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INTRODUCTION

Who are our enemies? Who are our friends?
This is a question of the first importance for the revolution.
—Mao Tse-tung, Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society, 1926

The Chinese revolutionary experience comprised one of the great world-historical
revolutions of the 20th century. It spanned the overthrow of the dynastic system that had
governed China for over 2,000 years; years of rapid modernization that saw the growth
anarchist and communist politics in East Asia; two decades of mobile rural warfare,
leading to the triumph of a state socialist project; and finally, to a series of internal
upheavals and external conflicts that brought the country to the brink of civil war, and
culminated in the emergence of the capitalist dreadnought which now stands to shape the
course of the 21st century. One fruit of this rich historical experience is Maoism.

The term “Maoism” is used differently by different political tendencies, to
describe syntheses of the theories and strategies that Mao Zedong, and his allies in the
Chinese Communist Party, developed from the 1920s to the 1970s. In its various
iterations, Maoism has made a considerable impact on the U.S. revolutionary left. In the
1960s, a wide range of groups in the black liberation, Chicano, and Puerto Rican
movements, and later the New Communist movement, looked to Mao for inspiration and
theory. This influence continues today, not only through well-established groups like the
Revolutionary Communist Party and the two Freedom Road Socialist Organizations, but
also through smaller and younger groupings such as the Kasama network and the New
Afrikan Black Panther Party—Prison Chapter. If any wave of social movement is to
appear in the U.S. in the coming years, Maoist politics are likely to be a significant
element of its revolutionary wing.

If this is the case, then today’s revolutionaries must ask: what is our
understanding of Maoist politics, and of the Chinese revolution that produced them?
What are the major pillars of “Maoism” in its various forms, and in what historical
contexts did these elements emerge? How might these politics be enacted in the present
moment, and how do they help or hinder us in developing a revolutionary movement for
today? This piece offers a set of preliminary answers to these questions. It is the result of
several months of study and discussion, both individually and in groups with Maoist, left
communist and anarchist comrades. In the pages below, | provide a brief survey of the
50-year Chinese revolutionary experience for militants who may be unfamiliar with it,
and contextualize the main elements of Maoist politics within that history. Along the way,
I develop a coherent analysis of the Chinese revolution, and of Maoist politics, from an
anarchist communist perspective.

While I disagree with him on particulars, my take on the Chinese revolution is in
broad agreement with the central claims of Loren Goldner’s controversial “Notes Toward
a Critique of Maoism,” published online in October 2012. The Chinese revolution was a
remarkable popular peasant war and led by Marxist-Leninists. Taking the helm of an
underdeveloped country in the absence of a global revolution, the Chinese Communist
Party dealt with its conditions by acting as a surrogate bourgeoisie, and developing the
country along state capitalist lines. The exploitation and accumulation around which
Chinese society was subsequently organized transformed the party into a new ruling class,
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with interests distinct from the Chinese proletariat and peasantry. Believing itself to be
revolutionary, the Maoist wing of the party worked to avoid the problems of
bureaucratization and authoritarianism, using the Soviet experience as a foil. But even as
it called forth popular movements to de-bureaucratize the state, Mao and his allies were
continually forced to choose between sanctioning the overthrow the system that
guaranteed their continued existence as a class, or repressing the very popular energies
they claimed to represent. Mao and his allies repeatedly chose the latter, ultimately
weakening the self-activity of the Chinese proletariat, and clearing the way for the
triumph of openly capitalist rule after Mao’s death.

My take on the various elements of Maoist politics are varied, depending on the
philosophical, theoretical, strategic, or methodological element in question. In general, |
consider Maoism to be an internal critique of Stalinism that fails to break with Stalinism
itself. Over many years, Mao developed a critical understanding of Soviet society, and of
the negative symptoms it displayed. But at the same time, he failed to locate the cause of
these symptoms in the capitalist social relations of the USSR, and thus failed to examine
and break with many of the assumptions he shared with the Stalinist model. Thus Mao’s
politics remained fundamentally Stalinist, critiquing the USSR from a position as
untenable in theory as it was eventually proven in practice. This piece makes an initial
attempt to interrogate Maoist concepts in this context. Other militants will have to take
this task further. Only when Maoism is subjected to an immanent critique and “digested”
in this manner will it be possible to effectively re-embed elements of Maoist politics in a
new, coherent political approach adequate to our present situation.

Before we start, | should outline my use of the term “state capitalism”, a concept
that is central element in my understanding of Mao’s China. The term has been used in
many different contexts. In Russia in the 1920s, anarchists such as Alexander Berkman
and Voline, and left communist groups such as Gavril Myasnikov’s Worker’s Group,
used the term to describe the kind of exploitative political and economic system they saw
emerging in the USSR. Lenin used the term positively in the same period, to describe the
method the Bolsheviks would use to industrially develop Russia under Bolshevik control,
while preventing the return of the overthrown ruling classes to power. Marxists
throughout the 20th century—such as Anton Pannekoek, Paul Mattick, C.L.R. James,
Tony CIiff, Hillel Ticktin, and the Aufheben group—have worked to develop the term
theoretically, in order to grapple with what happened in the USSR, and uncover the
implications of the Soviet experience for revolutionary movements yet to come.

| use the term “state capitalist” to refer to any system in which the exploitation
and capital accumulation described by Marx occurs in a system in which the vast
majority of the means of production have been nationalized, or otherwise placed under
the control of a state apparatus. In such a system, the fundamental aspects of capitalist
social relations remain. A proletariat, defined by its lack of access to and control over the
means of production and subsistence, is forced to alienate its labor to a separate social
group and attendant institutions, which to an ever greater degree comes to resemble a
distinct ruling class. As ongoing exploitation yields capital accumulation, this becoming-
class continually expands its control over wealth and political power through its position
in the relations of production, and determines the trajectory of the reproduction of society.
The use values produced by the proletariat, and appropriated by the state, are distributed
back to society under the direction of a bureaucratic ruling class; some of these are sold
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as commodities, paid for by the money earned through waged work, while others are sold
on the global market.

Because this exploitation takes place under the auspices of a state-run economy,
and often in states whose rulers believe themselves to be pursuing communism, state
capitalism “looks” very different from other forms of capitalism. Wages, prices,
commodities, and forms of ownership may be profoundly shaped by state intervention,
and take different forms than in other capitalist societies. The Aufheben group in
particular has explored the “deformations of value” that occurred in the USSR, when
commodity exchange was greatly restricted, and money could no longer serve its
historical role as the primary medium of capital accumulation.* Nonetheless, as long as
the conditions described above exist, “value” in the capitalist sense continues to exist as
well. This “value” in the capitalist sense will provide the metric through which use-values
are equated, production is conceptualized and coordinated, and foreign trade is conducted.
The resulting “law of value” will tend to impose seemingly objective limits and
presuppositions on those living under its auspices, including those in positions of state
power—~no matter their subjective intentions or political pedigree.

To explore the implications of this concept further, we must examine the broad
path of the Chinese revolutionary experience. | begin at the transition from the late 19th
to the early 20th century, when modern China was born in toil, fire and bloodshed.

|. PROLOGUE: THE FIRST CHINESE REVOLUTION

1. The Emergence of Modern China

Revolutionary movements in China emerged from a contradictory process of
economic and political development, which, starting in the 1800s, brought together pre-
capitalist political and economic structures with rapid industrialization, political
modernization and conflict with the West. The process led to massive social upheaval,
the establishment of a modern political state, the development of anarchist and
communist movements—and eventually, the emergence of Maoism.

In the mid-19th century, the British opened Chinese markets to foreign products
with a series of imperialist conquests known as the Opium Wars. The advanced British
military delivered punishing losses to the Qing dynasty, winning control of Hong Kong,
and forcing down trade barriers to British goods. The defeat was a powerful blow to
imperial pride, as it marked the first time in centuries the Chinese state had suffered so
decisive a loss to a foreign power. Over the following decades, other imperial powers
followed suit, forcing open Chinese markets at gunpoint, imposing war debts, and taking
control of “concession” territories on the Chinese mainland where they enjoyed exclusive
access to raw materials and industries. The French, Dutch, Russians, Americans and
Japanese seized chunks of China in this manner throughout the late 1800s.

Imperialist domination generated upheavals in Chinese society, even as its Qing
rulers struggled to modernize the empire. The Taiping and Boxer rebellions swept China
in the 1800s, threatening both imperialist powers and the Qing state itself. At the turn of

!See parts | to IV of Aufheben’s “What Was The USSR?”, published in series in Aufheben #6, Autumn 1997,
through Aufheben #9, Autumn 2000.
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the century, a whole generation of Chinese intellectuals turned to revolution. Once
Confucian education was abolished in 1905, many Chinese intellectuals pursued
Western-style educations, traveling to Tokyo, Paris or London to study Western the
natural and social sciences. As peasant and worker rebellions grew in force, this layer of
students and intellectuals longed for a Chinese national state on par with the other global
powers. These factors culminated in the 1911 overthrow of the Qing dynasty, and the
founding of the first Chinese republic. Soon afterward, the “Revolutionary Alliance,” a
group of secret societies which had helped stage the revolution, formed the Chinese
nationalist Kuomintang (KMT) party under the leadership of Sun Yat-Sen.

The overthrow of the Qing dynasty only deepened the social turmoil, however. By
1916 the country had collapsed into a checkerboard of territories controlled by local
feuding warlord armies, and imperialists continued to dominate the coastal areas. Three
years later, the nationalist May 4th Movement drew thousands into the streets to proclaim
Chinese unity against imperialist domination. A small group of revolutionaries emerged
from this experience to found the Communist Party of China (CCP) in 1921. The party
held its first congress on a boat in a lake in Changsha, in Hunan province, with thirteen
delegates representing fewer than sixty members in all.? From this tiny beginning, the
CCP quickly grew to a party of tens of thousands. It based its activities in the struggles of
the growing Chinese proletariat, which itself comprised just one explosive sector of an
impoverished and oppressed Chinese populace.

China in 1920 remained a predominantly peasant country, with little
industrialization of agriculture. It was home to around 500 million peasants, most of
whose living conditions had been deteriorating for decades. Since the 19th century, the
population had expanded steadily without any growth in agricultural productivity, in the
first phase of a Malthusian “dynastic cycle” that had been repeated throughout Chinese
history. Population growth, and a highly unequal distribution of land, led to steady
shrinkage in the average peasant plot: by the 1930s, the average peasant family farmed a
mere 3.3 acres.® Drought and famine had become common occurrences, as had the
practices of selling children into servitude, or marrying young women away against their
will to rich landowners, in times of economic severity. The collapse of the Qing state
then intensified exploitation and corruption, with landlords and warlords taking up to half
the annual harvest in rents, and local officials engaging in tax gouging, or debt schemes
to keep peasants in perpetual servitude. Under these pressures, the traditional peasant
family structure began to break down,*and mass peasant movements emerged for the
first time, which fused peasants across clan lineages and broke traditional ties to the
landlord class.®

China in 1920 was also being rapidly transformed by industrialization. As
industry expanded in coastal cities like Shanghai, the proletariat expanded at a heady rate.
In 1919 there were a million workers in China, and the number had doubled by 1922.
While small relative to the population, the Chinese working class was militant, and well
connected to the global worker’s movement at its world-historic height. In 1922 there
were 91 strikes across the country involving 150,000 workers. In 1924, 100,000 workers

? Lucien Bianco, Origins of the Chinese Revolution, (Stanford: 1971), 54.

® Ibid, 92-93.

4 Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family, and Peasant Revolution in China, (Chicago: 1983), 30.
> See Eric Wolf, Peasant Wars of the Twentieth Century, (Harper & Row: 1969), chapter 3.
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marched in Shanghai to celebrate May Day, marching for an eight-hour day at a time
when local workdays stretched from 12 to 16 hours. In 1925, 400,000 workers from
Beijing to Guangzhou launched strikes and demonstrations against foreign exploitation.®
The CCP grew amid this class struggle.

Perched atop the massive Chinese peasantry and restive proletariat was a bloated
landlord class, and a newborn capitalist bourgeoisie. Some bourgeois sectors developed
in the niches of the international trade imposed by foreign powers, and were thus
sympathetic to imperialist forces. Others emerged in sectors that were threatened by
outside imports, or otherwise hampered by the imperialist presence, and these tended to
sympathize with nationalist sentiment. Many members of the bourgeoisie had themselves
only recently emerged from the wealthy peasantry, and used their industrial profits to
continue investing in land in the countryside. This stunted industrial development, further
concentrated land ownership in a few privileged hands, and heightened rural exploitation
according to the demands of capital accumulation.

With this configuration of classes, China displayed all the explosive potentials
and glaring contrasts of a semi-colonial nation in the 1920s: It boasted a vast agricultural
economy, much of it operating outside fully capitalist relations of production, and yet
hyper-exploited by its integration in global flows of capital. It was led by a stagnant
landlord class and a weak, foreign-dominated bourgeoisie, which was unwilling and
unable to carry out a thoroughgoing bourgeois revolution and transform the political
economy of the country. And it possessed a numerically small working class that
nonetheless displayed all the militancy and revolutionary consciousness of the
contemporary global worker’s movement. How would these different classes relate to
each other in a new revolutionary movement? What role should communist forces play in
the development of such a revolution? These questions became crucial for the new CCP
throughout the 1920s. Every step of the way, the CCP was guided organizationally and
politically by the recently-founded USSR, through the Third International, or Comintern.

2. The Comintern: State Capitalist Foreign Policy

After the Russian Revolution of 1917, the Soviet Union held undisputed
leadership over the world communist movement. This was true too in China, where the
CCP developed under the close direction of the Comintern. The CCP was profoundly
shaped by this relationship, both modeling itself after the Stalinist interpretation of
Leninism, and working to break from Soviet control. This tension would become a
defining feature of Maoism.

The history of the USSR and the Comintern is too lengthy to detail here, but some
brief comments are necessary to frame its role in the Chinese class struggle. The
Comintern was established in 1919 in Moscow, to direct what was seen at the time as an
impending world revolution. The Russian Revolution had opened the floodgates, and
now, it was believed, revolution would sweep the Western powers in quick succession,
followed by the rest of the globe. But these hopes were dashed as the wave of working
class revolt after World War | was defeated-notably with the cycle of failed German
insurrections in 1918-19, and the defeated Italian factory occupations in 1920. These
developments caught the Russian revolutionaries by surprise. For decades, Russian

® Harold Isaacs, The Tragedy of the Chinese Revolution (1938 edition), chapter 3. Also see Arif Dirlik’s The
Origins of Chinese Communism and Anarchism in the Chinese Revolution for an overview of this period.
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socialists believed their revolution would occur in tandem with a wave of revolutions in
the developed capitalist countries, culminating in a world transition to socialism. Now
they found themselves trapped in an undeveloped nation, surrounded by hostile powers,
with little chance of world revolution breaking out anytime soon.

In this climate, the Soviet state went on the defensive. The turn was most clearly
expressed in 1921, when the party suppressed the Kronstadt uprising, and established the
New Economic Policy.” After Lenin’s death in 1924, Joseph Stalin and Nikolai Bukharin
(who would eventually be tried and executed by Stalin in 1938) developed the theory of
“socialism in one country.” The theory claimed it was possible to fundamentally break
with capitalist social relations, and establish a socialist society, within the institutional
framework of a single nation-state. The Soviet state thus came to be viewed as an
“outpost” of socialism in a capitalist world, whose survival alone sustained the possibility
of world revolution in a reactionary period.

Stalin’s theory was a distortion of Marxist understandings of revolution and the
material basis for socialism. However, the Russian party was compelled to reform its
theories in part out of material necessity. Finding themselves in control of an
underdeveloped country, the rulers of would-be communist Russia chose to act as a
surrogate bourgeoisie, in place of the ruling classes they had just deposed. After
sanctioning the return of market relations in the countryside to address food shortages,
the party carried out “primitive socialist accumulation” throughout the 1930s, hyper-
exploiting the peasantry to feed the cities and fund the state, and thereby sustain a
program of intense industrial development that the previous bourgeoisie could not
accomplish. The Russian leaders believed they could carry out these tasks while
remaining revolutionary communists; but they were wrong.

As Marx argued, social being ultimately determines social consciousness. Though
the Soviet and Comintern leaders may have thought they were defending world
revolution, they were increasingly simply defending the foreign policy interests of the
ruling class of an emerging state capitalist country, which they had equated in name with
the world proletariat. The theoretical orthodoxy produced in the USSR, and disseminated
globally through the Comintern until World War Two, was profoundly marked by this
experience. What we call “Stalinism” today is essentially a distorted version of Marxist
theory, taken up and reworked for use as the ideology of a new ruling class. This was the
set of ideas upon which Chinese revolutionaries based their conception of revolution, and
developed their own revolutionary theory.

When the CCP emerged in China in the 1920s, the Comintern was in its so-called
“Second Period” under the leadership of Grigory Zinoviev (who would be tried and
executed by Stalin in 1936). In this period, the Comintern rejected the possibility of
world revolution in the near-term, and prioritized defending the Soviet state from the
imperialist encroachment. The Comintern thus actively supported nationalist movements
in territories controlled by the major imperialist powers. It also imposed the Bolshevik
vanguard party as the universal model for communist parties across the globe. And it
demanded the strict subordination of communist parties in other countries to the
command and control of the Comintern in Moscow. While Comintern members may
have believed this process would further the world revolution with which they equated

’ For an account of these years, see Simon Pirani’s The Russian Revolution in Retreat: 1920-1924 and G.P.
Maximoff’s The Guillotine at Work, volumes 1 and 2.
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the Soviet state, it objectively had the opposite effect.

3. The Disaster of 1927

Throughout the 1920s, the Comintern dispatched advisors and funds to the
working class movement and CCP in China. In 1923, Comintern advisor Mikhail Borodin
instructed the CCP to cease building an independent party, and merge its organization
with the nationalist KMT. In line with the geopolitical strategy of the Soviet state, and its
official interpretation of Lenin’s Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism, Borodin
believed a united nationalist movement in China would weaken global capitalism and
thereby defend the USSR. The CCP followed the Comintern’s directives and fused with
the KMT in 1924, over the objections of some of its cadre. The same year, the Comintern
helped establish the Whompoa Military Academy in Guangzhou, to help build the KMT
military. Sun Yat-Sen died the following year, and KMT leadership was taken over by his
son Chiang Kai-Shek. In 1926, Chiang was accepted as an honorary member of the
Comintern, and the KMT was incorporated as an associate party.

Popular rebellion in the cities and the countryside continued to grow. The “May
Thirtieth Movement” erupted in 1925, after protesters were killed in Shanghai’s
imperialist districts, leading to strikes across China’s industrial areas. A wave of peasant
insurrections swept Hunan province starting in 1926. As it participated in both these
struggles, the CCP ballooned in size: from only 1,000 members at the start 1925,
membership leapt to 10,000 with the May Thirtieth Movement; 30,000 by July 1926; and
58,000 by April 1927. The KMT was also emboldened by the wave of rebellions. In 1926,
Chiang Kai-Shek launched a military campaign politically unify all of China and bring
warlordism to an end. CCP cadres moved in tandem to help bring the KMT to power. As
Chiang’s armies moved through southern China, the CCP mobilized 1.2 million workers
and 800,000 peasants in a series of strikes and uprisings.®

As the KMT ascended to power, its antagonism with the CCP became clear.
Shortly after a general strike led by the Canton-Hong Kong strike committee brought
Chiang Kai-Shek to power in March 1926, Chiang disbanded the strike committee and
imprisoned many CCP members. At this “betrayal,” CCP members moved to split with
the KMT, but were prevented from doing so by Borodin, who instructed CCP members to
apologize to Chiang, and refrain from conducting agrarian reforms or seizing private
property in Guangzhou. The CCP dutifully followed suit.

With working class power stifled in the south, Chiang launched his military
campaign in June 1926. Again the CCP organized strikes and uprisings ahead of Chiang’s
advancing army. By February 1927, KMT troops were approaching the working class
stronghold of Shanghai. The Shanghai General Labor Union called for a general strike to
usher Chiang to power, fielding 350,000 workers in street battles, but Chiang halted his
forces at the outskirts of the city and waited for the movement to exhaust itself. Only
after a second wave of street fighting brought 500-800,000 workers into the streets, at
great human cost, did Chiang take the city. With the industrial heart of China under his
control and the workers exhausted, Chiang ordered his First Division troops—composed
of revolutionary soldiers from Shanghai—out of the area. He then executed a purge of all
communist forces in the city. CCP members were rounded up in raids on union and party
offices. Hundreds were imprisoned, and others were executed in the street by gunshot or

® Lucien Bianco, Origins of the Chinese Revolution, pg. 54-56.
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beheading. The Shanghai purge was repeated across KMT territory over the following
year, in a mass purge that killed as many as 200,000 CCP members and militant workers
overall. It was a crushing blow to the working class movement.®

Chiang’s “coup” didn’t pass without consequence: to the south, the left-wing
elements of the KMT holding power in Wuhan split with Chiang. The CCP leadership
sought to take the lead in the situation by forming soviets of workers and peasants in the
city, but were again restrained by the Comintern. To Stalin, the left-KMT government
was the “center of the revolutionary movement” in China, and the CCP should actively
support it. The CCP relented, thereby clearing the way for the Wuhan government to

-

conduct its own suppression of the communists in May 1927, before reuniting with
Chiang. At this point, Borodin and other Comintern advisors were forced to flee China.°
By late 1927 the Comintern had run out of bourgeois allies, and finally reversed its
course, calling for a split with the KMT and the immediate formation of worker and
peasant soviets. It was too late: a “Canton commune” briefly flared to life in Guangzhou
in December 1927, with little popular participation. It was crushed by local armies,
leaving another 5,000 revolutionaries dead.*

The Comintern’s interventions in the 1920s displayed the contradictions of
would-be revolutionaries at the helm of a capitalist state. On the one hand, leaders like
Stalin, Zinoviev and Bukharin believed worker and peasant power was the goal of
revolutionary movements in underdeveloped contexts, and they advocated for it in word.
On the other hand, they were compelled to prioritize building strong nationalist allies, as
the shortest path to undermining other world imperialist powers and thereby defending
the Soviet state. This was the line they followed in deed, repeatedly constraining, limiting
and delaying class struggle, and ultimately guaranteeing its defeat. The experience
fundamentally altered the path of Chinese communism.

4. The Turn to the Countryside
The debacles of 1927 decimated the working class movement, and permanently
undermined the relationship between the working class and the CCP. In 1927, 3 million

° Harold Isaacs, The Tragedy of the Chinese Revolution (1938 edition), chapter 10.
10 ibid, chapter 11-12.
" ibid, chapter 17. See Maurice Meisner, Mao’s China and After, chapter 3 for an overview of this period.
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Chinese workers were in trade unions, but by 1928 that number was halved, and by 1932
the number had shrunk to 410,000. Class struggles throughout the 1930s remained
defensive in character, and were often dominated by corporatist unions set up under
Chiang’s regime. In some cases striking workers berated CCP cadres, or pleaded with
them to leave, arguing that communist extremism would get them killed. Comintern
representatives in Moscow were forced to admit that the workers had rejected the CCP as
a result of its disastrous strategic errors.*? The broken relationship between the CCP and
the class it purported to represent was reflected in the CCP’s membership. In early 1927
before Chiang’s crackdown, the CCP had 58,000 members, of which 58% were industrial
workers. While the party rebounded after 1928, and continued to grow in numbers
throughout the 1930s as it developed its rural base, the party’s relationship with the
working class was irreparably shattered: the proportion of workers in the party soon
shrank to 1%."

In this context, the CCP turned its attention to the peasantry in the countryside—a
strategic shift that would eventually bring Mao to prominence. Mao Tse-tung, son of a
wealthy peasant from Hunan province, had been one of the founders of the CCP in 1921.
In 1927, Mao published Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in Hunan,
chronicling the wave of peasant rebellions in that province. His report identified the poor
peasantry as a revolutionary class in underdeveloped China, and criticized the CCP’s
tendency to oppose peasant “excesses” in rural insurrections. After Chiang’s crackdown
in Shanghai in September 1927, Mao launched an uprising to take the city of Changsha,
but was defeated. He managed to flee afterward into the mountainous region separating
Hunan and Kiangsi provinces with about 1,000 men.

Gradually, Mao’s military forces and prestige in the CCP began to grow. First a
column of CCP soldiers led by Chu Teh, then a rebel KMT unit led by P’eng Te-Huai,
and finally two bandit gangs merged with Mao’s forces. The resulting army numbered
about 10,000 soldiers, about one out of every five of whom carried a rifle. With this force,
Mao managed to repel three expeditionary attacks over the following months, and carry
out agrarian reforms that won him personal renown among the peasantry. Clashes to the
north soon drew KMT armies into other conflicts, allowing the CCP to establish further
bases in the rural areas of southern China. After a failed attack on Changsha ordered by
the Comintern failed in 1930, the entire CCP leadership relocated to Mao’s base area in
Kiangsi.'* The period of rural guerrilla war had begun.

The politics of the ensuing Chinese revolution, and Mao’s politics in particular,
were profoundly shaped by the experiences of the CCP in the 1920s and 1930s. After
doggedly following Soviet leadership into defeat after defeat, the party was forced to
develop its own theory and strategy, drawn more clearly from Chinese conditions.
Eventually Mao would develop a distinctly Chinese version of Marxism-Leninism
through a critique of Stalin’s Russia. Already in the 1930s, the party seemed headed in
that direction. Its shift to rural base areas contrasted with the Russian experience, wherein
a generation of revolutionaries had forsaken the countryside to focus almost exclusively
on the urban working class. In Russia the Bolsheviks seized power through urban
insurrections, and only formed a Red Army at the onset of the Russian Civil War. In the

2 Jane Degras, The Communist International 1919-1943 Documents, Volume 2 (Oxford: 1956), 529.
 Harold Isaacs, The Tragedy of the Chinese Revolution (1938 edition), chapter 18.
 Lucien Bianco, Origins of the Chinese Revolution, (Stanford: 1971), 64-70.
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1930s, by contrast, the CCP set out on a prolonged, mobile, and rural military strategy.
Independent developments in the CCP would eventually establish the bedrock of
what would come to be called “Maoism.” However, as we will see, the new theories
developed by Mao and his allies in the party were fundamentally marked by the influence
of the Soviet Union, and inherited many of Stalin’s theoretical and strategic assumptions.

Il. PEOPLE’S WAR FROM THE COUNTRYSIDE

5. The Chinese Soviet Republic and the Long March: 1931-1935

The CCP declared the founding of a “Chinese Soviet Republic” in rural Kiangsi
province in November 1931, with Mao presiding as its president. From there, the CCP
eventually established fifteen base areas across southern China. Even in this period,
however, the Comintern struggled to retain control over the party. In 1931 the so-called
“28 Bolsheviks,” a group of CCP cadre trained in Sun Yat-Sen University in Moscow,
maneuvered to lessen Mao’s influence take control of the party Politburo. Wang Ming,
theoretical leader of the group and Mao’s main rival, advocated using base areas as static
defensive headquarters, from which to launch direct seizures of urban areas. Mao
opposed this idea, and advocated instead for gradually encircling the cities through
mobile warfare. Mao repeatedly clashed with Comintern forces, and suffered diminished
influence in the party.

Conflicts within the CCP took place in the backdrop of constant KMT attacks.
The KMT launched a total of five “extermination campaigns” against the CCP-controlled
territories from 1930-1935, of which the first four were defeated. KMT columns regularly
charged into CCP base areas, only to be isolated and destroyed by the elusive and mobile
Red Army. Mao began to develop his theory of modern guerrilla warfare through these
remarkable campaigns. Yet even as the civil war raged, Japan invaded northeastern China,
seizing Rehe province in a series of offensives and annexations from 1931 to 1933. From
this point on, an impending war with Japan hung over the internal conflict in China.

A full assessment of Mao’s military theory is beyond the scope of this document.
However, Mao’s military strategy must be be recognized as a major advance in military
theory worldwide. Mao’s military texts are not only studied by revolutionaries from all
political traditions, but also by the capitalist ruling classes—Mao’s writings are required
reading for U.S. military cadets at Westpoint. In the Kiangsi period, texts such as Why is
it that red political power can exist in China? and The Struggle in the Chingkiang
Mountains, established the foundation for classics such as On Guerilla Warfare that
would come later.

Despite its growing military prowess, the CCP was forced to abandon its base
areas in southern China during the KMT’s fifth extermination campaign. From October
1933 to October 1934, the KMT gradually tightened a noose around CCP territories,
constructing fixed defenses with each advance. Unable to defeat these forces in
conventional assaults, the CCP initiated an extended strategic retreat that became the
stuff of legend: the “Long March”. The Long March took over a year to complete,
consisting of a series of maneuvers that stretched thousands of kilometers from Kiangsi
to the remote areas of Yunan and Xikang, before finally ending in a new base area in the
northwest of China centered in the city of Yan’an. Several CCP columns conducted the
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retreat separately, engaging in daily combat with KMT forces, local warlords and tribal
armies.

The Long March sparked the ascendance of Mao to the leadership of the party, a
decisive break with Soviet control, and the gradual marginalization of the party’s Soviet-
oriented leaders. Over the course of the retreat, the CCP lost contact with the Comintern
completely: communication was broken in August 1934, when the CCP’s underground
radio transmitter in Shanghai was destroyed. In January 1935 the CCP Politburo held a
meeting in Zunyi, in Kweichow province in southwest China. The “28 Bolsheviks” group
was criticized for their failed military strategy, and officially dissolved. Several of the
group’s members joined Mao’s wing of the party, while Wang Ming remained in
Moscow. Only after winning control of the party did Mao re-establish radio contact with
the Soviets, a year and a half later, in June 1936."

The CCP escaped the KMT only after a great sacrifice: from 90-100,000 men at
the start of the Long March, the Red Army was reduced to 7-8,000 under Mao’s
command upon arrival in the north in autumn of 1935. It grew to a total of 22,000 as
scattered columns arrived over the following months.’® Soon afterward, however, the
approaching war with Japan granted the party a temporary reprieve from KMT attacks.
Chinese public opinion grew increasingly critical of the civil war as the threat of Japanese
imperialism loomed nearer. In 1936, the Comintern began pressing the CCP to form an
alliance with the KMT against the Japanese, in line with its “Popular Front” strategy
against global fascism (which, at that moment, was sacrificing the Spanish revolution to
bourgeois stability in Europe). Mao supported this move and negotiated with the KMT,
but he refused to merge his party or army with Chiang’s for fear of repeating the disasters
of 1927. Talks dragged on for months.

The question of the alliance was eventually settled by conflicts within the KMT
itself. In December 1936, two of Chiang’s own generals kidnapped Chiang in Xi’an,
demanding he cease attacks on the CCP and focus on the imperialist enemy. Chiang

> Michael Sheng, “Mao, Stalin, and the Formation of the Anti-Japanese United Front: 1935-37”, The China
