Mao Zedong was considered a complex and controversial political figure both during his lifetime and long after his death. As its undoubted that the revolution he headed along with the actions he took after he and the CCP (Chinese Communist Party) took helped to created modern day China and have left a huge impact on that nation as a whole. The revolution he headed was also felt around the world and helped to open up Communism and socialism to many countries that may not have been unable to consider it for themselves. Yet during his lifetime many of the decisions he made while Chairman of the CCP lead to the untold suffering and death of millions of his own people and often seemed to have been done with the sole intention of keeping himself in power. 
Arguably one of Mao’s greatest strengths as a leader was his strong vision for a Communist China and his equally ambitious vision for how his nation would get there. As due to Chinas unique circumstances at the time of the revolution began traditional Marxist theory of how to transform a country from a capitalist to a communist nation wouldn’t have worked in China. As traditionally the revolution of the proletariat is supposed to begin in a country that has already gone through the process of industrialization, meaning that there are large urban working-class populations. These workers are thought to be employed in the in factories, dock yards and other more labor intensive industries. In theory it means its easier for those workers to organize with one another and then size the means of production as a united front[footnoteRef:1]. Unfortunately this approach did not work for China as the country was still functioning as a feudalistic society with the majority of it’s population being rural farmers who worked on land owned by local landlords. The country had only begun to rapidly industrialize in the last century with the majority of these newly industrialized centers being the cities that grown up along the coast, which were far removed from the larger rural population centers. While the cities did have large amounts of Communist support with Communist founded organizations such as the Federation of Labor being estimated to have roughly 2.7million members by 1927[footnoteRef:2]. Yet in that same year there was a bloody purge of both large communist organizations and labor unions from the cities orchestrated by the Kuomintang, the liberal party. This forced the CCP and there supporters into the countryside[footnoteRef:3] and denied them the springboard the cities offered, it also demanded a complete rethinking of older Marxist ideals. As they were originally built for a post industrialized Europe not the current situation facing the CCP. Interestingly Mao was able to answer these difficult question which in the process lead to the formation of Chinese Marxism, considered by Mao and others to be an alternative third branch of Marxist theory specifically designed to work in China. While he took much inspiration from the Marxist- Leninist approach of the Soviet Union he rejected the idea that the proletariat must be the revolutionary vanguard. Instead, he focused on the peasantry and how they could spearhead the revolution. His writings were codified as ‘Mao Zedong Thoughts’ at the seventh CCP conference in 1945 where they became the undisputed foundational principals for the Peoples Republic of China (PRC) when it was established in 1949. It also showed a definitive break with the Soviet mindset and Mao’s willingness to set out on his own path, this would be a theme that would carry through his relationship with the Soviet Union. But in the following decades it became clear that Maoism had become bigger than it’s founding country as it was the first branch of Marxism that didn’t have its roots in the western experience and it could also be adapted to rural and feudalistic society’s all over the globe[footnoteRef:4]. Particularly Mao’s notion of encircling the cities from the countryside using guerrilla warfare tactics and its idea of a cultural revolution, it gave other rural based populations a framework for a successful revolution that hadn’t been open to them before. Though it should be noted that while Mao’s impact on political and academic life in China could not be overstated China never achieved communism through Maoism or arguably socialism. Instead in his lifetime Mao became a both the head and face of a totalitarian regime that killed millions of his own people. Arguably Maoism’s greatest failure was the Great Leap Forward in the 1950’s that led to starvation and famine and then the Cultural Revolution in the 1960’s. Toted to the public by Mao and the CCP as the cultural cleansing of any remaining Capitalist elements from China, it was used as a way for Mao to rid himself of his political enemies and reestablish himself and Maoism as the dominate force in Chines political life. The cultural revolution began in May 1966 and lasted until Mao’s death in 1976. By claiming that there still remained a large capitalist group in the Communist Party it allowed Mao to name his enemies traitors to the revolution and hundreds of high up members of the CCP were purged either through exile or murder[footnoteRef:5]. While millions of ordinary people were killed through the mass hysteria the movement was able to whip up. Particularly amongst the youth in the university’s who organized themselves into the Red guards. Groups of collage students who formed themselves into government approved milters and attacked anyone they deemed to be enemies of the revolution, often killing there victim[footnoteRef:6]. It was also lauded as the cultural cleansing of China and also lead to the destruction of many historic and religiously significant artifacts that could never be recovered. [1:  Marx Karl, 1818 1883 The Communist Manifesto, London, Chicago, Ill, Pluto Press, 1996  ]  [2:  Ching-yao Yin, The bitter struggle between the KMT and the CCP, Asian survey, Vol 21, no.6, 1981, pp. 622-31, JSTOR
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This was a tragic development to Mao’s leadership as in the early years of the PRC Mao actively promoted free speech and criticism of the party. Though it should be noted that this was done for only a short period between 1956 and 1957 in what became known as the hundred flower movement[footnoteRef:7]. The movement was a CCP sanctioned mass criticisms of the government where citizens and intellectuals from across China were encouraged to openly criticize the government and the party provided that any comment they did give was in the vein of constructive criticism. It was a period of relaxed ideological and cultural control and Mao believed that by encouraging this he could promote a new diverse intellectual spear in the PRC, while also displaying the positive aspects of socialism to the outside world[footnoteRef:8]. While originally criticism wasn’t aimed at the party with the encouragement of Mao and other members of the CCP soon the campaign became a success and so popular that it was soon seen as out of control. With much of the criticism being leveled at the first five-year plan while others began suggestion different paths the government could take to running the country that often clashed with Mao’s vision of socialism in China. Many of the letter violating what Mao considered ‘healthy criticism’ of the party as many of the letters attacked the governments policies and politics with some even suggesting that the party should take steps away from socialism. The worry within the CCP soon became that the campaign would undermine the legitimacy of the party which was only reinforced with what they witness occurring in the Soviet Union as with the death of Stalin and change of leadership their strongest ally began to step away from what had been there shared Marxist-Leninist ideology. This reaction to criticism again displays one of the dualities of Mao’s leadership as while he was invested in promoting socialist ideals not only to China but to the wider world while encouraging socialist values, anything he saw as undermining his own power or the power of the CCP was to be met with mistrust and backlash. Which is unfortunately also what happened at the end of the hundred flower movement. As only a year after its inception in 1957 Mao began to use the campaign to identify his political enemies and have them eliminated. This was done in the Anti-Rightist campaign which followed immediately after the Hundred Flowers Campaign and lasted from 1957 to 1959. The Anti-Rightist campaign was created so that Mao and the CCP could attempted to reestablish there authority amongst there critics and the public at large. This was done with a sever crackdown upon there louder critics with most of those that were purged being the intellectuals with even members of government being unable to escape the purge such as those who had criticized the great leap forward. The punishments given to those condemned varied but many were informally criticized, sentenced to hard labor as political prisoners and in some cases, there were executions[footnoteRef:9]. [7: 7 Lekner D, Echo locating the Social: Silence, Voice and Affect in Chinas Hundred Flower Movement and Anti-Rightist Campaigns 1956-1958, The Journal of Asian studies]  [8:  Lekner D, A Chill Spring: Literary Exchange and political struggle in the Hundred Flowers and Anti-Rightist Campaigns of 1956-1958, Modern China, 45, pp 37-63]  [9:  Vidal Christine, The 1957-1958 Anti-Rightist Campaign in China: History and Memory (1978-2014), 2016, halshs-01306892] 

Interestingly it could be argued that another of Mao’s strengths was the bonds he helped to create with the USSR that arguably still have a lasting impact on the relationship between modern day Russia and China today, who still look to one another for support and as natural allies to this day[footnoteRef:10]. Mao is noted to have handled the difficult diplomatic relations leading up to the treaty well, particularly when forced to negotiate with a leader such as Joseph Stalin. As by the time the CCP came to power in 1949 Vladimir Lenin had passed away and Stalin had been in power in the Soviet Union for a number of decades. Despite the difficulties that marred much of the early stages of the negotiation such as Stalin wishing to keep the existing 1945 treaty the USSR had with the KMT and Stalin refusing to see Mao for several days after they came to an impasse in negotiations, Mao still managed to successfully procure a mutually beneficial treaty with the Soviets mere months after taking power himself and establishing the CCP in China. The Sino-Soviet treaty of Friendship, Alliance and Mutual Assistance was the formal agreement between the USSR and PRC (Peoples Republic of China) and was sighed in the Kremlin on February 14th 1950. The treaty was agreed by both parties to be in place for thirty years and consisted of terms to assure the prevention of aggression, clause of assistance and economic and cultural cooperation amongst many other terms[footnoteRef:11]. The treaty was considered a success for both nations but particularly for the PRC as it meant that they not only gain an ally against the West but an important economic partner. As China at this time was still reeling from the effects of the civil war and needed help to rebuild there economy as well as industrializes and modernize China. And this aid was given by the Soviet Union who helped fund and lay the ground work for Chinas planned economy and the creation of its state-owned enterprises. As the majority of existing industrial centers were still seated along the coast with little if any industrialization in the hinterlands and more rural communities. The Soviet investment and injections of cash allowed factories and new places of employment to spring up in the more rural areas of the country. However, the benefits of Soviet investment also came along with the negatives of the rigid Soviet model. Yet it should be noted that overall, the treaty was a success and established a large communist bloc to stand together against the capitalist west. Yet the eventual collapse of the treaty and unity between the two nations can also be seen as a failure on the part of Mao and the CCP for allowing the treaty to fall apart. Though the blame cannot be laid squarely at the feet of Mao and the CCP they did not help to smooth over rising disputes with there ally as both sides struggled to find common ideological ground in the following years. After Stalin’s death in 1953 Mao came to see China as a continuation of the Marxist-Leninist ideological tradition began by the Soviet leader, particularly when Khrushchev (the new leader of the Soviet Union) began to reveal his policy of de-Stalinization. De-Stalinization was a conscious effort inside of the USSR to begin distancing themselves from both Stalin’s legacy and cult of personality[footnoteRef:12]. This is considered the origin and then greatest factor of the Sino-Soviet split as Mao was unwilling to compromise ideologically and even criticized Khrushchev’s economic and foreign policy for its deviations from the more traditional school’s of Marxist-Leninist thought. Though it should be noted that there was a more personal reason for Mao’s vehement denouncement of de-Stalinization as he had promoted many policies that were similar to Stalin’s to build up his creditability within the CCP, and with Khrushchev’s denouncement it threatened to undermine him and a large part of his regime by tainting him with the same brush as Stalin. This division of ideologies became even more apparent when Khrushchev began openly criticizing the Peoples Republic of Albania as a backwards country for retaining Stalinism at both its government level and for using it as it’s model for socialism[footnoteRef:13]. This could arguably be inferred to also apply to how he saw China at that point and Mao’s own continued commitment to Stalinism. Both leaders also clashed over the Cuban missile crisis in 1962 which would be the disagreement to initiate the official split between the PRC and the USSR. As Mao wished for Russia to retaliate against the US over the Cuban missile crisis and because of Khrushchev’s inaction he came to believe that Russia had turned there back on socialism and returned to capitalism[footnoteRef:14]. Seeing the peaceful coexistence between the US and the USSR as a betrayal of socialist values and of the remaining socialist world. And this stubbornness in the face of the changing diplomatic world can be seen as a weakness as Mao was unable to come to terms with the new leadership of the USSR, even after Khrushchev left office, he continued to see the USSR’s policy of peaceful coexistence with the US as a negative stamp on the nation.   [10: 10 Gilbert Rozman, The Sino Soviet Strategic Partnership: How close? Where to? The future of China-Russia relations, edited by Bellacqus, University Press of Kentucky, 2010, pp 13-32]  [11:  Henzing Dieter, The Soviet Union and Communist China 1945-1950: The arduous road to alliance, 1st Ed, Armonk, NYME, Sharpe, 2004 ]  [12:  Zargoria Donalds S, The debate over de-Stalinization and inter-bloc relations, Sino-Soviet conflict 1956-1961, Princeton University, 1962, pp 39-56]  [13:  Zargoria Donalds S, Khrushchev’s Attack on Albania at the 22nd party confernce, Sino-Soviet conflict 1956-1961, Princeton University, 1962, pp 370-83]  [14:  Turner Sean M, A Rather Climactic Period, The Sino-Soviet dispute and perceptions of the China Threat in the Kennedy Administration, Diplomacy and statecraft, 22, 261-280  ] 

In conclusion as a political leader Mao who had the ability to act with political intelligence, such as discerning the need for an ideological change to socialism and was able to do so and make it applicable to the situation China was in, and recognize that he should encourage free speech in his new state. He was also able to negotiate a beneficial deal for his country with the Soviet Union and doing so directly with Joseph Stalin. And yet Mao was also a man who oversaw the death of millions of his own people and seemed willing to when changing policy would either affect his own power or step away from what he saw as the correct path for socialism. He also struggled to deal with the evolving situation within the USSR and keep his treaty with the country alive. Showing that Mao’s strengths and weaknesses as a political leader were often tied to whether he saw his own power and vision in jeopardy.
