’ increasing their income by accepting kickbacks and overprescribing drugs. Most important was the revival of the cooperative medical system, which had been severely damaged by the withdrawal of state funding. These were all initiatives that Jiang’s and Zhu’s successors would build upon as the challenge of social equity loomed ever larger.

Consequently, when Jiang Zemin celebrated the twentieth anniversary of reform in December 1998, he was not as enthusiastic in his praise as he might have been. He ignored calls for more rapid economic reforms, and political reform did not even merit consideration. He pursued a cautious approach, with tight political control legitimated by a strident nationalism. Rumors circulated in Beijing that, under pressure from Li Peng, Jiang announced that political reform would not be discussed for two to three years. His speech made it clear that radical ideas of Western-inspired models of economic and political reform were not for China. Instead he focused on the need to maintain stability and to immediately crack down on any potential unrest, and he emphasized Deng Xiaoping’s four cardinal principles. Basically, the bold reforms would be moderated to allow people to adjust to their consequences. Commemorating the anniversary of reform was tricky because so much of what had transpired had been overseen by the disgraced Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang, with the result that the key figures who had inspired the reforms were not mentioned. One other example is Du Runsheng, who had been the key figure promoting the rural reforms of the 1980s. Jiang refused to acknowledge Du, in part because of his closeness to Zhao, and as a result some of his juniors held a celebration for him in a private courtyard at Peking University. However, it was not too long before WTO membership and the direction of reform were back on the policy agenda.

Sovereignty: Hong Kong, Taiwan, the United States, and the WTO

Jiang Zemin had to navigate a difficult legacy in the international arena, especially in dealing with the fallout from the repression of the 1989 demonstrations and the collapse of the Soviet Union. The end of the US-Soviet superpower rivalry meant that the CCP had to reconfigure its international position without the room for maneuver that the Cold War had offered. It was a struggle to adjust to the new world order, especially because of the way CCP leaders were accustomed to analyzing global politics—in terms, that is, of an overarching framework based on ideological premises that provided structure for policy and relationships. The CCP had settled into a foreign policy premised on the notion that international politics would be dominated by the existence of a bipolar relationship between the two superpowers. This allowed China space to play one off the other and to create more room for itself in international affairs. With this balance gone, CCP leaders felt vulnerable and marginalized in world affairs. However, as we saw in Chapter 9, it did allow China to develop policy in terms of its own national interest without having to consider the great-powers balance.

The changing environment brought to the fore latent tensions in China’s relations with the United States and—combined with the West’s reaction to the military crackdown in Tiananmen Square in 1989—introduced greater uncertainty into the relationship. President George W. Bush was personally invested in maintaining a smooth relationship with China and chose not to maximize pressure on China. Bush’s national security adviser traveled to Beijing and met with Deng on July 2, 1989. Instead of being contrite, Deng aggressively asserted that it was up to the United States to repair their relationship because the United States had been a principal inspiration for the counterrevolutionary rebellion of 1989. By and large, President Bush obliged.38 Further, many Chinese believed the United States had become arrogant because it was the only remaining superpower. The honeymoon period of the 1980s ended abruptly, and issues about which the United States and the West had been quiet—such as rights abuses—became the focus of extensive media and political attention.

Throughout his tenure as general secretary, Jiang Zemin had to navigate the rise in nationalist sentiment, not repressing it but also not letting it slip out of control. Following 1989, patriotic education was promoted, especially for students. Inevitably, the targets of criticism were Japan and the United States. Apart from the seesawing in the relationship with the United States, there were also tensions with Taiwan as the CCP came to terms with the new GMD leadership under Lee Teng-hui. Finally, there was the issue of the return to Chinese sovereignty of the British colony Hong Kong and the Portuguese colony Macau.

China moved swiftly to shore up diplomatic relations with both the former pro-Soviet regimes in the developing world and with the newly established nations that emerged from the breakup of the former Soviet Union. Two factors drove this haste. First, there was serious concern that because many of these new nations were now firmly anti-Communist, Taiwan might step in to establish diplomatic relations. Second, the new Central Asian states had the potential of presenting a challenge by supporting the Muslim fundamentalists within China.

The first Gulf War, in 1991, launched by the Bush administration with the support of the United Nations, offered China a chance to improve its standing as a cooperative global force and to work to overturn some of the sanctions that had been imposed after 1989. China used its role as a member of the UN Security Council to side with the United States as it built up an offensive coalition. Despite this, however, China had been, and remains, concerned about the use of force in other countries—unless it is launched by China itself against its neighbors. As a result, China abstained from the crucial UN Security Council vote to authorize force against Iraq. The resultant military actions and the massive but precise US forces shocked the Chinese leadership and its military, raising concerns that the new multipolar world that they had anticipated might be unipolar and dominated by the United States. A predictable relationship with the United States was clearly important if the CCP wanted to continue its economic reforms and draw in more foreign capital. Despite domestic opposition, Jiang Zemin sought to maintain Deng Xiaoping’s legacy of a neutral or a pro-US international orientation. However, unlike in the 1980s, there was no strategic rationale to hold the relationship together; it was driven by specific interests and policies and thus liable to be buffeted by unexpected events. And indeed, it was.

Despite presidential candidate Bill Clinton’s harsh rhetoric about China and its human rights violations, once Clinton became president he maintained the previous administration’s policy of engagement, with the hope that closer integration into the global community would lead to domestic change in China. A major area of frustration for China was the need each year to renew its most-favored-nation (MFN) status. In 1993 President Clinton linked China’s MFN status to human rights, protection of Tibetan culture, and allowing foreign broadcasts into China. However, in late May 1994 he reversed this decision and unlinked MFN status, much to China’s delight.

This warming of relations was thrown off course by US support for Taiwan. In 1995 Taiwan president Lee Teng-hui was invited to visit his alma mater, Cornell University, and he wished to transit through the United States on his way to a state visit to Central America. The Chinese Foreign Ministry had been assured that no visa would be issued, but President Clinton, under pressure from Congress, relented. This increased mistrust, but also alerted the Chinese leadership to the power of Congress, having previously thought that simply dealing with the president was enough. The following year, as President Lee sought to become the first democratically elected president of Taiwan, the CCP leadership was unnerved and unsure of the US response. Although Lee was a member of the GMD, he was a Taiwan native, and many in China thought he harbored strong sentiments in favor of independence. As a warning, China launched missiles perilously close to the island, leading the United States to dispatch two aircraft carrier groups to the region. The situation revealed the limits of the possible. For Taiwan, the warning made it clear that China would firmly oppose any move to independence. For China, it was clear that under certain conditions the United States would intervene to protect Taiwan, something that perhaps the leadership in Beijing had felt the US government would be unwilling to do. For the United States, it clarified that its historical engagement with Taiwan was still a live issue and that, like it or not, the United States would have to remain involved. Things calmed down in 1997 as the growing economic relationship across the strait forged ahead.

1997 was an important year for China and for Jiang Zemin, with the return of Hong Kong to Chinese sovereignty in July and a state visit to the United States in October. Hong Kong played an important role for China as a window to the outside world, even during the height of the Maoist period. Exports were routed through the Hong Kong port; it was an important listening post for intelligence; and once China opened up, Hong Kong capital was important for mainland development. Lacking private capital, China made use of its connections with Hong Kong to encourage investment in the mainland, and throughout the 1980s and the 1990s much of Hong Kong’s manufacturing base moved across the border where land was cheaper. Hong Kong investors played an important role in the early development of mainland real estate; many Hong Kong millionaires became billionaires as a result and were welcomed to join national and local branches of the CPPCC. This was safe capital because these Hong Kong billionaires were highly unlikely to challenge the CCP, especially as their accumulation of capital was dependent on the party’s goodwill.

In terms of reclaiming Hong Kong, China could have shut off the water, most power, and much of the fresh food supply at any time, but the territory was far too valuable to disrupt. Problems occurred in 1982 when many fifteen-year leases had to be renegotiated and many people were unsure what would happen after 1997, when the ninety-nine-year lease on the New Territories was to expire. British prime minister Margaret Thatcher, during her 1982 visit to Beijing, took the view that Hong Kong was too valuable to China, and she expected agreement on some sort of continuation of the treaties governing Hong Kong Island and Kowloon. This reflected a lack of comprehension of the emotive role the unfair and unequal treaties played in the Chinese narrative of national humiliation at the hands of the foreigners. Deng Xiaoping had different ideas and insisted that the New Territories be returned, and without the New Territories, Hong Kong Island could not function.

In fact, Deng completely rejected the validity of the treaties that had ceded Hong Kong Island and Kowloon. In 1984 the Sino-British Declaration was agreed upon, as the clock was running down on the empire. The agreement required the local legislative council to be replaced by a provisional legislative body selected by Beijing, with businessman Tung Chee-hwa as chief executive of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. The principle on which the Special Administrative Region would relate to the mainland was encapsulated in the phrase “one country, two systems.” Under this, China was to guarantee Hong Kong’s economic and political systems for fifty years. Sovereignty was transferred on July 1, 1997, ending 156 years of colonial rule. Deng did not live to witness the handover, but Jiang Zemin was able to benefit. He praised Deng for his foresight in developing the concept of one country, two systems, and he confirmed that Hong Kong residents would administer Hong Kong. In December 1999, Macau was brought back into the fold, ending 442 years of Portuguese rule.

Now only the issue of Taiwan remained unresolved. At the Macau handover, Jiang suggested that the concept of one country, two systems, could provide a solution to the issue of Taiwan.39 The economic relationship with Taiwan was expanding rapidly, and the Chinese leadership seemed to think that the strategy of tying the business community into the mainland economy would work with Taiwan. The hope was that the economic and business elite would see their future so closely intertwined with China that they would become lobbyists for reunification. However, Taiwan was very different from Hong Kong and there was a strong indigenous resistance to GMD rule, which had provided bedrock support to the opposition party, the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP). National sentiment and identity could trump economic interest. The Beijing leadership received a sharp shock when, in 2000, DPP leader Chen Shui-bian was elected Taiwan’s president.

The second half of the 1990s was a roller-coaster ride in the relationship between China and the United States. Roiled by the tensions in cross-strait relations, the two administrations worked to settle the relationship. State visits in 1997 and 1998 between President Clinton and President Jiang improved the relationship and seemed to be setting it on a steady course for the future.

Following the successful Fifteenth Party Congress, President Jiang, in October 1997, undertook a state visit to the United States, which, despite differences over human rights, was considered a success for Jiang. He received a twenty-one-gun salute and agreed with President Clinton that summitry should form an integral part of the relationship. It was also agreed that President Clinton would visit China in 1998. Clinton announced that the ban on the export of US nuclear energy equipment to China would be lifted and military communications would be improved. Both sides confirmed their interest in China entering the WTO, although differences remained over the pace and the level of accommodation that China would have to make for this to be acceptable.

Visiting China in June 1998, President Clinton moved the relationship forward. In a speech at Peking University, he praised China’s progress and expressed America’s willingness to work with China, but he repeated his concern about human rights. For Clinton, certain rights were universal, such as freedom to express one’s opinions, to choose one’s leaders, to associate freely, and to worship freely.40 Clinton met with actors in civil society and visited a village that had held a local election. In the 1990s, village elections had become a favorite of international NGOs, organizations, and bilateral programs. They were viewed as one bright spot for democratic progress in China. Most importantly, during his trip Clinton mentioned publicly the “three nos.” Apparently he had communicated these to Jiang in the summer of 1995 and he had relayed them orally when Jiang visited the United States in 1997, but now they were made clear for all to hear. They were: no recognition of Taiwan independence, no support for two Chinas or one Taiwan and one China, and no endorsement of Taiwan’s entry into any international organization for which statehood was required. This abandoned the two-decades-old policy designed to preserve the right of Taiwan’s people to self-determination.41

The relationship was rocked again on May 7, 1999, when during the bombing of Yugoslavia by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), US bombers accidentally struck the Chinese embassy in Belgrade, causing considerable damage and killing three reporters. The bombing had been coordinated by the US Central Intelligence Agency, but the CIA claimed that the wrong coordinates had been used. The event caused outrage in China and led to spontaneous demonstrations in a number of Chinese cities.42 The demonstrations reflected the growing disillusionment and resentment of the West felt by some in China. As the downsides of reform became apparent and with the rise of corruption, inequality, and uncertainty, there was increased cynicism about the West’s motives with respect to China. Compared to the demonstrations of 1989, those outside the US Embassy in 1999 after the Belgrade bombing showed a remarkable turnaround. Instead of setting up a Goddess of Democracy, the protestors brandished anti-US slogans and stoned the US embassy compound. The Chinese leadership had to tread carefully not to alienate the demonstrators while at the same time maintaining its relationship with the United States.

Vice President Hu Jintao spoke on May 9, condemning the criminal conduct of NATO and giving his support to the demonstrations as long as they did not stray to extreme or illegal conduct. Beijing authorities provided transportation from the university area to the protest sites to show their support, but also to keep the situation under control. To allow the steam to subside, President Clinton’s apology was not broadcast for four days, and it was only on May 14 that the two countries reestablished contacts. By this time Chinese authorities had become concerned about the violence that was occurring and about the fact that some of the demonstrators were critical of Beijing’s weak response. In August the United States made a “voluntary” payment of $4.5 million to the families of those killed and injured in the bombing, and in December a final settlement was reached under which the United States paid $28 million in compensation for damages and China paid $2.87 million for damages to the US embassy in Beijing and other diplomatic sites.

In response, some voices called for putting teeth into a genuine strategic partnership with Russia or returning to the Maoist position, with China at the head of a coalition of Third World nations. Nothing would come of these suggestions. When Yeltsin, then president of Russia, visited Beijing, he cut a forlorn figure. Again, how things had changed. Instead of dominating a Soviet empire, he came looking for aid from China. Eventually the importance of the relationship with the United States and the decision to join the WTO trumped other considerations for China.

The agreements for China’s admittance to the WTO, discussed below, should have ensured a smoother relationship between the United States and China, but unexpected events still dictated the flow of the relationship. Over the longer term, as the Chinese economy boomed, differences increased over issues such as the trade deficit, the transfer of technology, and the protection of intellectual property. As it became clear to the United States that China was not becoming “more like us” and was in fact becoming a challenge to US hegemony, subsequent administrations wrestled with how to deal with the rise of China.

For the short term, George W. Bush’s being sworn in as the next US president in January 2001 seemed to confirm China’s worst fears. The new administration adopted a confrontational stance toward mainland China and a more sympathetic view of Taiwan. Breaking with Clinton, Bush viewed China as a strategic competitor. Two unexpected events reset the relationship, causing the new administration to revert to a position similar to that of its predecessors. It did not appear that this would be the result after the first incident, in April 2001—the collision of a US spy plane, or reconnaissance plane in US parlance, and a Chinese jetfighter, resulting in the US plane making a forced landing on Hainan Island. With the loss of Chinese life, a tense standoff ensued. The twenty-four American crew members were detained for eleven days before a resolution was reached. The Chinese side claimed that the US plane had violated Chinese airspace and sovereignty and should apologize to the Chinese people, whereas the United States refused to accept responsibility or to apologize, asserting that its plane was in international airspace. The crew and plane returned to the United States, the plane in packing crates, and the relationship hit a new low, which confirmed Chinese suspicions about the new US administration.43

The second major event was the Al-Qaeda attack on the World Trade Center in September 2001. In diplomatic terms, China was a major beneficiary because it was difficult for the US administration to maintain the rhetoric of China as an enemy or a threat to the United States when Al-Qaeda terrorists had flown civilian aircraft into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. China was regarded as a positive contributor to the ensuing “War on Terror,” thus placing the relationship on as good a footing as at any time since the 1980s. At the October 2001 meeting of Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation in Shanghai, Bush stated that China and the United States stood side-by-side in combating terrorism and that the two nations could pursue constructive cooperation. China was supportive of US actions in Afghanistan, but was far more cautious about the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003.

Jiang Zemin’s Legacy

The last years of the Jiang era bequeathed two major legacies that would be crucial for China’s development in the new century. The first was a fundamental shift in the nature of the CCP, welcoming private entrepreneurs to become party members. Second, at the end of 2001, China finally became a member of the WTO, leading to a further economic boom. There were challenges, however, such as the election of the DPP opposition in Taiwan, and despite the initial attempts to deal with the downsides of reform, regional and urban-rural inequality remained and corruption flourished.

When visiting Guangdong in February 2000, Jiang delivered an important speech intended both to portray himself as a great theoretician and to show that the CCP was still relevant to China’s future.44 With the traditional working class on the defensive and the rise of the new middle class and the private entrepreneurial elite, the definition of the party as the advanced representative of the proletariat was wearing thin. Jiang put forward a simple idea encapsulated as the Three Represents: the CCP was to represent the advanced social productive forces, the most advanced culture, and the fundamental interests of the majority of the people. The remainder of the year saw the unfolding of a major campaign to promote this concept, and in 2002 it was incorporated into the Party Statutes, thus situating Jiang alongside the pantheon of greats. Unlike his predecessors, however, Jiang’s name was not included.

Promotion of the Three Represents portrayed the CCP as not only leading the new and dynamic areas of the economy but also leading the newly emerged technical and economic elite. This approach further distanced the CCP from exclusive reliance on the industrial proletariat it had strived to create after 1949. With the proletariat fading in the rearview mirror, the CCP claimed a broader constituency of support. It was a move in the direction of Khrushchev’s idea of the party as that of the whole people. The party was not only welcoming new constituents but also was going to exercise its leadership over the rapidly developing new sectors of the economy. On July 1, at the eightieth anniversary of the party’s founding, Jiang pushed the notion further. He declared that under certain circumstances, private entrepreneurs could become party members. This reversed the decision that was taken in 1989 in the wake of the demonstrations that private entrepreneurs were supporters of the students. Not surprisingly, the announcement generated howls of disapproval from the old left and the new left.

The decision to join the WTO was equally contentious, so much so that many of the details of the agreement were kept secret from the public, and Jiang, Zhu Rongji, and their close associates kept debate away from the NPC system and the government bureaucracy. WTO membership would have clear advantages because China would no longer have to deal with the whims of the US Congress over annual trading decisions, and it would help avoid rounds of antidumping accusations from the West. Instead, China’s exporters would be able to access international markets under a commonly agreed-upon set of global rules, with established dispute mechanisms for infringements. Membership would also put pressure on the domestic economy to reform further in order to remain competitive. The advantage here was that the painful reforms that Jiang and Zhu wanted to pursue could be blamed on foreigners. Against the positives was the huge uncertainty about what exactly the domestic impact would be, and many were concerned that the WTO would have an adverse impact on the rural sector and the SOEs, and that the Chinese government would have to cede important levers of control.

The process leading to China’s admittance to the WTO on December 11, 2001, was not entirely smooth, and the NATO bombing of Yugoslavia almost caused the Chinese leadership to postpone Premier Zhu Rongji’s visit to Washington. No real progress was made during either the visit of Jiang to Washington or the reciprocal visit of Clinton to Beijing. President Clinton wrote at least three letters to Jiang in early 1998 and early 1999 expressing the hope that a decision could be reached in early 1999 and that matters could be concluded during Premier Zhu Rongji’s proposed visit. In January Zhu had already told Federal Reserve chairman Alan Greenspan that China was willing to make significant concessions.45 Indeed, given the politics in Beijing, Jiang and Zhu did offer considerable concessions, including allowing 51 percent foreign ownership for joint telecommunications ventures. During Zhu’s visit the Clinton administration pushed for an even better deal, resulting in Zhu returning to China with nothing to show. When the Office of the US Trade Representative published what China was willing to offer, there was outrage in China, and Zhu was even denounced as a traitor. As noted, tensions heightened following the bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade, thus putting Jiang and Zhu under unprecedented pressure at home. This did not mean that they would abandon attempts to join the WTO—this was too important for their reform program—and on November 15 the United States and China signed a bilateral agreement that marked a crucial step toward membership.

The final terms did contain concessions, but they were not as generous as those Zhu had offered in Washington. For example, foreign ownership in joint ventures could not exceed 50 percent. Progress was made on allowing foreign entities to invest in the Chinese internet, and there was a considerable reduction in key tariffs. In the 1990s Chinese tariffs were among the highest in the world; now they would be reduced from an overall average of 24.6 percent to 9.4 percent, and to 7.1 percent on US priority goods. In a major concession to US manufacturers and agricultural exporters, China agreed to relax its tight controls over trading rights and distribution services, opening up repair and maintenance sectors as well as storage and transportation. Dramatic concessions were also made in the financial and insurance sectors, agreeing to full foreign access for US banks within five years; after two years, foreign banks would be allowed to conduct local currency business with Chinese firms, and this would be extended to individuals three years later. With respect to life insurance, 50 percent ownership would be allowed (51 percent for non-life insurance), permitting wholly owned subsidiaries after two years. Last but not least, there were measures to deal with the challenges of dumping, export surges, and subsidies to SOEs, and for fifteen years after China’s admission to the WTO the US would be able to retain its antidumping policy and protection against import surges. The question, of course, was whether China would fulfill these commitments; this would become the subject of considerable differences between US and Chinese administrations.

Given the disruption that these measures would cause for the Chinese economy, as well as the considerable opposition, why did Jiang Zemin and Zhu Rongji decide to push ahead so swiftly and with such determination?46 More than ever before, China’s future economic health would be intertwined with the progress of the global economy and vice versa. Basically, China had very little choice other than to join. Remaining outside would have afforded protection over the short term, but would have shut China out from the benefits of membership. First, as an outsider, China would more easily be the subject of unilateral sanctions, not only on economic issues but also on political issues. This had been impressed on the CCP leadership by the imposition of sanctions by the West following the repression of 1989. Second, China increasingly wanted to be seen as a major player on the world stage, befitting its history and rising economic development. Jiang Zemin clearly wanted China to be consulted on major global issues, and sitting outside of the premier trading organization would limit China’s capacity to be involved in the global decision-making process. If China was not a member of the WTO, key decisions would be made that would have an impact on its vital interests without it having a voice.

Third, Jiang, Zhu, and their supporters concluded that without strong external disciplinary mechanisms, domestic economic reform might stall, with vested interests setting in to frustrate forward momentum. The WTO measures supported the push to increase market influences in the economy, with a particular impact on the SOEs and financial sectors. Finally, there were specific benefits that WTO entry would bring. State investment was producing diminishing returns, and by the late 1990s overall growth was beginning to slow, meaning that new sources of growth had to be tapped. Most importantly, WTO entry improved access for Chinese goods to reach major markets in Europe, Japan, and the United States, especially textiles, fashion goods, and telecommunications equipment. The “made in China” label became ubiquitous. In 1999 foreign direct investment had dropped, but WTO membership encouraged increased US and European capital to supplement that from Hong Kong and Asia. The basis was established for a twenty-first-century boom.

Party and state meetings began the preparations for entry. The Fifth Plenum of the Fifteenth CC, held in October 2000, acknowledged the need to improve competitiveness in light of China’s forthcoming admittance to the WTO. The need to push on with restructuring restored Premier Zhu’s position as the key economic decision maker. Policy pronouncements called for state banks to clean up their extensive bad-policy loans, and in the future they were to make loans on a more commercial basis. Clear warnings were given to the large SOEs that they would feel the impact of WTO entry and thus they had to make preparations. The plenum’s focus was on the blueprint for the new Five-Year Economic Plan (2001–2005), approved at the March 2001 NPC meeting, that sought to improve competitiveness before joining the WTO. Growth was set at 7 percent, with the objective of doubling the size of the economy by 2010, a target that was easily exceeded in the post-WTO boom. The plan stressed that economic gains would feed into improvements in welfare, providing most Chinese citizens with a comfortable standard of living—a theme that was developed further at the Sixteenth Party Congress in November 2002 and by the incoming CCP leadership.

The one unexpected development was Taiwan’s election of DPP member Chen Shui-bian as president, defeating the official GMD candidate. Although the Chinese leadership was aware that electoral gains at the local level raised the possibility of a transfer of power at the national level, it had not anticipated it coming so soon. Chen’s victory was aided by a split in the GMD leadership, with its former secretary general running as an independent, only to see his campaign derailed by a financial corruption scandal. Both sides had learned from the tensions of 1995–1996, and the hawks were kept in check. The rhetoric from Beijing was harsh, but Beijing’s actions were more calculated, waiting to see how President Chen would act. In February 2000 Beijing issued a white paper that stressed the one-China principle, claiming that anything that undermined this principle would lead to force, as would refusal to pursue a peaceful settlement.47 Premier Zhu contributed his own harsh condemnation, commenting that anyone who promoted Taiwan independence would come to a bad end: “We will never promise to renounce the use of force.”48

For his part, Chen Shui-bian displayed a conciliatory attitude and affirmed that he would not declare independence unless attacked by the mainland. He offered to meet China’s leaders anywhere to discuss any topic, including the one-China principle. For the CCP, however, this was nonnegotiable, as there was only one China and that was the PRC. Further, Chen promised that he would not adopt former president Lee Teng-hui’s state-to-state theory to govern the relationship.49 To appease domestic concerns, Chen and his supporters noted that there was no reason to declare independence as Taiwan was already an independent, sovereign nation. Beijing responded by pursuing contacts outside of official channels while receiving delegations from other Taiwanese political parties, such as the pro-unification New Party, the GMD, and the People First Party.

Changing of the Guard: The Sixteenth Party Congress

With these major developments as the prelude, the question of succession dominated the Sixteenth Party Congress, held on November 8–14, 2002, and the Tenth NPC, held in March 2003. The meetings did not offer much new in terms of policy but they provided Jiang Zemin and Zhu Rongji an opportunity to reflect positively on their decade in power. As usual in the buildup to such an important meeting, efforts were made to keep the media on message and to prevent social protests. There were two main areas of concern. The first was the impact of the SOE layoffs. Whereas the sector had employed over 110 million people at the end of 1997, by 2001 there were 76 million employees. In the spring this had resulted in a series of demonstrations in the Northeast and in other cities. Local authorities moved swiftly to calm the unrest, using a mixture of force and attempts to redress grievances because of unpaid wages and pensions. The second area of concern was the burgeoning internet culture; new controls were put in place and certain search engines were closed down. Between May and October 2002, of the 200,000 internet cafes, 80,000 were shut down, citing operational problems and other irregularities.50

Jiang Zemin’s political report to the Sixteenth Party Congress reaffirmed his policy priorities, calling for the party to keep up with the times. It was important that his Three Represents be accepted because they would allow entrepreneurs and members of the new middle class to join the party.51 This would make the party more representative of the new China and would give these groups a stake in the status quo. This was a remarkable turnaround in Jiang’s thinking from 1989, when he first became general secretary and stressed the crucial role of the working class and warned of the dangers that might be posed by entrepreneurs and the growing middle class.52 Economic development was the crucial factor, and he called for people to “emancipate their minds” and to do away with ideas that hindered development as well as with regulations and practices that were detrimental. For those who were fully enjoying the benefits of the reforms, Jiang promised that a comfortable society would be created and GNP will have quadrupled by 2020.

A major issue for the congress was installation of the new leadership, the “fourth generation,” which would take China into the new century. Although there were complications, this was the first and only peaceful transition of the leadership in the history of the PRC, although Jiang did retain control over the military. Hu Jintao took over as general secretary, having been proposed by Deng Xiaoping in 1992. Even though he was appointed general secretary, Hu was not designated the core of the new generation. Indeed, the period under Hu was one of consensus-building and genuine collective leadership, something that his successor Xi Jinping saw as causing stasis and avoidance of hard decisions.

Before the congress, rumors floated that Jiang Zemin was considering extending his term, something that turned out to be only partially true. In fact the congress was delayed from its intended September date to enable Jiang to visit President Bush at his Crawford, Texas, ranch and to attend the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation meeting in Mexico. Jiang did muddy the transition waters by retaining his position as chair of the Central Military Commission. This was justified as providing continuity and stability in foreign policy, especially when dealing with the important but often difficult relationship with the United States. But it did create confusion, and some wondered who the military listen to—the general secretary or the chair of the Central Military Commission. In September 2004 Jiang stepped down as chair and was replaced by Hu.

Despite stepping down as general secretary, Jiang retained his influence within the party apparatus. Immediately after the congress, Hu Jintao told the party that he would continue to seek instructions from Jiang on all important matters. Further, Jiang was the only departing leader to continue to receive minutes of Politburo Standing Committee meetings. The new leadership of the Standing Committee and the Politburo certainly was not of Hu’s making—it was dominated by Jiang’s supporters. Surprisingly, the number of members of the Standing Committee was increased from seven to nine, with five or six clearly in Jiang’s camp (including the scandal-tainted Jia Qinglin). Indicating the increasing importance of domestic security, Minister of Public Security Zhou Yongkang was given a seat on the Politburo. Zhou later became the highest-level official ever to be arrested on charges of corruption.

To accommodate the concept of the Three Represents, the Party Statutes incorporated some key amendments and included the Three Represents in the preamble. The definition of the nature of the CCP was changed, as it now was the vanguard not only of the working class but also of all Chinese people and all its nationalities. With an expanded definition of who could be a member, the door was open for private entrepreneurs and the new middle class to join the party. In reality, this was already the case, as a significant number were already party members, and many had made their wealth either through party connections or through their party positions.53

The stage was set for the new century with the Chinese economy booming, but serious cleavages existed between the haves and the have-nots. There were still challenges for regional development: the inadequate public services in the countryside and the integration of migrants into the rapidly expanding urban areas. It would fall to Hu and the new premier, Wen Jiabao, to come to terms with these challenges, as well as to deal with China’s new, prominent role in global affairs. The results were a mixed bag.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

The WTO World and China’s Rise

2002–2012

Some regard the years under the leadership of Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao as a time of drift, despite the economic boom that followed China’s admission to the WTO. However, although there were continuities with the Jiang Zemin years, such as the ineffective railing against corruption, there were also significant divergences in policy, and certain trends were set in motion that Xi Jinping would advance further. First, Hu and Wen promoted a form of populist authoritarianism. As with all CCP leaderships, they were tough on dissenting views. But Hu and Wen had spent significant parts of their careers in the poorer parts of western China rather than in the wealthy east like Jiang Zemin and Zhu Rongji, and under the slogan “Putting the people first” they set about addressing the plight of those who had not fared so well during the reform era. Second, although economic growth accelerated, the negative impacts became more apparent and the new leadership sought to emphasize sustainability and the quality of growth. Third, Hu proved to be more orthodox in his thinking than Jiang, but he did continue the tough line on deviance.

Fourth, the reality of China’s growth and its growing influence in the global economy led to a shift in Jiang Zemin’s essentially pro-American position. Hu made it clear that China was willing to look beyond the United States to develop its international profile, and he sought to form alliances with countries that were not necessarily friendly with America. This process promoted the growing nationalism, as many Chinese became disillusioned with the West and were proud of China’s domestic achievements. A high point in national pride was reached when China hosted the 2008 summer Olympics, and when it celebrated the sixtieth anniversary of the founding of the PRC. Disillusionment with the West sharpened after the 2008–2009 financial crisis, when influential economists and officials reassessed what could be learned from the developed countries and they began to have more confidence in their own experience.

Scientific Development and Balancing Growth

The Tenth NPC, in March 2003, completed the leadership transition and provided the outgoing premier, Zhu Rongji, with a chance to outline the successes of the previous five years.1 The appointment of Wen Jiabao as premier and Hu Jintao as president as well as the other NPC appointments completed the first peaceful and uneventful transition of power in the history of the PRC. However, Jiang Zemin still remained as chair of the Central Military Commission. The one further wrinkle for the new leadership was the low level of support for Jiang Zemin’s confidant, Zeng Qinghong, as vice president. In the NPC, four hundred withheld support, which is remarkable given the carefully controlled environment of CCP politics; this matched the low level of support Li Peng had received in the vote for premier in 1993. Zeng’s poor showing was said to have angered Jiang.2

The delegates to the congress reflected the urban bias of the post-Mao years and the impact of Jiang’s promotion of the Three Represents. In a clear structural bias, urban representation was four times that of rural representation, with one delegate for every 260,000 urban residents as opposed to one delegate for every 960,000 rural residents. Reflecting the shift in the nature of the party, workers and peasants had made up 54 percent of the delegates in the 1950s but they accounted for only 19 percent in 2003.3 At the Second Session of the congress, in March 2004, the Constitution was revised to protect private property, and the number of delegates working in the non-state sector rose from 48 in 1998 to 118 in 2004.

The suggestions for administrative reform were far more modest than those in 1998, but two new commissions—to oversee the banking sector and asset administration—were established, along with a new food and drug administration, continuing the move toward building a regulatory state. Of symbolic significance was the change in the name of the State Development and Planning Commission to the State Development and Reform Commission. This organization became the most powerful economic and political agency, retaining all of the powers of its predecessor.

Zhu’s report suggested continuity in policy, including policy to restructure the loss-making SOEs. The new leadership did offer a few tweaks to the policy, while trying to shift the emphasis to more sustainable growth. Significantly, the first two trips taken by newly anointed General Secretary Hu Jintao were not to the developed coastal areas but to Xibaipo and Inner Mongolia. Xibaipo lies to the southwest of Beijing and it is where Mao Zedong plotted the army’s final push on the capital in 1949. In his speech at Xibaipo, Hu marked out a different approach from that of his predecessor, while drawing a line of legitimacy from Mao, mentioning more than sixty times the need for “plain living and arduous struggle.”4

Despite this intent, the transition was blown off course by an unexpected development. As the incoming leaders surveyed the challenges that lay ahead, they never thought that their first test would come from the rural health sector with the outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS). This new illness broke out in Guangdong province and then spread not only throughout China but also globally. The international community was not confident that China had the capacity to deal with such outbreaks effectively and honestly. Local authorities and the Guangdong authorities both tried to cover up the outbreak and its extent, and some at the central level must have been aware of the dangers even before the problem was admitted publicly.5 The delay derived from systemic faults—such as poor coordination within the bureaucracy, and incentives that prioritized social stability over getting truthful information to the public—and the leadership chose the cover-up out of fear of inciting panic.

Later, in early 2020, General Secretary Xi Jinping was confronted with the same challenge following the outbreak of the new coronavirus, which causes the disease COVID-19, in the central Chinese city of Wuhan. The response revealed the same problems of governance: failure to regulate wet markets, a breeding ground for disease, and not reporting in a timely and honest fashion. However, once the Center was clearly aware of the challenge, Xi acted forcefully to impose draconian measures to attempt to control the spread. Perhaps too little too late for the international community.

With the NPC out of the way, Premier Wen could focus on the challenge presented by the SARS epidemic. In mid-April following a Politburo meeting the leadership began to take action. The mayor of Beijing and the minister of public health were dismissed. Madam Wu Yi, a tough administrator, was placed in charge, and Wang Qishan, who would later become vice president, was moved from Hainan to serve as acting mayor of Beijing. The new leadership appeared business-like, open, and willing to adopt modern management techniques. This created an air of optimism that there might be movement in the political realm, with increased transparency and a more aggressive role for the press. Such views were soon nipped in the bud as the press began to extoll the virtues of the party in dealing with the challenge. Constraints were put back into place. The whistle-blower who called attention to the virus, and was at first hailed as a hero, was shunned. In 2004 he was briefly detained for writing a letter to the premier calling for a reassessment of the events of 1989. The crisis did provide the new leadership with credibility to pursue its approach of focusing on social development to accompany economic growth.

In May 2003 Hu Jintao unveiled his own approach to streamlining and improving SOE performance. At the Sixteenth Party Congress in 2002, Jiang Zemin had called for diversification of ownership, while still referring to SOEs as the pillar of the national economy. A major concern was the corruption and speculation that had resulted from the selling off and management buyouts of the smaller SOEs; some estimates place the loss of state assets at $41 billion. Hu’s proposal was to separate ownership and management and, for the SOEs that were dispersed, to centralize management across a range of ministries under a new central State-owned Assets and Supervision Administration Commission (SASAC), with counterparts at the lower levels of government. The SASAC was established in June 2003 and initially oversaw 196 of the largest SOEs, with combined assets of $834 billion. The objective remained the creation of a small number of thirty to fifty major players that would be modeled after the South Korean chaebols and thus would be able to compete in the global economy. Over time the number under SASAC supervision was reduced, with only ninety-six remaining as of June 2020.

The October 2003 party plenum adopted a decision on the socialist market economy that appeared to level the playing field between the state sector, the non-state sector, and the foreign sectors of the economy.6 Although the SOE sector was still referred to as the mainstay of the economy, the decision stated that all players would enjoy equal rights, legal status, and rights of development. The goal was the creation of a “unified, open and orderly modern market system.” In practice, to this day this has never been the case. The power and sense of entitlement of the SOE sector is strong, and its monopolistic or quasi-monopolistic position in the economy has made some SOEs extremely profitable.7 The former chief of Sinopec has referred to the SOEs as “the eldest son of the Republic,” arguing that if they did not enjoy a monopoly, then who would?8 This was a theme that had been promoted in the official press, citing the “most honored place” of the SOEs.9 The SOEs form a core component of the CCP’s patronage system, with the CEO, party secretary, and chairs of the boards of the largest enterprises appointed by the party’s Central Organization Department. In the revolving door of CCP politics, a large percentage of provincial governors and vice governors have spent some of their careers working in the SOE sector.10

The profitability of the SOEs led to the question of who should benefit from the profits, given that, after all, they were “owned by the whole people.” In April–May 2005 the role of the SASAC was strengthened, with new regulations that prohibited management buyouts of large SOEs. As with related measures, this revealed the statist thrust to policy, and in December 2006 the State Council announced that state capital would exert total control in seven strategic industries: armaments, oil and petrochemicals, civil aviation, power, coal, shipping, and telecommunications. This thrust had been signaled earlier—for example, in September 2006 when the Ministry of Commerce was given greater powers to block foreign purchases of Chinese companies. The vice minister justified this by claiming that the objective of the foreign companies was to eliminate competition and monopolize the domestic market.

The question of who should control the SOE profits attained a sense of urgency as the Hu–Wen leadership sought to expand social welfare programs. The funds were significant, with the 152 SOEs under SASAC control earning 1 trillion yuan in profits in 2007—around 4 percent of GDP. The Ministry of Finance sought greater control over these profits, claiming that it had a broader mandate on how to disburse funds than did the SASAC, which either retained the profits or merely reinvested them in the enterprises.11 In September 2007 the SASAC was granted a revenue stream but in return it received a lower share of profits than it had been pushing for. The SOEs were to turn over 5 to 10 percent of their profits; to sweeten the pill, the corporate income tax was reduced from 33 percent to 25 percent. Revealing the power of the SOEs both as corporations and as political players, during the next several years they failed to turn over the minimum of 5 percent, and they only averaged about 2 percent. In 2013 the decision was made that by 2020 the SOEs would turn over 30 percent of their profits in the form of dividends, most of which the Ministry of Finance would allocate for social welfare.

While grappling with the SOE sector, the leadership also decided to shift away from rapid economic growth to “scientific development” in order to balance growth with equity and to deal with the environmental consequences of uncontrolled development. The breakneck speed of growth had exacerbated the inequalities between the hinterland and the coastal areas, which received most of the foreign direct investment and were better positioned for export-led growth. Despite the “Develop the West” initiative, the inland provinces were falling behind. Expansive growth also strained China’s resources and energy, leading to a significant rise in imports. As things settled down in 2004, Hu and Wen recognized that the overheating economy, racing along at 10 percent, had to be tamed. The investment boom that had followed China’s joining the WTO led to the building of many trophy projects, which in turn led to corruption. Inflation was increasing as input prices rose due to the pressure on resources and energy. Measures to cool the economy, such as raising interest rates and curtailing large projects, had little effect, but the global financial crisis of 2008–2009 did temporarily calm things down.

In preparing the new five-year program for 2006–2010, the October 2005 plenum codified Hu Jintao’s approach, promulgating a concept of “scientific development” based on a people-centered approach. This continued the shift from extensive to intensive growth.12 Although the party saw the next few years as a potential golden period for development, it did warn that there would be serious challenges in the next five years—including pressure on resources and the environment, blind investments, and poor regional coordination. It highlighted the weaknesses of the scientific and research sectors and called for a strengthening of China’s independent innovation capabilities. The latter, drawn together under the slogan “Made in China 2025,” has been a key theme of the leadership under Xi Jinping.

The Three-Dimensional Rural Problem

Wen Jiabao was particularly concerned about the challenges in rural China, which were expressed in the slogan “Three-dimensional rural problem.” The three dimensions were peasants, the countryside, and agriculture. Unrest in the countryside caused by high fees and levies and illegal, or questionable, land seizures brought the issue of rural policy back to the center of policy making. Premier Wen introduced a number of specific measures to redress the complaints, which culminated in 2006 with talk of building a “new socialist countryside.” In a symbolic gesture, in 2004 the CC and the State Council revived the tradition that the first document of the year would cover rural issues. The 2006 document laid out in stark terms the problems: “At present, agricultural and rural development are still arduously crawling uphill, basic infrastructure is weak, rural social service development is backward, and the contradictions of a widening urban–rural income gap remain stark.”13 One of Wen’s key advisers on rural affairs stated that agriculture and rural savings had fueled the boom in the cities and the coastal regions, but now it was time for the money to be redirected to the countryside.14

The first measure was to break up the system of subsidies going through the grain procurement bureaus. These bureaus were kept afloat by loans from the Agricultural Development Bank, and the loans were to be repaid after the grain was sold. The bureaus controlled about 80 percent of the wholesale grain trade and 50 percent of the retail grain trade, employing over one million people. The state obsession with grain self-sufficiency placed the procurement bureaus in a powerful position, and they often exploited this to force the state to pump in more money. The problem was that very few subsidies were passed along to the farmers. In Anhui province, for example, the bureaus received 4 billion yuan annually, but only 400 million yuan reached the farmers. Not surprisingly, corruption was rife, with officials buying at low, government-set prices and selling at the higher market prices. In June 2003 the government announced that the subsidies would be paid directly to the farmers, who would be free to make their own decisions about what to plant, and the farmers would receive the subsidies regardless of whether the market slumped. The state grain procurement bureaus, no longer underpinned by their preferential loans, now had to compete with private merchants, and many bureaucrats were laid off as a result.

The second major move was to eliminate illegal fees and levies. All levies were converted into taxes, and subsequently the agricultural taxes were abolished entirely. Local governments strapped for cash were very inventive in terms of the types of fees that they would charge.15 In 2004 Wen called for the agricultural tax to be decreased by at least 1 percent per year and to be abolished completely within five years. This was an extraordinary shift to remove a tax that had existed for over 2,000 years and had been a core component of local funding. By early 2005, twenty-two provinces had abolished the agricultural tax, and in 2006 the tax was abolished completely. Interestingly, this did not seem to have a significant impact on farmers’ overall incomes.16 It did affect some provinces’ income. Although the overall share of the tax in the fiscal budget was small (less than 2 percent), in some provinces it was important. In Anhui it accounted for 12.1 percent, and in Henan, 11.3 percent. Consequently, the government provided support to those provinces where the agricultural tax had exceeded 5 percent.

These measures and other proposals were pulled together in 2006 under the slogan “building a new socialist countryside.” The intention was to maintain the farmers’ incomes through gains in agricultural productivity and improvements in the quality of village governance. An instruction went out for governments at all levels to regard rural issues as their top priority. The policy package also called for eliminating the restrictions on labor migration, eradicating discrimination against migrants, and increasing investment in education, health, and infrastructure. Grain and livestock subsidies and price supports were to be regularized to boost income.

Following this, the third major initiative pursued by Wen Jiabao was to reduce the illegal land seizures by local governments and to seek to raise revenue by converting the land into development land. This conversion allowed local governments to reap huge windfall profits that were not passed on to the farmers whose land had been taken. With other avenues for revenue closing off, revenue had to come from somewhere, and land conversion offered the potential for huge government extractions and personal gain. The loophole allowing this exploitation is the stipulation in the Constitution that all land in the countryside is collectively owned. The problem is that there is no clear definition of what is the collective and thus who represents the collective interest. In some cases it is considered the natural village, in others it is considered the administrative village, while in yet others it is considered the township. This legitimized the appropriation of land by higher-level authorities.

Those villages in Guangdong province that retained control over collective land thrived, attracting outside investment and setting up cooperative economic entities to divide up the benefits among all registered villagers.17 In Yantian village this enabled the locals to amass unprecedented wealth. At its peak the village was home to 400 foreign-invested enterprises, employing 80,000 migrant laborers and producing wealth for the 3,500 registered residents. From the village collective, each household received about 50,000 yuan, and this was supplemented by income from their own business ventures.18
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The old village of Yantian.
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Yantian in 2019.

In September 2006 an urgent notice was issued to control land supply, stating that local leaders would be penalized if they did not investigate illegal land sales. Moreover, they would be prosecuted if they sold land below its minimum market price. Major cities were being surrounded by golf courses, development zones, and other trophy projects, with the surge in fixed-asset investment coming from land transactions. In the following month the State Council authorized the Ministry of Land Resources to supervise and overhaul land use by local governments. Nine regional bureaus operated under a national office.

In 2007 the Ministry of Land Resources noted that in some cities in west and central China almost 80 percent of new land projects were illegal. In January 2006, as reported in the People’s Daily, Wen had already criticized the illegal seizures of land intended to raise public funds, and he called on all levels of government to take this issue seriously. At a Politburo meeting on January 27, Hu Jintao took up the theme and urged resolution of the major contradictions and problems faced in the countryside. Failure to rise to this challenge would prevent China from building a relatively prosperous society. This did lead to some action; in early 2008 the Ministry of Land Resources announced that some 3,000 people had been disciplined and 530 had incurred criminal penalties.19

However, the speculation did not stop, and in the first half of 2008, there were 25,231 cases of illegal land use reported nationwide.20 Determining how much authority to give farmers over the land they worked was tricky; the words “privatization” and “sale” were taboo because all rural land was supposed to be owned collectively. The idea of providing farmers with ownership rights rather than use rights was opposed by a wide range of critics. Those on the left felt that private ownership had no place in a socialist economy. Some reformers feared that if farmers owned their land, they might be tricked into selling it cheaply, thereby depriving themselves of their best guarantee against hardship.

As a result, the new CCP regulations released in October 2008 were rather unclear. They permitted farmers to lease their contracted farmland or to transfer their land-use rights to make farming more efficient by increasing scale and allowing agribusinesses to develop. This was viewed as a crucial element in reaching the goal of doubling farmers’ incomes by 2020. However, the regulations did not imply that land could be bought and sold. Collective ownership of land was maintained, and farmers were only permitted to “sublet, lease, swap, and transfer” land rights. Furthermore, such actions were not to change land use; this provision was meant to put an end to large amounts of rural land being converted to urban use.21
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Migrant work in a wealthy village.

The new leadership made a start at coming to grips with the rural challenges, but the regulations remained unclear and left much room for local officials to continue to exploit for personal gain. As with the reforms of the SOEs, the key challenges persisted, and these early measures did not deal with them effectively. One area where progress was made was in the provision of social welfare guarantees for rural dwellers and migrants who had moved to the cities in search of work.

People-Centered Welfare

Whereas the welfare reforms under Jiang Zemin and Zhu Rongji had focused on shoring up support systems for urban China, Hu and Wen shifted the focus to the countryside and the migrant community. Some view the Hu–Wen years as a lost decade and the shift to collective leadership as no leadership, but this was not the case with respect to social policy. Policy stressed a people-centered approach to build a harmonious society. This centered on supporting those who had not thrived during the reform era, underscored by an emphasis on the need to maintain social stability. The alarm bell had rung with the outbreak of SARS—which led to the realization that unexpected events could threaten the entire system. Hu and Wen moved away from the idea prevalent throughout the 1990s that a rising tide would lift all boats, having seen that in some areas the state would have to step in. A more coherent policy framework was developed based on identification of the vulnerable groups, such as the rural poor and the migrant communities, which were then provided with targeted support. Policy was gradually shifting from short-term safety nets to a more integrated, comprehensive system. Greater guarantees were given to the rural population, and welfare structures were developed to help the huge number of urban migrants who had left their rural homes.

The system was to become more inclusive because it was based on the notion of citizenship rather than place of birth or residence. However, considerable differences remained between the services for town and country and between the migrants and the official urban inhabitants. Inequality was rising. The Gini coefficient—a key indicator of social inequality—had increased from 0.33 in 1978 to 0.49 in 2005. In one generation, China had shifted from being one of the most egalitarian countries in Asia to one of the least equal. Wealth had become highly concentrated, and in June 2005 the National Statistical Bureau reported that the top 10 percent of the population controlled 45 percent of the wealth. Those at the bottom of the ladder only shared 1.4 percent of the wealth. Disposable income of the richest cohort was 1.8 times that of poorer Chinese. The urban–rural income ratio had also increased to about 3:1, one of the highest discrepancies in the world. The gap was most pronounced in the poorer regions. It was 2.26:1 in Shanghai, but it was 4.34:1 in the poor southwest province of Guizhou. In the rural areas, neonatal mortality per 1,000 live births was twice that in urban China and infant mortality per 1,000 live births was three times as high. Surveys in late 2005 found that medical costs, including medicine, amounted to 7.85 percent of urban annual disposable income versus 20.98 percent in the rural areas.22 The structural inequality in access to education and health care had to be addressed as it was preventing or reducing opportunities for many of China’s youth.

Addressing these inequalities was all the more important for a political party that still called itself Communist and stressed the socialist nature of its system. The clear inequities could have fueled opposition, and they did draw criticism from both the old left and the new left. Much of the inequality resulted from conscious policy choices, which was increasingly pointed out in published articles. The trenchant criticism came not only from voices outside the party but also from the key State Council think tank, the Development Research Center. Its 2005 report asserted that health-care reforms had failed the rural poor, and it blamed the government for ignoring its responsibility to provide this important public good.23

Beginning in 2002 the government stepped up experimentation with rural pensions; in 2003 a major push was launched to extend coverage of rural cooperative medical insurance; in 2006 agricultural taxes were abolished; in 2007 rural residents no longer were expected to pay miscellaneous school fees, and free compulsory education was introduced for rural children; and also in 2007 the leadership began extending minimum living support payments to all those eligible in rural China.24 These measures were popular with the recipients. Our 2007 survey shows that just over 50 percent of the respondents felt that the new medical-insurance scheme could protect them from the consequences of major illnesses, with some 70 percent noting that they would enroll in the scheme in the following year. Only 5 percent responded that they would not enroll again.

The Hu–Wen social policy agenda was pulled together at the October 2006 party plenum that highlighted the slogan “building a harmonious society.” The plenum was remarkable for its focus on the social challenges, while still stressing that economic development remained the core of work. This provided content to the slogan that Hu Jintao had first raised in 2004. It reaffirmed the commitment to improving life in the rural areas, moderating the impact of economic growth on the environment, and providing more opportunities for disgruntled citizens to provide feedback.

Importantly, the plenum communiqué recognized the need for the party to come to grips with the expanding moral vacuum in China. Explanations based on Marxist theory and references to the socialist character of China’s development bore little resemblance to the lives that most citizens were leading in an increasingly tough socioeconomic environment. The party called for a socialist core value system that would lay the moral and ideological foundations to underpin the policies for the harmonious society. In addition to the stress on Marxism, a “socialist sense of honor and disgrace” was to be developed, a concept that Hu had first raised in March.25 This guidance would help citizens distinguish right from wrong. Hu was not willing to cede the moral high ground to a revival of neo-Confucianism. This challenge of providing a credible party-sponsored belief system persists to the present day, with the continued emphasis on Marxism combined with elements of Confucianism and nationalism all rolled into Xi Jinping’s slogan of the China Dream.

One potential source of disruption to social stability was the massive number of migrants who had moved into the cities and who faced an uncertain future. Among them were second-generation migrants who had never experienced full rural life but who were not accepted as true city residents. During the 1980s and 1990s, policy initiatives had already sought to unlink employment from household registration status.26 In particular, this favored those with much sought-after skills and higher education by facilitating the transfer of registration. Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao engineered a shift as their policies sought to decouple welfare services and benefits from household registration. This was designed to help the rural poor and the migrants. The prior notion that migrants did not need welfare support because the land they worked in their home villages provided insurance was no longer tenable. Many migrants, together with their families, were now permanent fixtures in the towns, and many no longer had any land back in the village. Up until 2002–2003, household registration reforms mainly benefited investors and those who were well educated; this reflected the more elitist thrust of Jiang Zemin and Zhu Rongji’s policy. The Hu–Wen leadership refocused the policy on providing training and social welfare coverage for migrant workers.

During 2002–2003, measures were introduced to improve the lot of migrant workers, even though, in theory, they had already been brought into pension schemes in 1999. In June 2002 it was announced that migrant workers should be able to take out industrial injury insurance; in November 2002 migrants were declared to be a part of the working class, which was an important improvement in their status; in January 2003 the State Council confirmed that migrants should be accorded equal treatment with urban residents when applying for work, and urban education departments had to recognize schools for migrant children and provide them with equal education; and in 2006 the State Council set up a joint committee to coordinate rural migration affairs across different ministries.

Momentum was maintained when the NPC adopted the national Social Insurance Law, which went into effect July 1, 2011. The law also promoted steps to reduce, and perhaps eventually eliminate, the distinctions between administrative units and the urban–rural divide. This was the first law that combined urban as well as rural residents working in all enterprises with five mandatory types of insurance: pensions, basic medical insurance, unemployment insurance (these three are paid for by employer and employee), work-related injury, and maternity insurance (these two are paid for by the employer). The law sought to free up labor mobility by allowing individuals to transfer the first three types of insurance should they relocate elsewhere for work. Especially important was the provision that medical insurance could be paid for in one city but the service could be claimed in another. Initially pensions were to be managed at the provincial level, with the intention of eventually moving to a nationwide scheme.27

While the party paid attention to redressing the inequalities and social welfare challenges as a means to ensure social stability, the other equally important step was to exert stronger control over society to prevent the spread of dangerous views. This entailed strengthening the capacity of the party as a ruling entity rather than as a revolutionary, mobilizing organization.

Keeping the Lid on Social Tensions

The impact of SARS and the way it was handled led to some optimism about the possibility for revisiting political reform. Despite occasional nods in this direction by Premier Wen Jiabao, such hopes were soon deflated. Instead of political reform, what Hu Jintao offered was administrative tightening, stricter control over society, and attempts to reassert the authority of the party. Insofar as there were reforms, they focused on promoting inner-party democracy.

At the September 2004 party plenum, Jiang Zemin stepped down from his final leadership position as chair of the Central Military Commission, turning the post over to Hu Jintao. At the same plenum, for the first time discussion of governing capacity was placed at the center of the deliberations. In the run-up to the plenum, articles appeared in the official press outlining the challenges the party faced and the poor quality of many officials, especially at the local levels. One senior official noted that the party faced a dual challenge: promoting reform and opening-up, while “consolidating its ruling status.”28

The plenum’s decision rang all the usual bells and credited the party with having been chosen to rule by both history and the people, a refrain that would be repeated by the Xi Jinping leadership. Ignoring the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution, the decision praised the party for delivering decent living standards. However, it did sound a warning not only about the problems of the capabilities of some officials and their illegal actions but also that “it is not easy for a proletarian political party to seize power, and still less easy for it to hold onto power, especially over a long period.” In a time of peace, it was necessary to think of danger. As a practical guide, little was offered beyond the slogans of Deng Xiaoping Thought, the Three Represents, building a harmonious socialist society, and so forth. The plenum did reconfirm the commitment to global integration to maintain an “independent foreign policy of peace.”29 One goal for the new millennium was to Sinicize Marxism and render it timely and popular, something that Mao Zedong had supposedly completed in the previous century and a project that Xi Jinping would later claim to have completed.

More revealing was Hu Jintao’s unpublished speech to the plenum. Many of those who were aware of the speech were shocked by the harshness of his tone, a toughness that he had already displayed in his time in Tibet. Hu was no closet liberal. Mindful perhaps of the fate of Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang in the eighties, he attacked the spread of bourgeois liberalization promoted by foreign and domestic groups. His solution was a crackdown that followed the plenum. He referred to party members who advocated political reform as creators of turmoil. Although the context is unclear, he praised Cuba and North Korea for their control over ideology and the flow of information, despite their “temporary” economic problems, claiming that they had always adhered to a sound political line.

The sense of threat that the party felt was demonstrated by the January 2005 launch of an eighteen-month major Campaign to Maintain the Advanced Nature of the Party to outline and reinforce the norms to which individual party members were expected to conform. Party members’ lack of discipline and decline in morals had been clear for some time. An unannounced decision, made at the Sixteenth Party Congress in 2002, led to careful experimentation.30 Although the campaign highlighted Jiang Zemin’s Three Represents, Hu clearly intended to use the campaign to inculcate his own ideas among party members and through this to consolidate his own power as the head of the party. The campaign revived Liu Shaoqi’s notion of self-cultivation, for which Liu had been criticized during the Cultural Revolution because of its Confucian ethos. The objective was to strengthen socialist ideology and the leading role of the party. During the study period, members were judged on their performance as a basis for deciding whether they should continue with their work.

Showing how much the world had changed, the campaign was greeted with cynicism and with so many jokes that the party had to send out a directive insisting that party members only use the full name of the campaign and not abbreviations that could easily be turned into puns. One enterprising group set up a website, where the appropriate self-criticisms for officials at different levels could be downloaded for a fee. All the busy officials had to do was to put their names in the correct place and personalize the details where necessary; many officials were annoyed that the campaign detracted from the priority work of economic development. Responding to criticism, Vice President Zeng Qinghong claimed that the campaign would raise the quality of party organizations so they could better serve the people.31

The leadership were unnerved by the prospect that society might slip out of their control, and by the continuing corruption. This led to a tougher political atmosphere in the following period. Playing into this was the outcome of the “colored revolutions” in Central Asia that had led to the overthrow of authoritarian regimes. This was deeply disturbing to the party leadership and raised concerns that an emerging civil society could provide a catalyst for change. Foreign foundations came under greater scrutiny; those funded by Washington were interpreted as being behind the fall of the pro-Beijing authoritarian regime in Kyrgyzstan and the upheaval in Uzbekistan. At a Politburo meeting, Hu Jintao called on state security and police officials to raise their vigilance against “underground organizations as well as NGOs.”32 This led to “interviews” with Chinese NGOs that received foreign funding and with the Chinese staff of international NGOs, as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs established a new unit to manage, review, and oversee the work of foreign NGOs.

More controls on society followed. Restraints on reporting in the media were noticeably tightened and more topics were placed on the banned list. The Propaganda Department was particularly aggressive, and a number of public intellectuals were referred to in terms that had only been rarely used since the Cultural Revolution. Some were specifically referred to as counterrevolutionaries. Neoliberalism came in for special criticism, even though economic policy had moved significantly in that direction.

The new media and the internet remained a headache for the CCP, and so more regulations were introduced to try to gain party oversight and control. In June 2005 all Chinese websites and bloggers were required by the end of the month to register with the authorities the real names of all persons involved or run the risk of being closed down. Further regulations tightened a noose around cyberspace. On September 25 the State Council Information Office and the Ministry of Information Industry issued joint rules on administering news information on the internet and banning its use to either incite unlawful assembly or carry out activities on behalf of illegal civil organizations. In addition to banning and punishing, the party also employed an army of people to post positive comments and to drive debate in cyberspace—these people were called the “50-cent party.”

The fact that the CCP would not tolerate any independent organizing was signaled clearly by its response to the online promulgation of Charter ’08 to mark the December 10 anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The document called for an end to authoritarian one-party rule and, in its place, presented a vision for a rights-based society. The inspiration for the Chinese document was the Czech Charter ’77, which appealed for freedom from Soviet dominance and rule by the Communist Party. The rapid spread of Charter ’08 on the internet both within China and overseas confirmed party concerns about the potentially damaging role of the new media. The authorities moved swiftly and arrested two key figures; others were placed under house arrest and still others faced interrogation. One of the key organizers, Liu Xiaobo, was sentenced to eleven years in prison in December 2009. In 2010 he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, but in 2017 he died of liver cancer while under detention. The charter produced a mixed response among the socially engaged community. Some felt that the time was not ripe for such a charter, while others felt it was too abstract and did not pay sufficient attention to the plight of marginalized and vulnerable groups.

However, Charter ’08 marked a turning point in the relationship between activist intellectuals, lawyers, and professionals and the party.33 An alternative approach to the charter was distilled in the April 2010 Citizens’ Commitment Pledge, which called on people to behave as citizens and in both private and public to adhere to basic principles to transform China. Importantly, there was a call to adhere to the rule of law and to protect those rights guaranteed in the Chinese Constitution and in Chinese laws.34 The pledge approach led to the launch in May 2012 of the New China Citizens’ Movement, which was subsequently crushed.

The other key concern for the leadership was the continuation of the high levels of corruption, and again popular campaigns and high-court politics became entwined. Just before the Sixth Plenum, held in October 2006, Shanghai party secretary Chen Liangyu was dismissed on charges of corruption. He was also a rival to Hu Jintao and had clashed with Wen Jiabao over the reorientation of economic policy. Again, an accusation of corruption was the weapon of choice in elite politics. Chen’s fall came as a result of a security fund scandal that had been developing in Shanghai for several years. When the head of the Municipal Labor and Social Security Bureau was dismissed in August 2006 for lending money from the fund to projects to which he had a personal connection, the writing was on the wall for Chen. Chen was seen as part of an informal Shanghai gang, headed by Jiang Zemin, although it was said that Jiang agreed with his removal. In the run-up to the National Party Congress set for 2007, Hu’s position was strengthened further by the death of Politburo Standing Committee member Huang Ju (one of Jiang Zemin’s associates) in June 2007 and the pending retirement of Jia Qinglin, whose time serving in Beijing and Xiamen had been blighted with alleged involvement in major corrupt activities.

The need to be seen as grappling with corruption was important—an online opinion poll carried out by a state-managed website just before the March 2009 NPC session discovered that 75.5 percent of the respondents ranked corruption and cleaner government as their number one concern.35 Since the beginning of the reforms, party leaders had railed against the blight of corruption, but they had been unable to stem its growth. Hu Jintao was no more successful in these efforts. In addition to the land seizures noted above, real estate speculation was a major area of corruption. In early June 2006, Beijing’s vice mayor in charge of overseeing construction at the venues for the Olympic games was suddenly dismissed when it was revealed that he had been taking kickbacks from land sales. If this had not warned Chen Liangyu, he should have taken notice of Hu’s warnings to the Politburo at the end of June when Hu condemned corruption for eroding the party’s standing. In late August the Politburo dusted off old regulations from 1997 that required all officials to provide details (internally, not publicly of course) of their personal financial affairs.

The press was full of exposés revealing to the public the extent of corruption, and the nation’s top auditor warned that looting and misuse of government-held property were destroying the value of many assets and constituted the nation’s most serious threat. The annual report of the National Audit Bureau suggested that no central government ministry or organization was immune to malpractice. Public cynicism was increased by rumors of the involvement of senior officials and their families, including Premier Wen Jiabao’s wife, who was alleged to be involved in setting policy in the jewelry business, and his son, who was also thought to have questionable business dealings.36

Despite the attention and scrutiny, the problems continued. The June 2009 audit report to the NPC revealed that 26.77 billion yuan of embezzled public funds had been recovered, making one wonder just how much remained hidden. Some cases were quite spectacular. In 2009 the former head of Sinopec, the oil and gas conglomerate, was said to have taken bribes amounting to 196 million yuan and had shared the same mistress with the party secretary of Qingdao city. Together, before being caught, the three had set up a string of businesses in Hong Kong, Shenzhen, and Qingdao. Given this situation and public dissatisfaction, it is not surprising that upon taking power Xi Jinping made the control of corruption his number one priority.

Power Consolidation, Crises, and Games

The Seventeenth Party Congress, held on October 15–21, 2007, and the Tenth NPC session, held in March 2008, were high points for the Hu–Wen leadership because they consolidated the leaders’ positions and policy approaches.37 However, shortly thereafter it was buffeted by a series of unexpected crises. The ship was eventually righted by the summer Olympics and the ceremonies for the sixtieth anniversary of CCP rule. By this time the politics of succession was already setting in.

The party congress showcased a Hu Jintao who was clearly in charge, but not everything was going his way, and his populist policies were tempered by those who favored a primary focus on economic growth rather than redistribution. Hu’s report stressed, in no uncertain terms, the centrality of, and the need to persist with, reform and opening-up. It might seem strange that after almost three decades such a strong reaffirmation was still necessary. Reform and opening-up were defined as the crucial choice that would decide China’s destiny and rejuvenate the nation. The old left and the new left had strongly criticized the negative impacts of reform, and prior to the congress there had been heated debates about the future direction of reform—so it was clear why the reaffirmation was needed. Hu’s own slogans of a harmonious society and people-centered development had been seized upon by those concerned about the increasing inequality and weak social justice to criticize the outcomes of the reforms. Neoliberalism came in for particular attack, with claims that it was undermining the party and changing the nature of socialism.38 In contrast, defenders of the reforms argued that the problems, including corruption, came from insufficient, not excessive, reform.

Hu’s report downplayed his slogan of building a harmonious society, although it was adopted in the revised statutes.39 Instead, pride of place was given to the scientific outlook on development. Adoption in the statutes was a strong positive for Hu as it was only at the end of his second term as general secretary that Jiang Zemin’s concept of the Three Represents was included. On this basis, Hu was doing well. Importantly, the concept of the scientific outlook on development had economic development at its core, and it called on the party to consider development as the top priority in governing and rejuvenating the country. In a break with the past, the only specific economic target noted by Hu was a shift from quadrupling GDP by 2020 to quadrupling GDP per capita, evincing confidence in the continued growth potential of the Chinese economy. However, Hu followed this with the imperative of people-centered development, maintaining his emphasis that future development had to be more balanced and sustainable.

As usual, anyone expecting movement on political reform was disappointed. Much fuss was made about the more open atmosphere at the congress, and Hu mentioned democracy, usually socialist democracy, multiple times, although little indication was given about what this might mean in practice. Similarly, inner-party democracy was limited—there were more candidates for positions on the CC, but genuine choice was restricted by the needs for functional representation from the regions, central agencies, and the military. For the leadership, the main intention was to improve debate and information flows within the party. There was a push for better feedback loops on the performance of party officials, including modern management techniques, such as 360-degree review and more canvassing of the public. Such measures were designed to improve performance while not opening up to greater responsiveness to society. The CCP confirmed that it still did not trust government organs and society to carry out the party’s will.

The elected leadership provided Hu with a more favorable leadership for the tasks for the following five years. The one surprise was the elevation of Xi Jinping to the Politburo Standing Committee, even though he had not served on the previous Politburo. In a nod toward institutionalization, the functional positions for the members of the Politburo and its Standing Committee remained consistent, and the retirement age of 68 was retained. The one supporter of Jiang Zemin on the Standing Committee who survived was Jia Qinglin, who was heavily compromised by his alleged engagement in corruption scandals while working in Xiamen and Beijing.

The elevation of Xi Jinping from his position as Shanghai party secretary took most observers by surprise, and the listing of his name above that of Li Keqiang in the hierarchy suggested that he would be the next CCP general secretary. Rumors circulated that Li Keqiang was Hu Jintao’s preferred candidate, given their earlier experiences together in the Communist Youth League. Hu was successful in placing two close associates to head crucial party bodies: the powerful Organization Department, which would help with future appointments, and the General Office, which oversaw key appointments and administrative matters. Xi was put in charge of the Secretariat but, suggesting Hu’s wariness, its scope of work was narrowed.

Before the congress Xi Jinping had received a very high approval rating in informal soundings of CC members. He was acceptable to different interest groups within the party and, as a son of one of the founders of the PRC, he was clearly viewed as a safe pair of hands who would not rock the boat. He ticked other important boxes. He had extensive administrative experience in the provinces and a brief six-month stint running Shanghai after replacing the disgraced Chen Liangyu, which he survived without being tainted with the whiff of corruption. He had connections in the military and, unlike Hu Jintao and Jiang Zemin, he had worked in the military; and he was not clearly identified with any specific faction. His rise was also a part of the rehabilitation of the princelings, children of senior CCP officials from prior generations. When complaints about them were at a peak during the 1990s, these princelings did not fare well. For instance, in the elections for the Fifteenth Party Congress in 1997, Xi received the lowest number of votes to become an alternate member of the CC. After the Seventeenth Congress, Xi took on increasingly high-profile roles, overseeing the final preparations for the summer Olympics and the festivities for the sixtieth anniversary of CCP rule.

Xi’s elevation indicated that Li Keqiang would take over as premier of the State Council, and this was effectively confirmed at the Eleventh NPC, held on March 5–15, 2008. The occasion provided Premier Wen with the opportunity to reflect on progress over the last five years, touting achievements such as the completion of the Qinghai-Tibet Railway and the Three Gorges Dam, a pet project of Li Peng that had created considerable debate. For the rest, his report reaffirmed the reform objectives, including pushing ahead with SOE reform. A prime concern was calming down economic growth to prevent overheating, but this would change dramatically by the end of the year as the economy was blown off course.

The post-congress leadership had expected to enjoy a successful Olympics, the celebration of thirty years of reform, and celebration of the sixtieth anniversary of the founding of the PRC. Instead it was knocked off its stride by a series of unexpected domestic and international disasters. Riots in Tibet in March 2008 unsettled the leadership and brought unwanted international attention. Snowstorms in January and February devastated twenty-one provinces and caused about $21 billion in economic losses. The massive May 2008 earthquake in Wenchuan, Sichuan province, produced international sympathy, led to an outpouring of national support, and enhanced the reputation of the military as it took on a major role in providing relief and reconstruction. The fact that so many buildings collapsed and had not been provided with earthquake protection pointed the finger at local officials who had skimped on construction work and had diverted funds.40

Compounding these crises was the impact of the global financial crisis of 2008–2009, which threatened to undermine the policies of the leadership just as it was preparing for the major celebrations. The crisis, which originated in the United States, had two overriding consequences. The first was an immediate the shift in economic policy. The second consequence was long-term and fed into the growing disillusionment with the United States as an economy to aspire to. The US financial mismanagement tarnished the image of a neoliberal market economy and convinced Chinese leaders that their own statist approach was more suitable for China’s situation. Whereas after the NPC meeting the leadership was focused on calming down the economy and managing inflation, by October there had been a complete reversal in economic policy.41 A slowdown in growth had been expected, but nothing as dramatic as what occurred. Factors slowing the growth were the completion of the many construction projects related to the Olympics, the closing of many factories in the north of China to improve air quality, and the Olympics themselves, which brought much of the country to a halt. Growth during the third quarter of 2009 was the lowest in five years.

The immediate response was to rerun the playbook from the 1997–1998 Asian financial crisis and launch a massive stimulus program. In November a 4-trillion-yuan ($570 billion) package was announced, and Wen Jiabao urged local governments not to hold back. At the March 2009 NPC session, Wen pledged to speed up delivery of funds and stated that more funding could be made available if necessary. The funds were to be spent over two years and were to cover ten major areas, including rural infrastructure, low-income housing, transportation, water, and electricity. The headline figure needs further unpacking, as the central government was providing less than one-half of the total amount. The expectation was that local governments and others would provide the remainder. It was unclear how many of the projects and how much of the funding from the localities were new; many existing projects might simply have been shifted onto a different budget. Some critics worried about corruption and others worried about local governments pursuing wasteful trophy projects. No self-respecting local official was going to miss out on this financial bonanza, whether or not the projects were good ones.

The stimulus package did not help shift the reforms in the direction desired by Hu and Wen. They had already concluded that, moving forward, the economic reform model that had been so successful to date had to be adjusted. The two main drivers of growth had been state investment and foreign trade, but there was a limit to how much those could be further expanded. Investment accounted for about 40 percent of GDP, and the profile for foreign trade resembled that of a small island economy rather than that of a large continental economy. Consumption accounted for an extremely low 35 percent. Up until the present, the CCP leadership has sought to boost domestic demand to become the principal driver of economic growth. For Hu and Wen, with the global economy slowing, it was important to promote policies that boosted consumption while preserving macroeconomic stability. The stimulus package pushed back the timing of this shift. Although the massive injection of funds did produce a V-shaped recession in China, and economic growth in 2009 was a respectable 8.7 percent, consumption was not boosted. Concerns that easy credit would lead to inflation meant that in January 2010 the leadership started to tighten monetary policy and to exert more control over lending. Longer-term challenges due to the stimulus were becoming apparent, with overcapacity in the SOE sector and many enterprises using the loose credit to prevent the necessary reforms. A common phrase was “the state advances and the private retreats.”

Dealing with these legacies led Premier Wen to comment that 2010 was the “most complicated” year in terms of managing the economy. The stimulus package not only helped to revive the SOEs, but also raised fears of inflation, and misallocation of resources, and it contributed to yet another real estate bubble. The state was accumulating wealth at a much faster rate. So much for balanced, sustainable growth! Consequently, Hu Jintao began to speak about inclusive growth, and this was included in the Twelfth Five-Year Program, for 2010–2015, which was approved at the March 2011 NPC session. The priorities in the program revealed how little progress had been made on key questions of balancing and moderating growth. To some extent, this can be attributed to the impact of the stimulus plan, but it was also due to resistance from vested interests in the state-sponsored sector. Again, quantitative targets were absent except for the GDP growth target set for 7 percent; the economy had grown at an average of 10 percent during the previous five years. Domestic consumption was designated to be the primary driver of economic growth, which itself was to be more equitable. The Hu–Wen concern for expanding welfare was reaffirmed, while $600 billion was set aside for investment in priority economic areas. In terms of sustainability, measures were to be stepped up to manage the environment and a 15 percent reduction in energy intensity was called for. As with previous plans, the policies would straddle the appointment of the new leadership to try to ensure a smooth transition and continuity. However, two unexpected events made the transition far from smooth.

The Arab Spring began in December 2010 and gave rise to a range of pro-democracy uprisings across the Middle East and North Africa; this alerted the CCP leadership to the disturbances that China’s rising unrest might produce. The reforms had created an increasingly diverse and sophisticated citizenry that was using social media to promote heterodox ideas and that was more willing to take to the streets to protest. The limited institutional mechanisms to redress grievances contributed to the increase in street protests.42 The Chinese Academy of Governance reported that the number of protests doubled between 2006 and 2010, reaching 180,000 in 2010, amounting to almost 6,000 protests per province, or some 16 protests per day.43 Few, if any, presented a systemic challenge. Most were focused on specific abuses and were local in nature, and very few led to political unrest. Although not presenting an immediate challenge to the state, they were unlikely to go away, meaning that the threat of instability was always present.44 Indeed, protest spread to the new urban middle classes, who were concerned about quality-of-life issues.

The traditional response was to step up repression, and because local officials were expected to maintain social stability, this did lead to harsh crackdowns in some areas. Gradually the budget for domestic security exceeded that of the formal military, and there was a large expansion of both the people’s armed police and thugs hired by local governments to break up disputes. Such responses increased the likelihood of collective action, with local authorities seeking to nip the protests in the bud or to repress them once they began, but also trying to buy off trouble wherever possible.

A more imaginative approach was announced by Hu Jintao with his promotion of social management. At a September 2010 Politburo meeting that was convened to discuss the new forms of conflict, Hu proposed strengthening and innovating social management. This led to an upsurge in publications on the theme in early 2011, and Hu elaborated on the concept in a number of speeches. It was clear that the party and government alone could no longer deal with all the needs of the diversified society, and that they would have to call on social organizations, the traditional mass organizations, and the public and private sectors to share the burden. This was not to be taken as recognition of the legitimacy of a civil society or an autonomous realm. A service-oriented government would reduce conflicts. In addition, these organizations were to operate under the leadership of the party so as to strengthen the party’s ability to oversee society and manage sudden outbursts of anger and discord. For the first time, a section on social management was included in the program for social and economic development presented at the March 2011 NPC meeting.45

Responsible Stakeholders or New Kids on the Block?

As we have seen, the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, in the United States, and the invasion of Iraq benefited China by improving its relations with the United States and giving the country time and space to develop its external relations. By the midpoint of the Hu–Wen era, China was playing an increasingly important role in the global economy, and its needs for resources and energy were resulting in the development of a wider range of relationships, whereas its export-led growth was creating trade tensions with the United States and others. Frictions with Japan and Taiwan continued off and on, while the noisy neighbor, North Korea, became increasingly troublesome with its development of nuclear weapons.

By 2005, American officials were comfortable with the habit of describing the relationship with China as being the best ever. Superficially, this may have been true, but ever since the dismemberment of the Soviet Union there clearly was no solid underpinning to the relationship, and there were deep disagreements about how to interpret the rise of China. In the United States, debate began to intensify. Should the policies of engagement continue, in the hope that China would become an amenable player with a liberalizing economy and polity? Or should its practices be challenged more vigorously? Was the United States’ China policy based on the “Starbucks fallacy,” as Jim Mann suggested, or had the two economies become, as Niall Ferguson phrased it, a “Chimerica” by having become so complementary?46 By 2009 Ferguson had ditched his nomenclature because he felt that the Chinese authorities were no longer willing to underwrite US debt and were deeply concerned about American financial management and wasteful ways.

After initial concern over President Bush’s harsh rhetoric, the administration became generally popular in China and frictions were kept to a minimum, despite the rising trade and investment issues—issues that have only intensified in recent years. Some American politicians blamed Chinese practices for the large trade imbalances, and in part this is true. The picture is more complicated because much of China’s exports are intermediate and semi-finished products that were imported from other countries to be processed in China and then shipped out again—so there is a significant amount of double-counting. Further, the crude figures omit domestic value-added, and many of the exports are by US companies producing in China, such as Apple. Recalculation on this basis significantly reduces the figure for the trade imbalance. Apple iPhone production provides a good example. The iPhone is designed in the United States, but it is assembled in and exported from China. China’s contribution to the value is only about $20 per phone, a value-added ratio of 4 percent—but in the US trade figures, it is assessed at some $500.47 This issue became, and remains, a political problem for the United States.

Reflecting the generally good atmosphere, in April 2006 General Secretary Hu Jintao, using the title “president,” visited America, marking the fifth US-China presidential meeting in two years. Despite the best-laid plans, things did not go smoothly. Gaffes included a well-known Falun Gong activist interrupting the proceedings at the White House, and the announcement by the official hosts of the “anthem of the Republic of China”—that is, the anthem of Taiwan, not the mainland. This did not go down well in China, where many online commentators saw it as a deliberate snub rather than simple American incompetence. Although the relationship was not unduly disrupted, US officials did begin to describe the relationship as “complex,” a more realistic judgment of the state of affairs. Hu’s visit made it clear that China would not change its behavior simply to satisfy the US national interest.

President Bush had already indicated his wish for a positive relationship in his February 2003 speech at Tsinghua University when he announced that America welcomed “the emergence of a strong and peaceful and prosperous China.” Not all in the United States agreed, however, and many in China were skeptical, viewing US bases in traditional places such as Japan and South Korea as well as in Afghanistan and Central Asia not only as “hedging” but as something approaching containment. The administration continued its courtship to woo China into the global community, and in December 2005 Deputy Secretary of State Robert Zoellick defended engagement and encouraged China to become a “responsible stakeholder.” The hope remained that China would work with the United States and others to sustain, adapt, and advance the peaceful international system that had driven China’s economic growth. When Zoellick became head of the World Bank in July 2007, he appointed a Chinese economist from Peking University, Justin Yifu Lin, to become chief economist.

When Barack Obama moved into his new role as US president in January 2009, attitudes in Beijing were shifting and it was clear that Hu Jintao did not necessarily share Jiang Zemin’s pro-US position. In part this was natural as China’s international relations were now far more complex and its national interest did not always coincide with that of America. The Olympics and the celebrations for the sixtieth anniversary of the founding of the PRC boosted national pride, which had been growing since the mid-1990s. Phrases such as “rejuvenation of the Chinese nation” were scattered throughout the press, and the US-induced global financial crisis led many to reject Western institutions as inadequate models for China’s future path. With criticisms rising in the West about China’s trade practices, some Chinese saw the elements of the global order structured in a way to prevent the economic practices that had aided China’s growth. China’s quick rebound from the financial crisis confirmed this perspective and allowed it to be assertive in terms of what it sought from the relationship with the United States. Beijing no longer considered itself the junior partner and was not willing to allow the United States to dictate the terms of the relationship. As one well-known Chinese professor put it: “We are business partners who share material interests rather than common values.”48 However, even the material interests would eventually come into conflict.

While President Obama sought to build on the positive legacy bequeathed by the Bush administration, the relationship became even more complex. This led the Obama administration to describe the relationship it hoped for as a “positive, cooperative, and comprehensive one.” This phrasing indicated that the relationship was now multifaceted and that no single issue would dominate matters. Finding the correct balance was difficult—witness the criticism Secretary of State Hillary Clinton faced for not having paid enough attention to human rights during her May 2009 visit to China. In 2010 the relationship between China and the United States suffered its first serious tests, when the United States sold arms to Taiwan, and when President Obama met with the Dalai Lama. Although China vociferously expressed its contempt for these US actions, clearly it did not wish to undermine the relationship. However, it would not yield on questions of currency and trade.

In addition to the traditional tensions in the relationship, such as human rights and Taiwan, the economic and trade dimensions were increasingly moving to center stage. Despite the omnipresence of McDonalds and Starbucks in China, not all were happy and some US businesses began to complain about hidden barriers to entry into the Chinese market, piracy, and forced transfers of technology. It was becoming clear that China’s entry into the WTO was not going to resolve these challenges. In 1980 the United States had run a trade surplus with China of $2.7 billion; this had now reversed dramatically, and according to US official figures, the trade deficit was $266 billion in 2008, three times the US deficit with Japan. This ongoing problem in the relationship will be dealt with in more detail in Chapter 12.

The two countries did work more cooperatively on the issue of the nuclearization of the Korean peninsula, although even here there were differences in policy priorities. Nuclear tests by North Korea in October 2006 and May 2009 placed China in an awkward position. China’s peace treaty with North Korea has never been rescinded, and it commits China to support North Korea in the case of war. That this circumstance would arise is unlikely, but the treaty is still embarrassing because the countries are no longer “as close as lips and teeth.” The tensions not only helped the relationship between the United States and China but also helped China and Japan find some common ground. China was congratulated for its role in the Six-Party Talks—the participants were China, Japan, North Korea, Russia, South Korea, and the United States—and it also had the most influence over the North. For example, 70 percent of North Korea’s energy needs are met by China. However, if it had not known this already, it soon discovered how difficult it is to deal with the regime.

China’s patience was tested in November 2009 when North Korea announced that it had finished reprocessing its spent nuclear fuel for use in a bomb, and it used this development to push for a break in the Six-Party Talks and to deal with the United States directly.49 This was the last thing China wanted, as its core interests differed from those of the United States. Like South Korea, China is worried about the potential consequences of regime collapse in North Korea, and it has opposed excessive sanctions that might cause the regime to fall, which would bring chaos to China and US troops to its border. This is another legacy from the past that continues to the present.

The last enduring legacy is the issue of cross-strait relations. The tensions in the relationship while Chen Shui-bian was president, in 2000–2008, eased considerably once the GMD returned to power with Ma Ying-jeou as president. Direct flights across the strait began, trade and investment expanded, and tourism took off. This did not mean that China would completely let up its pressure on Taiwan, but a diplomatic truce did seem to be operating. China allowed Taiwan to send a delegation to the World Health Assembly in May 2009; this was the first time China had agreed to allow Taiwan to send a delegation to any UN activity. The high point of interaction came under the new PRC administration when Xi Jinping met with Ma Ying-jeou in Singapore in November 2015. However, the thaw would not be extended once the DPP regained the presidency. Indeed, Ma had received considerable criticism in Taiwan for giving away too much to the mainland.

China’s newfound wealth and its need for resources made it a much more active player on the world stage, even though it lacked a coherent strategy. In September 2007 China established the world’s largest sovereign wealth fund, the China Investment Corporation (CIC), launched with special bonds issued by the Ministry of Finance. This enabled it to acquire $200 billion of the nation’s foreign exchange reserves, dwarfing Singapore’s Temasek ($139 billion). Its primary objective was to provide better returns to the state than US Treasury bonds, and in 2007 it took stakes in Blackstone and Morgan Stanley to enhance its financial acumen. The CIC does not operate as an independent financial institution, and any major activity must be approved by China’s political leadership, but it has become a major player in China’s overseas resource acquisitions.

A Wrinkle in Succession Planning: The Purge of Bo Xilai

Although Xi Jinping had been marked as Hu Jintao’s successor at the Seventeenth Party Congress and had taken over important party affairs, the carefully prepared succession did not go according to plan. Xi did take on the position of general secretary at the Eighteenth Party Congress in November 2012, but this was preceded by an unexpected crisis within the party, leading to the disgrace of a key rival. Once again the weak institutionalization of the CCP’s governing mechanisms was exposed. However, the struggle against Bo Xilai involved more than individuals sparring for power. It represented different visions for China’s future and different approaches to politics.

Like Xi Jinping, Bo Xilai was a princeling, one of those who felt that the trials and tribulations of their parents had given them the right to take over the mantle of leadership. Unlike Xi, Bo was charismatic, extroverted, and willing to be bold in experimentation. Having served in Liaoning province and as minister of commerce, he was promoted to the Politburo in 2007 and sent to Chongqing municipality, in southwest China, as party secretary. His time in Chongqing rocked the traditional establishment as he seemed to launch a public campaign to be promoted through his actions. The purge of Bo Xilai was distinct from the purges of Chen Xitong by Jiang Zemin and Chen Liangyu by Hu Jintao, because even though they were power struggles, neither had a genuine policy program to challenge the status quo. In contrast, Bo Xilai did.50

Bo Xilai’s policies in Chongqing had a strong populist flavor that appealed to the new left and the neo-Maoist groups, which had recently become more prominent.51 One prominent member of the new left went to work for him, and another described his policies as “socialism 3.0.”52 The policies were packaged together in what was referred to as the Chongqing model.53 The program produced impressive economic growth by relying heavily on state investment. There was nothing new in this; it was the same model pursued by most cities to generate growth.54 What was different was the combination of this with aggressive policies to reduce crime, serve those who had been disadvantaged, and revive cultural aspects of the revolutionary tradition, such as the singing of “red songs.”

Chongqing was notorious for its organized crime, and Bo began his rule with a campaign to attack it. He was joined by his chief of police, whom he had brought with him from Liaoning province. Almost 6,000 were arrested during the campaign, including businesspeople, police, and government officials. The campaign was generally popular, but some were not so enamored, suggesting that it had ignored the legal process, had engaged in torture to extract confessions, and had been used to eliminate political foes. Bo’s second strategy was to build support among those who had not profited from the reforms, by introducing a set of welfare changes that addressed the major challenges of rising inequality and the rural–urban divide. He directed significant funding to providing housing for low-income residents, including migrant workers. Experiments were pioneered in Chongqing to allow rural residents to obtain urban residence permits so they would have better access to education and welfare facilities. Bo’s populist stance was also enhanced by his promotion of “red culture.” This included the singing of patriotic songs, showing revolutionary operas on television, and even encouraging students to work on farms, as had been done during the Cultural Revolution. Bo and his team would send out text messages to mobile phone users in the municipality, which were often quotes from Chairman Mao Zedong.

For a while this approach seemed successful. Bo might have expected to take over the security portfolio in the Standing Committee from Zhou Yongkang, with whom he enjoyed close ties. His high-profile actions seemed to be reaping benefits, and in 2010 Time magazine included him in its “World’s 100 Most Influential People” issue.55 A number of high-profile visitors came to pay homage—including not only Zhou Yongkang but also Xi Jinping, who praised Chongqing’s achievements.

Despite these initiatives, Bo’s colleagues were concerned about his ambitions and they distrusted him. The leaders in Beijing divorced themselves from Bo’s achievements in Chongqing, and it is noteworthy that when he was removed, the Chongqing mayor, who had worked closely with him, was retained. The focus of the party attack did not touch his policies and the model, but instead focused on corruption and abuse of power. This focus was pursued to undermine his support and to rein in those who wanted to push his model nationally. His fall from grace is an amazing story of palace politics and intrigue, involving not only corruption but also murder, attempts at a cover-up, and a flight to a US consulate.56 The trouble for Bo began in November 2011 when his wife was accused of the murder of a British businessman. Things really fell apart in February 2012, when his chief of police sought asylum in the US consulate in Chengdu, perhaps bringing incriminating materials with him.

A decision on Bo’s dismissal was taken at a March 7 meeting of the Politburo Standing Committee, during which the lone dissenting voice was Zhou Yongkang, Bo’s close associate and security czar. Thus, it is not surprising that, following Bo’s dismissal, slowly but surely investigations of Zhou Yongkang and his associates also began. The first inklings of trouble were provided by Premier Wen Jiabao at the press conference to conclude the March 2012 NPC session. Wen referred to the “pernicious influences” that lingered from the Cultural Revolution and called on the leadership in Chongqing to reflect on the process of reform and what the case of Bo’s chief of police meant.57 The general-secretary-in-waiting, Xi Jinping, chipped in during a speech to the Central Party School. He asked members to preserve the purity of the party and he criticized those who sought to split the party. In what would become a theme of his leadership, he called for party members to behave humbly.58

In April Bo was suspended from the Politburo and CC while investigations into “serious disciplinary violations” were conducted. In late September 2012 he was expelled from the party for discipline violations that included not only his time in Chongqing but also his work in Liaoning and while at the Ministry of Commerce. This led to protests from his neo-left supporters, and he still remained popular among many in Chongqing. As a result, the party shut down the main leftist website and scrubbed pro-Bo articles from the internet. In September 2013 Bo was sentenced to life imprisonment, having been found guilty of taking $3.3 million in bribes and abuse of power. Nothing was said about his policies and the Chongqing model. Bo’s judgment on his sentence was that it was something “even the lousiest TV drama scriptwriter wouldn’t create.”59

The need to clean house had two major policy impacts. First, the leadership took its eyes off the economy as it slowed in 2012, and second, the leadership-in-waiting did not have a chance to float its own policy priorities in the run-up to the transition. In contrast, Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao were able to send a clear indication of their wish to shift to a more sustainable development model. Thus, as the Eighteenth Party Congress approached, it was not clear what direction the new leadership would take. Xi Jinping, who had played by the rules and had maintained a low profile in public without rocking the boat, soon emerged as a stronger leader than anyone had expected. Ironically, central to his leadership were many of the approaches pursued by Bo Xilai. Xi Jinping began his leadership with an attack on corruption, he showed compassion for those who had been left behind, and he promoted certain practices from the Cultural Revolution, while clamping down on critical views of CCP history. A full policy program was unveiled at the Third Plenum of the Eighteenth CC in November 2013.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Creating the China Dream

2012–2021

The carefully planned leadership transition for the Eighteenth Party Congress was seriously disrupted by the fallout from the arrest of Bo Xilai. No one knew what to expect from Xi Jinping as general secretary, since he had played his cards close to his chest over the five years since his appointment as heir apparent in 2007. He had overseen the Olympics and the celebrations for the sixtieth anniversary of the establishment of the PRC, but in meetings with foreigners he seemed bland and noncommittal. Since the death of Deng Xiaoping in February 1997, each succeeding leader enjoyed a reduced level of authority as the system settled into collective leadership. Yet Xi dramatically reversed this trend in an assertive manner that took many by surprise. Seen as an appointment of the lowest common denominator of acceptability, he accumulated power swiftly and dominated the political discourse.

As Xi Jinping viewed the economic, social, and political terrain, it seemed riven with problems. There was the aftermath of Bo’s arrest, corruption was still rampant, and social protests and modest challenges to CCP rule continued. In 2012, politics appeared frozen, with economic and institutional reforms seemingly frustrated by the vested interests that dominated the CCP.1 Consequently, Xi clearly felt that the challenges facing China were so severe that drastic measures were required. Politics had to take priority over economics, but also there remained the need for a fundamental shift in the development strategy. To meet his objectives, it would be crucial to have a party that was disciplined and unified, in order to push through the next phase of reforms. At a simplistic level, Xi’s overriding objective was to maintain CCP rule, but this does not tell us very much. In significant respects Xi broke with the existing norms and rules that saw senior party officials dividing power among themselves and sustaining elite stability through a balance of power among the different groups.

Xi Jinping has proceeded to concentrate power not only at the center but also around his own person in a way that has not been seen since Deng Xiaoping and perhaps even since Mao Zedong. The challenges to maintain stable economic growth and to cement China’s position within the global and regional communities were daunting. Domestically, China had to avoid the “middle-income trap.” China’s leaders clearly felt that the economic development model that had proved successful in the past was no longer suitable as the nation sought to shift to consumer-led growth and higher-quality production. The growth model had created serious environmental pollution, not only for air quality but also, and even more importantly, for water and soil. In addition, during the reform years, 1978 to the present, China went from having one of the lowest levels of inequality in Asia to having one of the highest. Additionally, there was the awaiting challenge of integrating several hundred million people into new and old urban environments. Externally, Xi and the new leaders of the “fifth generation” would have to be clear about the nation’s place in the world and how to deal with other nations that were concerned about China’s rise, best personified by President Trump’s actions after his election in 2016. Whether its leaders acknowledge it or not, China’s increasing economic power and associated influence mean that it is involved in the internal affairs of other countries in significant ways. Finally, the unexpected challenge brought by COVID-19 not only increased international scrutiny of China’s practices but also caused a major economic challenge just as the party was preparing to celebrate key economic achievements, such as doubling the size of the economy between 2010 and 2020.

As with his predecessors, Xi Jinping does not trust the state or society to carry out his policies, and it is debatable to what extent he trusts the local party apparatus. He wanted to recreate the party in his image and to use it to promote his policies. To rebuild credibility after the Hu Jintao–Wen Jiabao years and the Bo Xilai affair, Xi promoted a simple image of the CCP that stressed modesty and simplicity. This was accompanied by an attempt to provide overall meaning for China’s future, captured in the slogan “The China Dream to rejuvenate the nation.” This does not mean that Marxism was forgotten, and the party continued Hu Jintao’s attempts to foster support for the official ideology.

Assuming Power: Party and NPC Meetings

Xi Jinping’s first task was to consolidate power within the party leadership; policy initiatives would come later. The Eighteenth Party Congress was delayed until November 8–14, 2012, and the speech by the outgoing general secretary, Hu Jintao, seemed to suggest business as usual, with little new offered either in his speech or in Wen Jiabao’s speech at the NPC in March 2013. Hu Jintao’s report on behalf of the outgoing leadership was more cautious than his speech in 2007.2 He recounted a number of successes but reiterated warnings for the new leadership that had been aired in recent years. This included the unbalanced and unsustainable nature of the development model together with the environmental constraints. Hu stressed the threat that corruption could pose to the continued health of the party, a facet of work that Xi Jinping seized upon as his first target for action. Hu did not offer much hope for a shift in the dominance of the state-owned sector in the economy, calling for its consolidation and enhancing its vitality. This seemed to contrast with the pro-market predilection of Li Keqiang, who would become premier in March 2013. The report did include a section on political reform, but offered little beyond platitudes and the need to put in place a “healthy mechanism” for local self-governance.

Before the congress, rumors swirled about how many members would be included on the Politburo Standing Committee, and in fact the number was reduced from nine to seven. Five new members were promoted, as were fifteen new members of the twenty-five-person Politburo. Clearly, factional ties, age, and years of experience were more important than policy preferences. Thus, the five new members of the Standing Committee were the most senior members of the outgoing Politburo. This had the advantage for Xi Jinping that all of them would have to retire within five years. Further, together with the reduction in the number of Standing Committee members to seven, it meant that those with more liberal views on political and administrative reform were excluded.

This new leadership structure contained both advantages and disadvantages for Xi. The fact that not one but two former general secretaries were looking over his shoulder could have complicated his decision making. However, this situation allowed Xi to play the associates off against each other. One sign of Xi’s emerging strength was that he immediately took over as chair of the Central Military Commission. Hu, unlike Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin, was unable to hold on to this powerful position for an interim period. As with the previous leadership turnover in 2002–2003, it appeared as if the heirs apparent were anointed as the core leaders of the sixth generation. Sun Zhengcai, Chongqing party secretary, was being lined up to become the next general secretary, with Hu Chunhua, the Guangdong party secretary, as the next premier. For Sun, things ended badly.

The Twelfth NPC, in March 2013, completed the leadership transition, appointing Li Keqiang as Wen Jiabao’s replacement as premier and Xi replacing Hu as president. The meeting proposed a more limited administrative restructuring and provided the first glimmers of future policy direction. Administratively, there was a tidying up of unresolved issues, the most noteworthy being the breakup of the independent power of the ministries of Railways and Energy. The Ministry of Railways was folded into the Ministry of Transport and Energy was absorbed by the National Energy Commission, which paved the way for impending moves against corruption in these powerful agencies. Addressing popular concerns about product quality, food safety was raised to the ministerial level, after having been downgraded in 2008 following a number of scandals and the execution of its former head on corruption charges.

Wen Jiabao reiterated the same policy objectives that had laced his speeches during the previous ten years, indicating just how difficult it is to shift the Chinese economy and to push back the vested interests.3 Once again Wen called for shifting to consumption as the main driver of growth to develop a more sustainable economic model. He repeated his and Hu’s phrase that current development was “unbalanced, uncoordinated, and unsustainable.” The era of super growth was over, and he called for growth in 2013 of 7.5 percent—and it came in as 7.7 percent. The need for better health care and the need to deal with pollution were stressed, and these concerns were reflected in the budget. Spending on social welfare was boosted 28 percent, and spending for the environment was increased by 18.8 percent. Finally, and importantly, Wen signaled that reform of the financial sector was back on the agenda, with measures to improve financial markets, reform interest rates, and base currency levels on market rates. The hope of the reformers was to use the financial sector to push ahead reforms in the real economy by liberalizing interest rates and moving capital to those sectors of the economy that produce jobs and operate with higher productivity.

As the NPC concluded, the new leadership duo, Xi and Li, gave a brief indication of their policy preferences. Xi raised his slogan of the China Dream and called for the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation by following the “Chinese road.” Xi represented those who were confident in the path the nation had taken, especially since the global financial crisis of 2008–2009, and he would not be told by outsiders what was best for China. This became a hallmark of his rule. This view went hand in hand with Xi’s more strident and nationalistic approach. When Premier Li Keqiang met with the press at the end of the congress, he noted that there was no alternative to reform. In fact, he identified reform with the destiny of the nation. Unlike Hu Jintao at the party congress, Li proposed a greater role for the market, a stronger push against corruption, and more attention to environmental degradation. A more liberal approach was proposed for the economy, but unity was to be maintained by promoting nationalism and by a tough approach toward the political environment. Despite the promulgation of a strong reform document in November 2013, pushing ahead with a more market-based set of reforms proved difficult, and it seemed that Xi and Li were singing from different song sheets when it came to the reform and the role of the state-owned sector.

Charting a New Path?

Whereas some key components of Xi’s policy preferences—such as the need to combat corruption and to show more concern for those not so fortunate—had been developed under Hu and Wen, Xi drove ahead far more forcibly than any of his colleagues might have expected. It is evident that the majority of the party leadership felt that Xi was trustworthy and that he would ensure continued party rule and maintain its preeminent position, while restoring party credibility and support among the population at large. It was up to Xi and the new leadership to find a new basis for legitimacy that combined both traditional mechanisms and new methods.

Xi Jinping clearly decided that for the party to remain in charge, he had to regain control over the apparatus and to prioritize political challenges over the continued restructuring of the economy. Ideally he would have liked the anticorruption campaign and economic reform to proceed together. Cleaning up the image of the CCP was crucial if the party was to retain its grip on power. However, the centralization of power had a negative effect, with many complaining of paralysis within the government and party, as some local officials decided it was safer to do nothing than to approve investment or other decisions that might subsequently lead to accusations of misuse of power.

The reform proposals presented at the Third Plenum of the Eighteenth CC in November 2013 were wide-ranging and provided a major statement of reform intent that promised progress in politics, economics, and international affairs to complete the China Dream. Sixty tasks were put forward.4 The problem, of course, is that in outlining so many tasks, local leaders and members of the central bureaucracy could pick and choose which ones to focus on and which ones to ignore, so that in the end there was no focus on any of them. The decision of the plenum reaffirmed the leadership’s view that the old economic model had run its course and that consumption was now the main driver of growth. Liu Shijin, a former vice minister of the State Council Development Research Center, commented: “The end has come to the period of purely ‘quantitative expansion’ and of extensive cultivation for meagre returns.” What is most remarkable about the priorities is that many are identical to those put forward in 2002–2003 when Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao assumed power. This is indicative that it is difficult to engineer a transition, and this has continued to be the case.

To maintain more sustainable growth, the plenum called for a lower growth rate, more judicious use of the market, and a stepped-up program of urbanization. Growth thereafter came in at the lowest levels since 2009 and has continued to moderate. To encourage people to adjust to the lower rate of growth, it was dubbed the “new normal.” The decisive role of the market was highlighted with the announcement that the prices of water, oil, gas, electricity, transportation, and telecommunications all would be set by the market. The increasing emphasis on the positive role of the market can be seen in the sequential five-year plans—culminating in the Twelfth Five-Year Plan, for 2011–2015, which gave “full play to the socialist mechanism as well as the market in terms of allocating resources.” In March 2013 Premier Li Keqiang stated that “the market is the creator of social wealth and the wellspring of self-sustaining economic development.”5

This notwithstanding, the document contained a clear emphasis on the role of SOEs and state direction of economic development, an approach akin to state capitalism, although the Chinese leadership refers to it as “socialism with Chinese characteristics,” and more recently has referred to it as “supply-side economic reforms.” The main elements are cutting excess capacity, especially in steel production (Chinese exports have roiled global markets and upset President Trump); closing down some of the “zombie” SOEs, but subsidizing a smaller number of favored and often inefficient industries; and tax breaks for new industries, such as electric vehicles and eco-friendly agriculture. The current Chinese leadership has certainly developed an industrial policy designed to ensure that the party retains control over key sectors of the domestic economy and has greater influence over investment outside of China, an approach that has strengthened over time. The new leadership maintained the view that any reform of the SOE sector should result, not in wholesale privatization, but instead in the development of national champions, along the lines of the industries in Japan and South Korea, to contribute more effectively to the CCP’s political standing. This followed the path established by former Premier Zhu Rongji, who in the 1990s sought to establish a stronger industrial policy and state oversight combined with promotion of stronger market forces.

An earlier policy move to solidify the dominance of the SOE sector was the launch in 2006 of “indigenous innovation,” focusing on industries such as new-energy vehicles, high-end equipment manufacturing, biotechnology, and information technology. State dominance over the domestic economy is also reflected in Chinese overseas investment. These strategic industries and pillars were essential to the “going out” strategy to increase overseas investments and to expand Chinese enterprises globally. The state clearly intends to play a major role in Chinese overseas investment and to more effectively control the buying sprees and mergers and acquisitions of the preceding years.

One of the most dramatic announcements was further relaxation of the family planning program. Although Mao Zedong had believed in the more the merrier, to outnumber the citizens of the capitalist nations, Deng Xiaoping had seen the population explosion as a threat to economic progress. An elaborate system of family planning agencies was established that reached down to the villages, with the performance of local officials monitored in terms of their ability to keep within the population quotas. Change was strongly resisted by the family planning agencies, which issued dire warnings about the economic consequences whenever reform was mooted. The waning influence of the family planning commission system was signaled at the March 2013 NPC meeting when that commission was merged with the Ministry of Health to form a new National Health and Family Planning Commission. Policy was relaxed to allow couples to have a second child if either partner was a single child, and it was relaxed even further in 2015 for all to be able to have a second child. The driving factor for this change is the aging of Chinese society—it will become the first major nation to grow old before it grows rich. In 2019 about 12.6 percent of the population was over the age of sixty-five; the UN has predicted that the figure would reach over 17 percent by 2030. This has caused declining dependency ratios, with only 2.8 young for each elderly person and with a projection of 1.3 young for each elderly person by 2050.6 The financial burden on future generations from a shrinking population and ballooning numbers of elderly will be a significant drain on the economy and on families. The specifics of implementation and timing were left to local administrations. However, it can cost 32,000 yuan a year to raise a child in Shanghai, just above the average total disposable income, and therefore far fewer couples have taken advantage of this new policy than was predicted by the government. In 2017, when the full effect should have been felt, there was an actual drop in the birth rate compared to the previous year. This has led the leadership to promote slogans such as “have children for the country” to increase birth rates.7 Maternity leave is being increased, together with cash incentives and tax breaks, with some provinces providing more generous support. Clearly, it was easier to enforce the policy of having fewer children than it has been to encourage parents to have more children.

The plenum decision was far more reserved on reform of the household registration system, which forms the basis for the unequal treatment of migrants and their families with respect to welfare services in urban China. For a number of years, reformers had pushed for changes and even abolition of the system, but despite progress, many cities still put up roadblocks to a shift in status, in part fearing the additional costs. The decision did identify the binary structure of city and country as a primary barrier to effective urban development. Despite this, the concern of booming megalopolises meant that the focus was on the development of small and medium-sized cities. The system was to be kept in place and decisions would be left to the localities, which would evaluate their ability to absorb migrant workers and their families.

Urbanization was presented as a major factor that would facilitate future growth, boost consumption, and smooth out the inequalities of service provision. To accelerate urban development, the plenum decision announced that local governments would be allowed to experiment with a range of financing mechanisms, including property taxes and the issuance of government bonds. Diversifying financing avenues was also seen as a way to reduce land protests because much financing had been derived from the conversion of rural land for construction, often with inadequate compensation for the dispossessed farmers. Consequently, in a dramatic shift, farmers were to be allowed to trade their land rights and thus were afforded more protection against exploitation by local government officials. Their property rights were to be strengthened and they could use shareholding systems to serve as collateral.

Following the plenum, in March 2014 the government issued its ambitious “National New Urbanization Plan (2014–2020),” which focused on the development of small and medium-sized cities, estimating that 60 percent of the population would live in cities by 2020.8 The plan had four main objectives: to allow migrants to become genuine city dwellers, to optimize urban layout, to make urban living more sustainable, and to integrate the rural and urban areas. Environmental quality certainly had to be improved. An official study revealed that in 2014 only 16 out of 161 cities that had been expected to commit to new air quality standards had complied, and the quality of groundwater in nearly 60 percent of the cities was poor or very poor. Thus, local government commitment was vital but difficult to ensure.

The most important administrative initiative was the establishment of two new central agencies: the National Security Commission and the Central Leading Group on Comprehensively Deepening Reform. It is no surprise that Xi Jinping was appointed to head both of them. The National Security Commission has the remit to deal not only with global challenges but also with domestic security, and it brought together in one body those who dealt with traditional and nontraditional security issues, including terrorism, financial turmoil, cyber security, food safety, and environmental challenges. Externally, there had been coordination challenges among different branches of the services and the civilian leadership. With an increasing global footprint and the potential for conflicts in areas such as the South China Sea, coordination was viewed as crucial. The establishment of the commission and the appointment of Xi to chair it attested to Xi’s growing authority within the new leadership. Jiang Zemin had tried at least twice to establish such a commission, but he had been thwarted by institutional resistance and concerns that it might place too much power in the hands of one individual. Xi clearly was not bothered by this concern, and he was able to justify his dominance by referencing incidents in previous decades when decision-making had suffered from poor coordination.

Simultaneously taking the lead over the new body to push ahead with reform exemplified both Xi’s confidence as the key leader and his determination to take ownership of the reform program. Xi Jinping broke with Hu Jintao’s more consensual, collective decision-making approach to leadership, clearly feeling that this had led to slow progress when the situation demanded a swift response.9

Consolidating Power

From the outset, the new leadership exuded much greater confidence than the prior leadership had shown during the previous ten years. Xi Jinping moved quickly to consolidate his power and to strengthen his position, leading to his coronation at the Nineteenth Party Congress, held on October 18–24, 2017. He was not only appointed chair of the Central Military Commission, placing him simultaneously at the head of the party, state, and army. In addition, as noted, he was named in November 2013 to head the two new bodies that were created to drive reform: the Central Leading Group for Comprehensively Deepening Reform and the National Security Commission.

In the run-up to the Nineteenth Party Congress, Xi’s power as the preeminent leader, which enabled him to dominate policy making and personnel appointments, was consolidated by five pivotal events. First, in October 2016 Xi was named as the core of the party leadership, with a steady stream of military and civilian leaders all pledging support. This is an important designation in CCP terminology, indicating his dominance within the political hierarchy, placing him in a direct line of leadership following Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping, and Jiang Zemin. His predecessor, Hu Jintao, had not been awarded this appellation. Although there is still adherence to collective leadership, decisions cannot go forward if the core does not agree, and Xi, as the core, can initiate policies on his own. This marks a step back from the more collective decision-making style that marked the Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao years (2002–2012) to one with a preeminent leader at the core—as “chairman of everything.”

Second, in January 2017 the Chinese press published comments by Xi Jinping at the October 2016 plenum accusing five senior members of the party of engaging in political conspiracies.10 This went beyond the earlier accusations that the five were “greedy financially” and “corrupt in their lifestyles.” The group included Bo Xilai and his supporter and former Jiang Zemin associate, Zhou Yongkang, and one other, who was said to be close to Hu Jintao. The other two were key military leaders. The publication of these comments served as a warning to others in the party who might think of challenging Xi, and they were an expression of his confidence in the strength of his position. Third, the NPC meeting in March 2017 was noteworthy for the dominance of Xi, rather than Premier Li Keqiang, over the proceedings. The NPC is a government meeting but the CCP received some thirty mentions, more than at any time since the reforms began in the late 1970s. Xi himself was mentioned eight times, and the core was mentioned eleven times.11 Economic objectives featured less prominently than in previous reports, reflecting Xi’s preference for party dominance over state and society.

Fourth, in the immediate buildup to the congress Xi consolidated his position by removing rivals and promoting allies. The most noticeable target was Sun Zhengcai, who was removed as Chongqing party secretary and was replaced by Xi associate Chen Min’er. Sun had been considered a potential future general secretary. This was the latest case where a potential rival was removed on the grounds of corruption. In May 2018 Sun was sentenced to life imprisonment for having admitted to taking $27 million in bribes. Earlier, in May 2017, another Xi acolyte was promoted from the position of acting mayor of Beijing to party secretary of Beijing. Finally, these moves paved the way for Xi to change the State Constitution to allow the president to remain in his position for more than two five-year terms. There is no limitation on how long the general secretary may serve, but it had become the norm that the leadership of party and state would serve two terms.

Using Power: It’s the Politics, Stupid

The new leadership under Xi Jinping immediately sought to restore the party’s credibility and to curb the lavish lifestyles that some within the party were enjoying. This was accompanied by an even more concerted attempt than that of Xi’s predecessors to exert control over a wayward state apparatus and an even more wayward society, producing the toughest political atmosphere in many years. Surveying the legacy he inherited, Xi must have felt that such drastic measures were necessary to ensure the survival of the CCP. The key question arises whether these are actions by a strong administration or are they actions deriving from fears that things are slipping out of control. The answer is a mixture of both. Xi is an extremely self-assured leader who moved quickly to consolidate his rule; yet a party that must rail incessantly against Western values would suggest that many still aspire to such values—thus, the need to present a positive alternative under the slogan of the China Dream. Unfortunately, like many such slogans in China, the slogan has become subject to exploitation and abuse. The range of products advertised under the China Dream motif quickly grew as businesses rushed to make money off the slogan.

On assuming power, Xi launched a movement for officials to practice more frugal behavior—which he encapsulated in the slogan “four dishes and a soup”—as well as to implement the strongest campaign in recent memory against corruption within party and government ranks. Pictures were shown of General Secretary Xi sitting down in a simple restaurant eating Chinese buns and of him strolling in the winter smog, without a face mask, to press home his common touch. Thereafter, the restaurant’s business began to boom. An attack was launched against the wasteful “three public expenditures”: overseas trips, banquets and excessive pomp and ceremonies, and vehicles. Lavish official banquets were banned, as was serving expensive alcohol. Officials worked around these new restrictions by inviting a business leader who would pay for the meal.12 Regulations were also issued on the size of offices for officials at different levels. In many organizations, this resulted in the frantic and expensive rebuilding of walls to conform to the measurements before the inspection teams came to check.
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Promoting frugality, Xi Jinping dines at a steamed dumpling shop in Beijing, 2013.

In 2013 some 20,000 officials were punished for breaking these new regulations, with 5,000 punished for the misuse of official cars and 900 punished for celebrating too elaborately.13 The measures did show some initial changes in behavior. In 2013, central government spending on the three public expenditures dropped by 35 percent and hospitality at the provincial level dropped by 26 percent. There were unexpected results, with one report suggesting that one-third of the local liquor vendors of the fiery Maotai drink, which is essential to any self-respecting banquet, in Maotai Village, Guizhou province, had gone bankrupt.14 Overseas training for government officials was cut, in part because Xi Jinping claimed that there was no longer anything to learn from overseas programs, and also because many local governments had turned such programs into “educational tourism.” These cuts were accompanied by strict controls over the number of days an official could spend overseas. Given that universities in China are public institutions, this regulation extended to the deans of schools, making it difficult for them to attend international conferences. Realizing the constraints this placed on academic exchanges and the need to promote Chinese institutions and values internationally, the regulation was later relaxed.

The length and persistence of the campaign against corruption caught most observers by surprise. The movement was to catch “tigers and flies”—that is, senior officials as well as those at the grassroots. Later the targets also included “foxes”—citizens who had fled overseas with their ill-gotten gains. Over four years, the Sky Net campaign returned 5,000 individuals. Among the 1,335 individuals who had fled abroad in 2018, party members numbered 307, netting a total of $519 million. The highest-profile fox was the Chinese head of Interpol, who was brought back in September 2018 and, in January 2020, was sentenced to thirteen years in prison. Another colorful phrase is “naked officials,” referring to officials who remain in China while their families relocate abroad. Regulations were introduced in 2014 barring any such officials from promotion.

Some felt that the campaign was merely a ploy to remove political opponents, a view reinforced by the removal and subsequent charges against Bo Xilai, which had paved the way for Xi’s ascendency. This perspective seemed to be confirmed with the capture of the biggest tiger—Zhou Yongkang, the only member of the Politburo Standing Committee to defend Bo. In a familiar pattern, the noose was slowly tightened around Zhou as former colleagues in the oil and gas industry were rounded up. During his final decade in power, Zhou had overseen the security system in China, giving him access to important information on party leaders, leading many to view him as untouchable. In June 2015, however, he was sentenced to life imprisonment on charges of corruption, abuse of power, and the intentional sharing of state secrets. Zhou was the first member of the Standing Committee to be arrested on corruption charges since the founding of the PRC.

Nevertheless, it is clear that Xi and his close supporter and childhood friend, Wang Qishan, who have led the anticorruption campaign, wanted to use the slogan “catching tigers and flies” to broaden the movement beyond a factional struggle. In discussions, Wang had spoken of how disgusted he was by the behavior of colleagues, and some claimed that he was in an ideal position to lead the charge because he had no children of his own. Despite the initial sense that, similar to previous efforts, the campaign would soon wind down, the numbers increased over time, rising from 172,000 cases in 2013 to a peak of 621,000 cases in 2018, before dropping to 485,000 in 2019. In the first half of 2020, thirteen provincial or ministerial officials were charged, along with forty senior staff of state-owned enterprises.15

Xi and Wang view the campaign as crucial to ensure that the CCP will function effectively and to restore public faith in the party. The problems are not only with the party but also with the administration more generally. Thus, in 2018 the National Supervisory Commission was created to facilitate going after officials in a range of organizations who were not party members. The goal is to capitalize on the momentum to attack corrupt behavior among the elite of those who are not necessarily factional enemies.

The campaign has proved popular, but many citizens remain suspicious. In surveys of what citizens think about government performance under Hu and Wen, dealing with corruption always ranked as the area of work with which they were the most dissatisfied.16 Given the regular exposure in the press of spectacular cases of corruption, it is not surprising that this is a major concern. Under Xi Jinping, popular perceptions have improved slightly. In a 2016 survey, 10.1 percent thought that government and government officials were extremely honest (up from 2.6 percent in 2011), while 4.4 percent thought they were extremely dishonest (down from 8.4 percent in 2011). The strength of the campaign pursued by Xi Jinping and Wang Qishan has impacted citizens’ views of the government’s determination to deal with corruption. During the initial years, the percentage of respondents who felt that the government was strongly committed to fighting corruption rose to 31.9 percent (in 2014). However, perhaps indicating that people were tiring of the campaign, the figure dropped to 26.6 percent in 2016 and still 20 percent felt that corruption had increased. Although perceptions are changing, large percentages still see corruption as part and parcel of life, suggesting that should the pressure be lifted, there is a potential for a return to previous practices.17

The fear that society is moving away from subservience to party dictates has led Xi Jinping to pursue measures to reassert control even more ardently than his predecessors. This has been heightened by recognition that the next phase of the reforms will be more difficult to implement because of opposition from vested interests—state monopolies and real estate and energy industries that benefit from close connections to local governments and central ministries. Official publications refer to powerful vested interests that obstruct measures they do not like.18 Rather than relying on society and the media to provide oversight and to monitor errant behavior, the party under Xi has tightened control and rejected any show of independence.

Therefore, mechanisms have been developed to strengthen oversight. Xi has made it clear that complete obedience to the party is expected not only from party members but also from members of society at large. Given, of course, Xi’s dominance of the party, in practice this means absolute obedience to Xi. There have been new regulations to tighten control over new social media, vehicles for expression have been limited, and human rights lawyers have been persecuted. Xi and his colleagues share the same apprehension about social media as did the previous administrations. In September 2013 they announced that social media users who posted comments considered slanderous could face a prison sentence if the posting received 5,000 hits or was reposted over 500 times. Of course, the party would decide what was slanderous. Worried about the reliability of their own media, in December 2013 it was announced that when Chinese reporters wanted to renew their press cards, they would have to take an exam to ensure that they had the correct ideological predisposition.

“Document Number Nine,” issued and circulated by the CC Office in April 2013, made the tough stance clear and shocked the intellectual community. In one of the most conservative documents issued during the years of reform, the document outlines seven topics that should not be discussed.19 The document is interesting in that it reveals the streams of thought circulating in Chinese intellectual circles. First, those who promoted “Western constitutional democracy” were slated for negating the features of the Chinese socialist system. Claims of universal values shook the party’s ideological and theoretical foundations. Promotion of civil society undermined the social basis of the ruling party, and the promotion of neoliberalism was viewed as an attempt to change the basic economic system. Not surprisingly, press freedom was rejected. Finally, anyone who questioned the policy of reform and opening-up denied the party’s line and principles. Resorting to a common refrain, Western influence was blamed for many of the ills with which China was wrestling. The document criticized Western embassies, consulates, and NGOs for spreading Western values and cultivating antigovernment forces. Outsiders used dissidents and human rights activists to promote their objectives, and the self-immolations in Tibet and the unrest in Xinjiang were the result of outside manipulation. Clearly, the CCP remains incapable of accepting responsibility for the outcomes of its own actions.

The document was followed by action. In February 2016 when visiting three top media institutions, taking a page out of Mao Zedong’s book Xi stated that editors and reporters must pledge absolute loyalty to the CCP and closely follow its leadership in “thought, politics, and action.”20 In December 2016 Xi delivered a similar message to the nation’s schools and universities, claiming that adherence to party leadership was essential and that universities should be built into “strongholds that adhere to party leadership.”21 Inspectors were sent to China’s top universities to ensure that teachers were not making “improper” remarks in class. There was special scrutiny in the humanities and the social sciences, with reading lists reviewed and works in foreign languages often dropped or translated into Chinese to facilitate scrutiny.

As a child of one of the founders of the PRC, Xi is proud of the achievements of the CCP and he has criticized those who have sought to undermine the party’s image or to separate out the years of Mao Zedong’s rule from those of the reform era. This has led to a clampdown on critical research and a promotion of publications that minimize the damage caused by movements such as the Great Leap Forward. There have been attacks on domestic and international historians who have promoted historical nihilism—which is to say, those who have not followed the official account of Chinese party history. It was a chill that had not been felt for many, many years. In August 2018 the chill turned to frost with the announcement of a campaign to instill patriotism among intellectuals, which would unleash an “unremitting struggle” to “strengthen unity” through study sessions to truly understand Xi Jinping’s philosophy.22

In 2016 China introduced two pieces of legislation to deal with the not-for-profit sector, one of which placed tougher restrictions on foreign NGOs operating in China, and the second of which, the Charity Law, sought to direct the flow of new, domestic wealth to CCP priorities. The law governing foreign NGOs, which became effective on January 1, 2017, provided clarity and also established tighter regulations. The law followed the spirit of the National Security Law of July 1, 2015, which states that “all necessary measures” must be taken to protect the country from hostile elements. Most importantly, registration was placed under the remit of the Ministry of Public Security, highlighting security concerns. The areas in which foreign NGOs could work were spelled out, and fund-raising within China was prohibited. In contrast, the Charity Law of September 1, 2016, revealed that the party was coming to terms with the enormous wealth that the reforms had helped to create but it had to be clear about where that wealth might be directed. Registration for organizations was eased and public fund-raising was allowed, but the areas for which support was encouraged were limited to those such as poverty relief, care for the elderly and orphans, disaster relief, and promotion of education, science, culture, and sports. Those considered reliable can engage in “charitable activities that represent the core values of socialism and promote the traditional morals of the Chinese nation.”23 Thus, registration was eased, but subsequently direction was tightened and party control was enhanced.24

The crackdown on social activism continued and intensified. Two organizations were singled out for special attention. The first was the New Citizens’ Movement, founded by Xu Zhiyong. Xu began his career as a lawyer, representing plaintiffs who had been affected in a tainted milk scandal. He moved on to deal with broader questions about social justice and transparency. As the name of the group indicates, it wanted to promote the idea of citizens who enjoyed rights and worked according to the slogan “freedom, justice, love.”25 The group seized on the anticorruption campaign to call for officials’ assets to be made public. In 2012–2013 it organized a number of small protests that worried the authorities—such as a program of citizens’ meals, where people were encouraged to get together in an environment of equality to engage in spirited discussions. As a result, Xu Zhiyong was arrested and sentenced to four years in prison for “gathering a crowd to disturb public order.” A related movement was that of human rights lawyers who defended people attacked during political campaigns as well as followers of the Falun Gong spiritual movement. By July 9, 2015, more than 200 had been detained, with many given jail terms, suspended sentences, or placed under house arrest. The perceived threat to the system was that these movements and lawyers were justifying their actions in terms of China’s own laws and Constitution. The use of the law to punish these activists, perhaps taking a page out of Singapore’s book, followed the example of lawyer Chen Guangcheng, who had sought to defend those abused by the system. In 2006 Chen was sentenced for “damaging property and organizing a disturbance to disturb traffic.” Chen is blind.

On paper, there was a greater commitment to the rule of law. The decision of the October 2014 plenum pulled together certain measures for the courts that had been put forward with the five-year plan.26 For example, in November 2013, detailed recommendations were issued to prevent wrongful arrests: judges were to presume innocence until suspects were actually proven guilty, collusion with the police was discouraged, and evidence obtained through torture or sleep deprivation was to be dismissed. Similarly, Xi commented on the need to govern in line with the Constitution, which, as we have seen, led some to try to hold the CCP to its commitments. The phrase “governing the nation in accordance with the Constitution” was included in the plenum decision. However, although individual party members might be more easily held accountable in civil courts, there was no intention that the party as an institution would be subject to oversight. Those who promoted constitutionalism were swiftly silenced. The decision did suggest certain future reforms, such as preventing local officials from interfering in legal cases and not deciding the outcomes of legal cases in advance. However, neither the law nor the Constitution was to provide an independent check on the party: party leadership was the most vital fundamental guarantee for the socialist rule of law. The Constitution enshrines the leading role of the party, and the plenum decision makes this clear, noting that “the leadership of the party and socialist rule of law are identical.”

The leadership has taken a much tougher line on the issue of the northwestern province of Xinjiang. The leadership is intent on crushing any independent Uighur identity once and for all. Two things have driven this harsher approach. First, Xinjiang is a crucial artery for the corridor of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) through Central Asia. Second, there is a fear that independence activity in Xinjiang may link up with groups across the border. Policy has focused on expanding the Han population in Xinjiang to the point where one-half of the population of 24 million are Han Chinese. Two academics have suggested that since multiracial states have failed elsewhere in the world, China should push more vigorously to integrate the minorities to create a single race. Ethnic group identity is to be diluted.27 This view has been accompanied by the construction of “unity villages” for Uighurs and Han to live together and the promotion of interracial marriages.28 However, outbreaks of violence shifted the attitude of the leaders in Beijing to push a harder line.

The possibility for a harsher response was set by Xi Jinping following his 2014 visit to Xinjiang when, in addition to calling for development and integration, he called for a “people’s war on terror” to combat separatism, terrorism, and religious extremism and said that “absolutely no mercy should be shown.” Xi had reacted strongly to three terrorist attacks in the spring. This led to abandoning the long-held belief that economic investment and growth would develop the problem away. A campaign of mass reeducation was required.

In 2016 the party secretary of Tibet was moved to Xinjiang, and he brought with him the tougher practices he had implemented in Tibet. Beginning in 2017, reports began to surface about reeducation camps in the province. UN experts and other outside observers have claimed that some one million Uighurs have been detained in these camps. A trove of 400 pages of Chinese documents was leaked to the New York Times detailing the crackdown.29 Not surprisingly, the Chinese authorities have taken a different tack, with a Foreign Ministry spokesperson dismissing outside interference in internal affairs, claiming that China’s treatment of the Uighurs was no different from that of other countries fighting extremism.30 The Chinese defense was that the camps are not internment camps but instead places that provide opportunities for vocational training, and that far from destroying traditional culture, they are promoting it. At first the government had denied the existence of the camps, before foreign reporting forced China to acknowledge them and local Xinjiang legislation was revised to permit local governments to “educate and transform” people influenced by “extremism” at “vocational training centers.”31 The ideological education the Uighurs received would purge extremist thoughts and permit them to return to their families with unsullied minds. Part of the training is classes on spoken and written Chinese. The CCP hopes that assimilation, repression, and eradication of local culture will resolve the problems. This seems unlikely and may even increase the challenge over time.

To provide cohesion across society, in addition to promotion of the China Dream to rejuvenate the nation, Xi Jinping offers a mixed strategy of relying on traditional support, evoking Chinese tradition, and reinforcing the explanatory power of Marxism. In contrast to Jiang Zemin who, in his Three Represents, had expanded the definition of who the CCP represented, on May Day 2013 Xi reaffirmed the CCP commitment to the proletariat. For Xi, the party is the “pioneer of the working class,” and its goal is to consolidate its “class base among the workers”32—surely a difficult task, given the retrenchment of the SOE sector and a workforce spread across new sectors of the economy that are more diverse than the traditional industries. To highlight what he saw as attempts by the West to undermine the system, Xi, in another gesture reminiscent of the past, resurrected the phrase “peaceful evolution”—a term rarely heard from senior party leaders since the aftermath of the 1989 demonstrations.33

With the talk of moral decay, the loss of faith in Marxism, and the lingering influence of what is termed Western liberal values, the leadership turned to a selective interpretation of traditional culture, especially Confucianism, to bolster the appeal to socialism and to portray the CCP—not the GMD on Taiwan—as the true descendent of the imperial past. Xi Jinping’s claim that the CCP is the genuine successor to China’s glorious past is remarkable. When the CCP took power in 1949, and especially during the Cultural Revolution, the CCP portrayed itself as representing a radical break with the past. However, Xi Jinping is not the first leader to trace this heritage, and it echoes the populism promoted by Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao and even the ideas of Liu Shaoqi, for which he was soundly punished. Xi has been more explicit, noting that together with other philosophies and cultures, Confucianism was “taking shape and growing within China” and that such philosophies were “spiritual experiences, rational thinking, and cultural achievements of the nation while it strived to build its identity.”34

Although the ideology of Marxism-Leninism seems ill-suited to explain the rapidly evolving landscape that Chinese citizens inhabit, the leadership has stressed the importance of Marxism as a guide to action for party members. In December 2013, Xi ordered all party members to study Marxist philosophy, as the Marxist theories, especially historical materialism, still had a “strong vitality and serve as powerful arms of thought for guiding Communists to make progress.”35 On the ninety-fifth anniversary of the founding of the CCP, Xi called on party members not to “betray or abandon” Marxism.36 This was part of the effort to shift party members away from their obsession with GDP growth and with amassing individual wealth. Marxism was confirmed as a compulsory course in all academic institutions, and all media organizations were instructed to train their journalists in the Marxist concepts that dictated their role. On the two-hundredth anniversary of Marx’s birth, in May 2018, Xi Jinping called for treating Marxism as a spiritual pursuit.

All the same, rather than providing a critical lens through which to view society and its development, Marxism has been used to reinforce obedience to the party and its policies. The stress on Marxism’s relevance had at least one unintended effect on a group of students who took Xi seriously and used Marxist analysis to understand the state of society. On some university campuses, students organized Marxist societies to run social activities for workers and night classes to teach migrant workers about their rights. Some moved further to mobilize workers in support of their rights, and in August 2018 more than fifty students were arrested for helping workers at a factory in the southern city of Shenzhen. This led to a crackdown on such activist societies: Nanjing University refused to register a society, others have been harassed, and the president of Peking University was moved to a new position and the party secretary demoted to the less powerful position of president. In a scathing comment about university officials, one student commented: “They want students to focus on studying Marxism, not to practice it or fight for its cause. When we do that, it causes too many problems for them.”37 The lack of tolerance was evident when on December 26, 2018, the student head of the Peking University Marxist Society, on his way to join a celebration for the 125th anniversary of Mao Zedong’s birth, was grabbed by plainclothes police.38

Finally, the promotion of nationalism has accompanied the revival of traditional culture to bolster regime legitimacy. This trend, which began earlier under Hu and Wen, was picked up following the global financial crisis of 2008–2009, and it has been strengthened under Xi Jinping. Declaring that any criticism of party policy is unpatriotic has been key to this process. This has also been accompanied by a more assertive posture over territorial issues.

Hail to the Chief

Xi Jinping entered the Nineteenth Party Congress, held in October 2017, in a position of great strength within the party, and not surprisingly he dominated the proceedings. Clearly, the party was now being reshaped to conform to his vision of China’s future. Marking an end to the era of Deng Xiaoping, he traced a line of continuity from Chinese history through to a vision of what the nation would look like in 2050. The new leadership did include representation from other groups within the party, but it was clearly focused around Xi Jinping as the core and was distinct from the model of collective leadership that had been epitomized by the Hu Jintao–Wen Jiabao leadership.
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Xi Jinping at the Nineteenth Party Congress.

In his political report, Xi Jinping linked his China Dream of national rejuvenation to the original mission of the CCP, which was to bring happiness to the Chinese people and relieve the nation from its national humiliation at the hands of foreigners. He noted the importance of never forgetting why one started, because then “you can accomplish your mission.”39 Xi has rejected the division of the history of the PRC into two periods, one under Mao Zedong and one during the era of reform, and sees his leadership as building on the legacies of the past. This stress on historical legitimacy and continuity was reinforced when, following the congress, he took the members of the Politburo Standing Committee to visit the two sites of the 1921 founding congress of the CCP. Further, drawing the line of continuity with the past, his report stressed that China’s socialist culture was derived from its “fine traditional culture, which was born of the Chinese civilization and nurtured over more than 5,000 years.”

Looking forward, Xi made it clear that China is now in a new historical era, and he added to his core contribution to the CCP canon the phrase “Socialism with Chinese characteristics for a new era.” This called for a prosperous society to be built by 2050, which would realize socialist modernization and rejuvenation of the nation; have strong confidence in the chosen path; deal with the contradiction between unbalanced and inadequate development and the people’s needs for a better life; develop the rule of law; and implement a strong military under party control. Externally, this incorporated the previous calls for a new type of international relations that would build a shared future for humankind.

All of this had to take place under CCP leadership; otherwise rejuvenation would be mere wishful thinking. Even ensuring that state power belonged to the people was dependent on following the party leadership. Even though each leader has stressed the leading role of the party, Xi Jinping has been more forceful in reasserting control over all sectors and reversing some of his predecessors’ relaxation of control. This is reflected in the new statutes, with the incorporation of the phrase “party, government, military, people and intellectuals, whether north, south, east or west, the party leads in everything.” This makes it difficult to see how the people will genuinely control the state or local governments or how businesses will be able to conduct effective work free of party interference.

Moving forward, Xi outlined a three-phase timeline to becoming a prosperous society. By 2020, the objective was to be a moderately prosperous society, doubling the size of the economy from 2010. The period 2020–2035 would be used to achieve socialist modernization. China would become a global leader in innovation, with an expanding middle-income group living in a better environment. By 2050 China would become a “great, modern socialist country” that will be “prosperous, strong, democratic, culturally advanced, harmonious, and beautiful.” Externally, China’s overall strength will make it a global leader.

On the whole, Xi has applied certain informal norms, balancing different streams within the party, but he has ensured that he is clearly primus inter pares. At the First Plenum for the new Central Committee, held on October 18–24, 2017, five of the seven members of the Politburo Standing Committee retired and were replaced, as required, by members drawn from the Politburo. Before the congress there had been discussion as to whether Xi’s close associate and leader of the anticorruption campaign, Wang Qishan, would retire. He did retire, but given his knowledge of and the importance of Sino-US relations, at the March 2018 NPC meeting he was appointed vice president of the PRC. The five new members of the Standing Committee showed some balance: two were close associates of Xi, two were close to Hu Jintao, and one had been close to Jiang Zemin. This was wise of Xi, and the end result was unity, with Xi as the clear core. Most importantly, unlike at previous such meetings, no clear successor was chosen who might replace Xi in 2022, raising the possibility that Xi might seek to extend the period of his formal leadership. At the March 2018 NPC session, this was given even greater credence when the two-term limit on the presidency of the PRC was lifted.

There were fifteen open posts to fill on the Politburo, and the majority of newcomers were close Xi associates, some of whom would be eligible for promotion to the Politburo Standing Committee in 2022. Xi’s dominance was also reflected in changes to the new Party Statutes. His contribution to the CCP lexicon of “Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era” is important in two respects. First, it places Xi alongside Mao Zedong as the only leader to have his name included in the statutes while still in a formal position. Deng had effectively retired when his thought was added, and the names of Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao have not been attached to their theoretical contributions. Second, while it builds on the notion of socialism with Chinese characteristics, it clearly marks China under Xi as having entered a new era, one for which Xi will define the evolution of Marxism to suit the current Chinese situation. This ability to redefine ideology to suit the priorities of the new leadership was underscored by the reaffirmation that China was still in the primary stage of socialism. The new statutes also incorporated the BRI. Xi’s dominance within the new leadership was affirmed at the new Politburo’s first meeting when the members pledged loyalty to Xi as “leader”—an appellation that in the past had been used only for Mao and Deng.

Party dominance of economic policy making and Xi’s overall authority was confirmed at the Thirteenth NPC, held on March 5–20, 2018, marking the further eclipse of the State Council and Premier Li Keqiang. A series of party meetings at the end of December 2018 and the February 2018 plenum outlined priorities for the next year.40 As usual, every effort was made to ensure that the economy looked good for the forthcoming congress, and in fact the economic planners were very successful in delivering an economy with stable growth and an SOE sector that was reviving. The “three battles” for the future were outlined as reducing financial risk, fighting poverty (Xi had called for the eradication of poverty in the rural areas by 2020), and improving the physical environment.

The NPC followed the economic policies with an emphasis on quality of growth over quantity. The main business was yet another attempt to overhaul the administrative structure. Eight ministerial units and seven vice-ministerial units were cut, and the overall thrust was to effectively centralize administration under party control to ensure that Xi’s policies could be implemented. This was emphasized by the new vice premier, Liu He, who stated that the key question of governance was to strengthen party leadership and satisfy Xi Jinping’s “important demands.”41 Given the financial turmoil of 2015–2016, attention was focused on tightening up the financial sector. To this end, the Banking Commission and the Insurance Regulatory Commission were merged, the People’s Bank was given additional powers to formulate monetary policy and to enforce financial and banking regulations, and earlier a new Financial Stability and Development Commission was established.

Li Keqiang was reappointed as premier, but with his powers very much diminished by the elevation of Liu He and changing the status of the Leading Group for Comprehensive Deepening Reform to a commission. A competent, technocratic leadership was put in place to oversee the economy and the financial sector, but with Xi still clearly calling the shots, and party control was strengthened over the state sector. One important example was that the three state bodies covering minority affairs, religion, and overseas Chinese were brought under the leadership of the CCP’s United Front Work Department. Oversight of the civil service, press, media, and film were all brought under party control. Four of the central leading groups that Xi had set up were raised to the level of commissions, and they covered the overall reform program, cyberspace, financial and economic matters, and foreign affairs. Ideas earlier in the reform era of trying to separate government from party have clearly been abandoned, confirming mistrust of the government apparatus and society to bend to Xi’s will on policy questions.

The new head of the NPC, Li Zhanshu, a Xi associate, was fulsome in his praise: Xi was the “core of the party, military commander, the people’s leader, the helmsman for a new era in socialism with Chinese characteristics, and the people’s guide.”42 The use of the word “helmsman” is important, as this term had always been reserved for Mao Zedong. In December 2019 the Politburo went further—not only praising Xi Jinping for his long-term vision but also using the phrase “people’s leader,” another phrase traditionally reserved for Mao Zedong.43 The State Constitution was revised to eliminate the two-term limit for the president and the vice president. The official reasoning was that this brought it into line with party rules, which have no limits on the tenure of the general secretary. Most have interpreted the move as indicating Xi’s intention to stay on in a position of formal power beyond his two terms. Not surprisingly, his thought was incorporated into the revised preamble of the Constitution.

Party and state meetings consolidated Xi Jinping’s primacy within the leadership, while cementing elite unity. This cleared the way for Xi to push ahead with his own agenda, unhindered by others. There are two problems associated with this. First, his policy program, beyond reasserting control of the party and eradicating corruption, was unclear. Greater clarity for the economy was provided at the fifth plenum, which met in October 2020. Second, there is no one else to blame if things go wrong, and China has had problems in the past with overcentralized and personalized rule. Xi Jinping clearly rejects Deng Xiaoping’s intention to avoid this and to allow more flexibility and local initiative in favor of highly personalized and centralized rule.

After the two congresses, forward momentum was shaken by three major setbacks: the slowing of the economy, the pushback from the international community because of China’s growing influence, and the eruption of the massive demonstrations in Hong Kong. These three challenges were exacerbated by the unexpected outbreak in late 2019 of the new coronavirus that causes COVID-19. The spread of the virus caused the slowing economy to stall temporarily, paused the Hong Kong demonstrations, and heightened the international community’s concerns about China’s transparency and responsibility as the virus spread beyond China to infect most parts of the world. China’s response exposed flaws in the heavily centralized system of governance, because lower administrative levels were hesitant to report bad information and many waited for guidance from Xi Jinping on how to respond. The same faults were evident as with the outbreak of SARS in 2002–2003: failure to effectively regulate wet markets; attempts to silence those sounding the alarm; unclear reporting lines to Beijing; failure to report bad news promptly so that countermeasures could minimize damage; and mistrust of official pronouncements among many citizens. Once the central leadership became aware of the severity of the problem, Xi Jinping ordered an aggressive response of quarantine and other measures to try to contain the spread of the disease. Now the strength of the system came to the fore—an entire hospital was built in just a few days, and tens of millions prevented from traveling in order to reduce spread of the virus. The Chinese propaganda system shifted into high gear, extolling the party’s effective response under Xi’s leadership in comparison with the faltering efforts to control the virus in other countries such as the United States. This propaganda has proved effective. The initial outrage that many Chinese citizens expressed online was replaced by greater support for the government as foreign governments criticized China for its behavior.44

Ironically, part of the impetus for the international pushback to China’s policies was caused by China’s prior, limited increase in transparency about its objectives. Domestically, articulation of “Made in China 2025” is intended to make China the “master of its own technologies,” entailing self-sufficiency in important advanced industries. This created concern among foreign governments and businesses about the extent to which China is favoring its own businesses and tilting the playing field unfairly against them. China was seen as prioritizing its own companies in domestic markets, while providing generous subsidies for its companies that are competing internationally. To address international concerns, it is noteworthy that the phrase “Made in China 2025” was not mentioned at the March 2019 NPC meeting. In addition, the meeting passed a new law that prohibits the forced transfer of technology. Foreign concerns have not been limited to the United States. In September 2018 the commerce ministers of the United States, Japan, and the European Union issued a harsh condemnation of Chinese business practices. While not referring to China by name, the critique of non-market-oriented policies, unfair competitive conditions, and harmful subsidy practices were directed at the Chinese government.45

Internationally, China’s more assertive policy on territorial questions has raised concerns, thus bringing the BRI into the spotlight. While China portrays the BRI as a benign program of much-needed investment in infrastructure throughout the region, the US administration sees more sinister objectives, with a Chinese system evolving to parallel the post–World War II global architecture. China’s regional trade arrangements are seen as a challenge to the WTO, and its regional financing vehicles are seen as a challenge to the World Bank.46 The one comparable organization China has not yet developed is a lender of last resort to match the International Monetary Fund.

Economic Slowdown: Tariffs or Structural Impediment

Some have attributed the economic slowdown to the imposition of trade tariffs by the Trump administration, but the slowdown began long before this and instead has been caused by structural factors. Policy still favors the SOE sector, yet it is the non-state sector that is providing the impetus that the economy needs. The non-state sector contributes 60 percent of GDP growth, 90 percent of new jobs, and 50 percent of fiscal revenue, but receives only 11 percent of funding. The state sector receives at least 80 percent of funding at preferential rates.

Beyond this, the impact of those factors that contributed to China’s spectacular growth are either exhausted or are declining.47 Government resource allocation has become more market-based, but as noted above, this process requires further progress. The shift from near isolation of the Chinese economy to extensive global integration following entry into the WTO provided a massive boost, but the most important impacts have already been felt. Importantly, hundreds of millions of workers shifted from laboring in low-productivity agriculture to more productive work in the growing economy. And China experienced a demographic dividend with a young workforce coming of age just when China was integrating globally and needed a large workforce. Now, because of the impact of the family planning policies of the 1990s and beyond, the Chinese population is aging rapidly and faces rising pension expenses and health-care burdens for the elderly.

With these rising pressures, perhaps not surprisingly the celebration of forty years of reform at the end of 2018 and the Central Economic Work Conference, held on December 19–21, 2018, revealed how little had been completed in terms of implementing the wide-ranging reform aspirations proposed in December 2013. Of the ten major policy initiatives, only two showed progress (labor and innovation), four showed little change (fiscal affairs, trade, environment, and the financial system), and four had been backsliding (land, cross-border investment, competition, and SOE reform).48 The work conference responded to external pressures, especially President Trump’s tariff policies. The internal and external challenges gave reformers hope that Xi Jinping’s speech celebrating the fortieth anniversary of reform, on December 18, 2018, would revive progress and outline the future path.49 Instead Xi Jinping chose to hunker down, offering praise for what had gone before but offering little idea of what to expect in the future.

Continuing his view that the achievements under Mao Zedong should not be separated from those of the reform era, Xi credited Mao with all that followed, claiming that Mao set down “the political premise and institutional foundations for all development and progress in contemporary China.” His disastrous policies that had been criticized in earlier party pronouncements were referred to as “explorations” that had provided the basis for the era of socialism with Chinese characteristics. Not surprisingly, those expecting a bold statement of reform intent were disappointed. Xi strongly defended the Chinese model of development and claimed that its success meant that no one was in a position to tell China what to do. China would reform only what the party deemed it necessary to reform and nothing else—a clear response to external pressures and the Trump administration. As discussed below, Xi would yield significant ground in the Phase One trade agreement of January 15, 2020. Despite its growing power and influence, Xi was at pains to stress that China was not a threat to the global order and instead promoted the “shared future of mankind,” including world peace, and saw itself as a “defender of the international order.” Xi took the opportunity to restate the party’s centrality, pointing out that all its achievements were derived from its centralized and united leadership. Indeed, party dominance over the economy was a key feature of the Central Economic Work Conference held immediately following Xi’s speech.50

The centrality of the party’s role in ensuring all that was good was reinforced at the seventieth anniversary of the founding of the PRC, on October 1, 2019. Xi’s official comments were brief, simply noting that no force could shake China’s foundations, but a policy paper and publication of an earlier speech stressed the centrality of the party. Most notable was the call for a strong, unified party leadership to prevent the nation from “crumbling.”51 Obsessed with the collapse of the Soviet party, Xi commented to the new CC members: “When the Communist Party of the Soviet Union had 200,000 members, it seized power. When it had 2 million members, it defeated Hitler. When it had almost 20 million members, it lost power.”52 The CCP leadership remains haunted by this collapse, and on a number of occasions Xi has lamented how no one had stood up to defend the party.

The task of delivering on key economic goals was not helped by the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic over the winter of 2019–2020 with its unpredictable spread. With the country shutting down just around the Chinese Lunar Year, domestic demand collapsed as travel was curtailed and citizens went into lockdown. International demand fell, disrupting supply and production chains. The Chinese economy contracted 6.8 percent in the first quarter of 2020, but growth revived to 4.0 percent in the third quarter, which would produce an annual growth rate of around 0.7 percent. This is respectable given the circumstances, but well below original projections. Still, the economic achievement over the decade remains remarkable.

Navigating the World as a Global Power

The unprecedented level of China’s integration into the global economy and energy markets, its accumulation of huge foreign reserves, and its role in climate change have forced fundamental changes in what was formerly its low-profile international position. National pride in its economic achievements and disillusionment with the West as a model led the Xi Jinping leadership to become more assertive about its economic role. Xi is certainly more ambitious in the international arena than his predecessor Hu Jintao was, and his policy to pursue rejuvenation of the Chinese nation projects his vision. Deng Xiaoping’s doctrine of “hiding one’s capabilities and biding one’s time”—that is, keeping a low profile and not claiming leadership—has been replaced by Xi’s desire to adopt a more active international role. The CCP is willing to step up global leadership in those areas from which the United States has withdrawn, redressing the relationship with the United States and with the Asian region. At a December 2014 Politburo session, Xi noted that China was now embarking on a “new round of opening to the world,” emphasizing that China would no longer take a passive role in global economic governance. He stated: “We cannot be a bystander but must be a participant, a leader.”

China has been more explicit about its aims, and this has caused disquiet in a number of countries in the region and in the West. At the Nineteenth Party Congress, held on October 2017, Xi announced that by 2050 China would be a “global leader in terms of composite strength and international influence,” and in June 2018 he proposed the notion of “foreign policy with Chinese characteristics.” This brought the BRI into the spotlight, with China claiming that it is contributing to and building on existing structures, while providing much-needed finance for infrastructure.

How to deal with and assimilate China’s rise has created considerable concern. Clearly, China’s economic rise will change geopolitics; there is already a divergence of views about how threatening this might be to traditional US dominance and agenda setting and whether relations between the United States and China have reached a “tipping point.”53 For the first time in several centuries, the largest economy in the world will not be Western, and the world might come under a leadership that does not share the consensual values and political structures of the West. This has led some US analysts to suggest that policy should shift from engaging China to being more confrontational and even to constrain its rise.54 Certainly, this was the conclusion that the Trump administration reached. However, also for the first time, the world’s largest economy will not enjoy the highest living standards, and moving forward it still faces considerable challenges. This gives more succor to those who wish to continue engagement under the belief that it will result in China’s conforming to most global norms and practices, while accepting that there will be a shift from “strategic cooperation” to “strategic competition.”55 Yet others have warned of a new cycle of the “Thucydides trap,” whereby a rising power creates concern and unease in the dominant power, providing the possibility for unanticipated conflict.56
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China today as seen by Beijing, including the nine-dash line and Taiwan.

In addition, a potentially dangerous bifurcation is emerging between an economic Asia where China is the central player and a security Asia that is dependent on US military power.57 President Trump’s decision to abandon the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), which excludes China but ties together other key nations in the Asia-Pacific, has severed a potential valuable link for the United States between economics and security. This raises the question of whether China’s leaders will seek to redefine regional and perhaps global trade and investment norms. This may not be as easy for China’s new leaders to achieve as some have assumed. Certainly, the US abandonment of the TPP and its not joining the Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), a decision taken by the Obama administration, heralds a decline in US influence in Asia that cannot be replaced by increased military spending. However, this does not mean that China will automatically fill the gap. With respect to trade, the TPP reached a general agreement on the standards and rules that would be adopted for a diverse range of economies and included regulations for labor and environmental standards. The China-promoted Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership, which excludes the United States, does not have such an integrated approach and allows members flexibility to choose which commitments to adopt. Importantly, it will not help with the market for services, which is growing rapidly in Asia but remains heavily protected in much of the region. Further, despite its relative decline, the United States retains a stronger network of alliances than China. That said, China is improving its ties with the Philippines and with Thailand, while dominating the Kampuchean and Lao economies and putting Myanmar in an increasingly difficult position. Yet this and China’s actions in the South China Sea have caused concern within the region, with one observer claiming that China is using up its “great reserves of goodwill” and sacrificing long-term objectives and global interests for short-term objectives.58

Powerful countries shape the world, and whether they like it or not, China’s leaders will be forced to take a more proactive stance not only on questions of territorial sovereignty but also on reserve currencies, banking and financial regulations, trade and investment agreements, climate discussions, the provision of global public goods, and so forth. This will present a huge challenge for the leadership, as it has not had extensive experience with negotiations in many of these areas. It will have to come to terms with the fact that the country is a major player and the global community will expect clearer explanations of policy intent. The need to focus on its increasingly demanding global role may draw its attention away from the necessary focus on the domestic agenda.

Defining a Role in Asia

Much of China’s foreign policy is rooted in the Asia region, yet in the past, at the conceptual level, the CCP rarely articulated a strategy to guide its actions. Historically, Taiwan has been the focus of China’s major sovereignty challenge, but China has disputed claims with most of its neighbors, including Russia, India, and Vietnam, and it has fought a border war with each of them. China also has territorial disputes with Japan and a number of Southeast Asian neighbors over the demarcation of territorial boundaries in the South China Sea. This includes the disputed territory that China situates within its “nine-dash line” of control within the South China Sea. In recent years its growing investment and trade relations have altered this somewhat passive approach, with the exception of sovereignty claims, and the CCP is developing a more coherent policy with respect to Asia.

In 2013, Foreign Minister Wang Yi signaled a shift indicating that more attention would be paid to the Asian region and that a “community of common destiny” could be created.59 The approach entails carrots and sticks. The carrot is the range of investments that China is developing in the region. This includes the BRI and establishment of the AIIB, which are meant to facilitate Chinese export of its domestic capacity (steel, cement, and so forth) to the region, but also to tie nations throughout the region into China’s sphere of influence. The stick relates to questions of sovereignty and China’s more aggressive moves in the South China Sea and the East China Sea that have created concern among countries such as Japan and Vietnam and escalated security tensions with the United States.

China’s leaders have been at pains to stress that their economic rise will not come at the expense of other countries in the region. In June 2014 Xi Jinping reiterated that China’s foreign policy was peaceful in nature and that China retained a policy of noninterference in the internal affairs of other countries. In the previous May, at the Conference on Interaction and Confidence Building in Asia, which excluded the United States and Japan, Xi provided a fuller articulation of a “new security concept” for a “common, comprehensive, cooperative, and sustainable security strategy for Asia.” He stressed that security should be mutually beneficial and that, to be sustainable, it should be based on economic development, with no country seeking to dominate regional security affairs. In a dig at the United States, Xi commented that a “military alliance that is targeted at a third party is not conducive to common regional security.” The problem, of course, is that China’s proposal of noninterference rings hollow when China itself is such a major player in the economies of many of its neighbors and it still aggressively asserts its territorial claims in the South and East China Seas.

The major game changer is the promotion of the BRI (originally called “One Belt, One Road”). Put into motion during Xi’s trip in September–October 2013 to Kazakhstan and Indonesia, it is the signature component of his attempts to develop China’s global standing. Although it is one of his highest priorities, and certainly the increased investment in infrastructure is welcome, it is difficult to define clearly its scope and the precise role of the funding agencies. Formally, it covers sixty-five countries, with one-third of global GDP and 60 percent of the world’s population. Despite the creation of the Silk Road Fund and the existence of the AIIB, most funding comes through the China Development Bank and the Export-Import Bank. It has been named one of three major national strategies and enjoys an entire chapter in the 2015–2020 five-year plan. Importantly, and somewhat surprisingly, pursuit of the BRI was incorporated into the statutes adopted at the Nineteenth Party Congress in October 2017. Prior to this, in May 2017 twenty-eight heads of state visited Beijing to lobby to be part of the initiative.60 However, significant Chinese investment has brought challenges as well as benefits.

To date, most of the overseas lending has not gone to the countries defined as a part of the BRI; its main destinations are Europe, the United States, Australia, and Canada. Being along the Belt and Road has not yet delivered more investment than is received in other parts of the developing world.61 The key question is whether Chinese enterprises will engage in risky projects despite the stated intent that such projects must be financially viable. Given that Xi Jinping’s reputation is tied to the success of this program, and with the party reasserting control over major outbound investment, riskier projects may be taken on to meet political objectives.

Clearly, there is a geopolitical objective to the BRI and the drive to create and maintain secure energy supplies, but it also has explicit objectives to help with China’s domestic economic challenges and to offer an opportunity to take on a global role and provide an alternative to the TPP and US actions.62 The massive investment in the Pakistan corridor has a strategic intent, binding with a traditional ally and making sure that it keeps a distance from the United States and its regional ally, India. Chinese investments have also been criticized as a new form of colonialism. Malaysian prime minister Mahathir canceled Chinese funding projects and warned of a new version of colonialism, although later he claimed that he was not referring to China.63 The US administration has been especially concerned that China is using debt-trap diplomacy to promote its regional strategic interests. For instance, defaults have occurred in Africa, and questions of sovereignty have been raised in Myanmar. A prime case occurred with the port that China financed and built in Sri Lanka. The Sri Lankan government was unable to meet debt repayments and its debt was restructured in December 2017, with 70 percent of the port leased and operations turned over to China for a period of ninety-nine years. The United States has expressed concern that the port could become a Chinese naval base, but the Sri Lankan authorities maintain that it will only be available for civilian use.

There is a clear domestic rationale for the BRI, and it will form part of China’s strategy to reduce regional inequality by focusing significant funds on provinces such as Xinjiang. By tying in the Central Asian nations, Beijing hopes that this will reduce support for independence movements within the Islamic communities in the Northwest. The stimulus package that was introduced in 2008–2009 did keep the economy afloat, but it also produced enormous production overcapacity that can be exported to the infrastructure projects along the Belt and Road. Finally, the administration hopes that its dominance in key sectors funded for the project will help China set industry standards that will form a part of China’s Made in China 2025 strategy.64

The success or failure of the BRI will be a game changer or a game breaker in terms of global politics and whether targets such as controlling climate change and environmental degradation can be met. The challenges and problems confronting development of the BRI are reasonably clear. As noted, the association of the BRI with General Secretary Xi might encourage investors to take on projects that are riskier than can be justified by the economic potential. The question arises as to whether there are enough financially feasible projects to go around. The problem of contributing to China’s debt is raised by the fact that many of the core countries have poor credit ratings and are not stable political environments. Last but not least, the question also arises as to whether Russia will accept the growing influence of China in what it has traditionally viewed as its own backyard. This has led China to encourage Russia’s participation and to strengthen ties, especially against the United States.

The international pushback meant that the April 2019 BRI Forum was a less boastful affair. Xi Jinping’s address exhibited a more sober attitude, seeking to confront such accusations as creating debt traps, the transparency and sustainability of projects, and responsible financing.65

The major challenge testing China’s capacity for leadership is wrestling with North Korea’s nuclear ambitions. President Trump made clear his view that China had not done enough to curb North Korea’s nuclear development and that China’s leadership of the Six-Party Talks had not yielded progress, a view not shared by all those working on the talks at the time. The US capacity to pressure North Korea is not strong, nor is its capacity to push China. Thus, in a surprising move, President Trump shifted from hurling threats and abuse at North Korea’s leader, Kim Jong-un, to meeting with him in Singapore in June 2018 to try to strike a deal. The supposed agreement appeared to call for complete denuclearization of the Korean peninsula in return for guarantees of security for the North. Despite this, it is unclear what, if any, procedures would be in place to move forward, and mistrust grew on both sides; President Trump walked away from the second meeting in Vietnam in February 2019. North Korea is a de facto nuclear state, and despite the summits, it is not clear that it would really accept any agreement that would require disarmament. This is dangerous for China. If North Korea retains its nuclear weapons, what is there to stop other nations in the region from developing them as well?

Dealing with an Unpredictable American President

China’s development has had dramatic consequences for its relationship with the United States. With the Cold War ended, there is no long-term durability underpinning the relationship, making it vulnerable to sudden events. Even under President Obama, the relationship was marked by mistrust and differing interpretations of the same events. While the United States saw China’s renewed assertiveness in the South China Sea as a challenge to international waters and its allies, China saw the United States as mobilizing allies to constrain its development. Eventually it looked as if Obama and Xi Jinping were moving toward common ground. A decent working relationship provided an opportunity to emphasize common interests, such as dealing with North Korea and climate change, while outlining clear differences on other issues, such as cyber security and China’s wish for an end to US arms sales to Taiwan.

The US approach was summed up by Secretary of State John Kerry when he termed the constructive relationship a “new model that would be shaped by better cooperation and shared challenges.” In particular, Kerry was concerned about avoiding the “trap of strategic rivalry.”66 The high point in the relationship came with an agreement on climate change. The United States and China account for 40 percent of the world’s greenhouse gases, with China taking over as the largest emitter of carbon gases in 2009. In September 2016, on the eve of the G-20 summit in Hangzhou, the two presidents announced that they had agreed to sign the Paris Climate Agreement later in the year. Both sides hailed this as a significant example of what cooperation could achieve, despite differences on other issues. After his election, President Trump announced US withdrawal from the agreement.

Initially it appeared that President Trump, despite harsh campaign rhetoric, would maintain the momentum, and he seemed to form a positive relationship with Xi Jinping. Many Chinese expressed the view that, as a businessman, Trump would appreciate a good deal. They were mistaken. In the past it had been the Chinese leadership that set challenges for incoming US presidents, but this time President Trump provided China with a challenge that China had never encountered before—a president who was inconsistent on many issues but who was willing to take tough actions to pressure other countries to meet his demands. Tariffs were President Trump’s weapon of choice to try to force other countries to bend to his will. What began as a dispute over trade and business practices by 2019 had expanded to such a wide range of differences that some wondered whether the two countries were on the brink of a new Cold War and the two economies might decouple.

US attitudes toward China had been shifting for some time. Although some in the US administration were opposed to President Trump’s imposing tariffs on Chinese exports in order to try to force a change, there was an increasing unwillingness to accept Chinese business practices and actions in other fields. Even though businesses and governments might have been willing to accept China’s statist economic and industrial policies when it first entered the WTO, once China became a major economic global player, many felt that it had to fully implement the changes to which it had agreed at entry. The earlier expectation was that over time reforms would bring China into conformity with global trading practices and that, perhaps, China would even embark on meaningful political reforms. Further, the crackdown in China on religion and other organizations as well as the clampdowns in universities furthered negative attitudes toward China and increased worries about how China might use its newfound wealth and power.

Thus, although the most obvious example of the differences between the two countries was the issue of trade imbalance, underlying this was a deeper concern about the nature of the relationship. The US National Defense Strategy, of December 2017, clearly articulated the US view that China, together with Russia, was a strategic competitor. It accused China of using “predatory economics to intimidate its neighbors,” and claimed that together with Russia, China was shaping a “world consistent with their authoritarian model—gaining veto authority over other nations’ economic, diplomatic, and security decisions.” The overall objective for China was to reorder the Indo-Pacific to its advantage and to displace the United States, thus facilitating its future global preeminence.67 Vice President Pence, using the platform of the Hudson Institute, outlined across-the-board disagreements with China in the toughest statement of the relationship since the normalization of relations in 1979. While acknowledging the close personal relationship that Trump had sought to develop with President Xi, Pence cited a long list of Chinese malpractices that had adversely affected the relationship. He echoed the hope that after entering the WTO, China would develop in a positive direction, but this hope had gone unfulfilled: “Instead China has chosen economic aggression, which has in turn emboldened its growing military.” The turn had been away from increasing freedoms to control and repression.

For a president who has shown inconsistency, the one area where he has always been consistent is trade and the meaning of trade imbalances. He linked Chinese practices to the loss of manufacturing and jobs in the United States since China joined the WTO. However, the number of manufacturing jobs in the United States had been declining since 1952. In September 2019 Trump claimed that the theory that China’s entry into the WTO would lead to liberalization of the economy “has been tested and proven completely wrong.”68

In principle, only Congress has the ability to impose tariffs on other countries, but the Trump administration has used a national security clause to allow him to place tariffs on goods from China and other countries. The Trump administration’s intention was to encourage consumers to buy American goods by making imports more expensive and claiming that it would be China that footed the bill, not the US consumers. Few agreed. By September 2019 the United States had imposed tariffs on over $360 billion of Chinese goods, with China retaliating with tariffs on $110 billion of US goods. Set against this, it should be noted that in the past US investment in China was more strategic, forming a key component of many companies’ global production chains, whereas many Chinese investments in the United States have been expensive trophy purchases in real estate and entertainment.

While retreat might have been politically dangerous for him, Xi Jinping still took steps to satisfy the United States. In part, the slowing economy—around 6 percent growth in 2019—meant extra pressure was unwelcome, but more importantly there were growing concerns that the United States was intent on decoupling in certain fields. Restrictions on China’s access to US financial markets would be especially damaging.

First, in late December 2018 the NPC published a draft of a new integrated foreign investment law. The objective was to relax market access and accelerate foreign investment in telecommunications, education, health care, and culture. Addressing concerns of foreign investors, the law promises equal treatment in areas such as government procurement. Given that the problem is often with lower-level administrative units acting to protect their own industries, the draft law prohibits government departments and officials from using their administrative powers to force technology transfers.69

Second, China has been at pains to stress that its rise is not a threat to others. On April 1, 2019, Xi moved to allay fears by publishing a speech he had delivered six years earlier in which he pointed out that the West was resilient and that it would enjoy long-term advantages in the economic, scientific, and military fields, and that the future with the United States would encompass long-term cooperation and struggle. So that party comrades would not be too disheartened to read this news, they should strive to make socialism better than capitalism, something that Xi was sure would come to pass.70

Third, on January 15, 2020, China and the United States signed the Phase One Economic and Trade Agreement, which caused President Trump to announce at Davos, “America is winning like never before,” but he added that the relationship with China was the best ever.71 At face value, it seems that China conceded considerable ground and the United States gave up little. The tariffs are for the most part in place, but China notes one hundred times that it “shall” make commitments whereas the United States noted only five times that it would do so.72 The most obvious benefit for China is its removal from the US Treasury list of currency manipulators. Why did Xi Jinping sign off on the agreement? It provides some breathing space while the leadership deals with other challenges in the economy. Also, China was already undertaking a number of the measures agreed to, and even with the best will in the world, it is unlikely that China can import the range of goods proposed. If China did meet the objectives, it would seriously upset other important trading partners. Perhaps most importantly, China wants to buy time to refocus its trading relations to offset what it sees as the inevitable decline of US trade and investment. Phase Two will be much tougher to negotiate, with China less likely to yield because negotiations will cover crucial areas such as the role of SOEs domestically and externally, and industrial policy.

President Trump’s criticism of China increased dramatically as the number of infections and deaths from COVID-19 rose in the United States. Despite having complimented Xi in January 2020 and noting China’s transparency, as critics turned on the Trump administration for its slow, incoherent response to the pandemic, the president sought to deflect blame by launching scathing attacks on China, even referring to the disease as the “Chinese virus.” At the end of May 2020 Trump announced a range of new measures to “punish” China for its behavior: denying visas to certain Chinese students who were deemed a potential security threat, increasing the scrutiny of Chinese companies listed on US markets, a ban on investing in companies linked to the military, and rolling back special preferences for Hong Kong. Last but not least, President Trump announced that the United States would withdraw from the World Health Organization, which he criticized repeatedly for being pro-China. China has sought to push back by increasing its support for the WHO as well as offering help to other countries under stress.

The Challenge of Hong Kong

What appeared to be protests about a narrow topic of extradition of criminals burgeoned over the spring and into 2020 and turned into a movement that called for democratic and other reforms in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. The Hong Kong government had moved to introduce an extradition bill that would allow criminals sought in other jurisdictions to be extradited. This would have meant that people could be extradited from Hong Kong to face the nontransparent and unfair Chinese legal system. In 2015 five booksellers had disappeared from Hong Kong; they later turned up in Chinese custody and were forced to utter scripted confessions. Protests began on March 31 calling for the extradition bill to be withdrawn, something that the Hong Kong authorities initially refused. The chief executive suspended the bill on June 15, said it was dead on July 9, and finally withdrew it on September 4. By then, however, it was too late. The demonstrations increased and so had the demonstrators’ demands. On June 16, an extraordinary number of Hong Kong citizens turned out to demonstrate. Clearly, sentiments went beyond the question of extradition, and four more demands were added: the chief executive should step down; an inquiry should be launched into police brutality; those arrested should be released; and there should be greater democratic freedoms. Underpinning this is a general sense in Hong Kong that the “one country, two systems” agreement, which guarantees Hong Kong’s way of life until 2047, was being eroded as Beijing chipped away at freedoms and at Hong Kong identity.

The demonstrations of 2014, known as the Umbrella Movement, had developed because the reforms Beijing had proposed to the electoral system in Hong Kong fell far short of local demands. Only one-half of the seats in the legislature are directly elected and the chief executive is selected by a small pro-Beijing group on the Election Committee. During the movement, Chinese officials signaled that the Sino-British Joint Declaration of 1994, which effectively enshrined the principle of one country, two systems, was no longer valid. This shifting attitude toward the agreement on Hong Kong’s autonomy was clearly signaled in 2017 when China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated that the Joint Declaration was a historical document with no current practical significance.73 That position was reiterated by Beijing’s Hong Kong liaison office in 2020. However, the document is a legally valid agreement that was deposited with the United Nations in 1985, and according to British authorities it remains in force. Such measures and statements challenged Hong Kong’s identity and created uncertainty about how long the leadership in Beijing would remain committed to the fifty-year process. While Hong Kongers stressed the two systems, mainlanders tended to emphasize the one country.

The scale of the 2019 demonstrations took both the Hong Kong authorities and Beijing by surprise, and their responses badly misjudged the situation. Beijing’s strategy has been to stress that Hong Kong’s future is tied to that of the mainland and all will enjoy economic growth. This may be true for the tycoons, but it is not the case for many young people who are faced with unaffordable housing and dismal job prospects. For Hong Kong citizens, identity has trumped the claim of economic prosperity offered by Beijing. Just like it thought regarding Tibet and Xinjiang, and even Taiwan, the CCP leadership thinks that such problems can be erased by means of economic development. The initial response in Beijing was to impose censorship on reporting about the demonstrations in the mainland, but as they continued and spread, the propaganda network moved to present scenes of chaos and violence. The party resorted to its usual defense that the situation was created by a handful of instigators and that foreign forces—the United Kingdom, the United States, and Taiwan—were behind the movement, a view echoed by supporters in Hong Kong. By the end of 2019, the demonstrations were becoming more violent, and even though Beijing had not intervened directly, in October Xi Jinping warned that any attempt to divide China would result in “bodies smashed and bones ground to powder.”74

The onset of COVID-19 brought a temporary halt to demonstrations and gave Beijing the opportunity to consider its response. The question of how to deal with Hong Kong monopolized discussions at the CCP Fourth Plenum, held on October 28–31, 2019, and this set in train a series of actions.75 One clear outcome was that Beijing was determined to exert greater control over Hong Kong through the Basic Law and the principle of one country, two systems. Patriotic education was stepped up, and there was greater oversight of the appointment not only of the chief executive but also of other senior officials, who would be evaluated on the basis of their patriotism. The offices overseeing Hong Kong were reorganized, and in January and February 2020 the heads of the Hong Kong liaison office and the Beijing-based Hong Kong–Macau Affairs Office were replaced by officials known to be close to Xi Jinping.

At the May 2020 NPC meeting, the authorities in Beijing signaled that they had given up on Hong Kong passing a National Security Law and passed legislation to draft it themselves. The action was portrayed in part as necessary to defend against hostile actions by foreign agencies. The prosed legislation is tougher than that which failed in Hong Kong in 2003 and criminalizes subversion, separation, terrorism, and foreign interference. Despite pronouncements that this would not affect Hong Kong’s freedoms, it provides Beijing with increased license to intervene in Hong Kong. Certainly, many in Hong Kong did not agree with these platitudes and the comments of their chief executive, and demonstrations briefly commenced again. The principle of “one country” was clearly prioritized as the foundation for the implementation of the “two systems.” It is highly unlikely that the divisions can be healed. Beijing’s policy of one country, two systems, has failed, and whether Hong Kong will continue to be a major business and financial center in the future is unsure. In July 2020 the US administration withdraw the special preference accorded to Hong Kong in response to the new legislation, which may have an adverse impact on the local economy, a risk that Beijing appears willing to take. One unintended consequence of the demonstrations and Beijing’s response was the rise in support for Taiwan’s president, Tsai Ing-wen, and she was reelected in January 2020.

In addition to the failure of policy toward Hong Kong, the hope for reunification with Taiwan is dimmer than ever before. China’s economic and trade practices have incited strong opposition not just from the United States but also from other major trading partners. The much heralded win-win of the BRI has met pushback with concerns about China’s economic dominance and the unsustainable debt levels in some recipient countries. Not surprisingly, in September 2019 Xi Jinping sounded a warning note to young officials at the Central Party School in Beijing. He painted a picture of a party surrounded by challenges both internal and external, and he used the term “struggle” a reported fifty-six times. Leading officials had to train themselves in the art of struggle to overcome difficulties in development, social stability, foreign relations, and national defense.76

Looking to the Future

In preparing for the hundredth anniversary of the founding of the CCP, significant challenges remain to achieving Xi Jinping’s China Dream of national rejuvenation, a question we will return to in the Conclusion. None of the challenges will necessarily undermine party rule, but they are significant. Xi is demonstrably a much stronger leader and more confident than his predecessors, and he has fashioned a party and state apparatus in his image. However, there are clear internal and external challenges. Can the slowing of the economy, which is at its lowest rate of growth since 1990, be halted without resorting to the old playbook of pumping out state investment? Can vested interests be shunted aside to allow investment and resources to flow to the more productive sectors of the economy? Will China be able to resist external pressures to change its domestic business practice and its trade policies?

Certainly, Xi Jinping exudes confidence and has rebuilt the system to strengthen his preeminent position. He views China as at least the equal of the United States and has launched a more assertive form of international diplomacy. The starting point is the perception that the United States is in relative decline and consequently would not confront China militarily as China seeks to expand its influence in the region. The CCP is now willing to step up to global leadership in those areas from which it feels the United States has withdrawn. The June 2018 Central Conference on Work Relating to Foreign Affairs confirmed the burial of Deng Xiaoping’s adage of “hiding one’s capabilities and biding one’s time,” in favor of a more assertive diplomacy. The meeting also affirmed Xi Jinping’s grip over the foreign policy establishment with foreign policy officials reminded that first and foremost they were party members.77

China’s response to the increasing pressure from the United States and other nations was dealt with at the CCP’s fifth plenum, which was held October 26–29, 2020.78 The CCP presented its vision for the future. There were three key components: the promotion of Xi Jinping’s theory of “dual circulation,” the outline of a new five-year plan that was a first step in realizing a longer range vision by 2035. This was the first time that such a linkage had been made since 1995 and began to fill some of the details of the long-term objectives outlined at the Nineteenth Party Congress.

Dual circulation encapsulates how the Xi administration intends to manage globalization for the national benefit. If enacted fully, it would have major ramifications for the global economy. The “first circulation” contends that China will shift away from reliance on global integration; the “second circulation” emphasizes reliance on domestic consumption and technological upgrading. The approach is driven by Beijing’s analysis that even with a Biden administration, tensions with the United States, including tensions over trade, and the pressure to relocate manufacturing chains will endure, and that some decoupling of the two economies will continue. Last, but not least, China is concerned that overreliance on trade can expose the country to risks should other countries hold China to ransom. China’s biggest fear concerns the need to import semiconductors, which are crucial to its hopes for technological advancement. Although dual circulation will impact global business and trade, the outcome might not be as severe as might be expected. Foreign multinationals are still heavily committed to the China market, integrated manufacturing systems are not so easy to relocate, and China needs access to global financial markets to meet its ambitious developmental goals.

Contrary to the view that China might not reach its stated goals for 2020, the plenum announced that it had indeed attained the status of a “moderately prosperous society.” The sketch of the new five-year plan was light on details because these would be filled in at the spring 2021 NPC meeting. Yet again, the need to boost domestic consumption was stressed, requiring raising wages, weaving together a more integrated social safety net, and expanding economic opportunities in the countryside. Strengthening the domestic economy was paramount, and this was to be achieved through improving the quality of production and productivity. The plan stressed the need for technological independence so that China could become a major player in the areas of manufacturing, cyber, and the digital economy. The need for self-reliance in science and technology was stressed more strongly than in the previous plan.

Importantly and unusually, the plan was presented as part of a fifteen-year project that would culminate in 2035 with China attaining “socialist modernity.” China was expected to become a mid-level developed country, equivalent to that of South Korea currently. This would result in almost doubling the ranks of the middle class, while the inequality between urban and rural China would be significantly reduced. China’s citizens would enjoy working in a green economy while living in an improved environment. This progress would enable China to enhance its soft power and allow it to play a more active role in reform of the global economic system. Although mention of the market in allocating resources is retained, it is clear that the more statist approach of recent years will dominate. For example, the role of government, rather than that of the market, in promoting science, technology, and innovation is stressed.

Finally, the plenum and the long-range plan give us clues as to how Xi Jinping sees his own future. With no successor in sight, the introduction of the long-range vision suggests that Xi intends to dominate the policy landscape until at least 2035 by which time he will be 82 years of age. Clearly, this is Xi’s future to shape.


Conclusion

LEGACIES FROM THE PAST, CHALLENGES FOR THE FUTURE

The experiences of the revolutionary struggle are varied, and once the CCP had consolidated its power, they influenced the practice of rule. Some legacies have had an enduring impact into the Xi Jinping years, determining how the CCP sees the world and how it governs. These legacies have been supplemented by practices developed after the establishment of the PRC. These have operated sometimes in tandem, and sometimes in conflict. The idea of the united front has been evoked whenever the party focused on economic development and needed domestic support from people who were not members of the CCP or from overseas Chinese, including those on Taiwan. On other occasions when politics became radicalized, the CCP was more likely to rely on mobilization of the masses. Ideology and adherence to the correct political line were the main weapons of inner-party struggle during the years of Mao Zedong’s dominance, but gradually accusations of corruption became the primary means to discredit and purge political opponents.

Party Dominance of State and Society

Although there are eight other “democratic” political parties in the PRC, the CCP is the only one that matters. Unchallenged by other organizations or significant religious or social groupings at the national level, the party presents itself as the sole authority, with the right to interpret the past and lay out the policies for the future. It also claims to be infallible. The experiences before 1949 reinforced its hegemonic position within society. As we have seen, the party lost effective contact with the proletariat after the defeat of 1927, but it still claimed the right to lead the revolution and to act on behalf of the working class. Although the party increasingly drew recruits from the peasantry, it is difficult to call it a peasant party in terms of the interests it promoted.1 It did eradicate the landlords and implement policies of rent reduction and tax elimination at various times, but on coming to power the party soon took away the land from the peasantry for the benefit of the state. The autonomy of the party from social forces or classes in the revolutionary struggle allowed the more controlling and authoritarian impulses to dominate after 1949. Even though some observers have teased out the proto-democratic elements of CCP practices before 1949 and its willingness to collaborate with others, as seen during the two periods of the united front, an authoritarian thrust was always present in the drive to consolidate party power and take the national stage.

On assuming power, the CCP’s self-identification as the representative of the progressive forces in the Chinese revolution began to diminish. For many, the revolution was experienced as the replacement of “one form of domination with another,” rather than any form of personal liberation.2 Studying the revolution in Raoyang on the North China plain, Edward Friedman and his colleagues conclude that as the CCP strengthened its rule, aspects of the socialist dynamic and structures produced brutal outcomes. Seeds planted during the revolutionary struggle included a security force whose objective was to arbitrarily crush those denounced as counterrevolutionary, and an interpretation of socialism that portrayed all accumulated wealth as derived from exploitation and therefore something the party-state could take control of, even in an extreme and arbitrary manner, and even against its own society.3 These tendencies meant that the party could act in the name of the proletariat without the inconvenience of having a strong proletariat to counter it. As a result, the form of political representation is Leninist in nature, an extreme form of trustee relationship.

The absolute leadership of the CCP was enshrined by Deng Xiaoping early in the reform period; the goal was to prevent critiques of the Cultural Revolution, which had led party intellectuals to question the CCP’s role and relationship to society. In March 1979 Deng called for adherence to the four cardinal principles, which indicated there would be limits to how far the reforms could push against the current structure of effective single-party rule.4 The preeminence of the party and the strengthening of its role over state and society have persisted to the present. In the view of one well-placed Peking University professor, “socialism with Chinese characteristics” under Xi Jinping simply meant CCP leadership.5

The party has never accepted autonomous activity outside of its sphere of control that might challenge its power, and it has continually sought to control as much of state and society as feasible. Party cells exist throughout society and operate not only in government organizations and SOEs but also in private businesses and nongovernmental organizations. The party reinforces its authority in newly developing sectors, such as the high-tech sector, where initially it had only weak control. In the technology hub of Hangzhou, the home to Alibaba, the local government designated officials to work with one hundred local companies.6

The party will recruit those elements it deems important to prevent a rival organization from developing, and it will seek to destroy those that it views as a threat. This has meant that recruitment can be surprisingly flexible for a party of “workers and peasants.” Before 1949, attitudes toward the rich peasantry and their role varied depending on the level of policy radicalization, as did the perception of patriotic intellectuals. Landlords and the gentry were nearly always a target. In the 1950s the eradication of landlords and capitalists was soon followed by the elimination of small-scale businesses. By the end of the 1990s Jiang Zemin fought to create space under the Three Represents for private entrepreneurs to join the party, because they had become an important driver of economic development. The crushing of autonomous student and workers’ organizations in 1989 is the most visible example of the repression, other targets were the China Democratic Party, the Charter ’08 movement, and by the mid-2010s, human rights lawyers.

It is also important to recognize that party members play a key role in policy implementation. Although the CCP has set up an elaborate state bureaucratic structure, it relies on party organizations and individual members to achieve certain policy objectives.7 Campaigns and mobilization are run through the party network, not through the state apparatus. While the lowest level of government administration in the countryside is the township, party organizations and membership penetrate into the village.

The Importance of History

The “correct” recounting of history is a crucial element in the CCP’s claim to legitimacy, and that version of history is carefully nurtured, promoted, and disseminated. In October 2019, as the seventieth anniversary of the founding of the PRC approached, the screening of the war epic The Eight Hundred was canceled at the Shanghai International Film Festival. The reason: in depicting the fall of Shanghai to Japanese invaders in 1937, the film more accurately portrayed the role of the Nationalists in the battle, and it showed their flag. This ran counter to the official, patriotic narrative of the CCP’s role in defeating the Japanese. One former PLA general was quoted as saying that the film “glorifies the fighting of the Nationalist Party, which seriously violates history.” Such deviation from historical materialism is not to be encouraged.8

Xi Jinping is the latest leader who has taken to heart Orwell’s adage, “Who controls the past controls the future. Who controls the present controls the past.”9 Xi’s campaign against historical nihilism sought to eliminate all writing that challenges official party history.10 Even though official history has not remained constant as new leaders have come to power and old leaders have been purged or have faded away, control over narrative has been an essential element of the CCP’s claims to be China’s legitimate ruler. The most recent historical housecleaning began with the investigation of the liberal magazine Chinese Annals (Yanhuang chunqiu), which had published articles exploring alternative views of the party’s past. In July 2016 the editorial board was forced to resign and the magazine was taken over by Xi loyalists. Mentions of the tumultuous events of the Cultural Revolution have been deleted from new middle-school history textbooks, and official publications have taken to referring to the period as one of “arduous exploration and achievement in development” rather than as “a period of massive political upheaval, social turmoil, and violence.”11

A crucial component of Mao Zedong’s legitimacy derived from the narrative he told of China’s fall at the hands of the imperialists, the rapacious landlords, and the comprador bourgeoisie—and China’s redemption when the CCP saved the country from dismemberment and ruin. Xi Jinping’s narrative follows a similar theme intended to complete the unfinished objective of fulfilling the China Dream of rejuvenating the Chinese nation. Just as Xi’s narrative forms a crucial element in his claims to legitimate rule, adoption of the 1945 Resolution on Party History places Mao at the center of all that was correct in the revolutionary struggle. In contrast, Mao’s enemies, foreigners, and the GMD were portrayed as having been responsible for all that had gone wrong. The resolution contributed to building a unified party based on a common conception of its history. Failure to accept the official history indicated a lack of loyalty and, even worse, opposition.

The party’s 1951 publication Thirty Years of the Communist Party was intended to cement the CCP’s legitimacy in the eyes of the entire nation. All nations build foundational myths and the CCP is no different; its many myths range from the iconic Long March to defeating the Japanese and the GMD to save the nation. The CCP had just seized power and was dealing with a dislocated economy, dangerous levels of inflation, continued pockets of opposition, the existence of the GMD on Taiwan, and entry into the Korean War. But a top priority was to create an official history for the people. The Politburo charged Liu Shaoqi, aided by Mao’s close associate Hu Qiaomu, with reviewing the history. Production was so important that Liu Shaoqi sent a letter to senior leaders, including Mao Zedong, asking them to reply within twenty-four hours.12 And reply they did. Mao had never forgiven Zhang Guotao for challenging his leadership and thus he suggested—or perhaps more correctly, instructed—that “treacherous” be added to Zhang Guotao’s name because of his betrayal. Mao also stated that despite initial drafts that referred to Chen Duxiu as a “propagandist of Marxism and party founder,” Chen was not a good Marxist. Mao Zedong was mentioned 118 times, and eighteen of his works were cited.

Thus was constructed for the nation an official history that placed Mao at the center and made it clear that any challenge to this history would be taken as an attack on the legitimacy not only of the party but of the nation itself. Subsequently the CCP created an entire structure of party schools and research institutes dedicated to promulgation of the official history.

Mao Zedong’s death in 1976 and the arrest of the “Gang of Four” required creating a new history that would detach the “bad” Mao from the “good” to ensure that party credibility remained. No easy task, as Mao was both the Lenin and the Stalin of the CCP. Although critical of Mao’s role, the new history stressed two aspects. Mao Zedong Thought and CCP policies were presented as a collective product before the personality cult began to destroy inner-party democracy. The achievements were not Mao’s alone, and many of his former disgraced and dead comrades were restored to their rightful place in history. Second, the excesses were blamed on those, such as Lin Biao and Jiang Qing, who sought to exploit the situation to promote their own positions.13 Thus the failings were not Mao’s alone. This was the party’s attempt to preserve its own legitimacy and to keep Mao as the standard-bearer of the revolution, while acknowledging the chaos and disaster unleashed by Mao in his later years—from which many of those now ruling China had suffered.

As the CCP has regained confidence under Xi Jinping, memories of the disasters of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution have faded and many Chinese alive today are not clear on the details, and official history has backed away from the 1981 resolution. The distinction between a good and a bad Mao has been blurred. Xi Jinping has warned historians not to dwell on a divide between the years before 1978 and those of “reform and opening-up.” There are not two Chinas under CCP rule, but just one narrative of struggle and success.

As with any regime that takes so seriously the control of history, language, and thought, China is vulnerable to subversion and critique by allegory, as in the case leading up to the Cultural Revolution of the drama Hai Rui Dismissed from Office. Official language is prey to jokes and puns. Authorities were concerned that such wordplays could cause chaos and in November 2014 felt it necessary to ban such linguistic tricks in order not to mislead the public, especially children. There is also a question about which histories Chinese people want to read. I am frequently asked to bring books to China with alternative perspectives on CCP history or on CCP individuals, or with salacious dealings of the elite. The Hong Kong booksellers were a great market for this, which is presumably why five publishers disappeared in 2015, later to turn up in the custody of the mainland authorities. This was a clear warning to others not to peddle stories or accounts of CCP history that do not follow the official narrative. I remember vividly in 1998, when the atmosphere was more relaxed, visiting the old CCP revolutionary base in Yan’an. Inside the compound where Mao Zedong had hunkered down after the Long March, the books on sale reflected the current party line, with titles such as Mao Zedong Enters Yan’an, whereas outside, under the counter, cheery entrepreneurs peddled a different history that told of Mao’s sexual prowess, the inner secrets of palace intrigue in Beijing, and unofficial biographies of national leaders. A good example of the market versus the plan.

Clandestine Work and Military Struggle

Before 1949 much CCP activity took place underground, operating in uncertainty, and enduring protracted warfare. The cell structure that the party adopted was designed to protect its members against the ever-present dangers of discovery and betrayal. If one party member was discovered, he or she would inform on as few other comrades as possible. This structure created a culture of secrecy and suspicion within the party and of groups outside of direct party control. In addition, the party came to power after a brutal struggle against the Japanese invaders and the civil war with the GMD. Not surprisingly, the party was militarized, a language of war described movements, inner-party struggle was vicious, and serious internal divisions were not tolerated. The nature of the struggle meant that military support is the key to power for any CCP leader, as is respect for the military as an institution.

This heritage created an especially violent language that was combined with the inability to accept criticism of the core concepts. Harsh rhetoric and even violence were deemed acceptable when dealing with critics—not only those who attacked the party from without but also often critics from within. The concept of loyal opposition was rejected. The need to cleanse people’s souls and bring them to accept the truth as defined by the party leadership at any particular time led to virulent campaigns of denouncement and criticism.

The seeds were sown from the late 1920s as the party absorbed the methods of inner-party struggle learned from Moscow, but they blossomed in Yan’an during the Rectification Campaign. Wang Shiwei was one of the last intellectuals who fled to Yan’an but retained the ethos of the May Fourth tradition. Wang was disturbed by the hypocrisy he observed among the party elite, and he spoke his mind. This ran counter to Mao’s drive for party unity to prepare for the coming struggles. The style of criticism to which Wang was subjected formed the prototype for later movements, which culminated in the vicious denunciations during the Cultural Revolution. It is no coincidence that Chen Boda, who orchestrated the criticism of Wang Shiwei, was a crucial figure behind the violent rhetoric of the Cultural Revolution. In 1971, once the leadership moved to restore order to the chaotic situation, Chen fell victim to his own style of politics, and he was denounced as an ultra-leftist and a “sham Marxist.”14 The CCP promoted this style of criticism, which formed the prototype for post-1949 political struggle not only during the Cultural Revolution but also in the 1980s with the brief campaigns against bourgeois liberalization. The vehemence of language still pervades critiques by the party of those both within and outside the country. The last British governor of Hong Kong was notably denounced as a “whore for a thousand generations.”

The protracted struggle had important consequences for the role of the military in the political system and the esteem in which it is held. We have seen the importance of the military in the years after the collapse of the Qing dynasty, and it was only after the CCP developed its own military force that it was able to create zones of safety to develop its policies. Despite the presence of bandits among its ranks, it was distinct from other roving groups or warlord armies in that, for the most part, the army was loyal to the party. This was enforced by a system of political commissars that was copied from the Soviet Red Army.

Mao’s rise to the summit of party power was backed by support from the military commanders, and in the CCP any aspiring leader must court military approval to consolidate party leadership. For many in China, especially in the South, the first signs of the party were the military contingents that came down to take over from the retreating GMD; they occupied factories and carried out land reform, leading to the description of the regime as one of military conquest.15 This should not be taken to mean that the CCP was or is a military party; the dictum remains “the party controls the gun,” but the military has served as a model for societal behavior in campaigns and is a crucial institution of support for the top leadership. On taking power, the new general secretary usually begins with a reshuffle of the military leadership to bring in supporters, the most recent example being Xi Jinping. The relationship was weakened under Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, but it was reaffirmed when Xi Jinping came to power. Xi had the military connections from his father and he had worked in the military as a political secretary earlier in his career.

For Mao Zedong, the military embodied his principles of revolution, hard work, plain living, and sacrifice for the common good—characteristics that he often felt were lacking in society. This led to individual soldiers or units being featured as models for others to emulate—such as the plain-living soldier Lei Feng, darning his wool socks and doing good deeds for others. In the early 1960s when Mao feared he was losing control of the party, a campaign was launched in the PLA to study Mao’s Thought. Lei Feng was again promoted for study after the arrest of the “Gang of Four” following the Cultural Revolution and once again after the military had been called in to put down the student-led demonstrations in 1989. The message is simple: be a cog in the wheel, behave loyally and unquestioningly, and serve the party faithfully.

One important legacy is the holding of multiple roles within the party and the military apparatus. This was true not only for Mao and Deng Xiaoping but also for others. Holding multiple positions has declined progressively, except in the case of the general secretary, who is expected to serve as the chair of the Central Military Commission. However, the dual functionality of the PLA has persisted. The PLA not only serves as defender from external threats but also has a strong voice in policy concerning Taiwan and the United States. Domestically, the military has a key role in disaster relief and in crushing threats to party rule. Mao and other leaders called in the PLA to restore order from the chaos that he had unleashed during the Cultural Revolution. While this was well-received by many, Deng Xiaoping’s use of the military to restore order in 1989 received a more mixed reception. Some members of the military were worried that its reputation among the people had been tarnished by the brutality of clearing the center of Beijing during the night of June 3–4. Some PLA leaders felt that they took the blame for cleaning up a crisis that should have been resolved by the civilian leadership.

The more positive reputation of the military is enhanced by its role in dealing with domestic natural emergencies, such as floods and earthquakes. Because China does not have an effective emergency management system or a national first-responders network, the PLA has taken on a major role with emergency relief and initial response. Only the PLA has the necessary organizational capacity to mobilize quickly to deal with these events. This was seen clearly with the terrible flooding of 2005, the ice storms of 2008, and the massive earthquake that struck Wenchuan, Sichuan province, in May 2008.

The Indigenous Nature of the Chinese Revolution

We have seen that the CCP might owe not only its survival but its very existence to Soviet support, and that post-1949 it initially adopted Soviet structures, the PRC is quite distinct from the baggage-train governments brought to power in Central and Eastern Europe following World War II. The fact that the Communists developed policies and practices in a number of base areas before the onset of the civil war and their military victory meant that they did have alternative policy choices to turn to once Mao Zedong and those around him began to question the appropriateness of Soviet-style state-building in the mid-1950s. The CCP had a set of leaders who were confident in their own abilities to govern without outside advice. Once Stalin had passed from the scene, Mao clearly felt that he was the elder statesman of the socialist camp, and although initially he continued to pay limited deference to the Soviet Union under Khrushchev, he was not afraid to break with the Soviets once he felt that their advice ran counter to China’s own interests.

This independence has allowed for a degree of pragmatism in policy making, and when combined with the notion of Chinese exceptionalism it permitted the CCP to avoid the fate of the Soviet Union and the CPSU. Contrary to the expectations of many, the CCP has been adaptable and flexible, traits that are not normally associated with a Leninist regime. This flexibility extends to the ideological realm, where phrases such as “socialism with Chinese characteristics” means that socialism is whatever the CCP says it is at any given moment.

CCP historians stress the independent nature of the Chinese revolution, and that the success of the revolution was indivisible from the adaptation of Marxism-Leninism that took place under Mao and then gave rise to Sinification. This enabled the CCP to show greater flexibility in policy choice than was the case in those regimes that fell more squarely within the Soviet orbit and were integrated into the Soviet production structures. Xi Jinping has cast himself in this tradition, providing the Sinification of Marxism for the new era, and clearly placing himself on the same plane as Mao Zedong. When combined with the narrative about the years of humiliation at the hands of the foreigners, this has provided a platform for a strident nationalism that, on occasion, can tip over into xenophobia. We have seen already the blame that is placed on foreigners for developments that run counter to the wishes of the CCP leadership. Such nationalism also contributes to the antiforeign sentiment that can burst out at any time.

Following the demonstrations of 1989, the CCP led a determined campaign of patriotic education, especially for the youth. When accompanied by the spectacular economic growth that began in the 1990s and boomed once China entered the WTO, this led to a rise in nationalist sentiment in the Chinese press, in online forums, and in much of the Chinese public. Naturally the patriotic education campaign focused on Japan, China’s old enemy, and the United States, China’s new rival. The textbooks and other materials used for teaching have been particularly critical of these two nations, and there have been a number of anti-Japanese demonstrations and boycotts. Online denunciations of and demonization of foreign countries that are believed to be frustrating China’s rise are especially virulent. The use of nationalism to mobilize domestic support has played further into the CCP’s rejection of patriotic or loyal opposition, with criticism seen as anti-nation or even pro-foreigners. The “Gang of Four” labeled Deng Xiaoping a traitor for his proposals on foreign trade; Premier Zhu Rongji and the former head of the People’s Bank of China were similarly denounced by the old left and the new left.

The assertion of China’s success and the mistreatment of the nation at foreign hands has led to more aggressive Chinese diplomats who are not afraid to criticize the countries within which they are posted. This is a new generation of diplomatic “wolf warriors,” who appeal to Chinese nationalists.16 Eschewing diplomatic language, they aggressively dispute comments they deem to be anti-China and often using pithy statements on Facebook and Twitter, both of which are banned in China. The approach was given a seal of approval by China’s foreign minister in May 2020 when he noted that China would push back against “deliberate insults” and “resolutely defend our national honor and dignity.”17 As China came under criticism internationally for its handling of the outbreak and spread of COVID-19, a number of its diplomats hit back, accusing foreign governments of incompetence and defending China’s own actions. While the style of diplomacy has met with approval among nationalist circles, others within the diplomatic community and international affairs academic community have expressed caution. They have warned that this more aggressive response may play well at home but is damaging China’s reputation globally.18 Certainly, it has produced negative reactions from a number of governments—including those friendly toward China, such as Venezuela.

The indigenous nature of the revolution not only has permitted the CCP greater flexibility with domestic policy but also has informed its global stance. Unlike the regimes in Eastern and Central Europe, the CCP came to rely on its self-told history of humiliation at the hands of foreigners to enhance its legitimacy. This provides the CCP with a commanding narrative independent of the Soviet Union. China’s leaders have been obsessed with the collapse of the Soviet Union and the CPSU, and Xi Jinping is no exception. Shortly after his appointment, Xi asked why the Soviets collapsed, and in answering he stated that it was because they wavered in defending their ideals and convictions. “In the end nobody was a real man, nobody came out to resist.”19 Drawing on China’s own traditions facilitates a strong case for Chinese exceptionalism, underpins the promotion of pride in the party’s achievements, and is a source of nationalist sentiment. This inheritance necessitates maintaining territorial integrity, a territory that is based on the late Qing dynasty and is the most expansive in Chinese history. It defines Tibet and Xinjiang as integral parts of China and justifies its claims that Taiwan must be reunited with the mainland.

Techniques of Rule

The revolutionary struggle produced an optimism about what could be achieved through willpower, which created a form of voluntarism in Mao Zedong’s thinking. This was especially clear during the GLF with the conviction that human endeavor could overcome objective barriers to development. Underpinning this optimism are certain practices common to CCP policy implementation: the mass line, mass mobilization, and a campaign style of politics. One other inheritance from the revolutionary struggle is the use of the united front to reach out to those who are not CCP members but who are critical to advancing the CCP’s agenda.

As with other socialist systems, the CCP sought to change the nature of the human beings under its rule. Mao’s thought contains a strong emphasis on participation, albeit not the kind of democratic participation one might think of in the West. For Mao, it was not enough for the masses merely to accept a policy passively; they were expected to display their support in public ways—such as joining movements to criticize bourgeois liberalization, joining in anti-Japanese actions, and participating in the implementation of policy through application of the mass line and the campaign style of politics. Mao described the mass line as the “Marxist theory of knowledge.” Although a distinct break with Chinese traditional practice, it does have roots in the Leninist notion of democratic centralism. Application of the mass line combines the advantages of centralized control over policy with the benefits derived from consultation not only with those working at the grassroots within the party but also with the masses at large.

Use of the term “masses” is significant because there is no intention that individuals should participate as citizens. The masses are undifferentiated, as are “the people,” and the CCP claims to represent them in their entirety. Being defined as a member of the people is crucial, especially during campaigns. When those who are considered part of the people make mistakes, they can be saved through reeducation and small-group study. As Mao Zedong noted, the most important questions for the revolution are “Who are our enemies? Who are our friends?”20 The problem is that there is no fixed definition of who constitutes the people, and regardless, it changes over time depending on the circumstances. Standing outside of the people can expose one to attacks and persecution.21

When confronted with unfavorable external criticism, a common CCP response is that the Chinese people (or masses) are offended. The CCP thus claims to represent the views of the entire 1.4 billion Chinese people.22

During the period of guerrilla warfare, it was essential to create a close bond between the party-army and the peasantry that was to provide support. In a time of danger and scarcity, it was important that no resource be wasted and that all positive factors were mobilized to ensure CCP survival and success in the war against Japan. Mao believed in the malleability of people and that education, including theory and practice, could transform the character of members of different social classes. People would undergo this transformation through a process of criticism and self-criticism. The idea was that people could come to truly believe in the CCP goals without subjecting them to the bloody purges that had marked the attempts at transformation in the Soviet Union.

This approach was retained after power was seized to attempt to complete the transformation of the old society into the new socialist society. On several occasions Xi Jinping has reemphasized the value of the mass line and the process of self-cultivation. For Mao, “In all practical work of our Party, all correct leadership is necessarily ‘from the masses to the masses.’ This means: take the ideas of the masses (scattered and unsystematic ideas) and concentrate them (through study turn them into concentrated and systematic ideas), then go to the masses and propagate them and explain these ideas until the masses embrace them as their own, hold fast to them and translate them into action and test the correctness of these ideas in such action.… Such is the Marxist theory of knowledge.”23

This might imply that the role of the Party Center is akin to a processing plant synthesizing views that bubble up from below. However, this was never the intention, and while it does suggest information gathering, the party decides what information is to be gathered and what is then to be disseminated for acceptance by the masses. Once the process is complete, dissent would mean that a person was not only anti-party but also anti-masses. The idea of the mass line and the accompanying campaign style of policy implementation has been taken as evidence of Mao’s populism and voluntarism. Natural barriers, obstacles, and objective economic laws could be swept aside by human willpower. This is best reflected in Mao’s retelling of the traditional folktale about the foolish old man who moved the mountains. In Mao’s rendering, the twin mountains were imperialism and feudalism, which were suppressing the Chinese people and could be destroyed by sheer willpower.24

However, Mao was not anti-leadership, especially his own, despite what might have appeared to be the case when he launched the Cultural Revolution. For example, when confronted with the call of the Shanghai People’s Commune to abolish “heads” (leaders), Mao denounced the idea as “extreme anarchy” and “most reactionary.”25 This did not stop the campaign style of politics and the excesses that were produced, such as Mao’s revolutionary optimism regarding the speed of collectivization and the GLF. Why did other leaders follow him in seeking to achieve such seemingly unrealistic objectives? It was not simply a matter of fear of persecution, although that was real. When I asked party members who lived through this period, they explained that Mao had been right in the past when the odds were seemingly stacked against the CCP, and while they may have had reservations, they felt that he should be given the chance to show his correct analysis once again. Deng Xiaoping certainly shared the view that faster was better.

Mao saw the mass line and campaigns as a mechanism for keeping a check on bureaucratic excesses and preventing the revolution from becoming routine. Mao feared that corruption would creep in and the leaders would become divorced from the interests of those being led. Yet over time the approach of campaign politics and the mass line became formulaic and destructive, and no longer served as mechanisms for policy implementation. In fact, soon after Mao’s death when the economic reforms began in earnest, the CCP newspaper, the People’s Daily, criticized this approach to policy formulation and implementation, blaming the faults on the idealist conception of history. The idea that heroes, not the masses, made history was promoted, with the result that the views of the masses were suppressed rather than incorporated. The people had become “materials and instruments for carrying out the ‘superior’s’ will.”26 The superior was, of course, Mao Zedong. The mass campaign approach to policy implementation was effectively curtailed after 1978 by Deng Xiaoping, but the notion of gaining popular support through mobilization and the propaganda apparatus has not disappeared. We have witnessed a shift from mass campaigns to managed campaigns.27

After 1949, before Mao’s radical interventions, it seemed that the CCP would continue its united front policy to encourage a broad coalition of interests, including private entrepreneurs, public intellectuals, and those who had joined the eight other political parties, to participate in rule making. Institutionally, this was expressed in the system of people’s political consultative conferences that included those with the kinds of skills that the CCP required to realize its ambitions. With the dismantling of the private sector and the Anti-Rightist Campaign of the mid-1950s, this was quickly abused and then decimated during the years of the Cultural Revolution, while the other parties went into political limbo.

Once the reforms began in earnest after 1978, the united front approach was resurrected to attract technicians, engineers, and intellectuals to work with the CCP. Later the broad coalition was extended to include private entrepreneurs, and representation of these groups in the political consultative committees was revived, eventually even within the CCP. Similarly, the definition of “the people” was expanded as wide as possible. In 2019 the chair of the CPPCC stressed the importance of its work and called on members engaged in united front work to “befriend and guide” non-Communist intellectuals and members of the new social stratum.28 Externally, the approach is used to connect with ethnic Chinese (overseas Chinese, in CCP parlance) and through related organizations, such as the Chinese People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries, to build platforms for global support of its interests and policies. These activities have raised serious concerns about CCP influence overseas, especially in Australia and New Zealand.29 The CCP has been striving to enhance its global footprint—setting up television stations in London, Washington, D.C., and Nairobi; placing paid advertisements in foreign newspapers; and having Chinese diplomats overseas take to Facebook and Twitter.

Diverse Legacies and Micropolitics

The CCP was successful where it was good at micropolitics and either where its officials came from within the local community or where they integrated the interests of that community with the dictates of the Party Center. We have seen how the party had to deal with bandits, secret societies, local elites, and a variety of other forces as it tried to establish footholds in urban and rural China. Central directives had to be adapted to local conditions. Support was always conditional and had to be fought for and worked hard for in order to be retained. In the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei (Jin-Cha-Ji) Border Region, the local party devised policies and a management approach that co-opted the local elite into the power structure, thus preventing their outright opposition.

The converse problem has been locals dominating government decision making for the benefit of their community and ignoring or not fully implementing central policy. In the 1980s one heard numerous complaints that local officials in Guangdong did not listen to central directives and even that they spoke in Cantonese at meetings in order to block out the officials sent from Beijing. In certain provinces this problem led to public spats between officials who saw their role as representing the locality and those who tried to impose central discipline. Often this was best represented in a conflict between the governor of the province and the party secretary, who usually came from outside the province.30 Therefore, the Central Organization Department rotates officials on a regular basis to try to break up local alliances. Xi Jinping has certainly made sure that appointees are loyal to his agenda.

For many years CCP historians painted an idealized picture of the CCP and its operations, portraying them as acting as the champion of the dispossessed. As we have seen, reality was dramatically different. In the Jiangxi Soviet, when the party tried to implement a land policy based on abstract ideological categories or on dictates from outside, it was not successful. Gaining and mobilizing support was difficult and required a lengthy learning process and constant adjustments and flexibility: “The CCP was successful in putting down local roots only where it showed flexibility in adapting policy to local circumstances, where initially it was good at micro-politics. By contrast, attempts to transform local environments to conform with predetermined ideology were unsuccessful.”31

What this meant was that the Chinese revolution, especially in the countryside, was made up of a series of different revolutions.32 This provided the CCP with an array of policy experiences to choose from. When the post-Mao leadership wanted to move away from the radicalism of Mao’s later years, there were other experiences they could turn to. For example, in the Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei Border Region, Peng Zhen had operated a program of village elections; in other areas, policy closely resembled the agricultural responsibility system that was crucial during the post-1978 period.

This willingness to experiment in accordance with the realities of different areas was a hallmark of reform experimentation under Deng Xiaoping, which accounts for its flexibility and adaptability.33 The reform period also restored the pre-1949 regional hierarchy of the economy. As we have seen, the Maoist policies ignored the coastal and more cosmopolitan areas of China and sent industry to the inland regions. Once reforms began, the situation changed and Guangdong province rose from being one of the poorest provinces in China to being one of most affluent.

Despite this, the hand of the Center stills weighs heavily, and immediately after 1949 the positive lessons were forgotten as the myths of the CCP’s rise to power came to be believed and local variations were forgotten. The authoritarian impulses that had always been present in the construction of the border regions before 1949 crowded out the more populist and proto-democratic elements of the regions. The tendency to “cut with one knife” rather than allow variation was even apparent early in the post-1978 rural reform period. In 1979 only 0.02 percent of the production teams had adopted the household responsibility system; by the end of 1983 the percentage had risen to 97.8.34 Such expansion was not the result of spontaneous actions by farmers to dismantle the collective agricultural structures; it was forced from above. In grain-producing areas, such as Heilongjiang in the Northeast where large-scale, mechanized farming would have made sense, the evolving cooperatives were forced to break up and focus on household-based farming, irrespective of the farmers’ wishes. The comparative advantage of specific regions was ignored.35

This struggle between local adaptation and central imposition continues to this day and is evident in the attempts by Xi Jinping to centralize greater control in Beijing. Given the background to his assumption of power, one might understand Xi Jinping’s drive to centralize power. The arrests of Bo Xilai and Zhou Yongkang, the pervasive corruption, and the fact that society and local governments were often pursuing their own interests at the expense of the collective appear to indicate a system that is slipping out of control. Xi’s approach to governance is a stark contrast to that of Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin. The latter accepted the need for greater flexibility and decentralization in what amounted to a softer form of authoritarian rule. Much of the dynamism came from local experimentation and societal initiatives. The breakup of the communes and the return to household farming was initially resisted by the Center, the explosive growth of the township and village enterprises was not foreseen by the leadership, and the rise of the private sector as a major generator of growth and employment was resisted until Jiang Zemin bestowed legitimacy on it toward the end of the last century. Even now, although the private sector enjoys higher productivity, it is still disfavored in contrast to the SOE sector. As in the past, when the economy has faced difficulties, Xi has loosened constraints on the private sector in the hope that it will help the party through a difficult period. However, this hardly amounts to a long-term commitment to the private sector.

By contrast, Xi Jinping has sought to concentrate as much power as possible at the Center, with party-led small groups taking over decision-making authority from the state administration. The consequence has been to concentrate more power in his own hands, epitomized by his decision to abolish the term limits for the PRC presidency. Under his leadership, control over domestic and international economic activity has been centralized, with an industrial policy that clearly favors the SOE sector at home and abroad. Externally this is clear with the BRI, and certain high-profile acquisitions by the Chinese private sector have been criticized and ordered to be sold. With restrictions on capital flows, these companies have been forced to cover outstanding overseas debt by selling assets. The private actors have been portrayed as overpaying for trophy projects that aroused criticism overseas, despite initial CCP encouragement. Going global will continue to be a strategy, but with the state enterprises as the dominant players and supported by financial institutions such as the China Development Bank.

Domestically, the trend has been evident in the booming high-tech sector. In interviews, people at several of the newer, successful high-tech startups referred to the pressure they were under to allow the local party apparatus a voice in their activities. In a pattern that has been repeated in other fields, when the state has lacked capacity, development has been outsourced to the private sector, but only for the party to seek to regain control once the sector has matured and grown in significance. Thus, the role of party groups within the sector has been strengthened, the CCP has taken seats on their boards, the state has assumed a stake in the companies, and there is now stronger oversight of investments and acquisitions.

One enduring legacy is the belief in the primacy of the collective. The CCP’s system is based on the concept of methodological collectivism, which posits that any individual will get more out of belonging to the collective than from acting alone.36 The CCP has always put priority on the collective over individual will, and thus has been able to exert its control over society. After the CCP took power in 1949, peasants soon were reorganized into agricultural producers’ collectives and then communes, the workplace became the main focus of activity in the urban areas, and for those not in the workplace the local neighborhood committee became the locus of the party-state oversight. In the years after 1956 the party heightened its intrusion into individual lives to an unprecedented extent and drove policy through collective and communal organizations. This resulted in disaster and forced the party to withdraw its overbearing presence. As the old collectives were dismantled during the reform period, the party sought to find new forms of collectivity.37 Rather than allowing people to interact individually with government and the market, the party has tried to find organizations that can take over collective service and provision. This is more difficult to achieve as there is a greater variety among the new communities. For example, in the wealthier gated communities (supposedly now with their gates removed) there may be a communal space but these communities are privatized realms, and the government has found it more difficult to infiltrate them. The government and the party have been more successful in the poorer, more run-down neighborhoods.38 Urban governance has thus become more complex, with roles performed by a mix of actors from the public and private sector.

Challenges for the Future

The CCP experience to date has been remarkable in terms of both gaining power against incredible odds and reviving from the devastation wrought by the GLF and the Cultural Revolution. Despite many predictions to the contrary, it has survived and thrived as an institution during the forty-plus years of reform to deliver a nation that is a major global player economically and increasingly so politically. For international business, China is an important market and a key part of global production chains. China’s seat on the UN Security Council gives it a powerful global voice, should it wish to use it. Not surprisingly, this success has made the Chinese leadership proud of its economic and political model, and now the leadership is far less willing to be told by outsiders how it should regulate its economy, value its currency, or manage its internal affairs. Despite this, China has not yet achieved the wealth and power that have been its goal for more than a hundred years. The CCP has brought the nation close, but considerable challenges remain.

The easy parts of the reforms have been completed, and the remaining parts will be more difficult and will test the core of party power. The barriers to forward momentum are both internal and external and cover the political, economic, and global outreach. It does not mean that the China Dream cannot be realized, but hard work and accommodation will be necessary. Can the institutions be developed to facilitate competition and innovation to help China move beyond the middle-income trap? Can vested interests be overcome to enable investments to flow to the more productive parts of the economy rather than to the less efficient SOEs? Can the CCP deal with the environmental consequences of its growth model? On the political front, is the concentration of power in the hands of the “chairman of everything” what China needs at its current stage of development? Can China develop the institutions necessary to provide transparency of government action and feedback loops for its citizens? On the global front, will China become a responsible stakeholder that helps set global norms and a key provider and guardian of global public goods?

Externally, success depends not only on the general health of the global economy but also on how other countries interpret and respond to China’s growth and rising influence. Increasingly the international community has concluded that, in part, China’s success derives from unfair competition, dumping of products, and forced transfers of technology. The Trump administration’s imposition of tariffs and tough negotiating stance is the clearest evidence of the concerns of the global community. While a Biden administration may be more stable and predictable, it is likely to be just as tough on Chinese business and trade practices. It is more likely to seek to build coalitions of the willing and aggrieved to put joint pressure on China.

It is clear that the 2008–2009 financial crisis contributed to the disillusionment with the West—economically, financially, and politically—reaffirming the view that the Chinese approach to development was the correct one.39 Some former Chinese officials have said that they knew a day of reckoning would come with the United States. They might not have foreseen President Trump’s tariff attack, but they had realized that China would face pushback as its role in the global economy became more important. As a result, the country needed to prepare the ground to decouple from the US economy to the greatest extent possible. This lies behind the Made-in-China 2025 policy, which seeks to ensure that domestic companies dominate high-tech and strategic industries crucial for the nation’s development. It also explains why Xi Jinping was willing to agree to the January 2020 trade agreement, which on the surface does not seem to be in China’s interest. Signing was intended to buy China time to significantly reduce its dependence on US trade.

Internally, there are challenges, such as maintaining a sufficient growth rate and expanding a consumption-driven economy with alternatives put in place to substitute gradually for proactive fiscal spending. In 2019 growth was stimulated by means of a different approach—a $281 billion fiscal stimulus composed of tax cuts for businesses and households. This was a temporary measure, similar to the limited stimulus measures taken to help the economy recover from COVID-19.

Some of the immediate policy challenges stem from the legacies of the Hu Jintao–Wen Jiabao era and from policies that have only been partially or poorly implemented. Despite the promotion by Hu and Wen of a service-oriented government, key challenges were only addressed indirectly. Concern has risen about the rising levels of inequality, the depth of corruption, and the trade-off between economic growth and environmental degradation. Yet there are deeper trends that must also be dealt with to ensure future momentum. The CCP leadership needs to come to grips with structural issues, but the reform program, especially since China entered the WTO in 2001, has created strong vested interests that wish to maintain the status quo.40 This includes many in the state-owned sector, a key source of patronage for the CCP as well as for central and local officials and their families. With the reforms of the 1980s, it was easier to see who would benefit, as was the case in the 1990s when Deng Xiaoping launched a free-for-all to exploit state resources to get rich. The current proposed economic reforms will hurt the interests of those who once benefited, while the current anticorruption campaign will cause those local officials on whom Xi Jinping must rely to be cautious and often inactive.

Despite Xi’s attempts to recentralize power, the reforms have redefined the social structure and are changing the distribution of power between state and society. Chinese society has become more complex in terms of both structure and attitudes. The rising middle class in urban China is concerned about quality-of-life issues. Will the CCP develop sufficiently representative institutions, mechanisms, and feedback loops to accommodate their demands? This challenge has increased because of the rise of social media, but the CCP has been more successful than anyone would have predicted in limiting the potential of social media for disruption and in using it to the advantage of the regime. However, this rapidly advancing field exposes the weakness of the CCP’s traditional system of information management. The CCP prefers to channel information flows vertically, limiting the horizontal flow of information, which is challenged by the rapid flow of information through texts, tweets, blogs, and such. The old practice of treating citizens as children who need to be spoon-fed information and closely monitoring the news they receive is no longer viable. China’s citizens are now part of the global information community, tracking and trading information online. This may not be an insurmountable problem if the regime delivers on other important issues such as the environment and economic growth.

Performance Legitimacy

As belief in Marxism-Leninism declines as a source of its legitimacy, the CCP loses its power to explain development by relying on its “supernatural ability” to divine current and future trends. Instead, better-informed citizens begin to judge performance on more earthly criteria. Two key areas are managing the environment and the economy.

The phenomenal economic growth has created enormous environmental damage and placed tremendous strains on the supply of natural resources, especially water. In addition to the pace of economic growth and the increased urbanization, there are two long-term legacies from Mao Zedong’s approach to development. The first is the Marxist disregard for the environment and the privileging of production over all other factors. Mao saw nature as something to be conquered and tamed, favoring the rapid exploitation of natural resources to build up a heavy industrial base.41 This was accompanied by the policy of low pricing for water, coal, and other inputs. Lights were left on and water taps were left running. The fact that the property supposedly belonged to the people through state ownership meant that no one actually owned it or took care of it. Furthermore, it was impossible to find toilet paper in any public lavatory. The property was there to be used as a free good and it was plundered for personal use.

The love of grandiose projects that display party and state power has continued in the post-Mao era. The two most glaring examples are the construction of the Three Gorges Dam on the Yangzi and the massive project to divert river waters hundreds of miles from the south to the north. The latter is a technical fix to a problem that could instead be ameliorated through pricing and other policy measures. Costing almost $100 billion, it will supply roughly one-third of Beijing’s water supply, but its sustainability is unclear and little attention has been paid to the communities where the rivers will be drained. Yet this project appeals to the engineering instincts of many in the Chinese leadership. In many locales, the party has built lavish symbols of its power. When I asked one set of local officials why they had built such a massive monument to house their headquarters and whether it was a good use of public funds, they were taken aback. They eventually replied, “Of course, as it was the party that had brought the wealth to the people.”

A second legacy is Mao’s promotion from the mid-1950s of a large population as a key driver of economic growth, which aggravated China’s already difficult ratios of resources to population. China’s water resources are only about one-third of the world’s average per capita, forests cover one-eighth of the global average, and croplands are about one-third of the world’s average. The damage has occurred at low levels of development, and despite the government undertaking serious measures to mitigate the impacts, pollution will continue to grow as the population becomes wealthier and urbanization continues apace.42 The phrase “green at home, black abroad” has become common, indicating that while the CCP is trying to deal with the environmental damage at home, it is exporting its dirty industries.

Air quality, water pollution, and unsafe food affect all—poor or rich, urban or rural—and the leadership recognizes clearly the severity of the challenge. Economic costs are also high, now exceeding 1 trillion yuan per year, exclusive of increased health costs and premature deaths. One study has suggested that people in South China will live more than five years longer than those in the North.43 With an endless list of environmental woes, the total cost of pollution and environmental degradation may be as high as 6 percent of GDP. Given these problems, it is not surprising that environmental protests have been growing in China and activists have taken advantage of party concerns and legal reforms, such as the 2014 amendments to the Environmental Protection Law.44

Given the economic success to date, it may seem strange that a level of nervousness about the future trajectory has been displayed not only by the current leadership but also by the Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao leadership; they have recognized that fundamental change is necessary. There is a consensus that the economic model that has served China so well in the past must undergo fundamental changes to maintain the economic momentum. Many of the key factors that explain China’s phenomenal success have run their course and will not provide the same contribution in the future.45 The two key drivers of growth, state investment and international trade, have reached their limits. They will remain important, but they cannot contribute more. It is difficult to further increase the level of state investment, and the various stimulus programs have led to mounting debts in the state-owned sector that eventually will need to be paid. Similarly, foreign trade will not increase. As the “factory of the world” moves to another destination, China will have to develop higher-quality production. The easier gains of investment in transport—witness the massive development of high-speed rail (and high-level corruption) and housing that were promoted after the financial crisis of 2008–2009—have almost run their course.46 This leaves consumption as the principal driver of future growth. This is not to deny that consumption has increased significantly but its contribution to GDP increased only by around 2 percent between 2009 and 2019. This did represent about one-quarter of global consumption growth. The fact that the current reform priorities differ little from those proposed by Hu and Wen in 2002–2003 reveals how difficult it is to engineer such a fundamental shift.

The days of high-level growth, much of which was catch-up growth, are now over. This is accepted by the leaders, who have progressively lowered forecasts for growth rates to about 6 percent. This may overestimate the real economy and make certain assumptions about growth that may be difficult to fulfill. A longer-term challenge will be whether the temporary break in global supply chains causes international businesses to look elsewhere for future production. The China market will remain attractive to foreign businesses, but concerns have been raised about overreliance on production of key goods such as medical supplies.

Despite the party’s continual first response of pumping in more stimulus, the returns have been declining with each round. In turn, this has created dramatic increases in debt—which, while not regime-threatening given that they are domestic and China maintains large foreign reserves, will place future pressure on the economy and the capacities of local governments. Growth rates have slowed, and the main question is whether the nadir has been reached. If the real growth rates are lower than the official figures, which is most likely, the severity of the debt level will be heightened. The economies of Japan, the Republic of Korea, and Taiwan all slowed down after decades of high-level growth at a similar level of above $13,000 per capita income purchasing power parity (PPP), never again to be significantly revived.47 China’s per capita income PPP by 2018 was around $15,000, according to the World Bank.
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Thus, growth will remain at a lower level, but just how much it slows will depend on whether total factor productivity (TFP) can be raised. The demographic dividend that helped drive growth once the reforms began has ended because of the decline of the active labor force. This decline and the aging of the population will weigh heavily on the future budget. In addition, there are problems of diminishing returns in many economic sectors that are characterized by overcapacity, due in large part to the stimulus package launched to help China through the global financial crisis. Future growth will depend on raising TFP and directing investment in capital stock toward more productive assets.48 This requires a move from state allocation to market intermediation; without this, growth could fall significantly.

Searching for Deeper Legitimacy

These economic factors present a challenge to the future of the CCP if its rule is tied to performance legitimacy. Although the leadership has never abandoned its professed faith in Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought, it has recognized that ideology is insufficient in the eyes of many. With these traditional mechanisms of legitimacy eroding, the CCP has resorted to nationalism and claims that it is the rightful inheritor of Chinese tradition. Vice President Wang Qishan has stated that the party’s legitimacy is derived from its history and is determined by popular support—legitimacy depends on whether the people are happy, satisfied, and supportive of party work.49 For most observers, maintaining successful economic growth is essential to continued CCP rule. Narratives of history are a questionable source of legitimacy and face continual contestation. Nonetheless, the CCP works hard to control the historical narrative, including criticizing those who have suggested dividing the history of the PRC into two periods and threatening those who reject Mao Zedong and Mao Zedong Thought with “serious political consequences.” All of which may be a distraction from the real focus needed to maintain its legitimacy—performance.

The sources of legitimacy are fragile, but citizen support and trust in the regime have not declined significantly. Of course, support is distinct from legitimacy, and support can erode more easily. Surveys taken between 2003 and 2016 reveal high levels of satisfaction with the central government, mirroring other surveys covering levels of trust and so forth. The surveys suggest that the majority of citizens view abuses as local aberrations rather than stemming from party policies.50 The surveys indicate three main findings: respondents “disaggregate” the state; satisfaction has, on the whole, risen since the surveys began in 2003; and satisfaction has risen most noticeably for the poorest in the rural areas and those in the hinterland. Citizens express high levels of satisfaction with the central government (over 90 percent in 2016, with 31 percent extremely satisfied), but such support declines at each lower level of government (70 percent at the level of the village, township and street committee, with 13 percent extremely satisfied). These levels of satisfaction mark a considerable improvement since the beginning of the Hu–Wen leadership, when only 43.6 percent of the respondents were satisfied with the lowest level of government. The findings suggest that Chinese citizens are responding to the government’s attempts to rebalance economic growth along regional lines and to establish a basic social safety net for the country’s most vulnerable residents. Countering the notion that challenges to the regime may come from the poorer marginalized communities, we find that satisfaction has improved most significantly for the lowest-income households in rural China and within the poorer regions. This may provide a deeper form of performance legitimacy that is not based on economic growth alone.

The decline in satisfaction as the government gets closer to the people is understandable, not only because of the daily propaganda that seeks to boost Xi Jinping’s standing but also because local government is required to supply the overwhelming majority of public goods. In Chinese history, there is a notion of honest officials working at higher levels who would redress local wrongs if only they knew the facts. This is well-captured in the movie Qiu Ju, in which a poor rural woman goes to ever-higher levels of government to seek justice for her husband, who was beaten by the local village head. Needless to say, she does not receive the justice she feels he deserves, and the film underscores how personal connections override any notion of the rule of law. This is also reflected on the streets by the large number of petitioners who flock to the capital in search of justice for local abuses. Local governments often send thugs to return the petitioners to their home base so that criticism of their performance will not reach the ears at higher levels.

The Challenge of Governance

To achieve its objectives, the CCP will have to complete the transition of governing structures from those that oversaw a Communist state and a planned economy to those that can manage a modern, market-influenced economy. To add to this, the party will have to develop the kinds of institutions that can accommodate a pluralized and knowledgeable society. There is a relationship between institutional development and sustainable growth. A comparison of the World Bank governance indicators with income per capita reveals that countries with higher incomes have better governance indicators. There is a strong empirical relationship between the quality of institutions and economic growth.51 Some have pondered whether China might follow the development trajectory of its East Asian tiger neighbors. Successful development in Taiwan and Korea is attributed to the nature of their institutions and state interventions. These provided a policy framework for competition, growth, and exports. Countries such as China and Vietnam have good institutions for their current levels of economic growth, and consequently they have been able to attract high levels of foreign direct investment. As incomes rise, however, it becomes more difficult for authoritarian regimes to maintain growth, because at this juncture the economic system needs political and economic institutions that promote competition, innovation, and growth of productivity rather than simply accumulating increasing amounts of capital. This is the core institutional challenge for the CCP in the next decade. However, the differences with Taiwan and South Korea are so significant that it raises questions as to whether this is the correct comparison. In addition to the structure of their economies and their more vibrant civil societies, both were in the sphere of influence of the United States, which supported moves toward liberalization and democratization. The CCP is far less likely to release its grip over the economy and society.

The challenges of governance extend much farther than effective management of the economy. Most of the problems confronting the CCP are linked to the challenges of governance—poor implementation at the local level of good national regulations, illegal transfers of land by local administrations, lack of transparency in the government or in the corporate sector, and so on. These government failures were revealed clearly with the initial response to the outbreak of COVID-19. Furthermore, the party must devise the institutions and framework that can enable the Chinese people to develop a moral framework to guide the relationships between the party-state, society, and the individual and within which individuals can pursue their own goals. What Xi Jinping has been offering to date has been the restoration of party prestige through the campaign against corruption and calls for officials to adopt a simple lifestyle. This is a top-down approach, punishing dissenters and preventing a more open press and an informed public. A major problem for the CCP is that it is difficult, perhaps impossible, to open a national dialogue about what kind of society the people want. Many fear that removal of the CCP would be destabilizing, a view promoted by the party.

Some outside observers have argued that inevitably China will move in the direction of a more open and democratic political system.52 Others have predicted collapse unless China moves in this direction.53 Although China has become more open, it has not become democratic. This is not to say that there has been no political reform, but the core features of the Leninist party-state remain essentially unchanged. What happens if China does not change? Can a system with increased market influences combined with an authoritarian political structure provide a more enduring system than merely being a transitional form? Such questions have led to studies of the resilience of the authoritarian system and the nature of consultations that exist.54 These findings suggest that China’s political evolution might not follow the path of other industrial and postindustrial societies.

Indeed, numerous factors caution against anticipating a democratic transition. Ever since the purge of Zhao Ziyang following the 1989 demonstrations, political reform has remained a divisive issue among the party leadership, and with no clarity about what the ultimate objective might be, despite the continual references to building socialist democracy and the rule of law. Second, the party elite fear that opening up too wide might open floodgates that will lead to a collapse of the CCP, such as occurred to the CPSU. Any such opening, in their view, would be seized upon by hostile foreign forces to bring down the party. With legitimacy to a large extent dependent on economic growth, a democratic opening is viewed as potentially destabilizing and thus harmful to the economy. The fusion of political power at the local level creates strong vested interests against moving ahead with reform and “traps” the transition.55 The experience of Taiwan, however, counters the argument that Chinese traditional culture cannot accommodate democracy. Perhaps China is a-democratic rather than antidemocratic.56

Despite the daily demonstrations, today there is little pressure from below to push the CCP to undertake significant changes, and satisfaction levels remain high. Unlike in the Soviet Union, the reforms have created a substantial group of people who are invested in the current system. The overseers of the declining but powerful state sector of the economy, the rising middle class, and the private sector titans are products of party policy, and they are not willing to rock the boat as long as they continue to derive benefits from the current system. The close relationship between many private entrepreneurs and the party reinforces this unwillingness to seek fundamental change, as does the fear of potential retribution by those who struggle to make ends meet in the informal urban economy or on the land in the remote areas.

Further, civil society is weak in China and there are no alternative social institutions such as the church around which opposition could coalesce. This is not to say that religion is not widespread in China, with perhaps as many as 400 million believers, including more than 200 million Buddhists.57 The revival of religion has caused concern. Xi Jinping has reemphasized that party members cannot practice religion, and he has denounced religion as “spiritual anesthesia.” For society, the tightening of control intensified after 2016 when General Secretary Xi called for the Sinification of religion. Apart from Buddhism (even though it came from India) and local folk religion, other belief systems are viewed as foreign constructs that might clash with the values of the CCP. This has resulted in the destruction of Protestant churches as illegal constructions, the repression of believers in Xinjiang, and even the banning of displays of Christmas symbols by some local authorities. In Henan province it has been reported that churches were instructed to replace the Ten Commandments with quotes by Xi Jinping!58

The most powerful social institution is the clan, but clans are local in nature, and even though they protect their own interests and may frustrate central policy, they are not a threat to higher levels of administration. The clans or lineages themselves are exclusive organizations, and outsiders do not benefit from any advantages that communal organizing might bring. In many places the head of the clan is also the local party secretary—so is the party controlling the clan? or are the interests of the clan and its values invading the local party apparatus? The answer is both.

There are similar situations in other parts of the society. For many migrants in urban areas, one of the most important social organizations is the locality from where they came, which by definition is exclusionary. For the new middle class, many of whom live in gated compounds, their primary social organization might be their local neighborhood, and any protests they might be involved in tend to be about immediate local problems.59 The CCP has been very successful in ensuring the continuation of such a cellular society. The main challenge has come from industrial labor and critical intellectuals, but they have rarely formed a bond like that of Solidarity in Poland. As we have seen, once organizations threaten to expand horizontally across party-defined structures, they are quickly eliminated. Having eliminated any possible alternative to the CCP, the party claims that without the party, there would be chaos. If the CCP can continue to grow the economy while developing greater protection of property rights, enforcing stricter anticorruption measures, and providing greater consumer protection, it might become the first titular Communist movement to co-opt the middle class in a political transition. However, we have seen how unreliable predictions can be.

The CCP has been poor at institutionalizing ruling structures, and succession has been a continual problem. Mao removed his chosen heirs and Deng removed the first two heirs he had selected. Xi Jinping came to power only after the very public removal of rival princeling Bo Xilai. Xi’s decision to extend the term of the presidency of the PRC indicates that he may wish to continue beyond the expected two terms. This pushes the challenge of succession farther into the future, and the lack of an obvious successor means that when succession comes, it could be all the more destabilizing.

Although the number of protests has increased and the party pays special attention to such threats, the CCP has been the most vulnerable when the elite has fallen out, not when it has been threatened by pressures from below. This was the case both before 1949 and subsequently during the Cultural Revolution and during the divisions over how to deal with the student-led demonstrations of 1989. Hence, Xi Jinping stresses party unity and loyalty above all. An unforeseen crisis such as serious divisions within the elite over the future development strategy or an economic meltdown could erode the CCP’s capacity to maintain order. Despite its strong demeanor, the party and its structures are factional and therefore subject to rapid breakdown. The recentralization of power under Xi and the attempts to eradicate Western thought and unconventional ideas certainly indicate that these are far more widespread than the party admits, and the party clearly fears their influence.

None of this means that achieving the China Dream of rejuvenation of the nation is impossible, but it will require luck and skillful policy making. The record on trying to predict the future of authoritarian regimes has not been very good; few predicted the sudden fall of the Soviet Union, and even fewer saw the rapid expansion of the 1989 protests in China, let alone the collapse of the Qing dynasty. The future of the CCP is uncertain and open to a range of possible scenarios.60 The most attractive development for the West would be for the Chinese leadership to respond to the increasing diversity in society and the rising protests to broker an accommodation with society. This would entail a reform-inclined section of the elite to break with the current system and form a new social compact. The possibility might have existed in 1989 had Zhao Ziyang overcome his opponents within the CCP leadership. However, it is difficult to see what would cause the current elite to willingly reject the existing beneficial system. The fear of disintegration and uncertainty about what might follow argues against this. Before the financial crisis of 2008–2009, the leadership was interested in exploring alternatives, such as the “third way” under UK prime minister Tony Blair, or the social democracy in Northern Europe. Social democracy remains of interest to reform-minded party members in China. A more unpredictable outcome would be the Yeltsin scenario—chaotic pluralization with democracy not entrenched and the elite and their families continuing to benefit from their political connections to privatize public wealth. The era under Yeltsin in Russia is regularly held up by the CCP leadership as the worst sort of outcome it might face if the reforms move too quickly and undermine the CCP’s ruling capacity. During the Yeltsin era the Chinese press delighted in running articles about former Soviet establishment intellectuals who had fallen on hard times.

The most likely scenario over the short to medium term would be a continued fluctuation between soft and hard authoritarianism, making bold initiatives improbable. This would include shifting between the relatively flexible and decentralized approach to governance pursued by Xi Jinping’s predecessors and the heavier-handed centralized approach of Xi himself. Perhaps some within the party might be able to enable the shift back to a softer form of authoritarianism. The party will continue to take over decision-making authority from the state administration, and national industrial polices will continue, as will dominance of the state sector in external initiatives such as the BRI. This will ensure that the party elite will continue to reap the benefits of China’s expanded global engagement. The leadership is confident in its model of development and will continue to promote it overseas and through international organizations. It is clear that the Chinese leadership anticipates continued conflict with the United States. As a result, it is preparing for a time when there is less interdependency in economic and financial engagement. China will need access to global financial markets for a considerable time to come, but it is preparing to release itself from reliance on trade with the United States and to develop its own capabilities in high-tech and artificial intelligence. To manage the internal threats, strong repression of alternate organizing will be accompanied by policies of redistribution and continued increases in investment in social policies and poverty alleviation, which have proven popular.

Political transitions are rare, and there is no reason to expect China to follow its East Asian neighbors in South Korea and Taiwan and develop into a robust democracy. Enthusiasm for the third wave of democratic expansion has receded, and the focus has shifted from theories of transition to those of resilience.61 Transition rarely occurs during a period of economic growth; it is more likely to occur in a system under stress. The emergence of an illiberal democracy would be quite plausible in a period of economic stress.62 Such an outcome could resemble some of the post-Soviet Central Asian states or Russia under Putin, where authoritarian practices remain strong. There would be a dominant executive with a weak legislature and a fragmented civil society overseen by a strong domestic security apparatus and military. The leadership would stress the dangers of social chaos to keep the middle class supportive and a stronger nationalism to cement patriotic cohesion. Relations with the United States and neighbors such as Japan and Taiwan would remain contentious, and they would be exploited to cement patriotic support. This scenario is not encouraging, but it is a quite likely future for China if the CPP falls.
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