The following is a summary of Modern Chinese history taken from several

sources and will supplement the regular classroom material on this section.

China and the First Five Year Plan

The Five Year Plan was an attempt by China to boost her industry and set her on the
path to become a world class power. When Mao came to power in 1949, China was
many years behind the industrial nations of the world. Mao wanted this to change.

On an international level, Mao’s China had the same status as Stalin’s Russia.
Communism was feared throughout the western world and here was the world’s most
populated nation turning to communism.

The only country who would want a treaty with China was the Soviet Union. In
December 1949, Mao met Stalin in Moscow. They signed the Treaty of Friendship,
Alliance and Mutual Assistance. This treaty gave China money and technical assistance
to modernize her industry. Though the money received from Russia was minimal ($300
million over five years), Russia did provide 10,000 engineers to boost China’s industry
and therefore her economy.

Influenced by the Russian engineers, and also by the success of Stalin’s Five Year
Plans, China introduced her own Five Year Plan in 1953. Heavy industry was targeted
as being in need of major reform. The Five Year Plan attempted to tackle steel, coal and
iron production. As in the Russian model, each factory or mine was given a target to
achieve. Failure to meet a target was the equivalent of failing your people.

1952

1957 planned

1957 actual output

Coal

63 million tonnes

113 million tonnes

124 million tonnes

Pig Iron

1.9 million tonnes

4.7 million tonnes

5.8 million tonnes

Steel

1.3 million tonnes

4.1 million tonnes

5.2 million tonnes

Oil

0.4 million tonnes

2 million tonnes

1.4 million tonnes

Cement

2.6 million tonnes

6 million tonnes

4.6 million tonnes

Chemical
fertilizer

0.2 million tonnes

0.6 million tonnes

0.7 million tonnes

[http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/china_five_year_plan.htm]
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The Great Leap Forward

The Great Leap Forward took place in 1958. The Great Leap Forward was Mao’s
attempt to modernize China’s economy so that by 1988, China would have an economy
that rivaled America.

coll. SRL

Mao had toured China and concluded that the Chinese people were capable of anything
and the two primary tasks that he felt they should target was industry and agriculture.
Mao announced a second Five Year Plan to last from 1958 to 1963. This plan was
called the Great Leap Forward.

The Great Leap Forward planned to develop agriculture and industry. Mao believed that
both had to grow to allow the other to grow. Industry could only prosper if the work force
was well fed, while the agricultural workers needed industry to produce the modern
tools needed for modernization. To allow for this, China was reformed into a series of
communes.

The geographical size of a commune varied but most contained about 5000 families.
People in a commune gave up their ownership of tools, animals etc so that everything
was owned by the commune. People now worked for the commune and not for
themselves. The life of an individual was controlled by the commune. Schools and
nurseries were provided by the communes so that all adults could work. Health care
was provided and the elderly were moved into "houses of happiness" so that they could
be looked after and also so that families could work and not have to worry about leaving
their elderly relatives at home.

The commune provided all that was needed — including entertainment. Soldiers worked
alongside people. The population in a commune was sub-divided. Twelve families
formed a work team. Twelve work terms formed a brigade. Each sub-division was given
specific work to do. Party members oversaw the work of a commune to ensure that
decisions followed the correct party line.
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By the end of 1958, 700 million people had been placed into 26,578 communes. The
speed with which this was achieved was astounding. However, the government did all
that it could to whip up enthusiasm for the communes. Propaganda was everywhere —
including in the fields where the workers could listen to political speeches as they
worked as the communes provided public address systems. Everybody involved in
communes was urged not only to meet set targets but to beat them. If the communes
lacked machinery, the workers used their bare hands. Major constructions were built in
record time — though the quality of some was dubious.

The Great Leap Forward also encouraged communes to set up "back-yard" production
plants. The most famous were 600,000backyard furnaces which produced steel for the
communes. When all of these furnaces were working, they added a considerable
amount of steel to China’s annual total — 11 million tonnes.

The figures for steel, coal, chemicals, timber, cement etc all showed huge rises though
the figures started at in 1958 were low. Grain and cotton production also showed major
increases in production.

Mao had introduced the Great Leap Forward with the phrase "it is possible to
accomplish any task whatsoever." By the end of 1958, it seemed as if his claim was
true. [http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/great_leap_forward.htm]
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The consequences of the Great Leap Forward

However, in 1959, things started to go wrong. Political decisions/beliefs took precedence over
commonsense and communes faced the task of doing things which they were incapable of
achieving. Party officials would order the impossible and commune leaders, who knew what
their commune was capable of doing or not, could be charged with being a "bourgeois
reactionary" if he complained. Such a charge would lead to prison.

Quickly produced farm machinery produced in factories fell to pieces when used. Many
thousands of workers were injured after working long hours and falling asleep at their jobs. Steel
produced by the backyard furnaces was frequently too weak to be of any use and could not be
used in construction — its original purpose. Buildings constructed by this substandard steel did
not last long.

Also the backyard production method had taken many workers away from their fields — so
desperately needed food was not being harvested. Ironically, one of the key factors in food
production in China was the weather and 1958 had particularly good weather for growing food.
Party leaders claimed that the harvest for 1958 was a record 260 million tons — which was not
true.

The excellent growing weather of 1958 was followed by a very poor growing year in 1959. Some
parts of China were hit by floods. In other growing areas, drought was a major problem. The
harvest for 1959 was 170 million tons of grain — well below what China needed at the most
basic level. In parts of China, starvation occurred.

1960 had even worse weather than 1959. The harvest of 1960 was 144 million tons. 9 million
people are thought to have starved to death in 1960 alone; many millions were left desperately
ill as a result of a lack of food. The government had to introduce rationing. This put people on
the most minimal of food and between 1959 and 1962, it is thought that 20 million people died of
starvation or diseases related to starvation.

The backyard furnaces also used too much coal and China’s rail system, which depended on
coal driven trains, suffered accordingly.

By 1959, it was obvious that the Great Leap Forward had been a failure and even Mao admitted
this. He called on the Communist Party to take him to task over his failures but also asked his
own party members to look at themselves and their performance.

Some party members put the blame of the failure of the Great Leap Forward on Mao. He was
popular with the people but he still had to resign from his position as Head of State (though he
remained in the powerful Party Chairman position).

The day-to-day running of China was left to three moderates: Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai and Deng
Xiaoping. In late 1960, they abandoned the Great Leap Forward. Private ownership of land was
reinstated and communes were cut down to a manageable size. Peasants also had the
incentive to produce as much spare food as was possible as they could sell any spare that they
had a market.

These three moderates had restricted Mao’s power but his standing among the ordinary
Chinese people was still high as he was seen as the leader of the revolution. He was to use this
popularity with the people to resurrect his authority at the expense of the moderates. This was in
the so-called Cultural Revolution.



The Cultural Revolution

The Cultural Revolution had a massive impact on China from 1965 to 1968. The
Cultural Revolution is the name given to Mao’s attempt to reassert his beliefs in China.
Mao had been less than a dynamic leader from the late 1950’s on, and feared others in
the party might be taking on a leading role that weakened his power within the party and
the country. This probably explains the Cultural Revolution — it was an attempt by Mao
to re-impose his authority on the party and therefore the country.

The movement began in September 1965 with a speech by Lin Piao who urged pupils in
schools and colleges to return to the basic principles of the revolutionary movement.
Chinese youths were also encouraged to openly criticize the liberals in the Chinese
Communist Party and those apparently influenced by Nikita Khrushchev of the USSR.
Educational establishments were considered to be too academic and, therefore, too
elitist.

Mao believed that the progress China had made since 1949 had lead to a privileged
class developing — engineers, scientists, factory managers etc. Mao also believed that
these people were acquiring too much power at his expense. Mao was concerned that a
new class of mandarins was emerging in China who had no idea about the lifestyle of
the normal person in China.

Red Guards (groups of youths who banded themselves together) encouraged all the
youth in China to criticize those who Mao deemed untrustworthy with regards to the
direction he wanted China to take. No-one was safe from criticism: writers, economists
and anyone associated with the man Mao considered his main rival — Liu Shao-chi.
Anyone who was deemed to have developed a superior attitude was considered an
enemy of the party and people.
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Mao deliberately set out to create a cult for himself and to purge the Chinese
Communist Party of anyone who did not fully support Mao. His main selling point was a
desire to create a China which had peasants, workers and educated people working
together — no-one was better than anyone else and all working for the good of China — a
classless society.



However, the enthusiasm of the Red Guards nearly pushed China into social turmoil.
Schools and colleges were closed and the economy started to suffer. Groups of Red
Guards fought Red Guards as each separate unit believed that it knew best how China
should proceed. In some areas the activities of the Red Guard got out of hand. They
turned their anger on foreigners and foreign embassies got attacked. The British
Embassy was burned down completely.

and the end of the Cultural Revolution, Harbin, China, Oct. 23, 1976.
http://www.contactpressimages.com/1976/1i6.html

The looming chaos was only checked when Zhou Enlai urged for a return to normality.
He had been one of the leading members of the Chinese Communist Party to
encourage all party members to submit themselves to criticism but he quickly realized
that the experiment that was the Cultural Revolution had got out of hand and was
spiraling out of control.

In October 1968, Liu Shao-chi was expelled from the party and this is generally seen by
historians as the end of the Cultural Revolution. Mao had witnessed the removal of a
potential rival in the party and therefore saw no need for the Cultural Revolution to
continue



