CHAPTER II
ACCUMULATION, BASIC NEEDS, AND CLASS STRUGGLE: THE RISE OF MODERN CHINA
Figure 2.1 presents the changing share in the world GDP (Gross Domestic Product) of Western Europe, “Western Offshoots” (US, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand), Eastern Europe (including Eastern Europe and Russia/the Soviet Union), Latin America, China, and the rest of Asia over the period 1820—2000.  Figure 2.2 presents the index of per capita GDP of the world’s major regions in relation to the world average per capita GDP. 
In the early nineteenth century, China was still the world’s largest territorial economy and China’s GDP accounted for one-third of the gross world product.  Asia as a whole, accounted for fully two-thirds of the gross world product.  From the early nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century, the rise of the West was matched by the decline of Asia.  By 1950, China’s share in the world GDP fell to less than 5 percent.  In the early nineteenth century, the gap in per capita GDP between China and the leading core states was about 2:1.  By 1950, the gap widened to about 20:1 and China was reduced to among the poorest in the world.

During the second half of the mid-nineteenth century, China suffered successive major military defeats, lost large portions of territory, and was reduced to a less than sovereign semi-colonial state with foreign armies and navies stationed on her soil.  Over the first half of the twentieth century, China had been under the constant threat of Japanese imperialism and the Nationalist Government barely survived the Second World War.

With the Communist Party coming to power, for the first time in the modern Chinese history, mainland China was unified under an effective central government.  In 1950, China consolidated its sovereignty over Tibet.  In the Korean War, the People’s Liberation Army was able to fight the US (then at the peak of its hegemonic power) to a stalemate, proving itself to be a formidable military force that was able to secure China’s territorial integrity.  In 1971, with the People’s Republic replacing the Nationalists to become the legitimate representative of China in the United Nations, China was formally admitted into the modern inter-state system.
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As the Communist Party came to power in China, it was confronted with three major challenges.  The first challenge was to reverse China’s long-term economic and geopolitical decline in the modern world-system that had started in the nineteenth century, stabilize China’s position in the world-system, and then catch up with the West.  This challenge resulted from the fact that China had become a nation-state within the capitalist world-economy, and therefore had to play by the rules of the modern world-system by competing with the rest of the world (and especially the major core and semi-peripheral powers) industrially and militarily.

The existence of the capitalist world-economy constitutes a set of historical constraints that would apply to all states at all times during the life span of capitalism.  However, the new People’s Republic would have to operate within not only the constraints of the rules of game of the capitalist world-economy, but also the constraints that were the direct outcomes of the great Chinese Revolution.  To the extent that the Communist Party came to power as a result of broad and systematic mobilization of the peasants and workers, the new revolutionary state would have to reflect the desires, hopes, expectations, and aspirations of the great masses of working people.

It was the set of historical constraints imposed by the Chinese Revolution that led to the second and third challenge for the Communist Party.  The second challenge was to provide the necessary material and social conditions to meet the historically determined “basic needs” of the Chinese working people.  The third challenge, was to accomplish fundamental transformation of political, economic, and social relations in China as well as in the world-system as a whole, and to prepare the necessary conditions for a fundamentally different, much more egalitarian and democratic new world-system.  That is, to complete the world socialist revolution.

It turned out that Revolutionary China was able to meet the first challenge with relative success.  But it was in meeting the second challenge that Revolutionary China had had the greatest and most spectacular success.  It also made a great heroic attempt to meet the third challenge but failed.

SOCIALISM AND ACCUMULATION
For China to stabilize its position in the capitalist world-economy and potentially climb up the ladder catching up with the West, two conditions were required.  First, China had to mobilize all potentially available economic surplus to accelerate the accumulation of capital.  Secondly, while China could not be outside of the capitalist world-economy, nor could it change its peripheral status in the system in the short run, it could manage to minimize the transfer of surplus from itself to the core states that would result from unequal exchange and cross-border capital flows.

By eliminating the gentry-landlords, bureaucratic capitalists, and foreign capitalists, the available economic surplus was concentrated in the hands of the state and the first condition was met.  In 1952, China’s accumulation rate (accumulation as a share of national income) already rose to 21 percent.  By the 1970s, the accumulation rate had increased to more than 30 percent (State Statistical Bureau 1985:32).  To meet the second condition, China had followed the classical Soviet strategy of “mercantilist semi-withdrawal” in the form of state ownership of the means of production and centralized economic planning, in effect, complete state monopoly over the domestic market (Wallerstein 1979:31).

Immediately after the Communist Party took over the cities, the new revolutionary government confiscated the property of all the bureaucratic capitalists (“public” and private assets owned by the big capitalists connected with the Guomindang regime).  State ownership became dominant in the modern industrial sector.  However, private capitalism continued to exist and even prospered in the early years of the People’s Republic.  In 1953, the private sector accounted for 37 percent of China’s industrial output.

But the conflicts between the new revolutionary state and the national bourgeoisie soon became intensified.  Between 1952 and 1953, the government organized two major campaigns against the corruption practices of the urban capitalists and the government officials that were bought off by the capitalists.  By 1956, most private enterprises in the cities were nationalized.  The former capitalists received compensation from the government and served as managerial staff in the now state owned enterprises (Meisner 1999:83-87).
Between 1950 and 1952, land reform was carried out throughout China.  The lands and properties of landlords were confiscated and distributed among landless and poor peasants.  But the rich peasants were allowed to keep most of their land and continued to engage in capitalist-style (as supposed to feudal-style) exploitation.

However, spontaneous market activities soon led to the re-emergence of social polarization in the countryside.  While rich peasants prospered, many poor peasants were forced to borrow money from the rich peasants and some of them were forced to sell land in order to pay back debts.  The very small scale of the Chinese family farms prevented mechanization and economy of scale, and made the peasants vulnerable to natural disaster.

At this early stage, important political difference already surfaced among the Communist Party leadership.  Many high-level Party leaders believed that industrialization and a high level of technological development were the prerequisites for collective agriculture.  Mao Zedong, on the other hand, emphasized the dangerous social tendencies that arose from the limitations of small peasant farming and spontaneous market activities, and pointed out the socialist initiatives of poor peasants.

Spontaneous “cooperatization” already started in the early 1950s.  After an intense debate within the Party leadership, in October 1955, the Party Central Committee officially approved the “Decisions on Agricultural Cooperation.”  By the summer of 1956, about one hundred million Chinese peasant households were organized into 485,000 “agricultural producer cooperatives.”  With the exception of small plots for individual households, collective ownership of land replaced private ownership.  Members of cooperatives worked together and income was shared among the members in accordance with their labor contribution ((Bramall 1993:80-84; Meisner 1999:129-148).

During the Great Leap Forward (1958—1960), about 750,000 agricultural cooperatives were merged into 24,000 people’s communes, comprising in average about five thousand households.  In the early 1960s, the people’s communes were downsized and reorganized on three levels of economic accounts: the commune, the production brigade, and the production team.  The production team, which typically included 20 to 30 households, became the basic unit of work organization (Meisner 1999:220, 262-263).

In 1952, State Planning Commission was established, which was to determine the nation-wide production targets and quotas for important industrial and agricultural products.  Over the following years it was supplemented by a number of central government ministries that managed the production in specific industries.  Between 1953 and 1957, China undertook its First Five Year Plan.  The Soviet Union provided the equipment for 156 industrial units as well as important technical assistance (Meisner 1999:111-114).

State ownership of the means of production in the cities, collective ownership of the means of production in the countryside, and centralized economic planning with targets and quotas for physical outputs, were the essential features of the Chinese socialist economic system from the 1950s to the 1970s.

Table 2.1 compares China’s growth performance with the rest of the world over the Maoist period (1950—1976).  Given the territorial size and population of China, it is only fair to compare China with large regions in the world rather than a few exceedingly performing small countries.  If the official growth rate is used, then Maoist China’s growth performance was significantly better than the world average as well as the averages of most of the world’s major regions.  If Angus Maddison’s measure of the Chinese growth rate (which used price indices that significantly underestimated the contribution of the industrial sector to China’s growth) were to be used, then Maoist China performed about as well as the world average.  In term of GDP growth, China did better than Western Europe, Western Offshoots, Eastern Europe, East and South Asia, and Africa, but fell behind West Asia and Latin America.  In term of per capita GDP growth, China did better than Western Offshoots, East and South Asia, and Africa, equaled with Latin America, but fell behind West Asia, Western Europe, and Eastern Europe.  Overall, China succeeded in stabilizing and possibly improving its relative position in the capitalist world-economy, reversing the long-term decline that had started in the early nineteenth century.
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More important than the growth rates were the successes of the Maoist period in the building of capital stock and technical capabilities that prepared the conditions for China’s growth “miracle” after the 1980s.  In the Maoist period, the state and the people’s communes made enormous investments in irrigation, heavy industry, transportation, and social capabilities.  The central planning system was very effective in the diffusion of industrial and agricultural technologies and economic “self reliance” meant that by the 1970s China was able to produce a wide range of industrial goods at various levels of technological complexity (Bramall 1996:133-165, 229-234, 245-250; Lu 2000: 110-111).

China’s progress in the heavy industry (or the producer industry) was particularly impressive.  According to Rawski (1975:203), the “producer sector occupies a central position in the process of economic growth, providing the materials and equipment needed to transform the economy … [It] constitutes the core of industrialization, using modern technology to equip agriculture, industry, the military, and science for achieving modernization of all these sectors.”
As China’s technical capacity enhanced, China was able to reduce the share of imports in aggregate machinery supply from 50 percent in 1952 to 5 percent in 1965.  After studying the growth and technical change of the Chinese producer industry in the Maoist period, Rawski (1975:232) concluded that by the 1970s, “Chinese enterprises [had] become active in every major branch of producer industry and at a level of technological sophistication that [had] often surprised competent foreign visitors.”  

China has now made significant headways in building up a capacity to analyze, select, mold, and in some instances originate industrial technologies.  Domestic engineering firms incorporate a growing range of techniques into their products, and these in turn provide the technical foundation for modernization in all sectors of the economy.  An extensive communications network carries foreign and domestic technical data and engineering know-how to all economic units.  Administrative structures and methods have been modified to facilitate the mastery and absorption of new production methods.  These developments are central aspects of any large nation’s transition to modern economic growth (Rawski 1980:218).

So favorable was the general view of the American economists towards the Chinese economy in the 1970s that Rawski found it necessary to qualify his conclusion by pointing out that China had not yet become an “advanced industrial nation.” 

SOCIALISM AND BASIC NEEDS
In 1956, with the urban capitalist industries nationalized and the agricultural cooperatization completed, the Eighth Congress of the Chinese Communist Party officially pronounced that exploiter classes had been eliminated in China and China had become a socialist state.

In this chapter, the concept of “socialism” is used in a specific theoretical and historical sense.  It is clear that Revolutionary China that existed in the period 1949—1976 remained a part of the capitalist world-economy and was bound by the basic laws of motion (“the law of value”) of the capitalist world-economy.  Further, as the Maoists argued, throughout the entire historical period of Revolutionary China, there were class antagonisms and class struggles.

On the other hand, the Soviet Union, Revolutionary China, Cuba, and other historical socialist states, represented a distinct form of state organization.  These states were the historical product of great workers’ and peasants’ revolutions and their internal economic and political relations were relatively favorable for the working people.  It was in their abilities to meet the “basic needs” of the greatest majority of the population that China and other historical socialist states distinguished themselves from the rest of the peripheral and semi-peripheral states in the capitalist world-economy.
After a continent by continent comparative study of the populations’ health conditions in socialist and capitalist states, Vicente Navarro (1993) concluded that: “at least in the realm of underdevelopment, where hunger and malnutrition are part of the daily reality, socialism rather than capitalism is the form of organization of production and distribution of goods and services that better responds to the immediate socioeconomic needs of the majority of these populations.”  
While the struggle for accumulation conforms fully to the laws of motion of the capitalist world-economy, the pursuit of basic needs raises fundamental questions regarding the rationality of the existing world-system.  The defining feature of the capitalist world-economy is the “endless” accumulation of capital.  Max Weber characterized the life of a capitalist businessman as one of “where a man exists for his business, and not the other way around.” (see Wallerstein 1999:56).  Within the existing world-system, individuals, groups, and states have been under the constant and relentless pressure, to accumulate, and to always pursue “more.”  But to what end?  Can it be justified, and is it rational?  This is the question of “substantive rationality” raised by Max Weber and Immanuel Wallerstein.

“Economic development” is supposed to deliver well-being to the general population.  But how can “well-being” be defined and measured?  Amartya Sen (1999:7, 19) made the distinction between human achievements or “functionings” and the ownership of the commodities.  While the command over commodities is a means to the end of well-being, it shall not be confused with the end itself.  Sen proposed using indicators of capabilities rather than money income or wealth as the measure of well-being or living standard.

If there were to be a “substantively rational” society, and the society were to have a transparent and rational debate on the proper level and structure of consumption that can best serve the social members’ well-beings, are there limits to the range of rational material consumption?  At the maximum, it is obvious that human material consumption must be limited to a level that does not undermine long-term ecological sustainability.  Chapter 6 of this book will argue that infinite growth in material consumption is fundamentally incompatible with the requirements of ecological sustainability and therefore physically impossible.
Even without considering the constraints of ecological sustainability, it seems there are definite limits to “useful” levels of consumption.  For example, in the US, fully 15 percent of GDP or 5,700 dollars per person is committed to health-care spending, but at least one-third of it is wasted due to useless and sometimes harmful medical treatments.  International comparison suggests that when per capita health-care spending rises above 1,600 dollars, it no longer tends to raise life expectancy, which tends to peak around 80 years.  Despite all the technological “progress” and investment in transportation, an average American spent about the same amount of time to commute from home to work in the 1990s as in the 1840s, and the average communing time started to increase in the 1990s (Siegel 2006).

What about the minimum?  It is obvious that a society must at least provide the material necessities for its population to survive and reproduce.  But as human beings, do we not deserve a minimum level of rational consumption that is somewhat higher than mere survival and biological reproduction?  As Sen argued, every person has a range of physical and mental potentials, or a range of physical, intellectual, and artistic capabilities a person can potentially achieve.  While there is probably not a definite rule regarding what is the “most” rational level of consumption, consumption up to the point that provides the minimum material conditions required to fulfill a person’s physical and mental potentials must be justified, as it clearly makes a person physically or mentally better-off.  The fulfillment of a person’s physical and mental potentials, thus, may be considered the upper limit of what can be properly regarded as “basic needs.”
But how do we measure the extent to which a society approaches its population’s physical and mental potentials?  As far as the physical potential is concerned, there are two aspects.  One has to do with how well a person lives physically, or whether a person is “healthy” or not, at any given point of his or her life.  The other has to do with how long a person lives.  Although it is conceivable that a person might live very long but has been physically unhealthy throughout his or her life or a healthy person might end up being short-lived, generally there should be a close correlation between a person’s average health conditions and the person’s length of life.  Thus, the population’s life expectancy at birth seems to be a good summarizing indicator that can properly reflect a country’s achievement in approaching its population’s physical potential.

Table 2.2 reports the levels and changes of life expectancy at birth in China and selected countries and country groups.  Between 1960 and 1980, China’s life expectancy at birth rose by 30.5 years.  This was an improvement larger than that for the world average, every country group, and every selected country.  The rate of improvement tripled the average rate of improvement for low-income countries.  By 1980, China’s life expectancy had risen to 67 years, fully 13 years ahead of India and better than the middle-income average (even though China had among the lowest per capita GDP in the world, which, it should be emphasized, did not result from the Maoist revolution but from the long-term peripheralization in the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century).  The success of the Chinese socialism in advancing the general population’s health conditions is indisputable.

What may be more revealing is to compare China’s performance in the Maoist socialist period with the period when China undertook the transition to capitalism.  Between 1980 and 2000, China’s life expectancy improved only by 3.5 years despite the very rapid economic growth.  And alas! China’s improvement in life expectancy in this period was smaller than that for nearly every selected country and country group.
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It is much more difficult to define and measure the achievements in approaching the population’s mental potential in a precise and unambiguous manner.  However, there are some minimum requirements upon which people can probably agree.  Universal literacy is obviously a basic prerequisite for the advancement of mental potential.

The desirability of modern formal education is not without controversy.  The fundamental question is, whether education is educational, or whether it leads people out of narrower horizons into wider ones.  As Wallerstein argued, “the very concept of universal formal education is a product of the capitalist world-economy.”  It removes whole age cohorts from households and from workplaces during daytime hours and excludes all those who are not defined as “male mature adulthood” from full participation in power and material benefits.  For most people in the modern world-system, education is more an economic necessity and an inescapable burden than an intrinsically valuable activity (Wallerstein 1995:126-129).  Mao Zedong also argued that the formal education system that was detached from practice and productive labor “ruins talents and ruins youth” (see Meisner 1999:361). 
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With all of these reservations, it is not unreasonable to suggest that some years of basic education in reading, writing, arithmetic, history, geography, and natural science are likely to do more good than harm.  Table 2.3 reports the adult illiteracy rate in China and selected countries and country groups.  Table 2.4 and Table 2.5 report the primary and secondary school enrollment rates in China and selected countries and country groups.    Between 1970 and 1980, China accomplished a larger fall in the adult illiteracy rate than the averages of the low- and middle-income countries.  During the same period, China achieved the second largest increase in primary and secondary school enrollment rates among the selected countries, better than the East Asian average, the low-income average, and the world average.  Since 1980, China’s improvements in primary and secondary education enrollment have been unspectacular in comparison with other countries.
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The achievements of Revolutionary China in advancing people’s physical and mental potentials were nothing short of a spectacular success.  It demonstrated convincingly the superiority of socialism over capitalism from the working people’s point of view in the context of periphery and semi-periphery.  These achievements were not simply the outcomes of redistribution of income which sometimes some capitalist states could also accomplish, but resulted from the systematic operations of a socio-economic system that was oriented towards the basic needs of the working people rather than profit-making.  As Navarro observed:

[C]ontrary to prevalent belief, the level of health of a population is not primarily the result of medical interventions.  … There is no correlation between level of medical expenditures and level of health.  … [T]he health of the population is the outcome of a whole set of social, economic, and political interventions, among which medical care plays a minor role.  … Thus health indicators are good indicators of social and economic development (Navarro 1993).

Much of the Revolutionary China’s achievements took place during the Cultural Revolution.  Before the Cultural Revolution, medical resources in China were concentrated in the cities.  Mao Zedong criticized that the Ministry of Public Health only worked for “fifteen percent of the total population” in the cities and it should be re-named as “the Ministry of Urban Gentlemen’s Health.”  Mao pointed out that the methods of medical examination and treatment used by hospitals were not appropriate for the countryside and the training of doctors was designed to serve primarily the urban elites.  Mao suggested a greater attention be paid to preventive medicine.  Medical studies should focus on “commonly seen, frequently occurring, and widespread diseases” rather than the “so-called pinnacle of science.”  In medical and health work, Mao insisted, emphasis had to be put on the countryside (Meisner 1999:271, 360).

During the Cultural Revolution, the entire national health care system was radically decentralized.  Urban hospitals and medical schools established clinics and local teaching institutes on the rural communes.  Mobile medical teams were dispatched to the countryside.  The length of program of medical schools was reduced from six years to three years to train doctors that could meet the immediate needs of the population.  Millions of “barefoot doctors,” who lacked formal education but possessed a wealth of practical knowledge and were familiar with local conditions, graduated from these schools and engaged actively in providing health education, preventive medicine, and treatment of common illnesses.  The system of barefoot doctors was financed by and dependent upon three levels of collective ownership from the communes, production brigades, to production teams.  It rested upon an entire system of collectively organized work and life and as the post-1980s experience demonstrated, it could not operate without the socialist social environment.

Before the Cultural Revolution, the education system was based on formal exams and conventional grading systems, with the aim of training students for professional careers that would serve the interests of the urban elites.  During the Cultural Revolution, primary schools were extended to even the most remote rural areas and the primary and secondary school enrollment surged.  Peasants were given a greater say in selecting teachers and teaching materials.  Tuition fees, entrance exams, and age limits were abolished.  Spare-time and work-study education programs were set up.  The basic idea was to combine education with productive labor, to relate learning to students’ real life, and to direct education towards local conditions and local needs.  University students were admitted only after having completed years of productive labor and were required to return to work in their home areas after graduation, so that university education would not become a path for careerist students to rise up to the elites (Meisner 1999:360-363).
All of these social conditions and achievements could not possibly be copied and reproduced in a capitalist context.

THE GREAT LEAP FORWARD AND THE “THREE DIFFICULT YEARS”

While the First Five Year Plan was an economic success, some of the problems of the Soviet-style centralized planning were already apparent.  In the famous speech “On the Ten Great Relations” (1956), Mao Zedong criticized the Soviet-style planning for its bias towards heavy industry, coastal provinces, and centralization, to the neglect of agriculture, light industry, hinterland provinces, and local initiatives.  Mao also criticized excessive dependence on foreign ideas and foreign assistance (Mao 1977:267-288).

The Great Leap Forward was launched in December 1957.  In the rural areas, people’s communes were formed to mobilize the vast underutilized labor force to build large-scale agricultural infrastructure and develop rural industries that were oriented towards local needs.  The planning process was decentralized to allow greater initiatives from provinces, localities, and grass roots workers.  The Great Leap Forward accomplished many important achievements.  There were many technological breakthroughs, an enormous amount of industrial and agricultural infrastructure was built (much of it continues to be used even today), and hundreds of millions of peasants gained preliminary experience and knowledge of modern industrial production (Ball 2006; Hinton 2006:257; Zhang 2007).
The economic surge in 1958, however, was followed by several years of major economic difficulties and widespread food shortage, a period that was known to the Chinese as the “three difficult years.”  The conventional story about the Great Leap Forward and its failure was that Mao Zedong imposed his utopian version of communism upon the Party leadership.  Under Mao’s pressure, provincial and local Party leaders imposed wildly unrealistic production targets on the peasants.  The breakdown of effective communication and ill-advised decentralization led to nation-wide economic chaos and massive misallocation of resources.  Peasants’ incentives were further undermined by excessive leveling of income under the new commune system.  All of these contributed to the major crop failures from 1959 to 1962.  The situation was then made worse by the high requisitioning of grains from the countryside as the central government failed to realize that the actual level of grain production was much lower than reported (Bramall 1993:303-333; Meisner 1999:214-244).  The result was, according to some, the largest famine in the human history.  The estimates of excess deaths ranged from 16 million to 30 million (Hinton 2006:241).

It is not the purpose of this book to conduct a careful and learned study of what actually happened during the Great Leap Forward and its aftermath.  However, as the post-Great Leap famine was generally regarded as a major failure in the Maoist record and some even suggest or imply that Mao could be compared to Hitler as a mass murder, it is necessary to draw readers’ attention to some new controversies and new evidence.

The Largest Famine in the Human History?

Both Ball (2006) and Hinton (2006:241-253) questioned the reliability and the internal consistency of the data used by people who argued that a massive famine took place.  Not to bother the readers with their detailed statistical arguments, it is nevertheless necessary to clarify the meaning of the word “famine.”  Unwitting readers might think that the available evidence suggests that somewhere between 16 and 30 million people literally starved to death under Maoist China.  However, as Hinton explained:

Since there are so many possible degrees of short crops, low food stocks, malnutrition, hunger and starvation, the experts disagree over what constitutes a famine.  But one definition that makes sense says that a famine exists in a peasant country when people give up trying to survive at home, abandon their land, whole families together, and move out en masse, looking for some way, any way, to sustain life.  Land abandonment is the crucial characteristic that distinguishes famine from lesser degrees and levels of hunger and short rations.  But when you have land abandonment, with millions of people taking to the road and heading toward regions where they hope to find food, such vast migrations are very hard to conceal (Hinton 2006:242-243).

This kind of massive land abandonment was indeed what typically happened in the famines during the Qing Dynasty or the Republican period (1911—1949).  There is no evidence suggesting that this type of famine happened in China in the early 1960s.  The numbers of deaths caused by the famine were derived from statistical studies that were in turn based on the Chinese official statistics published in the 1980s.

To put these numbers in the context, Figure 2.3 presents China’s crude death rates based on the official statistics.  In the post-revolutionary (“New China”) period, as public health improved, the crude death rate had generally tended to fall and had reached levels comparable to those in the advanced capitalist countries by the 1970s (Cheng 2005).  However, between 1958 and 1961 there was a major surge of death rates.  If one draws a linear trend between 1957 and 1962, and calculates the difference between the actual death rates and the trend death rates for the year 1958, 1959, 1960, and 1961, it results in the “excess death rates” for these years.  If one multiplies the excess death rates with the populations of these years, the results are the excess deaths.  The number of excess deaths so calculated is 881,680, 2,756,830, 9,995,930, and 2,676,510 respectively for 1958, 1959, 1960, and 1961, and the total number of excess deaths is 16.3 million.
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Some have used other sets of official statistics and made certain more or less arbitrary assumptions, allowing them to make upward adjustments of the actual numbers of deaths, thus resulting in higher numbers of excess deaths.  But the basic procedure of calculation is been the same.

However, if one were to follow the same procedure and compare the death rates between 1958 and 1961 with the pre-revolutionary “normal” death rate (set at the average of the death rates in 1936 and 1938), one would have to conclude that the revolution had, statistically speaking, “saved” millions of lives even in the very bad years with major crop failures.  In other words, exactly because of the improvement of people’s conditions of life after the revolution, normal death rates had fallen dramatically, and it was in comparison with the dramatically lowered normal death rates that the actual death rates during 1958—1961 appeared to be excessively high.  This temporary return to near pre-revolutionary conditions certainly could not be used as an indictment against the revolution itself.

The crude death rate was 11.98, 14.59, and 14.24 per thousand for 1958, 1959, and 1961.  These hardly seem to be “famine-like” death rates.  The crude death rate for 1960 was 25.43 per thousand.  But if the years of 1936 and 1938, with crude death rates at about 28 per thousand, were not famine years, why should the year of 1960 be a year of famine?  1936 and 1938 were war years and the Nationalist Government was not in control of the entire country.  But the Nationalist Government probably only surveyed and reported data from the areas under its own control, which were comparatively peaceful and economically better-off.  The average world crude death rate for the 1950s was 18.5 per thousand (Cheng 2005).  China’s crude death rate in 1950 was 18 per thousand.  If one were to take the crude death rate of 1950 (the first year of peaceful rule under the Communist Party) as the benchmark, then only the year of 1960 had excess deaths, which are calculated to be 4.9 million or 0.7 percent of the population.

There were possibly millions of people who died of physical weakening and malnutrition but otherwise would not have died if there had not been the widespread food shortage.  But this would be very different from a famine understood as tens of millions of people literally starving to death.  Certainly it does not make sense to say that Maoist China had had a famine that was even larger than the pre-revolutionary famines, not to say the largest famine in the human history.
Natural Disasters and Crop Failures

There is no controversy that there were major crop failures in the early 1960s.  Total grain production fell from 200 million tons in 1958 to 143.5 million tons in 1960, and per capita grain production fell from 306 kilograms to 215 kilograms (State Statistical Bureau 1985:144, 167).  Per capita grain consumption in the rural areas fell from 204.5 kilograms in 1957 to 156 kilograms in 1960 and 153.5 kilograms in 1961 (Zhang 2007).  The normal urban ration for an average adult was about 180 kilograms a year.  After taking into account processing and distribution losses, for the years of 1960 and 1961 the margin between the total available food and the minimum required food was very thin.  There were definitely pervasive food shortage, malnutrition, as well as large numbers of excess deaths.

What had led to such a tragic outcome?  There are three possible answers.  The first possible answer is that it was caused by the structural features of the socialist economic system or central planning.  Secondly, it was caused by non-human factors such as natural disasters.  Thirdly, it was caused by policy errors that were caused more by contingent factors than structural factors.  The third answer in turn raises the question who were responsible for the tragedy.

The first answer is not plausible.  If there were a famine during 1959—1961, then it turned out to be the last famine in the Chinese history.  After the early 1960s, both the grain production and the population’s health conditions improved steadily.  In fact, the last section argues that Maoist China achieved spectacular success in improving the health conditions of the general population.

Cheng (2005), Hinton (2006:254-255), and Zhang (2007) argued that there were indeed natural disasters on unprecedented scales that could explain a large portion of the drops in grain production.  Considering that in the early 1960s, the Chinese agriculture used largely traditional techniques, there was little mechanization and application of chemical fertilizers, and it was before the introduction of high-yield seeds that were not available until the 1970s, it should not be surprising that output could be seriously affected by unusual natural disasters.

Figure 2.4 presents the natural disaster covered and affected areas in China between 1950 and 1980.  The natural disasters refer to flood, drought, frost freezing, typhoon, and hailstorms.  The natural disaster affected areas refer to areas where the crop production was reduced by 30 percent or more compared with normal years due to the disaster (State Statistical Bureau 1985:190).
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There were two peaks of natural disasters during the period 1950—1980, one took place in the early 1960s and the other in the late 1970s.  Between the two, the early 1960s peak had larger disaster covered and affected areas.  By the late 1970s, there had been major expansions in irrigation and water conservancy works, high-yield seeds started to be introduced, chemical fertilizers were more widely applied, and mechanization had made significant advances.  These factors helped to dramatically limit the impact of natural disasters.

In 1960, the natural disaster covered areas were 65.46 million hectares (an increase of 34.5 million hectares relative to 1958), and the affected areas were 24.98 million hectares (an increase of 17.16 million hectares relative to 1958).  If one takes 1958 as the “normal year,” when unit yield of grain production was 104.5 kilograms per mu (1 hectare = 15 mu), and assume that output dropped by 30 percent on the affected areas, 87 percent of the affected areas were used to grow grain crops (see State Statistical Bureau 1985:137, 145), and two crops were grown in a year, then the total loss of grain production from the increased affected areas would amount to 14 million tons.

This could be an underestimate, as 30 percent represents the minimum loss on the affected areas but in some cases the entire crops could be lost due to natural disasters.  One would also expect some output declines in the covered but not “affected” areas.  If one assumes that output dropped by 50 percent on the affected areas, and by 10 percent on the covered but not affected areas, then the total loss of output from natural disasters could be up to (23.4 million tons from the increased affected areas + 4.7 million tons from the increased covered but not affected areas) = 28.1 million tons.  Since the total decline of grain output between 1958 and 1960 was 56.6 million tons, natural disasters could have accounted for 25 to 50 percent of the total output loss.

The Lushan Plenum: the Unknown Story
Unprecedented natural disasters were likely to be a major factor that contributed to the declines of grain output and the pervasive food shortage.  But people generally agree that policy errors had aggravated the situation.  In particular, the “communist wind” that led to excessive leveling of income within and between communes seriously undermined the peasants’ work incentives, and the artificially high production targets imposed by the Party officials as well as the pervasive concealing and distortion of information resulted in excessively high requisitions in certain areas and prevented the timely provisioning of relief.

But who should be responsible for these errors?  The official Chinese government story put much of the blame on Mao, and this is largely accepted by the western students on the subject of the Great Leap Forward.  For example, Meisner (1999:237) argued that “Mao Zedong, the main author of the Great Leap, obviously bears the greatest moral and historical responsibility for the human disaster that resulted from the adventure.”  According to the conventional narrative, at the critical Lushan Plenum of the Party Central Committee (August 1959), Mao refused to accept the criticism of Peng Dehuai (then the Minister of Defense) who condemned the excesses of the Great Leap Forward, and forced Liu Shaoqi and other Party leaders to denounce Peng and call for the revival of the Great Leap Forward, which made the subsequent economic crisis and famine inevitable (Meisner 1999:230-239).

In recent years, as a growing proportion of the politically conscious young Chinese intellectuals and students move to the left, there has been a growing influence of Maoist ideas in China.  Many young Maoists have joined force with Maoist revolutionary veterans to defend the social and economic records of the Maoist period.  There has been a lively debate on the internet about the actual historical course as well as the short-term and long-term consequences of the Great Leap Forward.  Cheng Zhidan was one of the young “amateur scholars” on the Great Leap Forward, who tried to refute the liberal right-wing attacks on Mao Zedong (Cheng 2005).  Zhang Hongzhi, a veteran of the People’s Liberation Army who had participated in both the Liberation War (the 1946—1950 civil war) and the Korean War, was a leading defender (but by no means the only one) of Mao for the Great Leap Forward period.  William Hinton also provided new evidence and arguments in his last book, which was published posthumously.  In the book, Hinton criticized the prominent American Sinologists Edward Friedman, Paul G. Pickowicz, and Mark Selden for their revisionist account of the Chinese Revolution and the Maoist period (Hinton 2006).

Mao Zedong was a great leader of the Chinese Revolution and as a result enjoyed an enormous amount of prestige among the ordinary Chinese people.  However, Mao, as a revolutionary Marxist-Leninist, had always worked together with and relied upon other Party leaders as well as the grass roots Party members and masses to accomplish political, economic, and social goals.  Mao never relied upon and never believed in commandism imposed from above.  Within the Chinese Communist Party, Mao had never gained the kind of absolute control that Stalin had over the Soviet Communist Party (and even Stalin could not simply impose his will without the cooperation of much of the Party and state bureaucracy).  On the contrary, in many historical occasions, Mao often found himself in the minority (as Lenin did) within the Party leadership.  If Mao’s intention had eventually become the will of the Party, that took place only after patient and sustained persuasion, difficult and sometimes intense intra-Party struggle, criticisms and self-criticisms, and most importantly, after the Party leaders and members had learnt from practice themselves.

In light of the political change that took place in the Soviet Union after Stalin, Mao was already considering making preparations for new Party leaders at the Eighth Congress of the Chinese Communist Party.  After 1956, Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping became the “first line” leaders, in charge of the daily work of the Party and domestic affairs.  Liu was the second highest in the Party and became the Chairman of the People’s Republic after 1959.  Deng was the Party General Secretary, ranked after Mao, Liu, and Zhou Enlai.  Mao gradually retreated to the “second line” and spent most of his time on foreign relations and national defense.

As the Great Leap Forward started in 1958, it very much reflected the spontaneous desires and initiatives of ordinary Chinese workers and peasants to accelerate the pace of socialist revolution and industrialization.  However, after June 1958, it was seriously undermined by various “leftist” tendencies, such as the “communist wind” (excessive leveling) and “exaggeration wind” (false output numbers and unrealistically high production targets).

In this period (from June to October 1958), it was Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, who were responsible for the Great Leap Forward, the people’s communes, industrial production, as well as the Party propaganda.  Zhang Hongzhi (2007) explicitly pointed out that: “It was Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, who were mainly responsible for the Great Leap Forward, the people’s commune movement, and the great steel production movement; Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping were, moreover, the main ‘checks’ [that is, supervisors, note added] in propaganda.  At the time, these facts, from the top to the bottom in the Party, every one understood, ever one knew it in heart.”
Zhang provided convincing evidence, much of which was from Wu Lengxi’s memoir (Wu Lengxi, Yi Mao Zhuxi—Wo Qinshen Jingli de Ruogan Zhongda Lishi Shijian Pianduan (In Memory of Chairman Mao—Episodes of Several Important Historical Events That I Personally Experienced), Beijing: Xinhua Chubanshe (New China Press), 1995).  Wu Lengxi was then the Chief Editor of People’s Daily and Director of the Xinhua News Agency—China’s official news agency.  Therefore, his recollections were particularly authoritative.

Wu testified that between March and November 1958, on several occasions, Mao talked to him and personally instructed him to resist the “communist wind” and “exaggeration wind,” not to advertise unrealistic high production numbers, and to keep “a sober mind.”  Wu passed Mao’s instruction to Lu Dingyi, the Director of the Party Propaganda Department.  Lu replied: “Now it’s summer.  I’m too busy.  Let’s wait until the autumn.”  This should give the readers some idea about Mao’s ability to influence day-to-day Party decisions.

Starting with September 1958, People’s Daily published reports and editorials advocating early transition to communism, abolition of commodities and money, abolition of families, merging of all communes within a county into one commune, and leveling between rich and poor communes, production brigades, and production teams.

In the summer of 1958, a local Party cadre made an exaggerated report of the unit yield of wheat in his area.  The Party committee at the prefecture level was about to correct the mistake.  But the provincial Party newspaper and People’s Daily both published the exaggerated output numbers.  In July, after inspecting a county in the Shandong Province which claimed to have achieved unit yield of corn in the amount of 25,000 kilograms per mu, cotton in the amount of 7,500 kilograms per mu, and sweet potato in the amount of 150,000 kilograms per mu, Liu Shaoqi praised them for “having overthrown science.”  Liu later sent people to the county to make further investigations.  On August 7, based on the investigation made by those sent by Liu, People’s Daily published the notorious report—“Ren you duo da dan, di you duo da chan (How much the people dare, how much the land will deliver).”  From then on, the exaggeration wind became unstoppable.  Throughout the country, production targets surged by several dozens, several hundreds of times.   

In his memoir, Wu Lengxi wrote the following words:

During the Great Leap Forward movement, in the beginning, because of Chairman Mao’s advice, I was relatively cautious.  But after June, I began to sui da liu—follow the majority.  The circumstances were: the call for “Let the Ideas be Liberated, Dare to think, Dare to Do” from the Central Committee leaders, who were in charge of the “checks” in propaganda, was simply overwhelming.  Mao Zedong’s voice for “keeping some spare space” and “compressing the air” was weak.  Among the Central Committee leaders at the time, he was in the minority.  Thus I had to sui da liu, following the majority of the Central Committee leaders, and especially following Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, who were the main leaders in propaganda.  For the fact that People’s Daily and the Xinhua News Agency advocated “five winds” [bureaucratic style, compulsory commandism, blind management, exaggeration wind, and communist wind, note added] in 1958, it was Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, the Central Committee leaders who were in charge of propaganda, who were responsible.  Of course, although it cannot be said that People’s Daily and the Xinhua News Agency bore the main responsibility for the “exaggeration wind” and “communist wind” in 1958, but I was in charge of the propaganda work in the two units, and I am still feeling guilty today (Wu Lengxi, In Memory of Chairman Mao, page 72, cited from Zhang 2007).

The readers should take note of the fact that Wu Lengxi’s memoir was published in 1995.  There was obviously nothing for Wu to gain personally from this.  It seems that personal conscience was the only possible motive behind Wu’s writings.

Zhang (2007) provided detailed account of how Liu Shaoqi approved the first “communist experiment” and how he also approved the first exaggeration wind from the Henan Province.  Before August 1958, Mao was occupied by international politics as well as military confrontation with Jiang Jieshi.  The People’s Liberation Army bombarded Jinmen (or Quemoy, occupied by the Nationalists) and the US sent reinforcements to the Seventh Fleet at the Taiwan Strait.  There were also intense battles between the People’s Liberation Army and the Nationalists in the sea and air.

In August, Mao personally made investigations and refused to believe the unrealistic production numbers.  Between November 1958 and April 1959, in several Central Committee meetings, Mao made efforts to correct the communist wind and exaggeration wind.  Mao led the Central Committee members to read Stalin’s Problems of the Socialist Economy in the USSR.  In this book, Stalin made the distinction between socialism and communism, and between all people’s ownership (that is, socialist state ownership) and collective ownership, and recognized that commodity relations would continue to exist under socialism.  Mao emphasized that the people’s communes were socialist not communist, and were defined by collective ownership not all people’s ownership.  Mao thus provided the theoretical argument against the communist wind.

In these meetings, Mao also made efforts to lower the national and provincial planning targets but was met with strong resistance from other leaders.  On November 21, 1958, at the Wuchang meeting of the Politburo, Mao gave the following speech:

Let me again play the low tone, let us compress our brains a little bit, let us turn the air into a low-tone air.  Achieve something first, if that is all right and there is some spare ability, things go smoothly, we can add a little bit more.  This may sound like pouring cold water, like right-wing opportunism.  … Do not attempt to seek unreal reputation while incurring real disasters.  Now we must lighten the tasks.  In water conservancy construction, over the last winter and this spring, the whole country completed 50 billion cubic meters of work.  Over this winter and next spring, we are planning for 190 billion cubic meters, an increase by three times.  And there are a variety of tasks, such as steel, iron, copper, aluminum, coal, transportation, processing industries, chemical industries.  How much of human and material resources would we need?  In this way, I think, one half of the Chinese people would have to die, if not half, one-third would die, or one-tenth, 50 million people would die.  If 50 million people die, if you are not dismissed, at least I should be dismissed.  Our heads would also be a problem.  Do we really need that much, it is all right if you want that much, but do not let any one die … and if some one dies, do not take my head.  … This meeting should play a low tone, compressing the air.  The strings of hu qin [a two-stringed Chinese musical instrument, note added] shall not be pulled too tight, it will be broken (cited from Zhang 2007).

Ridiculously, and incredibly, in the highly promoted Mao: the Unknown Story (2005) by Jung Chang and Jon Halliday, a few sentences out of this speech (“one half of the Chinese people would have to die”) were taken out of context and cited as the definitive proof of “how many people Mao was ready to dispense with.” (see Ball 2006)  Is there a limit to falsification?

On April 29, 1959, Mao wrote a personal open letter to six levels of cadres: province, prefecture, county, commune, production brigade, and production teams.  That is, Mao directly addressed to grass roots cadres.  In the letter, Mao consulted in a detailed manner with the six levels of cadres about various agricultural issues and urged them to speak the truth.  With Mao’s persistent efforts, towards the summer of 1959, various production targets were gradually lowered.

In July and August 1959, another meeting of the politburo was held at Lushan.  During the meeting, Peng Dehuai presented his famous “letter of opinion.”  Mao said he agreed with some of the points in the letter and did some self-criticisms.  After Peng’s letter was discussed, Mao declared that the meeting was over and was ready to leave Lushan.  However, Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping feared that Peng’s letter might force them to take responsibility for the serious mistakes they had made.  They might also have seen Peng as a potential political threat.  Liu in effect accused Peng of preparing a coup d’état.

According to a witness’s account, several “Central Committee leaders” insisted that the Peng Dehuai question had to be “settled.”  Mao was in fact forced to give in.  Mao refused to attend the following Central Committee Plenum, which removed Peng Dehuai from the position of the Minister of Defense (Zhang 2007).

The failure of the Great Leap Forward reflected the fact that by the late 1950s, a privileged bureaucratic group had already taken hold.  The Communist Party had evolved from a revolutionary organization, the members of which were committed to revolutionary ideals, committed to the interest of working people, and willing to make self sacrifices, into one that included many careerists who were primarily concerned with personal power and enrichment.

Given the political situation in China at the time, from time to time, these privileged bureaucrats and careerists were still under the pressure from the workers’ and peasants’ revolutionary initiatives on the one hand, and from the remaining revolutionary elements in the Party on the other hand.  During the Great Leap Forward, these privileged bureaucrats and careerists responded to these pressures in ways that would help to advance their own ambitions given the political environment, but cared very little about the working people’s genuine interest.  Their behavior led to disasters for the ordinary Chinese people. 

Even after the Great Leap Forward, Mao Zedong was not yet ready to break with Liu Shaoqi.  It was only after Liu’s sabotage of the Socialist Education Movement (1962—1965) and his repression of student activisms in the early months of the Cultural Revolution, that Mao finally gave up whatever hope he once had to reform the Party and the state from within.  China’s social contradictions had developed to the point that the Chinese socialist revolution could only be advanced through “a revolution in the revolution.”
THE BASIC CONTRADICTIONS OF THE CHINESE SOCIALISM
The Chinese socialism was the historical product of a great revolution, which was based on the broad mobilization and support of the workers and peasants comprising the great majority of the population.  As a result, it would necessarily reflect the interests and aspirations of the ordinary working people.  On the other hand, China remained a part of the capitalist world-economy, and was under constant and intense pressure of military and economic competition against other big powers.  To mobilize resources for capital accumulation, surplus product had to be extracted from the workers and peasants and concentrated in the hands of the state.  This in turn created opportunities for the bureaucratic and technocratic elites to make use of their control over the surplus product to advance their individual power and interests rather than the collective interest of the working people.  This was the basic historical contradiction that confronted the Chinese socialism as well as other socialist states in the twentieth century.

In a “normal” class society, the use of outright coercive force is often the primary method of surplus extraction.  In the core states of the capitalist world-economy, and to some extent also in the periphery and semi-periphery, where labor is “free” in the sense that the workers can sell their labor power at the prevailing prices determined by the supply and demand in the labor market, the “reserve army of labor” or a large pool of unemployed or underemployed workers plays an indispensable role in depressing the wages and disciplining the labor force.  In a socialist state, however, both approaches of surplus extraction were either absent or substantially weakened.  

As the Chinese Communist Party rose to power as a result of the broad political mobilization and awakening among the Chinese workers and peasants, the construction of the new revolutionary state involved a “social compact” or a set of “historical compromises” that were radically different from what were typically found in other states of the capitalist world-economy.  From the 1950s to the 1970s, the urban working class enjoyed a wide range of economic and social rights that included job security, free health care, free education, subsidized housing, and guaranteed pensions that together constituted what were referred to as the “iron rice bowl.”  In the rural areas, with the consolidation of the people’s communes, the peasants were provided with very basic, but a wide range of public services including health care, education, care for the disabled, and care of the old people without children.  Collective organization of work and distribution of income protected the peasants from the worst outcomes of natural disasters as well as the social pressure and polarization that would arise from spontaneous market activities.

These social arrangements (in effect the constitutional rights for the Chinese workers and peasants) not only provided the Chinese workers and peasants with a guaranteed minimum income and access to certain basic public services, but also greatly limited the range of surplus extraction techniques available for the state and its economic managers.  The Chinese workers and peasants thus had got a far greater degree of control over their own labor processes, in term of the pace, style, and intensity of their labor, in comparison with their counterparts in the capitalist states.

This was quite obvious for the urban sector workers whose iron rice bowl could not be broken.  For agriculture, although the state had monopolized the agricultural markets and could influence the rate of surplus extraction through control over agricultural prices, the level of the total agricultural output (and therefore the surplus that could be extracted from the agriculture) had to depend on the peasants’ productive effort.  Collective organization of the agricultural work and the relatively egalitarian income distribution within the rural collectives had moreover removed competition among individual peasants as a potential disciplining mechanism that could force the peasants to deliver a higher level of labor input.

Therefore, for a socialist state, accumulation and surplus extraction had to rely primarily on the working people’s willingness to make a sufficiently large labor contribution.  That is, it had to rely upon the socialist consciousness.  To the extent the workers and peasants identified with the socialist state and considered the state’s control over the surplus to be in their own long-term common interest, surplus extraction could be relatively effective and accumulation could proceed at a reasonable pace.  But if this failed to happen, then surplus extraction became difficult and crisis of accumulation would follow.

Other than the socialist consciousness, the state bureaucrats and economic managers could also use “material incentives” as an alternative technique of surplus extraction.  In theory, the payments of income to the workers could be structured in such a way so that they were proportional to the workers’ labor contributions.  In reality, a system of material incentives would create an internal labor market within any socialist work organization.  It led to divisions within the working class, undermined workers’ control over their own labor processes, allowed some skilled workers to emerge as a labor aristocracy, and provided justification for the material privileges of bureaucratic and technocratic elites.  Unlimited and inappropriate use of material incentives and distribution according to labor would seriously undermine the social basis of the collective socialist consciousness.

For Marx, distribution according to labor is a “bourgeois right,” which is still an unequal right for unequal labor, but with which the early phase of communism would have to live.  In Critique of the Gotha Program (1875), Marx argued that:

What we have to deal with here is a communist society, not as it has developed on its own foundations, but, on the contrary, just as it emerges from capitalist society; which is thus in every respect, … still stamped with the birthmarks of the old society from whose womb it emerges.  … [A]s far as the distribution of [individual means of consumption] among the individual producers is concerned, the same principle prevails as in the exchange of commodity equivalents: a given amount of labour in one form is exchanged for an equal amount of labour in another form.  Hence, equal right here is still in principle—bourgeois right … This equal right is an unequal right for unequal labor.  … [I]t tacitly recognises unequal individual endowment and thus productive capacity as natural privileges.  … In a higher phase of communist society, … after labour has become not only a means of life but life’s prime want … only then can the narrow horizon of bourgeois right be crossed in its entirety and society inscribe on its banner: From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs!” (cited from Tucker 1978:529-531)

In the Reading Notes on the Soviet Textbook of Political Economy (1961—1962), Mao criticized the excessive dependence of the Soviet socialism on material incentives.  Mao argued that a socialist economy would have to, first of all, emphasize the interest of society as a whole, the collective interest, the long-term interest, rather than the short-term individual interest.  The purpose of socialist work is to serve the people, serve the collective interest, and contribute to the building of socialism, rather than “to earn more money.”  Excessive emphasis of material incentives and individual interests would make capitalism “unbeatable” (Mao 1969:357-363).

Mao discussed some of the necessary social conditions for the socialist consciousness as well as the tradeoff between the socialist consciousness and material incentives:

Our experience [is that], if the cadres do not discard their haughty manner, and do not join and become a part of the workers, the workers usually would regard the factories as, not that of their own, but that of the cadres’.  Given the cadres’ boss-like attitude, the workers would not be willing to self-consciously observe labor discipline … With weak politics, one has to count on the material incentives (Mao 1969:364).

For the workers and peasants to identify with the socialist state, they had to have confidence that the Party and state bureaucrats, economic managers, and other technocrats were indeed using and allocating the society’s surplus product in a way that would contribute to the working people’s long-term common interest.  But for this to happen, the material privileges of the bureaucratic and technocratic elites had to be subject to strict limits, and in some cases, be completely eliminated.  The elites would have to make an explicit and serious effort to demonstrate their willingness to connect with the “masses” and their commitment to the working people’s interest (for example, through regular participation in productive labor).  Conditions had to be created to deepen and widen the workers’ and peasants’ participation in the management of the state’s political and economic affairs.  “The workers’ right to manage the state, manage all types of enterprises, and manage culture and education, is the greatest, the most basic right of the workers under a socialist system.  Without this right, there would be no right to work, no right to be educated, and no right to rest.” (Mao 1969:342)

It would be possible for these conditions to be met so long as a substantial portion of the Party and state bureaucrats were committed to the revolutionary ideal and were willing to sacrifice their individual interests for the common interest of working people.  However, the historical tendency in the socialist states had been that a growing proportion of the bureaucratic and technocratic elites tended to become, and some former revolutionaries tended to degenerate into, selfish careerists who were only interested in the expansion of individual wealth and power.  Once these selfish careerists had become the majority in the elites and managed to consolidate their material privileges and power, then a new exploiter class in the form of privileged bureaucrats, privileged technocrats, and bureaucratic capitalists, alienated from the worker and peasants, would have taken shape.

As Chapter 7 of this book will discuss, the fundamental solution to this contradiction lies with the replacement of the capitalist world-economy with a new world-system in the form of a socialist world-government, as well as the withering away of the division of physical labor and mental labor.  So long as the capitalist world-economy continues to operate and exist, however, there is no easy solution to this contradiction.  For a socialist state within a capitalist world-economy to survive as a socialist state, it must engage in constant and persistent struggle, by mobilizing the masses of workers and peasants, to fight against its own tendency towards degeneration and “capitalist restoration,” while supporting revolutionary movements in other states to accelerate the victory of the world socialist revolution.

SOCIALISM AND CLASS STRUGGLE
The Chinese Communist Party came to power after twenty eight years of arduous and heroic revolutionary struggle.  Millions perished or gave up on the way.  Among the remaining communists, many of them were indeed highly committed, mostly selfless revolutionaries.  As Meisner put it:

The term “cadre” (ganbu), … refers to a Communist Party member who is a leader in a Party organ or in a Party-dominated institution or mass organization.  … Ideally, the cadre is a selfless person imbued with the proper revolutionary values and committed to the achievement of revolutionary goals, a person of “all-round” ability able to perform a variety of tasks and capable of quickly adapting to changing situations and requirements, one who is both “red and expert” but first and foremost politically and ideologically “red” and potentially “expert,” a person who faithfully carries out Party policy yet does so with independence and initiative, a person who submits to the discipline of the Party organization but at the same time is intimately tied to the masses; as Mao formulated it, the cadre is both “the teacher and the pupil of the masses,” and indeed must be their pupil before he can be their teacher.  The ideal cadre is the very antithesis of the bureaucrat who “dozes at his desk” or the official who commands from behind his desk.  The Communist revolution owed its success in large measure to the fact that there were indeed many such Party cadres who more or less measured up to this Maoist ideal of revolutionary leadership.  They were people committed to the goals and ideals of revolution, not to a vacation or a career (Mesiner 1999:118-119).

Once the Party was in power, instead of attracting and recruiting committed revolutionaries, it increasingly attracted people who saw Party membership as the path to power and material privileges.  Industrialization required technical and managerial expertise, which was concentrated in a small group of intellectuals and “experts” that typically had capitalist or landlord family backgrounds.  The social composition of the Party had shifted from the workers and peasants to the intellectuals and technicians.  By 1957, the workers were already outnumbered by the intellectuals in the Party.

Some of the former revolutionaries had also become careerist bureaucrats who were primarily interested in their individual material interests.  In the first few years of the People’s Republic, the Party-member cadres continued to live in a relatively egalitarian way, with the government directly providing them with the basic necessities and a small amount of monetary allowance.  After 1955, all cadres were divided into 26 ranks with monthly salaries ranging from 30 yuan to 560 yuan.  The Communist Party had thus been transformed from a revolutionary organization into a bureaucratic organization that was increasingly alienated from the ordinary working people (Meisner 1999:114-120).

It was in this context that the Chinese Communist Party leadership was gradually divided into two factions advocating two different “lines.”  One faction, led by Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, declared that the principal contradiction in socialist China was no longer between antagonistic social classes but “between the advanced socialist system and the backward social productive forces” (Meisner 1999:303).  It followed that the Communist Party would no longer focus on class struggle.  Instead, the Party’s main task was to promote economic development.

Having failed to advance the “social productive forces” in the Great Leap Forward through the “communist wind” and the “exaggeration wind,” Liu and Deng (still in charge of the Party’s and state’s day-to-day work) moved from an “ultra-leftist” approach to a “pragmatic” or right opportunist approach.  In the rural areas, they allowed the peasants to have bigger private plots and sell their outputs on free markets, diverting peasants’ labor effort away from the collective work.  The collective work itself was partially privatized as a result of the “contracting production to the family” policy (ban chan dao hu).  This new partial privatization had led to rising inequality among peasants as well as growing corruption among the rural cadres.

In the cities, the industrial sector was re-organized to concentrate power and authority in the hands of managerial and technical experts.  Bonuses and piece rates were widely introduced to promote economic efficiency.  The rising economic and social inequality was justified by the “socialist” distributive principle: “from each according to his ability, to each according to his labor” (Meisner 1999:262-269).
Thus, by the early 1960s, a revisionist faction within the Communist Party leadership, led by Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, had been formed.  In the 1950s, there were still some conflicts of interests between those elites who came from intellectual and technician backgrounds (which often meant former capitalist and landlord backgrounds) and those former revolutionaries who had degenerated into careerist bureaucrats, as was reflected by the anti-rightist movement in 1957 when Liu, Deng joined Mao to meet the challenge from the intellectuals with ideological suppression (Meisner 1999:180-188).  By the early 1960s, the interests of the two groups of elites had very much converged as the revisionist Party leaders relied upon technocrats with their “expertise” to advance the productive forces.

Against the Liu-Deng revisionist faction, Mao Zedong argued that: “the socialist society is a rather long historical period.  Within the historical period of socialism, classes, class contradictions, and class struggles continue to exist.  There is the struggle between the socialist road and the capitalist road.  There is the danger of capitalist restoration.” (Talk given at the Beidaihe Central Committee Working Conference and the Tenth Plenum of the Eighth Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, August and September 1962, originally from Red Flag, Number 10, 1967, cited from Mao 1976)

In 1964, after reading an on-site report on the “Socialist Education Movement” in a tractor factory, Mao made the following comments:

The bureaucratic class on the one hand, and the working class and the poor and lower middle peasants on the other hand, are two sharply antagonistic classes.  They are becoming or have become the bourgeois elements who suck the workers’ blood.  How can they recognize [the necessity of socialist revolution]?  They are the objects of struggle, the objects of revolution (Comments on Chen Zhengren’s Report on Socialist Education Movement at Luoyang Tractor Factory, December 12, 1964 and January 15, 1965, cited from Mao 1976).

After several attempts to re-revolutionize the Party from within had failed, Mao made a direct appeal to the ordinary workers, peasants, and students, calling on them to rebel against the “capitalist roaders who are in authority in the Party.”  That became the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.

Several historical factors contributed to the failure of the Cultural Revolution.  First, China remained a part of the capitalist world-economy and intense inter-state competition was a constant constraint.  In the absence of a swift political victory for the Maoists, China could not remain in conditions of political chaos for long without seriously undermining its position in the world-system and its ability to prevent unfavorable external intervention.  After 1969, the Maoists were forced to retreat from the fights for provincial and local powers, to re-establish domestic political and economic stability.  The “old cadres” were rehabilitated and again in control of much of the Party and state bureaucracy as well as the military.

Secondly, despite Mao’s personal charisma and seemingly unquestioned authority, the Maoists did not have effective control over the army.  The “old cadres” were often able to receive support from local army units and repress the rebels by force.  Mao made a tactical pact with Lin Biao to secure the army’s neutrality.  After Lin Biao attempted an abortive coup and was killed in an air crash, Deng Xiaoping (who had led a large field army during the civil war) became the most influential among the remaining army leaders.

The unique Maoist theoretical contribution to the international communist movement was that there would have to be “continuing revolution under the dictatorship of the proletariat.”  However, in the 1950s, Mao and his comrades could benefit from no or very little historical experience.  The Soviet Union was regarded as the leader of the world socialist revolution and the successful example of “socialist industrialization.”  It was not until the early 1960s that Mao had reached a better and deeper understanding of the class contradictions and class struggles in the new “socialist society.”  By then the privileged bureaucrats and technocrats had already to a large extent consolidated their power.

Finally, the ordinary Chinese workers and peasants were politically inexperienced and unprepared.  Despite the Maoist warning of the danger of capitalist restoration, the Marxist-Maoist theoretical reasoning did not seem to fully conform with the daily experience of many ordinary workers and peasants.  While there were pervasive resentments among the workers and peasants against corruption and bureaucratic material privileges, to the ordinary Chinese workers and peasants in the 1970s, it must have seemed a quite remote and extremely unlikely possibility that the capitalist property relations would one day return with full vengeance and that the workers and peasants would have lost all of their socialist rights and be reduced to working slaves subjected to the most ruthless capitalist exploitation.

Exhausted by the inconclusive power struggles, the urban working class became politically passive and was caught off guard by the 1976 counter-revolutionary coup.  With the defeat of the Maoists, the working class lost ideological and organizational leadership.  Confused and de-politicized, the Chinese working class was to be taken advantage of by both the ruling elites and the opportunistic middle class “democratic movement”, paving the way for their tragic defeat in the 1990s.

All great historical figures are conscious of not only their own historical contributions but also their own historical limitations.  As Mao approached the end of his life, he was quite conscious that the historical relations of forces were against him, even though his optimism about the long-term prospect of the world revolution was by no means diminished.  Meeting with the visiting Danish Prime Minister, Mao said:

To summarize, China can be characterized as a socialist state.  Before the Liberation, it was not very different from capitalism.  Now there is still the eight-grade wage system, distribution according to labor, exchange with money, all of these are not very different from how things were in the old society.  Only that the property relations have changed.  … Now there is the commodity system in our country, and the wage system is an unequal one, there is the eight-grade wage system.  These can only be restricted under the dictatorship of the proletariat.  Therefore, if Lin Biao and his likes come to power, it will be very easy to restore capitalism (originally from People’s Daily, February 22, 1975, cited from Mao 1976).

Between October 1975 and January 1976, Mao had the following comments:

Is there class struggle in a socialist society?  … Class struggle is the key, the rest will follow.  Stalin made a big mistake on this, but not Lenin.  Lenin said, petty production generates capitalism every day, every hour.  Lenin talked about building a bourgeois state without the bourgeoisie, to secure the bourgeois rights.  We ourselves have exactly built such a state, not very different from the old society …
Some comrades, mainly the old comrades, their thinking has not moved beyond the bourgeois democratic revolution.  They do not understand the socialist revolution, they have resentments, they even oppose [the revolution], … and want to settle accounts with the Cultural Revolution.  … After the democratic revolution, the workers and the poor and lower middle peasants did not stop, they want revolution.  However, some of the Party members did not want to proceed any more.  Some even moved backwards, and are opposed to the revolution.  Why?  They have become big bureaucrats, and want to protect the interest of big bureaucrats.  They have good houses, cars, high salaries, and servants, [they] live even better than the capitalists.  Now socialist revolution comes to themselves, … they do not like the criticisms against bourgeois rights.  To have socialist revolution, but do not know where the bourgeoisie is, it is within the Communist Party, it is the capitalist roaders who are in authority in the Party.  The capitalist roaders are still on the [capitalist] road (Mao 1976).

THE TRIUMPH OF THE CHINESE CAPITALISM
Mao died in September 1976.  The new Party Chairman Hua Guofeng, a political opportunist, undertook a coup and arrested the radical Maoist leaders (the so-called “Gang of Four” led by Jiang Qing, Mao’s wife), with the backing of the “old cadres” and the implicit support of Deng Xiaoping.  Hua soon proved to be politically useless and by 1979, Deng was effectively in charge of the Party and started the “economic reform.”
The early economic reform actually brought about immediate material benefits to nearly every social layer.  In the rural areas, the “family contract system” was implemented which in effect privatized the agriculture.  In the early 1980s, as the use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides surged, and with the help of the infrastructure built under the collective era, agricultural production expanded rapidly.  The peasants’ incomes also grew rapidly and in fact, more rapidly than the incomes of the urban households in this period.  As the availability of food and other agricultural goods improved, the urban working class also enjoyed rapid improvement in living standards and began to have access to various modern durable consumer goods.

With these temporary concessions made to the workers and peasants, Deng Xiaoping and the “reformers” were able to consolidate their political power.  By the mid-1980s, the “reformers” were in firm control of the Party and state.  They began to push for market reforms in the state owned enterprises, the stronghold of China’s urban working class.  The 1988 “Enterprise Law” provided that the state owned enterprise managers had the full authority to dictate everything within an enterprise, including the power to fire or lay off the workers.  The development of market relations also provided ample opportunities for sections of the privileged bureaucrats to enrich themselves through corruption and speculation.  A new bureaucratic capitalist class emerged (Meisner 1999:469-479).

The urban working class was politically passive and disoriented.  But it remained quite powerful at the factory level.  Despite the provisions of the 1988 Enterprise Law, the power to fire workers was rarely exercised by the management in the late 1980s.  On the contrary, with the “iron rice bowl” still intact, the state sector management was forced to use generous material incentives to motivate the workers to increase productivity.  The second half of the 1980s saw rapid increases in urban workers’ wages.  To maintain profitability, the state owned enterprises raised prices trying to pass the rising costs to the consumers, leading to rampant inflation.

To meet the growing demand for durable consumer goods from the urban elites and the urban working class, China’s imports of durable consumer goods as well as the capital goods to be invested in the “import substitution” industries surged.  In the late 1980s, China was running large trade deficits.  The overall economic situation was not unlike Latin America or Eastern Europe in the years before the debt crisis, and had become increasingly unsustainable.

Back to the 1980s, the word “intellectuals” broadly referred to any one that had had a higher education in China, including university teachers, engineers, doctors, writers, artists, and even university students, who were to become China’s emerging urban middle class.

The intellectuals were traditionally a privileged social group in China.  Their material privileges were significantly reduced (but not completely eliminated) under Revolutionary China.  Most of the Chinese intellectuals in the 1980s were from families that were capitalists or landlords before the Revolution.  Their resentments against the revolution (especially the Cultural Revolution) were strong and they often did not hide their contempt and hatred of ordinary workers and peasants.

The intellectuals were in favor of the growth of market relations.  They hoped to have greater material privileges with greater degrees of social and economic inequality.  They also hoped that through greater integration into the global capitalist market, they would have greater opportunities to immigrate to the core states or to earn higher incomes by working for transnational corporations, so that their incomes and living standards could approach their counterparts in the core states.  Towards the late 1980s, many of them openly called for full-scale privatization and free market capitalist system.

While the intellectuals and the ruling elites shared the broad objective of transition to capitalism, there was no agreement on how political power and the economic benefits of capitalist transition were to be divided between them.  The intellectuals were dissatisfied with the fact that as wealth started to be concentrated in the hands of bureaucratic capitalists and private entrepreneurs, they did not have a share of this newly accumulated capitalist wealth.  Many of them complained that their income did not grow more rapidly than that for the urban workers.

All of these were behind the intellectuals’ call for “freedom and democracy.”  In effect, the Chinese urban middle class was asking for a bigger share of the power and wealth as China moved towards capitalism.  Some of the intellectuals explicitly called for “neo-authoritarianism,” taking Japan, Taiwan, Singapore, and South Korea as the model, advocating a capitalist model that would be repressive towards the working class but could secure “property rights” for the capitalists and “civil liberty” for the intellectuals (Meisner 1999:493-499).

Throughout the 1980s, there were several waves of intellectual criticisms of the Communist Party (sometimes backed by university student demonstrations) followed by official movements against “bourgeois liberalization.”  The intellectuals and the ruling elites were testing their forces before a dramatic showdown that would settle the terms under which they would unite in a general offensive against the urban working class.

Once the privileged bureaucrats and technocrats took over and managed to consolidate their political power, it was just a matter of time before the capitalist relations of production were to be established as the dominant relations of production in China.  With growing economic and social inequality, it was inevitable that the Chinese workers were increasingly alienated and would no longer consider themselves as the “masters” of the state and society.  In that case, the use of material incentives became the only available technique for the ruling elites to extract surplus from the workers without breaking the socialist social compact.

However, with the socialist social compact remaining intact, the urban workers tended to have “excessively” strong bargaining power from the capitalist point of view.  The workers’ power at the factory level allowed them to push up the wages, undermining profitability as well as China’s competitiveness in the world market.  For the Chinese capitalism to survive and prosper, the remaining economic power of the Chinese working class had to be broken.  Moreover, a large cheap labor force had to be created that would in turn allow the Chinese capitalism to exploit its “comparative advantage” so that it could prosper through export-oriented accumulation.

The ruling elites were divided into three factions.  The right wing (usually referred to as the “radical reformers” in the western literature) was led by Zhao Ziyang, the Party’s General Secretary as well as the Prime Minister.  These “reformers” actually represented the most corrupt sections of China’s bureaucratic capitalists.  Their sons and daughters had gained the most in the early years of China’s capitalist transition.  Using their political influences and connections, they profited from import-export trade, arranged deals for foreign capitalist firms, and established ties with international capitalist conglomerates (Meisner 1999:475).  Zhao was in favor of a Chinese version of shock therapy: full-scale liberalization and privatization right away.  The slogan at the time was: “let the prices make one jump over the river,” meaning immediate removal of all state social subsidies and liberalization of all prices.

The “left” wing (usually referred to as the “conservatives” in the western literature) was led by Chen Yun, who grew up in a workers’ family and was a veteran communist leader.  Chen represented the veteran communists in the Party who, although by no means were opposed to the general direction of the capitalist-oriented reform, nevertheless maintained some lingering affection with the original revolutionary goal.  Chen was in favor of a “socialist planned commodity economy” (as supposed to “market economy”) where the state would control the commanding heights (Meisner 1999:485).  Politically, Chen advocated slogans such as “[The Party] must wholeheartedly rely upon the working class.”  In fact, Chen was advocating a state capitalist model that would rest upon the expansion of domestic markets, which would in turn require a social compromise between the capitalist class and the urban working class.

But the master of the Chinese politics was Deng Xiaoping.  Although Deng had officially “retired,” he kept the crucial position of the Chairman of the Central Military Committee and had the backing of the majority of the bureaucracy and the army.  Deng understood that the state capitalist model proposed by Chen was politically and economically unsustainable.  For China to complete a successful capitalist transition and for the bureaucratic capitalist class to secure its fundamental political and economic interests, the remaining power of China’s urban working class would have to be broken.  For that, the ruling elites would need to have the political support of the intellectuals or the urban middle class.

However, Deng was politically experienced enough to know that Zhao’s strategy amounted to a political suicide.  The implementation of shock therapy without breaking the working class’s power would immediately lead to a general working class rebellion.  Further, while a political alliance between the bureaucratic capitalist class and the urban middle class was necessary to defeat the working class, the intellectuals had to be first taught a lesson so that they would settle for no more than a junior position in the pro-capitalist political alliance.  In retrospect, Deng’s political plan worked marvelously well.

Much to the surprise of the leading “democratic” intellectuals, the spontaneous student protests in the spring of 1989 were joined by the urban workers and developed into a general social movement.  The situation eventually became a political showdown between the ruling elites and the “democratic” intellectuals.  The intellectuals, however, were neither able nor willing to really mobilize the urban working class to make a fight for political power.  But without the political mobilization of the working class, the intellectuals proved to be completely powerless.  Many leading intellectuals and students managed to flee the country.  It was the workers who paid the highest price in term of blood and imprisonment (Meisner 1999:511).

After teaching the intellectuals a lesson, the ruling elites were ready to build a pro-capitalist alliance with the intellectuals under the banner of “reform and openness.”  The ruling elites were sure that they could count on the intellectuals to provide the necessary political and ideological support for a full-front attack on the urban working class.  On the other hand, after 1989, the ruling elites had broken the backbone of the politically active “democratic” intellectuals.  It was no longer possible for the intellectuals or the urban middle class to capitalize on the resentments of the working class to secure major concessions from the ruling elites.

In January 1992, after securing the Army’s support for “reform and openness,” Deng Xiaoping embarked on a five-week journey throughout Southern China.  Deng explicitly called for transformation in the direction of “socialist market economy,” which was, in the Chinese political context, a euphemism for capitalism.  The Fourteenth Congress of the Chinese Communist Party officially recognized Deng’s victory by abolishing the Central Advisory Committee chaired by Chen Yun.  The Congress confirmed the goal of “socialist market economy” and for the first time, made the commitment to “property right reform,” thus legitimizing the privatization of state and collective owned enterprises (Meisner 1999:516-518).  

Throughout the 1990s, most of the state and collective owned enterprises were privatized.  Tens of millions of workers were laid off.  The urban working class was deprived of their remaining socialist rights.  Moreover, the dismantling of the rural collective economy and basic public services had forced hundreds of millions of peasants into the cities to become the “migrant workers.”  An enormous cheap labor force was created that would work for the transnational corporations and the Chinese capitalists at the lowest possible wages under the most demeaning conditions.  The massive inflows of foreign capital contributed to a huge export boom.
The Chinese capitalist economy was ready to rise to the global stage. 

THE FUTURE IS BRIGHT, BUT THE PATH IS TORTUOUS
The Chinese Revolution was one of the greatest historical events in the twentieth century.  It not only fundamentally changed the historical course of modern China, but also made one of the most significant contributions to the world-wide anti-systemic movements in the second half of the twentieth century.  For about a quarter of a century, the Chinese workers and peasants made unprecedented gains in material living standards and enjoyed a political and social status unparalleled by their counterparts in most of the states in the world-system.  Under the leadership of Mao Zedong and the revolutionary elements in the Chinese Communist Party, the Chinese working people made a glorious effort to fight back the “capitalist roaders who are in authority in the party,” to defend the accomplishments of the socialist revolution.  While this effort failed, the Chinese working people have learned the experiences and lessons, and will no doubt benefit from these experiences and lessons in their future revolutionary struggle.   

As any great and genuine revolutionary would do, Mao Zedong, was always prepared to look forward to victory exactly when the immediate relations of forces were unfavorable.  In 1962, as the Sino-Soviet split became inevitable after an intense debate over the general direction of the international communist movement, Mao said:

In China, or in other countries in the world, in the last analysis, more than ninety percent of the people eventually will support Marxism-Leninism.  In the world, there are still many people, who are deceived by the social democrats, deceived by the revisionists, deceived by imperialism, deceived by the reactionaries of different countries.  They are not yet awaken.  But sooner or later they will be awaken, will support Marxism-Leninism.  The truth of Marxism-Leninism is irresistible, the masses of people sooner or later will want revolution.  The world revolution sooner or later will be victorious (Talk at the seven-thousand people conference, January 30, 1962, originally from People’s Daily, April 22, 1970, cited from Mao 1976).

Four years later, as Mao entered into his last major battle in lifetime, he wrote to his wife and comrade, Jiang Qing:

From great chaos under the heaven, to great peace under the heaven.  … I am somewhat like a tiger, this is the primary aspect, I am also somewhat like a monkey, this is the secondary aspect.  … I am ready to be broken into pieces.  There are more than one hundred [communist] parties in the world, most no longer believe in Marxism-Leninism.  Marx, Lenin, have been broken into pieces, not to say ourselves.  … If an anti-communist rightist coup takes place in China, I am sure they will not be able to live in peace, they are likely to be short-lived, because all the revolutionaries that represent the interests of more than ninety percent of the people will not tolerate them.  By then, the rightists might use some of my words to prevail for a while, but the leftists will inevitably use some of my other words to get organized, and overturn the rightists.  … The Cultural Revolution, … is a general rehearsal, the leftists, the rightists, and the wavering middle-of-the-roaders, will each receive their own lessons.  Conclusion: the future is bright, but the path is tortuous (Letter to Jiang Qing, July 8, 1966, cited from Mao 1976).  

Revolution is dead.  Long lives the revolution!
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