How Would You Evaluate Mao Zedong’s Strengths and Weaknesses as a Political Leader?
Mao Zedong was one of the most influential leaders of the 20th century, so it is little wonder that there has been much debate about his strengths and weaknesses as ruler of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), during his lifetime, as well as after.[footnoteRef:1]  Following Mao’s death, the government of the PRC stated that Mao, as a political leader had been “thirty percent wrong and seventy percent right”.[footnoteRef:2]  In other words, they concluded that his strengths outweighed his weaknesses.  Whilst this might have been true chronologically speaking, the disastrous scope of the failures that his weaknesses precipitated overshadow the successes his strengths helped facilitate.  His great gift of motivating the Chinese people to action is considerably reduced by his over-ambition for the PRC, almost zero-tolerance for criticism and his convenience-based inconsistent ideologies.[footnoteRef:3]  Mao’s charisma and skill helped many individuals reach the end of the Long March, making them want to follow him.[footnoteRef:4] He was able to win the revolution and negate opposition using similar tactics, even being regarded as a deity by some.[footnoteRef:5]  On the other hand, the initiatives and policies his insecurities sparked, such as the Anti-Rightist movement and the Great Leap Forward, led to enormous loss of life and at times undermined his credibility as a leader with both party and public.[footnoteRef:6] [1:  Hangzhou Pang, ‘Visual Mao Zedong And New World Order’, Social Identities, 22 (2016), 577]  [2:  Donia Zhang, ‘The Political Leadership of Mao Zedong’, Journal of Contemporary Educational Research, 2 (2018), 28]  [3:  Lucian W Pye, ‘Mao Tse-Tung’s Leadership Style’, Political Science Quarterly, 91 (1976), 219-220, 224, 228-230, 235]  [4:  China, A Century Of Revolution, Part Two: The Mao Years [Video], 2021 <https://archive.org/details/china..a.century.of.revolution > [accessed 04/10/22]]  [5:  Holland, Jeremy J, ‘Narrative Fidelity to the Little Red Book In The Framing Efforts Of The Red Guard Movement: A Theoretical   Model For Foundational Documents’, Discourse and Society, 25 (2014), 383–401]  [6:  Wei Li, and Dennis Tao yang, ‘The Great Leap Forward: Anatomy Of A Central Planning Disaster’, Journal Of Political Economy, 113 (2005), 840–77] 

  Whatever else people across the world may think of Mao as a political leader today, few would deny the remarkable way in which he managed to mobilise and motivate the populous of China in support of his ideals and goals.  He was able to do this through a combination of recognising groups who would be receptive, understanding the desires and dreams of the people, and interacting with them in a charismatic and linguistically compelling way.[footnoteRef:7]  During the Long March, many who survived gained respect for Mao because of the personal sacrifices he had been willing to make on their behalf, such as sharing already scarce food.  They were awed by his speeches, and willing to believe the communist party would not be beaten but revived in Yan’an and eventually win the civil war because he believed so.  His comment about survivors of the Long March, “Are we stronger or weaker than before?” and referring to them as gold, was made more impactful by identifying himself with them, using ‘we’.[footnoteRef:8]  In Yan’an, understanding that the rural workers outweighed the industrial, he identified himself with former, giving them an example of one of their number who had already risen and was free.  Although this was contrary to the Marxist perspective of how a communist revolution should work, Mao understood that the rural workers were more likely to awnser the call to arms and be more successful. It was more important for Mao to have the support of people numerically than strictly adhere to the Marxist theory.[footnoteRef:9]   [7:  Chai, Ch’u, and Wingberg Chai, The Changing Society Of China: A Social, Political, And Cultural Survey Of China From Its Remote Past To The Present Day: From Ancient Dynasties To Communism (Chicago: Signet, 1962), 223-225]  [8:  Christian Hess, ‘The Rise Of The Chinese Communist Party’, in Demystifying China (Plymouth: Rowman and Littlefield, 2013), 180]  [9:  Ch’u and Chai, The Changing Society Of China, 225 and Schwartz, Benjamin I, Chinese Communism And The Rise Of Mao (Harvard: Harper and Row, 1951), 172, 174] 

  When the Communist Party of China (CPC) won the civil war, he continued using his skills to motivate the masses towards industrial revolution.  Once again, his focus was on the rural workers, who made up the majority of Chinese citizens, recognising again his need for their support.  He played on the desires of the people, likely increased by the Japanese invasion and the narrative of a “Century of Humiliation”, to make efforts to match the West and be seen as a power in the world again.[footnoteRef:10]  He advertised that collectivisation of farms for the Great Leap Forward (GLF) would result in far higher yield, something for which the poorer peasants would be eager.  The workers, at least initially, responded with much enthusiasm and threw themselves into the ideals of the GLF.[footnoteRef:11]  When his ideals were questioned, and the methods of the GLF began to fail, he once more utilised his major strength. He called this time on the dissatisfied and idealistic youth of China to enact constant revolution, successfully silencing his political opposition as well as advancing ‘Mao Thought’.  During this time, he was so successful in bending the masses to his will, a Cult of Mao was established, with the Little Red Book (a compilation of his quotes) as a proto-bible and rituals to be enacted in a show of loyalty not to the CPC, but to Mao himself.[footnoteRef:12]  Some would argue that Mao was a strong political leader overall because this skill enabled him, in large part, to retain almost complete power over the CPC and the people of China until the end of his life.  [10:  Li and Yang, ‘The Great Leap Forward: Anatomy Of A Central Planning Disaster’, 845-846]  [11:  Ibid.]  [12:  Holland, Jeremy J, ‘Narrative Fidelity to the Little Red Book In The Framing Efforts Of The Red Guard Movement: A Theoretical Model For Foundational Documents’, Discourse and Society, 25 (2014), 383–401] 

However, a good political leader is characterized by more than merely retaining a death grip on the reins of a country, despite cost and compelling evidence that they are wrong.  A leader’s regard for and safeguarding of the welfare and progress of their country should be a key part of their role.  Before the CPC took charge of China, Mao seems to have grasped the need for the majority of people to know in which direction they were headed politically.[footnoteRef:13]  This ability seems to have eluded him in later years, as he began shifting sharply back and forth between different ideals that he wished the CPC and the people to follow.  He justified this capricious style of policy progress with his theory of contradictions.  Seeming to mirror the traditional yin and yang, he espoused that things not only are in a constant state of flux but must be encouraged to move back and forth drastically. He said, ‘labour turns into rest and rest turns into labour’.[footnoteRef:14]  Whilst this may be a valid philosophical argument, when applied to politics, it causes problems.  For example, Mao encouraged intellectuals to criticise the CPC, express their own opinions and create new literature not overseen by the CPC.  He gave a compelling speech, quoting an old Chinese poem saying ‘let a hundred flowers bloom; let a hundred schools of thought contend’.[footnoteRef:15]  Because of his previously mentioned talent for mobilizing the masses, the scholars and critics responded genuinely and with enthusiasm.  When criticism moved into areas Mao was unhappy with, he adopted a contrary policy, trying to paint it as a progression. This resulted in almost all those who had engaged with Mao’s original initiative residing in graves or ‘re-education’ facilities, effectively eradicating verbal opposition as well as a large portion of original thought which may have helped China progress economically as a world power.[footnoteRef:16] [13:  Schwartz, Chinese Communism And The Rise Of Mao, 174-178]  [14:  Pye, ‘Mao Tse-Tung’s Leadership Style’, 224-226]  [15:  Dayton Lekner, ‘A Chill In Spring: Literary Exchange and Political Struggle In The Hundred Flowers And Anti-Rightist Campaigns Of 1956-1958’, Modern China, 45.1 (2019), 38]  [16:  < https://archive.org/details/china..a.century.of.revolution > [accessed 04/10/22]
] 

The Cultural Revolution is another example of his swift polarisation of policy.  Suddenly adamant that real change could only be made via violence, and in reaction to being generally ignored with regard to how the GLF should progress, in 1966 he called the youth to arms.[footnoteRef:17]  Once more contradicting his previously more Confusion ideals and speeches centred around ancient texts, he told them that the only way forward was to rid China of the ‘four olds’; old ideas, culture, customs and habits.[footnoteRef:18]  This was a tactless, if not thoroughly effective, way to rid the party and country of most opposition to him, but quickly ran out of his control, almost leading to a civil war. This was only prevented because Mao reneged on his previous insistence that the Red Guard would change China for the better through violence. He flung his ardent followers to the edges of rural China in what must have seemed a punishment for obeying the man they had been taught was always right.[footnoteRef:19]  Not only did both the Anti-Rightist movement and the rapid change into and out of the Cultural Revolution cost hundreds of thousands of lives, but they were also a large part of the reason behind the severe economic decline in China during Mao’s lifetime.[footnoteRef:20]  Mao did not realise, or refused to recognise, that the time for instability was over, and as a result nearer the end of his life his credibility as a reliable politician was damaged.  The constant turmoil created inaction and reluctance in the succeeding Pollitt-bureau as when he endorsed more conservative policies, Bernstien says party members were “reluctant to comply… fearing that this would backfire when he chose once more to turn left.”[footnoteRef:21]  Repeatedly punishing those who obeyed him undermined both his command and his country’s power. [17:  Tariq Ali, ‘On Mao’s Contradictions’, New Left Review, 66 (2010), 141–51]  [18:  Dryburgh, ‘The Cultural Revolution’ 209]  [19:  Ian Morris, Why The West Rules - For Now: The Patterns Of History And What They Reveal About The Future (London: Profile Books, 2011), 546]  [20:  Zhang, ‘The Political Leadership of Mao Zedong’, 30-31]  [21:  Bernstein, ‘Mao Zedong and the Famine of 1959-1960’, 428] 

Unfortunately, Mao’s other weaknesses only exacerbated problems. His hypersensitivity towards criticism has already been indicated to as the primary reason behind several great disasters, but coupled with a stubborn determination to continue seeing the PRC as a utopia in the making, it created a consistency of failure economically and politically from 1956 onward.[footnoteRef:22]  As many a teacher will remind students, criticism is necessary for improvement.  Adamantly insisting you are right or seeing the problem but refusing to acknowledge the solution is detrimental to any desired improvement, especially when it is in behalf of a country’s politics, economics and way of life.  Despite Mao’s statement that he welcomed criticism, evidence from the events of the GLF, Hundred Flowers and Cultural Revolution movements indicate the opposite.[footnoteRef:23]  The Great Leap Forward was initially met with enthusiasm, but the reality was that the collective farms did not produce the enormous bumper crop Mao had predicted with the move to the collective system.  Not wishing to injure Mao’s ego, or perhaps not wanting to be labelled a rightist for speaking out against him, the officials lied, taking more and more grain from the peasants to meet Mao’s quota’s and protect themselves from reprisal.  This was a major cause of the famines which began to characterise the GLF.[footnoteRef:24]  Mao condemned this behaviour, but did little to stop it, and did not admit, despite advice, that the real problem lay in his policies, and that the only way to end the famine quickly, was to end the GLF.[footnoteRef:25]  He had preached the ‘people’s paradise’ and a people’s paradise he would have, regardless of the cost and made only in his image.  Though there were stories of people doing nothing but singing jubilantly and working, Ian Morris observes that “when not singing, the people were starving”.[footnoteRef:26] When other party members went behind his back to implement changes to policy and re-introduce some more private farming, which began to improve the economy and ease the famines between 1958 and 1962, he tried to sustain his vision with the Cultural Revolution, re-radicalising the GLF.  Indeed, the Cultural Revolution could be seen as a vie for the attention of and relevance within the CPC, as well as a country wide protest to the CPC ignoring his already failing plans for the GLF.[footnoteRef:27] That the party had instead opted for something which would yield results was unthinkable.  What was best for the country appeared to come second to preserving his ideals and endorsing evidence that Mao’s way was best.  [22:  Ibid. 424-426]  [23:  Pye, ‘Mao Tse-Tung’s Leadership Style’, 234]  [24:  Li and Yang, ‘The Great Leap Forward: Anatomy Of A Central Planning Disaster’, 842-845]  [25:  Bernstein, ‘Mao Zedong and the Famine of 1959-1960’, 421, 429]  [26:  Morris, Why the West Rules-For Now, 545]  [27:  Ibid. 545-546] 

Even before the GLF, his over-reaction to even slight criticism or suggestions contrary to what he believed to be correct is well documented.  Prior to the CPC winning the civil war, Mao had already begun to cut himself off from foreign input, diverging more than once from Marxism and Leninism, founding his own school of thought, Maoism.[footnoteRef:28]  This trend continued and expanded to include taking less and less critique and near the end of his life, also spurned friendly advice from within the country, party or from those close to him.  One incident involves his threatening party members that if they did not agree with him, he would use the army to silence them.[footnoteRef:29]  The Anti-Rightist movement, was also Mao lashing out against his critics, trying to control discussion of party policy and new literature.[footnoteRef:30]  He wanted any debate or new writing to confirm that his ideals were flawless.   A final but telling example of how his zero-tolerance for criticism damaged his credibility as a political leader comes from the cult of Mao.  He was successful in convincing many of the public that criticism was unnecessary, and only from enemies of the country, because he was infallible.  This may or may not have been his intent in starting the personality cult, as he admitted it had gone too far, but did nothing to prevent this prevailing belief.[footnoteRef:31]  However, when Lin Biao’s plot to seize control was discovered, it cemented a serious flaw in the narrative, as Mao had praised him multiple times.  This did more to damage him as a political leader than if he had been open to criticism and allowed himself to be seen as a human who was occasionally or even often wrong but took advice to correct his mistakes.[footnoteRef:32]  [28:  Holland, ‘Narrative Fidelity to the Little Red Book’ 390]  [29:  Pye, ‘Mao Tse-Tung’s Leadership Style’, 230]  [30:  Lekner, ‘A Chill in Spring’, 39-41]  [31:  Pye, ‘Mao Tse-Tung’s Leadership Style’, 222]  [32:  < https://archive.org/details/china..a.century.of.revolution > [accessed 04/10/22]] 

Mao had other minor strengths and weaknesses, but those highlighted had arguably the largest impact on the history, economy and the people in China.  His withdrawal from the daily running of the country from time to time for example, may be a weakness, but had only minor effects on the PRC, when compared with the impacts his weaknesses had when involved in campaigns.[footnoteRef:33] When he did step back into the role of everyday leader, Mao was charismatic, influential and at times was sensitive to the needs of the people.  His strengths galvanised the people of China behind various causes throughout his lifetime.  His weaknesses cost the PRC many of its citizen’s lives, the political stability of several decades and an economy which could have thrived.  A lack of control, appearance of paranoia and wilful ignorance of the obvious seems to characterise Mao’s time as President of the PRC, contrastingly, alongside an almost fanatical allegiance to him from many.  Mao’s priorities as political leader appear to be what would help Mao stay in power, rather than what would benefit his country and citizens.[footnoteRef:34]  It could be argued that he had become one of the exploitative bourgeoise his ideals and party despised.   Despite the official rhetoric of the current CPC, evidence would suggest that Mao was right thirty percent of the tome and wrong seventy percent wrong. [33:  Pye, ‘Mao Tse-Tung’s Leadership Style’, 230]  [34:  Kent G Deng, China’s Political Economy In Modern Times: Changes And Economic Consequences 1800-2000 (Oxon: Routledge, 2012), 126] 
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