How would you evaluate Mao Zedong’s strengths and weaknesses as a political leader? 

This study will provide a critical analysis of Mao Zedong as a political leader by examining his political strategy, military aptitude, the economic growth that was able to take place in China under his government as well as the conditions under which people lived in Maoist China. To achieve this, I will be looking at History from above and History from below respectively. This approach allows me to present a holistic view of Mao as an individual as well as the experience of the Chinese people themselves during Mao’s rule.
 
Mao Zedong was one of the founding fathers of socialism in China. He spearheaded the reconstruction of China after the damage caused during ‘The Century of Humiliation’. Alison A. Kaufman of  ‘China Analyst’, describes this as  

 	“… a period between 1839 and 1949 when China’s government lost control over large portions of its territory at the hands of foreigners”. (Koufman, 2011)

This period was also characterized by major political and economic decline, and social unrest in China. After the civil war, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) established itself as the new Chinese government, under the leadership of Chairman Mao Zedong. 

Undoubtedly, Mao was an excellent political and military strategist. He implemented policies and executed programs such as the First Five Year Plan (1955) and the Second Five Year Plan (1958) through which China’s industrialization experienced rapid growth, unseen anywhere else in the world. (Hutchings, 2001) Despite his political, military, and economic prowess, Mao is often characterized as arrogant and power hungry thus his rulership also had a negative impact on the Chinese people. 
 
Mao Zedong was famous for his implementation of guerilla warfare tactics when placed in a position to fight against superior armies. 
 In an article written by Columbia University’s Asia for Educators, it states:

 “In 1927, Chiang Kai-shek split with the Communist Party and ordered the assassination of Communist Party members. This drove Mao Zedong into the remote rural area of Jiangxi Province, where he and his supporters established a based area and created an army to defend themselves. It was in the context of fighting with the numerically superior and better-equipped Kuomintang forces that Mao developed and applied his theories of guerrilla warfare.” (Asia For Educators, 2000)

Mao was such a serious spokesperson for guerilla warfare that in 1937, he wrote his ideas in a little book called ‘On Guerrilla Warfare’, in which he states:

“Guerrilla warfare has qualities and objectives peculiar to itself. It is a weapon that a nation inferior in arms and military equipment may employ against a more powerful aggressor  nation.  When the invader pierces deep into the heart of the weaker country and occupies her territory in a cruel and oppressive manner, there is no doubt that conditions of terrain, climate, and society in general offer obstacles to his progress and may be used to advantage by those who oppose him. In guerrilla warfare we turn these advantages to the purpose of resisting and defeating the enemy.” (Zedong,1937)

Perhaps one of the best examples of Mao’s excellent military skills is the Sino- Japanese War of 1937-1945. Here, Mao and the Communist party employed guerrilla warfare in the struggle against the Japanese. In his book ‘Mao Zedong: A Political and Intellectual Portrait’, Maurice Meisner writes:

“In 1937 the Red Army numbered 70,000 primitively armed soldiers. In the summer of 1945, when the Japanese Army surrendered, Mao's guerrilla forces had grown dramatically into a 1,000,000-strong regular army, supported by peasant militias numbering several million part-time fighters.” (Meisner, 2007, p.83)

Meisner goes on to explain that: 
“The enormous expansion of Communist peasant support in the war of resistance against Japan was the basis for the striking Communist victories in the massive civil war with the GMD following World War II.” (Meisner, 2007, p.84)

Mao was able to invoke the support of mass sections of the Chinese population due to their confidence that his military system was equipped enough to prevent foreign invasion. 
This support proved to be vital to his seizure of power after winning the Civil war in 1949.
Because of the aptitude of the Red Army, naturally, the people yielded to Mao’s leadership. 

When the CCP came into power, Mao faced the challenge of reviving China's shattered economy. The Agrarian Land Reform law, which mandated the abolition of the feudal exploitation of landownership and the confiscation and redistribution of landlords' holdings and agricultural goods to the peasants was part of the economic reformation that Mao imposed on post-revolutionary China. (Hsü, 1995) 
In addition to this, Mao developed two Five Year Plans which proposed advances in industrial output for China. As a result, by 1956 China’s “Steel production reached 5.3 million tons, iron 5.8 million tons, electric power 19,030 million kwh – each representing a 25 percent increase over the original quotas. The coal production of 122 million tons was an 8 percent over fulfillment, while grain output was 11.6 percent above quota.” (Hsü, 2000)

Indian anti-colonial Nationalist, Mahatma Gandhi is credited with saying, 
“I suppose leadership at one time meant muscles; but today it means getting along with people.” (gracious quotes, 2022)
Mao was an excellent war strategist and peacetime leader since he was able to revamp China’s economy. However, he was responsible for deaths of so many other innocent people during the Hundred flowers movement as well as the genocide during the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural revolution. 
Due to his – as per my evaluation- arrogant, quasi-megalomaniac nature, Mao immediately set out to eliminate any semblance of the former regime. The Agrarian reform law was not only aimed at economic recovery but was a form of agrarian revolution in Maoist China. 
Groups that opposed his government were labelled "revisionists”, "landlords," "counterrevolutionaries”, and among other things, in the effort to restore China to orthodoxy. By targeting these groups of individuals and subjecting them to degradation, incarceration, torture, and death, Mao carried out several efforts to purify China. (Hutchings, 2001)
A prominent example of his arrogance was the Hundred Flowers Movement in 1956.



The editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica describe this period as a movement which “begun in May 1956 within the communist government of China to lift the restrictions imposed upon Chinese intellectuals and thus grant greater freedom of thought and speech.” ( Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2022)
 It was started by Mao Zedong and others, as a response to Khrushchev denouncing USSR’s Stalin during the Sino-Soviet split. (Hsü, 1995)

Mao saw self-criticism as a means of fostering growth in China. However, it caused major social unrest since people began to openly denounce the CCP and its institutions in the press. The party reacted by attacking its critics and exiling many to distant areas of the country in the Anti-Rightist Campaign. 

Mao was able to acknowledge his ways and subsequently made a speech in 1957, a year after the Hundred Flowers Movement entitled “On the Correct Handling of Contradictions Among the People,” in which he is credited with saying that he had “made a mess of unifying the classes in the Soviet Union.” (King, 2012)

Gilbert King, in an article published in the Smithsonian Magazine, he writes:

	“… he [ Mao] claimed that China had learned “from the mistakes” of the Soviets, who had killed too many people they should not have killed, as well as from those of the Hungarian communists, who had not executed enough. He acknowledged that the Chinese government had killed 700,000 “counterrevolutionaries” between 1950 and 1952, but said, “Now there are no more killings.” If the government had not carried out those executions, he claimed, “the people would not have been able to lift their heads. The people demanded their execution and the liberation of the productive forces.” (King, 2012)

This speech given, provides evidence of the mentality of Mao during and after the 
His words paint him as an unsympathetic leader who prioritized his government over the wellbeing of the people and was willing to go to great extremes – deeming them necessary - to protect his position of power. 

In their book ‘Mao: The real story’, Alexander V. Pantsov and Steven Levine write:

“prior to the Great Leap Forward, “millions of people believed the communists because much of what they had talked about had actually come to pass. The doors of universities and institutes had been opened to the children of peasants and workers, free medical care had been introduced, a large number of factories and mills had been constructed, and illiteracy was being wiped out. The poor were particularly happy; for the first time in their lives theyfelt they enjoyed equal rights.” (Pantsov and Levine, 2014, p.454)

It is evident that- because of his ability to not only develop a military capable to protection from invaders but also spearhead major economic growth during his first and second Five Year Plans- Mao was a leader revered by the Chinese people. 
The same cannot be said during the period of The Great Leap Forward.  
The Great Leap Forward (1958) was a program stipulated by the National People’s Congress of the CCP. It called for “a 19 percent increase in steel production, 18 percent in electricity, and 17 percent in coal output” for that year. (Hsü, 2000,p.655)
This program was due to Mao Zedong’s obsession with “catching up to or surpassing the British industrial capacity in fifteen years.” (Hsü, 2000, p.655)

Due to his confidence in his own ability, Mao increasingly raised the target for industrial output in China and to meet his goals peasant farmers from rural areas were forced to neglect their farms and migrate to the city to work. Additionally, the government further made them melt their farm tools to add to the steel quota. This impacted negatively on food production in China and resulted in the worst famine in history. (Thaxton, 2008)

Ultimately, approximately 33 million Chinese people died of Starvation during this time. (China's Great Leap Forward - Association for Asian Studies, 2022)
In his book ‘Catastrophe and Contention in Rural China’ Ralph A. Thaxton, Jr wrote:

“The trauma of the Great Leap Forward “had a profound influence on the shaping of popular consciousness,” particularly on how China’s village people viewed – and still view – the Communist Party.” (Thaxton, 2008)

 Despite this, official historical reports of the People’s Republic of China disregard the suffering of the people and families or the harm it did to the Communist Party's rural credibility in its depiction of the Great Leap Forward. (Thaxton, 2008)

Chinese farm households were placed in a system called the people's communes during the Great Leap Forward. This structure, sought to maximize output for city provisioning and the construction of offices, schools, industries, and social insurance systems for city cadres, officials, and employees. Rural residents who objected were deemed dangerous. Those who sought to flee were denied passage to exit. (Thaxton, 2008)
One can ascertain that, although Mao may have had good intentions, his plan was poorly and disastrously implemented, which caused many Chinese lives to be lost.
Mao killed more Chinese citizens than any foreign occupant throughout the Century of Humiliation. Therefore, it is reasonable to base one’s argument on the irony that Mao's leadership posed a greater threat to the lives of Chinese people than the Western Colonisers. from which he had promised to protect said people of China. 


In post-revolutionary China, the second phase of Mao's administration is overshadowed by the Cultural Revolution. It was a period wherein the Chinese people were subjected to violent acts and unprecedented brutality.
This was also as a direct result of events such as The Great Leap Forward famine, the communes, and the Sino-Soviet Split which weakened Mao’s position in government significantly. (History, 2020)
Many of the senior members of the CCP were not satisfied with Mao’s way of handling The Great Leap Forward or China’s split with the Soviets since the Soviets provided, were considered vital to China’s economy, military, and scientific growth. (Hsü, 2000)

Additionally, they were not impressed with the fast-paced agricultural collectivization and industrial expansion that was taking place in China since it came at the expense of Chinese lives. These were party members who were involved in the daily operations of the government, thus, they felt as though they were more qualified to assess the needs of the citizens than Mao himself. Their increasing disillusionment with Mao’s policies led them to engage in the subtle acts of blocking, modifying, and diverting their implementation. (Hsü, 2000)
This audacious behavior stemmed from the CCP’s party reorganization which took place in 1956. It caused the removal of the Chairman (Mao) as the central power and instated ‘The Politburo’s Standing Committee. Thus, the seat of power was now occupied by the chairman as well as four Vice-chairmen of the Central Committee, and the party general secretary. (Hsü, 2000)
This reorganization put party members in a position where they could rebut Mao’s ideologies. 

	“All in all, Mao felt that his authority, his approach to social progress and his style of leadership developed over a lifetime were being covertly sabotaged by his chosen successor, Lui.” (Hsü, 2000, p.696)
As a result, he launched the Cultural revolution (also known as the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution) in 1966 as a means of reasserting his power.
Mao closed all schools and encouraged the formation of Red Guards. These were groups of youths which Mao commissioned to attack publicly target and criticize party officials for embracing a “bourgeois” mindset and rejecting the spirit of revolutionism.

Additionally, threatened by their criticism of his leadership, Mao removed his chosen successor, Lui Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, the Party General secretary.

In his book, “The Rise of Modern China”, HSU writes:

“The cultural revolution ushered in a decade of turmoil and civil strife that drove the country to utter chaos and the brink of bankruptcy. The party had been decimated and many if its leaders purged or dismissed. Industrial and agricultural productions suffered severe setbacks. … the younger generation [was] deprived of education… many middle aged and senior scholars and scientists were sent to the countryside to do menial chores, depriving them of for years the opportunity for research and teaching.” (Hsü, 2000, p.703)

During the Cultural Revolution, 1.5 million people were slaughtered, while millions more were imprisoned, had their property confiscated, were tortured, or were humiliated. (History, 2020)
The consequences of the Cultural Revolution affected the whole country for decades. 
Because it re-established Mao’s supreme authority, Maoists depict the Cultural Revolution as a major victory, however, Mao's attack against his own party had the opposite effect he planned, driving many Chinese to lose trust in their government entirely. 

Upon analysis, one can discover that Mao’s strengths lay in his superior military and political strategy and his political prowess. 
While he can be safely labelled an excellent ruler based on his ability to improve the Chinese economy and military standing in the world, Mao’s character proved to be his downfall as a political leader. His political organization was heavily characterized by abolition of the old regime, and he was more fixated on boosting the economy and securing his position in power than ensuring that the Chinese people were prospering under his rule.

Through the lens of History from Above, China experienced massive growth in industry and output and Mao’s strategies, and policies were at the center of China’s booming economy during his rule. However, History from Below begs one to consider the cost at which this success was achieved as quickly as it was. 

Additionally, although he was able to secure his position in power for some 27 years, his methods backfired on him as seen during The Great Leap Forward, causing his own party members to recognize his ideological shortcomings as a leader and thus, rebel against him. 

After the Maoist era (1976), Deng Xiaoping ascended to power.
 Survivors of the cultural revolution termed pragmatists emerged under his rule. Vowing to never again allow such a disaster to occur, Deng increased internal liberty and international collaboration, as well as stability, unity, discipline, and togetherness within China; with a new focus on the expertise of the people as opposed to (solely) their ability to join the workforce (and in turn boost economic output) as was the mindset of Mao. (Hsü, 1990) 

Immanuel C.Y. HSU writes
	“To many, Mao was the personification of Chinese communism, and China without Mao seemed inconceivable. Yet there has been no “deluge”, no chaos, but rather the gradual emergence of a pragmatic new order with a different approach to socialist transformation. This new order grew out of a critical reassessment of China’s new historical mission and represents a rejection of the Maoist methods.”  (Hsü, 1990,p.1)
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