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Preface

This text was originally drafted as a talk to students. It does not seek to
compete with the many excellent books now available on Mao’s life and
the Chinese revolution as a whole. It simply sets out to locate the main
features of Mao’s development of the doctrines of Marx and Lenin, as
these took shape in the practical context of China’s class struggles and her
struggle for national liberation. A small part was published in October
1976, in China Now.
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Foreword

The tributes that Mao Tse-tung’s death brought from government and
opinion leaders across the world were unparalleled. Even bitter enemies
of communism have had to pay their respects, and acknowledge the
giant’s step from misery towards happiness that the Chinese people made
under his leadership. Mao Tse-tung, they admit, was a great statesman, a
great leader of China, and a great champion of his people’s welfare. But
in tributes of this kind, and they are the great majority, the one vital
thread in Mao’s life that holds all others together tends generally to get
left out, or at least its importance is ignored. For Mao Tse-tung was above
all else a Marxist, a follower of Marx and Lenin, and in everything that he
did for China he sought to apply and develop the ideas of Marxism-
Leninism, in the specific conditions of the Chinese revolution.

It is precisely in this way that Mao’s significance transcends that of
China alone, and makes him the world figure that he undoubtedly is.
Mao inherited from Marx and Lenin a doctrine that had grown up in
Europe, and when in China ‘the salvoes of the October [Russian]
revolution brought us Marxism-Leninism’, as Mao later wrote, Marxism
had still not fully outgrown its initial Eurocentrism. Not only has Mao
applied and developed Marx’s teachings to a new stage (matched only by
the achievements of Lenin on which Mao himself built) but, in the
process, Marxism — the unsurpassed theory of human liberation — has
ceased to be merely European in its significance. It has become at last a
genuinely global doctrine.

The object of this essay is to summarise the achievements of Mao as a
Marxist, to follow his theoretical advances that run parallel with the
development of the Chinese revolution itself, from the 1920s through to
the very end of Mao’s life. Constantly Mao learned from the experience
of popular struggles, and fed back the lessons to guide the progress of
these struggles in a practical way. Mao’s achievements as a Marxist can be
broadly divided into two parts corresponding essentially to the two great
stages through which the Chinese revolution has developed — the
democratic revolution and the socialist revolution.
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1: The democratic revolution

In one fundamental respect, the world we live in today is not the world
that Marx and Engels depicted in the Communist Manifesto of 1848: the
missing term is imperialism. Marx certainly saw that the development of
capitalism had made ‘nations of peasants dependent on nations of
bourgeois, the East on the West’. But he still believed that for all the
oppression and exploitation this involved, the first capitalist countries of
Western Europe and North America would draw the rest of the world in
their wake, as capitalism spread homogeneously outwards from its
original heartlands. ‘[The bourgeoisie] compels ail nations, on pain of
extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of production . . . to become
bourgeois themselves. In short, it creates a world after its own image’.

As the nineteenth century came to a close, it was becoming increasingly
evident that this was not so. The gap between rich and poor nations was
becoming not narrower but wider. In their last years Marx and Engels
began to revise their conception of world development, but it was left to
Lenin, in 1916, to analyse the basic features of imperialism as an
established new stage of capitalism, the highest stage of capitalist
development.

Fundamental to Lenin’s politics, and after him the politics of Mao, is
the fact that in the twentieth century, when Marxists had to face the
problem of making the proletarian revolution, actively leading the
exploited masses to build a communist society, capitalism had already
been transformed into a world system in which the vast majority of the
earth’s population were exploited and oppressed by a handful of
metropolitan powers — a situation which has not been basically overcome
even today.

In October 1917, with reference to the revision of the Bolshevik party
programme, Lenin wrote:

It would perhaps be expedient to emphasise more strongly and to express more
vividly in our programme the prominence of the handful of the richest imperialist
countries which prosper parasitically by robbing colonies and weaker nations.
This is an extremely important feature of imperialism. To a certain extent it
facilitates the rise of powerful revolutionary movements in countries subjected to
imperialist plunder and in danger of being crushed and partitioned by the
imperialist giants (such as Russia); and on the other hand it tends, to a certain
extent, to prevent the rise of profound revolutionary movements in the countries
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that plunder by imperialist methods many colonies and foreign lands, and thus
make a comparatively large portion of their population participants in the
division of the imperialist loot."

In other words, the world revolutionary front had been extended by the
development of imperialism; the relative strength of the proletariat might
have been weakened somewhat in the metropolitan countries, as a
result of the participation of the working class in imperialist plunder. On
the other hand, in those countries oppressed by imperialism, the
proletariat found a potentially valuable ally in the national liberation
movements. The fundamental slogan of the Communist movement was
thus extended by Lenin from ‘Workers of all countries, unite!” to
‘Workers of all countries, and all oppressed peoples, unite!’

Stages of revolution

Marxists in backward countries such as China, just as Marxists in the most
advanced capitalist countries, set their sights on the eventual achieve-
ment of communism. But in the colonial and semi-colonial countries
oppressed by imperialism, the working class, even together with such
allies as the poor and lower-middle peasants, is not yet strong enough to
win in a struggle against a united front of its enemies: the imperialists and
their ‘comprador’ agents, the feudal landlords, the locally based or
‘national’ bourgeoisie, and the rich peasants. The question therefore
arises of the ‘stages’ of the revolutionary process. Is there a stage prior to
the socialist revolution, which Marxists should strive for first of all? And if
so, what does it consist of?

The problem of stages is not just peculiar to the colonial countries.
Lenin had already confronted and solved a problem of stages in
imperialist but backward Russia, and this is a necessary basis for
understanding the strategy that Mao was to develop in China, and his
contribution to Marxism-Leninism in general.

In Russia of the 1900s, when the great majority of the people were still
peasants, the industrial proletariat had already developed a strong class
movement, led by the Bolshevik party; all classes except a tiny minority
were oppressed by the remains of feudalism and tsarist autocracy. Their
first task was to make a bourgeois-democratic revolution against the
feudal landlords and their absolute monarchy, yet the Russian bour-
geoisie, scared of the developing workers’ movement, was not prepared
to engage in a decisive revolutionary struggle with tsarism. Therefore, as
Lenin put it, ‘In the view of the Bolsheviks the proletariat has laid upon it
the task of pursuing the bourgeois-democratic revolution to its consum-
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mation and of being its leader’. However, he went on, ‘This is only
possible if the proletariat is able to carry with it the masses of the
democratic petty bourgeoisie, especially of the peasantry, in the struggle
against the autocracy and the treacherous liberal bourgeoisie’.?

Lenin thus put forward the perspective of a revolution to be carried out
in two stages. In the first, bourgeois-democratic stage, the proletariat had
tomaintain an alliance with the whole of the peasantry— poor, middle and
rich - against feudalism and absolutism; in the second, socialist stage, the
proletariat, together with the poorer strata of the peasantry, could go on
to attack capitalism itself. For Lenin:

Strictly differentiating between stages that are essentially different, soberly
examining the conditions under which they manifest themselves, does not at all
mean indefinitely postponing one’s ultimate aim or slowing down one’s progress
in advance. On the contrary, it is for the purpose of accelerating the advance and
achieving the ultimate aim as quickly and securely as possible that it is necessary
to understand the relation of classes in modern society.>

On the other hand, as Lenin was to write after 1917:

To attempt to raise an artificial Chinese wall between the first and the second
[stage], to separate them by anything else than the degree of preparedness of the
proletariat, and the degree of its unity with the poor peasants, means to distort
Marxism dreadfully, to vulgarise it, to replace it with liberalism.*

In his conception of the stages of the Russian revolution, Lenin was
opposed both to the Mensheviks, who refused to entertain the idea of
proletarian leadership in the bourgeois-democratic revolution, and to
Trotsky who, under the slogan of ‘permanent revolution’, failed to
dist'inguish the two stages and to realise the proletariat’s need for the
entire peasantry as an ally during the bourgeois-democratic stage. As
Lenin wrote in 1915: ‘From the Bolsheviks, Trotsky’s original theory has
borrowed their call for a decisive proletarian revolutionary struggle,
while from the Mensheviks it has borrowed ‘repudiation’ of the role of the
peasantry’.’

To turn to the specific problems of the revolution in colonial and semi-
colonial countries, it was generally held in the Comintern as early as the
1920s that the two immediate targets of a people’s revolution in a country
such as China were foreign imperialism on the one hand and domestic
feudalism on the other. The first stage of the colonial revolution was thus
a bourgeois-democratic one of a specific type.



Foreign influence

In ‘The Chinese Revolution and the Chinese Communist Party’, written
in December 1939, Mao analysed the impact of foreign capitalist
penetration on traditional Chinese feudal society. On the one hand,
foreign capitalism had

undermined the foundations of [China’s] self-sufficient natural economy and
wrecked the handicraft industries both in the cities and in the peasants’ homes, it
hastened the growth of a commodity economy in town and country and gave rise
to certain objective conditions and possibilities for the development of capitalist
production in China [since] the destruction of the natural economy created a
commodity market for capitalism, while the bankruptcy of large numbers of
peasants and handicraftsmen provided it with a labour market.®

On the other hand, however, through the comprador class of merchant
capitalists by which it penetrated the Chinese countryside, imperialism
had ‘colluded with the Chinese feudal forces to arrest the development of
capitalism’, i.e. of nationally based capitalist production.

Here Mao was developing and applying to China what was already the
accepted position of the Comintern, which had resolved in its 1928
Programme:

Everywhere imperialism attempts to preserve and to perpetuate all those pre-.

capitalist forces of exploitation (especially in the villages) which serve as the basis
for the existence of its reactionary allies.

Stalin had written even earlier:

Imperialism, with all its financial and military might, is the force in China which
supports, inspires, fosters and preserves the feudal survivals, together with their
entire bureaucratic military superstructure.’

Mao drew the conclusion from this analysis that ‘the two fundamental
tasks, the national revolution and the democratic revolution, are at once
distinct and united’.

Unless imperialist rule is overthrown, the role of the feudal landlord class cannot
be terminated because imperialism is its main support. Conversely, unless help is
given to the peasants in their struggle to overthrow the feudal landlord class, it
will be impossible to build powerful revolutionary contingents to overthrow
imperialist rule.®

In the anti-imperialist revolution, the forces that could be mobilised were

.4

basically three in number: the industrial proletariat, the peasantry
together with the urban petty bourgeoisie, and the national bourgeoisie.
From the standpoint of the proletariat, both peasantry and national
bourgeoisie were potential allies. The importance of the peasantry as a
revolutionary force had always been recognised by Lenin and his
successors. As for the national bourgeoisie, Lenin wrote in 1920 that the
Communist party ‘must enter into temporary alliance with the bourgeois
democrats in the colonies and backward countries . . . but should in all
circumstances uphold the independence of the proletarian movement
even if it is in its most embryonic form’.®

There were, in other words, alliances and alliances. Once the
proletariat had come to be organised into an independent Communist
party, it was not to be expected that it would passively tag along behind
the national bourgeoisie that exploited it. This was certainly not Lenin’s
idea, and in the text just quoted he in fact looked forward to the anti-
imperialist revolution avoiding a capitalist path of development. But how
could the proletariat, a small minority in all the colonial countries, take
over the leadership of the revolution and carry it forward from the
bourgeois-democratic to the socialist stage? This critical problem could
not be solved in advance, even by Lenin; it was only Mao Tse-tung who
managed to solve it, in the concrete practice of the Chinese revolution,
and in a manner that has general significance for all countries oppressed
by imperialism.

The problems involved in an anti-imperialist United Front were
demonstrated extremely sharply in China during the 1920s. The
Communist Party of China (CPC) was formed in the midst of a great
upsurge of the anti-imperialist movement, initially led by the national
bourgeoisie through the Kuomintang (KMT). In its struggle to defeat the
warlord armies, expel the imperialists and unite China, the KMT needed
the support of the broad masses, and it also found Soviet Russia a
valuable ally. In this situation, the Comintern sponsored a United Front
of an original character between the KMT and CPC, in which CP
members joined the KMT as individuals and worked within it, while still
preserving their own organisation outside.

This arrangement assisted the CPC to grow rapidly, and to build up a
trained military cadre which turned out to be very important. But in 1926-
27, when the revolutionary mass movement of workers and peasants
reached a level which the bourgeoisie could no longer tolerate, the KMT
turned against the CPC and decimated its working-class cadre. The first

United Front failed: it was destroyed by the reactionary faction of the
KMT.
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