	
	
	



	
	
	



“Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun” Mao (1927, quoted in Cheek, 2002, p.27). These were the chilling words spoken by Mao Zedong often hailed as one of China’s greatest revolutionary political leaders, and whose body is publicly displayed in Tiananmen Square, China.  These words lead one to question his political leadership.  Who was Mao Zedong and what was his political leadership really like? As China emerges as a new economic world power, debates rage about China’s revolutionary past and the political leaders who played central roles in this radical change (Karl, 2010). It is debatable as to whether individual leaders matter in Chinese politics because leadership is subjective (Blanchard, 2015). Mao’s prowess as a political leader is often encapsulated in generalizations such as “he was a great man” (Zhang, 2018, p.1) or “he was one of the few great political men of our century.” (Pye, 1976, p.3).  This essay aims to show how the numerous popular beliefs of Mao Zedong as one of China’s greatest leaders may be misleading by evaluating his strengths and weaknesses critically. My interpretations of his political leadership, using a range of scholarly sources, aim to reexamine these assumptions and to present a more accurate picture of his political leadership. The thesis of my argument posits that while on the one hand there are many commendable aspects of Mao political leadership such as great military strategizing, development of industrialization and his removal of foreign interference, there were also many weaknesses such as his dictatorial attitude, misguided initiatives and his distrustfulness of party members.

One of Mao’s greatest strengths was his success as a military leader/strategist.  Mao had a personal character trait of combativeness propelling him to embrace the martial spirit, which became a cornerstone of his ideals termed: ‘Maoism’ (Britannica, 2022). In 1921, following what was called the May 4th Movement, Mao formed the Chines Communist Party (CCP) in response to the discontent the Chinese were experiencing under nationalist party that was in power then. However, in 1927 the ‘Shanghai Massacre’ occurred where millions were brutally executed by Chang Kai-shek, Leader of the Nationalist party, forcing the communist followers to relocate from urban areas to rural areas. This sparked the start of a Civil War (1912-1947). Mao countered this attack by creating ‘The Red Army’ and embarked on what was called: ‘The Long March Forward’ (1934-1935). He strategically began trying to regain control of China during this period. He employed military tactics such as ‘Guerilla warfare’ targeting rural areas and gradually moving inward towards urban areas. This effectively created a ‘noose’ that was being drawn tighter as his attacks moved inward. During this movement Mao effectively mobilized the involvement of the peasants as an oppressed and underrepresented majority of society. He saw the potential dormant power of this group of people to provide the force necessary to carry out a violent revolution. Essentially, Mao psychologically conditioned the peasantry into a proletarian consciousness so that by the 1940s they had been effectively revolutionized and ‘proletarianized’ (Reynolds, 2022). Mao also established his own independent government: the Jiangxi Soviets in the Southeast of China, who became essential in helping him to outmanoeuvre the nationalist army and conquer China in 1949 (Britannica, 2018).  He then formed the People's Republic of China (PRC) claiming that “China has stood up” Mao (1949, quoted in Zhang, 2018). Thus, these actions show his strength as a military leader.

Secondly, Mao was seen as a revolutionary leader because he sought to bring about change in China’s economy through industrialization. While Mao was opportunistic, he was wary of ideological niceties (Britannica, 2018).  He set in place two five-year plans aimed at making China industrially advanced, the second of which was termed ‘The Great Leap Forward (1958-1962). It was Mao's attempt to shift the agrarian economy of China to a more industrially prosperous position by improving industrialization and agriculture (Karl, 2010). The first five-year plan was successful as it resulted in an initial boost to industrialization. Mao realized that China was a hugely peasant-based society which were producing low levels of industrialization. He thought he could capitalize on the mass of the peasantry to act as the workforce needed to push the industrial revolution. He mobilized the population into large scale rural communes focused on the production of small-scale, localized industries such as backyard furnaces. Many argue that this was a positive move because he was investing in the poorest areas of China through rural education, reforms to land and improved healthcare which allowed many peasants to access a decent standard of living for the first time in Chinese history (Fanxi, 2020). Furthermore, the industrialization process empowered women because it created gender equality through job opportunities and wages (Zhang, 2018). This was lauded as one of Mao’s greatest contributions to China with Mao famously stating “women can hold up half the sky” Mao (1958, quoted in Zhang, 2018, p.7). 

Another political strength was that Mao helped removed foreign influence from China to make the country less dependent. “Mao protected China against foreign pressures particularly from Russian and West” and liberated China from imperialism and bureaucrat capitalism (Zhang, 2018, p.18).  Mao’s first political attitudes were shaped during the 20th century, a period when China was experiencing profound crisis. “His experiences during these times show through in his iron grasp of power during his time at the helm of the CCP” (Karl, 2010). China was then a fractured and weak economy, and the major national issues were the reunification of China and the expulsion of foreign invaders.  He held nationalist beliefs and was strongly opposed to Western and imperialist influence and felt that it was best to remove the influence of the Soviet nation from China (Britannica, 2018). According to one historian: “Mao accomplished what was the most rapid, extensive and lest damaging socialist revolution carried out in any communist state between 1949 and 1956.” MacFarquhar (1952, quoted in Zhang, 2018, p.12). To counter this argument, critics argue that he essentially isolated China from the rest of the world which was crippling to China’s economy because this meant China was unable to capitalize on trade with other nations (Blanchard, 2015).

  	While it could be argued that Mao’s strengths as a political leader were quite impressive, in my view they were not unchallenged. One of Mao’s greatest weaknesses as a political leader was that many of his initiatives were poorly thought out. "His initiatives repeatedly ran into trouble, although he always insisted that things had unfolded according to his plans," (Walder, 2015, p.16). Mao would forge ahead with policies that he implemented despite realizing the actual results were lacking (Cheek, 2010).  When faced with uncertainty of risks, Mao would adopt a posture of judicious reasonableness to justify high risk decisions and made ‘zigzag’ decisions (Pye, 1976). In order to understand where Mao’s weakness emanated from it is important to investigate the systematic nature/sources of the Maoist catastrophe. A fundamental question that needs to be asked is whether he tries to be consistent in his statement and policies (Pye, 1976). China's post-Mao rulers construe the issue by juxtaposing a supposed moment when a good Mao became a bad Mao, (Friedman, 1987). They argued that "the doctrines and political organization that produced Mao's greatest achievements – victory in the civil war, the creation of China's first unified modern state, a historic transformation of urban and rural life – also generated his worst failures: the industrial depression and rural famine of the Great Leap Forward and the violent destruction and stagnation of the Cultural Revolution," (Walder, 2015, p.10). 

The first example of Mao’s initiative which in my opinion was a rushed decision was the so called ‘Great Leap Forward’ ironically termed ‘The Little Leap forward’ (Buck, 2015). This was his second five-year plan, a refinement of his initial Five-year plan which had been marginally successful. Comparatively his success mirrored Stalin’s economic progress so that Mao felt he could pattern the Soviet industrialization under his own regime. However, he failed to assess the risks adequately.  Mao attempted to accelerate industrialization through projects that required large scale infrastructure combined with intensive manual labor to increase agricultural surplus, while at the same time increasing steel production. Rural and urban population consumption was restricted so that investment could be heavily focused on industry instead (Walder, 2015). The shift of production from agriculture to steel created an agricultural deficit which resulted in what was called ‘The Great Famine’ (1959-1961). While this focus on industrialization held good potential it led to a lot of waste, social disintegration, land degradation and inefficient management as the expertise of the elites was overlooked. These complications coupled with consecutive natural disasters resulted in the prolonged and devastating famine.  The famine was so disastrous that it killed more people than the Stalin famine and even more when compared to post-independence India (Friedman,1987). Approximately 15 to 30 million lives were lost in the process of this venture, 20 million of which were attributed to death by starvation (Dikotter, 2012).  China was plunged into a national crisis and left vulnerable to foreign enemies. Therefore, this initiative was blind because it lacked rationality and efficiency.

Additionally, another example of Mao’s failed initiative that wasn’t well thought out was the Hundred Flowers Campaign. Mao, engaged in a mass campaign with the aim to “Let a hundred flowers bloom” in 1956, which on the surface appeared to promise anti-authoritarian/bureaucratic alternatives and democracy. The campaign resulted in mass criticism which Mao did not take well (Goodman and Goodman, 2012). In my opinion it was not well planned because Mao was unprepared to listen to the needs of his people. Mao made promises of economic levelling, ending foreign exploitation and eradicating the class inequality, the essentials of a purely communist society. However, Mao did not deliver on many of his promises as he ironically let a hundred flowers whiter and die under his stifling iron rule. He was like the Proverbial ‘Titanic’ believing himself to be invincible, never seeing the iceberg until too late. These continual failures led to a division among party leaders. Some felt that the bureaucrats had been overzealous in undertaking the policies while others felt that Mao should have sought more expertise (Dikotter, 2010).

A third view insists that Mao’s political leadership was weak because he lacked trust. “Mao’s tenure as Chairman reflected, one of struggle and strife between members of the CCP.” (Reynolds, 2022). There were many factions in the CCP regarding the who represented the official leadership of the party: Mao Zedong or Li Lisan (Cheek, 2002). Mao was quite restrictive as a leader, and this was due in part to his distrust of lower ranking political officials. Mao distrusted impersonal relationships, evident in his erratic dealings with formal committees (Pye, 1976).  These limitations restricted the officials' ability to influence Mao’s policy and initiatives. There were bureaucratic attitudes among many of Mao’s party leaders, corruption and Confucian ideas all of which contributed to Mao’s failing leadership (Wang, 2012). Mao was overconfident and any suspicion of potential rivals defying his leadership or gaining more support were thwarted using political purges as seen in the Cultural revolution (1966-1968) where he disposed of older elites and replaced them with the younger generation using the ‘Red jackets’ (young rebels) who violently executed his orders. To prevent his opposers forming any coalitions Mao actively stifled any political dissent. 

Critics have argued that another weakness in Mao’s leadership was his leadership style which was dictatorial and autocratic (Douglas, 2017). In fact, one critic stated that Mao had a narcissistic personality which negatively impacted his career as a great leader (Wang, 2012). He was overconfident, refusing to take advice or criticism, and lacked empathy.  Consequently, his leadership was clouded by visions of illusionary prosperity which resulted in him undertaking many failed initiatives. Mao was described as “the biggest feudal despot in Chinese history...parading under a façade of Marxism/Leninism” (Kau, 1975, p.6).  The evidence shows that “the communist fundamentalism that Mao propagated was taking China down a bloody road, a 'disastrous...genocidal' essentially 'a terrorization of practice by theory' Womack (1986, quoted in Friedman, 1987, p.18).  The so-called ‘Cultural Revolution’ was one example of Mao’s dictatorial attitude where he forced the emerging bourgeois to perform agricultural labor as a means of ‘class education’ the real lesson being to teach them that he was in charge. This was because he felt threatened by the emerging class of technocratic and managerial elites.  Now while such classes were viewed as concomitants of industrial growth by other nations like the Soviet Nation, Mao viewed their emergence as a threat to his leadership especially when they tried to speak out against him or criticize his leadership.  His leadership was starting to resemble a rigid and bureaucratic Communist Party under an autocratic leader. While Mao admitted that “nobody can be without shortcomings’ his behavior reflected little change, Mao (1954, quoted in Zhang, 2018, p.5).  Mao also employed various political tools such as: indoctrination, propaganda, censorship, persecution, and dictatorship to establish communist ideals systematically and to maintain control (Mishra, 2010). While many also argue that argue that the Cultural Revolution empowered the peasants by enabling them to be involved in a system of collective management where they could confront the elite class it led to death for others.

In addition to this, another major criticism of Mao’s leadership was that it was very violent. “Every Communist must grasp the truth; Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun." Mao (1927, quoted in Cheek, 2002, p.27). This singular statement by Mao reveals the real violent nature of his mindset. Mao tended to equate revolution with war, and he used centralist strategies which involved undemocratic methods of handling contradictions (Fanxi, 2020).  His personality was complex, and he switched between ‘monkey’ and ‘tiger’ terms he used to describe himself, Mao (1947, quoted in Roux, 2017, p.19). Tigers can be quite vicious, and monkeys are not known to be the smartest animals so this gives a useful insight into Mao’s leadership and personality: ruthlessness.  Mao turned “China's state machine into a meat grinder for mutual slaughter and strife... in an historical sense he is going backward...” (Kau, 1975, p.12). 
In conclusion, while many optimistic intellectuals would argue that the essence of Mao’s leadership was determined by his numerous strengths, these strengths did not go unchallenged. Contrasting viewpoints show that a more accurate description of his leadership was ‘misguided’ (Kau, 1975). Maoist supporters argue that he created a revolutionary paradigm which fundamentally reformed China socially. However, this also resulted in great inhumanity because “Mao had a track record of systematically depriving people of rights and entitlement, destroying precious human capital (intellectuals), dismantling law and order and starving millions of citizens to death.” (Deng, 2011, p.160). A politically valid conclusion would argue that his leadership was more militaristic as opposed to political. “In post-Mao China, the economy was backward but, ironically, ready for reform” (Walder, 2015, p.5). The unsettling conclusion presented in multiple sources reveals that “Mao's leadership was a regime that engaged in 50 years of mass torture, killing, and destruction for no good reason” (Benton and Chun, 2010, p.22)  Therefore, Mao’s leadership despite bringing change was chaotic and overall devastating.
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