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INTRODUCTION

The Set the Record Straight Project has put together this reader to acquaint people with the
materials we have gathered that get at the truth of the socialist revolutions of the 20th century—
and which powerfully make the case that these were breakthroughs in social emancipation.

The Set the Record Straight Project (SRS) is taking on the lies and misrepresentations spread in
the media, mainstream scholarship, and mass-market books about the Soviet revolution (19171956) and the Chinese revolution (1949-1976). It is bringing to life such hidden and suppressed
history as the fight for women’s liberation in the new Soviet society during the 1920s…what it
meant for peasants in revolutionary China during the Cultural Revolution to take increasing
responsibility for the direction of society…how Maoist China, contrary to standard claims of
economic disaster, actually pioneered a liberating approach to economic development that met
basic social needs, reduced divisions between town and country, and broke with external
dependency—all of which takes on new relevance in today’s crisis-ridden world economy.

There is an intellectual-ideological struggle in society and the world over whether
systemic and fundamental change is feasible, or even desirable. It is a battle over
historical truth: what was the reality of the Soviet and Chinese revolutions? It is a battle
over historical possibility: can the world really be transformed in a liberating wayYand
can people change? SRS has everything to do with raising sights about the possibilities
for a different world—and how we can do better than previously in the next wave of
revolution.
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Set the Record Straight

Mission Statement
From a thousand different directions, we are bombarded with the message that
communism was a “nightmare” and “failure.” Go into a bookstore and look at the
current titles on Mao, the Cultural Revolution, or socialism in the Soviet Union. Take a
listen when commentators on TV and radio say something about communism. Leaf
through a standard textbook on political theory or modern history. There’s a highly
distorted narrative of socialism in the 20th century, and it goes largely unanswered.
The truth is that the first socialist revolutions—in the Soviet Union from 1917 until the
defeat of that revolution in 1956, and in China from 1949 until the defeat of socialism in
1976—marked a break-through for humanity. These were the first attempts in modern
history to build societies free from exploitation and oppression. And they accomplished
extraordinary things against enormous obstacles.
The mission of Set the Record Straight is to factually refute the lies spread in the media,
mass-market books, and mainstream scholarship about the Soviet and Chinese
revolutions, and to bring to light the overwhelming achievements of these revolutions
as well as their real problems and shortcomings. Our mission is to reveal the actual
history and experience of these revolutions, to open up a two-sided debate about
socialism and communism, and to promote a conversation about why a radically
different and liberating world is possible.
In all of this, we are bringing forward Bob Avakian’s exciting vision of a vibrant
communism for the 21st century.
At a time of continuing imperial wars, massive global hunger, planetary environmental
emergency—and at a time of new stirrings of resistance and questioning, from Egypt to
Occupy—the intellectual landscape needs to change. A new generation of students and
scholars needs to engage the question of communism’s past and communism’s future in
a whole new way.
Set the Record Straight seeks to challenge the paralyzing conventional wisdom about
communism that has seeped so deeply into popular understanding and to raise
people’s sights to a far better future for humanity.
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From Set the Record Straight

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

What Is Communism? What Is its Real History?
What Does It Have to Do with the World Today?
What is communism?
Communism is a world community of humanity in which all classes and class distinctions have been overcome; all
systems and relations of exploitation abolished; all oppressive social institutions and relations of social inequality,
like racial discrimination and the domination of women by men, put an end to; and all oppressive and backward
ideas and values cast off. Communist society will be guided by the principle of “from each according to their ability,
to each according to their needs.” There will be a shared material wealth, and people, together, will hold society’s
resources in common and act as caretakers of the planet. In communist society, there will no longer be a state that
enforces the rule of one class over another, though there will be forms of government to coordinate the common
affairs of society.
Communism also refers to the science of understanding and changing the world that Karl Marx founded and
that has developed through Lenin and Mao and Bob Avakian.
But isn’t communist society dull and regimented?
Imagine a society where people consciously learn about and transform the world…where people are no longer
imprisoned by the chains of tradition and ignorance…where people not only cooperatively work to produce the
necessities of life, but get into art and culture and science—and have fun doing it…where the scientific outlook and
the flight of imagination strengthen and inspire each other...where there is unity and diversity, far-ranging debate,
and ideological struggle over the direction and development of society—but no longer stamped by social
antagonism…where people interact with each other based on mutual respect, concern, and love for
humanity…where people value, protect, and enhance the natural world of which we are part. This is communism.
What is socialism and how is it different from communism?
Socialism is the crucial step in getting to communism. A socialist revolution overthrows the capitalist-imperialist
class and its dictatorship over society. Socialist revolution establishes a new state power, a new system of political
rule and governance: the dictatorship of the proletariat. The formerly oppressed and exploited, together with the
broad middle classes and professionals making up the great majority of society, begin to transform society and to
take increasing responsibility for the direction and administration of society. Socialist revolution creates an economy
based on socialist state ownership and planning that serves the advance of the world revolution…that functions to
meet social need and promote the all-around development of the individuals who make up society…and that
interacts with nature in a sustainable way.
But socialism also inherits social and economic inequalities, and commodity-money relations, from capitalism.
It still contains classes. There is still class struggle over the direction of society. New capitalist forces will seek to
reverse the revolution. And for some time, socialist societies will be confronted by hostile capitalist powers. So
socialism is not just a system—it is also a historical period of transition between capitalism and communism. It is a
period of continuing revolution and people ever-more consciously transforming society and themselves as part of the
worldwide advance to overcoming the division of society into classes and achieving communism: that world
community of freely-associating human beings.
Socialism might be good as an idea but has it really worked in practice?
The first socialist revolutions—in the Soviet Union, from 1917 until its defeat in 1956; and in China, from 1949
until its defeat in 1976—made tremendous advances towards a liberated world. With state power in their hands, the
former have-nots, in alliance with broad sections of society, were taking hold of and transforming society. The rule
of profit and exploitation was ended. Basic social needs were met. Life expectancy in Maoist China doubled
between 1949 and 1976, from 32 to 65 years. Unprecedented strides were made in uprooting the oppression of
women and minority nationalities. These revolutions did not fail but were defeated by new bourgeois-capitalist
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forces that had considerable strength and influence. Secondarily, these revolutions had shortcomings that contributed
to their defeat.
Won’t socialism or communism come up against the realities of human nature and selfishness?
There is no innate or unchanging “human nature.” People’s thinking, behavior, values, and our very conceptions of
“human nature,” are shaped by the economic structure and corresponding institutions and culture of a given society.
Ancient Greek society and America’s “founding fathers” regarded slavery as perfectly “normal.” Capitalism is
organized around the private accumulation of profit and economic competition. Selfishness, greed, and
individualism are rewarded by the workings of capitalism and promoted by the institutions of capitalist society.
They are not “hard-wired” into our genes, nor are racism and male supremacy embedded in some “evolutionary
psychology” of our species.
Hasn’t the communist movement produced dictatorial figures like Stalin?
The widely promoted demonization of Stalin and the incredible lies about the Soviet Union in the Stalin period stand
in the way of gaining a real understanding of the historical role that he played and the great accomplishments of the
Soviet Union. After Lenin’s death in 1924, Stalin assumed leadership—and in the decade that followed, Stalin led
the struggles to carry out collectivization of agriculture and to socialize the ownership of industry. The revolution
created a socialist planned economy, something that had never been done before. There were important social
struggles waged against Russian chauvinism and the oppression of women. Throughout Stalin’s leadership, the
Soviet Union faced enormous pressures: counterrevolution, encirclement by hostile imperial powers, and invasion
by the Nazis during World War 2. Stalin led people to stand up to this. But in the years leading up to World War 2,
Stalin relied less and less on the conscious activism of the masses and more and more on administrative measures. It
was necessary to suppress counter-revolutionary forces, but as threats to the revolution grew in the mid- and late
1930s, Stalin repressed people who were just raising disagreements and dissent.
There were serious problems in how Stalin understood the nature and goals of socialist society, and in his
methods of leadership. Bob Avakian points out that if the bourgeoisie can uphold Madison and Jefferson—who
played pivotal roles in the bourgeois American Revolution but who were unapologetic slave-owners—then
revolutionaries can uphold Stalin while also deeply criticizing and learning from his mistakes.
Wasn’t Mao’s Cultural Revolution really a fanatical purge?
Mao was dealing with the problem of a new bourgeois elite emerging and concentrated within the top levels of the
Communist Party. They wanted to bring back capitalism, seizing on bourgeois aspects in society. For instance, on
the eve of Cultural Revolution, many factories still had systems of one-person management and competitive bonus
systems that pitted workers against each other; and educational and health resources were concentrated in the cities.
Mao called on people to rise up against oppressive leaders and institutional structures. Hundreds of millions of
workers and peasants were debating questions about the direction of society, criticizing out-of-touch officials,
forging more participatory forms of management and administration, and entering into the realms of science and
culture. The divisions between mental and manual labor and between urban and rural areas were being broken down.
Middle-school enrollment in the countryside rose from 15 million to 58 million. The Cultural Revolution of 1966-76
had coherent and liberating goals: to prevent the restoration of capitalism; to revolutionize the institutions of society,
including the Communist Party; and to challenge old ways of thinking—in short, to carry forward and deepen
socialist revolution.
Wasn’t there great violence and weren’t intellectuals and artists persecuted during the Cultural Revolution?
Violence was not the defining feature of the Cultural Revolution. Its main forms of struggle were mass criticism,
mass political and ideological debate, and mass political mobilization. Much of the violence that occurred was
actually incited by opponents of the Cultural Revolution, especially those capitalist roaders in leading positions of
the Communist Party and who were coming under criticism.
Artists and intellectuals were not persecuted as a social group. They were called on to integrate with and learn
from the laboring masses, especially in the countryside. Exciting efforts were made to create revolutionary culture
and works of art that could serve as models. Secondarily, there were mistakes and errors in how artists and
intellectuals were treated; there was a constricted view of the role of art and culture in society, particularly art which
expresses dissenting views about socialist society.
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Where can you find socialism in the world today?
There are no longer any socialist countries in the world. With the defeat of the Chinese revolution in 1976 by new
capitalist forces, the first stage of communist revolution came to end.
So history has passed communism by?
No. Communism is relatively new historically. It is a far-reaching, unprecedented revolution that aims to uproot all
oppression and exploitation. Today, there is a monumental challenge to initiate a new stage of communist revolution
that can go further and do better than the Soviet and Chinese revolutions.
Bob Avakian, Chairman of the Revolutionary Communist Party, USA, has summed up the overwhelming
achievements, but also the problems and shortcomings, of the first stage of communist revolution. He has drawn
from different spheres of human endeavor, in the arts and sciences and intellectual life. He has brought forward vital
new understanding and the necessary framework to make a truly emancipating revolution in today’s world. As a
result, there is a new synthesis of communism. Communism: The Beginning of a New Stage, A Manifesto from the
Revolutionary Communist Party, USA provides a concise account of the first stage of communist revolution, what
this new synthesis is about, and the ideological challenges of making communism a real force in today’s world.
Weren’t the revolutions in Russia and China really about modernizing or industrializing economically backward
countries?
The first socialist revolutions did take place in societies that were relatively backward—and these revolutions had to
overcome poverty and underdevelopment. But the Russian and Chinese revolutions were fundamentally about
creating liberatory societies free from exploitation and oppression.
How is communism relevant to a world of advanced technology where the working class is “disappearing,” and
to a relatively wealthy country like the U.S. with a large middle class?
We live in a world where some 30,000 children die each and every day of preventable disease and malnutrition…a
world in which women are subordinated, degraded, and trafficked…a world of brutal imperial wars…a world where
technology that could help solve problems is harnessed to profit, used to control people, and serves the high-tech
military arsenals of imperialism. The capitalist-imperialist system is literally destroying the ecosystems of the
planet. This is a world that cries out for revolution.
A country like the U.S. has deep fault-lines of class exploitation and racial discrimination. There are many
impoverished (over 40 million) and working poor; there is terribly inadequate and unequal health care; and every 15
seconds a woman is battered. Yes, America has a large middle class. But for many professionals, life is alienating,
and the system thwarts them from applying their skills and expertise for the benefit of society and humanity. As for
the proletariat, it is not vanishing. Look at the labels on your sneakers and shirts, look at the components of your
computer or cell-phone—they are produced by exploited and super-exploited labor in all corners of the world.
The need and basis for communist revolution is greater than ever. The development of human society, of
technology, scientific know-how, and the skills, creativity, and determination of people open the possibility for
humanity to get to a whole other place: to move beyond exploitation and scarcity. With Bob Avakian’s new
synthesis, there is a viable and liberating alternative to the horrors of the world, a way to overcome poverty,
oppression, and inequality that also unleashes creativity and ferment and experimentation, a pathway for creating a
world in which human beings can truly flourish. And there is a strategy and the leadership to make this kind of
revolution.
Will people be able to practice religion under socialism?
Yes. People will have the right to worship and hold religious services (and the right not to believe in god). But the
schools, and the government generally, will promote a scientific-materialist understanding of the natural world and
of human society. People will not be forced to give up religion, but there will be society-wide ideological struggle to
help people voluntarily cast off enslaving religious belief.
Will people still have personal possessions under socialism?
Yes. But socialism will not be the “consumer society” we live in today. For example, it will move away from an
environmentally destructive “automobile culture.” People in the working and middle class will have the right to live
in the homes they currently occupy. But segregation and real estate markets will be ended; and decent housing for
those previously on the bottom of society will be a priority.
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Will there be democracy and elections under socialism? Will protest and opposition be allowed?
The Constitution for the New Socialist Republic in North America that is based on Avakian’s new synthesis sets out
the legal and political framework for a vibrant socialist society. There will be real and unparalleled democracy for
the masses of people. There will be dictatorship over old and new exploiters and those actively organizing to
overthrow the new system. Democracy in socialist society will empower people to transform social-economicpolitical relations and institutions and values, to join collectively with others to change the world, and to take
increasing responsibility for the direction of society. Protections of speech, assembly, and so forth, and against
abuses of individuals by the state, will be safeguarded. Individual rights will flourish far beyond what is formally
contained in and actually allowed by the capitalist Bill of Rights. Dissent, including opposition to the policies of and
to the socialist system itself, will not only be allowed but actively fostered. The new socialist state will provide the
means and resources, in media and elsewhere, for diverse viewpoints to be heard; and people will have the right and
ability to mobilize around these ideas, including through demonstrations, the right to strike, etc. Socialist society
will be one of great contestation, ferment, and upheaval.
Elections will play a role in socialist society: in selecting representatives to organs of governance and in
furthering societal debate through the promulgation of diverse views and programs on society and politics. But one
thing that will not be up for vote is whether society should go back to capitalism. A revolution to completely change
society requires dedicated and visionary communist leadership—and communist leadership will play a special role
in socialist society—to enable the masses to hold on to power and to guide the challenging, tumultuous, and
liberating struggle to get to a communist world. When communism is reached, the division of society into ruler and
ruled and the need for any kind of institutionalized leadership will finally be overcome.
If communism is everything you say, why do so many people reject it?
There are two interconnected reasons for this. First, the loss of socialism in China has meant that there is no longer a
living and exciting embodiment of what a better world could be like. Second, since the defeat of socialism in China,
communism has been under relentless ideological assault. The powers that be and their ideologues have never let up
in their vilification of communism…have never let up in spreading lies and distortions about communism…have
never let up in telling people that “there is no alternative to capitalism, this is the best of all possible worlds.” For 35
years, this “ideological counterrevolution” has contributed to widespread misunderstanding of what communism is
and to a lowering of sights. Many young people know nothing about the true of history of communism. Many
intellectuals, who at one time were engaging with communism, have themselves bought into these distortions. It’s as
though, instead of being able to take a class and learn about the science of evolution, you were being taught
“creationism,” and that was all that was being taught. The situation is not far from that, when it comes to
communism.
It was not always this way. During the 1960s until 1976, when China was socialist, it was a source of
inspiration to liberation movements in different parts of the world. Radical students and revolutionary-minded forces
like the Black Panther Party looked to revolutionary China. Progressive-minded people in the sciences, in health
care, in the arts were positively influenced by the revolutionary transformations in Maoist China, and many
intellectuals were taking up and encouraging debate about Maoist ideas.

Welcome to Set the Record Straight. We are taking on the distortions and lies
about the first stage of communist revolution and letting people know
about Bob Avakian’s new synthesis of communism.

To Learn More About Socialism and Communism

Read the Writings of Bob Avakian
“Dictatorship and Democracy, and the Socialist Transition to Communism” at revcom.us
Phony Communism Is Dead... Long Live Real Communism at amazon.com
BAsics from the talks and writings of Bob Avakian at amazon.com
“REVOLUTION: Why It’s Necessary • Why It’s Possible • What It’s All About” DVD at revolutiontalk.net
Recent talks by Bob Avakian at bobavakian.net
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Everything You’ve Been Told about Communism IS WRONG

CAPITALISM IS A FAILURE,
REVOLUTION IS THE SOLUTION
Think you know about communism and capitalism?
Then take this quiz…and think again (see other side for answers)
1.

During the Mao years from 1949–1976, life
expectancy
A) got worse, declining from 58 years to 52 years.
B) improved greatly, doubling from 32 to 65 years.
C) stayed the same at 58 years.
D) there is no data.

2.

Mass protest occurred throughout the world in the
1960s. Which was the only government that
encouraged criticism and rebellion against people in
power carrying out oppressive and elitist policies?
A) U.S.
B) France
C) China
D) Australia

3.

4.

In 1949, when China’s revolution took place, only
about 15% of the people could read or write. When
Mao died in 1976, the literacy rate was about
A) 80%
B) 60%
C) 40%
D) Mao was anti-intellectual and didn’t care if the
people could read or write.
In the last 20 years, governments in the Third World
opened up their economies to high-tech
agribusiness, bought grain and food goods on the
world market instead of producing it themselves, and
exported specialty agricultural products. These were
policy prescriptions of the U.S. and other major
capitalist powers, and of the IMF/World Bank. What
is the situation today?
A) World output of food has kept ahead of population
growth and hunger has been reduced.
B) The growth rate of food production has actually
fallen below population growth and the number of
hungry in the world is now at a historic high of 1
billion.
C) There has been no change in the situation since
1990.
D) Hunger has fallen because of Western aid
programs to poor countries.
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5.

In which of the following countries was the expected
social role of women in the 1950s to be mothers who
did domestic chores and to be subordinate to men.
(Hint: there is more than one right answer.)
A) India
B) Japan
C) U.S.
D) China

6.

Before the Holocaust, the majority of the world’s
Jews lived in east-central Europe. What was the only
country in this region during the 1930s and World
War 2 where Jews were not persecuted, deported, or
exterminated—and where official government policy
was to outlaw anti-Semitism and protect the rights
and safety of Jews?
A) Poland
B) Soviet Union
C) Romania
D) Hungary

7.

In 1927, with government backing and resources, a
massive campaign was launched to free women from
having to wear the veil that had been forced on them
for centuries and to empower them to challenge
traditional gender roles. Where was this?
A) Egypt
B) Morocco
C) Iraq
D) Soviet Union

8.

When asked publicly if the death of half a million
children from economic strangulation of a country
following an invasion was justifiable—this
government leader replied, “This is a very hard
choice, but we think the price is worth it.” Who was
this person?
A) Adolph Hitler’s foreign minister
B) Joseph Stalin’s foreign minister
C) Bill Clinton’s secretary of state
D) Slobodan Milosevic’s foreign minister

Set the Record Straight Mission Statement
From a thousand different directions, we are bombarded with the message that communism was a “nightmare”
and “failure.” Go into a bookstore and look at the current titles on Mao, the Cultural Revolution, or socialism in
the Soviet Union. Take a listen when commentators on TV and radio say something about communism. Leaf
through a standard textbook on political theory or modern history. There’s a highly distorted narrative of
socialism in the 20th century, and it goes largely unanswered.
The truth is that the first socialist revolutions—in the Soviet Union from 1917 until the defeat of that
revolution in 1956, and in China from 1949 until the defeat of socialism in 1976—marked a breakthrough for
humanity. These were the first attempts in modern history to build societies free from exploitation and
oppression. And they accomplished extraordinary things against enormous obstacles.
The mission of Set the Record Straight is to factually refute the lies spread in the media, mass-market books,
and mainstream scholarship about the Soviet and Chinese revolutions, and to bring to light the overwhelming
achievements of these revolutions as well as their real problems and shortcomings. Our mission is to reveal the
actual history and experience of these revolutions, to open up a two-sided debate about socialism and
communism, and to promote a conversation about why a radically different and liberating world is possible.
In all of this, we are bringing forward Bob Avakian’s exciting vision of a vibrant communism for the 21st
century.
At a time of continuing imperial wars, massive global hunger, planetary environmental emergency—and at
a time of new stirrings of resistance and questioning, from Egypt to Occupy—the intellectual landscape needs to
change. A new generation of students and scholars needs to engage the question of communism’s past and
communism’s future in a whole new way.
Set the Record Straight seeks to challenge the paralyzing conventional wisdom about communism that has
seeped so deeply into popular understanding and to raise people’s sights to a far better future for humanity.

ANSWERS TO QUIZ
1. (B) Penny Kane, The Second Billion (New York: Penguin,
1987), chapter 5.
2. (C) At the start of the Cultural Revolution, Mao raised the
slogan “it is right to rebel against reactionaries” and called on
people to “bombard the headquarters” of capitalist roaders
who were carrying out elitist and oppressive policies.
Providing resources for posters and newspapers, free use of
trains for students, and encouragement in the press were
some key ways in which mass criticism and struggle were
promoted. See “Decision of the Central Committee of the
Chinese Communist Party Concerning the Great Proletarian
Cultural Revolution” (Adopted on August 8, 1966), in
Important Documents on the Cultural Revolution in China
(Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 1970).
3. (A) Ruth Gamberg, Red and Expert (New York: Schocken,
1977), p. 41.
4. (B) Andrew Martin, “So Much Food. So Much Hunger,” The
New York Times, September 20, 2009.
5. (A, B, C) In socialist China women were encouraged to and
did participate in all levels of the government, educational
system, economy, and other aspects of society. And Maoists
led the struggle to break further with the legacy from the old
society of women’s oppression and tradition’s chains.
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6. (B) The Russian Revolution of 1917 had brought political and
social emancipation to Jews in a country with a history of
virulent anti-Semitism and violent anti-Jewish pogroms.
Equality of rights for Jews continued under Joseph Stalin
during the 1930s and World War 2. By contrast, Jews in
Hungary, Romania, and Poland faced organized fascist
movements and institutional anti-semitism in the 1930s—and,
later, death camps. See Arno Mayer, Why Did The Heavens
Not Darken (New York: Pantheon, 1988).
7. (D) This took place in the Central Asian republics of the
Soviet Union as part of the larger struggle for women’s
liberation in the 1920s and 1930s. A recent documentation is
Marianne Kamp, The New Woman in Uzbekistan: Islam,
Modernity, and Unveiling Under Communism (Seattle:
University of Washington Press, 2006).
8. (C) Secretary of State Madeleine Albright made this
statement in an interview on the CBS news show 60 Minutes
(May 12, 1996) in response to a question about the suffering
caused by U.S. sanctions imposed on Iraq following the
U.S.’s invasion. On the humanitarian cost of these sanctions,
see Unicef, Information Hotline, “Iraq surveys show
‘humanitarian emergency,’” Wednesday, 12 August 1999
(www.unicef.org).

Set the Record Straight

The Truth About the Cultural Revolution
We are constantly bombarded with the message that “communism is dead,” that it hasn’t worked
and cannot work, and that revolutions in power lead to tyranny. It is nothing less than an
ideological crusade, and one of its aspects is to systematically distort the revolutionary
experiences of the Soviet Union and China, especially the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution
in China, which lasted from 1966 to 1976. In this Fact Sheet we will show why the Cultural
Revolution was necessary, we’ll analyze and draw lessons from the problems that emerged in the
course of it, and we’ll outline the overwhelmingly positive achievements of this mass
revolutionary upsurge involving hundreds of millions of people. This is all part of the new
synthesis of the communist project that Bob Avakian, the Chairman of the Revolutionary
Communist Party, has been developing.1
What was the Cultural Revolution really about?
In 1949, China’s worker-peasant revolution overthrew the old order, ending thousands of years
of feudal oppression and a hundred years of foreign domination of China. The revolution
established a socialist political and economic system that empowered the masses and brought
great benefits to people, but significant economic differences and social inequalities still existed
in the new socialist society. Most dangerously, a new privileged elite began to emerge. Its
political-organizational center was right within the Chinese Communist Party, and its political
and ideological influence was growing.
By the mid-1960s, the top capitalist-roaders (so called because they were high-ranking Party
leaders who used a watered-down Marxism to justify taking China down a political-economic
road that would lead to the restoration of capitalism) were maneuvering to seize power. Their
goal was to re-institute systems of exploitation and to open China back up to imperialist
domination—in short, to turn China into the “sweatshop paradise” that it is today!
Far from being a “palace power struggle,” the Cultural Revolution was a profound and intense
struggle over the direction of society and over who would rule society: the working people or a
new bourgeois class.
Mao and the revolutionary forces in the Communist Party mobilized people to rise up to prevent
capitalist takeover and to shake up the higher levels of the Party that had become increasingly
cast in a bourgeois-bureaucratic mold. But the Cultural Revolution was much more than that.
The masses were carrying forward the revolutionary transformation of the economy, social
institutions, culture, and values and were revolutionizing the Communist Party itself. This is
what Mao called continuing the revolution under the dictatorship of the proletariat.2
But was this really a popular upheaval?
The Cultural Revolution was not about “round-ups,” people being sent to “forced-labor camps,”
or “totalitarian group-think.” The methods of the Cultural Revolution were quite different.
Workers, peasants, and people from all walks of life engaged in mass criticism of corrupt
officialdom. They engaged in great debates about economic policy, the educational system,
culture, and the relation between the Communist Party and the masses of people. Mao wasn’t
interested in “purges.” He was calling for mass action from below to defeat the enemies of the
revolution. Here are some examples of how the Cultural Revolution was waged.
9

•

The Red Guards. Millions of young people formed into these political brigades. They
criticized government and party leaders taking society down the capitalist road. They called
out elitist practices in the universities. They roused workers and older people to lift their
heads and to question and challenge reactionary authority and policies. They traveled to the
countryside to spread the movement and to learn about the conditions of the peasantry.

•

“Big-character posters.” These handwritten posters went up on the walls of schools,
factories, and neighborhoods. They were an incredible expression of public criticism of
policies and leaders. Paper and ink were provided free of charge. Accessible to everyone,
they gave an immediate platform for debate. Over 10,000 kinds of newspapers and pamphlets
were published by ordinary people in China as a means to debate political issues on a large
scale (and in Beijing alone there were over 900 newspapers).3

•

Overthrowing capitalist-roaders and creating new power structures from below. 40 million
workers in China’s major cities took part in intense and complex political struggles to seize
power back from entrenched elites. The political atmosphere was electric—in the city of
Shanghai, there were over 700 organizations in the factories. Through political debate and
experimentation, and with the leadership provided by the Maoist revolutionaries, new
institutions of proletarian rule were forged.

Wasn’t great violence perpetrated during the Cultural Revolution?
Standard Western accounts suggest that violent attacks on people and physical elimination of
opponents had the official blessings of Mao—and that, policy or not, thuggish violence was
widespread. Both of these claims are utterly false.
Mao’s orientation for the Cultural Revolution was clearly spelled out in official and widely
publicized documents. In the Sixteen Point Decision , it was stated: “Where there is debate, it
should be conducted by reasoning and not by force.”4 Other Maoist guidelines narrowed the
scope of people who were identified as enemies to a small handful of “people in authority taking
the capitalist road.” Among intellectuals and in academia, the policies drew the distinction
between a handful of bourgeois academic tyrants, who were trying to lord it over people and
impose the old feudal and bourgeois standards, and a larger number of intellectuals who were
trained in the old society and had a lot the outlook of that society, but were people who were
friends of the revolution, and should be won over even if there were contradictions there. Other
policies were aimed at limiting the damage, given the understanding that there would inevitably
be excesses. For instance, Red Guards were not allowed to carry weapons or to arrest or try
anyone.
Mao called on the masses to “bombard the headquarters” and overthrow the handful of capitalistroaders who were trying to lead society back into the clutches of capitalism. These were
overwhelmingly political uprisings. Mass debate, mass criticism , and mass political
mobilization —these were the main forms of class struggle during the Cultural Revolution. Party
and administrative officials at all levels were given the opportunity to reform and participate in
the struggle (and no more than 3% of cadre were even expelled from the Party—not exactly a
draconian purge).
Was there violence? Yes, there was. This was intense and turbulent class struggle. In an
unprecedented mass movement of this scale (we’re talking about 30 million young activists
alone), in a country of this size (800 million at the time), it would be hard to imagine otherwise.
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And it is inevitable that any great social movement that rights injustices is going to lead to some
excesses. But three points must be stressed.
First, the violence that did occur was limited and sporadic—it involved only a minority of the
movement.
Second, where harmful trends persisted on the people’s side— for instance, Red Guard students
physically attacking people or humiliating officials, or people using the movement to settle
personal scores and grievances—these things were criticized, condemned, and struggled against
by the Maoist leadership. Take one crucial episode of the Cultural Revolution that you seldom
hear about. In Beijing, workers following Mao’s line went into the universities to put a stop to
factional fighting among students and to help them sort out differences.5
Third, much of the violence that occurred was in fact fanned by high-ranking capitalist-roaders
seeking to defend their entrenched positions. When they came under sharp criticism, one of their
tactics was to mobilize groupings of workers and peasants to attack sections of people in the
name of the Cultural Revolution. They even created their own conservative Red Guard
formations that went on rampages! This was part of their effort to deflect the struggle away from
themselves and to discredit the Cultural Revolution.
This is the complexity of it: there were certainly people who were wrongly victimized in the
Cultural Revolution. It’s almost inevitable in this kind of mass revolutionary upheaval—which
doesn’t mean it’s okay. But if you need to rupture a society more fully onto the socialist road and
prevent capitalism, which is what they did, and you need to completely revolutionize and
restructure the Party in the course of this, which they also did, you will have excesses, and you
have to (and Mao did) try to correct them. If they hadn’t had the mass upheaval of the Cultural
Revolution, they would very quickly have gone back to capitalism.
And eventually, in 1976, the capitalist-roaders did succeed in overthrowing proletarian power.
And speaking of reactionary violence, it was they who turned the army loose on protesting
students and workers at Tiananmen Square in 1989.
What about the policy of sending people to the countryside and the treatment of artists and
intellectuals?
One of the objectives of the Cultural Revolution was to break down the cultural lopsidedness that
existed in China. It was a social situation in which artists, intellectuals, and professionals were
concentrated in the cities, and in which their work was largely divorced from the greater society,
especially the 80% that lived in the countryside at the time. The Cultural Revolution spawned
society-wide discussion about the need to narrow the inequalities between mental and manual
labor, between city and countryside, between industry and agriculture, and between men and
women.
Artists, doctors, technical and scientific workers, and all kinds of educated people were called
upon to go among the workers and peasants: to apply their skills to the needs of society, to share
the lives of the laboring people, to exchange knowledge, and to learn from the basic people.
Great numbers of youth and professionals answered Mao’s call to “serve the people” and go to
the countryside.
Now for social change to take hold, it was also necessary to institutionalize new social policies.
For instance, high school graduates were required to spend at least two years in rural villages or
factories before being considered for college. So there was an element of coercion (policies were
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enforced)—but would you object to school desegregation because it was mandated? And for
many intellectuals, abandoning privilege and integrating with the masses in the countryside was
a tremendous experience.6
Attacks on the Cultural Revolution for “ruining lives” and “destroying careers” are really taking
issue with the Cultural Revolution’s radical, anti-elitist social policies.
It is often alleged that the policy of sending doctors and engineers and intellectuals and other
skilled people to the countryside was “punishment.” No, it was not. This policy has to be seen in
a larger social-economic context of Maoist China’s quest to achieve balanced and egalitarian
development. In the Third World, there is a crisis of chaotic urbanization and distorted
development: overgrown and environmentally unsustainable cities with rings of squalid
shantytowns; massive inflows of rural migrants who cannot find work; economic policies,
educational systems, and health care infrastructure skewed to the well-off in the cities at the
expense of the urban poor and the countryside.
Maoist China was consciously seeking to avoid Western-style urban overconcentration, integrate
industrial and agricultural development, decentralize productive capabilities, and overcome
regional inequalities. It was a strategy of development that paid attention to the welfare of the
countryside and gave priority to the needs of the formerly exploited and neglected.
Artists were encouraged to engage in the revolutionary movement. This included carrying out
self-examination of how their works either advanced the revolution or held it back, and viewing
their work in the context of the struggle to create a new society. The Cultural Revolution aimed
to foster revolutionary art that portrayed the masses and helped the masses propel history
forward, and ground-breaking model cultural works were created.
At the same time, the intense attention to those works may have had a negative effect on broadly
unleashing more diversity in artistic expression. There is a dialectical relationship here: between
on the one hand, creating model works that were led in a very finely detailed and calibrated way
from the highest levels, and mobilizing artists in that process, and on the other hand, encouraging
intellectuals and artists to create new works and experiment without such close leading attention,
and then over time leading the masses to sift through what got created from the standpoint of the
revolutionary transformation of society. Bob Avakian has been exploring this question in recent
writings, and has called for further investigation and struggle to understand the implications.7
Avakian has also criticized the tendency among the Chinese revolutionaries, even including
Mao, toward a certain amount of nationalism.8 He’s raised the question of whether this carried
over into treating intellectuals and artists who had been trained in, were influenced by, or had an
interest in Western culture, as people who should be criticized regardless of the content of their
work, or even treated as enemies. Avakian calls for evaluating these criticisms of the Cultural
Revolution in the context of the great achievements of that era: the flowering of revolutionary art
and culture involving the masses of people as never before, all in order to draw lessons for the
future of socialist revolution.
What about the many first-hand accounts of the Cultural Revolution that describe great
personal agony?
Different social classes and their literary representatives have very different conceptions of
what’s “right” and what’s “wrong,” of what’s “horrible” and what’s “liberating.” The fact that
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someone “lived through an event” doesn’t change this in the slightest, or necessarily give him or
her special insight.
Many privileged urban-professionals in China felt “wronged” by the Cultural Revolution. They
were subjected to criticism; their normal routines of life were disrupted; their privileges were
undercut. These were the “wounds” they suffered, and this is the story they tell...with no small
amount of distortion. It is hardly surprising that such works are lavishly praised and promoted in
the U.S. and in China (where the enemies of the Cultural Revolution came to power in 1976).
Positive assessments of the Cultural Revolution and positive “inside accounts” of what it meant
for the ordinary laboring people don’t generally get published.
Think about it for a second. What kind of understanding of the French Revolution would you
gain from someone who was part of the old aristocracy? What would you learn about the U.S.
Civil War from a member of the plantation gentry? Or about the struggle today around
affirmative action in education from a white person who describes his “persecution” when he
was skipped over for admission to his law school of choice? It stands to reason that such
accounts, “eyewitness” though they might be, would be deeply biased against social change.
It’s no different for the Cultural Revolution. More privileged social forces see, and distort, the
Cultural Revolution through a particular social lens. This is not to say there’s nothing that can be
learned from any of these works, or that no mistakes were made in how some people were
treated. But these highly personal narratives greatly misrepresent the actual events, the mass
movement, and the main trends of the Cultural Revolution. They obscure the class interests and
social programs that were in real opposition and conflict.
Can you point to real accomplishments of the Cultural Revolution?
First and foremost, the Cultural Revolution succeeded in maintaining proletarian rule and
preventing capitalist takeover in China for 10 years (1966-76). It also led to profound social and
institutional changes and deepened the orientation of organizing society around the principle of
“serve the people.” Here are some examples.
Education. China’s universities—which in the early 1960s were still the province of the sons and
daughters of intellectuals, cadres, and the former privileged classes—were transformed. The old
curriculum was overhauled as part of meeting the needs of building an egalitarian society.
Autocratic teaching methods were criticized. At all levels, education was taken as much more
than just classroom schooling—it was understood to be a broad social and lifelong process.
Study and research were combined with productive labor. Revolutionary politics and political
study were integral to the educational process. The Cultural Revolution attacked the notion that
education is a ladder to “getting ahead” and that skills and knowledge are a ticket for gaining
advantage and privilege over others. It promoted new values and the outlook that knowledge
must be acquired and used to serve the collective good.
The universities instituted open enrollment: by the early 1970s, worker and peasant students
made up the great majority of the university population. Educational resources were vastly
expanded in the rural areas: for instance, middle-school enrollment rose from 15 to 58 million!9
The charge that the Cultural Revolution was a “wasted decade” in education is a gross distortion,
and another example of class prejudice.
Culture. “Model revolutionary works” in opera and ballet put new emphasis on workers and
peasants and their resistance to oppression (in place of old imperial court dramas). Western
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techniques were integrated with traditional Chinese forms, and many new performance works
brought forth powerful depictions of revolutionary women that challenged patriarchal relations.
There was an explosion of creativity among the masses: short stories, poetry, paintings and
sculpture, music and dance. Cultural troupes and film units multiplied in the countryside.
Between 1972 and 1975, Beijing held four national fine arts exhibitions (with 65% of exhibited
works created by amateurs) that attracted an audience of 7.8 million, a scale never reached
before the Cultural Revolution.10
Economic management. In factories and other workplaces, traditional forms of “one-man
management” were dissolved. New “three-in-one” combinations of rank-and-file workers,
technicians, and Communist Party members took responsibility for day-to-day management of
factories and other types of work. Workers spent time in management and managers spent time
working on the shop floor.11
Science conducted in new ways. “Open-door research” was introduced: research institutes were
spread to the countryside and involved peasants; technical laboratories literally opened their
doors to workers; and universities set up extension labs in factories and neighborhoods. Popular
primers made scientific knowledge available to the masses.12
In conclusion.
The Cultural Revolution was an historic event without precedent. In a situation in which a
socialist system had been established, Mao and the revolutionaries in the Chinese Communist
Party mobilized the activism and creativity of the masses to prevent the restoration of the old
order and to carry forward the socialist revolution towards communism: the elimination of
classes and all oppressive relations. History has never seen a mass movement and struggle of
such scale and guided by such revolutionary politics and consciousness. History has never seen
so radical an attempt to transform economic relations, political and social institutions, and
culture, habit, and ideas.
Were there mistakes and shortcomings in the Cultural Revolution? Yes, even some serious ones.
But viewed in the context of its enormous achievements, and certainly set against the horrors of
capitalist society, these are secondary.
But the communist revolution cannot stand still. It has to critically learn from its experience, not
fear to interrogate itself, and advance further and do better. Bob Avakian has been providing the
pathbreaking Marxist-Leninist-Maoist understanding to do just that.
Bob Avakian has been bringing forward a vibrant vision of socialism and communism. He has
been enlarging the understanding of the tasks and contradictions of revolutionary leadership and
how the masses can be unleashed to rule and transform society. He has been speaking to the
indispensable role that dissent plays in socialist society, especially in contributing to the critical
spirit that must permeate all of society. He has drawn attention to the importance of the
intellectual and cultural spheres under socialism and that socialist society needs—and must
foster—great intellectual ferment, creativity, and experimentation. If you hunger for a different
kind of world…you need to explore the truth of the Cultural Revolution…you need to explore
the visionary writings of Bob Avakian.1
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11 See Stephen Andors, China’s Industrial Revolution (New York: Pantheon, 1977).
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Setting the Record Straight

Social and Economic Achievements Under Mao
Didn’t the Maoist revolution in China promise benefits but cause needless violence and
create new suffering for people?
China’s socialist revolution of 1949-76 resulted in a vast improvement in life for the Chinese
people. Between 1949 and 1975, life expectancy in socialist China more than doubled, from
about 32 to 65 years. By the early 1970s, infant mortality rates in Shanghai were lower than in
New York City!1 All this reveals a profound reduction in the violence of everyday life. The
extent of literacy swelled in the span of one generation—from about 15 percent in 1949 to some
80 to 90 percent in the mid-1970s.2
Let’s go a bit more deeply into the profound difference socialism made to most people. Before
the revolution came to power in 1949, China had been dominated by foreign imperialist powers.
By practically all available measures, the economy was near the bottom of the world
development scale. It had little industry. Agriculture was brutal serfdom. China had the most
ruinous inflation in modern world history. It had a vast criminal underworld of gangsters and
secret societies, and almost 90 million opium addicts. For women, it was a living hell: foot
binding, arranged marriages, and child brides were widespread social practices. Prostitution was
rampant in the cities.
These kinds of social evils and the extreme polarization of wealth that existed before 1949 were
eradicated by the revolution: through the establishment of proletarian state power and the
creation of a just social and economic order that unleashed the masses of people and served their
interests.
Only a revolution could, and did, uproot the feudal economic system in the countryside. The land
reform and repudiation of peasant debt carried out under the leadership of the Communist Party
in the late 1940s and early 1950s represented the most massive expropriation and redistribution
of wealth from rich to poor in world history.3
The 1950 Marriage Law of revolutionary China established marriage by mutual consent, right to
divorce, and outlawed the sale of children and infanticide. A new women’s movement, larger
and more sweeping in vision than any in history, set out to break down the subordinating
division of labor between men and women and to break down the walls of domestic life.4
But I’ve read that the economy was a disaster under Mao.
You’ve been lied to. In reality, China’s industrial economy under Mao grew impressively— at an
average rate of 10 percent per year, even during the Cultural Revolution. China, the former “sick
man of Asia,” transformed itself into a major industrial power in the quarter century between
1949 and 1976—a rate of development comparable only to the greatest surges of growth in
history.5 And it achieved this without relying on exploitation or foreign assistance, and in the
face of a hostile international environment.
Agriculture grew by some 3 percent a year, slightly exceeding population growth. By 1970, the
problem of adequately feeding China’s population had been solved. This was accomplished
through integrated economic planning, a system of collective agriculture that promoted
grassroots mobilization, flood control, steady investment in rural infrastructure, and the equitable
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distribution of food to peasants and rationing of essential foods so that all people were
guaranteed their minimal requirements.6 This was a radical break with China’s past in which
floods, droughts, and feudal oppression caused routine mass starvation—a condition common
today in many Third World countries. And keep in mind that the amount of arable (farmable)
land in China is only 70 percent of that in the U.S.— but had to provide for four times as many
people.
China under Mao accomplished what the U.S. has never done. It established a system of
universal health care. Health services were provided free or at low cost, and the health system
was guided by the principles of cooperation and egalitarianism. Maoist China integrated Western
and traditional medicine. Some 1.3 million peasants were trained as health care providers
(“barefoot doctors”) to meet basic health needs in the countryside.7
To conclude
Not only is the real record of Maoist China light years apart from what you’ve been told. It is
also completely different from the polarized and sweatshop-ridden China of today, which has
nothing in common with socialism or Mao.
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Vicious Anti-Mao Biography
Mao Zedong: Not Fairytale Monster But Greatest Liberator of Mid-20th Century
By Raymond Lotta for the Set the Record Straight Project

Mao: The Unknown Story by Jung Chang and Jon
Halliday is not historical scholarship but hysterical
rant. The purpose of this work is to demonize Mao
Zedong and destroy his reputation, pure and simple.
The master narrative is that Mao was evil from the
day he was born—and committed evil upon evil until
the day he died. Chang and Halliday reconstruct and
fabricate history to make the case that a scheming
and bloodthirsty opportunist hijacked an entire
people and country.

was an opium addict. You wouldn’t know that the
revolution in power rapidly transformed these social
conditions. The Marriage Law of 1950, one of the
first decrees of the new People’s Republic,
established marriage by mutual consent, right to
divorce, and outlawed the sale of children, and
infanticide.

Reader beware. You are being lied to. Mao: The
Unknown Story plays fast and loose with facts, offers
far-fetched theories based not on careful investigation
but unrelenting hatred of Mao, and twists reality to fit
an anticommunist agenda. The message is that the
Chinese revolution was not really necessary, and that
great revolutionary leaders like Mao are in fact
power-crazed tyrants and perpetrators of towering
crimes. This book is a brief against revolution and
revolutionary leaders. If you swallowed the justifying
arguments about “weapons of mass destruction,”
you’ll adore this book.

It borders on the absurd. The authors are consumed
with such venom for Mao that they cannot—in all
630 pages of text—bring themselves to treat Mao’s
writings and speeches about the revolutionary
process before and after the seizure of power. In the
sordid psychohistory of Chang and Halliday, Mao’s
ideas are simply hypocritical and manipulative means
to attain personal domination. In fact, Mao analyzed
the nature of Chinese society and developed
programs and policies that spoke to the real material
and social contradictions of Chinese society; and
Mao brought forth a vision of moving society beyond
exploitation and social divisions. All this inspired and
motivated great numbers of people in China and
around the world. This is what our authors find so
reprehensible.

2) Mao as revolutionary theorist and
revolutionary leader

Mao: The Unknown Story employs a methodology
that distorts reality:
1) Was a revolution needed?

The authors paint a picture of a revolution based on
manipulation and terror. They whitewash the
incredible misery and suffering of the old society,
and the fact that for more than a century China had
been beaten down and dominated by the imperialist
powers of the West and Japan. They deny that tens
and hundreds of millions of Chinese peasants and
workers could possibly take up the revolutionary
cause as their own. The masses of people have no
agency in the company of Chang and Halliday—they
are but pawns and putty.

3) Shoddy methods and sensationalistic claims

The authors bask in the glow of a vast arsenal of
references and sources—memoirs, hitherto inaccessible archives, interviews—and ten years of research.
Boasting more than 125 pages of notes and sources…
what the book says must be true—right? No, this is a
snow job, and the relationship between claim and
supporting evidence is shoddy beyond belief.
Let’s take three egregious examples:
• The famous battle at the Dadu River Bridge
during the Long March is now declared (pp. 15255) to be a hoax, a self-serving myth invented by
Mao and the Chinese Communist Party. The
authors claim that “there was no battle” and “no
Nationalist [Kuomintang] troops at the bridge.”
They cite as a substantiating source the Kuomintang (KMT) archives. The KMT, which set world

You would not learn from this book that prerevolutionary China was a society where arranged
marriages and footbinding were widespread social
practices. Or that 4 million people died each year of
infectious and parasitic diseases. Or that in a city like
Shanghai, young women workers were locked in
textile factories at night, and one out of five persons
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standards in corruption, and which suffered defeat
at the hands of the Communist Party-led forces, is
not exactly the most reliable source. Still, these
archives contain useful historiographic materials—but, lo and behold, other scholars who have
studied the KMT archives say they do not at all
support the Chang/Halliday rewrite of history.
Okay, but the authors furnish what they consider
to be additional evidence, and key to this are the
recollections of a “sprightly 93-year old” local
woman they say they met in 1997! This quality of
scholarship would be laughable in any other
discipline. But somehow you can get away with
this when it comes to Mao and the Chinese
Revolution.
•

•

4) The Chinese Revolution on the scales of history

The Chinese revolution was a turning point in the
history of the 20th century. As Mao said in 1949, “the
Chinese people have stood up.” They stood up to
feudal landlords, the Japanese invaders, the U.S.financed KMT army, and foreign powers. Despite the
authors’ outrageous claims, it was Mao who led in
developing a military strategy to surround the cities
from the countryside. He led in the development of a
socialist society marked by the creative energy and
initiative of those who had previously been treated as
no more than a pair of hands.
This was a revolution that brought enormous social
and economic progress to the great of majority of
people. Life expectancy more than doubled, from 32
years in 1949 to 65 years in 1975. China under Mao
achieved what the U.S. has proven incapable of
coming close to: a universal and egalitarian health
care system. Industry grew by more than 10 percent a
year during the Cultural Revolution. And by the early
1970s, China had solved its historic food problem.
This revolution saved untold numbers of lives.

Listen to this gem about Mao’s view on education
(p. 438): “Mao’s approach was not to raise the
general standard of education in society as a
whole, but to focus on a small elite, predominantly in science and other ‘useful’ subjects, and
leave the rest of the population to be illiterate or
semi-literate slave laborers.” If that were the case,
how can you explain the fact that China’s literacy
rate vaulted from 15 percent in 1949 to close to
80 percent by Mao’s death? Or that educational
resources were vastly expanded in the rural areas
during the Cultural Revolution, leading to rise in
middle-school enrollment from 15 to 58 million?
Or that with the huge opening up of educational
opportunities through the Cultural Revolution,
worker and peasant students became the great
majority of China’s university enrollment by the
early 1970s.

The Cultural Revolution, far from being Mao’s
“Great Purge,” was a “revolution within the
revolution.” It was a broad movement and upheaval
aimed at preventing a new privileged class from
taking power and turning China into what it has
become since Mao died in 1976: a sweatshop
paradise riddled with corruption and inequality.
China is no longer socialist.
5) What’s at stake in the debate over this book?

Basically two things. First, the truth of Mao and the
Chinese revolution—what this revolution was about,
what Mao stood for and did, and what the Chinese
people accomplished. Second, the question of
humanity’s future: can we put an end to the horrific
exploitation, oppression, and inequality of the world
as it is, and radically transform it—or is this the only
world possible? Mao: The Unknown Story is
character assassination with a reactionary moral writ
large: dreams of radical and revolutionary change are
doomed; long live the status quo.

Or take this claim about the Cultural Revolution:
“There was not one school in the whole of China
where atrocities did not occur” (p. 518). Surely,
we would expect to find ample documentation for
such a sweeping statement of fact. But you will
search in vain for a single source. The method is
clear. Repeat the slander often enough…and it
becomes fact.
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“Now We Know Too Much”…Or Do We?

The New Yorker, Mao, and Twisting the Numbers
by Raymond Lotta
The New Yorker magazine influences intellectual and cultural opinion among many progressive people who
themselves influence public opinion. So when The New Yorker makes mention of Mao, it’s worth taking
careful notice.
The October 15, 2007 issue featured a commentary about a 1967 film by Jean-Luc Godard, La Chinoise. A
new print of the film was being shown in New York City. The film is a fictional account of the activities of a
small group of self-styled Maoist students in Paris. The critic, Anthony Lane, mentions that the film came out
on the eve of the upheavals of 1968, in heady times when revolution was in the air and even enjoyed popart expressiveness. But, he goes on to note…
“Now we know too much. According to one estimate, twenty-seven million people died in labor camps and
prisons under Mao Zedong.”1
Since no source for this statistic is cited, the reader assumes, or is expected to assume, that this “estimate”
of 27 million deaths is amply documented and well corroborated. All the more so, given The New Yorker’s
fabled reputation for fact checking. It is the kind of statistical statement-of-fact that lands with a calculated
shock of revelation and an all-knowing thud of authority.
Now there is a traceable source for this statistic, but there is not an established fact here. Rather, what we
have is an utterly unreliable and politically biased estimate. You see, when it comes to Mao and the Chinese
revolution, you can accuse him of mass murder and toss off a number in the millions and tens of millions
(safer to couch it as an “estimate”). These inflated numbers get repeatedly published and referenced in a
circular and self-reinforcing way, and voila, say good-bye to intellectual accountability.
The New Yorker comment is a case in point, and it is illuminating to find the trailhead of this statistic.
Behind the Claim That 27 Million Died in Prisons and “Labor Camps”*
1) What is the source of The New Yorker film critic’s uncredited estimate? It comes from Mao: The Unknown
Story by Jung Chang and Jon Halliday (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2005). The book is a vicious tirade
against Mao and the Chinese revolution and is full of sensationalistic claims. The very first sentence sets out
its agenda in accusing Mao of being responsible for more deaths in peacetime than any other leader of the
20th century.
2) How do Chang and Halliday calculate 27 million deaths in prisons and labor camps during the Mao era?
They estimate an average prison and labor camp population of 10 million per year. They further estimate an
average annual death rate of 10 percent. That works out to one million deaths per year. Mao ruled for
twenty-seven years (1949-76), which yields a total of 27 million deaths.
3) What data are Chang and Halliday working with?2 They provide the reader with a footnote (p. 325)
explaining that their “estimates” derive from R.J. Rummel, China’s Bloody Century: Genocide and Mass
Murder Since 1900 (New Brunswick: Transaction Books, 1991).
Let’s start with prisoner population figures. Rummel surveys various estimates of the population of prisons
and what he calls the “forced labor camps” during the early 1950s. He cites what he calls a low estimate of 1
million prisoners and high estimates of 18 and 20 million. He settles on a mid-range estimate that Maoist
China averaged some 10 million prisoners a year. The source of the high estimate of 20 million happens to
be the U.S. government—which was telling the world at the time that Mao’s China was a brutal, regimented
society of human drones and ants.
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Two things must be immediately pointed out. First, Western scholars, governments, and journalists had little
direct access to Chinese society in the 1950s and 1960s. And the Chinese government, under intense
imperialist pressure and encirclement in this period, was not releasing great amounts of data, especially
about its security system. So the range of estimations that Rummel works from is an uneven patchwork:
from seriously undertaken but objectively limited extrapolations (a useful 1984 work by Stephen Shalom
falls into this category), to wildly exaggerated estimates, to ideologically inspired statistical concoctions.
Second, in coming up with his own estimates, Rummel’s methodology is highly questionable. He searches
out the lowest estimate for the incarcerated population and the highest and then takes the mean—but offers
scarcely any assessment of the reliability of the two estimates. And, needless to say, working with
unsubstantiated high estimates will yield gross overestimation.
4) Let’s move on to prison-death estimates. Chang and Halliday estimate that, on average, 10 percent of
prisoners died each year in China’s prisons and labor camps. This is a staggering mortality rate among
prisoners. What is the source of this figure? Again, Chang and Halliday’s source for prison-death “estimates”
is the same study by Rummel. In the section of Rummel’s book (pp. 228-233) that they cite, he discusses
various estimates of death rates in China’s prisons and labor camps, including this figure of 10 percent.
This 10 percent figure is the handiwork of Richard L. Walker, and first appeared in a 1971 study that the
U.S. Senate commissioned him to write entitled The Human Cost of Communism in China. Walker was a
“cold war” academic and diplomat; this does not in itself rule out that there may be some important truth in
his scholarship about communism.
But here’s the rub: Walker’s estimation of an average annual death rate of 10 percent in China’s prisons and
labor camps in the Mao years is not based on any investigation or empirical research—or even evaluation of
research by others—about policies and practices under Mao. This number, as Rummel points out, is an
estimated death rate for prison camps in the Soviet Union in the 1930s! It is astonishing: Walker simply
takes that mortality rate and applies it to China under Mao. Leaving aside the accuracy of this number for
the Soviet Union, Walker assumes there were no differences in policies and conditions in China’s prisons,
even with regard to climate.
Rummel rejects this 10 percent figure, and comes up with his own estimate of total prison and labor camp
deaths during the Mao years. Using the same methodology described above, he takes a low-end estimate of
625,000 deaths and a high-end estimate of 48.7 million (see Table II-A, Line 519, China’s Bloody Century)—
and settles on an intermediate range figure of 15 million deaths in prisons and labor camps under Mao. But,
again, this is a highly questionable methodology, with its 80-fold spread between low and high estimates,
and with no real evaluation of the quality and reliability of the upper-end estimates. Chang and Halliday up
the ante and pile on 12 million more deaths for a total of 27 million deaths.
The New Yorker, What We Need to Know, and the Real Challenges of Revolution
There is something very instructive in unpacking this “estimate” of 27 million deaths in prisons and “labor
camps” in Mao’s China. For one thing, it shows how the anti-Mao numbers game is played. Poorly
substantiated data and statistically questionable methods are combined to produce sweeping historical
claims about socialism. For another, it shows how wildly exaggerated estimates seep into the popular
intellectual culture as near certainties, and then get spread within it. And this is in the larger context of the
bourgeoisie’s relentless ideological attack on communism as a nightmare and failure.
The New Yorker film reviewer invokes Chang and Halliday’s menacing, inflated number to drive home a
point: Mao and communism may have seduced intellectuals, artists, and youth in the 1960s and 1970s,
but…“now we know better.” Well, you don’t know better.
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The fact is that the Maoist revolution saved lives. It dramatically reduced the mortality rate in society. Life
expectancy more than doubled, from 32 years to 65 years, between 1949 and 1976; by the early 1970s,
Shanghai, China’s largest city, had a lower infant mortality rate than New York City’s.3
As for prisons and punishment: The danger of counterrevolution has been a real one that socialist societies
have had to deal with. And it will be a major danger in future socialist societies. Dealing with
counterrevolution, sabotage, and so forth will involve suppression, punishment, and curtailment of rights to
those engaged in this activity. But in the name of combating counterrevolution, socialist society cannot be a
society of arbitrary arrest, capricious denial of rights, and vindictive punishment.4
With respect to crime, the economic and social conditions that force many of the oppressed to turn to crime
in capitalist society, and the sort of criminal justice system that exists in the United States—where there is
no genuine rehabilitation and where prisons are dehumanizing warehouses for young Blacks and Latinos—all
of this will be transformed in socialist society. But criminal activity will not immediately vanish in the new
society, and it will have to be dealt with in a variety of ways. Socialist society will create a humane penal
system. Incarceration will not be a cruel form of punishment but part of a process of enabling those who
have committed crimes to change and to productively re-enter the larger society.
*The term “labor camp” is intentionally misleading. It is invoked to establish an association with Hitler’s barbarous labor
camps, which were driven by naked economic exploitation and a subsequent genocidal program. The philosophy and
organization of the Chinese system was totally different. The approach was that people who have committed crimes should
engage in productive labor as part of the process of rehabilitation and remolding their thinking. An evaluation of this is
beyond the scope of this article.

Footnotes
1. Anthony Lane, “Critic's Notebook,” The New Yorker, October 15, 2007.
2. In the discussion that follows, I have drawn on the valuable research into Chang and Halliday’s death toll estimates by
Tom Worger at the University of California, San Diego.
3. See Penny Kane, The Second Billion: Population and Family Planning in China (New York: Penguin, 1987), p. 172 and
chapter 5; Ruth and Victor Sidel, Serve the People: Observations on Medicine in the People’s Republic of China (New York:
Josiah Macy, Jr. Foundation, 1973), pp. 255-56.
4. Bob Avakian has opened an important discussion about the still-existing contradiction between the individual and state
under socialism, and the relevance of the “rule of law” and a Constitution in socialist society. See, for example, “Views on
Socialism and Communism: A Radically New Kind of State, A Radically Different and Far Greater Vision of Freedom,”
Revolution, No. 42 (April 9, 2006).
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Setting the Record Straight

The Outrageous Equating of Communism with Nazism
One of the lies about communism that has been repeated over and over again is the equating of
the Soviet Union under Stalin with Hitler’s Germany. The comparison rules socialism utterly out
of order, paints it as a nightmare, rules it off the agenda.and is a total lie!

Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union—Opposite Societies
Nazism or German fascism was a form of capitalist rule marked by extreme repression and open
terror against the masses and the abandonment of bourgeois parliamentary and electoral
mechanisms. Ideologically, Nazism based itself on the defense of private-capitalist property, the
idea of German/Aryan racial superiority, hatred of Jews (anti- Semitism), and anti-communism.
The German economy as it was reorganized under the Nazis remained capitalist through and
through: it was based on exploitation and capitalist expansion, and the leading industrialfinancial capitalist groups retained their economic control and holdings.
When the Soviet Union was socialist, from 1917 to 1956, its economy was based on socialist
public ownership. Relations of exploitation had been overthrown and no longer dominated
(although they were not completely eliminated). The economy was structured to meet the needs
of the people.
When the Nazis came to power in Germany, they went about “restructuring” and “purifying”
German society: imprisoning and murdering communists, gypsies, homosexuals, “half-breeds,”
drug addicts, and other sections of society that the Nazis deemed to be biological and moral
“pollutants.” Ultimately, the Nazi program led to the mass murder of millions of Jews and other
people.
By contrast, in the Soviet Union, a pillar of the Bolshevik program was putting an end to national
oppression and establishing equality of national languages and national cultures. With respect to
the Jewish people, the revolution in power immediately took strong measures to combat and
uproot anti-Semitism. Before the Bolshevik Revolution, Jews were subject to constant pogroms—
mob massacres by peasants who were told absurd lies about the Jews. This was overthrown in
the socialist revolution, and the confinement of Jews to certain geographic areas and
discrimination in employment were ended.
The Nazi party rallied German society around an ultra-nationalist program of preservation of
German blood and soil and the vanquishing of a fabricated Judeo-communist “conspiracy” to
control the world. The Nazi ideology of irrational hatred of certain peoples and racist superiority
was rooted in the economic system of capitalism—a system of horrific human suffering even in
“peaceful times.” The Nazi mind-set aggressively disdained critical, rational, and scientific
thought (very much like the Christian fascists in the U.S. today). The model “Good German” was
unthinking, obedient, and blindly followed authority.
Communism is founded on a scientific outlook that enables people to understand the world and
society in their motion and development. Communism is founded on an internationalist worldview of achieving a classless world free of oppression and exploitation. And a defining feature of
socialist society is that the masses of people are mobilized to consciously transform economic,
political, and social relations and institutions in the direction of classless society and to
revolutionize traditional ideas and values that reflect and reinforce class distinctions.

Collectivization of Agriculture
In the Soviet Union, the means of production, which had been seized by the revolution, were
placed in the service of society (instead of serving exploitation). And, in the countryside, an
unprecedented revolution took place. The formerly isolated, suppressed, and impoverished
peasants were led by the Communist Party to rise up, cast off millennia of enslavement and
mind-numbing tradition, and overthrow cruel and vicious exploitation and oppression. This
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process was especially dramatic for women, who made huge strides towards equality after being
treated like animals.
Were harsh measures carried out by the proletarian state in the Soviet Union against some
sectors of the population? Yes, but the dictatorship of the proletariat has nothing in common with
the Nazi program, the Nazi outlook, or Nazi methods. For example, many anti-Communist
ideologues and historians allege that the collectivization carried out in the Soviet countryside in
the late 1920s and early 1930s was a savage campaign of expropriation and murder. In fact this
collectivization was a drive to develop a new system of agricultural production based on
collective ownership, and it ignited a genuine upheaval against centuries- old authority, tradition,
and oppression in the countryside.
The kulaks, the rich peasants who employed hired laborers, were a focus and target of this
struggle. But this had nothing to do with their ethnicity. It had to do with their class position,
that is, with the economic power and influence the kulaks exerted in the countryside. It had to
do with the fact that they were working to undermine efforts to carry forward collectivization and
strengthen the new socialist economy—the kulaks had hoarded grain, profiteered in rural
markets, destroyed livestock, and organized sections of peasants against the regime. In this
period when many peasants were starving, the kulaks were stripped of their private economic
holdings, which were turned into the social property of the collectives. Many of the kulaks were
punished, including being forced to leave certain areas. And sometimes this was done unfairly.
But the kulaks were not made the object of genocide.
The Soviet approach to collectivization and the way the class struggle was waged in the
countryside were not without problems. And Mao had big criticisms of the approach taken. There
were serious excesses, including the fact that force was used in situations where persuasion
should have been relied on. But this was within the context of a real struggle between revolution
in the interests of the masses and counterrevolution.

World War 2
The German ruling class, under Nazi leadership, went to war with the Western powers as part of
a struggle among the imperial powers for global supremacy. France, England, and the U.S. were
all seeking to preserve and extend capitalist empire. The Nazis attacked the socialist Soviet
Union in order to crush a socialist (anti-capitalist) revolution that was an inspiration to the
world’s oppressed and to gain control over a huge, strategically situated land mass, rich in
resources.
In the studies that equate communism and Nazism it is also conveniently forgotten that the
turning point of World War 2 was the defeat of the Nazi army by the Soviet Union under Stalin.
During World War 2, more than 20 million Soviet citizens sacrificed their lives (with millions of
communists among them). And Stalin led the Soviet people to defend their revolution against the
Nazi-imperialist onslaught.

Setting the Record Straight—And Looking to the Future
Reactionaries who promote wild distortions to equate the socialist Soviet Union (until capitalism
was restored after the death of Stalin) with Nazi Germany do so with an agenda that capitalism
represents the end of history, and that exploitation and oppression are the highest that humanity
can aspire to. Progressive people who uncritically repeat the equation of Nazism and communism
should, instead, find out the true story, and ponder how they are objectively joining with open
reactionaries in defending this system and ruling “out of order” any real and radical alternative to
capitalism.
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The Soviet Experiment:
The Social Revolution Ushered in by Proletarian Power
Raymond Lotta
From 1917 until the early 1950s, the Soviet Union was either fighting wars, preparing for wars,
or dealing with the aftermath of war. No other modern state has endured this kind of perpetual
ordeal. And this profoundly conditioned the development of the revolution, the policy choices
made by its leadership, and the struggles in society and the struggles within the Party leadership.
It would be nice to be able to build a new society in ideal conditions. But the oppressed and their
revolutionary leadership do not get to choose the larger circumstances in which they find
themselves. Russia was a backward country. It was only a generation out of serfdom. The
Russian Revolution was a mass phenomenon, and it drew support from the peasants. But the fact
remained: an urban-based revolution had taken place in a peasant country. The revolution was
confronted with the need to win the peasants and extend the revolution to the countryside. It
faced backward social movements in society. This was not a polite PTA meeting. This was a
society wracked by war; it was a society on a road of transformation where no one had gone
before.
By 1918, reactionary political and military forces were mounting a counterrevolution to restore
the old order. Seventeen countries, including the United States, which landed troops in Siberia,
put together an army of intervention to aid the counterrevolution. The Bolsheviks took over a
war economy on the verge of collapse and led the masses to defend and advance the revolution.
The revolution achieved victory in the civil war. But this came at great cost--war casualties,
disease, and economic dislocation.
The new proletarian state was fighting for its life. A social revolution was fighting for its life.
The anti-communist histories slander the Bolshevik Revolution and the communist project as a
primal obsession with power. The codeword is “totalitarianism.” Communists, we are told, seek
to establish total control over a docile population. But lets look at what this new class power was
actually used for.

Emancipating Women
The dictatorship of the proletariat was used to overcome the oppression of women. In 1918, a
new marriage law turned marriage into a civil ceremony. In the old society, marriage had to be
sanctioned by the church. Divorce was made easy to secure. Men were legally stripped of their
authority over wives and children. Adultery was dropped as a criminal offense. Women now
received equal pay in jobs. Maternity hospital care was provided free. And in 1920, the Soviet
Union became the first country in modern Europe to make abortion legal. In the newspapers and
schools there was lively debate about sex roles, marriage, and family. Science fiction novels
imagined new social relations.
Old oppressive and patriarchal customs were criticized and challenged. In the new republics of
Central Asia, women were encouraged and able to cast off the veil that had been forced on them
for generations. Rather than being held down by family, church, and the state, women were now
empowered to fight for their emancipation. Think about the significance of all this when we look
at the state of the world today. No society up to that point had ever tried to transform its gender
system so completely.
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Overcoming the Oppression of Minority Peoples
This new proletarian power was used to overcome the oppression of minority peoples. The
Bolshevik revolution created the worlds first multinational state based on equality of
nationalities. The new socialist state recognized the right of self-determination for the former
oppressed nations of the old Tsarist empire. In a 1917 decree, all minority nationalities were
granted the right to instruction in native languages in all schools and universities.
The determination to address problems was real, as were the measures taken. For instance, many
minority nationalities with non-written languages were supplied with alphabets. The Soviet state
devoted considerable resources to the mass production of books, journals, newspapers, movies,
folk music ensembles, and museums in the minority regions. The nationalities policy called for
indigenous leadership in the new national territories--not outside Russian administrators. And
party leaders and government, school, and enterprise administrators were trained from among the
oppressed nationalities. The Russians had long been the dominant and oppressor nationality.
Now Russian territory was being assigned to non-Russian republics; now Russians were asked to
learn non-Russian languages. The persecution of the Jews was ended. This spirit of combating
national oppression permeated the early Soviet Union. It was one of the defining features of the
new society and state.
The new Soviet state launched national educational and health campaigns. No country in the
period between World War 1 and World War 2 matched the Soviet Unions increase in the ratio
of doctors to population. The literacy rate rose from 30 percent to over 80 percent in 1939.
At the time, where else in the world were things like this happening? Nowhere. But we know
what the situation was in the United States. Segregation was the law of the land. Jim Crow was
in full effect. When Paul Robeson, the great African-American actor, singer, and radical, first
visited the Soviet Union, he was deeply impressed by the revolutions efforts to overcome racial
and national prejudice. Ethnic minorities weren’t being lynched in the Soviet Union as Black
people were right then in the U.S. South. The U.S. and the Soviet Union were two different
worlds.

The Soviet Experiment:
Building the World’s First Socialist Economy
After Lenin died in 1924, Joseph Stalin assumed leadership of the Communist Party in the Soviet
Union. The social revolution that I have been describing was inseparable from his leadership.
The question had been posed in the mid-1920s. Could you build socialism in the Soviet Union?
Could you do this in a society that was economically and culturally backward? Could you do it
when the Soviet Union stood alone as a proletarian state and there was no certainty that
revolutions would take place in other countries?
Stalin stepped forward and fought for the view that the Soviet Union could and must take the
socialist road in these circumstances. Otherwise, the Soviet Union would not be able to survive.
It would not be able to aid revolution elsewhere. With this orientation, Stalin led the complex
and acute struggles to socialize the ownership of industry and to collectivize agriculture.
What was the economic situation in the Soviet Union in the mid-1920s? Farming as it was
conducted could not reliably feed the population. Industry was limited and could not furnish the
factories and machines needed to modernize the economy. Russia had been a society where
intellectuals were a tiny segment of the population, where only a narrow slice of the population
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had higher technical and liberal arts education. And, always, there was the looming threat of
imperialist attack. These were the real economic and social contradictions faced by real human
beings trying to remake society and the world.
And what was the rest of the world like in the 1920s? There was feudalism in most of the
world’s countryside. And capitalism was flooding the globe in cruel and unplanned ways.
But now in the Soviet Union, in this one piece of liberated territory, a new proletarian movement
had come to power and was going to plan an economy to serve the people. This was outrageous:
nobody before had ever said the phrase a socialist “five-year plan.”
Planning an Economy
A socialist revolution creates a new kind of economy. The means of production are no longer the
private property of a minority of society. They are placed under society’s collective control as
expressed through the proletarian state. Economic resources are no longer employed to maximize
profit. Rather, they are utilized to meet the fundamental needs and interests of the masses and to
serve the world revolution. Social production is no longer carried out without prior plan or social
purpose but is now shaped according to consciously adopted aims and coordinated as a whole.
The First Five-Year Plan in the Soviet Union was launched in 1928. It focused on iron and steel.
Massive new industrial complexes were built from scratch. Tractor plants had a very high
priority. Tractors were needed in the countryside. And tractor plants could, in the event of war,
be converted to produce tanks. Machine tool production was rapidly expanded so the economy
would not have to depend on imports.
The slogan of the First Five-Year Plan was “we are building a new world.” Millions of workers
and peasants were fired with this spirit. In factories and villages, people discussed the plan: the
difference it would make for their lives--and for the people of the world--that such an economy
was being built. They deliberated on what they wanted, what they could make, and what they
needed in order to make it.
Local plans were drawn up and submitted to the central planning agencies, to be meshed with the
national plan and sent back down to the localities. At factory conferences, people talked about
how to reorganize the production process. People volunteered to help build railroads in
wilderness areas. They voluntarily worked long shifts. At steel mills, they sang revolutionary
songs on the way to work. Never before in history had there been such a mobilization of people
to consciously achieve planned economic and social aims.
And let’s ask again: what was happening in the rest of the world? The world capitalist economy
was languishing in the Depression of the early 1930s--with levels of unemployment reaching 20
and 50 percent. But the Soviet Union had ended mass unemployment. In fact, there were labor
shortages in the Soviet Union…with so much work to be done in building the new society.
Industry grew by 20 percent a year, and the Soviet share of total global industrial output rose
from less than 2 percent in 1921 to 10 percent in 1939.
Collectivizing Agriculture
In 1929, the Communist Party launched a great drive to collectivize agriculture. The
anticommunist story line is that this was another case of “Stalinist totalitarianism.” Stalin, we are
told, wanted to consolidate total power--and to do so, he had to crush and starve peasants.
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But this is a gross distortion. The reality is that collectivization was a response to the economic
and social contradictions in the countryside and to the pressing needs of the revolution. And the
real hidden story is that collectivization ignited a genuine mass upheaval of peasants who had
been locked into poverty and enslaving social relations.
Let’s look more closely at what collectivization was a response to.
There was a serious problem of whether food could be reliably supplied to the cities, especially
with industrialization taking off and the urban population growing rapidly. Also, a major
economic and social problem was growing in the countryside. After the Revolution, land was
redistributed to peasants. But rich peasants, called kulaks, had been gaining strength in a rural
economy marked by small private agriculture. The kulaks had larger land holdings. They owned
flourmills. They controlled much of the grain market. They were moneylenders. This was
leading to intensifying social and class polarization in the countryside.
There was a real danger of agriculture going back to the conditions that existed before World
War 1. And these kulaks were not just innocent proprietors. They had gangs to enforce their rule.
They organized against the regime. They rallied other social forces in the countryside.
The response of the revolutionary leadership to this was collectivization. Land and farm
implements were turned into collective property. Between 1930 and 1933, 14 million small
inefficient peasant holdings were combined into 200,000 collectively owned large farms. The
state provided tractors and machinery to these new farms. And the farms were providing grain to
the state. This was the basic exchange relation that was established.
Collectivization touched off different social responses. It was welcomed by large numbers of
poor peasants. Other sections of peasants didn’t want to go along with it. Collectivization
involved coercion against many of these peasants. But collectivization was a huge social
movement. Dedicated worker-volunteers from the cities went to the front lines of the struggle
against the kulaks. These workers took leading roles in administering new farms.
Farm hands and poor peasants in many areas rose to seize land. Where before they had been
cowed and intimidated by the kulaks--now they had the state behind them to take on the kulak
gangs. Women, whose lives had been determined by oppressive tradition and patriarchal
obligation, became tractor drivers. Traveling libraries were sent to teams in the agricultural
fields. In some regions, farms had their own drama circles. Religion, superstition, and mindnumbing tradition were challenged. People lifted their heads and became tuned in to what was
happening in society overall. They discussed the national plans and national developments.
The kulaks resisted with a vengeance. The story told by the opponents of socialism is always
one-sided. The kulaks were simply “victimized,” they say. But this is a lie. The kulaks killed
communists, organized raids against the new collectives, sabotaged harvests, and unleashed
gangs that raped women. The kulaks were eventually defeated, many were arrested, many were
deported, and many were killed.
But this was not because of a “Stalinist bloodlust.” This was a battle over the future of the
countryside. There was a battle over whether industrialization and social transformation could go
forward or would be blocked and capitalism restored in the countryside. This was intense class
struggle--and state power hung in the balance.
Collectivization is an important part of building a socialist economy. But Mao had serious
criticisms of how Stalin approached this. Mao pointed out that collectivization under Stalin took
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place before the peasants themselves had gained experience in cooperating with each other in
working the fields and using tools and it wasn’t based on a firm political and ideological
foundation of peasants acting consciously to achieve collective social ownership. Another
criticism Mao had was that the state took too much grain from the countryside. This damaged
relations between the urban and rural areas. Mao had other criticisms, and Maoist China went
about collectivization very differently--and I’ll talk about that later.
But the collectivization drive in the Soviet Union was part of a bold and visionary and pioneering
attempt to find a way out and forward from the old system of small private agriculture. It gave
hope to the poor in the countryside. And without collectivization, the Soviet Union would not
have been able to defeat the Nazis.

29

On Stalin and the Experience of Socialist Society
Excerpt from an interview by Michael Slate, KPFK radio, Los Angeles
MICHAEL SLATE: I think that’s really important. And one thing, you know—the question that’s actually
behind a lot of this stuff about leaders and communism, I mean the big question that’s always sort of in the
room, and in a way it’s the first thing that comes up is: OK, you’ve had some experience around this stuff—
Stalin. And I know that’s a big, big question, but it’s also something that—I think you know—look, a lot of
listeners on KPFK, for instance, that’s the big question mark. Immediately they go right to that: Stalin,
totalitarianism.
BOB AVAKIAN: Well, that is a big question. I mean, I think you know, as there is these days with Mao,
even with Stalin, there’s a lot of distortion. Stalin did lead the development of the first socialist country in
the world against some very difficult odds. And a lot of times when people talk about…especially in American
society, you’re sort of conditioned to think of everything through the prism of the way this society is now,
and not to even know about, let alone to really think about, the implications of things like the fact that Stalin
came to leadership after a period in which there was a revolution and a civil war [in Russia] which left the
country in a shambles because it came out of the context of World War 1 to begin with. And the economy
was broken down; there was a question of could they do anything in terms of rebuilding the economy—and
in particular could they do it along socialist lines, or did they basically have to give up that idea once there
was not a revolution in large parts of the world besides Russia? And Stalin was the one that came forward
and led people in actually building the socialist economy without any prior experience and in very difficult
circumstances, where increasingly they were facing a threat of attack—which did come from Germany [in
1941]. This is something which a lot of people, even people who consider themselves educated, don’t know,
or forget about—or don’t realize the full implications of the fact that they lost 20 million or more people in
World War 2 in the Soviet Union. I mean that was out of a population of less than 200 million at that time.
So think about that—you’re losing more than a tenth of the population. Think about what that would mean
in the U.S. and what the effect of that would be. And that was looming before them and over them for much
of the time that Stalin was leading the Soviet Union [from the mid-1920s, on].
And you combine that with the fact that it was a backward country where 80 percent of the people were
peasants. It had been less than 100 years since they’d been freed from literal serfdom. That happened at
the same time as the Civil War in the U.S. It was one of two major changes in the world going on at that
time—the abolition of slavery in the U.S. and the abolition of serfdom in Russia, where the serfs were
virtually if not literally owned by the landlords. That happened only in the 1860s, and they weren’t very far
from that [at the time of the Russian revolution]. And there was tremendous backwardness in the country;
even though there was an empire run by the Tsar [absolute monarch], the country itself was largely
backward.
So you had all of these things—obstacles that Stalin had to go up against, with no prior experience—and yet
great achievements were brought about. They industrialized the country, but also in terms of the health
care, the living standard of the people, the role of the working class in remaking industry and changing the
relations—all that kind of stuff. And [great changes in the conditions of] the peasantry in the countryside.
And the abolition of tremendous and horrendous forms of oppression of women in the Soviet Union. You can
imagine in a society that was still heavily steeped in feudalism, with a lot of religious fundamentalism and
absolutism in different forms throughout the society—and [there were] tremendous advances for women. All
that’s on the positive side—and is usually blotted out and ignored. And it is more contradictory than that—
even the positive stuff is more contradictory. But it’s important to situate this in the realities of what they
were up against and also the realities of what was positively accomplished.
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And then there were some real weaknesses on Stalin’s part that increased the more the difficulties became
acute—and the more in particular they could see that war was looming, particularly in the form of an attack
from Nazi Germany once Hitler came to power in 1933, and beyond—in Germany during that decade of the
1930s. So Stalin made a lot of errors partly because of difficulties of circumstances, but also partly because
of his methodology. Mao once jokingly, or half-jokingly, said about Stalin that he was raised—you know,
educated—in a religious seminary; he never really shed that outlook completely. And that translated into his
being sort of mechanical, wooden—a tendency to be wooden, to see things in absolute terms. This was sort
of the way the absolutist religion was at that time. And yes, certain influences of patriarchy and things like
that, that came from that whole tradition. And although he [Stalin] shed a lot of that, Mao’s point was that a
lot of it remained in how he approached problems.
As Mao also put it, Stalin tended in significant ways—and in growing ways as the threat to the Soviet Union
grew in the ‘30s especially—to mix up two different kinds of contradictions, as Mao identified them: those
among the people, making up more than 90 percent of the society; and those between the people and the
enemy, the old overthrown exploiters and actually active, conscious counter-revolutionaries who were
sabotaging and trying to destroy the economy, and some of them were even collaborating with the
Germans, but in one way or another, in one form or another, [people who] were trying to bring back the old
capitalist society. Stalin tended to mix those things up, and that increasingly became a problem the more
acute the dangers in the Soviet Union became.
And I think there was also a thing where Stalin—and this has been a broader problem in our movement that
we’re struggling to root out—you start becoming convinced, or you become convinced, that you represent
the wave of the future and everything that opposes you—which goes along with mixing up these two
different kind of contradictions, to try to get at specific or particular aspects of this—everything that opposes
you, criticizes you, dissents from what you’re doing can be too readily dismissed and too readily cast into
the camp of people who are bound to take things back to capitalism. Now some people that are going to
criticize you when you’re building socialism do want to go back to capitalism, but many people don’t actually
want to, and even [though] sometimes their ideas would objectively lead that way, but that’s not where
they’re consciously coming from. And these things have to be sorted out—not just by a few leaders, but by
the masses of people. They have to be thrashed out, they have to be struggled out. And there have to be
increasingly developed the forms for people to struggle out what is really in the interests of the broad
masses of people, what is the way forward to uproot these centuries-long chains of oppression in various
forms, and what is the way to remake the world and join with people throughout the world in the
revolutionary struggle to get beyond all this, get to a whole new era of human history. People have to thrash
those things out. And there was a tendency, a very marked tendency in Stalin—but it’s not limited to him—
to [think like] “We know the way” and anybody who opposes us not only might be wrong—which they might
be, or they might be right—but is trying to take this a whole different way [back to capitalism].
And I think that there was a tendency [like that], which increasingly set in, and the more necessity impinged
on them in terms of the dangers, and the more that Stalin felt that they had to go through a breakneck pace
to industrialize and arm themselves in a heavy way to be able to deal with this military threat, the more
there wasn’t any air to breathe or room allowed for experimentation, for criticism, for dissent, for people
trying to strike out in different directions and see how that could all be part of the process, and for the
masses to get involved in struggling out what really is the way forward out of all this. And not just THE WAY
(with a capital T, capital W), as if there’s only one way, but many different pathways which all ultimately
have to be directed toward, or have to find their way toward and be led toward the goal you have, but
[people] may find a lot of different pathways there. I don’t think that you can advance through those
processes that I’m talking about by one straight, narrow highway. I think that was an understanding that
Stalin didn’t have or increasingly lost sight of.
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It’s a real challenge: How do you have a society in which you have a lot of ferment and you have a lot of
dissent, and you have people proposing and struggling for different things, and yet you do find the way to
keep that all—put your arms around that in the sense of an embrace, not in the sense of suffocating it—but
reach out broadly and get your arms around all that, so you can lead all of it to go forward without
suffocating it, and without constricting it, and so that the masses of people get involved in actually thrashing
these things out and determining what’s the way forward? So there’s a lot of that, that was missing in
Stalin. It was too much like: “This is the way forward—we know it, we’re going to go 1-2-3, and anybody
who opposes that, or has any other idea, can only be working for the enemy.”
And that increasingly became the problem, as I said, when…as the necessity increasingly—and it has a lot to
do with necessity. I mean, when the Soviet Union was invaded—you know they talk all about World War 2,
but they don’t talk very much about [the fact that] when the Soviet Union was invaded a lot of their industry
was destroyed—whatever the Nazis could get their hands on, was taken [by the Nazis] or destroyed. And in
the Russian winter people were going without heat because they were under siege. People were eating
wallpaper off the walls in Moscow to try to survive the siege, which lasted a year or whatever. And people
divorce all that—you can’t divorce the errors that were made from those circumstances, on the one hand.
On the other hand, you can’t just use those circumstances as a way to dismiss all the methodological
questions that have to be summed up much more deeply and critically in order to see how—yes, in
circumstances in the future where we’re going to face similar kinds of necessity—we can do much better
with it, and yet not be crushed and defeated.
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Revolution Talks with Raymond Lotta

Socialist Revolution in the 20th Century
Controversies and Lessons, Part Two
Raymond Lotta is a Maoist political economist. He is author of America in Decline and editor of And Mao Makes Five and Maoist Economics
and the Revolutionary Road to Communism. Since 2005, he has been speaking on college campuses and in the media as part of the Set
the Record Straight Project, which is taking on the distortions and misrepresentations about the first wave of socialist revolutions in the
20th century. In December 2008, he helped organize a major symposium “Rediscovering China’s Cultural Revolution” held in New York
City. Raymond Lotta is a contributing writer for Revolution newspaper; recent articles and interviews have also appeared in the Economic
and Political Weekly (India), GlobalResearch.ca (Canada), and Agence France-Presse.

Question: Some people might agree that you need a vanguard party to seize power, or even to defend it in
the initial stages of the revolution. But they argue that there are contradictions with a vanguard party in
power that lead it to use that power arbitrarily over and against people, and that this whole structure of a
powerful new state with institutionalized leadership leads to passivity among the masses.
Raymond Lotta: Yes, there are real contradictions bound up with the instrumentalities of proletarian rule,
the vanguard party and the new state. But these are fundamentally contradictions bound up with making
and sustaining revolution. You are dealing with socialist society not as you would like it ideally to be but with
all its real-world contradictions. And you are making and defending revolution in a world not as you would
like it ideally to be but a world in which imperialism is still dominant and the counter-revolutionaries still
fight and plot to regain power.
Question: You’re not starting with a “clean slate.”
Raymond Lotta: Yes. And there are the “birthmarks” of the old society. These include the force of tradition
which supports the unequal and oppressive social relations that have to be overcome, and there is still the
fact that society is—and will be, even as the new power works to break this down—divided between those
who mainly work with ideas, and those who have not been trained to do so, and mainly work with their
backs and hands.
These contradictions are reflected, and in many ways concentrated, in the party-state structures. But we
have also learned more about how to confront these challenges, including how to revolutionize these
structures themselves as part of carrying the revolution forward.
There is in fact a “learning curve” of proletarian revolution: from the Paris Commune, which was not able to
suppress counterrevolutionary forces, in large part because it did not have organized leadership; to Lenin’s
summation of the need for a vanguard party and to establish a new state to reorganize and transform
society, and the theory and practice of the Russian Revolution; and from the Bolshevik Revolution through
the Chinese Revolution and Mao’s theory of continuing the revolution. And now Bob Avakian is going
further—building on this experience, rupturing with what was secondarily wrong, and bringing forward
deeper understanding.
Revolution means continuing to change and bring forward new things, in accordance with deeper, newer,
and more correct understanding. But this takes place on a foundation. To accept at face value the slanders
that pass for common wisdom in bourgeois society is unconscionable for a revolutionary; and it is crucially
important to struggle against those who succumb to those slanders and squander the lessons that have
been won.
Was it worth going for power and using a new state power to construct a new society? Yes. These states
both enabled the masses to subdue the forces trying to bring back exploitation and to construct new
societies which were, for the first time in history, oriented toward, as Bob Avakian has put it, “dealing with
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the material reality and the conditions of the masses of people as the priority, as the focus and as the
foundation.”1 But as I said, there has been a learning curve in all this.
Question: Could you talk more about this “learning curve.”
Raymond Lotta: Well, our Party has done a lot of analysis of the whole course of the revolution in the
Soviet Union—its tremendous achievements, as well as its serious and even grievous errors—which I’m not
going to repeat here.2 In short, though, by the mid-1950s it had become clear that something was seriously
wrong in the Soviet Union. Mao led a deep study of this experience, focusing on questions of line, method
and policy.
Mao discovered that the danger of the revolution being reversed, the danger of the communist party being
turned into an instrument of a new, exploiting class, in short, the problem of capitalist restoration...he
discovered that this stems from something much deeper than bureaucracy or not enough democracy.
This has to do with the very nature of socialism. On the one hand, socialism is a great leap—beyond
exploitation and the class dictatorship of the bourgeoisie. On the other hand, it is a society in transition from
capitalism to communism. It contains those “birthmarks” like the division between mental and manual labor.
There is still a lingering hierarchy of specialization. While exploitation has been overcome, there are still
inequalities in pay and income. While production is oriented towards meeting social need, it is still necessary
to use money and prices to carry on exchange and measure and compare efficiency. There remain, as I
mentioned earlier, tremendous gaps between town and country and agriculture and industry.
And these inequalities, what Mao came to call “bourgeois right” in a broad sense, are also reflected in policy
and law. For example, the socialist state has to establish a wage system that takes account of the different
skills levels of people and different pay levels.
Getting to communism requires overcoming these economic, social, ideological relations. But this can’t be
done overnight. It’s a historical process of restricting and transforming these relations to the greatest
degree possible. And there is struggle over how—and even whether—to do that at any given time. Mao
summed up that this was actually a struggle between the socialist road and the capitalist road. That is,
between the line and policies at any given time which would continue the advance of society to communism,
and those which would not only retard that advance but also pave the way for a return to capitalism. The
truth of this insight has been borne out today, when China is of course a major capitalist power...even if it
has maintained the name and some of the trappings of socialism.
Mao also analyzed that these birthmarks—or bourgeois right—formed the soil out of which new bourgeois
elements would emerge. He analyzed that the key core of the bourgeoisie would be concentrated in the
leadership of the communist party—those who could take society down the capitalist road. And he developed
a pathbreaking new form of revolutionary struggle to struggle against that: the Great Proletarian Cultural
Revolution.
Question: But a lot of people say the problem is that power corrupts, and a leading party like the
Communist Party just invites corruption and bureaucratization. So the logic leads to the need to end the
institutionalized leadership of the communist party.
Raymond Lotta: These are not simply bureaucrats or corrupt officials; these are not wayward communists
just looking to feather their own nests. They are capitalist roaders. They are fighting in the realm of ideas
and policies and orientation—over issues of line generally focused up on the direction that society will take.
And they are organizing and mobilizing social forces. The capitalist roaders…they too are responding to
those features, aspects, and relations of socialist society that have not been fully transformed...the kinds of
things I have been talking about. They aim to transform things back towards capitalism. And you need state
power to fight them, even as the capitalist roaders are organizing within the structures of proletarian rule.
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Question: Maybe you could give an example.
Raymond Lotta: Take agriculture. The struggle between the two lines and the two roads in agriculture was
very sharp in the Chinese Communist Party. Basically, after the revolution triumphed in 1949, one wing of
the Party wanted to indefinitely extend and consolidate the policies of new democracy.3 These forces wanted
to maintain private ownership as the main production relation in agriculture. Mao and the revolutionary
headquarters saw the need and the basis to build socialism in the countryside as soon as land reform had
been completed in the early 1950s.
A lot of people don’t realize that these two wings of the party, these two contending lines—one representing
the socialist road and the other the capitalist road—had their supporters and defenders, and that actually
there was a complex pattern of one side taking initiatives and the other reacting and moving to counter
initiatives and policies. This was a concentrated expression of the class struggle in society—though in an
overall sense the proletarian line was in command in Chinese society.
Question: You were focusing on agricultural policy...
Raymond Lotta: Yes, there was struggle over whether it was possible and desirable to do things
collectively, to organize economically and socially, for the common good—which was what Mao argued for—
or whether, as the capitalist roaders argued, you had to rely on family household farming and the pursuit of
self-interest.
The capitalist roaders maintained that if social conditions got more polarized between the more efficient and
less efficient, those earning more income and those earning less… well that’s the “price of progress.” Mao
felt agricultural policy had to guard against new social gaps emerging in the countryside, and that it was
extremely important to bring farming into the orbit of the socialist plan, with industry at all levels supporting
agriculture.
In a poor country like China, there was a great need to mechanize farming. There was also a need to
continue the revolution and develop collectivized agriculture. The capitalist roaders in the early 1950s fought
for the view that there could be no collectivization in China’s countryside before farming became much more
mechanized. They downplayed the role of political and ideological consciousness and saw the task as simply
being one of expanding production and building up the productive forces. For them, the way to mechanize
agriculture was to focus on already advanced areas and to concentrate resources there—which would widen
differences in the countryside.
Mao looked at this challenge differently, from the standpoint of advancing along the socialist road for
agriculture. Mao argued that collectivization could precede mechanization and actually lay the basis for
mechanization. In other words, by forging new social relations between peasants that enabled them to solve
production and technical problems cooperatively… by establishing collective forms that forged broader social
connections… and by promoting a revolutionary politics that unleashed the conscious activism of the masses
and put before the masses the big political and ideological questions confronting society—such changes in
organization and consciousness would be a spur to mechanization and create a favorable social framework
for it.
In 1958, there was a breakthrough in the socialist road in agriculture. The people’s communes, involving
mass activism and experimentation at the grass roots, were formed. The communes were economic-social
units that coordinated production activities, provided health and education, organized major projects of land
reclamation and irrigation, and that allowed the masses to develop collective solutions to tasks like
childcare. The communes also functioned as political organs of power in the countryside. The masses were
assuming responsibilities of governance, administration, and military training. Mao’s approach to agriculture
also included great efforts to spread industrial, technical, and cultural resources to rural areas. The capitalist
roaders attacked all this as “inefficient,” “utopian,” and “dangerous” to the stability of the country.
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Question: The capitalist roaders were not just articulating a program for agriculture.
Raymond Lotta: The new bourgeois forces who emerged after the seizure of power in 1949 had their
headquarters in the Chinese Communist Party and had their program for development. From their
standpoint, the revolution basically ended in 1949. The task as they conceived it was not to forge a socialist
society as a transition to communism and as part of the advance of the world revolution. Rather, their goal
was to build China into a modern, prosperous, and industrialized power that would find its place and seek
advantage on the world stage. They saw the planned economy and the political institutions of society simply
as instrumentalities to put China on a “fast track” towards fulfilling that vision. In the early 1960s, they were
fighting to make profitability a key criterion for allocating funds to different regions. They pushed policies to
build up an educational system that would turn out new elites. And by the mid-1960s, they were positioning
to seize power.
Mao launched the Cultural Revolution in 1966 to prevent a capitalist takeover by these forces. Mao had
summed up the experience of capitalist restoration in the Soviet Union. He had assessed that earlier efforts
in China to beat back these capitalist roaders were inadequate. He described the Cultural Revolution as a
means to arouse the masses to “expose our dark aspects openly, in an all-round way and from below.” The
Cultural Revolution was a momentous upheaval, truly a revolution, to overthrow the capitalist roaders and
seize back those portions of power that they had taken hold of—in government, education, culture, public
health, industrial management, and so on.
Never in history has there been political mobilization and ferment on this societal scale. The radical youth
played a catalytic role, criticizing bourgeois and conservative authority at all levels. The colleges shut down
and students fanned out to the countryside and to factories. There were street rallies, demonstrations, and
mass criticism sessions. In Shanghai in 1967, workers mounted an intense struggle to overthrow the
capitalist roaders in power and to develop new institutions of governance.
But Mao said that while the target of the Cultural Revolution was the capitalist roaders, the goal was to
change world outlook—how the masses understand society and the world, their transformative role, and
issues of ideology and morality.
The masses were learning how to distinguish between the proletarian and bourgeois lines. Tens and
hundreds of millions were debating and struggling over decisive questions concerning the direction of society
and the world revolution. This complex struggle required visionary and scientific leadership—and through
this process, the vanguard party itself was revolutionized.
In that incredible decade of 1966-76, an unprecedented mass upsurge succeeded in putting a halter on the
attempts by the capitalist roaders to take power. But after Mao died, the forces of capitalist restoration were
able to stage a reactionary coup. This was a terrible setback for the world revolution and world humanity,
but it also underscored the truth of Mao’s analysis of the danger of capitalist restoration.
Question: But the argument is made that too much authority was concentrated in the party, and the party
made itself more vulnerable to takeover. It’s claimed that the masses were too much “on the outside” of
these line struggles, and that if the party had been put to the test of competitive elections, that would have
created more favorable ground for dealing with these issues.
Raymond Lotta: There is a lot of mistaken thinking wrapped up in this idea of too much authority vested in
the vanguard party.
First of all, socialist society is still a society divided into classes. We have talked about those birthmarks of
capitalist society, including the gap between mental and manual labor. And so leaders concentrate the
outlook and interests of the main contending classes, and will have disproportionate influence. Again, you
have to understand where the danger of capitalist restoration comes from and the mass forms of struggle
and the scale of transformation needed to continue the revolution. If the vanguard of the proletariat gives
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up its leading position in society, this only opens the field wider to bourgeois forces—who will be exerting
their disproportionate influence and organizing to take society down the capitalist road.
The proletarian revolution is about radically changing the world in order to uproot and abolish all exploitation
and oppression. It is going up against the force and influence of the past, and the strength and influence of
the world imperialist system. Without vanguard leadership, you have no chance of marshaling all positive
factors in society...no chance of mobilizing and relying on the masses with the strength of a state behind
them to continue to transform society, and to keep on the socialist road...no chance of raising the political
and ideological consciousness of the masses, as happened during the Cultural Revolution.
These are some of the key reasons that you need institutionalized vanguard leadership—and why Mao was
correct in fighting for that principle, even as the party needed serious “shaking up” through the Cultural
Revolution.
Question: What about democracy, though?
Raymond Lotta: I want to emphasize two aspects of this. First, the socialist state guaranteed the rights of
the masses. In China, during the Cultural Revolution, there was democracy for the masses on an
unprecedented scale. Nowhere before or since did the masses not only have formal rights of free speech and
press, etc., but actually use them on such a scale to examine and debate all aspects of political life. One
well-known example is the widespread use of what were called “big-character posters” in the schools,
factories, and other institutions where constant debate and struggle took place by posting large wall posters
on every available surface. It was forbidden to tear down a big-character poster, and every institution was
required to make materials—paper, paint, and brushes—freely available.
The ability of the masses to hold meetings to criticize top party leaders, the freewheeling debates large and
small...all of this was democracy on a scale not even imaginable in even the “most democratic” of capitalist
states. The Cultural Revolution institutionalized what were called the “four bigs”—big character posters, big
debates, big contending, and big blooming (of ideas). And if you think this was just cosmetic formality, the
new capitalist rulers of China who came to power in 1976 understood that this was in the service of arousing
and motivating the masses; they vilified and banned these practices.
But there is another aspect of democracy under the dictatorship of the proletariat that’s important. Forms
were being developed, especially through the Cultural Revolution, through which the masses were
increasingly able to take greater responsibility for the direction of society—like the revolutionary
committees, which were new institutions of power. These involved combinations of representatives of the
masses; from different professional, technical, intellectual-cultural strata (depending on the particular baselevel institutions in question, like hospitals or schools); and party cadre. Through these organs of power,
meaningful decision-making responsibility was being put in the hands of the masses.
Compare this to the electoral ritual of bourgeois democracy, where the masses are asked to choose between
this and that representative of the ruling class, and through which the agendas of different fractions of the
ruling class are legitimized.
1. Revolution and Communism: A Foundation and Strategic Orientation, a Revolution pamphlet, May 1, 2008, p. 31.
2. See, for example, Conquer the World? The International Proletariat Must and Will, a talk by Bob Avakian in early fall,
1981, published in Revolution magazine No. 50, available online at revcom.us/bob_avakian/conquerworld; “The End of a
Stage, The Beginning of a New Stage,” a talk by Bob Avakian, published in Revolution magazine, Fall 1990; and “Socialism
is Much Better Than Capitalism and Communism Will Be A Far Better World” a speech by Raymond Lotta, available online
at revcom.us/strs.
3. New democracy is the revolution in the oppressed nations led by the proletariat that aims to drive out imperialism and
overthrow the big bourgeoisie and landlord classes; upon victory, a form of the dictatorship of the proletariat, involving
particular class alliances, is constituted and the advance to the socialist stage begins. William Hinton’s The Great Reversal
and Through a Glass Darkly contain useful accounts of the two lines in agriculture and describe the “initiativecounterinitiative” dynamic of the two wings within the Chinese Communist Party.
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The TRUE Story of Mao Tsetung
and the Communist Revolution in China
By Li Onesto with a Revolution Writers Group
In the 1960s and 1970s Mao Tsetung was one of the most famous people in the world. He had led the
Chinese people, against all odds, to make a revolution. For the many millions who passionately fought for
justice and liberation in those days, the Chinese Revolution stood out like a beacon. And Mao himself was
most famous for restlessly refusing to stop the revolution halfway—for never settling in, never ceasing to
fight for a world without any division into classes, into nations, into oppressor and oppressed. A lot of
people—teachers, workers, doctors, scientists, students, and revolutionaries—from many different countries,
went to China to witness the socialist society being built under Mao’s leadership. And many returned home,
inspired and hopeful about the possibility of a truly liberating society.
In China itself, the masses revered Mao—as leader of the revolutionary vanguard in China, the Communist
Party of China, he had led the victory in a 22-year war of liberation against both foreign invaders and
domestic reactionaries. Following that epic struggle, he led the people to construct a new society and new
lives in socialist China, and to go further in defending the revolution and transforming society during the
Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. But there were those who opposed Mao, right in the leadership of the
Communist Party of China. Like Mao, they had come into the revolution, and the Communist Party, burning
with anger over China’s treatment by imperialism. Like Mao, they fought in the revolution for liberation. But
unlike Mao their sights did not go all the way to communism; in fact, their aims really went no further than
building China into a powerful nation. And in the name of building a strong and modern China they adopted
programs and policies that essentially reinforced capitalist relations and thinking. After Mao died in 1976,
these “capitalist roaders” in the Chinese Communist Party seized power and overthrew socialism and
restored capitalism, arresting hundreds of thousands and killing thousands in the process. And even though
the Chinese government has continued to call itself socialist and communist, China has been a capitalist
country ever since. Mao’s principles—what he stood for—have been gutted, while China’s new rulers have
turned Mao into a nationalist icon.
Today two whole generations of people have grown up in the U.S. where in large part what they know about
Mao and China is the official storyline of the U.S. ruling class and mainstream media. And what they know,
in large part, is ALL WRONG. People are told that Mao was a heartless, “power-hungry dictator,” who
committed great crimes against people. But the TRUTH is that Mao Tsetung was a great revolutionary
communist who led a quarter of the planet’s people to liberate China out from under the thumb of
imperialist oppressors—and then move on to build a socialist, liberating society for over 25 years.
Understanding the truth about Mao is important for everyone—the revolution he led was a major milestone
in human history and everyone should know the truth about such a revolution and such a figure. For those
who truly want to change the world, there is even more at stake—for Mao’s revolutionary thinking and
practice form a critical part of the foundation and the point of departure for rebuilding a revolutionary
movement today.
This is the TRUE story of Mao Tsetung and the world historic revolution he led in China.
On October 1, 1949, Mao stood in Tiananmen Square in the capital city of Beijing to announce the formation
of the People’s Republic of China. He spoke to a crowd of millions and declared: “The Chinese people have
stood up!”
Mao had led the Chinese people in 20 years of armed struggle to overthrow their oppressors and drive out
foreign imperialism. Now the people had the power to build socialism—as a transitional society with the goal
of a communist world free of classes, and all the oppressive relations and ideas that go along with class
society.
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On this historic day, Mao shared in the people’s joy and celebration, but he also understood, as he had
pointed out, that: “The Chinese revolution is great, but the road after revolution will be longer, the work
greater and more arduous...”

A New Socialist China
The masses of Chinese people, especially in the countryside, had been subjected to so many horrible
things—unending poverty and hunger, tyrannical landlords, women degraded and oppressed in every corner
of life, drug addiction, illiteracy, and lack of health care. There had been no way for the masses of people to
change any of this. They had been at the mercy of an oppressive economic and social system—and a ruling
class that enforced all this.
The new socialist China inherited all the scars from this old society. But now, state power was in the hands
of the masses. Now, the people’s efforts to get rid of all the remnants of the old oppressive society would be
backed by the state apparatus and the party. And now the people could approach problems in a completely
different way.
The new government took immediate measures to confiscate and take over businesses that had been owned
by foreign imperialists and big Chinese capitalists and the property of big landowners was seized and divided
up among peasants.
New laws were passed outlawing arranged marriages and giving women, as well as men, the right to
divorce. Selling children, which had been a common practice because of poverty, was banned, along with
child labor. The workday was reduced from 12-16 hours to 8 hours.
Many things were done that immediately and dramatically improved people’s lives—and at the same time,
drew them into the whole process of solving societal problems. For example, drugs, gambling and
prostitution had been a huge problem. Big-time gangsters, pimps and opium peddlers, many of them
connected with the secret police of the old reactionary government, were arrested. Meanwhile opium
addicts, former prostitutes and petty criminals were given education, housing, health care and jobs—and the
opportunity to become part of the whole process of remaking society.
People’s social and political life was transformed and millions joined peasant associations, workers’ unions,
women’s organizations, youth groups, and cultural, scientific, educational and other professional intellectual
associations. Such mass organizations gave people a way to make and carry out important decisions in
order to transform different spheres of society. In the cities, for example, “urban resident committees”
representing hundreds of households helped settle family and neighborhood disputes, dealt with criminal
activities and took care of public sanitation, fire prevention, relief for needy families and neighborhood
cultural and recreational programs. Mass literacy campaigns were organized in villages, factories and poor
neighborhoods.
Peasant associations based on poor and landless peasants were given the responsibility to carry out land
reform. This was a radical economic as well as social change—for example women, for the first time, got
land. By 1952, almost half of China’s farmable land had been redistributed and 300 million poor and landless
peasants had gotten land.

Breakthroughs in Socialist Economics
When the revolution came to power, it immediately faced the question of how to transform society. Some
party leaders—people who had marched right alongside Mao in the revolution against feudal landlords,
capitalists tied to imperialist interests and foreign domination—now insisted that capitalism should be
promoted without restriction. They said agriculture could not move forward until heavy industry was
developed. They argued for relying on foreign technology and foreign loans, and maintaining private farming
in the countryside. They went along with the dominant view of socialist economic development in the
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international communist movement, especially with regard to formerly dependent and backward countries,
which was that you had to first build up modern productive forces—large factories, heavy machinery, new
technology, etc.—and only then could you transform the relationships between people.
But Mao argued they should focus on revolutionizing forms of ownership and distribution and all the ways in
which people work with each other to produce things—and on that basis spur the development of more
advanced productive forces. In this way, carrying forward revolutionary changes and transformations among
the people—starting with redistribution of land, but also efforts to promote collective ways of working
together, as well as breaking down backward ideas from centuries of feudalism—could stimulate things like
scientific farming techniques, opening up new farm lands, and improving water conservation.
This is an example of Mao’s developing understanding that revolutionizing how people think is critical to the
whole process of changing society.
Putting the development of modern industry before the transformation of economic and social relations
between people would lead to greater inequality because it would mean concentrating on developing the
factories that were already the most advanced—in other words, the ones in the biggest cities. And this
would only widen differences and inequalities between the countryside and cities and between poor and
better-off areas, instead of restricting them. Instead, Mao argued for a much more dynamic back and forth
between leaps in consciousness and leaps in production—what he later concentrated in his famous slogan,
“Grasp Revolution, Promote Production.” And, crucially, Mao was able to win the struggle in the party at that
time over what line, what approach to take to these fundamental issues.

Mao’s Leadership
The whole way Mao tackled and solved this problem gives a picture of what he was like and how he led. This
path-breaking approach to building a new socialist economy came from a thorough studying and recasting of
the positive and negative experience in building socialism in the Soviet Union, up until that time;
investigation, and deep discussion with the masses of people; applying communist principles and method to
the concrete situation in China; and on that basis coming up with a new understanding for how to go
forward.
In 1951 Mao toured the countryside, talking with peasants and getting a first-hand look at what was going
on. The revolution had confiscated land owned by the biggest landowners and distributed it to the poorest
farmers with little or no land. But only by developing collective forms of working the land could the peasants
not only increase production, but radically transform the ways in which people related to each other.
Mutual aid teams were formed where peasants shared their animals and tools and helped each other work
individual plots of land. By 1952, over 40% of the peasants were in such teams. But these were still not
large enough to deal with droughts or floods, they couldn’t carry out major technical improvements, and
many were dominated by wealthier peasants.
Peasants were experimenting and coming up with creative ways to revolutionize production. And this
involved a revolution in ideas and real transformations among the people—like taking on backward
Confucian ideas about the subservient role of women, and replacing “me-first thinking” with a “serve the
people” attitude.
On their own, some peasants started to form larger cooperatives and Mao keenly followed this, and
encouraged it and led the party to mobilize the People’s Liberation Army soldiers to help lead this. By mid1956, over 90% of peasant households were in such cooperatives.
This was Mao—leading and waging the class struggle in the context of developing a new socialist economy.
This was the dynamic between the creative energy of the people under socialism and the role of communist
leadership.
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Great Leap Forward
Mao’s vision of socialism went beyond just giving people food, clothing and basic rights. He aimed for a
revolution that would get rid of the old oppressive economic and social relations. A revolution that would
challenge backward ideas and values that rested on and kept oppressive relations going. A revolution in how
people think and act.
In 1958, Mao launched a bold new plan for socialist economic development with these goals in mind: The
Great Leap Forward. A key element was the unleashing of a nationwide movement to form peasant
communes—large collectives of people in the countryside that combined economic, social, cultural, militia
and administrative activities.
Today, the Great Leap Forward is vilified as an irrational utopian experiment. But the truth is this was a real
advance from the standpoint of developing more liberating economic and social relations.
The communes, which involved 15,000 to 25,000 people, made it possible to carry out big flood control and
reforestation projects, build countywide roads or small-scale power plants, set up high schools, etc.
Research centers were set up to develop new breeds of wheat, rice and other crops with greater yields.
Hillsides were terraced to open up new farming land.
The communes provided people with a new and liberating political, social and cultural life. Finding collective
solutions to social needs—instead of leaving each household to fend for itself—made it possible for women to
more fully participate in the common cause of creating a new society. Communes organized cooperative
home repair, community dining rooms, nurseries, and amateur theater groups.
In the course of these big economic and social transformations, old habits and values, superstition,
prejudice and feudal customs were challenged. And the gaps between the city and countryside, and between
workers and peasants, were narrowed.
Today people hear that the Great Leap Forward was a disaster—that people starved because of Mao’s
policies, that the communes were really a form of slave labor. But this too is a lie.
There was famine during this time and many people died. But the difficulties of these years were a complex
phenomenon: In 1959 China suffered extremely adverse climatic conditions of drought and flooding, some
of the worst of the century in China. This greatly impacted food production. And the Soviet Union, which had
restored capitalism in the mid-1950s, withdrew technical advisors and aid from China.
In addition, the leadership made mistakes. For example, too much time was spent in the rural areas on nonagricultural projects, which hurt food production. Local officials exaggerated reports on output, making it
hard to know how much grain there really was and to plan accurately. But Mao, along with the revolutionary
leadership of the party, did try to address these problems with new policies. For example, the amount of
grain delivered to the state was lowered, some nonagricultural projects were scaled back in order to produce
more food, grain was rationed and emergency grain was sent to regions in distress.
The fact is, and it is historically the case that, truly radical, transformative changes in society may cause
initial dislocations and difficulties, but in the long run prove to be real breakthroughs. Such change involves
breaking with old ways and experimenting with new ones and challenging custom and convention. This was
the case with the Great Leap Forward. And the real truth is that by 1970, for the first time in its history,
China was able to provide its population of 600 million people with a minimal diet and food security—which
had everything to do with the economic, social and political accomplishments during the Great Leap
Forward.
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Getting Clearer on the Nature of Socialism
When socialism was overturned in the Soviet Union in the mid-1950s, this was a heartbreaking loss for
everyone who dreamed of a better world. This had been the first place to establish a new socialist society
and many great things had been accomplished in this first substantial and pathbreaking experience of
socialism. (See the website of Set the Record Straight at thisiscommunism.org for documentation of these
accomplishments.) So what did it mean that the revolution could be reversed—that capitalism could be
restored?
Mao undertook a very deep study of the experience of Soviet society, learning from the positive
achievements but also identifying and sharply criticizing mistakes in conception and practice that had
maintained or even reinforced inequalities in society and led away from the goal of a classless, communist
world. And Mao also took a critical look at the experience of socialist China up to that point.
Clearly, building socialism involved working to get rid of all the “scars” left over from the old oppressive
society—a process that couldn’t happen overnight. Building socialism meant continually digging away at and
transforming the old economic and social ways of doing things, as well as the old and oppressive ways of
thinking that went along with all this.
But Mao was wrestling with and coming to understand something even beyond this. He was struggling to get
a new and deeper analysis of the very nature of the socialist transition to communism. And what he was
increasingly coming to understand—which up to this point, had not been really understood in the
international communist movement—is that the victory of the revolution and the beginning development of
socialism does not mean the end of classes and class struggle. As Mao would later put it:
“Socialist society covers a considerably long historical period. In the historical period of socialism, there are
still classes, class contradictions and class struggle, there is the struggle between the socialist road and the
capitalist road, and there is the danger of capitalist restoration. We must recognize the protracted and
complex nature of this struggle.”
Mao looked at the fact that the people who organized and led the overthrow of socialism in the Soviet Union
came from right within the top ranks of the communist party. And he looked around him and saw echoes of
the same problem. He saw leaders within the top ranks of the Chinese Communist Party who wanted to
restore capitalism, just as had been done in the Soviet Union.
Mao restlessly searched for a way to deal with this problem. From looking at the Soviet Union, he saw that
just purging such party leaders would not solve the problem. Even if certain individuals didn’t make a
comeback, others would come forward representing similar lines, so long as the underlying problems were
not correctly identified and struggled against. Mao searched for ways to mobilize the broad masses of people
to much more deeply and consciously take up the struggle over the whole direction of society, drawing the
distinction between the capitalist road and the socialist road, to criticize party leaders who were taking the
capitalist road and try to bring them back to the revolutionary road. He tried many things to unleash the
people’s questioning and rebellious spirit, but as he later summed up, up to this point, he and the
revolutionary leadership had not yet found the way to mobilize the masses “to criticize our dark side, in an
all-around way and from below.”

Sharpening Class Struggle in China
Conservative forces in the party wanted profit measures to decide investment priorities. They promoted an
educational system that turned out privileged professional and party elites. They pushed cultural works still
dominated by old feudal themes and characters. Their approach towards the workers and peasants was
basically “keep your nose to the grindstone, forget about engaging the big questions of how to run and
transform all of society and contribute to revolution throughout the world.”
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In the context of all this, Mao made what is his greatest contribution: the theory and practice of continuing
the revolution under the dictatorship of the proletariat.
In socialist society you need the dictatorship of the proletariat to wage struggle against and defeat
bourgeois class forces. Even as socialist society is constantly being revolutionized, remaining inequalities
and differences in society will continue to provide the basis for bourgeois, capitalist relations and thinking—
and the basis for the capitalist system to make a comeback. And what Mao came to understand is that the
bigger danger here was not exploiters and oppressors from the old society—but a new bourgeois class,
generated from the very contradictions of socialist society itself and concentrated right in the top levels of
the party.
Party leaders, because of their positions of power, controlled resources and made decisions and developed
policies that determined the direction of society. So how they exercised power—and with what aims—made
all the difference in terms of whether or not society as a whole was going to move forward toward
communism or back to capitalism. For example, were party leaders supporting policies that would break
down inequalities or strengthen them? Were they working to unleash the conscious initiative of the people in
the fight to transform society? This concentrated the class struggle under socialism. And the superstructure
of socialist society—laws, art, culture, sports, science, and political institutions—not only reflected these
class contradictions, but could and would greatly influence them in one way or the other.
Mao needed to find a way to shake up all of society; a way to revolutionize the party and all the institutions
in society; a way to transform people’s thinking and understanding—and fully draw the broad masses of
people into the class struggle to keep China on the socialist road.

The Fight to Stay on the Socialist Road
In the summer of 1965, Mao made a journey to the Chingkang Mountains, where in 1927 he had led 800
Red Army soldiers to form the first red base area and initiate the people’s war. This was a dangerous time.
The enemies of the revolution who wanted to restore capitalism were gathering their strength and preparing
for an all-out fight to seize power. In a poem, “Reascending Chingkangshan,” Mao wrote:
I have long aspired to reach for the clouds
And I again ascend Chingkangshan,
Coming from afar to view our old haunt,
I find new scenes replacing the old...
We can clasp the moon in the Ninth Heaven
And seize turtles deep down in the Five Seas:
We’ll return amid triumphant song and laughter.
Nothing is hard in this world
If you dare to scale the heights.
In May of 1966, Mao launched the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, calling on people to “bombard the
headquarters.” He called on the people in their hundreds of millions to rise up and overthrow top party and
government officials who were trying to bring capitalism back. This was a revolution within the revolution.
Mao was unleashing hundreds of millions of people to wrangle and debate over the direction of society, and
to take responsibility for the fate of society. Mao and the revolutionary leadership in the party fought to help
broad ranks of people to identify, criticize, and where necessary overthrow the top capitalist roaders—and
seize back portions of state power where capitalist roaders were implementing lines and policies leading
away from the goal of communism. This was a process of further revolutionizing society and empowering
the masses of people.
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The Cultural Revolution and Mao’s leadership of it are probably the most widelydistorted and misunderstood
period of Chinese history. For decades now, the defenders of capitalism have promoted a whole narrative of
lies that vilify Mao and paint the Cultural Revolution as a nightmare. (For a discussion and refutation of
common lies about the Cultural Revolution, see: “The Truth About the Cultural Revolution” at revcom.us)

“Socialist New Things” and the Further Transformation of Society
As Mao later explained, the target of the Cultural Revolution was “those persons in authority taking the
capitalist road.” But the strategic aim of the struggle was to help the masses transform their world outlook,
and through that, to transform the society around them in the further direction of a communist world.
Look at health care. In 1949, China only had 12,000 Western-trained doctors for a country of 500 million.
By 1965, there were 200,000. But most of the medical care was still concentrated in the cities. New doctors
were encouraged to work at elite urban hospitals, and to focus on making a career for themselves.
Meanwhile, most peasants—the vast majority of China’s population—had little or no access to modern
medical care. Such an approach to health care could only help to widen inequalities in society and
strengthen the influence of capitalist tendencies.
Mao and those who rallied to his line sharply criticized the direction being taken by the Health Ministry,
calling for radical transformations. Under his leadership, the focus of health care shifted to the countryside,
even as overall health care improved in the cities. One of the most exciting developments of the Cultural
Revolution was the “barefoot doctor” movement. Young peasants and urban youth were sent to the
countryside and trained in basic health care and medicine geared to meet local needs and treat the most
common illnesses. And doctors went to rural areas—at any given time, a third of the urban doctors were in
the countryside. Life expectancy during the period of Mao’s leadership doubled from 32 years in 1949 to 65
years in 1976.
In education, leading capitalist roaders were arguing that China needed to focus primary attention on the
“best” schools and the “brightest” students in order to build China into a modern country. They argued for
ending the practices from the Great Leap Forward period when students spent part of their time growing
crops at school for the cafeteria or working in small factories attached to the schools. The revolutionaries
sharply criticized this, pointing out that it was impossible to keep moving forward toward communism unless
they increasingly broke down the differences between intellectual and physical labor, between experts and
the masses of common people.
One result of Mao’s call to transform education was that millions of students waged struggle against elitism
in higher education. Before the Cultural Revolution, the universities were the province of the sons and
daughters of party members and other privileged forces. Children competed in exams to enter a hierarchy of
increasingly selective college-prep schools. For centuries, China’s feudal-Confucian educational system had
created a small privileged elite, divorced from the common people and productive labor in society. The
Cultural Revolution abolished this system of elite tracking and competitive exams. After completing high
school, students went to live and work in rural areas or take up work in factories. After two or three years,
students of any background could then apply to go college. And part of the college admission process
involved evaluations from co-workers and communities of the applicants.
Similar “socialist new things” were brought into being in every section of society as people answered Mao’s
call to revolutionize society and revolutionizethemselves in the process.
As a crucial part of this, the Party itself began to be revolutionized. A whole section of the party took up this
revolutionary line, deepening their understanding of the communist goal and the socialist transition period,
and leading transformations in every sphere. New revolutionary leaders came forward from among the
masses during this upheaval and ferment, and many joined the Party. And the relations among party cadre
and the masses went through waves of revitalization and transformation, raising the consciousness and
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unleashing the initiative of the masses and fostering a spirit of openness to criticism and self-interrogation
among the cadre.

The Loss of Socialist China and Lessons for the Future
Despite these transformations, Mao warned that final victory was far from settled. He pointed out that “it
would be quite easy to rig up a capitalist system”—due to the pressures of imperialism, the still remaining
“birthmarks” of capitalism (for example, inequalities between city and countryside, the still-remaining
differences between mental and manual labor, etc.), and the fact that some powerful forces still in the
leadership of the party had not been fully won to the line embodied in the Cultural Revolution and indeed in
many cases harbored deep opposition to it.
When Mao died in 1976, the capitalist roaders in the Chinese Communist Party, led by Deng Xiaoping, seized
the moment to stage a coup. Hundreds of thousands were arrested, including Mao’s closest comrades, the
so-called “gang of four,” which included his wife, Jiang Qing. Thousands more were murdered. Where Mao
had said “serve the people,” Deng crowed that “to get rich is glorious.” The coup and the destruction of
socialism made China the hell it is today for the vast majority—once again dominated by imperialism,
capitalist exploitation and backward feudal oppression, with the attendant extreme economic and social
polarization.
The reasons why the capitalist roaders succeeded are complex—involving big international factors and
developments—and how these interpenetrated with the class struggle in China. And within this, there were
certain mistakes made by Mao and the revolutionaries grouped around him that weakened their ability to
fend off the assaults from the capitalist roaders—especially after Mao died.
But the lesson to draw from this is not that socialism is impossible. The revolution did not fail, it was
defeated. The fact that capitalist roaders had seized power was not so obvious at the time—not the least
because they draped themselves in the words of socialism and Maoism. At this momentous juncture in the
international communist movement, Bob Avakian deeply summed up the contributions Mao Tsetung had
made to the science and practice of communist revolution. And he analyzed the class character of the new
leadership in China and showed in great detail that a counter-revolution against Mao and socialism had
taken place. At the same time he pointed to the tasks and challenges before genuine communists
throughout the world to correctly sum up the world-historic and unprecedented experience of the Chinese
revolution, and the theory Mao developed through the course of leading it, to learn as much as could be
learned from that, and to advance further in the world revolutionary process.
Today there are no socialist countries in the world. The loss of socialist China in 1976 marked the end of a
stage, of the first wave of proletarian revolution in the world.
Mao Tsetung was a great revolutionary communist who led a quarter of the planet’s people to liberate China
out from under the thumb of imperialist oppressors—and then move on to build a liberating, socialist society
for over 25 years. Mao led the Chinese people to “spring society into the air,” to radically change the
conditions of their lives and change themselves in the process. He searched relentlessly for a way to prevent
a new capitalist class from seizing power, and led the people in this fight down to his last breath. Under his
leadership, this was the most advanced revolutionary experience in transforming society and transforming
the people—the farthest humanity has gone in bringing into being a world free of exploitation and
oppression.
Understanding the truth about Mao is important for everyone—the revolution he led was a major milestone
in human history and everyone should know the truth about such a revolution and such a figure. And for
those who truly want to change the world, there is even more at stake—for Mao’s revolutionary thinking and
practice form a critical part of the foundation and a point of departure for rebuilding a revolutionary
movement today.

46

Dongping Han: The Unknown Cultural Revolution
Dongping Han grew up during the GPCR and is the author of the book, The Unknown Cultural Revolution—
Life and Change in a Chinese Village.
My book is about the education reform during the Cultural Revolution—I lived through it. I grew up on a
Chinese collective farm. I started working on the farm when I was nine years old. At the time, the Chinese
school would close for two days each week—two afternoons plus Sunday—for children to work on the farm.
So I worked about two days each week while I was still in school. And the collective farm paid the students
work points. The adults got ten points a day. I got 5.7 points each day working on the farm. So I was able
to support myself when I was only nine years old. Everybody could work on the farm, and if you wanted to
work you would always get a job. And my job at the time was an easy one. For example, the adults carried
water from the river to the field, and I would water the plants with a ladle.
In my book I discussed the Cultural Revolution education reform and its impact on the countryside. When I
was young, most people in the village were illiterate. Both my parents were illiterate. Before the Chinese
Communists came to power, most Chinese farmers were too poor to go to school. My father started working
in a factory full time when he was only 12 years old. My mom started working full time in an embroidery
factory in my hometown when she was only six years old. So they didn’t have any education. I had five
siblings. When I was growing up, many kids in the village who were older than I was were not able to go to
school. Most of my cousins, my elder sister, were not able to go to school.
The Chinese Communist Party inherited an educational system that was biased against rural people. Most
educational resources were concentrated in the urban areas. It was very hard for the rural kids to go to
school. When I started first grade, I had to pass a screening test. If kids wanted to go to school they had to
learn to write before they went to school, and they had to learn to count to 100 before they would be
accepted into school.
But most of the parents didn’t have the skills to teach their children so they were all rejected. This screening
test was necessitated because there was not enough room in the public school in the village at the time. But
three years later, during the Cultural Revolution, every village in my hometown was empowered to set up a
primary school of its own. There were 1,050 villages in my county at the time. Every village had set up a
primary school during the Cultural Revolution years. Every school age child was able to go to school free.
The Chinese government and the Chinese elite now talk about how education during the Cultural Revolution
years was a disaster. This is simply a lie.
Education improved so much in the countryside during the Cultural Revolution’s ten years. Every four
villages in my county set up a joint middle school. So children who graduated from the primary school were
able to go to this middle school without any screening test. Everybody was able to go. And it was free. Every
commune in my county had four high schools. There was only one high school in my county before the
Cultural Revolution. And there were only two classes. From 1950 to 1966, for 17 years, that high school only
produced 1,500 high school graduates. Of these 1,500 high school graduates, 800 went to college and never
came back to the village. The rest of the 700 were working in the government or joined the army. There
were almost no high school graduates in the countryside.
When I entered the commune high school in 1972, there were about 1,000 students in my year in my school
alone. When I graduated from high school, there were more than 100 high school graduates in my village.
These high school graduates in my village played a very important role in the development of the Chinese
countryside. They were able to do a lot more things for the village than their elders were ever able to do.
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Before the Cultural Revolution, we were only doing farming. During the Cultural Revolution years, the high
school graduates helped diversify our village economy. We had a forest team composed of high school
graduates. They planted many different kinds of fruit trees, pepper trees, as well as other trees. And we also
built a factory. And there were 175 people working in that factory. In China today, rural young people have
to leave the village to find jobs in the cities. But during the Cultural Revolution years we didn’t need to go
anywhere. We were not anybody else’s slaves. We worked for our own future. And the 175 people working
in the factory were able to generate an income for the collective, which greatly improved farmers’
livelihoods.
The factory also maintained the farming implements for the village. We had two tractors and two pickup
trucks. And looking back, I feel the Cultural Revolution years improved the farmers’ lives in many ways
because the production increased. And in my county, the grain yield more than doubled in those ten years.
And the income more than doubled in those ten years. The Chinese government now says the Chinese
economy was at the brink of collapse. That’s nonsense.
And when the Chinese government asked the farmers to disband the collective to farm on their own,
farmers in my hometown resisted very hard. The government had to remove all the county government
leaders from my prefecture in order to disband the collective. My village didn’t privatize all our assets, even
though the government bought all the land from the village. But my village insisted, if they took our land
they needed to compensate us with land from another area. So we didn’t lose our land. The village still owns
as much as it used to own. The village is still doing very well today. And the farmers are able to retire today.
My mom receives retirement money from the collective every month. In other villages where the land was
privatized, the farmers are suffering hardship.
I went to college in 1978. In 1977 there were about 12,000 high school graduates in my commune. They all
graduated from the commune high schools during the Cultural Revolution years. And all these people were
eligible to take the college entrance exam in 1977. Of these people 2,000 took the exam, and out of these, I
was the only person who was able to go to college. I was the only one from my commune of 50,000 people.
I graduated from college and went to grad school and then went to teach in Zhengzhou University.
In 1986 I joined an American research team in China to do rural research. There were two American
professors and myself. We went to a few villages in Hunan. At that time it was very rare to see a foreigner
in the rural areas. So wherever we went in the village, there was a huge crowd following us—mostly young
boys and young girls—who wanted to see what a foreigner looked like.
One day, while I was eating lunch, I asked the young kids to read some headlines in the newspaper. But
they all shook their heads. And I thought they were shy in the beginning. And some kids said they were not
in school. They were not in school! I was so shocked to hear that. I used to take it for granted that every
child was in school. But since the commune has been dismantled, all the public school system, the medical
care system, which were supported by the commune, had to go with the commune. I started thinking about
the importance of the educational reforms during the Cultural Revolution years since then.
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Bai Di: Growing Up in Revolutionary China
Bai Di grew up in socialist China (before capitalism was brought back after the death of Mao in 1976) and
participated in the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). She is a co-editor of the book, Some of Us: Chinese
Women Growing Up During the Mao Era and is the Director of Chinese and Asian Studies at Drew University.
The following interview with Bai Di was done in February 2009 by Revolution correspondent Li Onesto.
Li Onesto: A young person who heard you talk about your experiences growing up in socialist China told me
that before this they had no idea at all what it was like during the Cultural Revolution, including what it was
like to be a woman during that time.
Bai Di: In my generation, most of the women hoped to accomplish great things. When we were young,
when we were teenagers, there were revolutionary ideals. We worked for some goals. We felt that our lives
were full of meaning, not for ourselves but for all these larger goals of society. That is what we were
discussing at that moment. We were idealistic about the world that we envisioned. We were about 15 years
old when we went to the countryside, around 1972. At that point I graduated from high school. The school
was reopened after about a year of closing in 1966. We spent most of the time studying Chairman Mao’s
works, and some math, chemistry and physics. Later on we were digging tunnels in the school yard because
of the Soviet threat of war. We were trying to protect our country.
Our class had more than a thousand students and four of us, all women in our high school, got together and
decided to write an epic of the history of the Red Guards. We were very ambitious at that moment, now to
think about it. There were two guys who tried to join us and we interviewed them. I remember that each of
them presented something poetic written by them, and the four of us looked at them. We decided not to
have them in this writing group because they were not good enough. We just laughed at their writings
because they were not up to our standards. We totally rejected them. The four of us, we thought we were
the best. We wanted to record our deeds of trying to educate other people with Chairman Mao’s teachings.
We organized the first “Chairman Mao Thought Propaganda Team” in the school.
Li Onesto: When most people hear the term, “propaganda team,” they don’t know what that is and/or they
look at it like a negative thing, like it’s about just telling people what to think, that it goes against critical
thinking.
Bai Di: The Mao Zedong propaganda teams in the beginning of the Cultural Revolution were organized by
the revolutionary Red Guards so that educated people, students, armed with all the songs and poems, could
go to the neighborhoods in the cities and later on in the countryside to spread knowledge to the not so well
educated. They tried to teach the so-called “less educated people” about the party’s directives and Chairman
Mao’s ideas. Our propaganda team taught people revolutionary songs and read the current events from the
newspapers to them. We organized our school’s students to go to clean up the neighborhoods and after that
we performed dances and songs and called on people to clean up the neighborhood because sanitation was
very important. We felt that was part of building a greater society.
Li Onesto: How did you see that in relation to the ideals that you had?
Bai Di: The idea was that we could make a change, that there were all these opportunities. We were going
to change the world; we were going to change China. That was the mission of my generation because we
lived in a very special era: the great 1960s and 1970s. We called that moment the dawn of communism,
that’s the point. We were working to build up this great society and we felt that everyone in that society
should have education. Because we students could read and we could write so we used this to try and
inspire other people—to teach them to sing and teach them sections of Mao’s works. That was what the
propaganda teams did. Something gets lost in the translation of this concept to English. In Chinese right
now this phrase still refers to what is considered a very positive thing. The phrase propaganda team is not a
negative thing, it is to let everybody know what they need to know, the ideas of the party’s central
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committee, what they are doing. During the Cultural Revolution everybody needed to know that. China at
that point, it was such a large country, and the government organization at each level had a propaganda
department, you needed this at every level. There was a lot of illiteracy. And Chairman Mao’s teachings
aren’t all very easy and they are open to interpretation. If you change one line, it changes the meaning. You
can’t just teach the words, you have to explain it.
Take something like what was called the “constantly read three articles” by Mao: “Serve the People,” “The
Foolish Old Man Who Removed the Mountains,” and “In Memory of Norman Bethune.” Look at the old story
about the foolish old man—why do we have to talk about that? That is an ancient Chinese fable that
everyone already knows. It is about an old man who called on his sons to dig away two big mountains that
were obstructing their way out. Others made fun of him saying it was impossible for them to dig up these
two huge mountains. But the Foolish Old Man replied, “When I die, my sons will carry on; when they die,
there will be my grandsons, and then their sons and grandsons, and so on to infinity.” This resilience
impressed the God so much that God sent down two angels, who carried the mountains away on their
backs. But Chairman Mao changed it and said it was the hard working people who moved the mountains. He
said, right now, we the communists, the party are like the Old Foolish Man. We will try to move all these
three mountains—imperialism, feudalism, and bureaucrat capitalism—but we cannot do that. So we have to
impress the Chinese people; they are the God. Only they can move away the three mountains that are
oppressing us. And we have to entrust the people. Do you get that? So we have to move them, we have to
understand what we are doing. You have to explain that to people, why that is very important. We have to
keep doing something and we have to keep letting people know what we are doing. We have to politically
educate people—that is our job. When I think back—that was our whole mission. We were so lucky that we
were able to get the ability to write and understand things and others didn’t understand that, didn’t see the
connection. So that’s what we were doing and when I think about it, what confidence we had.
Li Onesto: What effect did the Cultural Revolution have on the status of women?
Bai Di: One example is what I told you before, that young women changed their names. At the beginning of
the Cultural Revolution in 1966 Chairman Mao would greet the Red Guards at huge rallies in Tiananmen
Square, for about eight times I think. At one of the rallies, one girl went up to Tiananmen and put a Red
Guard armband on Mao. He asked her what her name was. She said, Song Binbin. Mao said, that is very
Confucianist, Binbin means prudence and modesty. And Chairman Mao said, why be prudent, why be
modest? You should Aiwu; you should love that militancy in women. So she changed her name from Binbin
to Aiwu that stood for loving militancy, fighting. Then there started a trend: the girls who had feminine
names like flower or jade or whatever, changed their names.
According to Chinese culture, your name means something. My name never had gender connotation and this
was due to my parents. Bai is my family name; it means cypress, like the tree. It’s a great surname in the
first place. I was the first born and my parents were very progressive at that moment in the 1950s. They
were checking out the dictionary to get a name. My father grew up in the communist system and he was
among the first class in the Foreign Languages School run by the Communist Party in 1946, when the
Russian Department of that school was moved, Yenan moved to Harbin. He was in the class with children of
many famous communists including Chairman Mao’s second son. He and my mother were very
revolutionary. So they went to the dictionary and they found “Di” which means wood, which is not very
assuming but very easy to survive. And it seems that I have lived up to the name. When young women were
trying to change their names from these girlish names to something revolutionary, I didn’t have to change
my name because it meant independence already. Girls tried to change their girlish names if they weren’t
revolutionary or were too feminine - they would change it into something fighting and strong like the men’s
names. After capitalism came back, I can give you three instances where women changed their names back.
One of my friends, before the Cultural Revolution, her name was very womanish, so she changed it to
Wenge which literarily means “cultural revolution.” But recently I heard from her and she changed her name
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back. I have another friend who is an editor in a Beijing publishing house and her name was “red” and she
changed it back to “little flower.”
Li Onesto: You’ve written a lot about the role of women in revolutionary China. Can you compare the status
of women before 1949, then 1949 to the Cultural Revolution, then during the Cultural Revolution and then
what it is like now for women under capitalism?
Bai Di: I always like to look at the differences among the three generations of women in my family as an
indicator of how China had changed under the Communist Party. Both my grandmothers were born at the
turn of the 20th century and they both married early, one at the age of 14, the other at 15. They both had
bound feet and each of them gave birth to 14 kids. They were in arranged marriages. They were both
illiterate. They did nothing for their whole life but giving birth and having kids, seeing some of the newborns
die helplessly. My mother’s life is very different. She was born in the ‘30s so basically in 1949 when the
People’s Republic of China was founded, she was in middle school and in the early ‘50s she went to college
to study Russian, dreaming to be a diplomat. Both my parents were the first generation of college educated
in their respective families. My mother was a translator and researcher in Russian literature before her
retirement. Then I think of my generation, I am a college professor with a Ph.D. degree. I have been
traveling around the world teaching and writing. Compared with my grandmas and my mother, I am more
ambitious, more idealist and more confident. I am very grateful that I grew up in an extremely special
moment in Chinese history. The dominant ideology was that women hold up half of the sky; what men can
do, women can do. Those may sound now as hollow slogans; but I lived through that period really believing
in myself, in my ability in bringing about changes in my own life and the lives of other people. And then I
think of the fourth generation of the family. I do not have a daughter, so I will use my niece as an example.
She is now about 26 years old, having a college degree and a very high paid job in China. It seems that all
she is interested in are brand name bags and clothes. She likes to talk about who has money, who has
brand name bags, what kind of husband is there. And I just look at her now and I see that there is another
generation right now, it is called “post-’80s” in China; a generation that puts most of their energy into this
consumer culture. When I was young, the social ideal was to do something good for other people, to work to
change the world into a better system. We were willing to sacrifice. And we all believed in fair and equal
distribution of social wealth. But right now for young people growing up in China, it’s me, me, me. And the
whole culture buttresses that. And also the women’s role today, you can see it ingrained, basically that you
should be a good wife and then right now the Chinese popular culture is full of this kind of discussion. On
CCTV, on the women’s programs, both the hosts and guests will focus on what kind of husband you will be
happy with; how one can be more feminine so that she is more attractive. The famous women in every
realm of the society are invited in to talk about this. Can you imagine a program that famous men were on
to talk about how to be a good husband? They never ask the guys this kind of question.
Li Onesto: One of the things during the Cultural Revolution was refutation of Confucian thinking and how
this is oppressive, especially to women, the feudal and patriarchal thinking. Can you talk about that and
compare this to now?
Bai Di: This kind of criticism of feudalism was going on back in the May 4 Movement at the beginning of the
20th century. But the real legal reform started in 1930s in the Red Soviet areas controlled by the Chinese
Communist Party. After the founding of the People’s Republic of China, the first law that the new
government passed was not the Constitution, the Constitution was passed in 1954. The first law passed by
the Communist government in 1950 was the Marriage Law—for the first time it abolished the concubinage
system, abolished arranged marriages, saying men and women should be partners in marriage and that
women should get equal inheritance and divorce rights, banned polygamy, child brides and also the concept
of “illegitimate” children. That was a great moment in history. Think about how the government saw the role
of gender issues in changing people’s minds and lives.
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In order to build a new world, women have to be liberated. Like Marx said, for the liberation, you have to
liberate everybody. And if women are not liberated you cannot say that the nation is liberated. This showed
the progressiveness of the Chinese Communist Party. So the first law passed was the Marriage Law and the
second law passed a month later was the land reform law. So basically you can see in 1950, the next year
after the founding of the People’s Republic of China, two laws basically representing the new government’s
focused agenda. First, the change of superstructure—because families were so ingrained in Confucian family
hierarchy, this was so ingrained in Chinese culture, that you had to change it. So I think that was a symbol
of the change of culture.
Secondly, the change in the infrastructure of the economic base, that is of the poor peasants and their
ownership of the land. You were not only changing the economic structure, you had to change the
superstructure, including people’s ideas. And law is a part of superstructure. So that’s Mao’s great idea,
changing both sides, rather than just the economy. On the other hand, those who wanted to bring
capitalism back, like Deng Xiaoping, said that if you just change the economy, everything else will change.
But at the beginning, the Chinese Communist Party saw that you have to abolish the old things that are
oppressive. There is a dialectic, you can see this in anything. Like the problem with the Marriage Law. There
was great resistance all along. Because it’s not like you will just have a law and then all the people will
follow that. There were still a lot of women’s issues for the 17 years after 1949 from the start of the new
socialist government until the start of the Cultural Revolution in 1966.
When new China was founded in 1949, the new government met so many challenges: prostitution,
concubinage, drug problems. And miraculously, within two or three years, all the prostitutes were reformed
and all the drug addicts got treated. My grandmother told me about how there was this place in Harbin
where there was this neighborhood for prostitution and it then became a normal residential area.
Unfortunately today that area has gone back to its “tradition” of prostitution.
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Wang Zheng: “We had a dream that the world can be
better than today”
The following interview with Wang Zheng was conducted by the Setting The Record Straight (SRS) project. Wang Zheng is a professor of
women’s studies at the University of Michigan. She is the author of Women in the Chinese Enlightenment: Oral and Textual Histories and
numerous research papers, including State Feminism? Gender and Socialist Formation in Maoist China. Wang Zheng brings a feminist
perspective to her work.
Wang Zheng is an editor of and contributor toSome of Us: Chinese Women Growing Up in the Mao Era (Rutgers University Press, 2001), a
collection of memoirs. The nine contributors reflect on family relationships, school, neighborhood, workplace, popular culture, and going
to the countryside during the Cultural Revolution, and the impact of, as the introduction puts it, “the Mao era’s gender equality policies.”
The essays challenge what the editors call the “dark-age master narrative” of Chinese socialism and the Cultural Revolution in particular.
As the book jacket describes, these writings “shatter our stereotypes of persecution, repression, victims, and victimizers in Maoist
China.”

SRS: There are many memoirs being written by people who lived in China during the socialist years, or “the
Mao era” (1949–1976), especially about the Cultural Revolution decade. What compelled the writing of
Some of Us?
Wang Zheng: This book is collective memoirs by nine authors, all from the People’s Republic of China. We
were all graduate students in this country, and then most of us got teaching positions here. The motivation
to do this is that we were amazed by many memoirs published by the Chinese diaspora, people from China.
Those memoirs that were promoted or that achieved the most market success were the ones depicting
Mao’s era in China as the “dark age”: terrible, nothing but persecution and dictatorship and killings, all the
horror stories, just a one-sided voice.
Even though I cannot say they are telling lies, a lot of the stuff is fictional. Like Anchee Min’s Red Azalea,
which was widelyused here, even in universities. She claimed it’s autobiographical when she was in the U.S.
But when she went back to China, among all her friends and relatives, all the people who knew her, lived
there in that setting, when people asked her about this book, she said it’s fiction. So that’s one point.
That type of autobiography achieves the most market success due to the politics of publication in this
country. What kind of books are they promoting in this country? You see that pattern there. They play into
this Cold War mentality, still in the U.S., in the West, that capitalist countries are wonderful lands of
freedom, socialist countries are terrible, Communist China, red China was awful, like hell. So they are telling
all these horror stories to you. Those books always have the widest circulation, always receive a lot of media
attention.
My point is not that persecution disasters did not happen. Our point, I just want to say, is that China is so
big, with a population of one billion. We have different social groups, and different social groups experience
even the same historical period differently. As Chinese, when we read those memoirs, we don’t share a lot
of their experiences. Whatever their experiences, even if it’s true, it’s not our experience.
I found out in my peer group of all these Chinese women that we shared the same sentiment towards those
memoirs. So we wanted to do something. At least we can raise our voices. If they’re telling their
stories…what about our stories and our experiences? But our experiences didn’t get told. So we feel,
especially I myself as a historian, that the important thing is not to vindicate anybody; rather, it is to
present a complicated picture of history.
Also if you look at who wrote all this “condemnation literature,” they are usually people from elite classes.
You really don’t hear the voices of workers, peasant class, those who are in the lower classes, the bottom of
society. How did those people experience Mao’s China, or Communist China?

53

The Communist Party was very complicated, with different factions with different visions of China, different
visions of socialism even. People had different visions in the Communist Party. In those years, there were all
kinds of people involved in different things and the policies proposed by different people within the Party had
different effects.
It was an extremely complicated situation. But in this country, what you hear is just one single voice,
condemnation—how the people from the elite classes suffered during those years. That’s a terrible distortion
of the larger picture if you believe that’s the truth, the only truth.
SRS: Why did this “condemnation literature” get such play?
Wang Zheng: There was a mass movement to produce victim narratives in the late 1970s and early 1980s
in China, a line that was later largely transported to the West along with those Chinese who found an
especially lucrative market in the capitalist “land of freedom” to claim the status of “victims” emerging in the
post-Mao era.
“Thoroughly negate the Cultural Revolution” was a scheme by Deng Xiaoping1 to pave the way for his
dismantling of socialism while consolidating political power. It was a way to whitewash or shift attention
from his and his associates’ crimes.
After Deng Xiaoping’s call to thoroughly negate the Cultural Revolution, being a victim of the Cultural
Revolution was a hot status symbol in China. Chinese intellectuals jumped on this bandwagon to produce
narratives of victims. This was sanctioned by Deng Xiaoping, and helped him clear the ideological ground for
staging neo-liberalism and social Darwinism to accompany the rise of a capitalist market economy. In the
process, they have retrieved their power and privileges that had been reduced in the Mao era, especially in
the Cultural Revolution. Those who dare to deviate from the design of the new architect Deng Xiaoping have
been excluded from the privileges enjoyed by the new elite if not punished with imprisonment.
SRS: One of the stories in your memoir is about when you first came to the U.S., you heard a woman
describe her daughter as a cheerleader and your reaction to that.
Wang Zheng: Yeah, well, it was after Deng Xiaoping initiated condemnation of Mao and the Cultural
Revolution. In my essay, I also talked about that. I was confused by all this, because everybody was talking
about how they were victimized by the Cultural Revolution, by the Communist Party, but I couldn’t find any
examples in my life to define myself as the victim or victimizer. It was kind of a confusing period. I didn’t
even know how to figure out the situation because in China at the time, a lot of intellectuals were talking
about that, producing these kinds of “victim narratives.”
Then my experience in the U.S. made me see more clearly in a sense the significance of the Chinese
revolution, the changes the revolution had made—because I had this comparative perspective that enabled
me to compare the mentality of women here with the mentality of women in the Mao era, in the socialist
period.
One example from my life here, staying with an American family, was when my landlady’s friend came and
she talked about her daughter. I asked her, “What is your daughter doing?” She said very proudly and
thrilled, “Oh she’s a cheerleader,” in a spirited voice. I didn’t know this word “cheerleader,” and I thought
what kind of leader is that? I was very interested and when she explained that to me, I was not just
shocked, I had contempt in my heart. I thought, wow—you’re feeling so much pride in that kind of stuff? I
thought this woman has never imagined her daughter being a leader cheered by men.
So it was little things that brought into sharp contrast my experience as a young woman being raised in red
China, socialist China, with the experience of women generally in this large society here, their mentality,
their views about what they can do and their view of their life—there was a sharp difference.
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“Art and China’s Revolution” at the Asia Society Museum:
An Unofficial Guide to the Exhibit
by Li Onesto
Revolution Online

• September 23, 2008
Take the 68th Street subway exit on the upper east
side of Manhattan and walk over to Park Avenue.
Two blocks north, on the street divider in the middle
of four lanes of heavy traffic, a 10-foot-high steel
sculpture of a Mao jacket greets you. Then on the
building to the right is a big banner with a drawing
of Mao Tsetung surrounded by images of workers,
soldiers and youth marching with red flags, Red
Books and rifles. This is the outside introduction to a
new exhibit at the Asia Society Museum titled: “Art
and China’s Revolution.”

In the next couple of months, tens of thousands of
drivers will zoom past the huge Mao jacket,
prompting many to do a double take. It will jog
some people’s memories back to the ‘60s when millions of people around the world, including
here in the United States, looked to socialist China as a truly liberating society. For some it might
bring to mind Andy Warhol’s pop-art image of Mao, which you occasionally still see on t-shirts
and greeting cards. After being bombarded by decades of being told that “communism is dead,”
most people who drive or walk by will probably consider these artistic references as icons of “the
failure of socialism.” But for those who actually go through the revolving glass doors of the
museum and see the exhibit, this can be an opportunity to examine and think more about what
Mao and the Cultural Revolution and socialism are
really all about—and to look at, and reconsider the
“accepted wisdom” on the effect this historic struggle
had on art and artists; and in turn, the role art and
artists played in this historic struggle.
“Art and China’s Revolution,” which will run through
January 11, 2009, focuses on the art produced during
the ten years of the Cultural Revolution, from 19661976. It includes large-scale oil paintings, ink
paintings, sculptures, drawings, artist sketchbooks,
woodblock prints, posters and objects from everyday
life. Co-curated by Melissa Chu and Zheng Shengtian,
it is organized around the themes of: The Cult of
Mao; To Rebel Is Justified; Never Forget Class
Struggle; Up to the Mountains, Down to the Villages;
and Art, History, and Politics. There is also a separate
display about a Beijing-based art collective that in
2002 initiated the “Long March Project—A Walking
Visual Display.”
This major cultural event will impact broad public
opinion and critical and intellectual discourse on the
subject of revolutionary art, and more generally the
Chinese Cultural Revolution. A review of the show
was featured on the front page of the New York
Times art section the day it opened, where Holland
Cotter wrote that “the important exhibition ‘Art and
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China’s Revolution’ at Asia Society poses its own different but perfectly timed post-Olympics
question: What came before?” And to this I would add, when we go to the future, what should be
learned from what came before?
This show comes at a time when, for the most part, the whole experience of socialism on this
planet has been written off as a failure, as undesirable. And as part of this, the wonderful art
displayed in this exhibit has been vilified and dismissed. But this art is a powerful chapter in the
history of the Cultural Revolution. It sheds real light on the overwhelmingly positive
achievements of socialist China. And it is terrible that people throughout the world have largely
been denied the chance to see and appreciate this revolutionary art. So now, it is really good
that these works are on display at a major, prestigious museum in New York City. And people
should make sure they take advantage of this rare opportunity and go see this display.
The aim of my commentary here is not a critique of “Art and the Chinese Revolution” (although
that is needed and is forthcoming). What I offer now is some thinking on the larger context in
which the art in this show was originally produced. I hope this will help people understand the
significance of this art and this show, encourage people to go see this display, and serve as an
“unofficial” guide to the exhibit.
A show about Mao, art and the Chinese Revolution is bound to be controversial and contentious.
The exhibit itself expresses a certain political perspective. The people who visit this exhibit will
come with their own viewpoints. And this show is not happening in a vacuum. It is happening 30
years after the death of Mao; after three decades of anti-communist propaganda that declares
the Chinese Cultural Revolution a human disaster and tragedy. And there is a great deal of
confusion about the nature of the China that existed under Mao and the China that exists now.
Most people think China is still a socialist country. But China today—its government and the
whole character of its society—is thoroughly capitalist, even though it continues to call itself
“socialist” and its leaders continue to call themselves “communists.” After Mao died in 1976, his
opponents in the top ranks of the Chinese Communist Party, headed by Deng Xiaoping, seized
power, overthrew socialism and restored capitalism—arresting hundreds of thousands and killing
thousands in the process.
When you go through this exhibit there is a timeline that chronicles some of the major turning
points in the Cultural Revolution—but the actual content and character of these events (and the
struggle overall) is either missing or distorted. So viewers get no real context in which to
understand the art they are seeing. So in this light, here is an unofficial guide to help you get the
most out of seeing this exhibit:

1. Really Look at the Art
Walking through the exhibit you are struck immediately by the exuberance of the work. The
brilliant palette, reds and yellows, jump out. This is work reflecting times of great vitality. It has
the feel of the ‘60s throughout the world. The figures depicted, from Mao Tsetung to the
peasants, the youth and artists, have a presence. This should, at the very least, be cause to look
deeper into this work and the stories behind it.
I have been to the show two times now and noticed from hearing nearby comments that,
unfortunately, some people tend to overlook the art itself and focus more on the show’s
narrative—which gets melded onto their own preconceived prejudices. I heard one woman
declare, looking at a wall of art, “this was all destroyed by Mao.” On one level, this is just
ridiculous—the show itself is testimony to how this art was created and promoted as an
important part of the Cultural Revolution, and the important role of artists during this whole
struggle. Yet this woman was “seeing what she wanted to see”—letting official anti-communist
verdicts completely blind her to the story the art itself was telling and the artistic quality of this
work as art, as well as its actual historical and political significance.
So the first thing I want to say to people who plan to see this exhibit is: Really look at and
experience the art and the times it represents.
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Part of the anti-communist grand-narrative of the Cultural Revolution is that artists were stifled
and persecuted and that cultural work was lifeless, didactic and highly controlled. This is a
completely false rendering of what was being attempted and what actually happened with regard
to art during the Cultural Revolution. At the same time, there were real problems in how the
revolutionaries approached issues of art and culture. For example, there wasn’t enough air for
artists to breathe and experiment, to strike out in different directions, including creating art that
represents dissent. And there was also a related problem of practices and policies reflecting a
wrong view that the way to deal with reactionary art is to just “outlaw” it.
But these problems, while real, were secondary to the real advances and breakthroughs made in
building a revolutionary culture—where professional artists and the masses of people, formerly
locked out of this realm, were unleashed to create tremendous revolutionary works of art. And
all this was taking place in a larger society that was breaking out of the vice-grip of class
exploitation.
A major theme in the show is how artists were sent
to the countryside to work alongside and learn from
the peasants. This is mistakenly seen by many people
as a way artists were stifled and punished. But in
fact, this was an important part of tackling the
lopsidedness of resources between the cities and
countryside, and breaking down barriers between
intellectuals and peasants and workers. While there
were problems with some of the policies with which
this was carried out—for example there weren’t
sufficient avenues for professional artists to work in
more concentrated and focused ways—this
experience contributed to the creation of important
works of art and the development of artistic
techniques. The exhibit includes some beautiful
paintings and drawings by artists who “went to the countryside.” One of these is by Xu Bing, who
is now the vice president of the Central Academy of Fine Arts in China. The catalog explains:
“The experience was mostly a positive one as he was free to pursue art and spent much time
drawing from nature after his day of work in the field was over. His exposure to local cultures,
propaganda art, and calligraphy during the Cultural Revolution had a strong influence on his
artistic philosophy and methodology.”
This complexity of creating revolutionary art can be discerned by someone who approaches the
show with an open mind. And something very real comes through in the art in this exhibit, which
reflects the truth that socialist China under Mao represented a real advance in human history in
terms of the theory and practice of building a society in which the masses of people are involved
in revolutionizing all aspects of society with the aim of getting rid of classes and all the
inequalities and oppressive ideas that go along with class society.
It is a very powerful and moving experience to actually see these works of art. And much of what
is in this show is of a very high artistic quality.
Back in the late ‘60s and early ‘70s, I was one of those youth in the United States who, inspired
by the Chinese Cultural Revolution, carried a Red Book in my back pocket and put posters of Red
Guards on my bedroom wall, alongside glossy reproductions of Peasant Paintings from Huhsien
County. In 1970, I bought the book Rent Collection Courtyard, and poured over the photos of the
“Sculptures of Oppression and Revolt.” But seeing the actual paintings, woodblock prints and
sculptures was a whole other, sensory, cultural experience. It reminded me of how, after seeing
the calendar reprint of Starry Night by Van Gogh a hundred times, I went to a museum to see
the real thing and was simply blown away by the tremendous artistic forte and tactile depth of
the actual oil painting.
Many of the art pieces in this exhibit give you an important sense and visual understanding of
Chinese history—what it was actually like for the masses of people in China before the revolution
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and what society was like after liberation. The form and content of the art gives you a real sense
of the tenor of the times and the stakes of the struggle. You see slices of what the
revolutionaries were trying to do, for example the Great Leap Forward, which was an attempt to
revolutionize not only production but also all the economic and social relations between people,
and the very thinking of people.
When I walked into the room with Chen Yanning’s huge painting, Chairman Mao Inspects the
Guangdong Countryside, I literally had to catch my breath. This was one of the pieces of art I
was familiar with—but seeing the texture of the oil on canvas and the actual palette of colors was
a whole different experience. The form and content of the painting really struck me—the size of
the canvas emphasizing the historical weight of the countryside (and the peasantry) in Chinese
history; the position of Mao in the center of the tableau underscoring his leadership and the way
he did deep investigation among the peasants.
One of my favorite pieces in the show is four panels of charcoal drawings, depicting Red Guard
activities during the Cultural Revolution. The vitality of the drawings pulls you into the
excitement of the scenes and the exuberance of the characters jumps out at you. These beautiful
images of young people, including women—taking up theory, going out among the masses,
setting out to build a new society and change the world—are alive with the times.
Another piece I really liked was a woodblock print of a man teaching a young girl to write...
simply titled, Revolution. The historic weight of what this represents is conveyed so eloquently:
What did it mean for cross generations of formerly poor, illiterate peasants to be reading as part
of becoming conscious makers of history?
The works of art in this exhibit, in many ways, speak for themselves. They should make even
cynics wonder about what the revolution in China was all about and why it unleashed so many
people to produce works of art like this.

2. Think About History
The descriptions and commentary on the walls of the exhibit are mainly informative and, for the
most part, don’t attempt to insert an anti-communist “slant” into the descriptions of the artwork.
At the same time, there is a thread of a subtext here that will connect with what most people
mistakenly believe—that the main thing about the Cultural Revolution is that people suffered,
artists in particular were persecuted, and Mao didn’t care about the people. For example, the
show’s introduction says that during the Cultural Revolution, “sometimes referred to as the
decade of catastrophe,” artists were “subjected to public humiliation and sometimes torture, and
their homes and artworks were seized and destroyed.”
In the “To Rebel Is Justified” section of the exhibit there is a room with several life-size
recreations from the Rent Collection Courtyard. The explanation on the wall says: “The obvious
exploitation of the peasants is designed to remind viewers of the unfairness of feudal China,
thereby providing justification for revolution.” This commentary shows no understanding of the
immensity of history these sculptures represent. And when I read this, I couldn’t help but think
about how a lot of people have absolutely no idea what this meant for literally hundreds of
thousands of people—of how “not being able to pay the rent” was the thin line between living
and starving to death; it meant having to sell your daughter or having to become a bonded
slave. And sadly, such a view prevents one from really appreciating the sheer artistry of these
sculptures. Go and look at the detail in the faces, what this art captures about the human
emotions of the suffering, anguish and rebellion; how the silent body language of these figures
brings to life a whole period of Chinese history—and why such a revolution was necessary to
begin with.
The original Rent Collection Courtyard included over 100 life-size clay figures, originally displayed
in 1965, in the actual former rent collection courtyard of Liu Wen-tsai—a tyrannical landlord of
Tayi County, Szechuan Province in southwestern China. Before liberation only three or four
percent of the local population of Tayi were landlords, but they owned almost four-fifths of the
arable land—and the peasants were mercilessly exploited and treated like beasts of burden. This
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was typical in China at the time, where poor peasants made up the overwhelming majority of the
population. The group of 18 amateur and professional sculptors who created the Rent Collection
Courtyard during the Cultural Revolution, went to live and work in the actual courtyard and
talked with the people who had suffered in the old society.
When people go to this show, they should keep in mind how this art was created in the complex
and intense cauldron of ten years of an immense and unprecedented effort by hundreds of
millions of people to build a new and liberating society in a very poor country, still subjected to
the deep scars of feudal inequalities. This was a country not that far from a time in which the
vast majority of people were starving and illiterate; a country dominated by foreign powers, with
gaping inequalities—between mental and manual labor, town and countryside, and men and
women. Yet here they were, not just feeding and clothing people, but mobilizing hundreds of
millions of people to consciously take up all the huge economic, social and philosophical and
practical questions of how to get rid of class society.
This is the context people should think about when they go see this art show—not the “grand
narrative” and summation of the Cultural Revolution that has been issued by the defenders of
capitalism in the West and the enemies of Mao who overthrew socialism, brought back
capitalism, and now preside over a China today that offers up the masses of people to the
sweatshops of global capitalism.
Think about if you went to a museum exhibit about the history of the U.S. Civil War—and found
yourself treated to a whole “reinterpretation” of the war through the eyes of a former slave
owner—who is whining and crying about how he lost his plantation, how his private property,
most importantly, the human beings he owned, were taken away from him, and how his whole
family has suffered because of this.
This is like going through an exhibit and seeing a photo of the back of a slave, completely
covered with layers of deep, thick scars from being whipped; hearing stories of how slaves were
hunted down like dogs and killed when they tried to escape, how whole families were
separated—and then being told, “this has been used to justify the struggle against slavery.” You
would get a totally skewed view of this period of history—and might end up sympathizing with
the former slave owner about his “personal loss” and because of this and from this narrow view,
conclude that the U.S. Civil War that ended slavery was one of the most “catastrophic” periods in
U.S. history.
Think about this analogy. And then think about what Mao and the revolutionaries he led were
trying to achieve in this relatively brief period of 30 years, after the revolutionary seizure of
power in 1949 and before capitalism was restored in 1976. Human beings on the planet didn’t
have a lot of experience in trying to build this kind of society—a transitional society aimed at
bringing into being a communist world free of classes. Mao learned from the experience of the
Soviet Union and made tremendous theoretical breakthroughs in understanding the nature of
socialist society. In particular he pointed out that classes and class struggle continue under
socialism and that sharp struggle continues over the whole direction of society, whether it will
stay on the “socialist road” or end up bringing back capitalism. And this is why Mao launched the
Cultural Revolution. Mao was not inventing enemies. Powerful forces in the communist party
were organizing to take power and bring back capitalism. And if you go through this exhibit and
think Mao was paranoid—take a look at how today China has become a sweatshop paradise for
international capitalism.

3. Enter with a Clear Mind
I suggest that before people see this exhibit, that they clear their mind. Go through the exhibit,
take in the art and let it wash over you. Walk through slowly and see what you think about the
art as art. And at the same time, think about the big questions this exhibit—and the chapter in
human history it is a slice of—raises.
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Reflect on the important role art and artists have played throughout the history of human
society. And think about this: What would it mean to create a revolutionary culture as part of
building a truly liberating society? Put yourself in the shoes of revolutionaries who were trying to
accomplish something that in the history of humanity had never been done before. Consider the
ways in which this question takes on new meaning in a revolutionary, socialist society that is
aimed at enabling the masses of people to consciously, as Marx talking about, understand the
world in order to change it.
Think more particularly about the kind of oppressive society that Mao was leading people away
from and the reality that before the Cultural Revolution, the masses of ordinary people were not
on the stage or the gallery walls. Instead there were, as Mao put it, “emperors, generals,
beauties and foreign mummies.” What effect did that have on the ethos and social consciousness
throughout society? By analogy, what did it mean in this country when the minstrel show and
Amos and Andy were the representations of Black people in the arts?
When you look at the political posters, don’t just have a knee-jerk reaction to them as “political
propaganda.” Think about what role such art played in a society where hundreds of millions of
people were discussing and debating economics, politics and philosophy—that really mattered in
terms of what direction society was going to go; and judge it partly on that basis. And think
about how crucial things like “Big Character” posters were in a society where most people didn’t
have a TV, where many were still semi-illiterate, and there certainly wasn’t anything like the
Internet!
When you look at all the Mao buttons and posters, think about why hundreds of millions of poor
peasants, workers, youth and yes, intellectuals revered Mao for the leadership he gave that was
crucial in the war of liberation and the building of a new society.

4. Think About the Big Questions
The creation of revolutionary art in China posed huge questions. For instance, how do you
develop and promote conscious, collective efforts in creating works of art broadly among the
masses while, at the same time, appreciating, supporting and learning from the work of
individuals more highly trained artists—including those who are creating works of art that
represent disagreement and dissent. If you are leading a broad movement to create
revolutionary art, how do you balance the need to create “model works” that need more finely
calibrated leadership—while at the same time, letting things go far and wide, in all directions—
including giving full scope to works of art that go in a dissenting direction or that may not have
any direct relationship (either objectively or consciously) to politics. And there are huge issues
about struggle in the artistic realm, the ways artistic political struggle and criticism is carried out
and the policies and practices with particular regard to artists and the development of
revolutionary art. (For example, the exhibit talks about “black painting” exhibitions of art that
was “held up for denigration” which should be investigated, understood and evaluated.)
Before or after you go to this exhibit, read some of Bob Avakian’s work, like Observations on Art
and Culture, Science and Philosophy, which examine how these kinds of questions were handled
under the socialism in the Soviet Union and China—learning from this previous revolutionary
experience, but also synthesizing the lessons, both positive and negative, from this, and pointing
to the ways in which future socialist societies have to do better.

5. Recognize and Play with the Contradictions
This exhibit pulses with positive and negative tension. There is dissonance within the exhibit
itself, contradictions within the exhibit itself.
Play with the very contradictoriness of the show itself—and the complexity of all the different, big
historical questions that are raised by the art and the larger historical context in which this art
was created. Again, put aside pre-conceived notions and prejudices and suspend for the moment
what you already “know”—and this equally applies to those who have a positive view of Mao and
the Cultural Revolution. Examine and wrangle with all the contradictions, get some discussion
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going about this with other people, and together dare to look at things with “fresh eyes” and
discover or re-discover some new things.

6. Have Fun and Spread the Debate and Discussion
This art show, left to spontaneity, will in many cases end up reinforcing much of the official, anticommunist conclusion that this period in Chinese (and human) history is proof that “communism
is dead.” But the real truth, which this art show actually depicts is that socialist China achieved
great things. It came up against real problems, some of which were dealt with and solved in a
good way, and others which were not. And how could it have been otherwise? The socialist
experience in China really did take humanity a certain distance along the road to achieving an
emancipating world—a path that people on this planet must continue to travel. And there is the
potential for this show to open up new rounds of
discussion, examination and appreciation for what
socialist China achieved, including in the particular
realm of art—and the necessity, possibility and
pathways for how humanity can do even better in
future socialist societies.
I think one of the highlights of the show is the video
of a 2007 interview with Liu Chunhua, the artist
who did the famous painting, Chairman Mao Goes to
Anyuan (included in the exhibit). During the Cultural
Revolution over 900 million copies of this painting
were printed. At the very end of the transcribed
interview in the book, Art and China’s Revolution
(published to go with the exhibit), the interviewer
declares that the “so-called Cultural Revolution can
be counted as a dark age in the history of
twentieth-century China” and then asks, “So, how
should we treat the works of that period that serve
to extol and eulogize [it]? Where does their value
lie?” And Liu answers:
“This is an extremely sensitive question. In reality,
the Great Cultural Revolution was a political
struggle. The history of political struggles is always
a case of ‘either you or me.’ Today, the Cultural
Revolution is considered to have been a catastrophe. Many people suffered great injustice, many
families were destroyed; it was truly a tragedy. When I was on a research trip in North America,
I met a third-year secondary student in Canada whose grandmother lived in Taiwan. During the
Cultural Revolution, his family’s home had been ransacked countless times. One can only
imagine the hardship and suffering his family went through. After the period of reform and
opening [to the West], his grandmother paid for him to study in North America. During my
meeting with him, I very spontaneously expressed my deep sense of regret. I said to him, ‘Mao
Zedong allowed these crimes to be committed against you.’ But he didn’t think of it in that way.
He said to me, ‘It wasn’t Mao Zedong who made us suffer, it was the people whom Mao Zedong
was against who made us suffer.’ So we can see that any historical phenomenon is extremely
complicated. Looking at the history of the proletarian revolution from a sociological perspective,
whether it [the Cultural Revolution] has furthered the interests of the proletariat is a question I
believe will need to be evaluated through future discussion of the history of the Cultural
Revolution.” Go see this show. Don’t miss the opportunity to experience this art. Think about,
discuss and debate with others, the important questions raised by this exhibit—and the whole
period of human history that produced this art.
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Yang Ban Xi:
Model Revolutionary Works in Revolutionary China
by Li Onesto
I was in high school, back in 1971, when I first saw The Red Detachment of Women. This revolutionary
ballet from China had been put on film and was seen by millions of people around the world. I was part of a
whole generation of youth inspired by the revolution in China. We read Mao’s Red Book and everything we
could get our hands on about how the masses of people in China were building a new socialist society aimed
at doing away with all oppression. We studied the many philosophical and theoretical works being written as
part of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, the fierce class struggle being led by Mao. And we studied
the literature, movies, art, plays and operas that were produced as a crucial part of the struggle.
The Red Detachment of Women was a particular favorite
of a lot of people. It had great stirring music, and
incredible and innovative ballet. And we all liked the
story, which takes place in the 1930s during the war of
liberation, about a young woman slave who escapes a
brutal landlord and joins a women’s detachment of the
Red Army. This Model Revolutionary Opera, as well as
others, inspired us and gave us an historical as well as
living sense of the struggle to build socialism in China.
Today, China is no longer a socialist country. After Mao’s
death in 1976, a reactionary coup overthrew proletarian
rule and turned China from socialist to capitalist. But the
Yang Ban Xi—the Eight Model Revolutionary Works
developed during the Cultural Revolution, which include
The Red Detachment of Women, The White Haired Girl,
The Red Lantern, and Taking Tiger Mountain by
Strategy—are still very popular in China, especially
among the generation that actually went through these
times, but among the younger generation as well.
A recent documentary, Yang Ban Xi: The Eight Model Works, directed by Yan Ting Yuen, interviews people
who were involved in creating and performing in the Yang Ban Xi, from 1966 to 1976. The director notes
that these people all looked back at this as a stressful, but great time in their lives—”a time in which they
actually believed, desperately wanted to believe, that Mao and his communist party held the key to a
righteous world with equal opportunities for every person.” And there are many interesting things to learn
from the movie—about how people took up the creation of revolutionary art, its influence and how people in
China look at it today. But overall, this movie is an anti-communist attack on the Yang Ban Xi and the
Cultural Revolution as a whole. And like much of the attacks on the Cultural Revolution, this movie starts
(and ends) with the stories of individuals who talk about how their lives were adversely affected by the
Cultural Revolution.
To really understand and appreciate the significance of the Yang Ban Xi, we have to start with the question,
what was the problem in society that the model works were trying to address? And what role did these
model works play in the overall efforts to mobilize and involve the masses of people in revolutionizing every
part of society—including themselves?
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The Powerful Role of Culture
In any society, culture and art play a tremendously important role in influencing people one way or another.
And in socialist China, it was a powerful force—for revolution or against revolution, for the status quo or
against the status quo, for the building of socialist society or for the restoration of capitalism.
The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution of 1966-1976 was a mass revolutionary upsurge that involved
hundreds of millions of people in a kind of “revolution within the revolution.” It was a profound and intense
struggle over the direction of society and over who would rule society: the working people or a new
bourgeois class. Mao and the revolutionary forces in the Communist Party mobilized people to rise up to
prevent capitalist takeover and to shake up the higher levels of the Party that had become increasingly cast
in a bourgeois-bureaucratic mold. And the Cultural Revolution was also much more than that. The masses
carried forward the revolutionary transformation of the economy, social institutions, culture, and values and
revolutionized the Communist Party itself. This is what Mao called continuing the revolution under the
dictatorship of the proletariat.
Foundational to building socialism is the continuous transformation of the production relations, that is, the
relationships people enter into in producing the requirements of life. These production relations include who
owns and controls the means of production—which class and in whose class interest they are being used.
They include how people relate to each other at work—for example, is there rigid and unequal stratification,
or are efforts being made to break down divisions between things like mental and manual labor and develop
a spirit of cooperation and innovation among everyone. And production relations also include how goods are
distributed—is there an emphasis on providing necessities to all, aiming for a goal of common abundance
and narrowing gaps in wealth and compensation, or are people being motivated through things like bonuses,
cut-throat competition and appeals to personal wealth.
These production relations are not a static and once-and-for-all thing. And under socialism, transforming the
way society carries out production must be a conscious, constant and dynamic process that is full of
challenge and change. There is a real question of whether this whole process will keep moving in the right
direction, towards the abolition of class society, and as part of the worldwide struggle for communism—or
whether it will fall back into capitalism. The superstructure—the political institutions, laws, customs, ways of
thinking, culture, etc. that arise on the basis of and reinforce the production relations in society—is crucial in
all this. Especially the state itself. Which line is in command of the state? What policies are being carried
out? What direction is society being led to go in? And, very importantly, what kind of customs, thinking, and
culture are being developed and promoted, and does this help or hinder the revolutionary transformations in
society? In all this, art and culture play a very crucial role.
Mao made the path-breaking theoretical discovery that under socialism, classes and class struggle continue
to exist, and he pointed out that the reactionary classes will use literature and art to propagate reactionary
ideas and promote the restoration of capitalism. He had summed up how in the Soviet Union, a new group
of exploiters had arisen within the communist party, leading to the defeat of socialism and the restoration of
capitalism. And Mao fought to find the means and methods to prevent the same thing from happening in
China. This was what the Cultural Revolution was about—bringing these questions to the masses and relying
on them to raise their conscious understanding through the struggle to change the world and themselves.
The fact that socialism was ultimately defeated in China cannot change the truth and power of Mao’s
contribution and the amazing accomplishments that were made during the Cultural Revolution—all against
incredibly difficult circumstances and towering odds.
At the beginning of the Cultural Revolution, Mao summed up that most of the culture in China still reflected
the old feudal society, old thinking and old ways. The arenas of literature and art, he said, were occupied by
emperors, kings, generals, and ministers. And the landlord and capitalist classes which had been politically
overthrown were still swaggering on the stage and in the pages of novels—while the workers, peasants and
soldiers had no place of prominence. Much of the Beijing Opera continued to promote feudal, Confucius

63

doctrines, like the “Three Obediences” for women—”obedience to the father and elder brothers when young,
obedience to the husband when married, and obedience to the sons when widowed.”
Jiang Qing, Mao’s close comrade and wife, was put in charge of the struggle to revolutionize the Beijing
Opera and develop model works. Under her leadership, instead of emperors, aristocrats, scholars, and gods,
the common workers, peasants, soldiers and other revolutionaries were put center stage and made the
protagonists. Their lives and role in society and history were portrayed. And significantly, strong women
were prominent characters in the new revolutionary operas.
These works applied Mao’s views on art, combining revolutionary realism with revolutionary romanticism—
and spoke to the need to inspire people with the most lofty vision, in ways that unleash the imagination and
give people an understanding of reality and the means for changing it. This was part of, and in line with, the
overall goal of mobilizing the masses to consciously and scientifically “know the world in order to change it.”
A visitor to socialist China in the early 1970s described going to a model revolutionary opera and a whole
cultural and scientific scene he encountered: “The Great World of Shanghai is a group of buildings where
seventeen revolutionary theatrical works have simultaneous and continuous performance. There are also
puppet shows, feature and documentary films, and an exhibition hall (with free admission for children)
dedicated to the combat against superstition. Here an explanation is given of the origin of dreams, to prove
that they have no influence over reality; priests, witches, astrologers, diviners, and taboos are mocked; the
cosmos is described and a display of the human embryo at various stages, accompanied by recordings,
reveals the mysteries of birth, pregnancy, and conception.”
The new revolutionary works developed many new, creative and innovative things. For instance, the
traditional instruments in Beijing Opera of strings and percussion were limited in terms of expressing a full
range of emotions. So Jiang Qing added many Western instruments, including the full range of winds, the
kettle drums, the piano and the harp, which greatly enhanced the opera’s ability to achieve a lot more,
musically, than it had in the past. In ballet, which was a relatively new artistic form in China, the artistic
capacity was raised to a very high level. And it was not uncommon for thousands of artists to be brought
together to pool their wisdom and talent together.
Some people attack the Yang Ban Xi for being “propaganda.” They write off any works of art that have overt
political content—and pose this against what they see as “art free from politics” which supposedly exists
under capitalism. But I agree with Mao’s point that there is no such thing as art for art’s sake, that there is
not art that is above politics. Art is a distinct sphere in life that is different than politics per se. But all works
of art have a political character and are going to serve one kind of politics or another. In one way or
another, they will put forward a view of how society is and how it should be, and will represent the point of
view of one class or another. This should not be understood crudely and mechanically—this is not a linear
relationship without contradiction or complexity. But the dynamic that exists between art and politics is
important to recognize. And as became very clear during the Cultural Revolution in China, the
superstructure in society—the political institutions, laws, customs, ways of thinking, culture and so on—
reflect, as well as act back on, enforce and reinforce, the prevalent economic relations. So for instance, the
old Beijing Opera, which promoted kings, emperors and ghosts, reinforced feudal economic and social
relations, customs and thinking. And the new revolutionary Model Works, which put the masses of peasants,
workers and soldiers on the stage as heroes, promoted and helped propel the struggle to revolutionize
production relations in society—like the breaking down of inequalities between mental and manual labor,
between town and country, and between men and women.

The Role of Model Works
Jiang Qing’s role in the development of the Yang Ban Xi put her at the very heart of the Cultural
Revolution—and made her a hated target of those “capitalist roaders” in the party who were set on
overturning socialism and restoring capitalism. To this day, those who attack the Cultural Revolution have
particularly strong venom for Jiang Qing.
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The movie Yang Ban Xi uses downright dishonest methods to portray Jiang Qing as totally evil and ruthless.
Throughout the film there is a shadowy character sitting on a stage. You can’t see her face, but you hear her
voice, talking in a sinister and callous way about how she took revenge and put people down. It is supposed
to be Jiang Qing. But later, after the film is over—and only if you actually read the credits carefully, do you
find out that the whole dialogue attributed to Jiang Qing is made up! It is concocted from the book Madam
Mao: The White-Boned Demon by Ross Terrill, which itself contains a lot of anti-communist misinformation
used to portray Jiang Qing as a totally ruthless dictator. In the director’s notes to the movie, Yan Ting Yuen
admits: “In the documentary she (Jiang Qing) is a fictional character with fictional comments, her comments
are slightly based on real facts of her life. Since her comments are fictional, she is as you can say in a
scenario: an unreliable voice-over.” But most people viewing this movie will have no way of knowing this!
This movie also repeats a claim often put forward by many others who attack Jiang Qing and the Cultural
Revolution, that the Yang Bang Xi were literally theonly cultural works people were allowed to see. But in
fact, the Cultural Revolution was actually a time when a tremendous amount of culture was produced and
flourished throughout society—in a way that it had never happened before and that involved hundreds of
millions of people, not just as spectators, but as non-professional practitioners of art. As part of all this, a lot
of emphasis was put on bringing revolutionary cultural works to the peasants in the countryside and having
common people take up the production of revolutionary culture as part of and integral to the struggle to
revolutionize all parts of people’s daily life and thinking.
There were, I think, real problems—not with the concept of Model Operas, but with how things did seem to
be limited in terms of not having more of an approach of producing model works, and, at the same time,
promoting a more widespread, less-controlled, not so top-down-led flourishing of artistic work—including
things that represented dissent and disagreement with the official line and policies of the government and
the Communist Party. And I think this was also related to a view of seeing too much that the way to deal
with reactionary art was just to “outlaw” it.
There also seems to have been a tendency to rule out certain artistic forms as being inherently nonrevolutionary. Revolutionary, proletarian art has certain content—a content, which in many different forms
and ways reflects the outlook and interests of the proletariat and in this way contributes to the goal of
bringing about a communist, classless society. But I don’t think there is any one particular form or forms
that should or can be used to create revolutionary art—to the exclusion of others.
Bob Avakian has written a lot about the need for socialist society to have a “solid core with a lot of
elasticity”—which are very relevant to the discussion and assessment of the Model Revolutionary Works in
China. On the basis of upholding and building off the historical experience of proletarian rule in the Soviet
Union and China—learning from positive as well as negative examples—Avakian has developed a new and
exciting synthesis, re-envisioning socialist society and how the proletariat can and must, in the future,
correct the shortcomings of the past—and take the struggle for a communist world even further and higher
the next time around. I really recommend that people read Bob Avakian’s works, including the book
Observations on Art and Culture, Science and Philosophy, to get his new synthesis on what the character
and dynamics of socialist society have to be.

Culture for the Masses
One of the crucial questions addressed by the Model Revolutionary Works was “art for whom?” And it is very
striking that many of those who attack the Model Works just don’t get at all what the stories portrayed in
these works meant to the masses of people. For example, one reviewer of the movie Yang Ban Xiwrote:
“Some of the film clips, however, are simply beyond hysterical, with their impossibly garish colors, neosocialist choreography and vapid storylines about evil landlords punished for such unpardonable sins as
charging high rents and excessive interest.” But what this reviewer considers a “vapid story line” was real
life and death to hundreds of millions of people in China who had suffered tremendously under oppressive
landlords, lived through decades of war and made great sacrifices to liberate China. The operas incorporated
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real revolutionary themes swirling in society—like the struggle to “break the four olds”—old ideas, old
customs, old culture, and old habits. These were no small matters. Because of high rents and excessive
interests—and all the traditions, culture and ideas that reinforced the power of landlords and other
oppressors—millions lost their land, were forced into prostitution, had to sell their children, and starved to
death!
When I traveled into the Maoist guerrilla zones of the People’s War in Nepal in 1999, I attended a cultural
program in the revolutionary district of Rolpa. A people’s army cultural squad performed revolutionary skits,
songs and dances for hundreds of peasants who had traveled many hours in the dark of night to attend. In a
society where most of the people are illiterate, such cultural programs are a very important way of
spreading revolutionary ideas, combating feudal thinking, and conveying news of the struggle. I remember
one scene in a mini-opera where a young guerrilla soldier is killed. I noticed that many people in the
audience around me were softly crying. And it suddenly struck me how real the themes of the cultural works
were for the masses of peasants who were fighting a life and death struggle against the government.
The Cultural Revolution was a society-wide struggle in which millions of people threw their hearts and minds
into the battle to determine the very future of society. As part of all this, the Yang Ban Xi played a very
important role in setting high artistic and political standards in the whole realm of culture. And this was
crucial in combating the revisionist line in art which promoted feudal and reactionary ideas as part of the
whole effort to restore capitalism.
The Model Operas influenced the development of numerous other artistic works and different touring groups
helped local groups develop and learned from local performances. You really get a sense of the vibrant role
that the production of these operas played as they were taken out to millions of people, including in the
most remote villages. Mobo Gao, in his book Gao Village, recounts: “I witnessed an unprecedented surge of
cultural and sports activities in my own home village, Gao Village. The rural villagers, for the first time,
organized theater troupes and put on performances that incorporated the contents and structure of the eight
model Peking operas with local language and music. The villagers not only entertained themselves but also
learned how to read and write by getting into the texts and plays. And they organized sports meets and held
matches with other villages. All these activities gave the villagers an opportunity to meet, communicate, fall
in love. These activities gave them a sense of discipline and organization and created a public sphere where
meetings and communications went beyond the traditional household and village clams. This had never
happened before and it has never happened since.”
Gao describes how such cultural works were in line with and made possible by changes in the economic
structure and relations of society. He says the theater troupes were subsidized by the production team and
were given full-time work points (the system of accounting by which people were paid) when they went out
to perform and bonuses were given for the time they spent on rehearsals. The production team also paid for
costumes and other costs, and Gao points out that without the support of a collective system this whole
cultural enterprise would not have been possible.
This again, points to how in socialist society, revolutionizing of the superstructure of education, culture,
ideas and customs is a crucial part of revolutionizing the economic relations in society—and continuing along
the path of building socialism as part of the struggle to bring about a classless, communist world, free of all
exploitation and oppression.

66

