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Mao’s Last Battle: the next stage

1. Introduection

This essay sets out to discuss some of the developments in
China since the death of Mao Tse-tung. Two things about
the Chinese revolution are particularly well known : the years
of the revolutionary wars, when leaders and people shared the
same living conditions and went through struggles and hard-
ships unprecedented in history before; and the Cultural Revo-
lution which began in 1966, a movement to prevent the
emergence of a new privileged class and preserve that revolu-
tionary ideal of the earlier years. Among the Chinese revolu-
tion’s millions of heroes and many outstanding leaders, Mao
Tse-tung personified more than anyone that special character
of Chinese communism which has made it quite a fresh and
new experience in world history. Thus it is very important to
decide what “direction” Chinese politics are taking in the
period after Mao.

Perhaps it seemed when he died in September 1976 that the
Chinese revolution would somehow have to move into a lower
gear, but as it happened the Chinese Communist Party almost
immediately got a new chairman, Hua Kuo-feng, and expres-
sed a determination to do even better than before. All eye-
witness accounts agree that this determination met with
tremendous popular support.

At the same time as all this was happening, in October of the
same year, a group of people described as the “gang of four”
were ousted from the top leadership. These four (Wang Hung-
wen, Chang Ch’un-ch’iao and Yao Wen-yuan who became
well-known in Shanghai in the early part of the Cultural Revo-
lution, and also Chiang Ch’ing, Mao’s wife from whom he had
been separated for a number of years) were subjected to a very
strong expression of popular criticism and indignation. Their
removal is usually seen in China as the most important reason
why it is now possible for the revolution to do still better than
before.
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2. China’s Development

N'aturally there have been changes since Mao's death, be-
L Ncause any society, if it is to advance, is bound to encounter
and solve new problems. Karl Marx spoke of the need for
society to get “‘upon the right track for the discovery of the
natural laws of its movement” (Capital, Book I Preface), and
this is what Chinese society is doing. While there has been
change and development over the past year-and-a-half, there
has also been a process of confirming an established political
line, which the Chinese see as a guide in responding correctly
to whatever unexpected situation may arise.

By understanding the direction of society’s development,
the Chinese mean understanding what are the obstacles, or
contradictions, which have to be overcome and resolved. One
of these is the old world order dominated by the rich Powers,
from which China has particularly suffered in the past. An
understanding of this obstacle is something which the Chinese
share with the other peoples of the Third World; so this “anti-
imperialism” has been a long-standing part of China’s revolu-
tion.

In the period since the founding of New China in 1949, the
Chinese have been breaking new ground by contributing to
resolving the division between the rich and the poor parts of
the world on which the system of great-power oppression is
based. If China can really manage to transform a large part of
the world from being under-developed into being developed,
and at the same time do without economic crisis, safeguard the
environment and remove the antagonism between town and
country, this will have world-historical significance. The
Chinese want to demonstrate to the rest of the world the ad-
vantages of their social system, but this can only be done if
China’s politics are applied successfully to her own particular
problems.

This determination had a very broad popular consensus
behind it, but recently, particularly during late 1975 and most
of 1976, there was a counter-trend, identified with the*gang of
four” apparently, of talking about “politics” and “revolution™
in a purely abstract way without paying much attention to
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what should be revolutionised. Now this trend is being set
right, China’s socialist politics are being applied to the task
of resolving the major problems of contemporary society
which capitalism cannot resolve.

3. Against Capitalism

It was the Communists who went beyond the stage reached by

the early Chinese revolutionaries who understood the prob-
lem of great-power domination, and gradually introduced the
notion that China must also make revolution against capi-
talism. Mao Tse-tung saw capitalism as something which was
on the decline, even in a sense obsolete; but he combined this
idea with a very strong feeling of urgency, like Lenin when he
wrote: "Ten or twenty years sooner or later makes no dif-
ference when measured by the scale of world history: from the
standpoint of world history it is a trifle that cannot be calcu-
lated even approximately. But precisely for this reason it is a
howling theoretical blunder to apply the scale of world history
to practical politics” (Left-Wing Communism, an Infantile
Disorder, ch. VII). Thus in terms of practical politics Mao con-
sidered that capitalism on a world scale and in China will
create all sorts of difficulties, just because this is the period of
its decline. Hence the concern with speed in constructing a
new system in China. Hua Kuo-feng, the Chinese Communist
Party’s new head, was confirming this line when he said “The
question of the speed of construction is a political rather than
purely economic question. When viewed in the light of the
international class struggle, the political nature of this ques-
tion stands out still more sharply” (Speech at the national
conference on learning from Tach’ing in industry, May 1977).

The change which must take place in China, according to
Mao, is partly a social change whereby the ordinary working
people come step by step to take the initiative and master both
political science and the natural sciences as a guide to running
society and the economy. This is bound to meet with resistance
from those with a vested interest in preventing change. If the
Chinese see class struggle in international relations as being
expressed in a conflict between the oppressed and oppressor
nations, they also consider that class struggle exists within each
national society, including countries with a socialist system. In
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China, society’s political and cultural life (known as the
“superstructure” in the Marxist terminology) on the whole
serves the working class, but there is an opposing class force
which tends to try and assert its control. This idea was worked
out by Mao about twenty years ago, when he analysed the
forces then still hindering China from making an economic
and political “leap forward” of the kind which eventually took
: place in 1958. The writings in which he set out this point of
t view were published in April 1977, in Volume V of his Selec-
ted Works.

In the early '60s Mao went on to argue that this class struggle
is concentrated in an acute conflict of interest between the
great majority of the Chinese people and a bureaucratic elite, a
handful of individuals occupying leading positions in the
Communist Party and government and taking what he called
the “capitalist road”. T hus the problem of economic develop-
ment must be approached first and foremost from a political
angle. This is the sort of background against which Hua Kuo-
feng said “That part of the relations of production which is
not suited to the productive forces and that part of the super-
structure which is not suited to the economic base both ham-
per the development of the productive forces. That is why we
must take class struggle as the key link....” (Speech at the
national conference on learning from Tach’ing in industry,

May 1977).

4. Working People Solve Political Problems

he situation today is a good deal more complex than any

faced by the Chinese revolution in the past. For this very
reason the leadership tries to spread as widely as possible
throughout society the function and responsibility of decision-
making and policy-making, not only on questions of economic
management but on major questions of political orientation.
This is felt to be one of the fundamental advantages of the
socialist system in solving society’s problems. “The more the
masses are mobilised, the better the situation will be”, as Hua
said during an inspection tour last year. The Cultural Revolu-
tion which began in 1966 gave a big impetus to this process of
involving a large proportion of the Chinese people in running
the country’s affairs.

h
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A senior person in the leadership told some foreign visitors
in the spring of 1977 that of all the achievements of the Cul-
tural Revolution the greatest was the way scientific socialism
was diffused very broadly among the people, for example
through the workers’ and peasants’ study groups. Workers in
these groups, he said, were discussing such problems as: How
has the imperialist bloc headed by the United States come to
break up into the “first” and “second” worlds? (the first
world” consists of the two superpowers, the United States and
Soviet Union, the “second world” of the less powerful capitalist
countries), What is the real character of the “third world”
(bearing in mind that only a few countries in it are socialist)?
How can it happen that a socialist country reverts to being a
capitalist one? About six months after this conversation the
Chinese press published a very comprehensive article discus-
sing some of these questions—evidently the fruit of collecting
and distilling the ideas raised in these widespread popular
discussions

Such events in China are part of a process taking place all
over the world, in which ordinary people are finding them-
selves obliged to raise their ability to analyse very complex situ-
tions where things are often the opposite of what they scem on
the surface. For example in the Horn of Africa the working
people of Ethiopia, Eritrea and Somalia are keen to build a
socialist society, yet in doing so find themselves struggling
against the Soviet Union which claims to be socialist. In China,
emphasis is placed on the need to grasp consciously the method
(known as the dialectical method) of analysing concrete situa-
tions in an all-tound way, so as to take the initiative and not
just react by going from one extreme to the other.

5. Problems of Leadership

M ao Tse-tung’s view was that leaders should not be preoc-
cupied with retaining their own position at the top; they
should stand at the front of the mass movement, they should
promote the movement and not try to restrict it so as to stop it
overtaking them. This is a difficult but important point,
which helps a lot in understanding contemporary Chinese
politics. Mao studied what Lenin had said about a pre-revolu-
tionary situation : “the strength of the present-day movement
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lies in the awakening of the masses (principally the industrial
proletariat), and. .. .its weakness lies in the lack of conscious-
ness and initiative among the revolutionary leaders” (What Is
to Be Done, ch. 2), and applied this perspective to various
stages of China’s socialist construction, for instance in 1955
when he said “the leadership should never lag behind the mass
movement. Yet the present situation is precisely one in which
the mass movement is running ahead of the leadership, who
cannot keep pace with it. This state of affairs must change”
(On the Question of Agricultural Co-operation).

Out of the attempt to correct that situation came the Great
Leap Forward of 1958, an event which had a very big impact
on China in changing the way people thought, in building
confidence that the objective world can really be transformed
in accordance with a conscious plan so long as that plan accu-
rately reflects the real conditions. The Leap Forward, a period
of greatly accelerated development in all fields, was a necessary
step in pushing China’s society forward, and gave everyone a
broader horizon and a longer perspective.

References which have recently been made to the impor-
tance of leadership really reflect a concern with ensuring that
the leadership measures up to the strength of the mass move-
ment. At present, there is a lot of talk about the possibility of a
new ‘“leap forward”. This reflects a feeling that for a while the
leadership had been lagging behind and restricting the mass
movement, and that this problem is now in the process of
being resolved.

Hua Kuo-feng acquired a reputation for being among other
things a technician of leadership, someone who is skilled in
promoting the mass movement, who does not seek to maintain
his own position by restricting popular initative. The Shao-
shan irrigation system, constructed in the early ‘Gos at a time
when Hua was in overall charge in Hunan Province (south
central China) is very interesting in that it is built and
managed almost entirely by the ordinary peasants themselves.
It is actually a case of the ordinary working people deciding
on the shape of the future society and implementing their
decision. At the same time, skilled leadership is needed to re-
lease this degree of popular initiative and co-ordinate it into
an integrated large-scale project.
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One aspect of the leadership problem has been the exist-
ence of conspirators like the “gang of four” who are opposed
to the fundamental aims of the Chinese revolution, while
another aspect is the failure of the central leadership as a
whole to grapple with this danger effectively and prevent
serious harm from being done. Speaking of counter-revolu-
tionaries who manage to get into leading positions, Mao argued
in 1967: “Some of them we have already seen through, others
we have not. Some are still trusted by us and are being trained
as our successors, persons like Khrushchev, for example, who
are still nestling beside us.” (Quoted in the 1967 pamphlet
edition of the Circular of the CC, CPC, May 16 1966). The
extent of the problem is shown by the fact that one-third of
the 21 members of the Political Bureau (top party leadership)
clected at the Ninth National Congress of the Communist
Party in 1969 are now regarded as having been counter-revo-
lutionaries, opposed to the interest of the working class (four
people implicated in the attempted coup by Defence Minister
Lin Piao in 1971 and three members of the “gang of four™).

Hua Kuo-feng himself used the scientific Marxist method to
analyse the situation, and pointed out during the recent 11th
National Congress of the Communist Party, “Whocver antago-
nises the people is bound to be overthroun by the people. . . .
Together with their bourgeois factional setup the hotchpotch
of theory, line, policy, ideology and press propaganda of the
“gang of four” formed a most reactionary and decadent super-
structure. . . . The working people didn’t like it, nor did the
oxen and machines, because the working people who used
them didn’t like it at all” (author’s emphasis).

6. Need for Marxist Theory

he “gang of four” themselves represented the main weak-

ness in China’s leadership. But others were also at fault for
not being well enough prepared theoretically to understand
and resolve the problem. In 1971 the Chinese people received a
considerable shock when Lin Piao, who was known through-
out the Cultural Revolution as Mao's “‘close comrade-in-arms”.
attempted a coup d’etat aimed at assassinating Mao and seizing
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power (he was killed in a plane crash while trying to escape in
the direction of the USSR). Mao Tse-tung described Lin Piao
as a “‘political swindler”, and called on people to study Marxist
theory. This theory is important because it gives a scientific
understanding of the development of human society, and par-
ticularly the question of class struggle.

But Mao’s warning was not heeded. “In the five years from
the time Chairman Mao gave this instruction up to his death
. ...there was no fundamental change in the situation”, as
Vice-Chairman Yeh Chien-ying said recently (Peking Review,
1977 No.43). Thus everyone bears a share of responsibility for
not giving sufficient prominence to politics. Party Schools are
being used to help remedy this. This is not at all a mattter of
studying behind closed doors, it is a question of developing
what is known as a Marxist style of leadership and of “carrving
forward the cause pioneered by our predecessors and forging
ahead into the future.” As Yeh said in the same talk,

During his lifetime, when a revolutionary stage drew to a close
or when a major task was completed, Chairman Mao invariably
used the method ‘from the masses’ to sum up the experience in
good time and on this basis formulate new policies and methods
and take them to the massses to be put into practice. Repeating
this process again and again has helped us raise the level of our
Marxist leadership from time to time. This is a Marxist method
for educating cadres and raising their level. We must inherit
from Chairman Mao this Marxist method without fail.

The Marxist philosophy, according to Frederick Engels,
one of its founders, is “simply the conception of the world as it
is, without any reservations”. It is often called “dialectical
materialism”, meaning treating concrete facts as the basis and
analysing them from all their different contradictory angles
and aspects, the aim being not just to understand the world but
to change it. Sometimes misleadingly described as ““moderate”,
the approach of the present Chinese leadership is in tact to re-
establish Mao's way of doing things, taking an all-sided view of
problems, combining a firm sense of direction with the neces-
sary tactical flexibility. Mao himself criticised the idea that
one should act in a measured way and never outstep the proper
limits. He put forward the principle “Go all out, aim high!",
and this is precisely the spirit of the Chinese people now.
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7. Progress to Communism

A(:cording to Marxism, socialism is a particular stage in the
development of society towards communism, an initial
stage of communism which has its own special characteristics.
Whereas eventually it is thought that people will perform work
according to their ability and receive according to what their
needs are, during the transitional, socialist stage, people are
rewarded according to the amount of work they do. This is
still somewhat like the system which capitalism claims to apply
(though in practice doesn’t, since people with capital can grow
rich without working).

As Mao saw it, the most important thing to understand about
socialist society is the contradiction between capitalism and
socialism, and its gradual resolution. In 1938 he had written
on the subject of “protracted war”. Now under socialism,
there was to be a protracted struggle of a different kind, where
it was still necessary to despise the enemy strategically and
take him seriously tactically. “It is impossible to swallow an
entire banquet at one gulp” (Mao Tse-tung’s speech at the
1957 Moscow Meeting).

The Chinese Communists have handled this problem by
carrying out an extensive series of political and economic
“campaigns’’, each one (rather like a military campaign) cap-
able of uniting overwhelming forces against a particular aspect
of surviving capitalism. Time and again Mao emphasised the
need to unite at least go or g per cent of the people. This
would eventually mean compromising with some aspects of
capitalism for the sole purpose of hitting the main target more
effectively, particularly the very small number of people in top
positions in the Party“taking the capitalist road”. 'The impor-
tant thing was to understand the strategic direction, society’s
eventual evolution into communism.

Again in late 1974, Mao Tse-tung described how socialist
society’s way of distributing its products still bears some of
the character of capitalism. It is a paradox that a socialist
state should enforce a partially capitalist distribution—this
is the problem referred to by Karl Marx as “bourgeois right”
or “bourgeois law”. In launching a campaign on this question,
Mao considered that if the Chinese working people are to
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come to an understanding of the laws governing society’s de-
velopment, they must learn to view socialist society as a transi-
tional stage whose own internal contradictions provide the
driving force in the gradual progress to communism. This
understanding should serve as a guide to action, to changing
the world. The present Chinese leadership has applied Mao’s
Marxist line of taking account of the capitalist element and at
the same time restricting it in sensible ways. Thus towards the
end of 1977 the government took measures to raise the lower
levels of wages—distribution is still according to work, but
the discrepancies between the remuneration for different kinds
or quantities of work are smaller.

8. Effect of the “gang of four’s” line

Hm-vever, during 1975 and 1970, the “gang of four”, particu-
larly their theoretician Chang Ch’un-ch’iao, used this
campaign as an excuse for launching an indiscriminate cam-
paign against anything “bourgeois” (or which they chose to
label as bourgeois), quite contrary to the principle of uniting
go or g5 per cent of the people.

Lin Piao in his time had departed from the view of socialist
society as a transitional stage on the road to communism. He
put forward policies aimed at bringing about so-called ““true
socialism” which would have meant dividing up much of the
collective property among individuals. These ideas were sub-
sequently criticised, but since Lin Piao had never translated
them into practice the criticism remained at a somewhat
abstract level.

What is important about the criticism of the “‘gang of four”
at present is that some of their ideas actually were practised in
some areas, so it is possible for the Chinese to get a concrete
idea of “capitalist restoration”. In China, most of the land is
owned collectively by groups of peasants living in a certain
area, and its produce (or the money they obtain by selling it to
state purchasing agencies) belongs to them collectively. Ac-
cording to the Marxist understanding of socialism, after al-
lowing for people’s needs an important and increasing propor-
tion of the socialist product is accumulated in the interest of
the collective for the purposes of investment, welfare funds
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ctc.; after these deductions are made, the remainder is distri-
buted to individuals on the basis of the work they have done.
And this is in fact what the Chinese peasants have done ever
since the establishment of the co-operative system in agricul-
ture in the mid 1g50s. But in some rural areas where the line
identified with the “‘gang of four” was dominant, people who
advocated accumulation of funds were attacked for following
the ‘capitalist road”, with the result (notably in Chekiang
Province) that the product was divided up amongst families
and the collective economy virtually broke down.

Were the “gang of four’—Wang Hung-wen, Chang Ch’un-
ch’iao, Chiang Ch’ing, Yao Wen-yuan and their immediate
followers—"leftists” who hopelessly failed to understand the
need for tactical flexibliity? This is not how they are seen by
the Chinese people; on the contrary it is emphasised that the
Four and their close associates were opposed to the basic
strategv of the Chinese revolution, but they did on the other
hand have a shrewd understanding of tactics—the tactics to be
employed in winning state power for themselves. They made
use of some “left” slogans in order to profit from the genuinc
hatred of capitalism held by ordinary Chinese workers, and
to stiginatise as “‘capitalist roaders” those people who stood in
the way of their winning state power.

9. Character of the Chinese State

Chincse political theory throws very great emphasis onto
the question of who holds power in the state, since this
will determine the strategic direction. This emphasis on the
state is undoubtedly one of the key elements which the
communists introduced into the Chinese revolution, from the
time in the 1ggos when they agreed that the semi-fascist state
machine of the Kuomintang (Chiang Kai-shek's party) would
not be capable of solving China’s problems, up to the present
movement which aims to avoid the re-emergence of a fascist
state which would be likely to arise if China “changed its
colour” (in this sense fascist state should be seen as one
representing the interests of a small group of bureaucrats at
the head of a highly concentrated state-capitalist economic
system, ruling by terrorism but using a socialist signboard to
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confuse people—which is roughly the way Mao analysed the
system in the Soviet Union after Khrushchev).

The Marxist-Leninist theory which guides the Chinese revo-
lution attaches great significance to what is known as the “dic-
tatorship of the proletariat”, meaning the working class or-
ganised as ruling class. The capitalist state, a parasitic growth
on society, must be dismantled and replaced by a new
kind of state system in which this bureaucratic growth is
unnecessary for the very reason that ordinary working people
are responsible for the day-to-day decisions and also the long-
term planning concerning all the issues which affect their
lives. Calling it a dictatorship means that the working class
has unrestricted power to run society and shape its new order.

As in other parts of the world, the “dictatorship of the pro-
letariat” has become a topical issue in China. Not long before
he died, Mao Tse-tung also argued that this question should
be studied. The kind of point he had in mind was that it was
not enough that power should be held by some individuals
who claim to represent the working class. It is a very well-
known fact that there are some people who talk with a work-
ing-class accent but don’t really represent that class’s point of
view, particularly when they get into positions of power.
Taking up Lenin’s point about the existence of a “worker
aristocracy” which actually represents the bourgeoisie, Mao
advocated a concerted attempt to investigate how this prob-
lem arises at a time when the construction of a new social
order is already under way.

10. Suecessors to the Revolution

hina had a fairly strong force of tried and tested cadres

from the revolutionary wars. After the new state power was
established in 1949, attention was given to the problem of
keeping up the revolutionary drive of these cadres, preventing
them from settling down and taking things easy, or falling vic-
tim to the “sugar-coated bullets” of the bourgeoisie. Increas-
ingly over the past few years the focus of discussion has shifted
to the problem posed by the new generation of people who will
soon have to take over all the leading responsibilities.

But a counter-trend developed during 1975 and 1976, of
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pretending that the main problem was still that of the senior
cadres and that there was hardly any problem with the younger
people. The group which came to be known as the “gang of
four” argued in effect that it was all right to promote young
people to leading positions just because they came from worker
or peasant background and had a certain amount of practical
experience, even if their grasp of political theory was weak.
This tendency encouraged empiricism (a blind concern with
practice and neglect of the theory which is in fact necessary if
one is to make sense of practical experience), while at the same
time the “‘gang of four” were waging a campaign against the
so-called “empiricism” of the revolutionary veterans.

There was a struggle over this question. Wang Hung-wen.
a young man in whom the Party undoubtedly placed high
hopes when he was elected Vice-Chairman in 1973, began to
live in an extravagant and not particularly proletarian style
when he came to Peking. On the contrary, Ch’en Yung-kuei, a
former poor peasant who was also brought into the central
leadership in 1973, wrote critically about the life-style of some
cadres, and asked to be allowed to do regular spells of produc-
tive labour in his village. Mao had this letter of Ch’en’s circu-
lated as a document in the Central Committee. In the Spring
of 1978, just when he was leading the movement to study the
problem of how some cadres adopt a bourgeois way of life, Mao
went to Hangchow (on the east coast) and studied the case of
one former worker who had been promoted to a high position
and tyrannised over his fellow-workers. The “gang of four”
were trying to consolidate their own power by promoting a
group of young people, loyal to themselves, who did not have
much of a link with the revolutionary traditions, or grasp of
political theory.

Since the “gang’s” downfall, the Chinese press has been
publishing many articles in praise of the revolutionary
veterans, many of whom died during the past two or three
vears, such as Chou En-lai, Chu Teh (former commander of
the Red Army) and K’ang Sheng (a leading theoretician since
the early days and one of the key figures during the Cultural
Revolution). A few such veterans still play an important role
today, like Yeh Chien-ying who holds the second leading posi-
tion after Hua Kuo-feng, The Communist Party is once again
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