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Publication Note

This edition of the Selected Works of Mao Zedong includes important 
articles he wrote in the different periods of the Chinese revolution. A num-
ber of Chinese editions of his works have appeared in various places, but 
none of them had been gone over by the author; their arrangement was 
haphazard, there were errors in the text, and certain important writings were 
omitted. The contents of the present edition are arranged in chronological 
order and according to the main periods in the history of the Communist 
Party of China since its foundation in 1921. The present edition includes 
a number of important writings not included in the earlier editions. The 
author has read all the articles, made certain verbal changes and, in isolated 
cases, revised the text.

The following points need to be made clear in connection with the pub-
lication:

1. The present selection remains incomplete. As revolutionary records 
were destroyed by the Kuomintang reactionaries or dispersed and 
lost over the long years of war, we cannot collect all the writings of 
Comrade Mao Zedong, and particularly his numerous letters and 
telegrams which form a considerable part of his writings.

2. Some articles which have been widely circulated (e.g., Rural Surveys)1 
were omitted in compliance with the author’s wishes, and for the 
same reason only Chapter 1 of Economic and Financial Problems (“A 
Basic Summing-Up of Our Past Work”) was included.2

3. Explanatory notes are added to this selection. Some explaining the 
titles are placed at the bottom of the first page of each article, while 
the rest, political or otherwise, come at the end of each article.

4. The present Chinese edition is available in a single volume or in a 
set of four volumes. The first volume of the set covers the periods 
of the First Revolutionary Civil War (1924-27) and of the Second 
Revolutionary Civil War (1927-37); the second and third volumes 
cover the period of the War of Resistance Against Japan (1937- 45); 

1 See ‘Preliminary Conclusions of the Land Investigation Campaign,’ Selected Works of Mao 
Zedong, Vol. VI, 2nd Edition, FLP, Paris, pp. 40-55.
2 Ibid., pp. 222-389.
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and the fourth volume covers that of the Third Revolutionary Civil 
War (1945-49).

Committee for the Publication of the 
Selected Works of Mao Zedong, 
Central Committee of the Communist 

Party of China
August 25, 1951
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Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society

Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society1

March 1926

Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? This is a question of the first 
importance for the revolution. The basic reason why all previous revolutionary 
struggles in China achieved so little was their failure to unite with real friends 
in order to attack real enemies. A revolutionary party is the guide of the mass-
es, and no revolution ever succeeds when the revolutionary party leads them 
astray. To ensure that we will definitely achieve success in our revolution and 
will not lead the masses astray, we must pay attention to uniting with our real 
friends in order to attack our real enemies. To distinguish real friends from 
real enemies, we must make a general analysis of the economic status of the 
various classes in Chinese society and of their respective attitudes towards the 
revolution.

What is the condition of each of the classes in Chinese society? 
The landlord class and the comprador class.1 In economically backward and 

semi-colonial China the landlord class and the comprador class are wholly 
appendages of the international bourgeoisie, depending upon imperialism for 
their survival and growth. These classes represent the most backward and most 
reactionary relations of production in China and hinder the development of 
her productive forces. Their existence is utterly incompatible with the aims of 
the Chinese revolution. The big landlord and big comprador classes in particu-
lar always side with imperialism and constitute an extreme counterrevolution-
ary group. Their political representatives are the Étatistes2 and the right-wing 
of the Kuomintang.

1This article was written by Comrade Mao Zedong to combat two deviations then to be 
found in the Party. The exponents of the first deviation, represented by Chen Duxiu, were 
concerned only with co-operation with the Kuomintang and forgot about the peasants; 
this was Right opportunism. The exponents of the second deviation, represented by Zhang 
Guotao, were concerned only with the labour movement, and likewise forgot about the 
peasants; this was “Left” opportunism. Both were aware that their own strength was inade-
quate, but neither of them knew where to seek reinforcements or where to obtain allies on 
a mass scale. Comrade Mao Zedong pointed out that the peasantry was the staunchest and 
numerically the largest ally of the Chinese proletariat, and thus solved the problem of who 
was the chief ally in the Chinese revolution. Moreover, he saw that the national bourgeoisie 
was a vacillating class and predicted that it would disintegrate during the upsurge of the 
revolution, with its right-wing going over to the side of imperialism. This was borne out by 
the events of 1927.
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The middle bourgeoisie. This class represents the capitalist relations of pro-
duction in China in town and country. The middle bourgeoisie, by which is 
meant chiefly the national bourgeoisie,3 is inconsistent in its attitude towards 
the Chinese revolution: they feel the need for revolution and favour the rev-
olutionary movement against imperialism and the warlords when they are 
smarting under the blows of foreign capital and the oppression of the war-
lords, but they become suspicious of the revolution when they sense that, with 
the militant participation of the proletariat at home and the active support of 
the international proletariat abroad, the revolution is threatening the hope of 
their class to attain the status of a big bourgeoisie. Politically, they stand for 
the establishment of a state under the rule of a single class, the national bour-
geoisie. A self-styled true disciple of Dai Jitao4 wrote in the Zhenbao,5 Beijing, 
“Raise your left fist to knock down the imperialists and your right to knock 
down the Communists.” These words depict the dilemma and anxiety of this 
class. It is against interpreting the Kuomintang’s Principle of the People’s Live-
lihood according to the theory of class struggle, and it opposes the Kuomint-
ang’s alliance with Russia and the admission of Communists6 and left-wingers. 
But its attempt to establish a state under the rule of the national bourgeoisie 
is quite impracticable, because the present world situation is such that the two 
major forces, revolution and counter-revolution, are locked in final struggle. 
Each has hoisted a huge banner: one is the red banner of revolution held aloft 
by the Third International as the rallying point for all the oppressed classes 
of the world, the other is the white banner of counterrevolution held aloft 
by the League of Nations as the rallying point for all the counter-revolution-
aries of the world. The intermediate classes are bound to disintegrate quickly, 
some sections turning left to join the revolution, others turning right to join 
the counter-revolution; there is no room for them to remain “independent.” 
Therefore the idea cherished by China’s middle bourgeoisie of an “indepen-
dent” revolution in which it would play the primary role is a mere illusion.

The petty bourgeoisie. Included in this category are the owner-peasants,7 the 
master handicraftsmen, the lower levels of the intellectuals – students, pri-
mary and secondary school teachers, lower government functionaries, office 
clerks, small lawyers – and the small traders. Both because of its size and class 
character, this class deserves very close attention. The owner-peasants and the 
master handicraftsmen are both engaged in small-scale production. Although 
all strata of this class have the same petty-bourgeois economic status, they fall 
into three different sections. The first section consists of those who have some 
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surplus money or grain, that is, those who, by manual or mental labour, earn 
more each year than they consume for their own support. Such people very 
much want to get rich and are devout worshipers of Marshal Zhao;8 while they 
have no illusions about amassing great fortunes, they invariably desire to climb 
up into the middle bourgeoisie. Their mouths water copiously when they see 
the respect in which those small moneybags are held. People of this sort are 
timid, afraid of government officials, and also a little afraid of the revolution. 
Since they are quite close to the middle bourgeoisie in economic status, they 
have a lot of faith in its propaganda and are suspicious of the revolution. This 
section is a minority among the petty bourgeoisie and constitutes its right-
wing. The second section consists of those who in the main are economically 
self-supporting. They are quite different from the people in the first section; 
they also want to get rich, but Marshal Zhao never lets them. In recent years, 
moreover, suffering from the oppression and exploitation of the imperialists, 
the warlords, the feudal landlords and the big comprador-bourgeoisie, they 
have become aware that the world is no longer what it was. They feel they can-
not earn enough to live on by just putting in as much work as before. To make 
both ends meet they have to work longer hours, get up earlier, leave off later, 
and be doubly careful at their work. They become rather abusive, denouncing 
the foreigners as “foreign devils”, the warlords as “robber generals” and the 
local tyrants and evil gentry as “the heartless rich.” As for the movement against 
the imperialists and the warlords, they merely doubt whether it can succeed 
(on the ground that the foreigners and the warlords seem so powerful), hesitate 
to join it and prefer to be neutral, but they never oppose the revolution. This 
section is very numerous, making up about one-half of the petty bourgeoisie.

The third section consists of those whose standard of living is falling. Many 
in this section, who originally belonged to better-off families, are undergoing 
a gradual change from a position of being barely able to manage to one of liv-
ing in more and more reduced circumstances. When they come to settle their 
accounts at the end of each year, they are shocked, exclaiming, “What? Anoth-
er deficit!” As such people have seen better days and are now going downhill 
with every passing year, their debts mounting and their life becoming more 
and more miserable, they “shudder at the thought of the future.” They are in 
great mental distress because there is such a contrast between their past and 
their present. Such people are quite important for the revolutionary move-
ment; they form a mass of no small proportions and are the left-wing of the 
petty bourgeoisie. In normal times these three sections of the petty bourgeoisie 
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differ in their attitude to the revolution. But in times of war, that is, when the 
tide of the revolution runs high and the dawn of victory is in sight, not only 
will the left-wing of the petty bourgeoisie join the revolution, but the middle 
section too may join, and even right-wingers, swept forward by the great rev-
olutionary tide of the proletariat and of the left-wing of the petty bourgeoisie, 
will have to go along with the “evolution.” We can see from the experience of 
the May 30th Movement9 of 1925 and the peasant movement in various places 
that this conclusion is correct.

The semi-proletariat. What is here called the semi-proletariat consists of five 
categories: (1) the overwhelming majority of the semi-owner peasants,10 (2) the 
poor peasants, (3) the small handicraftsmen, (4) the shop assistants11 and (5) 
the pedlars. The overwhelming majority of the semi-owner peasants together 
with the poor peasants constitute a very large part of the rural masses. The 
peasant problem is essentially their problem. The semi-owner peasants, the 
poor peasants and the small handicraftsmen are engaged in production on 
a still smaller scale than the owner-peasants and the master handicraftsmen. 
Although both the overwhelming majority of the semi-owner peasants and the 
poor peasants belong to the semi-proletariat, they may be further divided into 
three smaller categories, upper, middle and lower, according to their econom-
ic condition. The semi-owner peasants are worse off than the owner-peasants 
because every year they are short of about half the food they need, and have 
to make up this deficit by renting land from others, selling part of their labour 
power, or engaging in petty trading. In late spring and early summer when 
the crop is still in the blade and the old stock is consumed, they borrow at 
exorbitant rates of interest and buy grain at high prices; their plight is natu-
rally harder than that of the owner-peasants’ who need no help from others, 
but they are better off than the poor’ peasants. For the poor peasants own no 
land, and receive only half the harvest or even less for their year’s toil, while 
the semi-owner peasants, though receiving only half or less than half the har-
vest of land rented from others, can keep the entire crop from the land they 
own. The semi-owner peasants are therefore more revolutionary than the own-
er-peasants, but less revolutionary than the poor peasants. The poor peasants 
are tenant-peasants who are exploited by the landlords. They may again be 
divided into two categories according to their economic status. One category 
has comparatively adequate farm implements and some funds. Such peasants 
may retain half the product of their year’s toil. To make up their deficit they 
cultivate side crops, catch fish or shrimps, raise poultry or pigs, or sell part of 
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their labour power, and thus eke out a living, hoping in the midst of hardship 
and destitution to tide over the year. Thus their life is harder than that of the 
semi-owner peasants, but they are better off than the other category of poor 
peasants. They are more revolutionary than the semi-owner peasants, but less 
revolutionary than the other category of poor peasants. As for the latter, they 
have neither adequate farm implements nor funds nor enough manure, their 
crops are poor, and, with little left after paying rent, they have even greater 
need to sell part of their labour power. In hard times they piteously beg help 
from relatives and friends, borrowing a few dou or sheng of grain to last them a 
few days, and their debts pile up like loads on the backs of oxen. They are the 
worst off among the peasants and are highly receptive to revolutionary propa-
ganda. The small handicraftsmen are called semi-proletarians because, though 
they own some simple means of production and moreover are self-employed, 
they too are often forced to sell part of their labour power and are somewhat 
similar to the poor peasants in economic status. They feel the constant pinch 
of poverty and dread of unemployment, because of heavy family burdens and 
the gap between their earnings and the cost of living; in this respect too they 
largely resemble the poor peasants. The shop assistants are employees of shops 
and stores, supporting their families on meagre pay and getting an increase 
perhaps only once in several years while prices rise every year. If by chance you 
get into intimate conversation with them, they invariably pour out their end-
less grievances. Roughly the same in status as the poor peasants and the small 
handicraftsmen, they are highly receptive to revolutionary propaganda. The 
pedlars, whether they carry their wares around on a pole or set up stalls along 
the street, have tiny funds and very small earnings, and do not make enough 
to feed and clothe themselves. Their status is roughly the same as that of the 
poor peasants, and like the poor peasants they need a revolution to change the 
existing state of affairs.

The proletariat. The modern industrial proletariat numbers about two mil-
lion. It is not large because China is economically backward. These two million 
industrial workers are mainly employed in five industries – railways, mining, 
maritime transport, textiles and shipbuilding – and a great number are enslaved 
in enterprises owned by foreign capitalists. Though not very numerous, the 
industrial proletariat represents China’s new productive forces, is the most 
progressive class in modern China and has become the leading force in the 
revolutionary movement. We can see the important position of the industrial 
proletariat in the Chinese revolution from the strength it has displayed in the 
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strikes of the last four years, such as the seamen’s strikes,12 the railway strike,13 
the strikes in the Kailan and Jiaozuo coal mines,14 the Shamian strike15 and the 
general strikes in Shanghai and Hong Kong16 after the May 30th Incident. The 
first reason why the industrial workers hold this position is their concentration. 
No other section of the people is so concentrated. The second reason is their 
low economic status. They have been deprived of all means of production, 
have nothing left but their hands, have no hope of ever becoming rich and, 
moreover, are subjected to the most ruthless treatment by the imperialists, the 
warlords and the bourgeoisie. That is why they are particularly good fighters. 
The coolies in the cities are also a force meriting attention. They are mostly 
dockers and rickshaw men, and among them, too, are sewage carters and street 
cleaners. Possessing nothing but their hands, they are similar in economic sta-
tus to the industrial workers but are less concentrated and play a less important 
role in production. There is as yet little modern capitalist farming in China. 
By rural proletariat we mean farm labourers hired by the year, the month or 
the day. Having neither land, farm implements nor funds, they can live only 
by selling their labour power. Of all the workers they work the longest hours, 
for the lowest wages, under the worst conditions, and with the least security of 
employment. They are the most hard-pressed people in the villages, and their 
position in the peasant movement is as important as that of the poor peasants.

Apart from all these, there is the fairly large lumpen-proletariat, made up 
of peasants who have lost their land and handicraftsmen who cannot get work. 
They lead the most precarious existence of all. In every part of the country they 
have their secret societies, which were originally their mutual-aid organizations 
for political and economic struggle, for instance, the Triad Society in Fujian 
and Guangdong, the Society of Brothers in Hunan, Hubei, Guizhou and Sich-
uan, the Big Sword Society in Anhui, Henan and Shandong, the Rational Life 
Society in Zhili17 and the three northeastern provinces, and the Green Band in 
Shanghai and elsewhere.18 One of China’s difficult problems is how to handle 
these people. Brave fighters but apt to be destructive, they can become a revo-
lutionary force if given proper guidance.

To sum up, it can be seen that our enemies are all those in league with impe-
rialism – the warlords, the bureaucrats, the comprador class, the big landlord 
class and the reactionary section of the intelligentsia attached to them. The 
leading force in our revolution is the industrial proletariat. Our closest friends 
are the entire semi-proletariat and petty bourgeoisie. As for the vacillating mid-
dle bourgeoisie, their right-wing may become our enemy and their left-wing 
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may become our friend but we must be constantly on our guard and not let 
them create confusion within our ranks.

Notes
1 A comprador, in the original sense of the word, was the Chinese manages or the senior 

Chinese employee in a foreign commercial establishment. The compradors served foreign 
economic interests and bad close connection with imperialism and foreign capital.

2 The Étatistes were a handful of shameless fascist politicians who at that time formed 
the Chinese Étatiste Youth League, later renamed the Chinese Youth Party. They made 
counter-revolutionary careers for themselves by opposing the Communist Party and the 
Soviet Union and received subsidies from the various groups of reactionaries in power and 
from the imperialists.

3 For further discussion of the role of the national bourgeoisie, see “The Chinese Rev-
olution and the Chinese Communist Party”, Chapter 2, Section 4, Selected Works of Mao 
Tse-tung, Vol. II.

4 Dai Jitao joined the Kuomintang in his youth and for a time was Chiang Kai-shek’s 
partner in stock exchange speculation. After Sun Yat-sen’s death in 1925 he carried on 
anti-Communist agitation and prepared the ground ideologically for Chiang Kai-shek’s 
counter-revolutionary coup d’état in 1927. For years be was a faithful running dog to Chi-
ang Kai-shek in the counter-revolution. He committed suicide in February 1949, driven to 
despair by the imminent doom of Chiang Kai-shek’s regime.

5 The Zhenbao was the organ of the Association for the Study of Constitutional Gov-
ernment, a political group which supported the rule of the Northern warlords.

6 In 1923 Sun Yat-sen, with the help of the Chinese Communist Party, decided to 
reorganize the Kuomintang bring about Kuomintang-Communist co-operation and admit 
members of the Communist Party into the Kuomintang. In January 1924 he convened in 
Canton the Kuomintang’s First National Congress at which he laid down the Three Great 
Policies – alliance with Russia, co-operation with the Communist Party and assistance to 
the peasants and workers. Mao Zedong, Li Dazhao, Lin Boqu, Qu Qiubai and other com-
rades attended the Congress and played an important part in helping the Kuomintang to 
take the road of revolution. Some of these comrades were elected members, and others 
alternate members, of the Central Executive Committee of the Kuomintang.

7 By owner-peasants Comrade Mao Zedong means the middle peasants.
8 Marshal Zhao is Zhao Gongming, God of Wealth in Chinese folklore.
9 The May 30th Movement was the nation-wide anti-imperialist movement in protest 

against the massacre of the Chinese people by the British police in Shanghai on May 30 
1925. Earlier that month, major strikes had broken out in Japanese-owned textile mills in 
Qingdao and Shanghai, which the Japanese imperialists and the Northern warlords who 
were their running dogs proceeded to suppress. On May 15 the Japanese textile mill-owners 
in Shanghai shot and killed the worker Gu Zhenghong and wounded a dozen others. On 
May 28 eight workers were slaughtered by the reactionary government in Qingdao. On 
May 30 more than two thousand students in Shanghai agitated in the foreign concessions 
in support of the workers and for the recovery of the foreign concessions. They rallied 
more than ten thousand people before the British police headquarters, shouting such slo-
gans as “Down with imperialism!” and “People of China, unite!” The British imperialist 
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police opened fire, killing and wounding many students. This became known as the May 
30th Massacre. It immediately aroused country-wide indignation, and demonstrations and 
strikes of workers, students and shopkeepers were held everywhere, forming a tremendous 
anti-imperialist movement.

10 By “the overwhelming majority of the semi-owner peasants”, Comrade Mao Zedong 
is here referring to the impoverished peasants who worked partly on their own land and 
partly on land rented from others.

11 There were several strata of shop assistants in old China. Here Comrade Mao Zedong 
is referring to the largest. There was also the lower stratum of shop assistants who led the 
life of proletarians.

12 The seamen’s strikes were staged by the seamen at Hong kong and by the crews of the 
Yangzi River steamers early in 1922. The Hong kong seamen held out for eight weeks. After 
a bitter and bloody struggle, the British imperialist authorities in Hong kong were finally 
forced to raise wages, lift the ban on the Seamen’s Union, release the arrested workers and 
indemnify the families of the martyrs. The crews of the Yangzi steamers went on strike soon 
afterwards, carried on the struggle for two weeks and also won victory.

13 Immediately after its founding in 1922-23 the Chinese Communist Party set about 
organizing the railway worker. In 1922-23 strikes took place under the Party’s leadership 
on all the trunk lines. The best known was the general strike on the Beijing-Hankou Rail-
way which began on February 4, 1923. It was a fight for the freedom to organize a general 
trade union. On February 7 the Northern warlords Wu Peifu and Xiao Yaonan, who were 
backed by British imperialism, butchered the strikers. This became known as the February 
7th Massacre.

14 The Kailan Coal Mines was an inclusive name for the large contiguous Kaiping 
and Luanzhou coalfields in Hebei Province, then employing over fifty thousand workers. 
During the Yihetuan Movement of 1900 the British imperialists seized the Kaiping mines. 
Subsequently the Chinese organized the Luanzhou Coal Mining Company, which was later 
incorporated into the Kailan Mining Administration. Both coalfields thus came under the 
exclusive control of British imperialism. The Kailan strike took place in October 1922. The 
Jiaozuo Coal Mines, situated in Henan Province, are also well known in China. The Jiaozuo 
strike lasted from July 1 to August 9, 1925.

15 Shamian, a section of the city of Canton, was held on lease by British imperialism. In 
July 1924 the British imperialists who ruled it issued a new police regulation requiring all 
Chinese to produce passes with photos on leaving or entering the area. But foreigners were 
exempt. On July 15 the workers in Shamian went on strike to protest against this prepos-
terous measure, which the British imperialists were finally forced to cancel.

16 Following the May 30th Incident in Shanghai, general strikes broke out on June 1, 
1925 in Shanghai and on June 19 in Hong Kong. More than 200,000 workers took part 
in Shanghai and 250,000 in Hong Kong. The big Hong Kong strike, with the support of 
the people throughout the country, lasted sixteen months. It was the longest strike in the 
history of the world labour movement.

17 Zhili was the old name for Hebei Province.
18 The Triad Society, the Society of Brothers, the Big Sword Society, the Rational Life 

Society and the Green Band were primitive secret organizations among the people. The 
members were mainly bankrupt peasants, unemployed handicraftsmen and other lump-
en-proletarians. In feudal China these elements were often drawn together by come religion 
or superstition to form organizations of a patriarchal pattern and bearing different names 
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and some possessed arms. Through these organizations the lumpen-proletarians sought to 
help each other socially and economically, and sometimes fought the bureaucrats and land-
lords who oppressed them. Of course, such backward organizations could not provide a way 
out for the peasants and handicraftsmen. Furthermore, they could easily be controlled and 
utilized by the landlords and local tyrants and, because of this and of their blind destruc-
tiveness, come turned into reactionary forces. In his counter-revolutionary coup d’etat of 
1927 Chiang Kai-shek made use of them to disrupt the unity of the labouring people and 
destroy the revolution. As the modern industrial proletariat arose and grew from strength 
to strength, the peasants, under the leadership of the working class, gradually formed them-
selves into organizations of an entirely new type, and these primitive, backward societies 
lost their raison d’être.
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Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in 
Hunan1

March 1927

the ImportaNce of the peasaNt problem

During my recent visit to Hunan1 I made a first-hand investigation of 
conditions in the five counties of Xiangtan, Xiangxiang, Hengshan, Liling 
and Changsha. In the thirty-two days from January 4 to February 5, I called 
together fact-finding conferences in villages and county towns, which were 
attended by experienced peasants and by comrades working in the peasant 
movement, and I listened attentively to their reports and collected a great deal 
of material. Many of the hows and whys of the peasant movement were the 
exact opposite of what the gentry in Hankou and Changsha are saying. I saw 
and heard of many strange things of which I had hitherto been unaware. I 
believe the same is true of many other places, too. All talk directed against the 
peasant movement must be speedily set right. All the wrong measures taken 
by the revolutionary authorities concerning the peasant movement must be 
speedily changed. Only thus can the future of the revolution be benefited. For 
the present upsurge of the peasant movement is a colossal event. In a very short 
time, in China’s central, southern and northern provinces, several hundred 
million peasants will rise like a mighty storm, like a hurricane, a force so swift 
and violent that no power, however great, will be able to hold it back. They 
will smash all the trammels that bind them and rush forward along the road 
to liberation. They will sweep all the imperialists, warlords, corrupt officials, 
local tyrants and evil gentry into their graves. Every revolutionary party and 
every revolutionary comrade will be put to the test, to be accepted or rejected 

1This article was written as a reply to the carping criticisms both inside and outside the 
Party then being leveled at the peasants’ revolutionary struggle. Comrade Mao Zedong 
spent thirty-two days in Hunan Province making an investigation and wrote this report 
in order to answer these criticisms. The Right opportunists in the Party, headed by Chen 
Duxiu, would not accept his views and stuck to their own wrong ideas. Their chief error 
was that. frightened by the reactionary trend in the Kuomintang, they dared not support 
the great revolutionary struggles of the peasants which had erupted or were erupting. To 
appease the Kuomintang, they preferred to desert the peasantry, the chief ally in the revolu-
tion, and thus left the working class and the Communist Party isolated and without help. 
It was mainly because it was able to exploit this weakness within the Communist Party that 
the Kuomintang dared to betray the revolution, launch its “party purge” and make war on 
the people in the summer of 1927.
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as they decide. There are three alternatives. To march at their head and lead 
them? To trail behind them, gesticulating and criticizing? Or to stand in their 
way and oppose them? Every Chinese is free to choose, but events will force 
you to make the choice quickly. 

Get orGaNIzed!
The development of the peasant movement in Hunan may be divided 

roughly into two periods with respect to the counties in the province’s central 
and southern parts where the movement has already made much headway. 
The first, from January to September of last year, was one of organization. In 
this period, January to June was a time of underground activity, and July to 
September, when the revolutionary army was driving out Zhao Hengti,2 one of 
open activity. During this period, the membership of the peasant associations 
did not exceed 300,000-400,000 the masses directly under their leadership 
numbered little more than a million, there was as yet hardly any struggle in the 
rural areas, and consequently there was very little criticism of the associations 
in other circles. Since its members served as guides, scouts and carriers of the 
Northern Expeditionary Army, even some of the officers had a good word 
to say for the peasant associations. The second period, from last October to 
January of this year, was one of revolutionary action. The membership of the 
associations jumped to two million and the masses directly under their leader-
ship increased to ten million. Since the peasants generally enter only one name 
for the whole family on joining a peasant association, a membership of two 
million means a mass following of about ten million. Almost half the peasants 
in Hunan are now organized. In counties like Xiangtan, Xiangxiang, Liuyang, 
Changsha, Liling, Ningxiang, Pingjiang, Xiangyin, Hengshan, Hengyang, Lei-
yang, Chenxian and Anhua, nearly all the peasants have combined in the peas-
ant associations or have come under their leadership. It was on the strength 
of their extensive organization that the peasants went into action and within 
four months brought about a great revolution in the countryside, a revolution 
without parallel in history. 

dowN wIth the local tyraNts aNd evIl GeNtry!
all power to the peasaNt assocIatIoNs!

The main targets of attack by the peasants are the local tyrants, the evil gen-
try and the lawless landlords, but in passing they also hit out against patriarchal 
ideas and institutions, against the corrupt officials in the cities and against bad 
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practices and customs in the rural areas. In force and momentum the attack 
is tempestuous; those who bow before it survive and those who resist perish. 
As a result, the privileges which the feudal landlords enjoyed for thousands of 
years are being shattered to pieces. Every bit of the dignity and prestige built 
up by the landlords is being swept into the dust. With the collapse of the power 
of the landlords, the peasant associations have now become the sole organs of 
authority and the popular slogan “All power to the peasant associations” has 
become a reality. Even bides such as a quarrel between husband and wife are 
brought to the peasant association. Nothing can be settled unless someone 
from the peasant association is present. The association actually dictates all 
rural affairs, and, quite literally, “whatever it says, goes.” Those who are outside 
the associations can only speak well of them and cannot say anything against 
them. The local tyrants, evil gentry and lawless landlords have been deprived 
of all right to speak, and none of them dares even mutter dissent. In the face 
of the peasant associations’ power and pressure, the top local tyrants and evil 
gentry have fled to Shanghai, those of the second rank to Hankou, those of the 
third to Changsha and those of the fourth to the county towns, while the fifth 
rank and the still lesser fry surrender to the peasant associations in the villages.

“Here’s ten yuan. Please let me join the peasant association,” one of the 
smaller of the evil gentry will say.

“Ugh! Who wants your filthy money?” the peasants reply.
Many middle and small landlords and rich peasants and even some middle 

peasants, who were all formerly opposed to the peasant associations, are now 
vainly seeking admission. Visiting various places, I often came across such peo-
ple who pleaded with me, “Mr. Committeeman from the provincial capital, 
please be my sponsor!”

In the Qing Dynasty, the household census compiled by the local authori-
ties consisted of a regular register and “the other” register, the former for honest 
people and the latter for burglars, bandits and similar undesirables. In some 
places the peasants now use this method to scare those who formerly opposed 
the associations. They say, “Put their names down in the other register!”

Afraid of being entered in the other register, such people try various devices 
to gain admission into the peasant associations, on which their minds are so 
set that they do not feel safe until their names are entered. But more often than 
not they are turned down flat, and so they are always on tenderhooks; with the 
doors of the association barred to them, they are like tramps without a home 
or, in rural parlance, “mere trash.” In short, what was looked down upon four 



14

Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in Hunan

months ago as a “gang of peasants” has now become a most honourable institu-
tion. Those who formerly prostrated themselves before the power of the gentry 
now bow before the power of the peasants. No matter what their identity, all 
admit that the world since last October is a different one. 

“It’s terrIble!” or “It’s fINe!”
The peasants’ revolt disturbed the gentry’s sweet dreams. When the news 

from the countryside reached the cities, it caused immediate uproar among the 
gentry. Soon after my arrival in Changsha, I met all sorts of people and picked 
up a good deal of gossip. From the middle social strata upwards to the Kuo-
mintang right-wingers, there was not a single person who did not sum up the 
whole business in the phrase, “It’s terrible!” Under the impact of the views of 
the “It’s terrible!” school then flooding the city, even quite revolutionary-mind-
ed people became down-hearted as they pictured the events in the countryside 
in their mind’s eye; and they were unable to deny the word “terrible.” Even 
quite progressive people said, “Though terrible, it is inevitable in a revolution.” 
In short, nobody could altogether deny the word “terrible.” But, as already 
mentioned, the fact is that the great peasant masses have risen to fulfil their 
historic mission and that the forces of rural democracy have risen to overthrow 
the forces of rural feudalism. The patriarchal-feudal class of local tyrants, evil 
gentry and lawless landlords has formed the basis of autocratic government 
for thousands of years and is the cornerstone of imperialism, warlordism and 
corrupt officialdom. To overthrow these feudal forces is the real objective of 
the national revolution. In a few months the peasants have accomplished what 
Dr. Sun Yat-sen wanted, but failed, to accomplish in the forty years he devoted 
to the national revolution. This is a marvelous feat never before achieved, not 
just in forty, but in thousands of years. It’s fine. It is not “terrible” at all. It is 
anything but “terrible.” “It’s terrible!” is obviously a theory for combating the 
rise of the peasants in the interests of the landlords; it is obviously a theory of 
the landlord class for preserving the old order of feudalism and obstructing 
the establishment of the new order of democracy, it is obviously a counterrev-
olutionary theory. No revolutionary comrade should echo this nonsense. If 
your revolutionary viewpoint is firmly established and if you have been to the 
villages and looked around, you will undoubtedly feel thrilled as never before. 
Countless thousands of the enslaved – the peasants – are striking down the 
enemies who battened on their flesh. What the peasants are doing is absolutely 
right, what they are doing is fine! “It’s fine!” is the theory of the peasants and 
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of all other revolutionaries. Every revolutionary comrade should know that the 
national revolution requires a great change in the countryside. The Revolution 
of 19113 did not bring about this change, hence its failure. This change is now 
taking place, and it is an important factor for the completion of the revolution. 
Every revolutionary comrade must support it, or he will be taking the stand of 
counter-revolution. 

the QuestIoN of “GoING too far”
Then there is another section of people who say, “Yes, peasant associations 

are necessary, but they are going rather too far.” This is the opinion of the 
middle-of-the-roaders. But what is the actual situation? True, the peasants are 
in a sense “unruly” in the countryside. Supreme in authority, the peasant asso-
ciation allows the landlord no say and sweeps away his prestige. This amounts 
to striking the landlord down to the dust and keeping him there. The peasants 
threaten, “We will put you in the other register!” They fine the local tyrants 
and evil gentry, they demand contributions from them, and they smash their 
sedan-chairs. People swarm into the houses of local tyrants and evil gentry 
who are against the peasant association, slaughter their pigs and consume their 
grain. They even loll for a minute or two on the ivory-inlaid beds belonging to 
the young ladies in the households of the local tyrants and evil gentry. At the 
slightest provocation they make arrests, crown the arrested with tall paper hats, 
and parade them through the villages, saying, “You dirty landlords, now you 
know who we are!” Doing whatever they like and turning everything upside 
down, they have created a kind of terror in the countryside. This is what some 
people call “going too far”, or “exceeding the proper limits in righting a wrong”, 
or “really too much.” Such talk may seem plausible, but in fact it is wrong. 
First, the local tyrants, evil gentry and lawless landlords have themselves driven 
the peasants to this. For ages they have used their power to tyrannize over the 
peasants and trample them underfoot; that is why the peasants have react-
ed so strongly. The most violent revolts and the most serious disorders have 
invariably occurred in places where the local tyrants, evil gentry and lawless 
landlords perpetrated the worst outrages. The peasants are clear-sighted. Who 
is bad and who is not, who is the worst and who is not quite so vicious, who 
deserves severe punishment and who deserves to be let off lightly – the peasants 
keep clear accounts, and very seldom has the punishment exceeded the crime. 
Secondly, a revolution is not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or painting a 
picture, or doing embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and gentle, 
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so temperate, kind, courteous, restrained and magnanimous.4 A revolution is 
an insurrection, an act of violence by which one class overthrows another. A 
rural revolution is a revolution by which the peasantry overthrows the power of 
the feudal landlord class. Without using the greatest force, the peasants cannot 
possibly overthrow the deep-rooted authority of the landlords which has lasted 
for thousands of years. The rural areas need a mighty revolutionary upsurge, 
for it alone can rouse the people in their millions to become a powerful force. 
All the actions mentioned here which have been labeled as “going too far” flow 
from the power of the peasants, which has been called forth by the mighty rev-
olutionary upsurge in the countryside. It was highly necessary for such things 
to be done in the second period of the peasant movement, the period of revolu-
tionary action. In this period it was necessary to establish the absolute authori-
ty of the peasants. It was necessary to forbid malicious criticism of the peasant 
associations. It was necessary to overthrow the whole authority of the gentry, to 
strike them to the ground and keep them there. There is revolutionary signifi-
cance in all the actions which were labeled as “going too far” in this period. To 
put it bluntly, it is necessary to create terror for a while in every rural area, or 
otherwise it would be impossible to suppress the activities of the counter-revo-
lutionaries in the countryside or overthrow the authority of the gentry. Proper 
limits have to be exceeded in order to right a wrong, or else the wrong cannot 
be righted.5 Those who talk about the peasants “going too far” seem at first 
sight to be different from those who say “It’s terrible!” as mentioned earlier, but 
in essence they proceed from the same standpoint and likewise voice a landlord 
theory that upholds the interests of the privileged classes. Since this theory 
impedes the rise of the peasant movement and so disrupts the revolution, we 
must firmly oppose it. 

the “movemeNt of the rIffraff”
The right-wing of the Kuomintang says, “The peasant movement is a 

movement of the riffraff, of the lazy peasants.” This view is current in Chang-
sha. When I was in the countryside, I heard the gentry say, “It is all right to 
set up peasant associations, but the people now running them are no good. 
They ought to be replaced!” This opinion comes to the same thing as what 
the right-wingers are saying; according to both it is all right to have a peasant 
movement (the movement is already in being and no one dare say otherwise), 
but they say that the people running it are no good and they particularly hate 
those in charge of the associations at the lower levels, calling them “riffraff.” In 
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short, all those whom the gentry had despised, those whom they had trodden 
into the dirt, people with no place in society, people with no right to speak, 
have now audaciously lifted up their heads. They have not only lifted up their 
heads but taken power into their hands. They are now running the township 
peasant associations (at the lowest level), which they have turned into some-
thing fierce and formidable. They have raised their rough, work-soiled hands 
and laid them on the gentry. They tether the evil gentry with ropes, crown 
them with tall paper-hats and parade them through the villages. (In Xiangtan 
and Xiangxiang they call this “parading through the township” and in Liling 
“parading through the fields.”) Not a day passes but they drum some harsh, 
pitiless words of denunciation into these gentry’s ears. They are issuing orders 
and are running everything. Those who used to rank lowest now rank above 
everybody else; and so this is called “turning things upside down.” 

vaNGuards of the revolutIoN

Where there are two opposite approaches to things and people, two oppo-
site views emerge. “It’s terrible!” and “It’s fine!”, “riffraff” and “vanguards of the 
revolution” – here are apt examples.

We said above that the peasants have accomplished a revolutionary task 
which had been left unaccomplished for many years and have done an import-
ant job for the national revolution. But has this great revolutionary task, this 
important revolutionary work, been performed by all the peasants? No. There 
are three kinds of peasants, the rich, the middle and the poor peasants. The three 
live in different circumstances and so have different views about the revolution 
In the first period, what appealed to the rich peasants was the talk about the 
Northern Expeditionary Army’s sustaining a crushing defeat in Jiangxi, about 
Chiang Kai-shek’s being wounded in the leg6 and flying back to Guangdong,7 
and about Wu Peifu’s8 recapturing Yuezhou. The peasant associations would 
certainly not last and the Three People’s Principles9 could never prevail, because 
they had never been heard of before. Thus an official of the township peasant 
association (generally one of the “riffraff” type) would walk into the house of a 
rich peasant, register in hand, and say, “Will you please join the peasant asso-
ciation?” How would the rich peasant answer? A tolerably well-behaved one 
would say, “Peasant association? I have lived here for decades, tilling my land. 
I never heard of such a thing before, yet I’ve managed to live all right. I advise 
you to give it up!” A really vicious rich peasant would say, “Peasant association! 
Nonsense! Association for getting your head chopped off! Don’t get people 
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into trouble!” Yet, surprisingly enough, the peasant associations have now been 
established several months, and have even dared to stand up to the gentry. The 
gentry of the neighbourhood who refused to surrender their opium pipes were 
arrested by the associations and paraded through the villages. In the county 
towns, moreover, some big landlords were put to death, like Yan Rongqiu of 
Xiangtan and Wang Zhize of Ningxiang. On the anniversary of the October 
Revolution, at the time of the anti-British rally and of the great celebrations 
of the victory of the Northern Expedition, tens of thousands of peasants in 
every township, holding high their banners, big and small, along with their 
carrying-poles and hoes, demonstrated in massive, streaming columns. It was 
only then that the rich peasants began to get perplexed and alarmed. During 
the great victory celebrations of the Northern Expedition, they learned that 
Jiujiang had been taken, that Chiang Kai-shek had not been wounded in the 
leg and that Wu Peifu had been defeated after all. What is more, they saw such 
slogans as “Long live the Three People’s Principles!” “Long live the peasant 
associations!” and “Long live the peasants!” clearly written on the “red and 
green proclamations.” “What?” wondered the rich peasants, greatly perplexed 
and alarmed, “‘Long live the peasants!’ Are these people now to be regarded as 
emperors?”10 So the peasant associations are putting on grand airs. People from 
the associations say to the rich peasants, “We’ll enter you in the other register,” 
or, “In another month, the admission fee will be ten yuan a head!” Only under 
the impact of all this are the rich peasants tardily joining the associations,11 
some paying fifty cents or a yuan for admission (the regular fee being a mere 
ten coppers), some securing admission only after asking other people to put in 
a good word for them. But there are quite a number of die-herds who have not 
joined to this day. When the rich peasants join the associations, they generally 
enter the name of some sixty or seventy year-old member of the family, for they 
are in constant dread of “conscription.” After joining, the rich peasants are not 
keen on doing any work for the associations. They remain inactive throughout.

How about the middle peasants? Theirs is a vacillating attitude.
They think that the revolution will not bring them much good. They have 

rice cooking in their pots and no creditors knocking on their doors at mid-
night. They, too, judging a thing by whether it ever existed before, knit their 
brows and think to themselves, “Can the peasant association really last?” “Can 
the Three People’s Principles prevail?” Their conclusion is, “Afraid not!” They 
imagine it all depends on the will of Heaven and think, “A peasant association? 
Who knows if Heaven wills it or not?” In the first period, people from the 
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association would call on a middle peasant, register in hand, and say, “Will you 
please join the peasant association?” The middle peasant would reply, “There’s 
no hurry!” It was not until the second period, when the peasant associations 
were already exercising great power, that the middle peasants came in. They 
show up better in the associations than the rich peasants but are not as yet 
very enthusiastic, they still want to wait and see. It is essential for the peasant 
associations to get the middle peasants to join and to do a good deal more 
explanatory work among them.

The poor peasants have always been the main force in the bitter fight in the 
countryside. They have fought militantly through the two periods of under-
ground work and of open activity. They are the most responsive to Commu-
nist Party leadership. They are deadly enemies of the camp of the local tyrants 
and evil gentry and attack it without the slightest hesitation. “We joined the 
peasant association long ago,” they say to the rich peasants, “why are you still 
hesitating?’! The rich peasants answer mockingly, “What is there to keep you 
from joining? You people have neither a tile over your heads nor a speck of land 
under your feet!” It is true the poor peasants are not afraid of losing anything. 
Many of them really have “neither a tile over their heads nor a speck of land 
under their feet.” What, indeed, is there to keep them from joining the associ-
ations? According to the survey of Changsha County, the poor peasants com-
prise 70 per cent, the middle peasants 20 per cent, and the landlords and the 
rich peasants 10 per cent of the population in the rural areas. The 70 per cent, 
the poor peasants, may be sub-divided into two categories, the utterly destitute 
and the less destitute. The utterly destitute,12 comprising 20 per cent, are the 
completely dispossessed, that is, people who have neither land nor money, are 
without any means of livelihood, and are forced to leave home and become 
mercenaries or hired labourers or wandering beggars. The less destitute,13 the 
other 50 per cent, are the partially dispossessed, that is, people with just a lit-
tle land or a little money who eat up more than they earn and live in toil and 
distress the year round, such as the handicraftsmen, the tenant-peasants (not 
including the rich tenant-peasants) and the semi-owner-peasants. This great 
mass of poor peasants, or altogether 70 per cent of the rural population, are 
the backbone of the peasant associations, the vanguard in the overthrow of 
the feudal forces and the heroes who have performed the great revolutionary 
task which for long years was left undone. Without the poor peasant class 
(the “riffraff”, as the gentry call them), it would have been impossible to bring 
about the present revolutionary situation in the countryside, or to overthrow 
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the local tyrants and evil gentry and complete the democratic revolution. The 
poor peasants, being the most revolutionary group, have gained the leader-
ship of the peasant associations. In both the first and second periods almost 
all the chairmen and committee members in the peasant associations at the 
lowest level were poor peasants (of the officials in the township associations 
in Hengshan County the utterly destitute comprise 50 per cent, the less des-
titute 40 per cent, and poverty-stricken intellectuals 10 per cent). Leadership 
by the poor peasants is absolutely necessary. Without the poor peasants there 
would be no revolution. To deny their role is to deny the revolution. To attack 
them is to attack the revolution. They have never been wrong on the general 
direction of the revolution. They have discredited the local tyrants and evil 
gentry. They have beaten down the local tyrants and evil gentry, big and small, 
and kept them underfoot. Many of their deeds in the period of revolutionary 
action, which were labeled as “going too far”, were in fact the very things the 
revolution required. Some county governments, county headquarters of the 
Kuomintang and county peasant associations in Hunan have already made 
a number of mistakes; some have even sent soldiers to arrest officials of the 
lowerlevel associations at the landlords’ request. A good many chairmen and 
committee members of township associations in Hengshan and Xiangxiang 
Counties have been thrown in jail. This mistake is very serious and feeds the 
arrogance of the reactionaries. To judge whether or not it is a mistake, you 
have only to see how joyful the lawless landlords become and how reaction-
ary sentiments grow, wherever the chairmen or committee members of local 
peasant associations are arrested. We must combat the counter-revolutionary 
talk of a “movement of riffraff” and a “movement of lazy peasants” and must 
be especially careful not to commit the error of helping the local tyrants and 
evil gentry in their attacks on the poor peasant class. Though a few of the 
poor peasant leaders undoubtedly did have shortcomings, most of them have 
changed by now. They themselves are energetically prohibiting gambling and 
suppressing banditry. Where the peasant association is powerful, gambling has 
stopped altogether and banditry has vanished. In some places it is literally true 
that people do not take any articles left by the wayside and that doors are not 
bolted at night. According to the Hengshan survey 85 per cent of the poor 
peasant leaders have made great progress and have proved themselves capable 
and hard-working. Only 15 per cent retain some bad habits. The most one can 
call these is “an unhealthy minority”, and we must not echo the local tyrants 
and evil gentry in undiscriminatingly condemning them as “riffraff.” This 
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problem of the “unhealthy minority” can be tackled only under the peasant 
associations’ own slogan of “strengthen discipline”, by carrying on propaganda 
among the masses, by educating the “unhealthy minority”, and by tightening 
the associations’ discipline; in no circumstances should soldiers be arbitrarily 
sent to make such arrests as would damage the prestige of the poor peasants 
and feed the arrogance of the local tyrants and evil gentry. This point requires 
particular attention. 

fourteeN Great achIevemeNts

Most critics of the peasant associations allege that they have done a great 
many bad things. I have already pointed out that the peasants’ attack on the 
local tyrants and evil gentry is entirely revolutionary behaviour and in no way 
blameworthy. The peasants have done a great many things, and in order to 
answer people’s criticism we must closely examine all their activities, one by 
one, to see what they have actually done. I have classified and summed up 
their activities of the last few months; in all, the peasants under the leadership 
of the peasant associations have the following fourteen great achievements to 
their credit.

1. Organizing the peasants into peasant associations

This is the first great achievement of the peasants. In counties like Xiang-
tan, Xiangxiang and Hengshan, nearly all the peasants are organized and there 
is hardly a remote corner where they are not on the move; these are the best 
places. In some counties, like Yiyang and Huarong, the bulk of the peasants 
are organized, with only a small section remaining unorganized; these places 
are in the second grade. In other counties, like Chengbu and Lingling, while a 
small section is organized, the bulk of the peasants remain unorganized; these 
places are in the third grade. Western Hunan, which is under the control of 
Yuan Zuming,14 has not yet been reached by the associations’ propaganda, 
and in many of its counties the peasants are completely unorganized; these 
form a fourth grade. Roughly speaking, the counties in central Hunan, with 
Changsha as the centre, are the most advanced, those in southern Hunan come 
second, and western Hunan is only just beginning to organize. According to 
the figures compiled by the provincial peasant association last November, 
organizations with a total membership of 1,367,727 have been set up in thir-
ty-seven of the province’s seventy-five counties. Of these members about one 
million were organized during October and November when the power of 
the associations rose high, while up to September the membership had only 
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been 300,000-400,000. Then came the two months of December and January, 
and the peasant movement continued its brisk growth. By the end of January 
the membership must have reached at least two million. As a family generally 
enters only one name when joining and has an average of five members, the 
mass following must be about ten million. This astonishing and accelerating 
rate of expansion explains why the local tyrants, evil gentry and corrupt offi-
cials have been isolated, why the public has been amazed at how completely 
the world has changed since the peasant movement, and why a great revolution 
has been wrought in the countryside. This is the first great achievement of the 
peasants under the leadership of their associations.

2. Hitting the landlords politically

Once the peasants have their organization, the first thing they do is to smash 
the political prestige and power of the landlord class, and especially of the local 
tyrants and evil gentry, that is, to pull down landlord authority and build up 
peasant authority in rural society. This is a most serious and vital struggle. It is 
the pivotal struggle in the second period, the period of revolutionary action. 
Without victory in this struggle, no victory is possible in the economic strug-
gle to reduce rent and interest, to secure land and other means of production, 
and so on. In many places in Hunan like Xiangxiang, Hengshan and Xiangtan 
Counties, this is of course no problem since the authority of the landlords has 
been overturned and the peasants constitute the sole authority. But in counties 
like Liling there are still some places (such as Liling’s western and southern 
districts) where the authority of the landlords seems weaker than that of the 
peasants but, because the political struggle has not been sharp, is in fact sur-
reptitiously competing with it. In such places it is still too early to say that the 
peasants have gained political victory; they must wage the political struggle 
more vigorously until the landlords’ authority is completely smashed. All in all, 
the methods used by the peasants to hit the landlords politically are as follows:

Checking the accounts. More often than not the local tyrants and evil gentry 
have helped themselves to public money passing through their hands, and their 
books are not in order. Now the peasants are using the checking of accounts as 
an occasion to bring down a great many of the local tyrants and evil gentry. In 
many places committees for checking accounts have been established for the 
express purpose of settling financial scores with them, and the first sign of such 
a committee makes them shudder. Campaigns of this kind have been carried 
out in all the counties where the peasant movement is active; they are import-
ant not so much for recovering money as for publicizing the crimes of the local 
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tyrants and evil gentry and for knocking them down from their political and 
social positions.

Imposing fines. The peasants work out fines for such offences as irregulari-
ties revealed by the checking of accounts, past outrages against the peasants, 
current activities which undermine the peasant associations, violations of the 
ban on gambling and refusal to surrender opium pipes. This local tyrant must 
pay so much, that member of the evil gentry so much, the sums ranging from 
tens to thousands of yuan Naturally, a man who has been fined by the peasants 
completely loses face.

Levying contributions. The unscrupulous rich landlords are made to con-
tribute for poor relief, for the organization of co-operatives or peasant credit 
societies, or for other purposes. Though milder than fines, these contributions 
are also a form of punishment. To avoid trouble, quite a number of landlords 
make voluntary contributions to the peasant associations.

Minor protests. When someone harms a peasant association by word or deed 
and the offence is a minor one, the peasants collect in a crowd and swarm into 
the offender’s house to remonstrate with him. He is usually let off after writing 
a pledge to “cease and desist”, in which he explicitly undertakes to stop defam-
ing the peasant association in the future.

Major demonstrations. A big crowd is rallied to demonstrate against a local 
tyrant or one of the evil gentry who is an enemy of the association. The dem-
onstrators eat at the offender’s house, slaughtering his pigs and consuming his 
grain as a matter of course. Quite a few such cases have occurred. There was a 
case recently at Majiahe, Xiangtan County, where a crowd of fifteen thousand 
peasants went to the houses of six of the evil gentry and demonstrated; the 
whole affair lasted four days during which more than 130 pigs were killed and 
eaten. After such demonstrations, the peasants usually impose fines.

“Crowning” the landlords and parading them through the villages. This sort of 
thing is very common. A tall paper-hat is stuck on the head of one of the local 
tyrants or evil gentry, bearing the words “Local tyrant so-and-so” or “So-and-
so of the evil gentry.” He is led by a rope and escorted with big crowds in 
front and behind. Sometimes brass gongs are beaten and flags waved to attract 
people’s attention. This form of punishment more than any other makes the 
local tyrants and evil gentry tremble. Anyone who has once been crowned with 
a tall paper-hat loses face altogether and can never again hold up his head. 
Hence many of the rich prefer being fined to wearing the tall hat. But wear it 
they must, if the peasants insist. One ingenious township peasant association 
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arrested an obnoxious member of the gentry and announced that he was to be 
crowned that very day. The man turned blue with fear. Then the association 
decided not to crown him that day. They argued that if he were crowned right 
away, he would become case-hardened and no longer afraid, and that it would 
be better to let him go home and crown him some other day. Not knowing 
when he would be crowned, the man was in daily suspense, unable to sit down 
or sleep at ease.

Locking up the landlords in the county jail. This is a heavier punishment than 
wearing the tall paper-hat. A local tyrant or one of the evil gentry is arrested 
and sent to the county jail; he is locked up and the county magistrate has to 
try him and punish him. Today the people who are locked up are no longer the 
same. Formerly it was the gentry who sent peasants to be locked up, now it is 
the other way round.

“Banishment.” The peasants have no desire to banish the most notorious 
criminals among the local tyrants and evil gentry, but would rather arrest or 
execute them. Afraid of being arrested or executed, they run away. In counties 
where the peasant movement is well developed, almost all the important local 
tyrants and evil gentry have fled, and this amounts to banishment. Among 
them, the top ones have fled to Shanghai, those of the second rank to Hankou, 
those of the third to Changsha, and of the fourth to the county towns. Of all 
the fugitive local tyrants and evil gentry, those who have fled to Shanghai are 
the safest. Some of those who fled to Hankou, like the three from Huarong, 
were eventually captured and brought back. Those who fled to Changsha are in 
still greater danger of being seized at any moment by students in the provincial 
capital who hail from their counties; I myself saw two captured in Changsha. 
Those who have taken refuge in the county towns are only of the fourth rank, 
and the peasantry, having many eyes and ears, can easily track them down. The 
financial authorities once explained the difficulties encountered by the Hunan 
Provincial Government in raising money by the fact that the peasants were 
banishing the well-to-do, which gives some idea of the extent to which the 
local tyrants and evil gentry are not tolerated in their home villages.

Execution. This is confined to the worst local tyrants and evil gentry and 
is carried out by the peasants jointly with other sections of the people. For 
instance, Wang Zhize of Ningxiang, Zhou Jiagan of Yueyang and Fu Daonan 
and Sun Bozhu of Huarong were shot by the government authorities at the 
insistence of the peasants and other sections of the people. In the case of Yan 
Rongqiu of Xiangtan, the peasants and other sections of the people compelled 
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the magistrate to agree to hand him over, and the peasants themselves executed 
him. Liu Shao of Ningxiang was killed by the peasants. The execution of Peng 
Zhifan of Liling and Zhou Tianjue and Cao Yun of Yiyang is pending, subject 
to the decision of the “special tribunal for trying local tyrants and evil gentry.” 
The execution of one such big landlord reverberates through a whole coun-
ty and is very effective in eradicating the remaining evils of feudalism. Every 
county has these major tyrants, some as many as several dozen and others at 
least a few, and the only effective way of suppressing the reactionaries is to exe-
cute at least a few in each county who are guilty of the most heinous crimes. 
When the local tyrants and evil gentry were at the height of their power, they 
literally slaughtered peasants without batting an eyelid. He Maiquan, for ten 
years head of the defence corps in the town of Xinkang, Changsha County, was 
personally responsible for killing almost a thousand poverty-stricken peasants, 
which he euphemistically described as “executing bandits.” In my native coun-
ty of Xiangtan, Tang Junyan and Luo Shulin who headed the defence corps in 
the town of Yintian have killed more than fifty people and buried four alive in 
the fourteen years since 1913. Of the more than fifty they murdered, the first 
two were perfectly innocent beggars. Tang Junyan said, “Let me make a start 
by killing a couple of beggars!” and so these two lives were snuffed out. Such 
was the cruelty of the local tyrants and evil gentry in former days, such was the 
White terror they created in the countryside, and now that the peasants have 
risen and shot a few and created just a little terror in suppressing the count-
er-revolutionaries, is there any reason for saying they should not do so? 

3. Hitting the landlords economically

Prohibition on sending grain out of the area, forcing up grain prices, and hoard-
ing and cornering. This is one of the great events of recent months in the eco-
nomic struggle of the Hunan peasants. Since last October the poor peasants 
have prevented the outflow of the grain of the landlords and rich peasants and 
have banned the forcing up of grain prices and hoarding and cornering. As a 
result, the poor peasants have fully achieved their objective; the ban on the out-
flow of grain is watertight, grain prices have fallen considerably, and hoarding 
and cornering have disappeared.

Prohibition on increasing rents and deposits;15 agitation for reduced rents and 
deposits. Last July and August, when the peasant associations were still weak, 
the landlords, following their long-established practice of maximum exploita-
tion, served notice one after another on their tenants that rents and deposits 
would be increased. But by October, when the peasant associations had grown 
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considerably in strength and had all come out against the raising of rents and 
deposits, the landlords dared not breathe another word on the subject. From 
November onwards, as the peasants have gained ascendancy over the landlords 
they have taken the further step of agitating for reduced rents and deposits. 
What a pity, they say, that the peasant associations were not strong enough 
when rents were being paid last autumn, or we could have reduced them then. 
The peasants are doing extensive propaganda for rent reduction in the coming 
autumn, and the landlords are asking how the reductions are to be carried out. 
As for the reduction of deposits, this is already under way in Hengshan and 
other counties.

Prohibition on cancelling tenancies. In July and August of last year there 
were still many instances of landlords cancelling tenancies and re-letting the 
land. But after October nobody dared cancel a tenancy. Today, the cancelling 
of tenancies and the re-letting of land are quite out of the question; all that 
remains as something of a problem is whether a tenancy can be cancelled if the 
landlord wants to cultivate the land himself. In some places even this is not 
allowed by the peasants. In others the cancelling of a tenancy may be permit-
ted if the landlord wants to cultivate the land himself, but then the problem of 
unemployment among the tenant-peasants arises. There is as yet no uniform 
way of solving this problem.

Reduction of interest. Interest has been generally reduced in Anhua, and 
there have been reductions in other counties, too. But wherever the peasant 
associations are powerful, rural money-lending has virtually disappeared, the 
landlords having completely “stopped lending” for fear that the money will be 
“communized.” What is currently called reduction of interest is confined to 
old loans. Not only is the interest on such old loans reduced, but the creditor 
is actually forbidden to press for the repayment of the principal. The poor 
peasant replies, “Don’t blame me. The year is nearly over. I’ll pay you back next 
year.” 

4. Overthrowing the feudal rule of the local tyrants and evil gentry – 
smashing the du and tuan16

The old organs of political power in the du and tuan (i.e., the district and 
the township), and especially at the du level, just below the county level, used 
to be almost exclusively in the hands of the local tyrants and evil gentry. The 
du had jurisdiction over a population of from ten to fifty or sixty thousand 
people, and had its own armed forces such as the township defence corps, its 
own fiscal powers such as the power to levy taxes per mou17 of land, and its 
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own judicial powers such as the power to arrest, imprison, try and punish the 
peasants at will. The evil gentry who ran these organs were virtual monarchs of 
the countryside. Comparatively speaking, the peasants were not so much con-
cerned with the president of the Republic, the provincial military governor18 
or the county magistrate; their real “bosses” were these rural monarchs. A mere 
snort from these people, and the peasants knew they had to watch their step. 
As a consequence of the present revolt in the countryside the authority of the 
landlord class has generally been struck down, and the organs of rural adminis-
tration dominated by the local tyrants and evil gentry have naturally collapsed 
in its wake. The heads of the du and the tuan all steer clear of the people, dare 
not show their faces and push all local matters on to the peasant associations. 
They put people off with the remark, “It is none of my business!”

Whenever their conversation turns to the heads of the du and the tuan, the 
peasants say angrily, “That bunch! They are finished!”

Yes, the term “finished” truly describes the state of the old organs of rural 
administration wherever the storm of revolution has raged. 

5. Overthrowing the armed forces of the landlords and establishing 
those of the peasants

The armed forces of the landlord class were smaller in central Hunan than 
in the western and southern parts of the province. An average of 600 rifles for 
each county would make a total of 45,000 rifles for all the seventy-five coun-
ties; there may, in fact, be more. In the southern and central parts where the 
peasant movement is well developed, the landlord class cannot hold its own 
because of the tremendous momentum with which the peasants have risen, 
and its armed forces have largely capitulated to the peasant associations and 
taken the side of the peasants; examples of this are to be found in such counties 
as Ningxiang, Pingjiang, Liuyang, Changsha, Liling, Xiangtan, Xiangxiang, 
Anhua, Hengshan and Hengyang. In some counties such as Baojing, a small 
number of the landlords’ armed forces are taking a neutral stand, though with 
a tendency to capitulate. Another small section are opposing the peasant asso-
ciations, but the peasants are attacking them and may wipe them out before 
long, as, for example, in such counties as Yizhang, Linwu and Jiahe. The armed 
forces thus taken over from the reactionary landlords are all being reorganized 
into a “standing household militia”19 and placed under the new organs of rural 
self-government, which are organs of the political power of the peasantry. Tak-
ing over these old armed forces is one way in which the peasants are building 
up their own armed forces. A new way is through the setting up of spear corps 



28

Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in Hunan

under the peasant associations. The spears have pointed, double-edged blades 
mounted on long shafts, and there are now 100,000 of these weapons in the 
county of Xiangxiang alone. Other counties like Xiangtan, Hengshan, Liling 
and Changsha have 70,000-80,000, or 50,000-60.000. or 30,000-40,000 
each. Every county where there is a peasant movement has a rapidly growing 
spear corps. These peasants thus armed form an “irregular household mili-
tia.” This multitude equipped with spears, which is larger than the old armed 
forces mentioned above, is a new-born armed power the mere sight of which 
makes the local tyrants and evil gentry tremble. The revolutionary authorities 
in Hunan should see to it that it is built up on a really extensive scale among 
the more than twenty million peasants in the seventy-five counties of the prov-
ince, that every peasant, whether young or in his prime, possesses a spear, and 
that no restrictions are imposed as though a spear were something dreadful. 
Anyone who is scared at the sight of the spear corps is indeed a weakling! Only 
the local tyrants and evil gentry are frightened of them, but no revolutionaries 
should take fright. 

6. Overthrowing the political power of the county magistrate and his 
bailiffs

That county government cannot be clean until the peasants rise up was 
proved some time ago in Haifeng, Guangdong Province. Now we have added 
proof, particularly in Hunan. In a county where power is in the hands of the 
local tyrants and evil gentry, the magistrate, whoever he may be, is almost 
invariably a corrupt official. In a county where the peasants have risen there is 
dean government, whoever the magistrate. In the counties I visited, the mag-
istrates had to consult the peasant associations on everything in advance. In 
counties where the peasant power was very strong, the word of the peasant 
association worked miracles. If it demanded the arrest of a local tyrant in the 
morning, the magistrate dared not delay till noon; if it demanded arrest by 
noon, he dared not delay till the afternoon. When the power of the peasants 
was just beginning to make itself felt in the countryside, the magistrate worked 
in league with the local tyrants and evil gentry against the peasants. When 
the peasants’ power grew till it matched that of the landlords, the magistrate 
took the position of trying to accommodate both the landlords and the peas-
ants, accepting some of the peasant association’s suggestions while rejecting 
others. The remark that the word of the peasant association “works miracles” 
applies only when the power of the landlords has been completely beaten down 
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by that of the peasants. At present the political situation in such counties as 
Xiangxiang, Xiangtan, Liling and Hengshan is as follows:

(1) All decisions are made by a joint council consisting of the magistrate and the 
representatives of the revolutionary mass organizations. The council is convened 
by the magistrate and meets in his office. In some counties it is called the “joint 
council of public bodies and the local government”, and in others the “council 
of county affairs.” Besides the magistrate himself, the people attending are the 
representatives of the county peasant association, trade union council, mer-
chant association, women’s association, school staff association, student asso-
ciation and Kuomintang headquarters.20 At such council meetings the mag-
istrate is influenced by the views of the public organizations and invariably 
does their bidding. The adoption of a democratic committee system of county 
government should not, therefore, present much of a problem in Hunan. The 
present county governments are already quite democratic both in form and 
substance. This situation has been brought about only in the last two or three 
months, that is, since the peasants have risen all over the countryside and over-
thrown the power of the local tyrants and evil gentry. It has now come about 
that the magistrates, seeing their old props collapse and needing other props 
to retain their posts, have begun to curry favour with the public organizations.

(2) The judicial assistant teas scarcely any cases to handle. The judicial sys-
tem in Hunan remains one in which the county magistrate is concurrently in 
charge of judicial affairs, with an assistant to help him in handling cases. To get 
rich, the magistrate and his underlings used to rely entirely on collecting taxes 
and levies, procuring men and provisions for the armed forces, and extorting 
money in civil and criminal lawsuits by confounding right and wrong, the last 
being the most regular and reliable source of income. In the last few months, 
with the downfall of the local tyrants and evil gentry, all the legal pettifoggers 
have disappeared. What is more, the peasants’ problems, big and small, are 
now all settled in the peasant associations at the various levels. Thus the county 
judicial assistant simply has nothing to do. The one in Xiangxiang told me, 
“When there were no peasant associations, an average of sixty civil or crimi-
nal suits were brought to the county government each day; now it receives an 
average of only four or five a day.” So it is that the purses of the magistrates and 
their underlings perforce remain empty.

(3) The armed guards, the police and the bailiffs all keep out of the way and 
dare not go near the villages to practice their extortions. In the past the villagers 
were afraid of the townspeople, but now the townspeople are afraid of the 
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villagers. In particular the vicious curs kept by the county government – the 
police, the armed guards and the bailiffs – are afraid of going to the villages, or 
if they do so, they no longer dare to practice their extortions. They tremble at 
the sight of the peasants’ spears. 

7. Overthrowing the clan authority of the ancestral temples and 
clan elders, the religious authority of town and village gods, and the 
masculine authority of husbands

A man in China is usually subjected to the domination of three systems of 
authority: (1) the state system (political authority), ranging from the nation-
al, provincial and county government down to that of the township; (2) the 
clan system (clan authority), ranging from the central ancestral temple and its 
branch temples down to the head of the household; and (3) the supernatural 
system (religious authority), ranging from the King of Hell down to the town 
and village gods belonging to the nether world, and from the Emperor of Heav-
en down to all the various gods and spirits belonging to the celestial world. As 
for women, in addition to being dominated by these three systems of authority, 
they are also dominated by the men (the authority of the husband). These four 
authorities – political, clan, religious and masculine – are the embodiment of 
the whole feudal-patriarchal system and ideology, and are the four thick ropes 
binding the Chinese people, particularly the peasants. How the peasants have 
overthrown the political authority of the landlords in the countryside has been 
described above. The political authority of the landlords is the backbone of all 
the other systems of authority. With that overturned, the clan authority, the 
religious authority and the authority of the husband all begin to totter. Where 
the peasant association is powerful, the clan elders and administrators of tem-
ple funds no longer dare oppress those lower in the clan hierarchy or embezzle 
clan funds. The worst clan elders and administrators, being local tyrants, have 
been thrown out. No one any longer dares to practice the cruel corporal and 
capital punishments that used to be inflicted in the ancestral temples, such as 
flogging, drowning and burying alive. The old rule barring women and poor 
people from the banquets in the ancestral temples has also been broken. The 
women of Baiguo in Hengshan County gathered in force and swarmed into 
their ancestral temple, firmly planted their backsides in the seats and joined 
in the eating and drinking, while the venerable clan bigwigs had willy-nilly to 
let them do as they pleased. At another place, where poor peasants had been 
excluded from temple banquets, a group of them flocked in and ate and drank 
their fill, while the local tyrants and evil gentry and other long-gowned gentle-
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men all took to their heels in fright. Everywhere religious authority totters as 
the peasant movement develops. In many places the peasant associations have 
taken over the temples of the gods as their offices. Everywhere they advocate 
the appropriation of temple property in order to start peasant schools and to 
defray the expenses of the associations, calling it “public revenue from super-
stition.” In Liling County, prohibiting superstitious practices and smashing 
idols have become quite the vogue. In its northern districts the peasants have 
prohibited the incense-burning processions to propitiate the god of pestilence. 
There were many idols in the Taoist temple at Fubo Hill in Lukou, but when 
extra room was needed for the district headquarters of the Kuomintang, they 
were all piled up in a corner, big and small together, and no peasant raised any 
objection. Since then, sacrifices to the gods, the performance of religious rites 
and the offering of sacred lamps have rarely been practised when a death occurs 
in a family. Because the initiative in this matter was taken by the chairman of 
the peasant association, Sun Xiaoshan, he is hated by the local Taoist priests. In 
the Longfeng Nunnery in the North Third District, the peasants and primary 
school teachers chopped up the wooden idols and actually used the wood to 
cook meat. More than thirty idols in the Dongfu Monastery in the Southern 
District were burned by the students and peasants together, and only two small 
images of Lord Bao21 were snatched up by an old peasant who said, “Don’t 
commit a sin !” In places where the power of the peasants is predominant, 
only the older peasants and the women still believe in the gods, the younger 
peasants no longer doing so. Since the latter control the associations, the over-
throw of religious authority and the eradication of superstition are going on 
everywhere. As to the authority of the husband, this has always been weaker 
among the poor peasants because, out of economic necessity, their women-
folk have to do more manual labour than the women of the richer classes and 
therefore have more say and greater power of decision in family matters. With 
the increasing bankruptcy of the rural economy in recent years, the basis for 
men’s domination over women has already been weakened. With the rise of 
the peasant movement, the women in many places have now begun to orga-
nize rural women’s associations; the opportunity has come for them to lift up 
their heads, and the authority of the husband is getting shakier every day. In 
a word, the whole feudal-patriarchal system and ideology is tottering with the 
growth of the peasants’ power. At the present time, however, the peasants are 
concentrating on destroying the landlords’ political authority. Wherever it has 
been wholly destroyed, they are beginning to press their attack in the three 
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other spheres of the clan, the gods and male domination. But such attacks 
have only just begun, and there can be no thorough overthrow of all three 
until the peasants have won complete victory in the economic struggle. There-
fore, our present task is to lead the peasants to put their greatest efforts into 
the political struggle, so that the landlords’ authority is entirely overthrown. 
The economic struggle should follow immediately, so that the land problem 
and the other economic problems of the poor peasants may be fundamentally 
solved. As for the clan system, superstition, and inequality between men and 
women, their abolition will follow as a natural consequence of victory in the 
political and economic struggles. If too much of an effort is made, arbitrarily 
and prematurely, to abolish these things, the local tyrants and evil gentry will 
seize the pretext to put about such counter-revolutionary propaganda as “the 
peasant association has no piety towards ancestors”, “the peasant association is 
blasphemous and is destroying religion” and “the peasant association stands for 
the communization of wives”, all for the purpose of undermining the peasant 
movement. A case in point is the recent events at Xiangxiang in Hunan and 
Yangxin in Hubei, where the landlords exploited the opposition of some peas-
ants to smashing idols. It is the peasants who made the idols, and when the 
time comes they will cast the idols aside with their own hands; there is no need 
for anyone else to do it for them prematurely. The Communist Party’s propa-
ganda policy in such matters should be, “Draw the bow without shooting, just 
indicate the motions.”22 It is for the peasants themselves to cast aside the idols, 
pull down the temples to the martyred virgins and the arches to the chaste and 
faithful widows; it is wrong for anybody else to do it for them.

While I was in the countryside, I did some propaganda against superstition 
among the peasants. I said:

“If you believe in the Eight Characters,23 you hope for good luck; if you 
believe in geomancy,24 you hope to benefit from the location of your ances-
tral graves. This year within the space of a few months the local tyrants, evil 
gentry and corrupt officials have all toppled from their pedestals. Is it possible 
that until a few months ago they all had good luck and enjoyed the benefit of 
well-sited ancestral graves, while suddenly in the last few months their luck has 
turned and their ancestral graves have ceased to exert a beneficial influence? 
The local tyrants and evil gentry jeer at your peasant association and say, ‘How 
odd! Today, the world is a world of committeemen. Look, you can’t even go to 
pass water without bumping into a committeeman!’ Quite true, the towns and 
the villages, the trade unions and the peasant associations, the Kuomintang 
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and the Communist Party, all without exception have their executive commit-
tee members – it is indeed a world of committeemen. But is this due to the 
Eight Characters and the location of the ancestral graves? How strange! The 
Eight Characters of all the poor wretches in the countryside have suddenly 
turned auspicious! And their ancestral graves have suddenly started exerting 
beneficial influences! The gods? Worship them by all means. But if you had 
only Lord Guan25 and the Goddess of Mercy and no peasant association, could 
you have overthrown the local tyrants and evil gentry? The gods and goddesses 
are indeed miserable objects. You have worshipped them for centuries, and 
they have not overthrown a single one of the local tyrants or evil gentry for you! 
Now you want to have your rent reduced. Let me ask, how will you go about 
it? Will you believe in the gods or in the peasant association?”

My words made the peasants roar with laughter. 

8. Spreading political propaganda

Even if ten thousand schools of law and political science had been opened, 
could they have brought as much political education to the people, men and 
women, young and old, all the way into the remotest corners of the country-
side, as the peasant associations have done in so short a time? I don’t think they 
could. “Down with imperialism!” “Down with the warlords!” “Down with 
the corrupt officials!” “Down with the local tyrants and evil gentry!” – these 
political slogans have grown wings, they have found their way to the young, 
the middle-aged and the old, to the women and children in countless villages, 
they have penetrated into their minds and are on their lips. For instance, watch 
a group of children at play. If one gets angry with another, if he glares, stamps 
his foot and shakes his fist, you will then immediately hear from the other the 
shrill cry of “Down with imperialism!”

In the Xiangtan area, when the children who pasture the cattle get into a 
fight, one will act as Tang Shengzhi, and the other as Ye Kaixin;26 when one 
is defeated and runs away, with the other chasing him, it is the pursuer who 
is Tang Shengzhi and the pursued Ye Kaixin. As to the song “Down with the 
Imperialist Powers!” of course almost every child in the towns can sing it, and 
now many village children can sing it too.

Some of the peasants can also recite Dr. Sun Yat-sen’s Testament. They 
pick out the terms “freedom”, “equality”, “the Three People’s Principles” and 
“unequal treaties” and apply them, if rather crudely, in their daily life. When 
somebody who looks like one of the gentry encounters a peasant and stands on 
his dignity, refusing to make way along a pathway, the peasant will say angrily, 
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“Hey, you local tyrant, don’t you know the Three People’s Principles?” Former-
ly when the peasants from the vegetable farms on the outskirts of Changsha 
entered the city to sell their produce, they used to be pushed around by the 
police. Now they have found a weapon, which is none other than the Three 
People’s Principles. When a policeman strikes or swears at a peasant selling 
vegetables, the peasant immediately answers back by invoking the Three Peo-
ple’s Principles and that shuts the policeman up. Once in Xiangtan when a 
district peasant association and a township peasant association could not see 
eye to eye, the chairman of the township association declared, “Down with the 
district peasant association’s unequal treaties!”

The spread of political propaganda throughout the rural areas is entirely 
an achievement of the Communist Party and the peasant associations. Simple 
slogans, cartoons and speeches have produced such a widespread and speedy 
effect among the peasants that every one of them seems to have been through 
a political school. According to the reports of comrades engaged in rural work, 
political propaganda was very extensive at the time of the three great mass ral-
lies, the anti-British demonstration, the celebration of the October Revolution 
and the victory celebration for the Northern Expedition. On these occasions, 
political propaganda was conducted extensively wherever there were peasant 
associations, arousing the whole countryside with tremendous effect. From 
now on care should be taken to use every opportunity gradually to enrich the 
content and clarify the meaning of those simple slogans. 

9. Peasant bans and prohibitions

When the peasant associations, under Communist Party leadership, estab-
lish their authority in the countryside, the peasants begin to prohibit or restrict 
the things they dislike. Gaming, gambling and opium-smoking are the three 
things that are most strictly forbidden.

Gaming. Where the peasant association is powerful, mahjong, dominoes 
and card games are completely banned.

The peasant association in the 14th District of Xiangxiang burned two bas-
ketfuls of mahjong sets.

If you go to the countryside, you will find none of these games played; any-
one who violates the ban is promptly and strictly punished.

Gambling. Former hardened gamblers are now themselves suppressing gam-
bling; this abuse, too, has been swept away in places where the peasant associ-
ation is powerful.
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Opium-smoking. The prohibition is extremely strict. When the peasant asso-
ciation orders the surrender of opium pipes, no one dares to raise the least 
objection. In Liling County one of the evil gentry who did not surrender his 
pipes was arrested and paraded through the villages.

The peasants’ campaign to “disarm the opium-smokers’! is no less impres-
sive than the disarming of the troops of Wu Peifu and Sun Chuanfang27 by the 
Northern Expeditionary Army. Quite a number of venerable fathers of officers 
in the revolutionary army, old men who were opium-addicts and inseparable 
from their pipes, have been disarmed by the “emperors” (as the peasants are 
called derisively by the evil gentry). The “emperors” have banned not only 
the growing and smoking of opium, but also trafficking in it. A great deal of 
the opium transported from Guizhou to Jiangxi via the counties of Baojing, 
Xiangxiang, Yuxian and Liling has been intercepted on the way and burned. 
This has affected government revenues. As a result, out of consideration for the 
army’s need for funds in the Northern Expedition, the provincial peasant asso-
ciation ordered the associations at the lower levels “temporarily to postpone the 
ban on opium traffic.” This, however, has upset and displeased the peasants.

There are many other things besides these three which the peasants have 
prohibited or restricted, the following being some examples:

The flower drum. Vulgar performances are forbidden in many places.
Sedan-chairs In many counties, especially Xiangxiang, there have been cas-

es of smashing sedan-chairs. The peasants, detesting the people who use this 
conveyance, are always ready to smash the chairs, but the peasant associations 
forbid them to do so. Association officials tell the peasants, “If you smash the 
chairs, you only save the rich money and lose the carriers their jobs. Will that 
not hurt our own people?” Seeing the point, the peasants have worked out a 
new tactic – considerably to increase the fares charged by the chair carriers so 
as to penalize the rich.

Distilling and sugar-making. The use of grain for distilling spirits and mak-
ing sugar is everywhere prohibited, and the distillers and sugar-refiners are con-
stantly complaining. Distilling is not banned in Futianpu, Hengshan County, 
but prices are fixed very low, and the wine and spirits dealers, seeing no pros-
pect of profit, have had to stop it.

Pigs. The number of pigs a family can keep is limited, for pigs consume 
grain.

Chickens and ducks. In Xiangxiang County the raising of chickens and 
ducks is prohibited, but the women object. In Hengshan County, each family 
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in Yangtang is allowed to keep only three, and in Futianpu five. In many places 
the raising of ducks is completely banned, for ducks not only consume grain 
but also ruin the rice plants and so are worse than chickens.

Feasts. Sumptuous feasts are generally forbidden. In Shaoshan, Xiangtan 
County, it has been decided that guests are to be served with only three kinds 
of animal food, namely, chicken, fish and pork. It is also forbidden to serve 
bamboo shoots, kelp and lentil noodles. In Hengshan County it has been 
resolved that eight dishes and no more may be served at a banquet.28 Only 
five dishes are allowed in the East Third District in Liling County, and only 
three meat and three vegetable dishes in the North Second District, while in 
the West Third District New Year feasts are forbidden entirely. In Xiangxiang 
County, there is a ban on all “egg-cake feasts”, which are by no means sump-
tuous. When a family in the Second District of Xiangxiang gave an “egg-cake 
feast” at a son’s wedding, the peasants, seeing the ban violated, swarmed into 
the house and broke up the celebration. In the town of Jiamo, Xiangxiang 
County, the people have refrained from eating expensive foods and use only 
fruit when offering ancestral sacrifices.

Oxen. Oxen are a treasured possession of the peasants. “Slaughter an ox in 
this life and you will be an ox in the next” has become almost a religious tenet; 
oxen must never be killed. Before the peasants had power, they could only 
appeal to religious taboo in opposing the slaughter of cattle and had no means 
of banning it. Since the rise of the peasant associations their jurisdiction has 
extended even to the cattle, and they have prohibited the slaughter of cattle in 
the towns. Of the six butcheries in the county town of Xiangtan, five are now 
closed and the remaining one slaughters only enfeebled or disabled animals. 
The slaughter of cattle is totally prohibited throughout the county of Heng-
shan. A peasant whose ox broke a leg consulted the peasant association before 
he dared kill it. When the Chamber of Commerce of Zhuzhou rashly slaugh-
tered a cow, the peasants came into town and demanded an explanation, and 
the chamber, besides paying a fine, had to let off firecrackers by way of apology.

Tramps and vagabonds. A resolution passed in Liling County prohibited the 
drumming of New Year greetings or the chanting of praises to the local deities 
or the singing of lotus rhymes. Various other counties have similar prohibi-
tions, or these practices have disappeared of themselves, as no one observes 
them any more. The “beggar-bullies” or “vagabonds” who used to be extremely 
aggressive now have no alternative but to submit to the peasant associations. 
In Shaoshan, Xiangtan County, the vagabonds used to make the temple of 
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the Rain God their regular haunt and feared nobody, but since the rise of the 
associations they have stolen away. The peasant association in Huti Township 
in the same county caught three such tramps and made them carry clay for 
the brick kilns. Resolutions have been passed prohibiting the wasteful customs 
associated with New Year calls and gifts.

Besides these, many other minor prohibitions have been introduced in var-
ious places, such as the Liling prohibitions on incense-burning processions to 
propitiate the god of pestilence, on buying preserves and fruit for ritual pres-
ents, burning ritual paper garments during the Festival of Spirits and pasting 
up good-luck posters at the New Year. At Gushui in Xiangxiang County, there 
is a prohibition even on smoking water-pipes. In the Second District, letting 
off firecrackers and ceremonial guns is forbidden, with a fine of 1.20 yuan for 
the former and 2.40 yuan for the latter. Religious rites for the dead are pro-
hibited in the 7th and 20th Districts. In the 18th District, it is forbidden to 
make funeral gifts of money. Things like these, which defy enumeration, may 
be generally called peasant bans and prohibitions.

They are of great significance in two respects. First, they represent a revolt 
against bad social customs, such as gaming, gambling and opium-smoking. 
These customs arose out of the rotten political environment of the landlord 
class and are swept away once its authority is overthrown. Second, the prohibi-
tions are a form of self-defence against exploitation by city merchants; such are 
the prohibitions on feasts and on buying preserves and fruit for ritual presents. 
Manufactured goods are extremely dear and agricultural products are extreme-
ly cheap, the peasants are impoverished and ruthlessly exploited by the mer-
chants and they must therefore encourage frugality to protect themselves. As 
for the ban on sending grain out of the area, it is imposed to prevent the price 
from rising because the poor peasants have not enough to feed themselves and 
have to buy grain on the market. The reason for all this is the peasants’ poverty 
and the contradictions between town and country; it is not a matter of their 
rejecting manufactured goods or trade between town and country in order to 
uphold the so-called Doctrine of Oriental Culture.29 To protect themselves 
economically, the peasants must organize consumers’ co-operatives for the col-
lective buying of goods. It is also necessary for the government to help the 
peasant associations establish credit (loan) co-operatives. If these things were 
done, the peasants would naturally End it unnecessary to ban the outflow of 
grain as a method of keeping down the price, nor would they have to prohibit 
the inflow of certain manufactured goods in economic self-defence. 
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10. Eliminating banditry

In my opinion, no ruler in any dynasty from Yu, Tang, Wen and Wu down 
to the Qing emperors and the presidents of the Republic has ever shown as 
much prowess in eliminating banditry as have the peasant associations today. 
Wherever the peasant associations are powerful there is not a trace of banditry. 
Surprisingly enough, in many places even the pilfering of vegetables has disap-
peared. In other places there are still some pilferers. But in the counties I visit-
ed, even including those that were formerly bandit-ridden, there was no trace 
of bandits. The reasons are: First, the members of the peasant associations are 
everywhere spread out over the hills and dales, spear or cudgel in hand, ready 
to go into action in their hundreds, so that the bandits have nowhere to hide. 
Second, since the rise of the peasant movement the price of grain has dropped 
– it was six yuan a picul last spring but only two yuan last winter – and the 
problem of food has become less serious for the people. Third, members of 
the secret societies30 have joined the peasant associations, in which they can 
openly and legally play the hero and vent their grievances, so that there is no 
further need for the secret “mountain”, “lodge”, “shrine” and “river” forms of 
organization.31 In killing the pigs and shrine of the local tyrants and evil gentry 
and imposing heavy levies and fines, they have adequate outlets for their feel-
ings against those who oppressed them. Fourth, the armies are recruiting large 
numbers of soldiers and many of the “unruly” have joined up. Thus the evil 
of banditry has ended with the rise of the peasant movement. On this point, 
even the well-to-do approve of the peasant associations. Their comment is, 
“The peasant associations? Well, to be fair, there is also something to be said 
for them.”

In prohibiting gaming, gambling and opium-smoking, and in eliminating 
banditry, the peasant associations have won general approval. 

11. Abolishing exorbitant levies

As the country is not yet unifies and the authority of the imperialists and 
the warlords has not been overthrown, there is as yet no way of removing the 
heavy burden of government taxes and levies on the peasants or, more explic-
itly, of removing the burden of expenditure for the revolutionary army. How-
ever, the exorbitant levies imposed on the peasants when the local tyrants and 
evil gentry dominated rural administration, e.g., the surcharge on each mou of 
land, have been abolished or at least reduced with the rise of the peasant move-
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ment and the downfall of the local tyrants and evil gentry. This too should be 
counted among the achievements of the peasant associations. 

12. The movement for education

In China education has always been the exclusive preserve of the landlords, 
and the peasants have had no access to it. But the landlords’ culture is created 
by the peasants, for its sole source is the peasants’ sweat and blood. In China 90 
per cent of the people have had no education, and of these the overwhelming 
majority are peasants. The moment the power of the landlords was overthrown 
in the rural areas, the peasants’ movement for education began. See how the 
peasants who hitherto detested the schools are today zealously setting up eve-
ning classes! They always disliked the “foreign-style school.” In my student 
days, when I went back to the village and saw that the peasants were against 
the “foreign-style school”, I, too, used to identify myself with the general run 
of “foreign-style students and teachers” and stand up for it, feeling that the 
peasants were somehow wrong. It was not until 1925, when I lived in the 
countryside for six months and was already a Communist and had acquired 
the Marxist viewpoint, that I realized I had been wrong and the peasants right. 
The texts used in the rural primary schools were entirely about urban things 
and unsuited to rural needs. Besides, the attitude of the primary school teach-
ers towards the peasants was very bad and, far from being helpful to the peas-
ants, they became objects of dislike. Hence the peasants preferred the old-style 
schools (“Chinese classes”, as they called them) to the modern schools (which 
they called “foreign classes”) and the old-style teachers to the ones in the pri-
mary schools. Now the peasants are enthusiastically establishing evening class-
es, which they call peasant schools. Some have already been opened, others 
are being organized, and on the average there is one school per township. The 
peasants are very enthusiastic about these schools, and regard them, and only 
them, as their own. The funds for the evening schools come from the “public 
revenue from superstition”, from ancestral temple funds, and from other idle 
public funds or property. The county education boards wafted to use this mon-
ey to establish primary schools, that is, “foreign-style schools” not suited to 
the needs of the peasants, while the latter wanted to use it for peasant schools, 
and the outcome of the dispute was that both got some of the money, though 
there are places where the peasants got it all. The development of the peasant 
movement has resulted in a rapid rise in their cultural level. Before long tens of 
thousands of schools will have sprung up in the villages throughout the prov-
ince; this is quite different from the empty talk about “universal education”, 
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which the intelligentsia and the so-called “educationalists” have been bandying 
back and forth and which after all this time remains an empty phrase. 

13. The co-operative movement

The peasants really need co-operatives, and especially consumers’, market-
ing and credit co-operatives. When they buy goods, the merchants exploit 
them; when they sell their farm produce, the merchants cheat them; when 
they borrow money for rice, they are fleeced by the usurers; and they are eager 
to kind a solution to these three problems. During the fighting in the Yang-
zi valley last winter, when trade routes were cut and the price of salt went 
up in Hunan, many peasants organized co-operatives to purchase salt. When 
the landlords deliberately stopped lending, there were many attempts by the 
peasants to organize credit agencies, because they needed to borrow money. A 
major problem is the absence of detailed, standard rules of organization. As 
these spontaneously organized peasant co-operatives often fail to conform to 
co-operative principles, the comrades working among the peasants are always 
eagerly enquiring about “rules and regulations.” Given proper guidance, the 
co-operative movement can spread everywhere along with the growth of the 
peasant associations. 

14. Building roads and repairing embankments

This, too, is one of the achievements of the peasant associations. Before there 
were peasant associations the roads in the countryside were terrible. Roads can-
not be repaired without money, and as the wealthy were unwilling to dip into 
their purses, the roads were left in a bad state. If there was any road work done 
at all, it was done as an act of charity; a little money was collected from families 
“wishing to gain merit in the next world”, and a few narrow, skimpily paved 
roads were built. With the rise of the peasant associations orders have been 
given specifying the required width – three, five, seven or ten feet, according to 
the requirements of the different routes – and each landlord along a road has 
been ordered to build a section. Once the order is given, who dares to disobey? 
In a short time many good roads have appeared. This is no work of charity but 
the result of compulsion, and a little compulsion of this kind is not at all a 
bad thing. The same is true of the embankments. The ruthless landlords were 
always out to take what they could from the tenant-peasants and would never 
spend even a few coppers on embankment repairs; they would leave the ponds 
to dry up and the tenant-peasants to starve, caring about nothing but the rent. 
Now that there are peasant associations, the landlords can be bluntly ordered 
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Notes

1 Hunan Province was then the centre of the peasant movement in China.
2 Zhao Hengti, the ruler of Hunan at the time, was the agent of the Northern warlords. 

He was overthrown by the Northern Expeditionary Army in 1926.
3 The Revolution of 1911 overthrew the autocratic regime of the Qing Dynasty. On 

October lo of that year, a section of the Qing Dynasty’s New Army staged an uprising in 
Wuchang, Hubei Province, at the urging of bourgeois and petty-bourgeois revolutionary 
societies. It was followed by uprisings in other provinces, and very soon the rule of the Qing 
Dynasty crumbled. On January 1, 1912, the Provisional Government of the Republic of 
China was set up in Nanjing, and Sun Yat-sen was elected Provisional President. The revo-
lution achieved victory through the alliance of the bourgeoisie with the peasants, workers 
and urban petty bourgeoisie. But state power fell into the hands of the Northern warlord 
Yuan Shikai, and the revolution failed, because the group which led it was conciliationist 
in nature, failed to give real benefits to the peasants and yielded to imperialist and feudal 
pressure.

4 These were the virtues of Confucius, as described by one of his disciples.
5 The old Chinese phrase, “exceeding the proper limits in righting a wrong”, was often 

quoted for the purpose of restricting people’s activities, reforms that remained within the 
framework of the established order were to be permitted, but activities aiming at the com-
plete destruction of the old order were to be forbidden Actions within this framework 
were regarded as “proper”, but those that aimed at completely destroying the old order 
were described as “exceeding the proper limits.” It is a convenient doctrine for reformists 
and opportunists in the revolutionary ranks. Comrade Mao Zedong refuted this kind of 

to repair the embankments. When a landlord refuses, the association will tell 
him politely, “Very well! If you won’t do the repairs, you will contribute grain, a 
dou for each work-day.” As this is a bad bargain for the landlord, he hastens to 
do the repairs. Consequently many defective embankments have been turned 
into good ones.

All the fourteen deeds enumerated above have been accomplished by the 
peasants under the leadership of the peasant associations. Would the reader 
please think it over and say whether any of them is bad in its fundamental 
spirit and revolutionary significance? Only the local tyrants and evil gentry, I 
think, will call them bad. Curiously enough, it is reported from Nanchang32 
that Chiang Kai-shek, Zhang Jingjiang33 and other such gentlemen do not 
altogether approve of the activities of the Hunan peasants. This opinion is 
shared by Liu Yuezhi34 and other right-wing leaders in Hunan, all of whom 
say, “They have simply gone Red.” But where would the national revolution be 
without this bit of Red? To talk about “arousing the masses of the people” day 
in and day out and then to be scared to death when the masses do rise – what 
difference is there between this and Lord She’s love of dragons?35
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reformist doctrine. His remark in the text that “Proper limits have to be exceeded in order 
to right a wrong, or else the wrong cannot be righted” meant that the mass revolutionary 
method, and not the revisionist-reformist method, had to be taken to end the old feudal 
order.

6 Chiang Kai-shek had not yet been fully exposed as a counter-revolutionary in the win-
ter of 1926 and the spring of 1927 when the Northern Expeditionary Army was marching 
into the Yangzi valley, and the peasant masses still thought that he was for the revolution. 
The landlords and rich peasants disliked him and spread the rumour that the Northern 
Expeditionary Army had suffered defeats and that he had been wounded in the leg. Chiang 
Kai-shek came to be fully revealed as a counter-revolutionary on April 12, 1927, when he 
staged his counter-revolutionary coup d’état in Shanghai and elsewhere, massacring the 
workers, suppressing the peasants and attacking the Communist Party. The landlords and 
rich peasants then changed their attitude and began to support him.

7 Guangdong was the first revolutionary base in the period of the First Revolutionary 
Civil War (1924-27).

8 Wu Peifu was one of the best-known of the Northern warlords. Together with Cao 
Kun, who was notorious for his rigging of the presidential election in 1923 by bribing 
members of parliament, he belonged to the Zhili (Hebei) clique. He supported Cao as the 
leader and the two were generally referred to as “Cao-Wu.” In 1920 after defeating Duan 
Qirui, warlord of the Anhui clique, Wu Peifu gained control of the Northern warlord 
government in Beijing as an agent of the Anglo-American imperialists; it was he who gave 
the orders for the massacre, on February 7, 1923, of the workers on strike along the Bei-
jing-Hankou Railway. In 1924 he was defeated in the war with Zhang Zuolin (commonly 
known as the “war between the Zhili and Fengtian cliques”), and he was thereupon ousted 
from the Beijing regime. In 1926 he joined forces with Zhang Zuolin at the instigation 
of the Japanese and British imperialists, and thus returned to power. When the Northern 
Expeditionary Army drove northward from Guangdong in 1926, he was the first foe to be 
overthrown.

9 The Three People’s Principles were Sun Yat-sen’s principles and programme for the 
bourgeois-democratic revolution in China on the questions of nationalism, democracy and 
people’s livelihood. In 1924, in the Manifesto of the First National Congress of the Kuo-
mintang, Sun Yat-sen restated the Three People’s Principles, interpreting nationalism as 
opposition to imperialism and expressing active support for the movements of the workers 
and peasants. The old Three People’s Principles thus developed into the new, consisting of 
the Three Great Policies, that is, alliance with Russia, co-operation with the Communist 
Party, and assistance to the peasants and workers. The new Three People’s Principles pro-
vided the political basis for co-operation between the Communist Party of China and the 
Kuomintang during the First Revolutionary Civil War period.

10 The Chinese term for “long live” is wansui, literally “ten thousand years”, and was the 
traditional salute to the emperor; it had become a synonym for “emperor.”

11 Rich peasants should not have been allowed to join the peasant associations, a point 
which the peasant masses did not yet understand in 1927.

12 Here the “utterly destitute” means the farm labourers (the rural proletariat) and the 
rural lumpen-proletariat.

13 The “less destitute” means the rural semi-proletariat.
14 Yuan Zuming was a warlord of Guizhou Province who controlled the western part 

of Hunan.
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15 A tenant generally gave his landlord, as a condition of tenancy, a deposit in cash or 
kind, often amounting to a considerable part of the value of the land. Though this was 
supposed to be a guarantee for payment of rent, it actually represented a form of extra 
exploitation.

16 In Hunan, the du corresponded to the district and the tuan to the township. The old 
administrations of the du and the tuan type were instruments of landlord rule.

17 The tax per mou was a surcharge on top of the regular lent tax, ruthlessly imposed on 
the peasants by the landlord regime.

18 Under the regime of the Northern warlords, the military head of a province was 
called «military governor.” But he was the virtual dictator of the province with adminis-
trative as well as military power gathered in his hands. In league with the imperialists, he 
maintained a separatist feudal-militarist regime in his locality.

19 The «standing household militia» was one of the various kinds of armed forces in the 
countryside. The term «household» is used because some member of almost every house-
hold had to join it. After the defeat of the revolution in 1927 the landlords in many places 
seized control of the militia ant turned them into armed counter-revolutionary bands.

20 At the time, many of the county headquarters of the Kuomintang. under the leader-
ship of the Kuomintang’s Central Executive Committee in Wuhan. pursued Dr. Sun Yat-
sen’s Three Great Policies of alliance with Russia, co-operation with the Communist Party 
and assistance to the peasants and workers. They constituted the revolutionary alliance of 
the Communists, the left-wingers of the Kuomintang and other revolutionaries.

21 Lord Bao (Bao Zheng) was prefect of Kaifeng, capital of the Northern Song Dynasty 
(A.D. 960-1127). He was famous in popular legend as an upright official and a fearless, 
impartial judge with a knack of passing true verdicts in all the cases he tried.

22 This reference to archery is taken from Mencius. It describes how the expert teacher 
of archery draws his bow with a histrionic gesture but does not release the arrow. The point 
is that while Communists should guide the peasants in attaining a full measure of political 
consciousness, they should leave it to the peasants’ own initiative to abolish superstitious 
and other bad practices, and should not give them orders or do it for them.

23 The Eight Characters were a method of fortune-telling in China based on the exam-
ination of the two cyclic characters each for the year, month, day and hour of a person’s 
birth respectively.

24 Geomancy refers to the superstition that the location of one’s ancestors’ graves influ-
ences one’s fortune. The geomancers claim to be able to tell whether a particular site and its 
surroundings are auspicious.

25 Lord Guan (Guan Yu, A.D. 160-219), a warrior in the epoch of the Three King-
doms, was widely worshipped by the Chinese as the God of Loyalty and War.

26 Tang Shengzhi was a general who sided with the revolution in the Northern Expedi-
tion. Ye Kaixin was a general on the side of the Northern warlords who fought against the 
revolution.

27 Sun Chuanfang was a warlord whose rule extended over the five provinces of Jiangsu, 
Zhejiang, Fujian, Jiangxi and Anhui. He was responsible for the bloody suppression of the 
insurrections of the Shanghai workers. His main army was crushed in the winter of 1926 by 
the Northern Expeditionary Army in Nanchang and Jiujiang, Jiangxi Province.

28 In China a dish is served in a bowl or a plate for the whole table, and not individually.
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29 “Oriental Culture” was a reactionary doctrine which rejected modern scientific civili-
zation and favoured the preservation of the backward mode of agricultural production and 
the feudal culture of the Orient.

30 For the secret societies, see “Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society”, Note 18, 
pp. 8-9 of this volume.

31 “Mountain”, “lodge”, “shrine” and “river” were names used by primitive secret soci-
eties to denote some of their sects.

32 When Nanchang was captured by the Northern Expeditionary Army in November 
1926, Chiang Kai-shek seized the opportunity to establish his general headquarters there. 
He gathered around himself the right-wing members of the Kuomintang and a number of 
Northern warlord politicians and, in collusion with the imperialists, hatched his count-
er-revolutionary plot against Wuhan, the then revolutionary centre. Eventually, on April 
12, 1927, he staged his counter-revolutionary coup d’état which was marked by tremen-
dous massacres in Shanghai.

33 Zhang Jingjiang, a right-wing Kuomintang leader, was a member of Chiang Kai-
shek’s brain trust.

34 Liu Yuezhi was head of the “Left Society”, an important anti-Communist group in 
Hunan.

35 As told by Liu Xiang (77-6 B.C.) in his New Preface [Xinxu], Lord She was so fond of 
dragons that he adorned his whole palace with drawings and carvings of them. But when a 
real dragon heard of his infatuation and paid him a visit, he was frightened out of his wits. 
Here Comrade Mao Zedong uses this metaphor to show that though Chiang Kai-shek and 
his like talked about revolution, they were afraid of revolution and against it.



THE SECOND 
REVOLUTIONARY CIVIL WAR 

PERIOD





47
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Why is it that Red Political Power Can Exist in China?1

October 5, 1928

I. the INterNal polItIcal sItuatIoN

The present regime of the new warlords of the Kuomintang remains a 
regime of the comprador class in the cities and the landlord class in the coun-
tryside; it is a regime which has capitulated to imperialism in its foreign rela-
tions and which at home has replaced the old warlords with new ones, sub-
jecting the working class and the peasantry to an even more ruthless economic 
exploitation and political oppression. The bourgeois-democratic revolution 
which started in Guangdong Province had gone only halfway when the com-
prador and landlord classes usurped the leadership and immediately shifted it 
on to the road of counter-revolution; throughout the country the workers, the 
peasants, the other sections of the common people, and even the bourgeoisie,1 
have remained under counter-revolutionary rule and obtained not the slightest 
particle of political or economic emancipation.

Before their capture of Beijing and Tianjin, the four cliques of the new 
Kuomintang warlords, Chiang Kai-shek, the Guangxi warlords, Feng Yuxiang 
and Yan Xishan,2 formed a temporary alliance against Zhang Zuolin.3 As soon 
as these cities were captured, this alliance broke up, giving way to bitter strug-
gle among the four cliques, and now a war is brewing between the Chiang and 
the Guangxi cliques. The contradictions and struggles among the cliques of 
warlords in China reflect the contradictions and struggles among the imperi-
alist powers. Hence, as long as China is divided among the imperialist powers, 
the various cliques of warlords cannot under any circumstances come to terms, 
and whatever compromises they may reach will only be temporary. A tempo-
rary compromise today engenders a bigger war tomorrow.

China is in urgent need of a bourgeois-democratic revolution, and this rev-
olution can be completed only under the leadership of the proletariat. Because 
the proletariat failed to exercise firm leadership in the revolution of 1926-27 
which started from Guangdong and spread towards the Yangzi River, leader-
ship was seized by the comprador and landlord classes and the revolution was 
replaced by counterrevolution. The bourgeois-democratic revolution thus met 

1This article was part of the resolution, originally entitled “The Political Problems and 
the Tasks of the Border Area Party Organization”, which was drafted by Comrade Mao 
Zedong for the Second Party Congress of the Hunan-Jiangxi Border Area.
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with a temporary defeat. This defeat was a heavy blow to the Chinese proletar-
iat and peasantry and also a blow to the Chinese bourgeoisie (but not to the 
comprador and landlord classes). Yet in the last few months, both in the north 
and in the south, there has been a growth of organized strikes by the workers 
in the cities and of insurrections by the peasants in the countryside under the 
leadership of the Communist Party. Hunger and cold are creating great unrest 
among the soldiers of the warlord armies. Meanwhile, urged on by the clique 
headed by Wang Jingwei and Chen Gongbo, the bourgeoisie is promoting a 
reform movement of considerable proportions4 in the coastal areas and along 
the Yangzi River. This is a new development.

According to the directives of the Communist International and the Central 
Committee of our Party, the content of China’s democratic revolution consists 
in overthrowing the rule of imperialism and its warlord tools in China so as to 
complete the national revolution, and in carrying out the agrarian revolution 
so as to eliminate the feudal exploitation of the peasants by the landlord class. 
Such a revolutionary movement has been growing day by day since the Jinan 
Massacre5 in May 1928 

II. reasoNs for the emerGeNce aNd survIval of red 
polItIcal power IN chINa6

The long-term survival inside a country of one or more small areas under 
Red political power completely encircled by a White regime is a phenomenon 
that has never occurred anywhere else in the world. There are special reasons 
for this unusual phenomenon. It can exist and develop only under certain 
conditions.

First, it cannot occur in any imperialist country or in any colony under 
direct imperialist rule,7 but can only occur in China which is economically 
backward, and which is semi-colonial and under indirect imperialist rule. For 
this unusual phenomenon can occur only in conjunction with another unusual 
phenomenon, namely, war within the White regime. It is a feature of semico-
lonial China that, since the first year of the Republic [1912] the various cliques 
of old and new warlords have waged incessant wars against one another, sup-
ported by imperialism from abroad and by the comprador and landlord classes 
at home. Such a phenomenon is to be found in none of the imperialist coun-
tries nor for that matter in any colony under direct imperialist rule, but only 
in a country like China which is under indirect imperialist rule. Two things 
account for its occurrence, namely, a localized agricultural economy (not a 
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unified capitalist economy) and the imperialist policy of marking off spheres of 
influence in order to divide and exploit. The prolonged splits and wars within 
the White regime provide a condition for the emergence and persistence of one 
or more small Red areas under the leadership of the Communist Party amidst 
the encirclement of the White regime. The independent regime carved out on 
the borders of Hunan and Jiangxi Provinces is one of many such small areas. In 
difficult or critical times some comrades often have doubts about the survival 
of Red political power and become pessimistic The reason is that they have 
not found the correct explanation for its emergence and survival. If only we 
realize that splits and wars will never cease within the White regime in China, 
we shall have no doubts about the emergence, survival and daily growth of Red 
political power.

Second, the regions where China’s Red political power has first emerged and 
is able to last for a long time have not been those unaffected by the democratic 
revolution, such as Sichuan, Guizhou, Yunnan and the northern provinces, but 
regions such as the provinces of Hunan, Guangdong, Hubei and Jiangxi, where 
the masses of workers, peasants and soldiers rose in great numbers in the course 
of the bourgeois-democratic revolution of 1926 and 1927. In many parts of 
these provinces trade unions and peasant associations were formed on a wide 
scale, and many economic and political struggles were waged by the working 
class and the peasantry against the landlord class and the bourgeoisie. This is 
why the people held political power for three days in the city of Canton and 
why independent regimes of peasants emerged in Haifeng and Lufeng, in east-
ern and southern Hunan, in the Hunan-Jiangxi border area and in Huang’an, 
Hubei Province.8 As for the present Red Army, it is a split-off from the National 
Revolutionary Army which underwent democratic political training and came 
under the influence of the masses of workers and peasants. The elements that 
make up the Red Army cannot possibly come from armies like those of Yan 
Xishan and Zhang Zuolin, which have not received any democratic political 
training or come under the influence of the workers and peasants.

Third, whether it is possible for the people’s political power in small areas 
to last depends on whether the nation-wide revolutionary situation continues 
to develop. If it does, then the small Red areas will undoubtedly last for a long 
time, and will, moreover, inevitably become one of the many forces for win-
ning nation-wide political power. If the nation-wide revolutionary situation 
does not continue to develop but stagnates for a fairly long time, then it will 
be impossible for the small Red areas to last long. Actually, the revolutionary 
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situation in China is continuing to develop with the continuous splits and 
wars within the ranks of the comprador and landlord classes and of the inter-
national bourgeoisie. Therefore the small Red areas will undoubtedly last for a 
long time, and will also continue to expand and gradually approach the goal of 
seizing political power throughout the country.

Fourth, the existence of a regular Red Army of adequate strength is a nec-
essary condition for the existence of Red political power. If we have local Red 
Guards9 only but no regular Red Army, then we cannot cope with the regular 
White forces, but only with the landlords’ levies. Therefore, even when the 
masses of workers and peasants are active, it is definitely impossible to create 
an independent regime, let alone an independent regime which is durable and 
grows daily, unless we have regular forces of adequate strength. It follows that 
the idea of “establishing independent regimes of the workers and the peasants 
by armed force” is an important one which must be fully grasped by the Com-
munist Party and by the masses of workers and peasants in areas under the 
independent regime.

Fifth another important condition in addition to the above is required for 
the prolonged existence and development of Red political power, namely, that 
the Communist Party organization should be strong and its policy correct.

III. the INdepeNdeNt reGIme IN the huNaN-JIaNGxI border 
area aNd the auGust defeat

Splits and wars among the warlords weaken the power of the White regime. 
Thus opportunities are provided for the rise of Red political power in small 
areas. But fighting among the warlords does not go on every day. Whenever 
the White regime in one or more provinces enjoys temporary stability, the 
ruling classes there inevitably combine and do their utmost to destroy Red 
political power. In areas where all the necessary conditions for its establish-
ment and persistence are not fulfilled, Red political power is in danger of being 
overthrown by the enemy. This is the reason why many Red regimes emerging 
at favourable moments before last April in places like Canton, Haifeng and 
Lufeng, the Hunan-Jiangxi border area, southern Hunan, Liling and Huang’an 
were crushed one after another by the White regime. From April onward the 
independent regime in the Hunan-Jiangxi border area was confronted with a 
temporarily stable ruling power in the south, and Hunan and Jiangxi would 
usually dispatch eight, nine or more regiments – sometimes as many as eigh-
teen – to “suppress” us. Yet with a force of less than four regiments we fought 
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the enemy for four long months, daily enlarging the territory under our inde-
pendent regime, deepening the agrarian revolution, extending the organiza-
tions of the people’s political power, and expanding the Red Army and the 
Red Guards. This was possible because the policies of the Communist Party 
organizations (local and army) in the Hunan-Jiangxi border area were correct. 
The policies of the Border Area Special Committee and the Army Committee 
of the Party were then as follows:

Struggle resolutely against the enemy, set up political power in 
the middle section of the Luoxiao mountain range,10 and oppose 
flightism.

Deepen the agrarian revolution in areas under the independent 
regime.

Promote the development of the local Party organization with the 
help of the army Party organization and promote the develop-
ment of the local armed forces with the help of the regular army.

Concentrate the Red Army units in order to fight the enemy con-
fronting them when the time is opportune, and oppose the divi-
sion of forces so as to avoid being destroyed one by one.

Adopt the policy of advancing in a series of waves to expand the 
area under the independent regime, and oppose the policy of 
expansion by adventurist advance.

Thanks to these proper tactics, to a terrain favourable to our struggle, and 
to the inadequate co-ordination between the troops invading from Hunan and 
those invading from Jiangxi, we were able to win a number of victories in the 
four months from April to July. Although several times stronger than we, the 
enemy was unable to prevent the constant expansion of our regime, let alone to 
destroy it, and our regime tended to exert an ever-growing influence on Hunan 
and Jiangxi. The sole reason for the August defeat was that, failing to realize 
that the period was one of temporary stability for the ruling classes, some com-
rades adopted a strategy suited to a period of political splits within the ruling 
classes and divided our forces for an adventurous advance, thus causing defeat 
both in the border area and in southern Hunan. Comrade Du Xiujing, the 
representative of the Hunan Provincial Committee, failed to grasp the actual 
situation and disregarded the resolutions of the joint meeting of the Special 
Committee, the Army Committee and the Yongxin County Committee of the 
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Party; he just mechanically enforced the order of the Hunan Provincial Com-
mittee and echoed the views of the Red Army’s 28th Regiment which wanted 
to evade struggle and return home, and his mistake was exceedingly grave. The 
situation arising from this defeat was salvaged as a result of the corrective mea-
sures taken by the Special Committee and the Army Committee of the Party 
after September.

Iv. the role of the INdepeNdeNt reGIme of the huNaN-
JIaNGxI border area IN huNaN, hubeI aNd JIaNGxI

The significance of the armed independent regime of workers and peasants 
in the Hunan-Jiangxi border area, with Ninggang as its centre, is definitely 
not confined to the few counties in the border area; this regime will play an 
immense role in the process of the seizure of political power in Hunan, Hubei 
and Jiangxi through the insurrection of the workers and peasants in these three 
provinces. The following are tasks of great importance for the Party in the 
border area in connection with the insurrections unfolding in Hunan, Hubei 
and Jiangxi: Extend the influence of the agrarian revolution and of the people’s 
political power in the border area to the lower reaches of the rivers in Hunan 
and Jiangxi and as far as Hubei; constantly expand the Red Army and enhance 
its quality through struggle so that it can fulfil its mission in the coming gen-
eral insurrection of the three provinces; enlarge the local armed forces in the 
counties, that is, the Red Guards and the workers’ and peasants’ insurrection 
detachments, and enhance their quality so that they are able to fight the land-
lords’ levies and small armed units now and safeguard the political power of 
the border area in the future; gradually reduce the extent to which local work 
is dependent on the assistance of the Red Army personnel, so that the border 
area will have its own personnel to take charge of the work and even provide 
personnel for the Red Army and the expanded territory of the independent 
regime.

v. ecoNomIc problems

The shortage of necessities and cash has become a very big problem for 
the army and the people inside the White encirclement. Because of the tight 
enemy blockade, necessities such as salt, cloth and medicines have been very 
scarce and dear all through the past year in the independent border area, which 
has upset, sometimes to an acute degree, the lives of the masses of the workers, 
peasants and petty bourgeoisie,11 as well as of the soldiers of the Red Army. The 



53

Why is it that Red Political Power Can Exist in China?

Red Army has to fight the enemy and to provision itself at one and the same 
time. It even lacks funds to pay the daily food allowance of five cents per per-
son, which is provided in addition to grain; the soldiers are undernourished, 
many are ill, and the wounded in the hospitals are worse off. Such difficulties 
are of course unavoidable before the nation-wide seizure of political power; 
yet there is a pressing need to overcome them to some extent, to make life 
somewhat easier, and especially to secure more adequate supplies for the Red 
Army. Unless the Party in the border area can kind proper ways to deal with 
economic problems, the independent regime will have great difficulties during 
the comparatively long period in which the enemy’s rule will remain stable. An 
adequate solution of these economic problems undoubtedly merits the atten-
tion of every Party member.

vI. the problem of mIlItary bases

The Party in the border area has another task, namely, the consolidation of 
the military bases at Five Wells12 and Jiulong. The Five Wells mountain area 
at the juncture of Yongxin, Lingxian, Ninggang and Suichuan Counties, and 
the Jiulong mountain area at the juncture of Yongxin, Ninggang, Chaling and 
Lianhua Counties, both of which have topographical advantages, are import-
ant military bases not only for the border area at present, but also for insurrec-
tions in Hunan, Hubei and Jiangxi in the future, and this is particularly true 
of Five Wells, where we have the support of the people as well as a terrain that 
is especially difficult and strategically important. The way to consolidate these 
bases is, first, to construct adequate defences, second, to store sufficient grain 
and, third, to set up comparatively good Red Army hospitals. The Party in the 
border area must strive to perform these three tasks effectively.

Notes
1 By the term “bourgeoisie”, Comrade Mao Zedong means the national bourgeoisie. 

For his detailed account of the distinction between this class and the big comprador bour-
geoisie, see “On Tactics Against Japanese Imperialism” (December 1935), pp. 135-158 of 
this volume and “The Chinese Revolution and the Chinese Communist Party” (December 
1939), Selected Works of Mao Zedong, Volume II, pp. 305-334. 

2 These four cliques of warlords fought together against Zhang Zuolin and occupied 
Beijing and Tianjin in June 1928.

3 Zhang Zuolin, who headed the Fengtian clique of warlords, became the most power-
ful warlord in northern China after defeating Wu Peifu in the second Zhili-Fengtian War 
in 1924. In 1926, with Wu Peifu as his ally, he marched on and occupied Beijing. In June 
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1928, while retreating to the Northeast by rail, he was killed en route by a bomb planted by 
the Japanese imperialists whose tool he had been.

4 This reform movement arose after the Japanese invaders occupied Jinan on May 3, 
1928, and after Chiang Kai-shek openly and brazenly compromised with Japan. Within the 
national bourgeoisie which had identified itself with the counter-revolutionary coup d’état 
of 1927, a section acting in its own interests gradually began to form an opposition to the 
Chiang Kai-shek regime. The careerist counter-revolutionary group of Wang Jingwei, Chen 
Gongbo and others which was active in this movement formed what became known as the 
“Reorganization Clique” in the Kuomintang.

5 In 1928 Chiang Kai-shek, backed by British and U.S. imperialism, drove north to 
attack Zhang Zuolin. The Japanese imperialists then occupied Jinan, the provincial capital 
of Shandong, and cut the Tianjin-Pukou railway line to check the northward spread of 
British and American influence. On May 3 the invading Japanese troops slaughtered large 
numbers of Chinese in Jinan. This became known as the Jinan Massacre.

6 The organizational form of China’s Red political power was similar to that of Soviet 
political power. A Soviet is a representative council, a political institution created by the 
Russian working class during the 1905 Revolution. Lenin and Stalin, on the basis of Marx-
ist theory, drew the conclusion that a Soviet republic is the most suitable form of social and 
political organization for the transition from capitalism to socialism. Under the leadership 
of the Bolshevik Party of Lenin and Stalin, the Russian October Socialist Revolution in 
1917 brought into being for the first time in world history such a socialist Soviet repub-
lic, a dictatorship of the proletariat. After the defeat of the 1927 revolution in China, the 
representative council was adopted as the form of people’s political power in various places 
in the mass revolutionary uprisings led by the Chinese Communist Party and, first and 
foremost, by Comrade Mao Zedong. In its nature political power at that stage of the Chi-
nese revolution was a people’s democratic dictatorship of the anti-imperialist, anti-feudal, 
new-democratic revolution led by the proletariat, which was different from the proletarian 
dictatorship in the Soviet Union.

7 During World War II, many colonial countries in the East formerly under the impe-
rialist rule of Britain, the United States, Prance and the Netherlands were occupied by the 
Japanese imperialists. Led by their Communist Parties, the masses of workers, peasants and 
urban petty bourgeoisie and members of the national bourgeoisie in these countries took 
advantage of the contradictions between the British, U.S., French and Dutch imperialists 
on the one hand and the Japanese imperialists on the other, organized a broad united from 
against fascist aggression, built anti-Japanese base areas and waged bitter guerrilla warfare 
against the Japanese. Thus the political situation existing prior to World War II began to 
change. When the Japanese imperialists were driven out of these countries at the end of 
World War II, the imperialists of the United States, Britain, France and the Netherlands 
attempted to restore their colonial rule, but, having built up armed forces of considerable 
strength during the and-Japanese war, these colonial peoples refused to return to the old 
way of life. Moreover, the imperialist system all over the world was profoundly shaken 
because the Soviet Union had become strong, because all the imperialist powers, except the 
United States, had either been overthrown or weakened in the war, and finally because the 
imperialist front was breached in China by the victorious Chinese revolution. Thus, much 
as in China, it has become possible for the peoples of all, or at least some, of the colonial 
countries in the East to maintain big and small revolutionary base areas and revolutionary 
regimes over a long period of time, and to carry on long-term revolutionary wars in which 
to surround the cities from the countryside, and then gradually to advance to take the cit-
ies and win nation-wide victory. The view held by Comrade Mao Zedong in 1928 on the 
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question of establishing independent regimes in colonies under direct imperialist rule has 
changed as a result of the changes in the situation.

8 These were the first counter-attacks which the people under Communist leadership 
launched in various places against the forcer of the counter-revolution after Chiang Kai-
shek and Wang Jingwei successively turned traitor to the revolution in 1927 On December 
11, 1927, the workers and revolutionary soldiers of Canton united to stage an uprising, and 
set up the people’s political power. They fought fiercely against the counter-revolutionary 
forces, which were directly supported by imperialism’ but failed because the disparity in 
strength was too great. Peasants in Haifeng and Lufeng on the eastern coast of Guang-
dong Province had started a powerful revolutionary movement during 1923-25 under the 
leadership of Comrade Peng Pai, a member of the Communist Party, and this movement 
contributed greatly to the victory of the two eastern campaigns launched from Canton by 
the National Revolutionary Army against the counter-revolutionary clique headed by Chen 
Jiongming. After Chiang Kai-shek’s betrayal of the revolution on April l2, 1927, these peas-
ants staged three uprisings in April, September and October, and established a revolution-
ary regime which held out until April 1928. In eastern Hunan Province, insurrectionary 
peasants captured an area embracing Linyang, Pingjiang, Liling and Zhuzhou in September 
1927. At about the same time, tens of thousands of peasants staged an armed uprising in 
Xiaogan, Macheng and Huang’an in northeastern Hubei Province and occupied the county 
town of Huang’an for over thirty days. In southern Hunan, peasants in the counties of 
Yizhang, Chenzhou, Leiyang, Yongxing and Zixing rose in arms in January 1928 and set 
up a revolutionary regime, which lasted for three months.

9 The Red Guards were armed units of the masses in the revolutionary base areas, whose 
members carried on their regular productive work.

10 The Luoxiao mountain range is a large range running along the borders of Jiangxi 
and Hunan Provinces. The Jinggang Mountains are in its middle section.

11 By the term “petty bourgeoisie” Comrade Mao Zedong means those elements other 
than the peasants – handicraftsmen, small merchants, professional people of various kinds 
and petty-bourgeois intellectuals. In China they mostly live in cities but there are quite a 
number in the countryside.

12 Five Wells designates the villages of Big Well, Small Well, Upper Well, Middle Well 
and Lower Well, in the Jinggang Mountains, which are situated between Yongxin, Ning-
gang and Suichuan in western Jiangxi and Lingxian County in eastern Hunan.
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The Struggle in the Jinggang Mountains1

November 25, 1928

the INdepeNdeNt reGIme IN the huNaN-JIaNGxI border area 
aNd the auGust defeat

China is the only country in the world today where one or more small areas 
under Red political power have emerged in the midst of a White regime which 
encircles them. We find on analysis that one reason for this phenomenon lies in 
the incessant splits and wars within China’s comprador and landlord classes. So 
long as these splits and wars continue, it is possible for an armed independent 
regime of workers and peasants to survive and grow. In addition, its survival 
and growth require the following conditions: (1) a sound mass base, (2) a 
sound Party organization, (3) a fairly strong Red Army, (4) terrain favourable 
to military operations, and (5) economic resources sufficient for sustenance.

An independent regime must vary its strategy against the encircling rul-
ing classes, adopting one strategy when the ruling class regime is temporarily 
stable and another when it is split up. In a period when the ruling classes are 
split up, as during the wars between Li Zongren and Tang Shengzhi in Hunan 
and Hubei Provinces1 and between Zhang Fakui and Li Jishen in Guangdong 
Province,2 our strategy can be comparatively adventurous and the area carved 
out by military operations can be comparatively large. However, we must take 
care to lay a solid foundation in the central districts so that we shall have 
something secure to rely on when the White terror strikes. In a period when 
the regime of the ruling classes is comparatively stable, as it was in the souther 
provinces after April this year, our strategy must be one of gradual advance. 
In such a period, the worst thing in military affairs is to divide our forces for 
an adventurous advance, and the worst thing in local work (distributing land, 
establishing political power, expanding the Party and organizing local armed 
forces) is to scatter our personnel and neglect to lay a solid foundation in the 
central districts. The defeats which many small Red areas have suffered have 
been due either to the absence of the requisite objective conditions or to sub-
jective mistakes in tactics. Mistakes in tactics have been made solely because 
of failure to distinguish clearly between the two kinds of period, that in which 

1This was a report submitted by Comrade Mao Zedong to the Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of China.
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the regime of the ruling classes is temporarily stable and that in which it is split 
up. In a period of temporary stability, some comrades advocated dividing our 
forces for an adventurous advance and even proposed leaving the defence of 
extensive areas to the Red Guards alone, as thought oblivious of the fact that 
the enemy could attack not merely with the landlords’ levies but even in con-
centrated operations with regular troops. In local work, they utterly neglected 
to lay a solid foundation in the central districts and attempted unrestricted 
expansion regardless of whether it was within our capacity. If anyone advocated 
a policy of gradual advance in military operations or a policy of concentrating 
our effort in local work on laying a solid foundation in the central districts so 
as to secure an invincible position, they dubbed him a “conservative.” Their 
wrong ideas were the root cause of the defeats sustained last August by the 
Hunan-Jiangxi border area and by the Fourth Red Army in souther Hunan.

Our work in the Hunan-Jiangxi border area began in October last year. At 
the start, all our Party organizations in the counties were defunct. The local 
armed forces consisted only of the two units under Yuan Wencai and Wang 
Zuo in the vicinity of the Jinggang Mountains, each unit having sixty rifles 
in bad repair, while the peasant self-defence corps in the counties of Yongxin, 
Lianhua, Chaling and Lingxian had been totally disarmed by the landlord class 
and the revolutionary ardour of the masses had been stifled. By February this 
year Ninggang, Yongxin, Chaling and Suichuan had county Party committees, 
Lingxian had a special district Party committee, and in Lianhua a Party orga-
nization was beginning to function and establish connections with the Wanan 
County Committee. All the counties except Lingxian had a few local armed 
units. In Ninggang, Chaling, Suichuan and Yongxin, and especially in the two 
latter counties, there were a good many guerrilla uprisings against the landlords 
which aroused the masses, and all were fairly successful. In that period the 
agrarian revolution had not yet been carried very far. The organs of political 
power were called governments of the workers, peasants and soldiers. Soldiers’ 
committees3 were set up in the army. When units went on separate missions, 
action committees were set up to direct them. The leading body of the Party 
there was the Front Committee (with Mao Zedong as secretary), which had 
been appointed by the Hunan Provincial Committee during the Autumn Har-
vest Uprising. In early March, upon the request of the Southern Hunan Special 
Committee, the Front Committee was abolished and reorganized as the Divi-
sional Party Committee (with He Tingying as secretary), which thus became a 
body in charge of Party organizations in the army only and without authority 
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over the local Party organizations. Meanwhile, Mao Zedong’s forces were dis-
patched to southern Hunan upon the request of the Special Committee there, 
and consequently the Hunan-Jiangxi border area was occupied by the enemy 
for more than a month. At the end of March came the defeat in southern 
Hunan, and in April the forces under Zhu De and those under Mao Zedong, 
together with the peasant army of southern Hunan, withdrew to Ninggang 
and began to re-establish the independent regime in the border area.

From April onward the independent regime in the Hunan-Jiangxi border 
area was confronted with a temporarily stable ruling power in the south, and 
Hunan and Jiangxi would dispatch at least eight or nine regiments of reaction-
ary forces to “suppress” us and sometimes as many as eighteen. Yet with a force 
of less than four regiments we fought the enemy for four long months, daily 
enlarging the territory under our independent regime, deepening the agrari-
an revolution, extending the people’s political power and expanding the Red 
Army and the Red Guards. This was possible because the policies of the Party 
organizations (local and army) in the border area were correct. The policies of 
the Border Area Special Committee (with Mao Zedong as secretary) and the 
Army Committee (with Chen Yi as secretary) of the Party were then as follows:

Struggle resolutely against the enemy, set up political power in 
the middle section of the Luoxiao mountain range, and oppose 
flightism.

Deepen the agrarian revolution in areas under the independent 
regime.

Promote the development of the local Party organization with the 
help of the army Party organization and promote the develop-
ment of the local armed forces with the help of the regular army.

Be on the defensive against Hunan with its comparatively strong 
ruling power, and take the offensive against Jiangxi with its com-
paratively weak ruling power.

Devote great efforts to the development of Yongxin, set up an 
independent regime of the people there and prepare for a pro-
longed struggle.

Concentrate the Red Army units in order to fight the enemy con-
fronting them when the time is opportune, and oppose the divi-
sion of forces so as to avoid being destroyed one by one.
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Adopt the policy of advancing in a series of waves to expand the 
area under the independent regime, and oppose the policy of 
expansion by adventurist advance.

Thanks to these proper tactics, to the terrain of the border area which 
favoured our struggle, and to the inadequate co-ordination between the troops 
invading from Hunan and those invading from Jiangxi, we were able to win a 
number of military victories and expand the people’s independent regime in 
the four months from April to July. Although several times stronger than we, 
the enemy was unable to prevent the expansion of our regime, let alone to 
destroy it. Our regime tended to exert an ever-growing influence on Hunan 
and Jiangxi. The sole reason for the August defeat was that, failing to realize 
that the period was one of temporary stability for the ruling classes, some 
comrades adopted a policy suited to a period of splits within the ruling classes 
and divided our forces for an adventurous advance on southern Hunan, thus 
causing defeat both in the border area and in southern Hunan. Du Xiujing, 
the representative of the Hunan Provincial Committee, and Yang Kaiming, 
the secretary of the Border Area Special Committee who had been appointed 
by the Provincial Committee, failed to grasp the actual situation and, taking 
advantage of the fact that Mao Zedong, Wan Xixian and other strongly dis-
senting comrades were far away in Yongxin, they disregarded the resolutions 
of the joint meeting of the Army Committee, the Special Committee and the 
Yongxin County Committee of the Party, which disapproved of the views of 
the Hunan Provincial Committee. They just mechanically enforced the order 
of the Hunan Provincial Committee to march to southern Hunan and fell in 
with the desire of the Red Army’s 28th Regiment (composed of peasants from 
Yizhang) to evade struggle and return home, thus causing defeat both in the 
border area and in southern Hunan.

Originally, in mid-July, the Eighth Army from Hunan, under Wu Shang, 
had invaded Ninggang, penetrated to Yongxin, sought battle with us in vain 
(our men tried to attack them from a side road but missed them) and then, 
being afraid of the masses who supported us, hurriedly retreated to Chaling via 
Lianhua. In the meantime, the major detachment of the Red Army, which was 
advancing from Ninggang to attack Lingxian and Chaling, changed its plans 
on reaching Lingxian and turned towards southern Hunan, while the enemy 
forces from Jiangxi, consisting 5 regiments of the Third Army under Wang 
Jun and Jin Handing and 6 regiments of the Sixth Army under Hu Wendou, 
launched a joint assault on Yongxin. At that point we had only 1 regiment in 
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Yongxin which, under the cover provided by the broad masses of the people, 
pinned down these 11 regiments within a radius of thirty li of Yongxin county 
town for as long as twenty-five days by means of guerrilla attacks from every 
direction. In the end we lost Yongxin because of the enemy’s fierce assault, and 
also lost Lianhua and Ninggang shortly afterwards. At that moment internal 
dissensions suddenly flared up among the Jiangxi enemy forces; the Sixth Army 
under Hu Wendou withdrew in haste and presently engaged Wang Jun’s Third 
Army at Changshu. The other 5 Jiangxi regiments then hastily withdrew to 
the county town of Yongxin. Had our major detachment not moved to south-
ern Hunan, it would have been entirely possible to rout this enemy force and 
extend the area of the independent regime to include Ji’an, Anfu and Pingx-
iang and to link it up with Pingjiang and Liuyang. But as the major detach-
ment was away and the one remaining regiment was much too exhausted, it 
was decided that some men should remain to defend the Jinggang Mountains 
in co-operation with the two units under Yuan Wencai and Wang Zuo, and 
that I should take the rest to Guidong to meet the major detachment and to 
invite it back. By that time the major detachment was retreating from southern 
Hunan to Guidong, and on August 23 we joined forces there.

When the major detachment of the Red Army had arrived in Lingxian 
in mid-July, the officers and men of the 29th Regiment, who were wavering 
politically and wanted to return to their homes in southern Hunan, refused to 
obey orders, while the, 8th Regiment was against going to southern Hunan 
and wanted to go to southern Jiangxi, but in any case did not want to return 
to Yongxin. As Du Xiujing encouraged the 29th Regiment in their mistaken 
ideas and the Army Committee failed to dissuade them, the major detachment 
set out from Lingxian for Chenzhou on July 17. In an engagement with the 
enemy forces under Fan Shisheng in Chenzhou on July 24, it was initially 
successful but was later defeated and withdrew from the battle. Thereupon, 
acting on its own, the 29th Regiment hurried homeward to Yizhang with the 
result that one section was annihilated at Lechang by Hu Fengzhang’s bandits, 
another scattered in the Chenzhou-Yizhang area and has never been heard of 
since, and no more than a hundred men were mustered again that day. Fortu-
nately, the 28th Regiment, which was the main force, had not suffered great 
losses and on August 18 it occupied Guidong. On August ,3 the regiment was 
joined by the troops from the Jinggang Mountains, to which it was decided 
that the combined forces should return by way of Chongyi and Shangyou. 
When we reached Chongyi, battalion commander Yuan Chongquan defect-
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ed with an infantry company and an artillery company, and though the two 
companies were brought back, our regimental commander Wang Erzhuo lost 
his life in this action. When our men were returning but had not yet reached 
their destination, enemy units from Hunan and Jiangxi seized the opportunity 
to attack the Jinggang Mountains on August 30. Using their points of vantage, 
the defending troops, numbering less than one battalion, fought back, routed 
the enemy and saved the base.

The causes of our August defeat were as follows: (1) some officers and men, 
who were wavering and homesick, lost their fighting capacity, while others, 
who were unwilling to go to southern Hunan, were lacking in enthusiasm; 
(2) our men were exhausted by long marches in the sweltering summer heat; 
(3) having ventured several hundred li away from Lingxian, our men lost con-
tact with the border area and became isolated; (4) as the masses in southern 
Hunan had not yet been aroused, the expedition proved to be pure military 
adventurism; (5) we were uninformed about the enemy situation; and (6) the 
preparations were inadequate, and officers and men did not understand the 
purpose of the operation.

the curreNt sItuatIoN IN the area uNder the INdepeNdeNt 
reGIme

Since April this year the Red areas have been gradually extended. After the 
battle of Longyuankou (on the borders of Yongxin and Ninggang) on June 
,3, in which we defeated the Jiangxi enemy forces for the fourth time, the 
border area reached the peak of its development, embracing the three coun-
ties of Ninggang, Yongxin and Lianhua, small sections of Ji’an and Anfu, the 
northern section of Suichuan, and the southeastern section of Lingxian. In the 
Red areas the greater part of the land had been distributed and the remainder 
was being distributed. Organs of political power were set up everywhere in 
the districts and townships. County governments were set up in Ninggang, 
Yongxin, Lianhua and Suichuan, and a border area government was formed. 
Insurrectionary detachments of workers and peasants were organized in the 
villages, and Red Guards were formed at the district and county levels. In 
July the Jiangxi enemy forces launched attacks, and in August the Hunan and 
Jiangxi enemy forces jointly attacked the Jinggang Mountains. All the coun-
ty towns and the plains in the border area were occupied by the enemy. The 
enemy’s jackals – the peace preservation corps and the landlords’ levies – ran 
amuck, and White terror raged throughout the towns and countryside. Most 
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of the Party and government organizations collapsed. The rich peasants and the 
opportunists in the Party went over to the enemy in great numbers. It was not 
until the battle of the Jinggang Mountains was fought on August 30 that the 
Hunan enemy forces retreated to Lingxian; but the Jiangxi forces still held all 
the county towns and most of the villages. However, the enemy has never been 
able to capture the mountain areas, which include the western and northern 
districts of Ninggang; the Tianlong, Xiaoxijiang and Wannianshan districts 
in the northern, western and southern sections of Yongxin respectively; the 
Shangxi district of Lianhua; the Jinggangshan district of Suichuan; and the 
Qingshigang and Dayuan districts of Lingxian. In July and August, in co-ordi-
nation with the Red Guards of the various counties, one regiment of the Red 
Army fought scores of battles, big and small, losing only thirty rifles, before it 
finally withdrew to the mountains.

As our men were marching back to the Jinggang Mountains via Chongyi 
and Shangyou, the enemy force from southern Jiangxi, the Independent 7th 
Division under Liu Shiyi, pursued us as far as Suichuan. On September 13 
we defeated Liu Shiyi, captured several hundred rifles and took Suichuan. On 
September ,6 we returned to the Jinggang Mountains. On October 1, at Ning-
gang, we engaged and defeated one of Xiong Shihui’s brigades commanded by 
Zhou Hunyuan, recovering the entire county of Ninggang. Meanwhile 126 
men of the Hunan enemy forces under Yan Chongru, which had been sta-
tioned in Guidong, came over to us and were organized into a special task 
battalion with Pi Zhanyun as commander. On November 9 we routed one 
regiment of Zhou’s brigade at Longyuankou and the county town of Ning-
gang. On the next day we advanced and occupied Yongxin, but withdrew to 
Ninggang shortly afterwards. At present our area, extending from the southern 
slopes of the Jinggang Mountains in Suichuan County in the south to the 
border of Lianhua County in the north, embraces the whole of Ninggang and 
parts of Suichuan, Lingxian and Yongxin, forming a narrow unbroken stretch 
running north to south. The Shangxi district of Lianhua and the Tianlong and 
Wannianshan districts of Yongxin, however, are not firmly linked with this 
unbroken stretch. The enemy is attempting to destroy our base area by military 
attacks and economic blockade, and we are now preparing to defeat his attacks. 

Military questions

Since the struggle in the border area is exclusively military, both the Party 
and the masses have to be placed on a war footing. How to deal with the enemy, 
how to fight, has become the central problem In our daily life. An independent 
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regime must be an armed one. Wherever such an area is located, it will be 
immediately occupied by the enemy if armed forces are lacking or inadequate, 
or if wrong tactics are used in dealing with the enemy. As the struggle is getting 
fiercer every day, our problems have become extremely complex and serious.

The Red Army in the border area is drawn from: (1) troops formerly under 
Ye Ting and He Long in Chaozhou and Shantou;4 (2) the Guards Regiment 
of the former National Government at Wuchang;5 (3) peasants from Pingjiang 
and Liuyang;6 (4) peasants from southern Hunan7 and workers from Shuik-
oushan;8 (5) men captured from the forces under Xu Kexiang, Tang Shengzhi, 
Bai Chongxi, Zhu Peide, Wu Shang and Xiong Shihui; and (6) peasants from 
the counties in the border area. However, of the troops formerly commanded 
by Ye Ting and He Long, the Guards Regiment and the peasants from Pingji-
ang and Liuyang, only one-third is left after more than a year’s fighting. Casu-
alties have also been heavy among the peasants from southern Hunan. Thus 
although the first four categories remain the backbone of the Fourth Red Army 
to this day, they are now far outnumbered by the last two categories. Further-
more, in the latter the peasants are outnumbered by the captured soldiers; 
without replacement from this source, there would be a serious manpower 
problem. Even so, the increase in men does not keep pace with the increase in 
rifles. Rifles are not easily lost, but men are wounded or killed, fall sick or des-
ert and so are lost more easily. The Hunan Provincial Committee has promised 
to send us workers from Anyuan,9 and we earnestly hope it will do so.

As to class origin, the Red Army consists partly of workers and peasants and 
partly of lumpen-proletarians. Of course, it is inadvisable to have too many of 
the latter. But they are able to fight, and as fighting is going on every day with 
mounting casualties, it is already no easy matter to get replacements even from 
among them. In these circumstances the only solution is to intensify political 
training.

The majority of the Red Army soldiers come from the mercenary armies, 
but their character changes once they are in the Red Army. First of all, the Red 
Army has abolished the mercenary system, making the men feel they are fight-
ing for themselves and for the people and not for somebody else. So far the Red 
Army has no system of regular pay, but issues grain, money for cooking oil, 
salt, firewood and vegetables, and a little pocket money. Land has been allotted 
to all Red Army officers and men who are natives of the border area, but it is 
rather difficult to allot land to those from other parts of the country.
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After receiving political education, the Red Army soldiers have become 
class-conscious, learned the essentials of distributing land, setting up political 
power, arming the workers and peasants, etc., and they know they are fighting 
for themselves, for the working class and the peasantry. Hence they can endure 
the hardships of the bitter struggle without complaint. Each company, battal-
ion or regiment has its soldiers’ committee which represents the interests of the 
soldiers and carries on political and mass work.

Experience has proved that the system of Party representatives10 must not be 
abolished. The Party representative is particularly important at company level, 
since Party branches are organized on a company basis. He has to see that the 
soldiers’ committee carries out political training, to guide the work of the mass 
movements, and to serve concurrently as the secretary of the Party branch. 
Facts have shown that the better the company Party representative, the sounder 
the company, and that the company commander can hardly play this import-
ant political role. As the casualties among the lower cadres are heavy, captured 
enemy soldiers often become platoon leaders or company commanders in a 
very short time; some of those captured in February or March are already bat-
talion commanders. It might seem that since our army is called the Red Army 
it could do without Party representatives, but this is a gross error. At one time 
the 28th Regiment in southern Hunan abolished the system, only to restore it 
later. To rename the Party representatives “directors” would be to confuse them 
with the directors in the Kuomintang army who are detested by the captured 
soldiers. A change of name does not affect the nature of the system. Hence we 
have decided to make no change. Casualties among Party representatives are 
very heavy, and while we have started classes for training and replenishment, 
we hope that the Central Committee and the Hunan and Jiangxi Provincial 
Committees will send us at least thirty comrades who are able to serve as Party 
representatives.

Ordinarily a soldier needs six months’ or a year’s training before he can 
fight, but our soldiers, recruited only yesterday, have to fight today with prac-
tically no training. Poor in military technique, they fight on courage alone. 
As long periods of rest and training are out of the question, the only thing to 
do is to try and avoid certain engagements if possible and thus gain time for 
training. We now have a corps of 150 people in training as lower-ranking offi-
cers, and we intend to make this course a permanent institution. We hope that 
the Central Committee and the two Provincial Committees will send us more 
officers from platoon leader and company commander upwards.
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The Hunan Provincial Committee has asked us to attend to the material 
conditions of the soldiers and make them at least a little better than those of 
the average worker or peasant. Actually they are worse. In addition to grain, 
each man receives only five cents a day for cooking oil, salt, firewood and vege-
tables, and even this is hard to keep up. The monthly cost of these items alone 
amounts to more than ten thousand silver dollars, which is obtained exclusive-
ly through expropriation of the local tyrants.11 We now have cotton padding 
for winter clothing for the whole army of five thousand men but are still short 
of cloth. Cold as the weather is, many of our men are still wearing only two lay-
ers of thin clothing. Fortunately we are inured to hardships. What is more, all 
of us share the same hardships; from the commander of the army to the cook 
everyone lives on the daily food allowance of five cents, apart from grain. As 
for pocket money, everybody gets the same amount, whether it is twenty cents, 
or forty cents.12 Consequently the soldiers have no complaints against anyone.

After each engagement there are some wounded. Also many officers and 
men have fallen ill from malnutrition, exposure to cold or other causes. Our 
hospitals up in the mountains give both Chinese and Western treatment, but 
are short of doctors and medicines. At present they have over eight hundred 
patients. The Hunan Provincial Committee promised to obtain drugs for us, 
but so far we have received none. We still hope the Central Committee and the 
two Provincial Committees will send us a few doctors with Western training, 
and some iodine.

Apart from the role played by the Party, the reason why the Red Army has 
been able to carry on in spite of such poor material conditions and such fre-
quent engagements is its practice of democracy. The officers do not beat the 
men; officers and men receive equal treatment, soldiers are free to hold meet-
ings and to speak out; trivial formalities have been done away with; and the 
accounts are open for all to inspect. The soldiers handle the mess arrangements 
and, out of the daily five cents for cooking oil, salt, firewood and vegetables, 
they can even save a little for pocket money, amounting to roughly six or seven 
coppers per person per day, which is called “mess savings.” All this gives great 
satisfaction to the soldiers. The newly captured soldiers in particular feel that 
our army and the Kuomintang army are worlds apart. They feel spiritually 
liberated, even though material conditions in the Red Army are not equal to 
those in the White army. The very soldiers who had no courage in the White 
army yesterday are very brave in the Red Army today; such is the effect of 
democracy. The Red Army is like a furnace in which all captured soldiers are 
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transmuted the moment they come over. In China the army needs democracy 
as much as the people do. Democracy in our army is an important weapon for 
undermining the feudal mercenary army.13

The Party organization now has four levels, the company branch, the bat-
talion committee, the regimental committee and the army committee. In a 
company there is the branch, with a group in each squad. “The Party branch is 
organized on a company basis”; this is an important reason why the Red Army 
has been able to carry on such arduous fighting without falling apart. Two 
years ago, when we were in the Kuomintang army, our Party had no organiza-
tional roots among the soldiers, and even among Ye Ting’s troops14 there was 
only one Party branch to each regiment; that is why we could not stand up to 
any serious test. In the Red Army today the ratio of Party to non-Party people 
is approximately one to three, or an average of one Party member in every four 
men. Recently we decided to recruit more Party members among the combat 
soldiers, so as to attain a fifty-fifty ratio.15 At present the company branches are 
short of good Party secretaries, and we ask the Central Committee to send us a 
number of activists from among those who can no longer function where they 
are now. Almost all the cadres from southern Hunan are doing Party work in 
the army. But since some of them were scattered during the retreat in southern 
Hunan in August, we now have no people to spare.

The local armed forces consist of Red Guards and insurrectionary detach-
ments of workers and peasants. Armed with spears and shotguns, these detach-
ments are organized on a township basis, each township having one detachment 
whose strength varies with the population. Its job is to suppress counter-rev-
olution, protect the township government and assist the Red Army and Red 
Guards in battle when the enemy appears. The insurrectionary detachments 
started in Yongxin as an underground force, but they have come into the open 
since we captured the entire county. The organization has now been extended 
to other counties in the border area and the name remains unchanged. The 
arms of the Red Guards are mainly five-round rifles but also include some 
nine-round and single-round rifles. There are 140 rifles in Ninggang, 220 in 
Yongxin, 43 in Lianhua, so in Chaling, 90 in Lingxian, 130 in Suichuan and 
10 in Wanan, making a total of 683. Most of the rifles have been supplied by 
the Red Army, but a small number were captured from the enemy by the Red 
Guards themselves. Fighting constantly against the peace preservation corps 
and levies of the landlords, most of the Red Guards in the counties are steadi-
ly increasing their fighting capacity. Before the May 21st Incident,16 all the 
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counties had peasant self-defence corps. There were 300 rifles in Yuxian, 300 
in Chaling, 60 in Lingxian, 50 in Suichuan, 80 in Yongxin, 60 in Lianhua, 60 
in Ninggang (Yuan Wencai’s men) and 60 in the Jinggang Mountains (Wang 
Zuo’s men), totalling 970. After the incident, apart from the rifles in the hands 
of Yuan’s and Wang’s men, which remained intact, only 6 rifles were left in 
Suichuan and 1 in Lianhua, all the rest having been seized by the landlords. 
The peasant self-defence corps were not able to hold on to their rifles as a result 
of the opportunist line. At present the Red Guards in the counties still have far 
too few rifles, fewer than those of the landlords; the Red Army should continue 
to help them with arms. The Red Army should do everything, short of reduc-
ing its own fighting capacity, to help arm the people. We have laid it down 
that each battalion of the Red Army should consist of four companies, each 
with 75 rifles, and, counting the rifles of the special task company, machine-
gun company, trench-mortar company, regimental headquarters and the three 
battalion headquarters, each regiment will have 1,075 rifles. Those captured in 
action should be used as far as possible for arming the local forces. The com-
manders of the Red Guards should be people who have been sent from the 
counties to the Red Army training corps and have finished their training. The 
Red Army should send fewer and fewer people from outside areas to command 
local forces. Zhu Peide is arming his peace preservation corps and levies, while 
the armed forces of the landlords in the border counties are of considerable size 
and fighting capacity. This makes it all the more urgent to enlarge our local 
Red forces.

The principle for the Red Army is concentration, and that for the Red 
Guards dispersion. At the present time when the reactionary regime is tem-
porarily stable, the enemy can mass huge forces to attack the Red Army, and 
dispersion would not be to the Red Army’s advantage. In our experience, the 
dispersion of forces has almost always led to defeat, while the concentration of 
forces to fight a numerically inferior, equal or slightly superior enemy force has 
often led to victory. The Central Committee has instructed us to develop guer-
rilla warfare in much too large an area, extending several thousand li in both 
length and breadth; this is probably due to an overestimation of our strength. 
For the Red Guards dispersion is an advantage, and they are now using this 
method in their operations in all the counties.

The most effective method in propaganda directed at the enemy forces is to 
release captured soldiers and give the wounded medical treatment. Whenever 
soldiers, platoon leaders, or company or battalion commanders of the enemy 
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forces are captured, we immediately conduct propaganda among them; they 
are divided into those wishing to stay and those wishing to leave, and the 
latter are given travelling expenses and set free. This immediately knocks the 
bottom out of the enemy’s slander that “the Communist bandits kill everyone 
on sight.” Writing about this measure, the Ten-Day Review the journal of Yang 
Chisheng’s 9th Division, exclaimed: “How vicious!” The Red Army soldiers 
show great concern for the prisoners and arrange warm farewells for them, and 
at every “Farewell Party for Our New Brothers” the prisoners respond with 
speeches of heartfelt gratitude. Medical treatment for the enemy wounded also 
has a great effect. Clever people on the enemy side like Li Wenbin have recently 
imitated us by stopping the killing of prisoners and by giving medical attention 
to the wounded. Nevertheless, our men rejoin us at the very next engagement, 
bringing their arms with them, and this has happened twice already. In addi-
tion, we do as much written propaganda as possible, for instance, painting 
slogans. Wherever we go, we cover the walls with them. But we are short of 
people who can draw and hope the Central Committee and the two Provincial 
Committees will send us a few.

As for the military bases, the first base, the Jinggang Mountains is at the 
juncture of four counties, Ninggang, Lingxian, Suichuan and Yongxin. The 
distance between Maoping on the northern slope in Ninggang County and 
Huang’ao on the southern slope in Suichuan is 90 li. The distance between 
Nashan on the eastern slope in Yongxin county and Shuikou on the western 
slope in Lingxian is 80 li. The circumference measures 550 li, stretching from 
Nashan to Longyuankou (both in Yongxin County), Xincheng, Maoping, 
Dalong (all in Ninggang County), Shidu, Shuikou, Xiacun (all in Lingxian 
county), Yingpanxu, Daijiapu, Dafen, Duiziqian, Huang’ao, Wudoujiang and 
Che’ao (all in Suichuan County) and back to Nashan. In the mountains there 
are paddy-fields and villages at Big Well, Small Well, Upper Well, Middle Well, 
Lower Well, Ciping, Xiazhuang, Xingzhou, Caoping, Bainihu and Luofu. All 
these places use to be infested by bandits and deserters but have now been 
turned into our base area. Its population is under two thousand, and the yield 
of unhusked rice is less than ten thousand piculs, and so the entire grain for 
the army has to be supplied from Ninggang, Yongxin and Suichuan Counties. 
All the strategic passes in the mountains refortified. Our hospitals, bedding 
and clothing workshops, ordnance department and regimental rear offices are 
all here. At the present moment grain is being transported to the mountains 
from Ninggang.
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Provided we have adequate supplies, the enemy can never break in. The 
second base, the Jiulong Mountains, is at the juncture of the four counties of 
Ninggang, Yongxin, Lianhua and Chaling. It is less important than the Jing-
gang Mountains, but serves as the rearmost base for the local armed forces of 
the four counties, and it too has been fortified. It is essential for an indepen-
dent Red regime encircled by the White regime to make use of the strategic 
advantages offered by mountains.

Land questions

The land situation in the border areas. Roughly speaking, more than 60 per 
cent of the land belonged to the landlords and less than 40 per cent to the peas-
ants. In the Jiangxi sector, land ownership was most concentrated in Suich-
uan County, where about 80 per cent of the land belonged to the landlords. 
Yongxin came next with about 70 per cent. In Wanan, Ninggang and Lianhua 
there were more owner-peasants, but the landlords still owned the bulk of the 
fan, i.e., about 60 per cent of the total, while the peasants owned only 40 per 
cent. In the Hunan sector, about 70 per cent of the land in both Chaling and 
Lingxian Counties belonged to the landlords.

The question of the intermediate class. Given this land situation, it is possible 
to win the support of the majority for the confiscation and redistribution of 
all the land.17 The rural population is roughly divided into three classes, the 
class of big and middle landlords, the intermediate class of small landlords and 
rich peasants, and the class of middle and poor peasants. The interests of the 
rich peasants are often interwoven with those of the small landlords. The land 
of the rich peasants forms only a small percentage of the total, yet if the land 
of the small landlords is counted in, the amount is considerable. Probably this 
is more or less the case throughout the country. The land policy which has 
been adopted in the border areas is complete confiscation and thorough dis-
tribution; consequently, in the Red area the big and middle landlord class and 
the intermediate class are being attacked. Such is the policy, but in its actual 
execution we have met with a great deal of obstruction from the intermediate 
class. In the early days of the revolution the intermediate class ostensibly capit-
ulated to the poor peasant class, but in reality they exploited their traditional 
social position and clan authority to intimidate the poor peasants for the pur-
pose of delaying the distribution of land. When no further delay was possible, 
they concealed their actual holdings, or retained the good land and gave up 
the poor land. In this period the poor peasants, having long been trampled 
down and feeling that the victory of the revolution was uncertain, frequently 
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yielded to the intermediate class and dared not take vigorous action. It is taken 
against the intermediate class in the villages only when the revolution is on 
the upsurge, for instance, when political power has been seized in one or more 
counties, the reactionary army has suffered several defeats and the prowess of 
the Red Army has been repeatedly demonstrated. The most serious instances 
of delay in land distribution and concealment of land holdings occurred in 
the southern section of Yongxin County, where the intermediate class was the 
largest. The actual land distribution in this area was carried out only after the 
Red Army won its great victory at Longyuankou on June 3 and the district 
government punished several people for delaying distribution. But as the feu-
dal family system prevails in every county, and as all the families in a village 
or group of villages belong to a single clan, it will be quite a long time before 
people become conscious of their class and clan sentiment is overcome in the 
villages.

The defection of the intermediate class under the White terror. Having been 
under attack during the revolutionary upsurge, the inter mediate class deserted 
to the enemy as soon as the White terror struck. In Yongxin and Ninggang it 
was precisely the small landlords and rich peasants who led the reactionary 
troops in setting fire to the houses of revolutionary peasants. On the instruc-
tions of the reactionaries, they burned down houses and made arrests, and 
quite brazenly too. When the Red Army returned to the area of Ninggang, 
Xincheng, Gucheng and Longshi, several thousand peasants fled with the reac-
tionaries to Yongxin, because they were duped by the reactionary propaganda 
that the Communists would kill them. It was only after we had conducted 
propaganda to the effect that “peasants who have defected will not be killed” 
and “peasants who have defected are welcome to come back to reap their crops” 
that some of them slowly came back.

When the revolution is at a low ebb in the country as a whole the most dif-
ficult problem in our areas is to keep a firm hold on the intermediate class. The 
main reason for betrayal by this class is that it has received too heavy a blow 
from the revolution. But when there is a revolutionary upsurge in the country 
as a whole, the poor peasant class has something to rely on and becomes bolder, 
while the inter class has something to fear and dare not get out of hand. When 
the war between Li Zongren and Tang Shengzhi spread to he small landlords in 
Chaling tried to placate the peasants, and some even sent them pork as a New 
Year gift (though by then the Red Army had already withdrawn from Chaling 
to Suichuan). But after the war ended, no one ever heard of such things again. 
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Now that there is a nation-wide tide of counter-revolution, the intermediate 
class in the White areas, having suffered heavy blows, has attached itself almost 
wholly to the big landlord class, and the poor peasant class has become isolat-
ed. This is indeed a very serious problem.18

The pressure of daily life as a cause of the defection of the intermediate class. 
The Red and the White areas are now facing each other like two countries at 
war. Owing to the tight enemy blockade and to our mishandling of the petty 
bourgeoisie, trade between the two areas has almost entirely ceased; necessities 
such as salt, cloth and medicines are scarce and costly, and agricultural prod-
ucts such as timber, tea and oil cannot be sent out, so that the peasants cash 
income is cut off and the people as a whole are affected. Poor peasants are more 
able to bear such hardships, but the intermediate class will go over to the big 
landlord class when it can bear them no longer. Unless the splits and wars with-
in the landlord class and among the warlords in China continue, and unless 
a nation-wide revolutionary situation develops, the small independent Red 
regimes will come under great economic pressure and it is doubtful whether 
they will be able to last. For not only is such economic strain intolerable to the 
intermediate class, but some day it will prove too much even for the workers, 
poor peasants and Red Army men. In the counties of Yongxin and Ninggang 
there was at one time no salt for cooking, and supplies of cloth and medicines, 
not to mention other things, were entirely cut off. Now salt can be had again 
but is very expensive. Cloth and medicines are still unobtainable. Timber, tea 
and oil, which are all produced abundantly in Ninggang, western Yongxin and 
northern Suichuan (all within our areas at present), cannot be sent out.19

The criterion for land distribution. The township is taken as the unit for 
land distribution. In hillier regions with less farm land, for instance, in the 
Xiaojiang district of Yongxin, three or four townships were sometimes taken 
as the unit, but such cases were extremely rare. All the inhabitants, men and 
women, old and young, received equal shares. A change has now been made in 
accordance with the Central Committee’s plan whereby labour-power is taken 
as the criterion, so that a person with labour-power is allotted twice as much 
land as one without.20

The question of concessions to the owner This has not yet been discussed in 
detail. Among the owner-peasants, the rich peasants have requested that pro-
ductive capacity should be taken as the criterion, that is, that those with more 
manpower and capital (such as farm implements) should be allotted more 
land. They feel that neither equal distribution nor distribution according to 
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labour-power is to their advantage. They have indicated that they are willing to 
put in more effort, which, coupled with the use of their capital, would enable 
them to raise bigger crops. They will not like It if they are allotted the same 
amount of land as everybody else and their special efforts and extra capital are 
ignored (left unused). Land distribution here is still being carried out in the 
way laid down by the Central Committee. But this question deserves further 
discussion and a report will be submitted when conclusions are reached.

The land tax. In Ninggang the tax rate is 20 per cent of the crop or 5 per 
cent more than the rate fixed by the Central Committee, it is inadvisable to 
make any change now as collection is already under way, but the rate will 
be reduced next year. Then there are the sections of Suichuan, Lingxian and 
Yongxin under our regime which are all hilly areas, and where the peasants 
are so poverty-stricken that any taxation is inadvisable. We have to rely on 
expropriating the local tyrants in the White areas to cover the expenses of the 
government and the Red Guards. As for the provisioning of the Red Army, 
rice is obtained for the time being from the land tax in Ninggang, while cash 
is obtained solely from expropriation of the local tyrants. During our guerril-
la operations in Suichuan in October, we collected more than ten thousand 
yuan, which will last us some time, and we shall see what can be done when 
it is spent.

Questions of political power

People’s political power has been established everywhere at county, district 
and township levels, but more in name than in reality. In many places there is 
no council of workers, peasants and soldiers. The executive committees of the 
township, district or even county governments were invariably elected at some 
kind of mass meeting. But mass meetings called on the spur of the moment can 
neither discuss questions nor help in training the masses politically, and, what 
is more, they are only too apt to be manipulated by intellectuals or careerists. 
Some places do have a council, but it is regarded merely as a temporary body 
for electing the executive committee; once the election is over, authority is 
monopolized by the committee and the council is never heard of again. Not 
that there are no councils of workers, peasants and soldiers worthy of the name, 
but they are very few. The reason is the lack of propaganda and education con-
cerning this new political system. The evil feudal practice of arbitrary dictation 
is so deeply rooted in the minds of the people and even of the ordinary Party 
members that it cannot be swept away at once; when anything crops up, they 
choose the easy way and have no liking for the bothersome democratic sys-
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tem. Democratic centralism can be widely and effectively practised in mass 
organizations only when its efficacy is demonstrated in revolutionary struggle 
and the masses understand that it is the best means of mobilizing their forces 
and is of the utmost help in their struggle. We are drafting a detailed organic 
law for the councils at all levels (based on the outline drawn up by the Central 
Committee) in order gradually to correct previous mistakes. In the Red Army, 
conferences of soldiers’ representatives are now being established on a perma-
nent basis and at all levels so as to correct the mistake of having only soldiers’ 
committees and not conferences.

At present, what the masses of the people generally understand by the “gov-
ernment of workers, peasants and soldiers” is the executive committee, because 
they are still unaware of the powers of the council, and think that the executive 
committee alone is the real power. An executive committee without a council 
behind it often acts without regard for the views of the masses, and there are 
instances everywhere of hesitation and compromise on the confiscation and 
redistribution of land, of squandering or embezzling funds, and of recoiling 
before the White forces or fighting only half-heartedly. In addition, the com-
mittee seldom meets in full session, all business being decided and handled 
by its standing committee. In the district and township governments even the 
standing committee rarely meets, and business is decided and handled sepa-
rately by the four individuals who work in the office, namely, the chairman, 
secretary, treasurer and commander of the Red Guards (or insurrectionary 
detachment). Thus democratic centralism has not become a regular practice 
even in the work of the government.

In the early days the small landlords and rich peasants scrambled to get 
on to government committees, especially at the township level. Wearing red 
ribbons and feigning enthusiasm, they wormed their way into the govern-
ment committees by trickery and seized control of everything, relegating the 
poor-peasant members to a minor role. They can be cleared out only when 
they are unmasked in the course of struggle and the poor peasants assert them-
selves. Though not widespread, such a state of affairs exists in quite a number 
of places.

The Party enjoys immense prestige and authority among the masses, the 
government much less. The reason is that for the sake of convenience the Party 
handles many things directly and brushes aside the government bodies. There 
are many such instances. In some places there are no leading Party members’ 
groups in the government organizations, while in others they exist but are not 
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functioning properly. From now on the Party must carry out its task of giving 
leadership to the government; with the exception of propaganda, the Party’s 
policies and the measures it recommends must be carried out through the gov-
ernment organizations. The Kuomintang’s wrong practice of directly imposing 
orders on the government must be avoided.

Questions of party organization

The struggle against opportunism. It may be said that around the time of the 
May 21st Incident the Party organizations in the border area counties were 
controlled by opportunists. When the counterrevolution set in, there was very 
little resolute struggle. In October last year, when the Red Army (the First 
Regiment of the First Division of the First Army of the Workers’ and Peasants’ 
Revolutionary Army) arrived in the border area counties, only a few Party 
members who had gone into hiding were left and the Party organizations had 
been entirely destroyed by the enemy. The period from last November to April 
was one of rebuilding the Party, and the period since May has been one of 
great expansion. But in the last twelve months manifestations of opportun-
ism continued to be widespread. On the approach of the enemy, some mem-
bers, lacking the will to fight, hid in remote hills, which they called “lying in 
ambush.” Other members, though very active, resorted to blind insurrection. 
These were both expressions of petty-bourgeois ideology. After a long period 
of tempering through struggle and of inner-Party education, such things have 
become less frequent. In the past year, the same petty-bourgeois ideology also 
existed in the Red Army. On the approach of the enemy, either reckless bat-
tle or precipitate flight would be proposed. Often both ideas emanated from 
the same individual in the course of the discussions on what military action 
to take. This opportunist ideology has been gradually corrected through pro-
longed inner-Party struggle and through lessons learned from actual events, 
for instance, from the losses incurred in reckless battle and the reverses suffered 
during precipitate flight.

Localism. The economy in the border area is agricultural, with some places 
still in the age of the hand-pestle (in the hilly regions the wooden pestle is 
still in general use for husking rice, while in the plains there are many stone 
pestles). The unit of social organization everywhere is the clan, consisting of 
people having the same family name. In the Party organizations in the villages, 
it often happens that a branch meeting virtually becomes a clan meeting, since 
branches consist of members bearing the same family name and living close 
together. In these circumstances it is very hard indeed to build a “militant Bol-
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shevik Party.” Such members do not quite understand when they are told that 
the Communists draw no sharp line of demarcation between one nation and 
another or between one province and another, or that a sharp line should not 
be drawn between different counties, districts and townships. Localism exists 
to a serious extent in the relations between counties and even between districts 
and townships within the same county. In eliminating localism, reasoning can 
at best produce only limited results, and it takes White oppression, which is 
by no means localized, to do much more. For instance, it is only when count-
er-revolutionary “joint suppression” campaigns by the two provinces make the 
people share a common lot in struggle that their localism is gradually broken 
down. Localism is declining as a result of many such lessons.

The question of the native inhabitants and the settlers. There is another pecu-
liar feature in the border counties, namely, the rift between the native inhab-
itants and the settlers. A very wide rift has long existed between the native 
inhabitants and the settlers whose forefathers came from the north several 
hundred years ago; their traditional feuds are deep-seated and they sometimes 
erupt in violent clashes. The settlers, numbering several millions, live in a zone 
extending from the Fujian-Guangdong border all the way along the Hunan-Ji-
angxi border to southern Hubei. These settlers, who live in the hilly regions, 
have been oppressed by the native inhabitants in the plains and have never 
had any political rights. They welcomed the national revolution of the past 
two years, thinking that the day had come for them to raise their heads. But 
unfortunately the revolution failed and they continue to be oppressed by the 
native inhabitants. Within our own area the problem of the native inhabitants 
and the settlers exists in Ninggang, Suichuan, Lingxian and Chaling, and is 
most serious in Ninggang. Under the leadership of the Communist Party, the 
revolutionaries among the native inhabitants of Ninggang, together with the 
settlers, overthrew the political power of the native landlords and gained con-
trol of the whole county in 1926-27. In June last year the Jiangxi government 
under Zhu Peide turned against the revolution; in September the landlords 
acted as guides for Chu’s troops in the “suppression” campaign against Ning-
gang and once again stirred up the conflict between the native inhabitants and 
the settlers. In theory, this rift between the native inhabitants and the settlers 
ought not to extend into the exploited classes of workers and peasants, much 
less into the Communist Party. But it does, and it persists by force of long 
tradition. Here is an example. After the August defeat in the border area, when 
the native landlords returned to Ninggang, bringing with them the reactionary 
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troops and spreading the rumour that the settlers were going to massacre the 
native inhabitants, most of the native peasants defected, put on white ribbons 
and guided the White troops in burning down houses and searching the hills. 
And when the Red Army routed the White troops in October and November, 
the native peasants fled with the reactionaries, and their property in turn was 
seized by the settler-peasants. This situation, reflected in the Party, often leads 
to senseless conflicts. Our solution is, on the one hand, to announce that “peas-
ants who have defected will not be killed” and “peasants who have defected will 
also be given land when they return”, in order to help them shake off the influ-
ence of the landlords and return home without misgivings; on the other hand, 
it is to get our county governments to order the restoration by settler-peasants 
of any property they have seized, and to post notices that the native peasants 
will be protected. Inside the Party, education must be intensified to ensure 
unity between these two sections of the membership.

The defection of the careerists. During the revolutionary upsurge (in June), 
many careerists took advantage of the Party’s open recruitment of members 
and sneaked into the Party, with the result that the membership in the border 
area rapidly rose to more than ten thousand. Since the leaders of the branches 
and district committees were mostly new members, good inner-Party educa-
tion was out of the question. As soon as the White terror struck, the careerists 
defected and acted as guides for the counter-revolutionaries in rounding up 
our comrades, and the Party organizations in the White areas mostly collapsed. 
After September the Party carried out a drastic house cleaning and set strict 
class qualifications for membership. All the Party organizations in Yongxin 
and Ninggang Counties were dissolved and a re-registration was undertaken. 
Though greatly reduced in numbers, the membership has gained in fighting 
capacity. All Party organizations used to be in the open, but since September 
underground organizations have been built up to prepare the Party for carrying 
on its activities when the reactionaries come. At the same time, we have been 
making every effort to penetrate into the White areas and operate inside the 
enemy camp. But in the nearby towns the foundations have not yet been laid 
for Party organization. The reasons are that, first, the enemy is stronger in the 
towns and, second, our army hurt the interests of the bourgeoisie too much 
during its occupation of the towns, so that it is difficult for Party members to 
keep a foothold there. We are now correcting these mistakes and doing our best 
to build Party organizations in the towns, but so far without much success.
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The leading bodies of the Party. The branch executive has been renamed 
the branch committee. Above the branch there is the district committee, and 
above that the county committee. Where there are special circumstances, a 
special district committee is formed between the district and the county levels, 
as for instance the Beixiang Special District Committee and the Southeastern 
Special District Committee in Yongxin County. In the border area there are 
altogether five county committees, in Ninggang, Yongxin, Lianhua, Suichuan 
and Lingxian. There used to be a county committee in Chaling, but as the 
work there did not take root, most of the organizations formed last winter 
and this spring have been crushed by the Whites; consequently, for the last 
six months we have been able to work only in the hilly regions near Ninggang 
and Yongxin, and so the Chaling County Committee has been changed into a 
special district committee. Comrades were sent to Yuxian and Anren Counties, 
which can be reached only via Chaling, but they have returned without accom-
plishing anything. The Wanan County Committee was cut off from us by the 
Whites for more than six months after its joint meeting with us in Suichuan in 
January, and it was not until September, when the Red Army reached Wanan 
in a guerrilla operation, that we resumed contact. From Wanan eighty rev-
olutionary peasants returned with our men to the Jinggang Mountains and 
were organized as the Wanan Red Guards. There is no Party organization in 
Anfu. The County Committee of Ji’an, which borders on Yongxin, has got 
in touch with us only twice and has given us no help, which is very strange. 
In the Shatian area of Guidong County land distribution was carried out on 
two occasions, in March and in August, and Party organizations have been 
built up and placed under the Southern Hunan Special Committee with its 
centre at Shiertong in Longxi. Above the county committees there is the Spe-
cial Committee of the Hunan-Jiangxi Border Area. On May 20 the first Party 
congress of the border area was held at Maoping in Ninggang County, and it 
elected twenty-three people as members of the First Special Committee, with 
Mao Zedong as secretary. In July the Hunan Provincial Committee sent over 
Yang Kaiming and he became acting secretary. In September Yang fell ill and 
Tan Zhenlin took his place. In August, when the major detachment of the Red 
Army had gone to southern Hunan and the White forces were pressing hard 
on the border area, we held an emergency meeting at Yongxin. In October after 
the Red Army’s return to Ninggang, the second Party congress of the border 
area was held at Maoping In its three-day session beginning on October 14, it 
adopted a number of resolutions, including “The Political Problems and the 
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Tasks of the Border Area Party Organization”, and elected the following nine-
teen people as members of the Second Special Committee, Tan Zhenlin, Zhu 
De, Chen Yi, Long Chaoqing, Zhu Changkai, Liu Tianqian, Yuan Panzhu, 
Tan Sicong, Tan Bing, Li Quefei, Song Yiyue, Yuan Wencai, Wan Zuonong, 
Chen Zhengren, Mao Zedong, Wan Xixian, Wang Zuo, Yang Kaiming and 
He Tingying. A standing committee of five was formed, with Tan Zhenlin (a 
worker) as secretary and Chen Zhengren (an intellectual) as deputy secretary. 
The Sixth Party Congress of the Red Army was held on November 14 and it 
elected an Army Committee of twenty-three members, five of them forming 
a standing committee with Zhu De as secretary. Both the Border Area Special 
Committee and the Army Committee are subordinate to the Front Commit-
tee. The Front Committee was reorganized on November 6, with the following 
five members designated by the Central Committee: Mao Zedong, Zhu De, 
the secretary of the local Party headquarters (Tan Zhenlin), a worker comrade 
(Song Qiaosheng) and a peasant comrade (Mao Kewen), with Mao Zedong as 
secretary. For the time being, this committee has set up a secretariat, a propa-
ganda section, an organization section, a labour movement commission and a 
military affairs commission. The Front Committee is in charge of the local Par-
ty organizations. It is necessary to retain the Special Committee because some-
times the Front Committee has to move about with the troops. In our opinion 
the question of proletarian ideological leadership is very important. The Party 
organizations in the border area counties, which are composed almost exclu-
sively of peasants, will go astray without the ideological leadership of the pro-
letariat. Besides paying close attention to the labour movement in the county 
towns and other big towns, we should increase the workers’ representation in 
the government bodies. The proportion of workers and poor peasants should 
also be increased in the leading organs of the Party at all levels.

The question of the character of the revolution

We fully agree with the Communist International’s resolution on China. 
There is no doubt that China is still at the stage of the bourgeois-democratic 
revolution. The programme for a thorough democratic revolution in China 
comprises, externally, the overthrow of imperialism so as to achieve complete 
national liberation, and, internally, the elimination of the power and influence 
of the comprador class in the cities, the completion of the agrarian revolution 
in order to abolish feudal relations in the villages, and the overthrow of the 
government of the warlords. We must go through such a democratic revolu-
tion before we can lay a real foundation for the transition to socialism. In the 
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past year we have fought in many places and are keenly aware that the revolu-
tionary tide is on the ebb in the country as a whole. While Red political power 
has been established in a few small areas, in the country as a whole the people 
lack the ordinary democratic rights, the workers, the peasants and even the 
bourgeois democrats do not have freedom of speech or assembly, and the worst 
crime is to join the Communist Party. Wherever the Red Army goes, the mass-
es are cold and aloof, and only after our propaganda do they slowly move into 
action. Whatever enemy units we face, there are hardly any cases of mutiny or 
desertion to our side and we have to fight it out. This holds even for the ene-
my’s Sixth Army which recruited the greatest number of “rebels” after the May 
21st Incident. We have an acute sense of our isolation which we keep hoping 
will end. Only by launching a political and economic struggle for democracy, 
which will also involve the urban petty bourgeoisie, can we turn the revolution 
into a seething tide that will surge through the country.

Up to February this year we applied our policy towards the petty bour-
geoisie fairly well. In March the representative of the Southern Hunan Special 
Committee arrived in Ninggang and criticized us for having leaned to the 
Right, for having done too little burning and killing, and for having failed to 
carry out the so-called policy of “turning the petty bourgeois into proletarians 
and then forcing them into the revolution”, whereupon the leadership of the 
Front Committee was reorganized and the policy was changed. In April, after 
the whole of our army arrived in the border area, there was still not much 
burning and killing, but the expropriation of the middle merchants in the 
towns and the collection of compulsory contributions from the small landlords 
and rich peasants in the countryside were rigorously enforced. The slogan of 
“All factories to the workers”, put forward by the Southern Hunan Special 
Committee, was also given wide publicity. This ultra-Left policy of attacking 
the petty bourgeoisie drove most of them to the side of the landlords, with the 
result that they put on white ribbons and opposed us. With the gradual change 
of this policy, the situation has been steadily improving. Good results have 
been achieved in Suichuan in particular, for the merchants in the county town 
and other market towns no longer fight shy of us, and quite a few speak well of 
the Red Army. The fair in Caolin (held every three days at noon) attracts some 
twenty thousand people, an attendance which breaks all previous records. This 
is proof that our policy is now correct. The landlords imposed very heavy taxes 
and levies on the people; the Pacification Guards21 of Suichuan levied five toll 
charges along the seventy-li road from Huang’ao to Caolin, no farm produce 



81

The Struggle in the Jinggang Mountains

being exempt. We crushed the Pacification Guards and abolished these tolls, 
thus winning the support of all the peasants as well as of the small and middle 
merchants.

The Central Committee wants us to issue a political programme which 
takes into account the interests of the petty bourgeoisie, and we for our part 
propose that the Central Committee work out, for general guidance, a pro-
gramme for the whole democratic revolution which takes into account the 
workers’ interests, the agrarian revolution and national liberation.

A special characteristic of the revolution in China, a country with a pre-
dominantly agricultural economy, is the use of military action to develop 
insurrection. We recommend that the Central Committee should devote great 
effort to military work.

The question of the location of our independent regime

The area stretching from northern Guangdong along the Hunan-Jiangxi 
border into southern Hubei lies entirely within the Luoxiao mountain range. 
We have traversed the whole range, and a comparison of its different sections 
shows that the middle section, with Ninggang as its centre, is the most suitable 
for our armed independent regime. The northern section has terrain which is 
less suitable for our taking either the offensive or the defensive, and it is too 
close to the enemy’s big political centres. Besides, stationing large forces in the 
area of Liuyang, Liling, Pingxiang and Tonggu would involve a considerable 
risk, unless we plan a quick seizure of Changsha or Wuhan. The southern 
section has better terrain than the northern, but our mass base there is not as 
good as in the middle section, nor can we exert as great a political influence on 
Hunan and Jiangxi from it as we can from the middle section, from which any 
move can affect the lower river valleys of the two provinces. The middle section 
has the following advantages: (1) a mass base, which we have been cultivating 
for more than a year; (2) a fairly good basis for the Party organizations; (3) local 
armed forces which have been built up for more than a year and are well expe-
rienced in struggle – a rare achievement – and which, coupled with the Fourth 
Red Army, will prove indestructible in the face of any enemy force; (4) an 
excellent military base, the Jinggang Mountains, and bases for our local armed 
forces in all the counties; and (5) the influence it can exert on the two provinc-
es and on the lower valleys of their rivers, an influence endowing it with much 
more political importance than that possessed by southern Hunan or southern 
Jiangxi, the influence of either of which can reach out only to its own province, 
or only to the upper river valley and the hinterland of its own province. The 
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disadvantage of the middle section is that, since it has long been under the 
independent regime and is confronted by the enemy’s large “encirclement and 
suppression” forces, its economic problems, especially the shortage of cash, are 
extremely difficult.

As for a plan of action here, the Hunan Provincial Committee advocated 
three different plans within a few weeks in June and July. First Yuan Desheng 
came and approved our plan to establish political power in the middle section 
of the Luoxiao mountain range. Then Du Xiujing and Yang Kaiming came 
and urged that the Red Army should move towards southern Hunan without 
the least hesitation and leave a force of only two hundred rifles behind to 
defend the border area together with the Red Guards; this, they said, was the 
“absolutely correct” policy. The third time, barely ten days later, Yuan Desheng 
came again with a letter which, besides rebuking us at great length, urged that 
the Red Army should set out for eastern Hunan; this was again described as 
the “absolutely correct” policy, to be carried out “without the least hesitation.” 
These rigid directives put us in a real dilemma, because failure to comply would 
be tantamount to disobedience, while compliance would mean certain defeat. 
When the second message came, the Army Committee, the Border Area Spe-
cial Committee and the Yongxin County Committee of the Party met in a joint 
session and decided against carrying out the Provincial Committee’s instruc-
tions, as it was considered dangerous to move towards southern Hunan. But a 
few days later, Du Xiujing and Yang Kaiming, persisting in the Provincial Party 
Committee’s plan and taking advantage of the 29th Regiment’s homesickness, 
dragged the Red Army off to attack the county town of Chenzhou, thus bring-
ing defeat both to the border area and to the Red Army. The Red Army lost 
about half its men, and countless houses were burned down and innumerable 
people massacred in the border area; county after county fell to the enemy and 
some of them have not been recovered to this day. As for moving to eastern 
Hunan, it was certainly inadvisable for the main forces of the Red Army to 
do so unless there was a split among the ruling landlords of Hunan, Hubei 
and Jiangxi Provinces. If we had not advanced on southern Hunan in July, 
we would not only have averted the August defeat in the border area, but we 
could also have exploited the fighting between the Kuomintang’s Sixth Army 
and Wang Jun’s Kuomintang forces in Changshu, Jiangxi Province, to crush 
the enemy forces in Yongxin, overrun Ji’an and Anfu, and make it possible for 
our advanced guard to reach Pingxiang and establish contact with the Fifth 
Red Army in the northern section of the Luoxiao mountain range. Even if all 



83

The Struggle in the Jinggang Mountains

that had happened, the proper place for our general headquarters should have 
still been Ninggang, and only guerrilla forces should have been dispatched to 
eastern Hunan. Since fighting had not broken out among the landlords and 
since formidable enemy forces were still in Pingxiang, Chaling and Yuxian 
on the Hunan border, we would have been giving the enemy his chance if we 
had moved our main forces northward. The Central Committee asked us to 
consider an advance on eastern or on southern Hunan, but either course was 
very dangerous; although the proposed expedition to eastern Hunan has not 
been carried out, the expedition to southern Hunan has proved a failure. This 
painful experience is always worth remembering.

We are not yet in a period when the regime of the landlord class has split 
up, and the “suppression” forces of the enemy deployed round the border area 
still number more than ten regiments. But if we can continue to find ways of 
getting cash (food and clothing no longer being a big problem), then, with 
the foundation for our work established in the border area, we shall be able to 
cope with these enemy forces, and even with larger ones. As far as the border 
area is concerned, it would at once suffer devastation, just as it did in August, 
if the Red Army moved away. Although not all our Red Guards would be 
wiped out, the Party and our mass base would receive a crippling blow, and 
while there are places in the mountains where we might retain a foothold, in 
the plains we would all have to go underground as in August and September. 
If the Red Army does not move away, then, building on the foundations we 
already have, we shall be able gradually to expand to surrounding areas and our 
prospects will be very bright. If we want to enlarge the Red Army, the only way 
is to engage the enemy in a prolonged struggle in the vicinity of the Jinggang 
Mountains where we have a good mass base, namely, in the counties of Ning-
gang, Yongxin, Lingxian and Suichuan, utilizing in this struggle the divergence 
of interests between the enemy forces of Hunan and Jiangxi Provinces, their 
need to defend themselves on all sides and their consequent inability to con-
centrate their forces. We can gradually enlarge the Red Army by the use of 
correct tactics, fighting no battle unless we can win it and capture arms and 
men. With the preparatory work that had already been done among the masses 
in the border area between April and July, the Red Army could undoubtedly 
have been enlarged in August had its major detachment not made its expedi-
tion to southern Hunan. Despite that mistake, the Red Army has returned to 
the border area where the terrain is favourable and the people are friendly, and 
the prospects are not bad even now. Only through the determination to fight 
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and stamina in fighting in places such as the border area can the Red Army add 
to its arms and train up good men. The Red Flag has been kept flying in the 
border area for a whole year. It has incurred the bitter hatred of the landlord 
class of Hunan, Hubei and Jiangxi and indeed of that of the whole country, 
but it is steadily raising the hopes of the workers, peasants and soldiers in the 
surrounding provinces. Consider the soldiers. Because the warlords are making 
the “bandit-suppression” campaign against the border area their major task 
and are issuing such statements as “a year has been spent and a million dollars 
used up in the effort to suppress the bandits” (Lu Diping), or the Red Army 
“has 20,000 men with 5,000 rifles” (Wang Jun), the attention of their soldiers 
and disheartened junior officers is gradually turned towards us, and more and 
more of them will break away from the enemy to join our ranks, thus provid-
ing the Red Army with another source of recruitment. Besides, the fact that the 
Red Flag has never been lowered in the border area shows at once the strength 
of the Communist Party and the bankruptcy of the ruling classes, and this is of 
nation-wide political significance. Therefore, we hold, as we have always held, 
that it is absolutely necessary and correct to build up and expand Red political 
power in the middle section of the Luoxiao mountain range.

Notes
1 This war took place in October 1927.
2 This war took place in November and December 1927.
3 The system of the soldiers’ representative conferences and soldiers’ committees in the 

Red Army was later abolished. In 1947, the People’s Liberation Army inaugurated a system 
of armymen’s conferences and soldiers’ committees, both under the leadership of cadres.

4 These troops, originally under the command of Comrades Ye Ting and He Long, 
staged the Nanchang Uprising of August 1, 1927. They were defeated in their advance on 
Chaozhou and Shantou, Guangdong Province, and some units, led by Comrades Zhu De, 
Lin Biao and Chen Yi, withdrew to southern Hunan via Jiangxi to carry on guerrilla opera-
tions. They joined Comrade Mao Zedong’s forces in the Jinggang Mountains in April 1928.

5 In the revolutionary days of 1927 most of the cadres in the Guards Regiment of the 
National Government at Wuchang were members of the Communist Party. At the end of 
July 1927, after Wang Jingwei and his associates had betrayed the revolution, the regiment 
left Wuchang to join in the uprising at Nanchang. Learning en route that the revolutionary 
forces had already gone south from Nanchang, the regiment made a detour to Xiushui in 
western Jiangxi to join the peasant armed forces of Pingjiang and Liuyang.

6 In the spring of 1927 peasant armed forces of considerable strength were formed 
in the area of Pingjiang and Liuyang, Hunan Province. On May 21, Xu Kexiang staged 
a counter-revolutionary coup in Changsha and massacred the revolutionary masses. The 
peasant armed forces then marched on Changsha on May 31 to hit back at the count-
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er-revolutionaries, but were stopped by the opportunist Chen Duxiu and turned back. 
Thereupon a section was reorganized into an independent regiment to engage in guerrilla 
warfare. After the Nanchang Uprising on August 1, these armed peasants joined forces 
with the former Guards Regiment of the Wuchang National Government at Xiushui and 
Tonggu in Jiangxi Province and at Pingjiang and Liuyang in Hunan Province, and staged 
the Autumn Harvest Uprising in co-ordination with the armed coal miners of Pingxiang, 
Jiangxi. In October Comrade Mao Zedong led these forces to the Jinggang Mountains.

7 In early 1928, while Comrade Zhu De was directing revolutionary guerrilla warfare 
in southern Hunan, peasant armies were organized in the counties of Yizhang, Chenzhou, 
Leiyang, Yongxing and Zixing, where the peasant movement had already taken firm root. 
Comrade Zhu De subsequently led them to the Jinggang Mountains to join the forces 
under Comrade Mao Zedong.

8 Shuikoushan in Changning, Hunan Province, is well known for is lead mines. In 
1922 the miners there led by the Communist Party formed a trade union and for years 
conducted struggles against the counter-revolution. Many of the miners joined the Red 
Army after the Autumn Harvest Uprising of 1927.

9 The Anyuan Coal Mines in Pingxiang County, Jiangxi Province, employing twelve 
thousand workers, were owned by the Hanyeping Iron and Steel Company. From 1921 
onwards Party organizations and a miners’ union were set up there by the organizers sent 
by the Hunan Provincial Committee of the Communist Party.

10 In 1929 the Party representatives in the Red Army were renamed political commis-
sars. In 1931 the company political commissars were renamed political instructors.

11 Expropriation of the local tyrants was only a temporary measure to defray part of 
the army’s expenses. The expansion of the base areas and the growth of the army made it 
possible and necessary to defray army expenses through taxation.

12 This practice of equal cash payment, necessary at the time, remained in force over 
many years in the Red Army. Later on, however, officers and men received payments which 
differed slightly according to rank.

13 Here Comrade Mao Zedong lays special stress on the need for a definite measure of 
democracy in the revolutionary army, since, in the early period of the Red Army, without 
the stress on democracy it would not have been possible to arouse the revolutionary enthu-
siasm of the new peasant recruits and the captured White troops who had joined our ranks, 
nor would it have been possible to eliminate the warlord ways of the reactionary armies 
which had infected our cadres. Of course, democracy in the army must not transcend the 
limits of military discipline, which it must serve to strengthen and not weaken. Therefore, 
while a necessary measure of democracy should be promoted, the demand for ultra-de-
mocracy, which amounts to indiscipline, must be combated. Such indiscipline became a 
matter of serious concern at one point in the early days of the Red Army. For Comrade Mao 
Zedong’s struggle against ultra-democracy in the army, see “On Correcting Mistaken Ideas 
in the Party”, pp. 87-97 of this volume.

14 Comrade Ye Ting commanded an independent regiment during the Northern Expe-
dition in 1926. With Communists as its nucleus the regiment became famous as a crack 
force. It was expanded into the 24th Division after the capture of Wuchang by the revolu-
tionary army and then into the Eleventh Army after the Nanchang Uprising.

15 Subsequent experience in the Red Army showed that a ratio of one Party member 
to two non-Party men was adequate. This proportion was generally maintained in the Red 
Army and later in the People’s Liberation Army.
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16 Instigated by Chiang Kai-shek and Wang Jingwei, the counter-revolutionary Kuo-
mintang army commanders in Hunan, including Xu Kexiang and He Jian, ordered a raid 
on the provincial headquarters of the trade unions, the peasant associations and other rev-
olutionary organizations in Changsha on May 21, 1927. Communists and revolutionary 
workers and peasants were arrested and killed en masse. This signalized the open collabo-
ration of the two counter-revolutionary Kuomintang cliques, the Wuhan clique headed by 
Wang Jingwei and the Nanjing clique headed by Chiang Kai-shek.

17 Confiscation and redistribution of all the land was a provision in the Land Law pro-
mulgated in the Hunan-Jiangxi border area in 1928. Comrade Mao Zedong later pointed 
out that the confiscation of all land, instead of only the land of the landlords, was a mistake 
stemming from inexperience in agrarian struggles. In the Land Law of Xingguo County, 
Jiangxi, adopted in April 1929, the provision “confiscate all the land” was changed into 
“confiscate the public land and the land of the landlord class.”

18 In view of the importance of winning over the intermediate class in the countryside, 
Comrade Mao Zedong soon corrected the erroneous policy of dealing too sharply with it. 
Apart from the present article, Comrade Mao Zedong’s views on policy towards this class 
were also set forth in proposals to the Sixth Party Congress of the Red Army (November 
1928), including “The Prohibition of Reckless Burning and Killing” and “Protection of the 
Interests of the Middle and Small Merchants”; in the January 1929 proclamation of the 
Fourth Red Army which declared “merchants in the towns who have gradually built up 
some property are to be left alone so long as they obey the authorities”; in the Land Law of 
Xingguo County adopted in April 1929 (see Note 17), etc.

19 With the spread of the revolutionary war, the extension of the revolutionary base 
areas and the adoption of the policy of protecting industry and commerce by the revolu-
tionary government, it became possible to change this situation, and a change did in fact 
occur later. What was crucial was resolutely to protect the industry and commerce of the 
national bourgeoisie and oppose ultra-Left policies.

20 Labour-power is not an appropriate criterion for land distribution. In the Red areas 
land was in fact redistributed equally on a per capita basis.

21 The Pacification Guards were a kind of local counter-revolutionary armed force.
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On Correcting Mistaken Ideas in the Party1

December 1929

There are various non-proletarian ideas in the Communist Party organiza-
tion in the Fourth Red Army which greatly hinder the application of the Par-
ty’s correct line. Unless these ideas are thoroughly corrected, the Fourth Army 
cannot possibly shoulder the tasks assigned to it in China’s great revolutionary 
struggle. The source of such incorrect ideas in this Party organization lies, of 
course, in the fact that its basic units are composed largely of peasants and 
other elements of petty-bourgeois origin; yet the failure of the Party’s leading 
bodies to wage a concerted and determined struggle against these incorrect 
ideas and to educate the members in the Party’s correct line is also an import-
ant cause of their existence and growth. In accordance with the spirit of the 
September letter of the Central Committee, this congress hereby points out 
the manifestations of various non-proletarian ideas in the Party organization in 
the Fourth Army, their sources, and the methods of correcting them, and calls 
upon all comrades to eliminate them thoroughly.

oN the purely mIlItary vIewpoINt

The purely military viewpoint is very highly developed among a number of 
comrades in the Red Army. It manifests itself as follows:

1. These comrades regard military affairs and politics as opposed to each 
other and refuse to recognize that military affairs are only one means of accom-
plishing political tasks. Some even say, “If you are good militarily, naturally 
you are good politically; if you are not good militarily, you cannot be any good 

1This article was a resolution drawn up by Comrade Mao Zedong for the Ninth Party 
Congress of the Fourth Army of the Red Army. The building of the Chinese people’s armed 
forces was a difficult process. The Chinese Red Army (which became the Eighth Route and 
New Fourth Armies during the War of Resistance Against Japan and is now the People’s 
Liberation Army) was created on August 1, 1927, during the Nanchang Uprising, and by 
December 1929 had been in existence for over two years. During this period the Commu-
nist Party organization in the Red Army learned a great deal and gained quite a rich store of 
experience in the course of combating various mistaken ideas. The resolution summed up 
this experience. It enabled the Red Army to build itself entirely on a Marxist-Leninist basis 
and to eliminate all the influences of armies of the old type. It was carried out not only in 
the Fourth Army but also in all other units of the Red Army successively, in this way the 
whole Chinese Red Army became a genuine army of the people in every respect. In the last 
thirty years or so the Chinese people’s armed forces have made tremendous developments 
and innovations in their Party activities and political work which now present a very differ-
ent picture, but the basic line remains the same as that laid down in this resolution.
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politically” – this is to go a step further and give military affairs a leading posi-
tion over politics.

2. They think that the task of the Red Army like that of the White army, 
is merely to fight. They do not understand that the Chinese Red Army is an 
armed body for carrying out the political tasks of the revolution. Especial-
ly at present, the Red Army should certainly not confine itself to fighting; 
besides fighting to destroy the enemy’s military strength, it should shoulder 
such important tasks as doing propaganda among the masses, organizing the 
masses, arming them, helping them to establish revolutionary political power 
and setting up Party organizations. The Red Army fights not merely for the 
sake of fighting but in order to conduct propaganda among the masses, orga-
nize them, arm them, and help them to establish revolutionary political power. 
Without these objectives, fighting loses its meaning and the Red Army loses 
the reason for its existence.

3. Hence, organizationally, these comrades subordinate the departments of 
the Red Army doing political work to those doing military work, and put for-
ward the slogan, “Let Army Headquarters handle outside matters.” If allowed 
to develop, this idea would involve the danger of estrangement from the mass-
es, control of the government by the army and departure from proletarian lead-
ership – it would be to take the path of warlordism like the Kuomintang army.

4. At the same time, in propaganda work they overlook the importance 
of propaganda teams. On the question of mass organization, they neglect the 
organizing of soldiers’ committees in the army and the organizing of the local 
workers and peasants. As a result, both propaganda and organizational work 
are abandoned.

5. They become conceited when a battle is won and dispirited when a battle 
is lost.

6. Selfish departmentalism – they think only of the Fourth Army and do 
not realize that it is an important task of the Red Army to arm the local masses. 
This is cliquism in a magnified form.

7. Unable to see beyond their limited environment in the Fourth Army, 
a few comrades believe that no other revolutionary forces exist. Hence their 
extreme addiction to the idea of conserving strength and avoiding action. This 
is a remnant of opportunism.

8. Some comrades, disregarding the subjective and objective conditions, 
suffer from the malady of revolutionary impetuosity; they will not take pains 
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to do minute and detailed work among the masses, but, riddled with illusions, 
want only to do big things. This is a remnant of putschism.1

The sources of the purely military viewpoint are:
1. A low political level. From this flows the failure to recognize the role of 

political leadership in the army and to recognize that the Red Army and the 
White army are fundamentally different.

2. The mentality of mercenaries. Many prisoners captured in past battles 
have joined the Red Army, and such elements bring with them a markedly 
mercenary outlook, thereby providing a basis in the lower ranks for the purely 
military viewpoint.

3. From the two preceding causes there arises a third, overconfidence in 
military strength and absence of confidence in the strength of the masses of 
the people.

4 The Party’s failure actively to attend to and discuss military work is also 
a reason for the emergence of the purely military viewpoint among a number 
of comrades.

The methods of correction are as follows:
1. Raise the political level in the Party by means of education, destroy the 

theoretical roots of the purely military viewpoint, and be dear on the funda-
mental difference between the Red Army and the White army. At the same 
time, eliminate the remnants of opportunism and putschism and break down 
the selfish departmentalism of the Fourth Army.

2. Intensify the political training of officers and men and especially the 
education of ex-prisoners. At the same time, as far as possible let the local gov-
ernments select workers and peasants experienced in struggle to join the Red 
Army, thus organizationally weakening or even eradicating the purely military 
viewpoint.

3. Arouse the local Party organizations to criticize the Party organizations 
in the Red Army and the organs of mass political power to criticize the Red 
Army itself, in order to influence the Party organizations and the officers and 
men of the Red Army.

4. The Party must actively attend to and discuss military work. All the work 
must be discussed and decided upon by the Party before being carried out by 
the rank and file.

5. Draw up Red Army rules and regulations which dearly define its tasks, 
the relationship between its military and its political apparatus, the relation-
ship between the Red Army and the masses of the people, and the powers and 
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functions of the soldiers’ committees and their relationship with the military 
and political organizations.

oN ultra-democracy

Since the Fourth Army of the Red Army accepted the directives of the 
Central Committee, there has been a great decrease in the manifestations of 
ultra-democracy. For example, Party decisions are now carried out fairly well; 
and no longer does anyone bring up such erroneous demands as that the Red 
Army should apply “democratic centralism from the bottom to the top” or 
should “let the lower levels discuss all problems first, and then let the higher 
levels decide.” Actually, however, this decrease is only temporary and super-
ficial and does not mean that ultra-democratic ideas have already been elim-
inated. In other words, ultra-democracy is still deep-rooted in the minds of 
many comrades. Witness the various expressions of reluctance to carry out 
Party decisions.

The methods of correction are as follows:
1. In the sphere of theory, destroy the roots of ultra-democracy. First, it 

should be pointed out that the danger of ultra-democracy lies in the fact that 
it damages or even completely wrecks the Party organization and weakens or 
even completely undermines the Party’s fighting capacity, rendering the Party 
incapable of fulfilling its fighting tasks and thereby causing the defeat of the 
revolution. Next, it should be pointed out that the source of ultra-democracy 
consists in the petty bourgeoisie’s individualistic aversion to discipline. When 
this characteristic is brought into the Party, it develops into ultra-democratic 
ideas politically and organizationally. These ideas are utterly incompatible with 
the fighting tasks of the proletariat.

2. In the sphere of organization, ensure democracy under centralized guid-
ance. It should be done on the following lines:

(1) The leading bodies of the Party must give a correct line of guidance and 
kind solutions when problems arise, in order to establish themselves as centres 
of leadership.

(2) The higher bodies must be familiar with the life of the masses and with 
the situation in the lower bodies so as to have an objective basis for correct 
guidance.

(3) No Party organization at any level should make casual decisions in solv-
ing problems. Once a decision is reached, it must be firmly carried out.
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(4) All decisions of any importance made by the Party’s higher bodies must 
be promptly transmitted to the lower bodies and the Party rank and file. The 
method is to call meetings of activists or general membership meetings of the 
Party branches or even of the columns2 (when circumstances permit) and to 
assign people to make reports at such meetings.

(5) The lower bodies of the Party and the Party rank and file must discuss 
the higher bodies’ directives in detail in order to understand their meaning 
thoroughly and decide on the methods of carrying them out. 

oN the dIsreGard of orGaNIzatIoNal dIscIplINe

Disregard of organizational discipline in the Party organization in the 
Fourth Army manifests itself as follows:

A. Failure of the minority to submit to the majority. For example, when a 
minority finds its motion voted down, it does not sincerely carry out the Party 
decisions.

The methods of correction are as follows:
1. At meetings, all participants should be encouraged to voice their opin-

ions as fully as possible. The rights and wrongs in any controversy should be 
clarified without compromise or glossing over. In order to reach a clear-cut 
conclusion, what cannot be settled at one meeting should be discussed at 
another, provided there is no interference with the work.

2. One requirement of Party discipline is that the minority should submit 
to the majority. If the view of the minority has been rejected, it must support 
the decision passed by the majority. If necessary, it can bring up the maker for 
reconsideration at the next meeting, but apart from that it must not act against 
the decision in any way.

B. Criticism made without regard to organizational discipline:
1. Inner-Party criticism is a weapon for strengthening the Party organiza-

tion and increasing its fighting capacity. In the Party organization of the Red 
Army, however, criticism is not always of this character, and sometimes turns 
into personal attack. As a result, it damages the Party organization as well 
as individuals. This is a manifestation of petty-bourgeois individualism. The 
method of correction is to help Party members understand that the purpose of 
criticism is to increase the Party’s fighting capacity in order to achieve victory in 
the class struggle and that it should not be used as a means of personal attack.

2. Many Party members make their criticisms not inside, but outside, 
the Party. The reason is that the general membership has not yet grasped the 
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importance of the Party organization (its meetings and so forth), and sees no 
difference between criticism inside and outside the organization. The method 
of correction is to educate Party members so that they understand the impor-
tance of Party organization and make their criticisms of Party committees or 
comrades at Party meetings.

oN absolute eQualItarIaNIsm

Absolute equalitarianism became quite serious in the Red Army at one 
time. Here are some examples. On the matter of allowances to wounded sol-
diers, there were objections to differentiating between light and serious cases, 
and the demand was raised for equal allowances for all. When officers rode on 
horseback, it was regarded not as something necessary for performing their 
duties but as a sign of inequality. Absolutely equal distribution of supplies was 
demanded, and there was objection to somewhat larger allotments in special 
cases. In the hauling of rice, the demand was made that all should carry the 
same load on their backs, irrespective of age or physical condition. Equality 
was demanded in the allotment of billets, and the Headquarters would be 
abused for occupying larger rooms. Equality was demanded in the assignment 
of fatigue duties, and there was unwillingness to do a little more than the next 
man. It even went so far that when there were two wounded men but only one 
stretcher, neither could be carried away because each refused to yield priority 
to the other. Absolute equalitarianism, as shown in these examples, is still very 
serious among officers and soldiers of the Red Army.

Absolute equalitarianism, like ultra-democracy in political matters, is the 
product of a handicraft and small peasant economy – the only difference being 
that the one manifests itself in material affairs, while the other manifests itself 
in political affairs.

The method of correction: We should point out that, before the abolition 
of capitalism, absolute equalitarianism is a mere illusion of peasants and small 
proprietors, and that even under socialism there can be no absolute equality, 
for material things will then be distributed on the principle of “from each 
according to his ability, to each according to his work” as well as on that of 
meeting the needs of the work. The distribution of material things in the Red 
Army must be more or less equal, as in the case of equal pay for officers and 
men, because this is required by the present circumstances of the struggle. 
But absolute equalitarianism beyond reason must be opposed because it is not 
required by the struggle; on the contrary, it hinders the struggle.
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oN subJectIvIsm

Subjectivism exists to a serious degree among some Party members, causing 
great harm to the analysis of the political situation and the guidance of the 
work. The reason is that subjective analysis of a political situation and subjec-
tive guidance of work inevitably result either in opportunism or in putschism. 
As for subjective criticism, loose and groundless talk or suspiciousness, such 
practices inside the Party often breed unprincipled disputes and undermine 
the Party organization.

Another point that should be mentioned in connection with inner-Par-
ty criticism is that some comrades ignore the major issues and confine their 
attention to minor points when they make their criticism. They do not under-
stand that the main task of criticism is to point out political and organizational 
mistakes. As to personal shortcomings, unless they are related to political and 
organizational mistakes, there is no need to be overcritical and to embarrass the 
comrades concerned. Moreover, once such criticism develops, there is the great 
danger that the Party members will concentrate entirely on minor faults, and 
everyone will become timid and overcautious and forget the Party’s political 
tasks.

The main method of correction is to educate Party members so that a polit-
ical and scientific spirit pervades their thinking and their Party life. To this end 
we must: (1) teach Party members to apply the Marxist-Leninist method in 
analysing a political situation and appraising the class forces, instead of making 
a subjective analysis and appraisal; (2) direct the attention of Party members 
to social and economic investigation and study, so as to determine the tactics 
of struggle and methods of work, and help comrades to understand that with-
out investigation of actual conditions they will fall into the pit of fantasy and 
putschism; and (3) in inner-Party criticism, guard against subjectivism, arbi-
trariness and the vulgarization of criticism; statements should be based on facts 
and criticism should centre on politics.

oN INdIvIdualIsm

The tendency towards individualism in the Red Army Party organization 
manifests itself as follows:

1. Retaliation. Some comrades, after being criticized inside the Party by a 
soldier comrade, look for opportunities to retaliate outside the Party, and one 
way is to beat or abuse the comrade in question. They also seek to retaliate 
within the Party. “You have criticized me at this meeting, so I’ll find some 
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way to pay you back at the next.” Such retaliation arises from purely personal 
considerations, to the neglect of the interests of the class and of the Party as a 
whole. Its target is not the enemy class, but individuals in our own ranks. It is 
a corrosive which weakens the organization and its fighting capacity.

2. “Small group” mentality. Some comrades consider only the interests of 
their own small group and ignore the general interest. Although on the surface 
this does not seem to be the pursuit of personal interests, in reality it exem-
plifies the narrowest individualism and has a strong corrosive and centrifugal 
effect. “Small group” mentality used to be rife in the Red Army, and although 
there has been some improvement as a result of criticism, there are still surviv-
als and further effort is needed to overcome it.

3. The “employee” mentality. Some comrades do not understand that the 
Party and the Red Army, of which they are members, are both instruments for 
carrying out the tasks of the revolution. They do not realize that they them-
selves are makers of the revolution, but think that their responsibility is merely 
to their individual superiors and not to the revolution. This passive mentality 
of an “employee” of the revolution is also a manifestation of individualism. It 
explains why there are not very many activists who work unconditionally for 
the revolution. Unless it is eliminated, the number of activists will not grow 
and the heavy burden of the revolution will remain on the shoulders of a small 
number of people, much to the detriment of the struggle.

4. Pleasure-seeking. In the Red Army there are also quite a few people 
whose individualism finds expression in pleasure-seeking. They always hope 
that their unit will march into big cities. They want to go there not to work 
but to enjoy themselves. The last thing they want is to work in the Red areas 
where life is hard.

5. Passivity. Some comrades become passive and stop working whenever 
anything goes against their wishes. This is mainly due to lack of education, 
though sometimes it is also due to the leadership’s improper conduct of affairs, 
assignment of work or enforcement of discipline.

6. The desire to leave the army. The number of people who ask for transfers 
from the Red Army to local work is on the increase The reason for this does 
not lie entirely with the individuals but also with: (1) the material hardships of 
life in the Red Army, (2) exhaustion after long struggle, and (3) the leadership’s 
improper conduct of affairs, assignment of work or enforcement of discipline.

The method of correction is primarily to strengthen education so as to recti-
fy individualism ideologically. Next, it is to conduct affairs, make assignments 
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and enforce discipline in a proper way. In addition, ways must be found to 
improve the material life of the Red Army, and every available opportunity 
must be utilized for rest and rehabilitation in order to improve material condi-
tions. In our educational work we must explain that in its social origin individ-
ualism is a reflection within the Party of petty-bourgeois and bourgeois ideas.

oN the IdeoloGy of rovING rebel baNds

The political ideology of roving rebel bands has emerged in the Red Army 
because the proportion of vagabond elements is large and because there are 
great masses of vagabonds in China, especially in the southern provinces. This 
ideology manifests itself as follows: (1) Some people want to increase our polit-
ical influence only by means of roving guerrilla actions, but are unwilling to 
increase it by undertaking the arduous task of building up base areas and estab-
lishing the people’s political power. (2) In expanding the Red Army, some peo-
ple follow the line of “hiring men and buying horses” and “recruiting deserters 
and accepting mutineers”,3 rather than the line of expanding the local Red 
Guards and the local troops and thus developing the main forces of the Red 
Army. (3) Some people lack the patience to carry on arduous struggles together 
with the masses, and only want to go to the big cities to eat and drink to their 
hearts’ content. All these manifestations of the ideology of roving rebels seri-
ously hamper the Red Army in performing its proper tasks; consequently its 
eradication is an important objective in the ideological struggle within the Red 
Army Party organization. It must be understood that the ways of roving rebels 
of the Huang Chao4 or Li Chuang5 type are not permissible under present-day 
conditions.

The methods of correction are as follows:
1. Intensify education, criticize incorrect ideas, and eradicate the ideology 

of roving rebel bands.
2. Intensify education among the basic sections of the Red Army and among 

recently recruited captives to counter the vagabond outlook.
3. Draw active workers and peasants experienced in struggle into the ranks 

of the Red Army so as to change its composition.
4. Create new units of the Red Army from among the masses of militant 

workers and peasants.
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oN the remNaNts of putschIsm

The Party organization in the Red Army has already waged struggles against 
putschism, but not yet to a sufficient extent. Therefore, remnants of this ide-
ology still exist in the Red Army. Their manifestations are: (1) blind action 
regardless of subjective and objective conditions; (2) inadequate and irresolute 
application of the Party’s policies for the cities; (3) slack military discipline, 
especially in moments of defeat; (4) acts of house-burning by some units; and 
(5) the practices of shooting deserters and of inflicting corporal punishment, 
both of which smack of putschism. In its social origins, putschism is a combi-
nation of lumpen-proletarian and petty- bourgeois ideology.

The methods of correction are as follows:
1. Eradicate putschism ideologically.
2. Correct putschist behaviour through rules, regulations and policies. 

Notes
1 For a brief period after the defeat of the revolution in 1927, a “Left” putschist ten-

dency arose in the Communist Party. Regarding the Chinese revolution as a “permanent 
revolution” and the revolutionary situation in China as a “permanent upsurge”, the putsch-
ist comrades refused to organize an orderly retreat and, adopting the methods of command-
ism and relying only on a small number of Party members and a small section of the masses, 
erroneously attempted to stage a series of local uprisings throughout the country, which had 
no prospect of success. Such putschist activities were widespread at the end of 1927 but 
gradually subsided in the beginning of 1928, though sentiments in favour of putschism still 
survived among some comrades.

2 In the guerrilla system of organization a column corresponded to a division in the 
regular army, with a complement much more flexible and usually much smaller than that 
of a regular division.

3 These two Chinese idioms refer to the methods which some rebels in Chinese history 
adopted to expand their forces. In the application of these methods, attention was paid to 
numbers rather than to quality, and people of all sorts were indiscriminately recruited to 
swell the ranks.

4 Huang Chao was the leader of the peasant revolts towards the end of the Tang Dynasty. 
In A.D. 875, starting from his home district Caozhou (now Heze County in Shandong), 
Huang led armed peasants in victorious battles against the imperial forces and styled him-
self the “Heaven-Storming General.” In the course of a decade he swept over most of the 
provinces in the Yellow, Yangzi, Huai and Pearl river valleys, reaching as far as Guangxi. He 
finally broke through the Tongguan pass, captured the imperial capital of Chang’an (now 
Xi’an in Shaanxi), and was crowned Emperor of Qi. Internal dissensions and attacks by 
the non-Han tribal allies of the Tang forces compelled Huang to abandon Chang’an and 
retreat to his native district, where he committed suicide. The ten years’ war fought by him 
is one of the most famous peasant wars in Chinese history. Dynastic historians record that 
“all people suffering from heavy taxes and levies rallied to him.” But as he merely carried on 
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roving warfare without ever establishing relatively consolidated base areas, his forces were 
called “roving rebel bands.”

5 Li Chuang, short for Li Zicheng the King Chuang (the Dare-All King), native of 
Mizhi, northern Shaanxi, was the leader of a peasant revolt which led to the overthrow of 
the Ming Dynasty. The revolt first started in northern Shaanxi in 1628. Li joined the forces 
led by Gao Yingxiang and campaigned through Henan and Anhui and back to Shaanxi. 
After Gao’s death in 1636, Li succeeded him, becoming King Chuang, and campaigned in 
and out of the provinces of Shaanxi, Sichuan, Henan and Hubei Finally he captured the 
imperial capital of Beijing in 1644, whereupon the last Ming emperor committed suicide. 
The chief slogan he spread among the masses was “Support King Chuang, and pay no grain 
taxes.” Another slogan of his to enforce discipline among his men ran: “Any murder means 
the killing of my father, any rape means the violation of my mother.” Thus he won the 
support of the masses and his movement became the main current of the peasant revolts 
raging all over the country. As he, too, roamed about without ever establishing relatively 
consolidated base areas, he was eventually defeated by Wu Sangui, a Ming general who 
colluded with the Qing troops in a joint aback on Li.
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A Single Spark Can Start a Prairie Fire1

January 5, 1930

Some comrades in our Party still do not know how to appraise the current 
situation correctly and how to settle the attendant question of what action to 
take. Though they believe that a revolutionary high tide is inevitable, they do 
not believe it to be imminent. Therefore, they disapprove of the plan to take 
Jiangxi and only approve of roving guerrilla actions in the three areas on the 
borders of Fujian, Guangdong and Jiangxi; at the same time, as they do not 
have a deep understanding of what it means to establish Red political power 
in the guerrilla areas, they do not have a deep understanding of the idea of 
accelerating the nation-wide revolutionary high tide through the consolida-
tion and expansion of Red political power. They seem to think that, since the 
revolutionary high tide is still remote, it will be labour lost to attempt to estab-
lish political power by hard work. Instead, they want to extend our political 
influence through the easier method of roving guerrilla actions, and, once the 
masses throughout the country have been won over, or more or less won over, 
they want to launch a nation-wide armed insurrection which, with the partic-
ipation of the Red Army, would become a great nationwide revolution. Their 
theory that we must first win over the masses on a country-wide scale and in 
all regions and then establish political power does not accord with the actual 
state of the Chinese revolution. This theory derives mainly from the failure 
to understand clearly that China is a semi-colonial country for which many 
imperialist powers are contending. If one clearly understands this, one will 
understand first why the unusual phenomenon of prolonged and tangled war-
fare within the ruling classes is only to be found in China, why this warfare is 
steadily growing fiercer and spreading, and why there has never been a unified 
regime. Secondly, one will understand the gravity of the peasant problem and 
hence why rural uprisings have developed on the present country-wide scale. 
Thirdly, one will understand the correctness of the slogan of workers’ and peas-
ants’ democratic political power. Fourthly, one will understand another unusu-
al phenomenon, which is also absent outside China, and which follows from 
the first (that in China alone there is prolonged and tangled warfare within the 
ruling classes), namely, the existence and development of the Red Army and 

1This was a letter written by Comrade Mao Zedong in criticism of certain pessimistic 
views then existing in the Party.
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the guerrilla forces, and together with them, the existence and development 
of small Red areas encircled by the White regime. Fifthly, one will understand 
that in semi-colonial China the establishment and expansion of the Red Army, 
the guerrilla forces and the Red areas is the highest form of peasant struggle 
under the leadership of the proletariat, the inevitable outcome of the growth 
of the semi-colonial peasant struggle, and undoubtedly the most important 
factor in accelerating the revolutionary high tide throughout the country. And 
sixthly, one will also understand that the policy which merely calls for roving 
guerrilla actions cannot accomplish the task of accelerating this nation-wide 
revolutionary high tide, while the kind of policy adopted by Zhu De and Mao 
Zedong and also by Fang Zhimin1 is undoubtedly correct – that is, the pol-
icy of establishing base areas; of systematically setting up political power; of 
deepening the agrarian revolution; of expanding the people’s armed forces by 
a comprehensive process of building up first the township Red Guards, then 
the district Red Guards, then the county Red Guards, then the local Red Army 
troops, all the way up to the regular Red Army troops; of spreading political 
power by advancing in a series of waves; etc., etc. Only thus is it possible to 
build the confidence of the revolutionary masses throughout the country, as 
the Soviet Union has built it throughout the world. Only thus is it possible 
to create tremendous difficulties for the reactionary ruling classes, shake their 
foundations and hasten their internal disintegration. Only thus is it really pos-
sible to create a Red Army which will become the chief weapon for the great 
revolution of the future. In short, only thus is it possible to hasten the revolu-
tionary high tide.

Comrades who suffer from revolutionary impetuosity overestimate the sub-
jective forces of the revolution2 and underestimate the forces of the count-
er-revolution. Such an appraisal stems mainly from subjectivism. In the end, 
it undoubtedly leads to putschism. On the other hand, underestimating the 
subjective forces of the revolution and overestimating the forces of the count-
er-revolution would also constitute an improper appraisal and be certain to 
produce bad results of another kind. Therefore, in judging the political situa-
tion in China it is necessary to understand the following:

1. Although the subjective forces of the revolution in China are now weak, 
so also are all organizations (organs of political power, armed forces, political 
parties, etc.) of the reactionary ruling classes, resting as they do on the back-
ward and fragile social and economic structure of China. This helps to explain 
why revolution cannot break out at once in the countries of Western Europe 



101

A Single Spark Can Start a Prairie Fire 

where, although the subjective forces of revolution are now perhaps somewhat 
stronger than in China, the forces of the reactionary ruling classes are many 
times stronger. In China the revolution will undoubtedly move towards a high 
tide more rapidly, for although the subjective forces of the revolution at present 
are weak, the forces of the counter-revolution are relatively weak too.

2. The subjective forces of the revolution have indeed been greatly weak-
ened since the defeat of the revolution in 1927. The remaining forces are very 
small and those comrades who judge by appearances alone naturally feel pes-
simistic. But if we judge by essentials, it is quite another story. Here we can 
apply the old Chinese saying, “A single spark can start a prairie fire.” In other 
words, our forces, although small at present, will grow very rapidly. In the con-
ditions prevailing in China, their growth is not only possible but indeed inev-
itable, as the May 30th Movement and the Great Revolution which followed 
have fully proved. When we look at a thing, we must examine its essence and 
treat its appearance merely as an usher at the threshold, and once we cross the 
threshold, we must grasp the essence of the thing; this is the only reliable and 
scientific method of analysis.

3. Similarly, in appraising the counter-revolutionary forces, we must never 
look merely at their appearance, but should examine their essence. In the ini-
tial period of our independent regime in the Hunan-Jiangxi border area, some 
comrades genuinely believed the incorrect appraisal made by the Hunan Pro-
vincial Committee and regarded the class enemy as not worth a rap; the two 
descriptive terms, “terribly shaky” and “extremely panicky”, which are standing 
jokes to this day, were used by the Hunan Provincial Committee at the time 
(from May to June 1928) in appraising the Hunan ruler Lu Diping.3 Such 
an appraisal necessarily led to putschism in the political sphere. But during 
the four months from November of that year to February 1929 (before the 
war between Chiang Kai-shek and the Guangxi warlords),4 when the enemy’s 
third “joint suppression expedition”5 was approaching the Jinggang Moun-
tains, some comrades asked the question, “How long can we keep the Red Flag 
flying?” As a matter of fact, the struggle in China between Britain, the United 
States and Japan had by then become quite open, and a state of tangled warfare 
between Chiang Kai-shek, the Guangxi clique and Feng Yuxiang was taking 
shape; hence it was actually the time when the counter-revolutionary tide had 
begun to ebb and the revolutionary tide to rise again. Yet pessimistic ideas were 
to be found not only in the Red Army and local Party organizations, even the 
Central Committee was misled by appearances and adopted a pessimistic tone. 
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Its February letter is evidence of the pessimistic analysis made in the Party at 
that time.

4. The objective situation today is still such that comrades who see only 
the superficial appearance and not the essence of what is before them are liable 
to be misled. In particular, when our comrades working in the Red Army are 
defeated in battle or encircled or pursued by strong enemy forces, they often 
unwittingly generalize and exaggerate their momentary, specific and limited 
situation, as though the situation in China and the world as a whole gave 
no cause for optimism and the prospects of victory for the revolution were 
remote. The reason they seize on the appearance and brush aside the essence 
in their observation of things is that they have not made a scientific analysis 
of the essence of the overall situation. The question whether there will soon be 
a revolutionary high tide in China can be decided only by making a detailed 
examination to ascertain whether the contradictions leading to a revolution-
ary high tide are really developing. Since contradictions are developing in the 
world between the imperialist countries, between the imperialist countries and 
their colonies, and between the imperialists and the proletariat in their own 
countries, there is an intensified need for the imperialists to contend for the 
domination of China. While the imperialist contention over China becomes 
more intense, both the contradiction between imperialism and the whole Chi-
nese nation and the contradictions among the imperialists themselves develop 
simultaneously on Chinese soil, thereby creating the tangled warfare which is 
expanding and intensifying daily and giving rise to the continuous develop-
ment of the contradictions among the different cliques of China’s reactionary 
rulers. In the wake of the contradictions among the reactionary ruling cliques 
– the tangled warfare among the warlords – comes heavier taxation, which 
steadily sharpens the contradiction between the broad masses of taxpayers and 
the reactionary rulers. In the wake of the contradiction between imperialism 
and China’s national industry comes the failure of the Chinese industrialists 
to obtain concessions from the imperialists, which sharpens the contradiction 
between the Chinese bourgeoisie and the Chinese working class, with the Chi-
nese capitalists trying to find a way out by frantically exploiting the workers 
and with the workers resisting. In the wake of imperialist commercial aggres-
sion, Chinese merchant-capitalist extortions, heavier government taxation, 
etc., comes the deepening of the contradiction between the landlord class and 
the peasantry, that is, exploitation through rent and usury is aggravated and 
the hatred of the peasants for the landlords grows. Because of the pressure of 
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foreign goods, the exhaustion of the purchasing power of the worker and peas-
ant masses, and the increase in government taxation, more and more dealers in 
Chinese-made goods and independent producers are being driven into bank-
ruptcy. Because the reactionary government, though short of provisions and 
funds, endlessly expands its armies and thus constantly extends the warfare, the 
masses of soldiers are in a constant state of privation. Because of the growth in 
government taxation, the rise in rent and interest demanded by the landlords 
and the daily spread of the disasters of war, there are famine and banditry 
everywhere and the peasant masses and the urban poor can hardly keep alive. 
Because the schools have no money, many students fear that their education 
may be interrupted; because production is backward, many graduates have no 
hope of employment. Once we understand all these contradictions, we shall 
see in what a desperate situation, in what a chaotic state, China finds herself. 
We shall also see that the high tide of revolution against the imperialists, the 
warlords and the landlords is inevitable, and will come very soon. All China is 
littered with dry faggots which will soon be aflame. The saying, “A single spark 
can start a prairie fire”, is an apt description of how the current situation will 
develop. We need only look at the strikes by the workers, the uprisings by the 
peasants, the mutinies of soldiers and the strikes of students which are devel-
oping in many places to see that it cannot be long before a “spark” kindles “a 
prairie fire.”

The gist of the above was already contained in the letter from the Front 
Committee to the Central Committee on April 5, 1929, which reads in part:

The Central Committee’s letter [dated February 9, 1929] makes 
too pessimistic an appraisal of the objective situation and our sub-
jective forces. The Kuomintang’s three “suppression” campaigns 
against the Jinggang Mountains was the high water mark reached 
by the counter-revolutionary tide. But there it stopped, and since 
then the counter-revolutionary tide has gradually receded while 
the revolutionary tide has gradually risen. Although our Party’s 
fighting capacity and organizational strength have been weakened 
to the extent described by the Central Committee, they will be 
rapidly restored, and the passivity among comrades in the Party 
will quickly disappear as the counter-revolutionary tide gradually 
ebbs. The masses will certainly come over to us. The Kuomintang’s 
policy of massacre only serves to “drive the fish into deep waters”,6 
as the saying goes, and reformism no longer has any mass appeal. 
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It is certain that the masses will soon shed their illusions about the 
Kuomintang. In the emerging situation, no other party will be 
able to compete with the Communist Party in winning over the 
masses. The political line and the organizational line laid down by 
the Party’s Sixth National Congress7 are correct, i.e., the revolu-
tion at the present stage is democratic and not socialist, and the 
present task of the Party [here the words “in the big cities” should 
have been added]8 is to win over the masses and not to stage 
immediate insurrections. Nevertheless the revolution will develop 
swiftly, and we should take a positive attitude in our propaganda 
and preparations for armed insurrections. In the present chaotic 
situation we can lead the masses only by positive slogans and a 
positive attitude. Only by taking such an attitude can the Party 
recover its fighting capacity . . . . Proletarian leadership is the sole 
key to victory in the revolution. Building a proletarian foundation 
for the Party and setting up Party branches in industrial enter-
prises in key districts are important organizational tasks for the 
Party at present; but at the same time the major prerequisites for 
helping the struggle in the cities and hastening the rise of the rev-
olutionary tide are specifically the development of the struggle in 
the countryside, the establishment of Red political power in small 
areas, and the creation and expansion of the Red Army. Therefore, 
it would be wrong to abandon the struggle in the cities, but in 
our opinion it would also be wrong for any of our Party members 
to fear the growth of peasant strength lest it should outstrip the 
workers’ strength and harm the revolution. For in the revolution 
in semi-colonial China, the peasant struggle must always fail if it 
does not have the leadership of the workers, but the revolution 
is never harmed if the peasant struggle outstrips the forces of the 
workers.

The letter also contained the following reply on the question of the Red Army’s 
operational tactics:

To preserve the Red Army and arouse the masses, the Central 
Committee asks us to divide our forces into very small units and 
disperse them over the countryside and to withdraw Zhu De and 
Mao Zedong from the army, so concealing the major targets. This 
is an unrealistic view. In the winter of 1927-28, we did plan to 
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disperse our forces over the countryside, with each company or 
battalion operating on its own and adopting guerrilla tactics in 
order to arouse the masses while trying not to present a target for 
the enemy; we have tried this out many times, but have failed every 
time. The reasons are: (1) most of the soldiers in the main force 
of the Red Army come from other areas and have a background 
different from that of the local Red Guards; (2) division into small 
units results in weak leadership and inability to cope with adverse 
circumstances, which easily leads to defeat; (3) the units are liable 
to be crushed by the enemy one by one; (4) the more adverse the 
circumstances, the greater the need for concentrating our forces 
and for the leaders to be resolute in struggle, because only thus 
can we have internal unity against the enemy. Only in favourable 
circumstances is it advisable to divide our forces for guerrilla oper-
ations, and it is only then that the leaders need not stay with the 
ranks all the time, as they must in adverse circumstances.

The weakness of this passage is that the reasons adduced against the division 
of forces were of a negative character, which was far from adequate. The posi-
tive reason for concentrating our forces is that only concentration will enable 
us to wipe out comparatively large enemy units and occupy towns. Only after 
we have wiped out comparatively large enemy units and occupied towns can 
we arouse the masses on a broad scale and set up political power extending over 
a number of adjoining counties. Only thus can we make a widespread impact 
(what we call “extending our political influence”), and contribute effectively to 
speeding the day of the revolutionary high tide. For instance, both the regime 
we set up in the Hunan-Jiangxi border area the year before last and the one we 
set up in western Fujian last year9 were the product of this policy of concen-
trating our troops. This is a general principle. But are there not times when our 
forces should be divided up? Yes, there are. The letter from the Front Com-
mittee to the Central Committee says of guerrilla tactics for the Red Army, 
including the division of forces within a short radius:

The tactics we have derived from the struggle of the past three years 
are indeed different from any other tactics, ancient or modern, 
Chinese or foreign. With our tactics, the masses can be aroused 
for struggle on an ever-broadening scale, and no enemy, however 
powerful, can cope with us. Ours are guerrilla tactics. They consist 
mainly of the following points:
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“Divide our forces to arouse the masses, concentrate our forces to 
deal with the enemy.”

“The enemy advances, we retreat; the enemy camps, we harass; the 
enemy tires, we attack; the enemy retreats, we pursue.”

“To extend stable base areas,10 employ the policy of advancing in 
waves; when pursued by a powerful enemy, employ the policy of 
circling around.”

“Arouse the largest numbers of the masses in the shortest possible 
time and by the best possible methods.”

These tactics are just like casting a net; at any moment we should 
be able to cast it or draw it in. We cast it wide to win over the 
masses and draw it in to deal with the enemy. Such are the tactics 
we have used for the past three years.

Here, “to cast the net wide” means to divide our forces within a short radi-
us. For example, when we first captured the county town of Yongxin in the 
Hunan-Jiangxi border area, we divided the forces of the 29th and 31st Reg-
iments within the boundaries of Yongxin County. Again, when we captured 
Yongxin for the third time, we once more divided our forces by dispatching 
the 28th Regiment to the border of Anfu County, the 29th to Lianhua, and 
the 31st to the border of Ji’an County. And, again, we divided our forces in the 
counties of southern Jiangxi last April and May, and in the counties of western 
Fujian last July. As to dividing our forces over a wide radius, it is possible only 
on the two conditions that circumstances are comparatively favourable and the 
leading bodies fairly strong. For the purpose of dividing up our forces is to put 
us in a better position for winning over the masses, for deepening the agrarian 
revolution and establishing political power, and for expanding the Red Army 
and the local armed units. It is better not to divide our forces when this pur-
pose cannot be attained or the division of our forces would lead to defeat and 
to the weakening of the Red Army, as happened in August two years ago when 
our forces were divided on the Hunan-Jiangxi border for an attack on Chen-
zhou. But there is no doubt that, given the two above-mentioned conditions, 
we should divide our forces, because division is then more advantageous than 
concentration.

The Central Committee’s February letter was not in the right spirit and had 
a bad effect on a number of Party comrades in the Fourth Army. At that time 
the Central Committee also issued a circular stating that war would not nec-
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essarily break out between Chiang Kai-shek and the Guangxi warlords. Since 
then, however, the appraisals and directives of the Central Committee have 
in the main been correct. It has already issued another circular correcting the 
one containing the wrong appraisal. Although it has not made any correction 
of the letter to the Red Army, its subsequent directives have not been couched 
in the same pessimistic tone and its views on the Red Army’s operations now 
coincide with ours. Yet the bad effect which this letter had on some comrades 
persists. Therefore, I feel that it is still necessary to give some explanation.

The plan to take Jiangxi Province within a year was also proposed last April 
by the Front Committee to the Central Committee, and a decision to that 
effect was later made at Yudu. The following reasons were given in the letter to 
the Central Committee:

The armies of Chiang Kai-shek and the Guangxi warlords are 
approaching each other in the vicinity of Jiujiang, and a big battle 
is imminent. The resumption of mass struggle, coupled with the 
spread of contradictions among the ruling reactionaries, makes 
it probable that there will soon be a high tide of revolution. As 
for how our work should be arranged under these circumstanc-
es, we feel that, so far as the southern provinces are concerned, 
the armed forces of the compradors and landlords in Guangdong 
and Hunan Provinces are too strong, and that in Hunan, more 
over, we have lost almost all our mass following, inside as well 
as outside the Party, because of the Party’s putschist mistakes. In 
the three provinces of Fujian, Jiangxi and Zhejiang, however, the 
situation is different. First, militarily the enemy is weakest there. 
In Zhejiang, there is only a small provincial force under Jiang 
Bocheng.11 In Fujian, although there are five groups of enemy 
troops totalling fourteen regiments in all, Guo Fengming’s troops 
have already been smashed; the troops under Chen Guohui and 
Lu Xingbang12 are bandits of small fighting capacity; the two bri-
gades of marines stationed along the coast have never seen action 
and their fighting capacity is undoubtedly not high; Zhang Zhen13 
alone can put up some sort of a fight, but, according to an analysis 
made by the Fujian Provincial Committee, even he has only two 
relatively strong regiments. In addition, Fujian is now in a state 
of complete chaos, confusion and disunity. In Jiangxi, there are 
sixteen regiments under the two commands of Zhu Peide14 and 
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Xiong Shihui;15 they are stronger than the armed forces of either 
Fujian or Zhejiang, but far inferior to those of Hunan. Secondly, 
fewer putschist mistakes have been made in these three provinces. 
We are not clear about the situation in Zhejiang, but the Par-
ty’s organizational and mass base is somewhat better in Jiangxi 
and Fujian than in Hunan. Take Jiangxi for example. In northern 
Jiangxi we still have some basis in De’an, Xiushui and Tonggu; 
in western Jiangxi the Party and the Red Guards still have some 
strength in Ninggang, Yongxin, Lianhua and Suichuan; in south-
ern Jiangxi the prospects are still brighter, as the 2nd and 4th Reg-
iments of` the Red Army are steadily growing in strength in the 
counties of Ji’an, Yongfeng and Xingguo; and what is more, the 
Red Army under Fang Zhimin has by no means been wiped out. 
All this places us in a position to close in on Nanchang. We hereby 
recommend to the Central Committee that during the period of 
prolonged warfare among the Kuomintang warlords, we should 
contend with Chiang Kai-shek and the Guangxi clique for Jiangxi 
Province and also for western Fujian and western Zhejiang. In 
these three provinces we should enlarge the Red Army and create 
an independent regime of the masses, with a time limit of one 
year for accomplishing this plan.

This proposal to contend for Jiangxi erred only in setting a time limit of 
one year. It was based not only on conditions within the province itself, but 
also on the prospect that a nation-wide high tide of revolution would soon 
arise. For unless we had been convinced that there would soon be a high tide 
of revolution, we could not possibly have concluded that we could take Jiangxi 
in a year. The only weakness in the proposal was that it set a time limit of one 
year, which it should not have done, and so gave a flavour of impetuosity to 
the word “soon” in the statement, “there will soon be a high tide of revolution.” 
As to the subjective and objective conditions in Jiangxi, they well deserve our 
attention. Besides the subjective conditions described in the letter to the Cen-
tral Committee, three objective conditions can now be clearly pointed out. 
First, the economy of Jiangxi is mainly feudal, the merchant-capitalist class is 
relatively weak, and the armed forces of the landlords are weaker than in any 
other southern province. Secondly, Jiangxi has no provincial troops of its own 
and has always been garrisoned by troops from other provinces. Sent there for 
the “suppression of Communists” or “suppression of bandits”, these troops are 
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unfamiliar with local conditions, their interests are much less directly involved 
than if they were local troops, and they usually lack enthusiasm. And thirdly, 
unlike Guangdong which is close to Hongkong and under British control in 
almost every respect, Jiangxi is comparatively remote from imperialist influ-
ence. Once we have grasped these three points, we can understand why rural 
uprisings are more widespread and the Red Army and guerrilla units more 
numerous in Jiangxi than in any other province.

How then should we interpret the word “soon” in the statement, “there will 
soon be a high tide of revolution”? This is a common question among com-
rades. Marxists are not fortune-tellers. They should, and indeed can, only indi-
cate the general direction of future developments and changes; they should not 
and cannot fix the day and the hour in a mechanistic way. But when I say that 
there will soon be a high tide of revolution in China, I am emphatically not 
speaking of something which in the words of some people “is possibly com-
ing”, something illusory, unattainable and devoid of significance for action. It 
is like a ship far out at sea whose mast-head can already be seen from the shore; 
it is like the morning sun in the east whose shimmering rays are visible from a 
high mountain top; it is like a child about to be born moving restlessly in its 
mother’s womb.

Notes
1 Comrade Fang Zhimin, a native of Yiyang, Jiangxi Province, and a member of the 

Sixth Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, was the founder of the Red 
area in northeastern Jiangxi and of the Tenth Red Army. In 1934 he led the vanguard 
detachment of the Red Army in marching north to resist the Japanese invaders. In January 
1935 he was captured in battle against the counter-revolutionary Kuomintang troops and 
in July he died a martyr’s death in Nanchang, Jiangxi.

2 The subjective forces of the revolution mean the organized forces of the revolution.
3 Lu Diping, a Kuomintang warlord, was the Kuomintang governor of Hunan Province 

in 1928.
4 The war of March-April 1929 between Chiang Kai-shek, the Kuomintang warlord in 

Nanjing, and Li Zongren and Bai Chongxi, the Kuomintang warlords in Guangxi Province.
5 The third invasion of the Red Army’s base area on the Jinggang Mountains by the 

Kuomintang warlords in Hunan and Jiangxi lasting from the end of 1928 to the beginning 
of 1929.

6 The quotation is from Mencius, who compared a tyrant who drove his people into 
seeking a benevolent ruler to the otter which “drives the fish into deep waters.”

7 The Sixth National Congress of the Communist Party of China was held in July 1928. 
It pointed out that after the defeat in 1927, China’s revolution remained bourgeois-demo-
cratic in nature, i.e., anti-imperialist and anti-feudal, and that since the inevitable new high 



110

A Single Spark Can Start a Prairie Fire 

tide in the revolution was not yet imminent, the general line for the revolution should be 
to win over the masses. The Sixth Congress liquidated the 1927 Right capitulationism of 
Chen Duxiu and also repudiated the “Left” putschism which occurred in the Party at the 
end of 1927 and the beginning of 1928.

8 The statement in brackets has been added by the author.
9 The regime set up in western Fujian came into being in 1929, when the Red Army in 

the Jinggang Mountains sallied eastward to build a new revolutionary base area and estab-
lished the people’s revolutionary political power in the counties of Longyan, Yongding and 
Shanghang in the western part of that province.

10 Stable base areas were the relatively stable revolutionary base areas established by the 
Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army.

11 Jiang Bocheng was then the commander of the Kuomintang peace preservation corps 
in Zhejiang Province.

12 Chen Guohui and Lu Xingbang were two notorious Fujian bandits whose forces had 
been incorporated into the Kuomintang army.

13 Zhang Zhen was a divisional commander of the Kuomintang army.
14 Zhu Beide, a Kuomintang warlord, was then the Kuomintang governor of Jiangxi 

Province.
15 Xiong Shihui was then a divisional commander of the Kuomintang army in Jiangxi 

Province.
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Pay Attention to Economic Work1

August 20, 1933

The growing intensity of the revolutionary war makes it imperative for 
us to mobilize the masses in order to launch an immediate campaign on the 
economic front and undertake all possible and necessary tasks of economic 
construction. Why? Because all our present efforts should be directed towards 
gaining victory in the revolutionary war and, first and foremost, towards gain-
ing complete victory in the fight to smash the enemy’s fifth “encirclement and 
suppression” campaign1 they should be directed towards securing the material 
conditions which will guarantee food and other supplies for the Red Army, 
towards bettering the life of the people and so stimulating their more active 
participation in the revolutionary war, towards organizing the masses on the 
economic front and educating them so as to provide fresh mass strength for the 
war, and towards consolidating the worker-peasant alliance and the democratic 
dictatorship of workers and peasants and strengthening proletarian leadership 
by building up the economy. Such economic construction is essential for the 
attainment of all these objectives. This must be clearly understood by everyone 
engaged in revolutionary work. Some comrades have thought it impossible 
to spare time for economic construction because the revolutionary war keeps 
people busy enough, and they have condemned anyone arguing for it as a 
“Right deviationist.” In their opinion economic construction is impossible in 
the midst of a revolutionary war and is possible only in the peaceful, tran-
quil conditions prevailing after final victory. Comrades, such views are wrong. 
Whoever holds them fails to realize that without building up the economy it 
is impossible to secure the material prerequisites for the revolutionary war, and 
the people will become exhausted in the course of a long war. Just consider! 
The enemy is enforcing an economic blockade, unscrupulous merchants and 
reactionaries are disrupting our finance and commerce, and the trade of our 
Red areas with the outside is seriously hampered. Will not the revolutionary 
war be seriously affected unless these difficulties are overcome? Salt is very dear, 
and sometimes even unobtainable. Rice is cheap in the autumn and winter, but 
it becomes terribly dear in spring and summer. All this directly affects the life 
of the workers and peasants and prevents any improvement. And does it not 

1This speech was delivered at the economic construction conference of seventeen coun-
ties in southern Jiangxi in August 1933.
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affect our basic line – the alliance of workers and peasants? If the workers and 
peasants become dissatisfied with their living conditions, will it not affect the 
expansion of our Red Army and the mobilization of the masses for the revolu-
tionary war? Therefore it is utterly wrong to think that no economic construc-
tion should be undertaken in the midst of the revolutionary war. Those who 
think this way often say that everything should be subordinated to the war 
effort, but they fail to understand that to dispense with economic construction 
would weaken the war effort rather than subordinate everything to it. Only by 
extending the work on the economic front and building the economy of the 
Red areas can we provide an adequate material basis for the revolutionary war, 
proceed smoothly with our military offensives and strike effective blows at the 
enemy’s “encirclement and suppression” campaigns; only thus can we acquire 
the resources to enlarge the Red Army and push our front outwards to points 
thousands of li away, so that when the circumstances prove favourable, the 
Red Army will be able to attack Nanchang and Jiujiang free from all anxiety 
and, thus relieved of much of the task of provisioning itself, give its undivided 
attention to fighting; and only thus can we to a certain extent satisfy the mate-
rial needs of the people so that they will join the Red Army or undertake other 
revolutionary tasks with even greater enthusiasm. Subordinating everything 
to the war effort means just this. Among those engaged in revolutionary work 
in various places, many do not yet understand the importance of economic 
construction in the revolutionary war, and there are many local governments 
which give little attention to discussing the problems of economic construc-
tion. The economic departments of the local governments are not yet well 
organized, and some are still without a director; in others some incompetent 
has been assigned simply to kill the post. The formation of co-operatives is still 
in the initial stage, and only in a few places has the work of regulating food 
supplies been started. There has been no propaganda among the people for the 
work of economic construction (though such propaganda is very important), 
and mass enthusiasm for it has not been aroused. All this is due to the failure to 
recognize the importance of economic construction. Through the discussions 
at this conference and through the reports you will make when you return to 
your posts, we must create mass enthusiasm for economic construction among 
all government personnel and among all workers and peasants. The impor-
tance of economic construction for the revolutionary war should be made clear 
to everyone, so that they will do their best to promote the sale of economic 
construction bonds, develop the co-operative movement, and set up public 
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granaries and storehouses for famine relief everywhere. Each county must 
establish a sub-department for the regulation of food supplies, with branch 
offices in important districts and market centres. On the one hand, within our 
Red areas we should send grain from places with a surplus to those with a defi-
cit, so that it will not pile up in one place and become unobtainable in another 
and its price will not be too low in one place and too high in another; on the 
other hand, we should send our grain surplus out of the Red areas in a planned 
way (i.e., not in unlimited quantities) and bring in necessities from the White 
areas, thus avoiding exploitation by unscrupulous merchants. We must all do 
our best to develop agriculture and handicrafts and increase the output of farm 
implements and lime in order to ensure a bigger crop next year, and we must 
restore the output of such local products as wolfram, timber, camphor, paper, 
tobacco, linen, dried mushrooms and peppermint oil to former levels, and 
market them in the White areas in quantity.

Judged by volume, grain ranks first among the principal outgoing com-
modities in our trade with the outside areas. About three million piculs of 
unhusked rice are sent out yearly in exchange for necessary consumer goods, 
or an average of one picul a head of the three million population; it cannot, 
surely, be less than this. But who is handling this trade? It is handled entirely by 
the merchants who exploit us ruthlessly in the process. Last year they bought 
unhusked rice from the peasants in Wanan and Taihe Counties at fifty cents 
a picul and sold it in Ganzhou for four yuan, making a sevenfold profit. Take 
another instance. Every year our three million people need about nine million 
yuan worth of salt and six million yuan worth of cotton cloth. Needless to say, 
this fifteen million yuan trade in salt and cloth has been entirely in the hands 
of the merchants; we have done nothing about it. The exploitation by the 
merchants is really enormous. For instance, they go to Meixian and buy salt at 
one yuan for seven catties, and then sell it in our areas at one yuan for twelve 
ounces. Is this not shocking profiteering? We can no longer ignore such a state 
of affairs, and from now on we must handle this trade ourselves. Our depart-
ment of trade with outside areas must make a great effort in this connection.

How shall we use the three million yuan from economic construction 
bonds? We plan to use it in the following way. One million will be allotted 
for the Red Army’s war expenses, and two million will be loaned as capital 
to the co-operatives, the Bureau for the Regulation of Food Supplies and the 
Bureau of External Trade. Of the latter amount, the greater part will be used 
for expanding our external trade and the rest for expanding production. Our 
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objective is not only to expand production but also to sell our products at fair 
prices to the White areas and then purchase salt and cloth cheaply for distri-
bution among our people, so as to break the enemy’s blockade and check the 
merchants’ exploitation. We must bring about the continued growth of the 
people’s economy, greatly improve the livelihood of the masses and substan-
tially increase our public revenue, thus laying firm material foundations for the 
revolutionary war and for economic construction.

This is a great task, a great class struggle. But we should ask ourselves, can 
it be accomplished in the midst of fierce fighting? I think it can. We are not 
talking about building a railway to Longyan or, for the time being, even about 
building a motor road to Ganzhou. We are not saying that there should be a 
complete monopoly of the sale of gram, or that the government should handle 
all the salt and cloth trade, valued at fifteen million yuan, to the total exclusion 
of the merchants. This is not the point we are making or what we are trying to 
do. What we are talking about and trying to do is to develop agriculture and 
the handicrafts, and send out grain and wolfram in exchange for salt and cloth, 
starting temporarily with a fund of two million yuan plus the money invested 
by the people. Is there anything here that we should not undertake, or that we 
cannot undertake and achieve? We have already started this work and achieved 
some results. Thus years autumn harvest is between 20 and 25 per cent larger 
than last year’s, or more than our original estimate of a 20 per cent increase. In 
the handicraft industries the production of farm implements and lime is being 
restored, and we are beginning to restore wolfram production. The output of 
tobacco, paper and timber is recovering. Much has been accomplished this 
year in the regulation of food supplies. A start has been made on importing 
salt. It is on these achievements that we base our firm belief in the possibility 
of further progress. Is it not clearly wrong to say that economic construction is 
impossible now and has to wait until the war is over?

It is thus clear that, at the present stage, economic construction must revolve 
around our central task, the revolutionary war. Today the revolutionary war is 
our central task, which economic construction should serve, centre on and be 
subordinated to. It would likewise be wrong to regard economic construction 
as the centre of all our present work to the neglect of the revolutionary war, 
or to conduct it apart from the revolutionary war. Not until the civil war is 
over will it be possible and necessary to regard economic construction as the 
centre of all our work. In the midst of a civil war, it is sheer delusion to try to 
carry out such peace-time economic construction as can and should be done 
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in the future but not at present. The tasks for the present are those urgently 
demanded by the war. Every one of them should serve the war; none is a peace-
time undertaking separate from the war. If any comrade entertains the idea of 
carrying out economic construction apart from the war, he should correct this 
mistake at once.

It will be impossible to get a rapid campaign going on the economic front 
without a correct style of leadership and correct methods of work. This, too, 
presents an important problem which this conference must solve. For the com-
rades here will have a great deal to do as soon as they return, and will have to 
give guidance to the many people who will be working with them. In par-
ticular, the comrades who are working at the township and city levels and in 
the co-operatives, the food departments, the trade departments and the pur-
chasing offices, are personally engaged in the practical work of mobilizing the 
people to organize co-operatives, regulating and transporting food supplies, 
and managing our trade with the outside areas. If their style of leadership is 
wrong and if they do not employ correct and efficient methods, the work will 
be immediately affected, we shall fail to win mass support for the various tasks, 
and during the coming autumn and winter and next spring and summer we 
shall be unable to carry out the whole of the Central Government’s plan for 
economic construction. For these reasons I want to direct our comrades’ atten-
tion to the following.

Firstly, mobilize the masses by various organizational means. In the first 
place, comrades on the presidiums and in the economic and finance depart-
ments of the government bodies at all levels must regularly put on their agenda 
and discuss, supervise and check up on such items of work as the sale of bonds, 
the formation of co-operatives, the regulation of food supplies and the promo-
tion of production and trade. Next, the mass organizations, chiefly the trade 
unions and poor peasant leagues, must be moved into action. The trade unions 
should mobilize all their members to join these economic struggles. The poor 
peasant leagues are powerful bases for mobilizing the masses to build up co-op-
eratives and subscribe to bonds, and they should be given vigorous leadership 
by district and township governments. Furthermore, we must conduct propa-
ganda for economic construction at village or household meetings, explaining 
clearly how it is related to the revolutionary war and discussing in the most 
practical terms how to improve the livelihood of the masses and increase our 
strength for the struggle. We should appeal to the people to subscribe to bonds, 
develop co-operatives, regulate food supplies, consolidate finances and pro-
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mote trade; we should call upon them to fight for these slogans and should 
heighten their enthusiasm. Our objectives cannot be attained unless we use 
various organizational means to mobilize the masses and conduct propaganda 
among them in the manner described, that is to say, unless the presidiums and 
the economic and finance departments of the government bodies at all levels 
actively attend to discussing and checking up on the work of economic con-
struction, unless they spur the mass organizations into action and hold mass 
propaganda meetings.

Secondly, we must not be bureaucratic in our methods of mobilizing the 
masses. Bureaucratic leadership cannot be tolerated in economic construction 
any more than in any other branch of our revolutionary work. The ugly evil 
of bureaucracy, which no comrade likes, must be thrown into the cesspit. The 
methods which all comrades should prefer are those that appeal to the masses, 
i.e., those which are welcomed by all workers and peasants. One manifestation 
of bureaucracy is slacking at work due to indifference or perfunctoriness. We 
must wage a stern struggle against this phenomenon. Commandism is anoth-
er manifestation. To all appearances, persons given to commandism are not 
slackers; they give the impression of being hard workers. But in fact co-op-
eratives set up by commandist methods will not succeed, and even if they 
appear to grow for a time, they cannot be consolidated. In the end the masses 
will lose faith in them, which will hamper their development. To push the 
sales of bonds in a commandist way and impose arbitrary quotas, regardless of 
whether people understand what the bonds are for and of how much they can 
afford, will ultimately arouse the people’s displeasure and make it impossible 
to achieve good sales. We must reject commandism; what we need is energetic 
propaganda to convince the masses, and we should develop the co-operatives, 
promote the sales of bonds and do all the work of economic mobilization in 
accordance with the actual conditions and the real feelings of the masses.

Thirdly, large numbers of cadres are needed to extend the campaign of eco-
nomic construction. This is not a matter of scores or hundreds of people, but 
of thousands and tens of thousands whom we must organize, train and send to 
the economic construction front. They will be the commanders and the broad 
masses the soldiers on the economic front. People often sigh over the shortage 
of cadres. Comrades, is there really a shortage? Innumerable cadres have come 
to the fore from among the masses who have been steeled in the agrarian strug-
gles, the economic struggles and the revolutionary war. How can we say there 
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is a shortage of cadres? Discard this mistaken view and you will see cadres all 
around you.

Fourthly, economic construction today is inseparable not only from the 
general task of the war but from other tasks as well. Only if there is a thor-
ough check-up on land distribution2 will it be possible to abolish feudal and 
semi-feudal ownership of land completely, enhance the peasants’ enthusiasm 
for production and swiftly draw the peasant masses into economic construc-
tion. Only if the labour laws are resolutely enforced will it be possible to better 
the life of the workers, bring them speedily into active participation in econom-
ic construction and strengthen their leadership of the peasants. Only if there 
is correct leadership in the elections and in the exposure campaigns3 which 
accompany the check-up on land distribution will it be possible to strengthen 
our government bodies so that they can give more vigorous leadership in the 
revolutionary war and in all our work, including economic work. The raising 
of the political and cultural level of the people through cultural and educa-
tional work is also a most important task in the development of the economy. 
That the expansion of the Red Army must not be neglected for a single day 
goes without saying. Everybody understands that without Red Army victories 
the economic blockade would be still tighter. On the other hand, economic 
growth and a better life for the masses will undoubtedly be of great help to the 
work of expanding the Red Army and inspiring the masses to march eagerly 
to the front. To sum up, if we achieve all the above tasks, including the very 
important new one of economic construction, and if we make them all serve 
the revolutionary war, then victory in the revolutionary war will undoubtedly 
be ours. 

Notes
1 Between 1930 and 1934 Chiang Kai-shek launched five large-scale onslaughts against 

the Red area centred on Ruijin, Jiangxi; they were called “encirclement and suppression” 
campaigns. The fifth of such campaigns began in October 1 though Chiang Kai-shek had 
been making active preparations for it since the summer.

2 A campaign to check up land distribution was carried out in the Red area after the 
agrarian reform to ascertain whether the land had been properly redistributed.

3 Exposure campaigns were democratic campaigns in which the people were encour-
aged to expose misdeeds by the functionaries of the democratic government.
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How to Differentiate the Classes in the Rural Areas1

October 1933

I. the laNdlord

A landlord is a person who owns land, does not engage in labour himself, 
or does so only to a very small extent, and lives by exploiting the peasants. The 
collection of land rent is his main form of exploitation; in addition, he may 
lend money, hire labour, or engage in industry or commerce. But his exaction 
of land rent from the peasants is his principal form of exploitation. The admin-
istration of communal land and the collection of rent from school land1 are 
included in the category of exploitation through land rent.

A bankrupt landlord shall still be classified as a landlord if he does not 
engage in labour but lives by swindling or robbing others or by receiving assis-
tance from relatives or friends, and is better off than the average middle peas-
ant.

Warlords, officials, local tyrants and evil gentry are political representatives 
and exceptionally ruthless members of the landlord class. Minor local tyrants 
and evil gentry are also very often to be found among the rich peasants.

Persons who assist landlords in collecting rent and managing property, who 
depend on landlord exploitation of the peasants as their main source of income 
and are better off than the average middle peasant shall be put in the same 
category as landlords.

Usurers are persons who rely on exploitation by usury as their main source 
of income, are better off than the average middle peasant, and shall be put in 
the same category as landlords.

II. the rIch peasaNt

The rich peasant as a rule owns land. But some rich peasants own only 
part of their land and rent the remainder. Others have no land of their own 
at all and rent all their land. The rich peasant generally has rather more and 
better instruments of production and more liquid capital than the average and 
engages in labour himself, but always relies on exploitation for part or even the 

1Comrade Mao Zedong wrote this document in October 1933 to rectify the deviations 
that hat occurred in the work of land reform and to provide a correct solution for the land 
problem. It was adopted by the Workers’ and Peasants’ Democratic Central Government of 
that time as establishing the criteria for determining class status in the rural areas.
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major part of his income. His main form of exploitation is the hiring of labour 
(long-term labourers). In addition, he may let part of his land and practice 
exploitation through land rent, or may lend money or engage in industry and 
commerce. Most rich peasants also engage in the administration of communal 
land. A person who owns a fair amount of good land, farms some of it himself 
without hiring labour, but exploits other peasants by means of land rent, loan 
interest or in other ways, shall also be treated as a rich peasant. Rich peasants 
regularly practice exploitation and many derive most of their income from this 
source.

III. the mIddle peasaNt

Many middle peasants own land. Some own only part of their land and 
rent the rest. Others own no land of their own at all and rent all their land. All 
of them have a fair number of farm implements. A middle peasant derives his 
income wholly or mainly from his own labour. As a rule he does not exploit 
others and in many cases he himself is exploited by others, having to pay a 
small amount in land rent and in interest on loans. But generally he does not 
sell his labour power. Some middle peasants (the well-to-do middle peasants) 
do practice exploitation to a small extent, but this is not their regular or their 
main source of income.

Iv. the poor peasaNt

Among the poor peasants some own part of their land and have a few odd 
farm implements, others own no land at all but only a few odd farm imple-
ments. As a rule poor peasants have to rent the land they work on and are 
subjected to exploitation, having to pay land rent and interest on loans and to 
hire themselves out to some extent.

In general, a middle peasant does not need to sell his labour power, while 
the poor peasant has to sell part of his labour power. This is the principal crite-
rion for distinguishing between a middle and a poor peasant.

v. the worker

The worker (including the farm labourer) as a rule owns no land or farm 
implements, though some do own a very small amount of land and very few 
farm implements. Workers make their living wholly or mainly by selling their 
labour power.
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Notes
1 There were various forms of public land in China’s rural areas – land owned by the 

township or district government, by the ancestral temple of a clan, by a Buddhist or Taoist 
temple, a Catholic church or a mosque, or land whose income was used for public welfare 
purposes such as famine relief, or the building and maintenance of bridges and roads, or for 
educational purposes. In practice, most of such land was controlled by the landlords and 
rich peasants, and few peasants had any say in its administration.
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Our Economic Policy1

January 23, 1934

Only the Kuomintang warlords who have brought the areas under their 
own rule to the brink of bankruptcy have the utter shamelessness to spread the 
rumour, day in day out, that the Red areas are in a state of total collapse. The 
imperialists and the Kuomintang are bent on wrecking the Red areas, the work 
of economic construction now in progress there, and the welfare of the mil-
lions of workers and peasants who have achieved liberation. For this purpose, 
they have pursued a ruthless policy of economic blockade, in addition to orga-
nizing forces for military campaigns of “encirclement and suppression.” But, 
leading the broad masses and the Red Army, we have not only smashed one 
enemy “encirclement and suppression” campaign after another, but have also 
been doing all the essential work of economic construction within our power 
in order to defeat this vicious economic blockade. In this respect, too, we have 
scored one success after another.

The principle governing our economic policy is to proceed with all the 
essential work of economic construction within our power and concentrate 
our economic resources on the war effort, and at the same time to improve the 
life of the people as much as possible, consolidate the worker-peasant alliance 
in the economic field, ensure proletarian leadership of the peasantry, and strive 
to secure leadership by the state sector of the economy over the private sector, 
thus creating the prerequisites for our future advance to socialism.

The focus of our economic construction is to increase agricultural and 
industrial production, expand our trade with the outside, and develop the 
co-operatives.

Agriculture in the Red areas is obviously making progress. As compared 
with 1932, the 1933 agricultural output was 15 per cent higher in southern 
Jiangxi and western Fujian and 20 per cent higher in the Fujian-Zhejiang-Ji-
angxi border area. The Sichuan-Shaanxi border area has had a good harvest. 
After a Red area is established, farm output often declines in the first year or 
two.1 But it picks up again as the peasant masses work with greater enthusiasm 
after the land is redistributed and ownership is settled, and after we have given 
encouragement to production. Today in some places farm output has reached 

1This report was given by Comrade Mao Zedong at the Second National Congress of 
Workers’ and Peasants’ Representatives held in Ruijin, Jiangxi Province in January 1934.
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and even exceeded the pre-revolution level. In others, not only has land that 
lay waste during the revolutionary uprisings been reclaimed, but new land 
has been brought under cultivation. In many places mutual-aid groups and 
ploughing teams2 have been organized to adjust the use of labour power in 
the villages, and co-operatives have been organized to overcome the shortage 
of draught oxen. Moreover, the women are taking part in production in great 
numbers. None of this could have happened in the Kuomintang days. With 
the land in the hands of the landlords, the peasants then were neither willing 
to improve it nor did they possess the means to do so. Only since we have dis-
tributed the land to the peasants and encouraged and rewarded production has 
their labour enthusiasm blossomed forth and great success in production been 
achieved. It should be pointed out that in the present conditions agriculture 
occupies first place in our economic construction; it is by agriculture that we 
solve both the most important problem of food, and the problem of raw mate-
rials such as cotton, hemp, sugar-cane and bamboo, which are needed for the 
making of clothes, sugar, paper and other necessities. The care of forests and 
the increase of livestock are also an important part of agriculture. Within the 
framework of small-scale peasant economy it is permissible and indeed neces-
sary to draw up suitable plans for the output of certain important agricultural 
products and to mobilize the peasants to strive for their fulfilment. We should 
pay closer attention and devote greater efforts to this. We must actively lead 
the peasants in solving such difficult and essential problems in production as 
labour power, draught oxen, fertilizer, seed and irrigation. In this connection 
our fundamental task is to adjust the use of labour power in an organized way 
and to encourage women to do farm work. The necessary measures to solve 
the problem of labour power are organizing mutual-aid groups and ploughing 
teams and mobilizing and encouraging the whole rural population to help 
during the busy spring and summer ploughing seasons. Another big problem 
is that quite a large proportion (about 25 per cent) of the peasants are short 
of draught oxen. We must attend to organizing draught oxen co-operatives, 
encouraging the peasants without oxen to buy them for their common use 
through voluntary subscription to shares. Irrigation, which is the lifeblood of 
agriculture, also merits close attention. Of course, we cannot as yet bring up 
the question of state or collective farming, but it is urgently necessary to set up 
small experimental farms, agricultural research schools and exhibitions of farm 
produce in various places to stimulate the development of agriculture.
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The enemy blockade has made it difficult for us to market goods outside 
our areas. There has been a decline in production in many handicraft indus-
tries in the Red areas, notably tobacco-curing and paper-making. But the dif-
ficulties of sending goods out are not entirely insurmountable. We have an 
extensive market of our own because of the mass demand in our areas. We 
should systematically restore and develop handicrafts and also certain indus-
tries, firstly to supply our own needs and secondly for trade with the outside. 
In the last two years, and especially since the first half of 1933, many hand-
icrafts and a few industries have begun to look up because of the attention 
we have begun to devote to them and the gradual development of producers’ 
co-operatives by the people. The most significant fields are tobacco, paper, 
wolfram, camphor, farm implements and fertilizers (such as lime). Moreover, 
in our present circumstances we should not neglect the manufacture of our 
own cotton cloth, medicines and sugar. In the Fujian-Zhejiang-Jiangxi border 
area, some industries have been set up which were previously non-existent, 
such as paper-making, cloth-making and sugar-refining, and they are doing 
well. To relieve the shortage of salt, people have begun to extract it from nitre. 
It requires proper planning to keep industry going. With a scattered handicraft 
industry, detailed and comprehensive planning is of course impossible. But 
fairly detailed production plans are absolutely essential for certain important 
enterprises, and first and foremost for state and co-operative enterprises. Every 
one of our state and co-operative industrial enterprises must pay attention 
from the very beginning to making accurate estimates of raw material output 
and marketing prospects in both the enemy areas and our own.

At the present time, it is particularly necessary for us to organize private 
external trading according to plan and for the state to handle certain essen-
tial commodities directly, for instance, the import of salt and cotton cloth, 
the export of grain and wolfram, and the adjustment of grain supply within 
our own areas. Such work was first undertaken in the Fujian-Zhejiang-Jiangxi 
border area and was started in the Central Area in the spring of 1933. With 
the establishment of the Bureau of External Trade and other agencies, initial 
successes have been achieved in this connection.

Our economy is made up of three sectors, state enterprise, cooperative 
enterprise and private enterprise.

At present, state enterprise is limited to what is possible and essential. 
State-operated industry and commerce have begun to grow and they have 
boundless prospects.
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As regards the private sector of the economy, we shall not hamper it, indeed 
we shall promote and encourage it, so long as it does not transgress the legal 
limits set by our government. For the development of private enterprise is 
essential to the interests of the state and the people at the present stage. Need-
less to say, private enterprise is now preponderant and will inevitably continue 
to occupy a dominant position for a considerable time. Today, private under-
takings in the Red areas are small in scale.

Co-operative enterprise is growing rapidly. There are altogether 1,423 co-op-
eratives of various kinds, with a total capital of over 300,000 yuan, according 
to the September 1933 figures for seventeen counties in Jiangxi and Fujian. 
Consumers’ co-operatives and grain co-operatives head the list, with produc-
ers’ co-operatives coming next. Credit co-operatives have just started func-
tioning. When the co-operative and the state enterprises become co-ordinated 
and grow over a long period of time, they will become a tremendous force in 
our economy and will gradually prevail and assume leadership over the private 
sector. Therefore, the greatest possible development of state enterprise and the 
extensive development of co-operative enterprise must go hand in hand with 
encouraging the development of private enterprise.

With the support of the masses, we have issued economic construction 
bonds to the value of three million yuan in order to develop state enterprise 
and assist the co-operatives. Such reliance on the strength of the masses is the 
only possible way to solve the problem of funds for economic construction at 
this time.

To increase our revenue by developing the economy is a basic principle of 
our financial policy; it has already brought tangible results in the Fujian-Zhe-
jiang-Jiangxi border area and is beginning to do so in the Central Area, too. It 
is the duty of our financial and economic organizations to apply this principle 
conscientiously. In this connection, we should make quite sure that the issuing 
of notes by the state bank is based primarily on the needs of economic devel-
opment, and only secondarily on purely fiscal needs.

Thrift should be the guiding principle in our government expenditure. It 
should be made clear to all government workers that corruption and waste are 
very great crimes. Our campaigns against corruption and waste have already 
achieved some results, but further efforts are required. Our system of account-
ing must be guided by the principle of saving every copper for the war effort, 
for the revolutionary cause and for our economic construction. Our methods 
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of spending state revenue must be strictly different from those of the Kuomint-
ang.

At a time when the country is plunged in economic disaster, when hun-
dreds of millions of people are suffering the terrible hardships of hunger and 
cold, the people’s government in our areas is staunchly pressing ahead with 
economic construction for the sake of the revolutionary war and in the inter-
ests of the nation, regardless of all the difficulties. The situation is perfectly 
clear – only by defeating imperialism and the Kuomintang and by undertaking 
planned, organized economic construction can we deliver the people of the 
whole of China from unprecedented disaster. 

Notes
1 There was usually a decline in farm output in the first year or two after the establish-

ment of a Red area, chiefly because landownership was not yet settled and the new eco-
nomic order was not fully established during land redistribution, so that the peasants could 
not yet set their minds fully on production.

2 Mutual-aid groups and ploughing teams, based on individual farming, were formed 
by peasants in the Red areas to facilitate production through a better organization of labour 
power. On the principle of voluntary participation and mutual benefit, the members did 
an equal amount of work for each other, or if one could not give another as much help as 
he received he made up the difference in cash. Apart from helping each other, the teams 
gave preferential treatment to the families of Red Army soldiers and worked for bereaved 
old folk without any pay except for meals during the work. As these measures of mutual aid 
were of great help to production and were carried out on a reasonable basis they won the 
warm support of the masses.
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Be Concerned with the Well-Being of the Masses, 
Pay Attention to Methods of Work1

January 27, 1934

There are two questions which comrades have failed to stress during the 
discussion and which, I feel, should be dealt with.

The first concerns the well-being of the masses.
Our central task at present is to mobilize the broad masses to take part in 

the revolutionary war, overthrow imperialism and the Kuomintang by means 
of such war, spread the revolution throughout the country, and drive imperi-
alism out of China. Anyone who does not attach enough importance to this 
central task is not a good revolutionary cadre. If our comrades really compre-
hend this task and understand that the revolution must at all costs be spread 
throughout the country, then they should in no way neglect or underestimate 
the question of the immediate interests, the well-being, of the broad masses. 
For the revolutionary war is a war of the masses; it can be waged only by mobi-
lizing the masses and relying on them.

If we only mobilize the people to carry on the war and do nothing else, 
can we succeed in defeating the enemy? Of course not. If we want to win, we 
must do a great deal more. We must lead the peasants’ struggle for land and 
distribute the land to them, heighten their labour enthusiasm and increase 
agricultural production, safeguard the interests of the workers, establish co-op-
eratives, develop trade with outside areas, and solve the problems facing the 
masses – food, shelter and clothing, fuel, rice, cooking oil and salt, sickness 
and hygiene, and marriage. In shots, all the practical problems in the masses’ 
everyday life should claim our attention. If we attend to these problems, solve 
them and satisfy the needs of the masses, we shall really become organizers of 
the well-being of the masses, and they will truly rally round us and give us their 
warm support. Comrades, will we then be able to arouse them to take part in 
the revolutionary war? Yes, indeed we will.

Here is the kind of thing we have found among some of our cadres. They 
talk only about expanding the Red Army, enlarging the transport corps, col-
lecting the land tax and selling bonds; as for other matters, they neither dis-

1This was part of the concluding speech made by Comrade Mao Zedong at the Second 
National Congress of Workers’ and Peasants’ Representatives held in Ruijin, Jiangxi Prov-
ince in January 1934.
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cuss nor attend to them, and even ignore them altogether. For instance, there 
was a time when the Dingzhou Municipal Government concerned itself only 
with the expansion of the Red Army and with mobilization for the transport 
corps and paid not the slightest attention to the well-being of the masses. The 
problems facing the people of Dingzhou city were that they had no firewood, 
no salt was on sale because the capitalists were hoarding it, some people had 
no houses to live in, and rice was both scarce and dear. These were practical 
problems for the masses of the people of Dingzhou and they eagerly looked to 
us for help in solving them. But the Dingzhou Municipal Government did not 
discuss any of these matters. That is why when the new workers’ and peasants’ 
representative council was elected in the city, a hundred or more representa-
tives were unwilling to attend after the first few council meetings had discussed 
only the expansion of the Red Army and mobilization for the transport corps, 
entirely ignoring the well-being of the masses, so that the council was unable 
to go on meeting. The result was that very little was achieved in regard to the 
expansion of the Red Army and mobilization for the transport corps. That was 
one kind of situation.

Comrades! You have probably read the pamphlets given you about two 
model townships. There the situation is entirely different. What a great num-
ber of people have joined the Red Army from Changgang Township in Jiangxi1 
and Caixi Township in Fujian!2 In Changgang 80 per cent of the young men 
and women have joined the Red Army, and in Caixi the figure is 88 per cent. 
There has been a big sale of bonds, too, and 4,500 yuan worth have been sold 
in Changgang which has a population of 1,500. Much has also been done 
in other fields. What accounts for this? A few examples will make the point 
clear. In Changgang when fire broke out in a poor peasant’s house destroying 
one and a half rooms, the township government appealed to the masses to 
contribute money to help him. In another instance, three persons were starv-
ing, so the township government and the mutual-aid society immediately gave 
them rice. During the food shortage last summer, the township government 
obtained rice from Gonglue County,3 more than two hundred li away, for the 
relief of the masses. Excellent work was done along these lines in Caixi as well. 
Such township governments are really models. They are absolutely different 
from the Dingzhou Municipal Government with its bureaucratic methods of 
leadership. We should learn from Changgang and Caixi Townships and oppose 
bureaucratic leaders like those in Dingzhou city.
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I earnestly suggest to this congress that we pay close attention to the well-be-
ing of the masses, from the problems of land and labour to those of fuel, 
rice, cooking oil and salt. The women want to learn ploughing and harrowing. 
Whom can we get to teach them? The children want to go to school. Have 
we set up primary schools? The wooden bridge over there is too narrow and 
people may fall off. Should we not repair it? Many people suffer from boils and 
other ailments. What are we going to do about it? All such problems concern-
ing the well-being of the masses should be placed on our agenda. We should 
discuss them, adopt and carry out decisions and check up on the results. We 
should convince the masses that we represent their interests, that our lives are 
intimately bound up with theirs. We should help them to proceed from these 
things to an understanding of the higher tasks which we have put forward, 
the tasks of the revolutionary war, so that they will support the revolution and 
spread it throughout the country, respond to our political appeals and fight 
to the end for victory in the revolution. The masses in Changgang say, “The 
Communist Party is really good! It has thought of everything on our behalf.” 
The comrades in Changgang Township are an example to all of us. What admi-
rable people! They have won the genuine affection of the broad masses, who 
support their call for war mobilization. Do we want to win the support of the 
masses? Do we want them to devote their strength to the front? If so, we must 
be with them, arouse their enthusiasm and initiative, be concerned with their 
well-being, work earnestly and sincerely in their interests and solve all their 
problems of production and everyday life – the problems of salt, rice, housing, 
clothing, childbirth, etc. If we do so, the masses will surely support us and 
regard the revolution as their most glorious banner, as their very life. In the 
event of a Kuomintang attack on the Red areas they will fight the Kuomintang 
to the death. There can be no doubt about this, for is it not a plain fact that 
we have smashed the enemy’s first, second, third and fourth “encirclement and 
suppression” campaigns?

The Kuomintang is now pursuing a policy of blockhouse warfare,4 feverish-
ly constructing their “tortoise-shells” as though they were iron bastions. Com-
rades! Are they really iron bastions? Not in the least! Think of the palaces of 
the feudal emperors over thousands of years, were they not powerful with their 
walls and moats? Yet they crumbled one after another the moment the masses 
arose. The tsar of Russia was one of the world’s most ferocious rulers, yet when 
the proletariat and the peasantry rose in revolution, was there anything left of 
him? No, nothing. His bastions of iron? They all crumbled. Comrades! What 
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is a true bastion of iron? It is the masses, the millions upon millions of people 
who genuinely and sincerely support the revolution. That is the real iron bas-
tion which no force can smash, no force whatsoever. The counter-revolution 
cannot smash us; on the contrary, we shall smash it. Rallying millions upon 
millions of people round the revolutionary government and expanding our 
revolutionary war we shall wipe out all counter-revolution and take over the 
whole of China.

The second question concerns our methods of work.
We are the leaders and organizers of the revolutionary war as well as the 

leaders and organizers of the life of the masses. To organize the revolutionary 
war and to improve the life of the masses are our two major tasks. In this 
respect, we are faced with the serious problem of methods of work. It is not 
enough to set tasks, we must also solve the problem of the methods for carrying 
them out. If our task is to cross a river, we cannot cross it without a bridge or a 
boat. Unless the bridge or boat problem is solved, it is idle to speak of crossing 
the river. Unless the problem of method is solved, talk about the task is useless. 
Unless we pay attention to giving leadership to the work of expanding the Red 
Army and devote particular care to our methods, we will never succeed even 
though we recite the phrase “Expand the Red Army” a thousand times. Nor 
can we accomplish our tasks in any other field, for instance, in checking up 
on land distribution, or in economic construction, or culture and education, 
or our work in the new areas and the outlying districts, if all we do is to set 
the tasks without attending to the methods of carrying them out, without 
combating bureaucratic methods of work and adopting practical and concrete 
ones, and without discarding commandist methods and adopting the method 
of patient persuasion.

The comrades in Xingguo have done first-rate work and deserve our praise 
as model workers. Similarly, the comrades in northeastern Jiangxi have done 
good work and are also model workers. By linking the problem of the well-be-
ing of the masses with that of the revolutionary war, the comrades in both 
these places are simultaneously solving the problems of revolutionary methods 
of work and of accomplishing their revolutionary tasks. They are working con-
scientiously, solving problems with minute care and shouldering their revolu-
tionary responsibilities in earnest; they are good organizers and leaders both 
of revolutionary war and of the well-being of the masses. Elsewhere, too, the 
comrades have made progress in their work and deserve our praise – as in some 
parts of the counties of Shanghang, Changting and Yongding in Fujian Prov-
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ince; in Xijiang and other places in southern Jiangxi Province; in some parts of 
the counties of Chaling, Yongxin and Ji’an in the Hunan-Jiangxi border area; 
in some parts of Yangxin County in the Hunan-Hubei-Jiangxi border area; in 
districts and townships of many other counties in Jiangxi Province and in the 
county of Ruijin which is directly under our central government.

In all the places under our leadership, there are undoubtedly many active 
cadres, excellent comrades, who have sprung from the masses. These comrades 
have a responsibility to help in places where our work is weak and to help 
comrades who are not yet able to work well. We are in the midst of a great 
revolutionary war; we must break through the enemy’s large-scale “encircle-
ment and suppression” and spread the revolution to all parts of the country. All 
revolutionary cadres have a tremendous responsibility. After this congress we 
must adopt effective measures to improve our work, the advanced areas should 
become even more advanced, and the backward areas should catch up with the 
advanced. We must create thousands of townships like Changgang and scores 
of counties like Xingguo. They will be our strongholds. From these strongholds 
we should go forth to smash the enemy’s “encirclement and suppression” cam-
paigns and overthrow the rule of imperialism and the Kuomintang throughout 
the country. 

Notes
1 Changgang Township is in Xingguo County, Jiangxi Province.
2 Caixi Township is in Shanghang County, Fujian Province.
3 Gonglue County was then in the Red area in Jiangxi, with the town of Tonggu lying 

southeast of Ji’an County as its centre. It was named after Comrade Huang Gonglue, Com-
mander of the Third Army Corps of the Red Army, who laid down his life there in October 
1931.

4 The building of blockhouses round the Red areas was decided upon by Chiang Kai-
shek at his military conference held at Lushan, Jiangxi Province in July 1933, as a new 
military tactic for his fifth “encirclement and suppression” campaign. By the end of January 
1934 an estimated total of 2,900 blockhouses had been built in Jiangxi Province. The Japa-
nese aggressors later adopted the same tactic against the Eighth Route and the New Fourth 
Armies. Experience fully proved that the counter-revolutionary tactic of using blockhouses 
could be completely foiled and defeated by adhering to Comrade Mao Zedong’s strategy 
of people’s war.
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On Tactics Against Japanese Imperialism1

December 27, 1935

the characterIstIcs of the preseNt polItIcal sItuatIoN

Comrades! A great change has now taken place in the political situation. 
Our Party has defined its tasks in the light of this changed situation.

What is the present situation?
Its main characteristic is that Japanese imperialism wants to turn China 

into a colony.
As we all know, for nearly a hundred years China has been a semi-colonial 

country jointly dominated by several imperialist powers. Owing to the Chi-
nese people’s struggle against imperialism and to conflicts among the imperi-
alist powers, China has been able to retain a semi-independent status. For a 
time World War I gave Japanese imperialism the opportunity of dominating 
China exclusively. But the treaty surrendering China to Japan, the Twenty-one 
Demands1 signed by Yuan Shikai,2 the arch-traitor of that time, was inevitably 
rendered null and void as a result of the Chinese people’s fight against Japanese 
imperialism and of the intervention by other imperialist powers. In 1922 at 
the Washington Nine-Power Conference called by the United States. A trea-
ty3 was signed which once again placed China under the joint domination of 
several imperialist powers. But before long the situation changed again. The 
Incident of September 18, 1931,4 began the present stage of Japan’s coloni-
zation of China. As Japanese aggression was temporarily limited to the four 
northeastern provinces,5 some people felt that the Japanese imperialists would 
probably advance no farther. Today things are different. The Japanese imperi-
alists have already shown their intention of penetrating south of the Great Wall 

1This report was given by Comrade Mao Zedong at the conference of Party activists 
which was held at Wayaobao, northern Shaanxi, after the Wayaobao meeting of the Polit-
ical Bureau of the Central Committee in December 1935. This meeting, one of the most 
important ever called by the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, crit-
icized the mistaken view in the Party that the Chinese national bourgeoisie could not be 
an ally of the workers and peasants in the common fight against Japan, and it decided on 
the tactics of a national united front. On the basis of the Political Bureau’s decisions, Com-
rade Mao Zedong explained in detail the possibility and the importance of re-establishing 
a united front with the national bourgeoisie on the condition that there must be resis-
tance to Japan. He stressed the decisive significance of the leading role to be played by the 
Communist Party and the Red Army in this united front. He pointed out the protracted 
character of the Chinese revolution, and criticized the narrow-minded closed-doorism and 
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and occupying all China. Now they want to convert the whole of China from 
a semi-colony shared by several imperialist powers into a colony monopolized 
by Japan. The recent Eastern Hebei Incident6 and diplomatic talks7 are clear 
indications of this trend of events which threatens the survival of the whole 
Chinese people. This faces all classes and political groups in China with the 
question of what to do. Resist? Surrender? Or vacillate between the two?

Now let us see how the different classes in China answer this question.
The workers and the peasants are all demanding resistance. The revolution 

of 1924-27, the agrarian revolution from 1927 to the present day, and the 
anti-Japanese tide since the Incident of September 18, 1931, have all proved 
that the working class and peasantry are the most resolute forces in the Chinese 
revolution.

The petty bourgeoisie is also demanding resistance. Have not the student 
youth and the urban petty bourgeoisie already started a broad anti-Japanese 
movement?8 This section of the Chinese petty bourgeoisie took part in the 
revolution of 1924-27. Like the peasants, they are small producers in their eco-
nomic status, and their interests are irreconcilable with those of imperialism. 
Imperialism and the Chinese counter-revolutionary forces have done them 
great harm, driving many into unemployment, bankruptcy or semi-bankrupt-
cy. Now, faced with the immediate danger of becoming slaves to a foreign 
nation, they have no alternative but to resist.

But how do the national bourgeoisie, the comprador and landlord classes, 
and the Kuomintang face up to this question?

overhastiness with regard to the revolution which had long existed in the Party and which 
were the basic cause of the serious setbacks of the Party and the Red Army during the 
Second Revolutionary Civil War. At the same time, he called the Party’s attention to the 
historical lesson of the defeat of the revolution in 1927 which had been caused by Chen 
Duxiu’s Right opportunism, and he showed that Chiang Kai-shek would inevitably try to 
undermine the forces of the revolution. Thus he enabled the Party to remain clear-headed 
in the new situation and to save the forces of the revolution from losses, in spite of Chi-
ang Kai-shek’s endless intrigues and many armed attacks. In January 1935, at an enlarged 
meeting of the Political Bureau of the Central Committee which was convened in Zunyi, 
Guizhou Province, a new Central Committee leadership headed by Comrade Mao Zedong 
had been established in place of the former “Left” opportunist leadership. However, as that 
meeting took place during the Red Army’s Long March, it had to confine itself to deci-
sions on the most urgent military problems and on the organization of the Secretariat and 
the Revolutionary Military Commission of the Central Committee. Only when the Red 
Army had reached northern Shaanxi after the Long March was it possible for the Central 
Committee of the Party to deal systematically with the various problems of tactics in the 
political sphere. A most comprehensive analysis of these problems is given in this report by 
Comrade Mao Zedong.
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The big local tyrants and evil gentry, the big warlords and the big bureau-
crats and compradors have long made up their minds. They maintain, as they 
have done all along, that revolution of whatever kind is worse than imperial-
ism. They have formed a camp of traitors, for whom the question of whether 
to become slaves of a foreign nation simply does not exist because they have 
already lost all sense of nationality and their interests are inseparably linked 
with imperialism. Their chieftain is Chiang Kai-shek.9 This camp of traitors 
are deadly enemies of the Chinese people. Japanese imperialism could not have 
become so blatant in its aggression were it not for this pack of traitors. They are 
the running dogs of imperialism.

The national bourgeoisie presents a complicated problem. This class took 
part in the revolution of 1924-27, but terrified by the flames of revolution, 
it later deserted to the enemy of the people, the Chiang Kai-shek clique. The 
question is whether there is any possibility that this class will undergo a change 
in the present circumstances. We think there is. For the national bourgeoisie is 
not the same as either the landlord or the comprador class; there is a difference 
between them. The national bourgeoisie is less feudal than the landlord class 
and not so comprador as the comprador class. The section having more ties 
with foreign capital and the Chinese landed interests form the right-wing of 
the national bourgeoisie; and we shall not, for the moment, consider whether 
it can change or not. The problem lies with those sections which have few or no 
such ties. We believe that in the new situation in which China is threatened with 
being reduced to a colony these sections may change their attitude. The change 
will be marked by vacillation. On the one hand they dislike imperialism, and 
on the other they fear thorough revolution, and they vacillate between the two. 
This explains why they took part in the revolution of 1924-27 and why, in the 
end, they went over to Chiang Kai-shek’s side. In what respect does the present 
period differ from 1927 when Chiang Kai-shek betrayed the revolution? China 
was then still a semi-colony, but now she is on the way to becoming a colo-
ny. Over the past nine years the national bourgeoisie has deserted its ally, the 
working class, and made friends with the landlord and comprador classes, but 
has it gained anything? Nothing, except the bankruptcy or semi-bankruptcy of 
its industrial and commercial enterprises. Hence we believe that in the present 
situation the attitude of the national bourgeoisie can change. What will be the 
extent of the change? The general characteristic of the national bourgeoisie is to 
vacillate. But at a certain stage of the struggle, one section (the left-wing) may 
join in, while another section may vacillate towards neutrality.
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Whose class interests does the 19th Route Army led by Cai Tingkai10 and 
others represent? Those of the national bourgeoisie, the upper petty bourgeoi-
sie, and the rich peasants and small landlords in the countryside. Did not 
Cai Tingkai and his associates once fight bitterly against the Red Army? Yes, 
but they subsequently concluded an anti-Japanese and anti-Chiang alliance 
with the Red Army. In Jiangxi they had attacked the Red Army, but later in 
Shanghai they fought the Japanese imperialists; later still, in Fujian they came 
to terms with the Red Army and turned their guns against Chiang Kai-shek. 
Whatever course Cai Tingkai and his associates may take in the future, and 
despite their Fujian People’s Government’s adherence to old practice in failing 
to arouse the people to struggle, it must be considered beneficial to the revo-
lution that they turned their guns, originally trained on the Red Army, against 
Japanese imperialism and Chiang Kai-shek. It marked a split within the Kuo-
mintang camp. If the circumstances following the September 18th Incident 
could cause this group to split away, why cannot the present circumstances give 
rise to other splits in the Kuomintang? Those Party members who hold that 
the whole landlord and bourgeois camp is united and permanent and will not 
change under any circumstances are wrong. They not only fail to appreciate the 
present grave situation, they have even forgotten history.

Let me speak a little more about the past. In 1926 and 1927, during the time 
when the revolutionary army advanced on Wuhan, captured it and marched 
into Henan, Tang Shengzhi and Feng Yuxiang11 took part in the revolution. 
In 1933, Feng Yuxiang co-operated for a time with the Communist Party in 
forming the Anti-Japanese Allied Army in Chaha’er Province.

Take another striking example. Did not the 26th Route Army, which, 
together with the 19th Route Army, had attacked the Red Army in Jiangxi, 
stage the Ningdu Uprising12 in December 1931 and become part of the Red 
Army? The leaders of the Ningdu Uprising, Zhao Bosheng, Dong Zhentang 
and others, have become steadfast comrades in the revolution.

The anti-Japanese operations of Ma Zhanshan13 in the three northeastern 
provinces represented another split in the ruling class camp.

All these instances indicate that splits will occur in the enemy camp when 
all China comes within the range of Japanese bombs, and when the struggle 
changes its normal pace and suddenly surges forward.

Now, comrades, let us turn to another aspect of the question.
Is it correct to object to our view on the ground that China’s national bour-

geoisie is politically and economically flabby, and to argue that it cannot possi-
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bly change its attitude in spite of the new circumstances? I think not. If weak-
ness is the reason for its inability to change its attitude, why did the national 
bourgeoisie behave differently in 1924-27 when it did not merely vacillate 
towards the revolution but actually joined it? Can one say that the weakness of 
the national bourgeoisie is a new disease, and not one that accompanies it from 
the very womb? Can one say that the national bourgeoisie is weak today, but 
was not weak in 1924-27? One of the chief political and economic characteris-
tics of a semi-colonial country is the weakness of its national bourgeoisie. That 
is exactly why the imperialists dare to bully them, and it follows that one of 
their characteristics is dislike of imperialism. Of course, so far from denying it, 
we fully recognize that it is the very weakness of the national bourgeoisie that 
may make it easy for the imperialists, landlords and compradors to entice them 
with the bait of some temporary advantage; hence their lack of revolutionary 
thoroughness. Nevertheless, it cannot be said that in the present circumstances 
there is no difference between the national bourgeoisie and the landlord and 
comprador classes.

Therefore, we emphatically assert that when the national crisis reaches a cru-
cial point, splits will occur in the Kuomintang camp. Such splits have revealed 
themselves in the vacillation of the national bourgeoisie and the emergence of 
such anti-Japanese figures as Feng Yuxiang, Cai Tingkai and Ma Zhanshan, 
who have become popular for a time. Basically, these splits are unfavourable 
to the counterrevolution and favourable to the revolution. Their possibility 
is increased by China’s uneven political and economic development, and the 
consequent uneven development of the revolution.

Comrades, so much for the positive side of the question. Now let me take 
up the negative side, namely, the fact that certain elements among the nation-
al bourgeoisie are often past masters at deceiving the people. Why? Because 
apart from the genuine supporters of the people’s revolutionary cause, this class 
includes many who temporarily appear as revolutionaries or semi-revolution-
aries, and who thus acquire a deceptive status which makes it difficult for the 
people to see through their lack of revolutionary thoroughness and their false 
trappings. This increases the responsibility devolving on the Communist Party 
to criticize its allies, unmask the fake revolutionaries, and gain the leadership. 
To deny the possibility that the national bourgeoisie may vacillate and join the 
revolution during great upheavals amounts to abandoning, or at any rate to 
minimizing, our Party’s task of contending for leadership. For if the national 
bourgeoisie were exactly the same as the landlords and compradors and had the 
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same vile and traitorous visage, there would be little or no problem of contend-
ing with it for leadership.

In making a general analysis of the attitude of the Chinese landlord class 
and the bourgeoisie in times of great upheaval, we should also point to anoth-
er aspect, namely, that even the landlord and comprador camp is not com-
pletely united. The reason is that China is a semicolonial country for which 
many imperialist powers are contending. When the struggle is directed against 
Japanese imperialism, then the running dogs of the United States or Britain, 
obeying the varying tones of their masters’ commands, may engage in veiled or 
even open strife with the Japanese imperialists and their running dogs. There 
have been many instances of such dog-fights and we shall not dwell on them. 
We will only mention the fact that Hu Hanmin14 a Kuomintang politician 
once detained by Chiang Kai-shek, has recently added his signature to the Six-
Point Programme for Resisting Japan and Saving the Nation15 which we have 
advanced. The warlords of the Guangdong and Guangxi cliques16 who back 
Hu Hanmin are also opposing Chiang Kai-shek, under the deceitful slogans 
of “Recover our lost territory”, and “Resist Japan and at the same time sup-
press the bandits”17 (as against Chiang Kai-shek’s slogan of “First suppress the 
bandits, then resist Japan”). Is this not rather strange? No, it is not strange at 
all, but merely a particularly interesting example of a fight between large and 
small dogs, between well-fed and ill-fed dogs. It is not a big rift, but neither is it 
small; it is at once an irritating and painful contradiction. But such fights, such 
rifts, such contradictions are of use to the revolutionary people. We must turn 
to good account all such fights, rifts and contradictions in the enemy camp and 
turn them against our present main enemy.

Summing up the question of class relations, we may say that the basic 
change in the situation, namely, the Japanese invasion of China south of the 
Great Wall, has changed the relationship among the various classes in China, 
strengthening the camp of national revolution and weakening that of count-
er-revolution.

Now let us discuss the situation in the camp of China’s national revolution.
First, the Red Army. As you know, comrades, for almost a year and a half the 

three main contingents of the Chinese Red Army have carried out great shifts 
of position. The Sixth Army Group led by Ren Bishi18 and other comrades 
began to shift to Comrade He Long’s area19 in August last year, and in October 
we ourselves started to shift position.20 In March this year the Red Army in the 
Sichuan-Shaanxi border area21 began its shift. All three Red Army contingents 



141

On Tactics Against Japanese Imperialism

have abandoned their old positions and moved to new regions. These great 
shifts have turned the old areas into guerrilla zones. The Red Army has been 
considerably weakened in the process. From this aspect of the over-all situation, 
we can see that the enemy has won a temporary and partial victory, while we 
have suffered a temporary and partial defeat. Is this statement correct? I think 
it is. For it is a statement of fact. However, some people (Zhang Guotao22 for 
instance) say that the Central Red Army23 has failed. Is that correct? No. For it 
is not a statement of fact. In approaching a problem a Marxist should see the 
whole as well as the parts. A frog in a well says, “The sky is no bigger than the 
mouth of the well.” That is untrue, for the sky is not just the size of the mouth 
of the well. If it said, “A part of the sky is the size of the mouth of a well”, that 
would be true, for it tallies with the facts. What we say is that in one respect 
the Red Army has failed (i.e., failed to maintain its original positions), but in 
another respect it has won a victory (i.e., in executing the plan of the Long 
March). In one respect the enemy won a victory (i.e., in occupying our original 
positions), but in another respect he has failed (i.e., failed to execute his plan of 
“encirclement and suppression” and of “pursuit and suppression”). That is the 
only appropriate formulation, for we have completed the Long March.

Speaking of the Long March, one may ask, “What is its significance?” We 
answer that the Long March is the first of its kind in the annals of history, 
that it is a manifesto, a propaganda force, a seeding-machine. Since Pangu 
divided the heavens from the earth and the Three Sovereigns and Five Emper-
ors24 reigned, has history ever witnessed a long march such as ours? For twelve 
months we were under daily reconnaissance and bombing from the skies by 
scores of planes, while on land we were encircled and pursued, obstructed and 
intercepted by a huge force of several hundred thousand men, and we encoun-
tered untold difficulties and dangers on the way; yet by using our two legs we 
swept across a distance of more than twenty thousand li through the length 
and breadth of eleven provinces. Let us ask, has history ever known a long 
march to equal ours? No, never. The Long March is a manifesto. It has pro-
claimed to the world that the Red Army is an army of heroes, while the impe-
rialists and their running dogs, Chiang Kai-shek and his like, are impotent. It 
has proclaimed their utter failure to encircle, pursue, obstruct and intercept 
us. The Long March is also a propaganda force. It has announced to some 200 
million people in eleven provinces that the road of the Red Army is their only 
road to liberation. Without the Long March, how could the broad masses have 
learned so quickly about the existence of the great truth which the Red Army 
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embodies? The Long March is also a seeding-machine. In the eleven provinces 
it has sown many seeds which will sprout, leaf, blossom, and bear fruit, and 
will yield a harvest in the future. In a word, the Long March has ended with 
victory for us and defeat for the enemy. Who brought the Long March to vic-
tory? The Communist Party. Without the Communist Party, a long march of 
this kind would have been inconceivable. The Chinese Communist Party, its 
leadership, its cadres and its members fear no difficulties or hardships. Whoev-
er questions our ability to lead the revolutionary war will fall into the morass 
of opportunism. A new situation arose as soon as the Long March was over. 
In the battle of Zhiluozhen the Central Red Army and the Northwestern Red 
Army, fighting in fraternal solidarity, shattered the traitor Chiang Kai-shek’s 
campaign of “encirclement and suppression” against the Shaanxi-Gansu bor-
der area25 and thus laid the cornerstone for the task undertaken by the Central 
Committee of the Party, the task of setting up the national headquarters of the 
revolution in northwestern China.

This being the situation with regard to the main body of the Red Army, 
what about the guerrilla warfare in the southern provinces? Our guerrilla forces 
there have suffered some setbacks but have not been wiped out. In many plac-
es, they are reasserting themselves, growing and expanding.26

In the Kuomintang areas, the workers’ struggle is now moving beyond the 
factory walls, and from being an economic struggle is becoming a political 
struggle. A heroic working-class struggle against the Japanese and the traitors is 
now in intense ferment and, judging by the situation, it will erupt before long.

The peasants’ struggle has never ceased. Harassed by aggression from abroad, 
by difficulties at home and by natural disasters, the peasants have unleashed 
widespread struggles in the form of guerrilla warfare, mass uprisings and fam-
ine riots. The anti-Japanese guerrilla warfare now going on in the northeastern 
provinces and eastern Hebei27 is their reply to the attacks of Japanese imperi-
alism.

The student movement has already grown considerably and will certainly 
go on doing so. But this movement can sustain itself and break through the 
martial law imposed by the traitors and the policy of disruption and massacre 
practised by the police, the secret service agents, the scoundrels in the educa-
tional world and the fascists only if it is co-ordinated with the struggles of the 
workers, peasants and soldiers.
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We have already dealt with the vacillation of the national bourgeoisie, the 
rich peasants and small landlords and the possibility that they may actually 
participate in the anti-Japanese struggle.

The minority nationalities, and especially the people of Inner Mongolia 
who are directly menaced by Japanese imperialism, are now rising up in strug-
gle. As time goes on, their struggle will merge with that of the people in north-
ern China and with the operations of the Red Army in the Northwest.

All this indicates that the revolutionary situation is now changing from 
a localized into a nation-wide one and that it is gradually changing from a 
state of unevenness to a certain degree of evenness. We are on the eve of a 
great change. The task of the Party is to form a revolutionary national united 
front by combining the activities of the Red Army with all the activities of 
the workers, the peasants, the students, the petty bourgeoisie and the national 
bourgeoisie throughout the country.

the NatIoNal uNIted froNt

Having surveyed the situation with regard to both the counterrevolution 
and the revolution, we shall find it easy to define the Party’s tactical tasks.

What is the basic tactical task of the Party? It is none other than to form a 
broad revolutionary national united front.

When the revolutionary situation changes, revolutionary tactics and meth-
ods of leadership must change accordingly. The task of the Japanese imperial-
ists, the collaborators and the traitors is to turn China into a colony, while our 
task is to turn China into a free and independent country with full territorial 
integrity.

To win independence and freedom for China is a great task. It demands 
that we fight against foreign imperialism and the domestic counter-revolu-
tionary forces. Japanese imperialism is determined to bludgeon its way deep 
into China. As yet the domestic counter-revolutionary forces of the big land-
lord and comprador classes are stronger than the people’s revolutionary forces. 
The overthrow of Japanese imperialism and the counter-revolutionary forc-
es in China cannot be accomplished in a day, and we must be prepared to 
devote a long time to it; it cannot be accomplished by small forces, and we 
must therefore accumulate great forces. In China, as in the world as a whole, 
the counter-revolutionary forces are weaker than before and the revolutionary 
forces stronger. This estimate is correct, representing one aspect of the matter. 
At the same time, it must be pointed out that the counter-revolutionary forces 
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in China and in the world as a whole are stronger than the revolutionary forces 
for the time being. This estimate is also correct, representing another aspect of 
the matter. The uneven political and economic development of China gives 
rise to the uneven development of her revolution. As a rule, revolution starts, 
grows and triumphs first in those places in which the counterrevolutionary 
forces are comparatively weak, while it has yet to start or grows very slowly in 
those places in which they are strong. Such has long been the situation for the 
Chinese revolution. It can be predicted that the general revolutionary situation 
will grow further at certain stages in the future but that the unevenness will 
remain. The transformation of this unevenness into a general evenness will 
require a very long time, very great efforts, and the Party’s application of a 
correct line. Seeing that the revolutionary war led by the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union28 took three years to conclude, we must be prepared to devote 
to the already protracted revolutionary war led by the Chinese Communist 
Party the longer time necessary to dispose of the domestic and foreign count-
er-revolutionary forces finally and thoroughly. The kind of impatience that was 
formerly displayed will never do. Moreover, sound revolutionary tactics must 
be worked out; we will never achieve great things if we keep on milling around 
within narrow confines. This does not mean that in China things have to be 
done slowly; no, they must be done boldly, because the danger of national 
subjugation does not allow us to slacken for a moment. From now on the rev-
olution will certainly develop much faster than before, for both China and the 
world are approaching a new period of war and revolution. For all that, China’s 
revolutionary war will remain a protracted one; this follows from the strength-
of imperialism and the uneven development of the revolution. We say that the 
present situation is one in which a new high tide in the national revolution is 
imminent and in which China is on the eve of a great new nation-wide rev-
olution; this is one characteristic of the present revolutionary situation. This 
is a fact, and it represents one aspect of the matter. But we must also say that 
imperialism is still a force to be earnestly reckoned with, that the unevenness 
in the development of the revolutionary forces is a serious weakness, and that 
to defeat our enemies we must be prepared to fight a protracted war; this is 
another characteristic of the present revolutionary situation. This, too, is a fact, 
and represents another aspect of the matter. Both characteristics, both facts, 
teach and urge us to revise our tactics and change our ways of disposing our 
forces and carrying on the struggle to suit the situation. The present situation 
demands that we boldly discard all closed-doorism, form a broad united front 
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and guard against adventurism. We must not plunge into decisive battles until 
the time is ripe and unless we have the necessary strength.

Here I shall not discuss the relation of adventurism to closed-doorism, or 
the possible dangers of adventurism as events unfold on a larger scale; that can 
be left for later. For the moment I shall confine myself to explaining that unit-
ed front tactics and closed-door tactics are diametrically opposed.

The former requires the recruiting of large forces for the purpose of sur-
rounding and annihilating the enemy.

The latter means fighting single-handed in desperate combat against a for-
midable enemy.

The advocates of united front tactics say, if we are to make a proper estimate 
of the possibility of forming a broad revolutionary national united front, a 
proper estimate must be made of the changes that may occur in the alignment 
of revolutionary and counter-revolutionary forces in China resulting from the 
attempt of Japanese imperialism to turn China into a colony. Without a proper 
estimate of the strong and weak points of the Japanese and Chinese count-
er-revolutionary forces and of the Chinese revolutionary forces, we shall be 
unable fully to understand the necessity of organizing a broad revolutionary 
national united front, or to take firm measures to break down closed-doorism, 
or to use the united front as a means of organizing and rallying millions of 
people and all the armies that are potentially friendly to the revolution for the 
purpose of advancing to strike at our main target, namely, Japanese imperial-
ism and its running dogs, the Chinese traitors, or to use this tactical weapon of 
ours to strike at the main target before us, but instead we shall aim at a variety 
of targets so that our bullets will hit not the principal enemy but our lesser ene-
mies or even our allies. This would mean failure to single out the principal ene-
my and waste of ammunition. It would mean inability to close in and isolate 
him. It would mean inability to draw to our side all those in the enemy camp 
and on the enemy front who have joined them under compulsion, and those 
who were our enemies yesterday but may become our friends today. It would 
in fact mean helping the enemy, holding back, isolating and constricting the 
revolution, and bringing it to a low ebb and even to defeat.

The advocates of closed-door tactics say the above arguments are all wrong. 
The forces of the revolution must be pure, absolutely pure, and the road of 
the revolution must be straight, absolutely straight. Nothing is correct except 
what is literally recorded in Holy Writ. The national bourgeoisie is entirely 
and eternally counter-revolutionary. Not an inch must be conceded to the rich 
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peasants. The yellow trade unions must be fought tooth and nail. If we shake 
hands with Cai Tingkai, we must call him a counter-revolutionary at the same 
moment. Was there ever a cat that did not love fish or a warlord who was not 
a counter-revolutionary? Intellectuals are three-day revolutionaries whom it is 
dangerous to recruit. It follows therefore that closed-doorism is the sole won-
der-working magic, while the united front is an opportunist tactic.

Comrades, which is right, the united front or closed-doorism? Which 
indeed is approved by Marxism-Leninism? I answer without the slightest hes-
itation – the united front and not closed-doorism. Three-year-olds have many 
ideas which are right, but they cannot be entrusted with serious national or 
world affairs because they do not understand them yet. Marxism-Leninism 
is opposed to the “infantile disorder” found in the revolutionary ranks. This 
infantile disorder is just what the confirmed exponents of closed-doorism 
advocate. Like every other activity in the world, revolution always follows a 
tortuous road and never a straight one. The alignment of forces in the revolu-
tionary and counter-revolutionary camps can change, just as everything else in 
the world changes. The Party’s new tactics of a broad united front start from 
the two fundamental facts that Japanese imperialism is bent on reducing all 
China to a colony and that China’s revolutionary forces still have serious weak-
nesses. In order to attack the forces of the counter-revolution, what the revo-
lutionary forces need today is to organize millions upon millions of the masses 
and move a mighty revolutionary army into action. The plain truth is that only 
a force of such magnitude can crush the Japanese imperialists and the traitors 
and collaborators. Therefore, united front tactics are the only Marxist-Leninist 
tactics. The tactics of closed-doorism are, on the contrary, the tactics of the 
regal isolationist. Closed-doorism just “drives the fish into deep waters and the 
sparrows into the thickets”, and it will drive the millions upon millions of the 
masses, this mighty army, over to the enemy’s side, which will certainly win 
his acclaim. In practice, closed-doorism is the faithful servant of the Japanese 
imperialists and the traitors and collaborators. Its adherents’ talk of the “pure” 
and the “straight” will be condemned by Marxist-Leninists and commended 
by the Japanese imperialists. We definitely want no closed-doorism; what we 
want is the revolutionary national united front, which will spell death to the 
Japanese imperialists and the traitors and collaborators.
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the people’s republIc29

If our government has hitherto been based on the alliance of the workers, 
the peasants and the urban petty bourgeoisie, from now on it must be so trans-
formed as to include also the members of all other classes who are willing to 
take part in the national revolution.

At the present time, the basic task of such a government should be to oppose 
the annexation of China by Japanese imperialism. It will have a broader repre-
sentation so that it may include those who are interested only in the national 
revolution and not in the agrarian revolution, and even, if they so desire, those 
who may oppose Japanese imperialism and its running dogs, though they are 
not opposed to the European and U.S. imperialists because of their close ties 
with the latter. Therefore, as a matter of principle, the programme of such a 
government should be in keeping with the basic task of fighting Japanese impe-
rialism and its lackeys, and we should modify our past policies accordingly.

The special feature on the revolutionary side at present is the existence of 
a well-steeled Communist Party and Red Army. This is of crucial importance. 
Great difficulties would arise if they did not exist. Why? Because the traitors 
and collaborators in China are numerous and powerful and are sure to devise 
every possible means to wreck the united front; they will sow dissension by 
means of intimidation and bribery and by maneuvering among various group-
ings, and will employ their armies to oppress and crush, one by one, all those 
weaker than themselves who want to part company with them and join us in 
fighting Japan. All this would hardly be avoidable if the anti-Japanese govern-
ment and army were to lack this vital factor, i.e., the Communist Party and the 
Red Army. The revolution failed in 1927 chiefly because, with the opportunist 
line then prevailing in the Communist Party, no effort was made to expand our 
own ranks (the workers’ and peasants’ movement and the armed forces led by 
the Communist Party), and exclusive reliance was placed on a temporary ally, 
the Kuomintang. The result was that when imperialism ordered its lackeys, the 
landlord and comprador classes, to spread their numerous tentacles and draw 
over first Chiang Kai-shek and then Wang Jingwei, the revolution suffered 
defeat. In those days the revolutionary united front had no mainstay, no strong 
revolutionary armed forces, and so when the defections came thick and fast, 
the Communist Party was forced to fight single-handed and was powerless to 
foil the tactics of crushing their opponents one by one which were adopted 
by the imperialists and the Chinese counter-revolutionaries. True, we had the 
troops under He Long and Ye Ting, but they were not yet politically consol-
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idated, and the Party was not very skilled in leading them, so that they were 
finally defeated. The lesson we paid for with our blood was that the lack of a 
hard core of revolutionary forces brings the revolution to defeat. Today things 
are quite different. Now we have a strong Communist Party and a strong Red 
Army, and we also have the base areas of the Red Army. Not only are the Com-
munist Party and the Red Army serving as the initiator of a national united 
front against Japan today, but in the future too they will inevitably become 
the powerful mainstay of China’s anti-Japanese government and army, capable 
of preventing the Japanese imperialists and Chiang Kai-shek from carrying 
through their policy of disrupting this united front. However, we must be very 
vigilant because the Japanese imperialists and Chiang Kai-shek will undoubt-
edly resort to every possible form of intimidation and bribery and of manoeu-
vering among the various groupings.

Naturally we cannot expect every section of the broad national united front 
against Japan to be as firm as the Communist Party and the Red Army. In the 
course of their activities some bad elements may withdraw from the united 
front under the influence of the enemy. However, we need not fear the loss of 
such people. While bad elements may drop out under the enemy’s influence, 
good people will come in under ours. The national united front will live and 
grow as long as the Communist Party and the Red Army live and grow. Such 
is the leading role of the Communist Party and the Red Army in the national 
united front. The Communists are no longer political infants and are able to 
take care of themselves and to handle relations with their allies. If the Japanese 
imperialists and Chiang Kai-shek can manoeuvre in relation to the revolution-
ary forces, the Communist Party can do the same in relation to the count-
er-revolutionary forces. If they can draw bad elements in our ranks over to 
their side, we can equally well draw their “bad elements” (good ones from our 
point of view) over to our side. If we can draw a larger number over to our side, 
this will deplete the enemy’s ranks and strengthen ours. In short, two basic 
forces are now locked in struggle, and in the nature of things all the forces in 
between will have to line up on one side or the other. The Japanese imperialists’ 
policy of subjugating China and Chiang Kai-shek’s policy of betraying China 
will inevitably drive many people over to our side – either directly into joining 
the ranks of the Communist Party and the Red Army or into forming a united 
front with us. This will come about unless we pursue closed door tactics.

Why change the “workers’ and peasants’ republic” into a “people’s repub-
lic”?
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Our government represents not only the workers and peasants but the 
whole nation. This has been implicit in our slogan of a workers’ and peasants’ 
democratic republic, because the workers and peasants; constitute 80 to go 
per cent of the population. The Ten-Point Programme30 adopted by the Sixth 
National Congress of our Party embodies the interests of the whole nation and 
not of the workers and peasants alone. But the present situation requires us to 
change our slogan, to change it into one of a people’s republic. The reason is 
that Japanese invasion has altered class relations in China, and it is now possi-
ble not only for the petty bourgeoisie but even for the national bourgeoisie to 
join the anti-Japanese struggle.

The people’s republic will definitely not represent the interests of the enemy 
classes. On the contrary, it will stand in direct opposition to the landlord and 
comprador classes, the lackeys of imperialism,. and will not count them among 
the people. In the same way, Chiang Kai-shek’s “National Government of the 
Republic of China” represents only the wealthiest, but not the common people 
whom it does not count as part of the nation. As 80 to 90 per cent of China’s 
population is made up of workers and peasants, the people’s republic ought to 
represent their interests first and foremost. However, by throwing off impe-
rialist oppression to make China free and independent and by throwing off 
landlord oppression to free China from semi-feudalism, the people’s republic 
will benefit not only the workers and peasants but other sections of the people 
too. The sum total of the interests of the workers, peasants and the rest of the 
people constitutes the interests of the whole Chinese nation. The comprador 
and the landlord classes also live on Chinese soil, but as they have no regard 
for the national interests, their interests clash with those of the majority. This 
small minority are the only ones that we break with and are clashing with, and 
we therefore have the right to call ourselves the representatives of the whole 
nation.

There is, of course, a dash of interests between the working class and the 
national bourgeoisie. We shall not be able to extend the national revolution 
successfully unless the working class, the vanguard of the national revolution, 
is accorded political and economic rights and is enabled to direct its strength 
against imperialism and its running dogs, the traitors. However if the national 
bourgeoisie joins the anti-imperialist united front, the working class and the 
national bourgeoisie will have interests in common. In the period of the bour-
geois-democratic revolution, the people’s republic will not expropriate private 
property other than imperialist and feudal private property, and so far from 
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confiscating the national bourgeoisie’s industrial and commercial enterprises, 
it will encourage their development. We shall protect every national capitalist 
who does not support the imperialists or the Chinese traitors. In the stage 
of democratic revolution there are limits to the struggle between labour and 
capital. The labour laws of the people’s republic will protect the interests of the 
workers, but will not prevent the national bourgeoisie from making profits or 
developing their industrial and commercial enterprises, because such devel-
opment is bad for imperialism and good for the Chinese people. Thus it is 
clear that the people’s republic will represent the interests of all strata opposed 
to imperialism and the feudal forces. The government of the people’s repub-
lic will be based primarily on the workers and peasants, but will also include 
representatives of the other classes which are opposed to imperialism and the 
feudal forces.

But is it not dangerous to let the representatives of such classes join the 
government of the people’s republic? No. The workers and peasants are the 
basic masses of the republic. In giving the urban petty bourgeoisie, the intel-
lectuals and other sections of the population who support the anti-imperialist 
and anti-feudal programme the right to have a voice in the government of the 
people’s republic and to work in it, the right to vote and stand for election, 
we must not allow the interests of the workers and peasants, the basic masses, 
to be violated. The essential part of our programme must be the protection 
of their interests. With their representatives comprising the majority in this 
government and with the Communist Party exercising leadership and working 
within it, there is a guarantee that the participation of other classes will present 
no danger. It is perfectly obvious that the Chinese revolution at the present 
stage is still a bourgeois-democratic and not a proletarian socialist revolution 
in nature. Only the counter-revolutionary Trotskyites31 talk such nonsense as 
that China has already completed her bourgeois-democratic revolution and 
that any further revolution can only be socialist. The revolution of 1924-27 
was a bourgeois-democratic revolution, which was not carried to completion 
but failed. The agrarian revolution which we have led since 1927 is also a bour-
geois-democratic revolution, because it is directed not against capitalism, but 
against imperialism and feudalism. This will remain true of our revolution for 
quite a long time to come.

Basically, the workers, the peasants and the urban petty bourgeoisie arc still 
the motive forces of the revolution, but now there may be the national bour-
geoisie as well.
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The change in the revolution will come later. In the future the democratic 
revolution will inevitably be transformed into a socialist revolution. As to when 
the transition will take place, that will depend on the presence of the necessary 
conditions, and it may take quite a long time. We should not hold forth about 
transition until all the necessary political and economic conditions are present 
and until it is advantageous and not detrimental to the overwhelming majority 
of the people throughout China. It is wrong to have any doubts on this mat-
ter and expect the transition to take place soon, as some of our comrades did 
when they maintained that the transition in the revolution would begin the 
moment the democratic revolution began to triumph in key provinces. They 
did so because they failed to understand what kind of country China is polit-
ically and economically and to realize that, compared with Russia, China will 
find it more difficult, and require much more time and effort, to complete her 
democratic revolution politically and economically.

INterNatIoNal support

Finally, a word is necessary about the relation between the Chinese and the 
world revolution.

Ever since the monster of imperialism came into being, the affairs of the 
world have become so closely interwoven that it is impossible to separate them. 
We Chinese have the spirit to fight the enemy to the last drop of our blood, the 
determination to recover our lost territory by our own efforts, and the ability 
to stand on our own feet in the family of nations. But this does not mean that 
we can dispense with international support; no, today international support is 
necessary for the revolutionary struggle of any nation or country. There is the 
old adage, “In the Spring and Autumn Era there were no righteous wars.”32 
This is even truer of imperialism today, for it is only the oppressed nations and 
the oppressed classes that can wage just wars. All wars anywhere in the world 
in which the people rise up to fight their oppressors are just struggles. The Feb-
ruary and October Revolutions in Russia were just wars. The revolutions of the 
people in various European countries after World War I were just struggles. In 
China, the Anti-Opium War,33 the War of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom,34 
the Yihetuan War,35 the Revolutionary War of 1911,36 the Northern Expedi-
tion of 1926-27, the Agrarian Revolutionary War from 1927 to the present, 
and the present resistance to Japan and punitive actions against traitors – these 
are all just wars. Now, in the mounting tide of nation-wide struggle against 
Japan and of world-wide struggle against fascism, just wars will spread all over 
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China and the globe. All just wars support each other, while all unjust wars 
should be turned into just wars – this is the Leninist line.37 Our war against 
Japan needs the support of the people of the whole world and, above all, the 
support of the people of the Soviet Union, which they will certainly give us 
because they and we are bound together in a common cause. In the past, the 
Chinese revolutionary forces were temporarily cut off from the world revolu-
tionary forces by Chiang Kai-shek, and in this sense we were isolated. Now the 
situation has changed, and changed to our advantage. Henceforth it will con-
tinue to change to our advantage. We can no longer be isolated. This provides a 
necessary condition for China’s victory in the war against Japan and for victory 
in the Chinese revolution.

Notes
1 The Twenty-one Demands on the Yuan Shikai government were presented by the 

Japanese imperialists on January 18. 1915. On May 7, they sent an ultimatum demanding a 
reply within forty-eight hours. The demands were divided into five parts. The first four con-
tained the following: to transfer to Japan the rights Germany had seized in Shandong and 
to grant Japan additional rights in the province; to grant rights to the Japanese to lease or 
own land in southern Manchuria and eastern Mongolia and to establish residence, engage 
in industry and commerce, and have exclusive railway building and mining rights there; to 
reorganize the Hanyeping Iron and Steel Company as a joint Sino-Japanese enterprise; and 
to undertake not to lease or cede any harbours or islands along China’s coastline to any third 
power. The fifth part contained demands that Japan should control China’s political, finan-
cial, military and police affairs and should build vital railway lines connecting the provinces 
of Hubei, Jiangxi and Guangdong. Yuan Shikai accepted all the demands except those in 
the fifth part, about which he pleaded for “further negotiations.” Thanks to the unanimous 
opposition of the Chinese people, Japan failed to get her demands implemented.

2 Yuan Shikai was the head of the Northern warlords in the last years of the Qing 
Dynasty. After the Qing Dynasty was overthrown by the Revolution of 1911, he usurped 
the presidency of the Republic and organized the first government of the Northern war-
lords, which represented the big landlord and big comprador classes. He did this by relying 
on counter-revolutionary armed force and on the support of the imperialists and by taking 
advantage of the conciliationist nature of the bourgeoisie then leading the revolution. In 
1915 he wanted to make himself emperor and, to gain the support of the Japanese impe-
rialists, accepted the Twenty-one Demands with which Japan aimed at obtaining exclusive 
control of all China. In December of the same year an uprising against his assumption of 
the throne took place in Yunnan Province and promptly won country-wide response and 
support. Yuan Shikai died in Beijing in June 1916.

3 The Nine-Power Conference in Washington was called by the U.S. government in 
November 1921; China, Britain, France, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, Portugal and 
Japan were invited. It was a struggle between the United States and Japan for hegemony in 
the Far East. On February 6, 1922, a nine-power treaty was concluded on the basis of the 
principle, advanced by the United States, of the “open door” or “equal opportunities for all 
nations in China.” The aim of this treaty was to create a situation in which the imperialist 
powers had joint control of China, and it actually cleared the way for exclusive domination 



153

On Tactics Against Japanese Imperialism

by the U.S. imperialists, the purpose being to frustrate Japan’s plans for exclusive domina-
tion.

4 On September 18, 1931, the Japanese “Kwantung Army” in northeastern China 
seized Shenyang. Under Chiang Kai-shek’s order of “absolute non-resistance”, the Chinese 
troops at Shenyang and elsewhere in the Northeast (the Northeastern Army) withdrew 
to the south of Shanhaiguan, and consequently the Japanese forces rapidly occupied the 
provinces of Liaoning, Jilin and Heilongjiang. This act of Japanese aggression has become 
known as the “September 18th Incident.”

5 The “four northeastern provinces” were then Liaoning, Jilin, Heilongjiang and Rehe, 
which correspond to the present Liaoning, Jilin and Heilongjiang Provinces, the north-
eastern part of Hebei Province north of the Great Wall and the eastern part of the Inner 
Mongolian Autonomous Region. After the September 18th Incident, the Japanese invaders 
occupied Liaoning, Jilin and Heilongjiang and later, in 1933, seized Rehe.

6 At the instigation of the Japanese, a puppet regime called the “Eastern Hebei 
Anti-Communist Autonomous Administration” was established in twenty-two counties in 
eastern Hebei by the Kuomintang traitor Yin Rugeng on November 25, 1935. This became 
known as the Eastern Hebei Incident.

7 The diplomatic talks between the Chiang Kai-shek government and the Japanese 
government discussed the so called “Three Principles of Hirota”, i.e., the “Three Princi-
ples for Dealing with China” put forward by Japanese Foreign Minister Hirota, namely, 
(1) suppression by China of all anti-Japanese movements; (2) establishment of economic 
co-operation between China, Japan and “Manchukuo”; and (3) joint defence by China and 
Japan against communism. On January 21, 1936, Hirota told the Diet that the Chinese 
government “has accepted the three principles proposed by the Empire.”

8 The year 1935 witnessed a new upsurge in the popular patriotic movement through-
out the country. Students in Beijing, under the leadership of the Communist Party of 
China, held a patriotic demonstration on December 9, putting forward such slogans as 
“Stop the civil war and unite to resist foreign aggression” and “Down with Japanese imperi-
alism.” This movement broke through the long reign of terror imposed by the Kuomintang 
government in league with the Japanese invaders and very quickly won the people’s support 
throughout the country. It is known as the “December 8th Movement.” The outcome was 
that new changes manifested themselves in the relations among the various classes in the 
country, and the Anti-Japanese National United Front proposed by the Communist Party 
of China became the openly advocated policy of all patriotic people. The Chiang Kai-shek 
government with its traitorous policy became very isolated.

9 At the time of this report Chiang Kai-shek, after selling out the Northeast to Japan, 
was selling out northern China while actively keeping up his fighting against the Red Army. 
Therefore the Chinese Communist Party had to do its best to expose him as a traitor, 
and naturally he was not included in the Anti-Japanese National United Front proposed 
by the Party. But already in this report Comrade Mao Zedong mentioned the possible 
disintegration of the camp of the Chinese landlord and comprador classes as a result of 
the contradictions among the imperialist powers. And Japan’s attack on northern China 
did subsequently lead to serious dashes of interest between Japanese and Anglo-American 
imperialism. The Chinese Communist Party maintained that the Chiang Kai-shek clique, 
with its close ties with Anglo- American imperialist interests, might change its attitude to 
Japan at its masters’ bidding, and therefore it adopted the policy of compelling Chiang 
Kai-shek to resist Japan. On its return to northern Shaanxi from Shanxi, in May 1936 the 
Red Army appealed directly to the Nanjing Kuomintang government for an end to the civil 
war and for united resistance to Japan. In August of the same year, the Central Committee 
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of the Chinese Communist Party addressed a letter to the Kuomintang’s Central Executive 
Committee, calling for the formation of a bi-partisan united front against Japan and nego-
tiations between the representatives of both parties. But Chiang Kai-shek rejected these 
proposals. It was not until December 1936 when Chiang Kai-shek was detained in Xi’an 
by Kuomintang army officers who favoured alliance with the Communists against Japan 
that he was compelled to accept the Communist Party’s demand for ending the civil war 
and resisting Japan.

10 Cai Tingkai was deputy commander of the Kuomintang’s 19th Route Army and 
commander of one of its corps, the two other leaders being Chen Mingshu and Jiang 
Guangnai. This army, which had fought the Red Army in Jiangxi, was transferred to Shang-
hai after the September 18th Incident. The mounting anti-Japanese tide of the people in 
Shanghai and the whole country had a great impact on the 19th Route Army. When the 
Japanese marines attacked in Shanghai during the night of January 28, 1932, the Army and 
the people of Shanghai put up a joint resistance. However, the battle was lost through the 
treachery of Chiang Kai-shek and Wang Jingwei. Later, on Chiang’s orders, the 19th Route 
Army was transferred to Fujian to fight the Red Army again. But the leaders of the Army 
gradually came to realize the futility of such fighting. In November 1933, allying them-
selves with Kuomintang forces under Li Jishen and others, they publicly renounced Chiang 
Kai-shek, established the “People’s Revolutionary Government of the Republic of China” 
in Fujian, and concluded an agreement with the Red Army to resist Japan and oppose Chi-
ang Kai-shek. The 19th Route Army and Fujian People’s Government collapsed under the 
attacks of Chiang’s troops. From then on, Cai Tingkai and others gradually moved towards 
a position of co-operation with the Communist Party.

11 Feng Yuxiang, together with the forces under his command in Suiyuan Province, 
announced his break with the Northern warlord clique and joined the revolution when the 
revolutionary Northern Expeditionary Army reached Wuhan in September 1926. Early 
in 1927, his troops moved in from Shaanxi to attack Henan Province in co-ordination 
with the Northern Expeditionary Army. Although Feng participated in anti-Communist 
activities following the betrayal of the revolution by Chiang Kai-shek and Wang Jingwei in 
1927, there was always a clash of interests between him and the Chiang Kai-shek clique. 
After Japan invaded China on September 18, 1931 he favoured resistance and in May 1933 
co-operated with the Communist Party in forming the people’s Anti-Japanese Allied Army 
in Zhangjiakou. His efforts came to naught in August under the pressure of both Chiang 
Kai-shek’s forces and the Japanese invaders. In his later years Feng continued to co-operate 
with the Communist Party.

12 An uprising took place at Ningdu, Jiangxi in December 1931 within the Kuomint-
ang’s 26th Route Army, which was sent by Chiang Kai-shek to attack the Red Army in 
Jiangxi Province. Led by Comrades Zhao Bosheng and Dong Zhentang, more than ten 
thousand officers and men rose up and joined the Red Army in response to the Communist 
call for resistance to Japan.

13 Ma Zhanshan was an officer of the Kuomintang’s Northeastern Army whose troops 
were stationed in Heilongjiang. He and his men fought the Japanese invaders who drove 
towards Heilongjiang via Liaoning after the September 18th Incident.

14 Hu Hanmin, a well-known Kuomintang politician, was an opponent of Dr. Sun Yat-
sen’s policy of co-operation with the Chinese Communist Party and was Chiang Kai-shek’s 
accomplice in the counter-revolutionary coup d’état of April 12, 1927. Later he fell out 
with Chiang in a struggle for power and was held in detention by the latter. Set free after 
the September 18th Incident, he left Nanjing for Canton where he instigated the warlords 
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of Guangdong and Guangxi to oppose Chiang Kai-shek’s Nanjing government for a con-
siderable period of time.

15 The Six-Point Programme for Resisting Japan and Saving the Nation was the “Chi-
nese People’s Basic Programme for Fighting Japan” put forward by the Chinese Communist 
Party in 1934 and published over the signatures of Song Qingling (Mme. Sun Yat-sen) and 
others. The programme consisted of the following points: (1) mobilize all sea, land and air 
forces to fight Japan; (2) mobilize the people throughout the country; (3) arm all the peo-
ple; (4) confiscate the property of the Japanese imperialists in China and of the traitors to 
defray war expenditure; (5) establish an all-China committee for national armed defence, to 
be elected by the representatives of workers, peasants, soldiers, students and businessmen; 
and (6) form an alliance with all the forces opposed to the Japanese imperialists, and estab-
lish friendly relations with all countries observing benevolent neutrality.

16 These warlords were Chen Jitang of Guangdong and Li Zongren and Bai Chongxi 
of Guangxi.

17 The Chiang Kai-shek gang of bandits described the revolutionary people as “ban-
dits” and their armed attacks upon and massacre of the revolutionary people as “bandit 
suppression.”

18 Comrade Ren Bishi was a veteran member of the Chinese Communist Party and one 
of its first organizers. He was a member of the Party’s Central Committee from its Fifth 
National Congress in 1927 onwards. He was elected to the Political Bureau at the Fourth 
Plenary Session of the Sixth Central Committee in 1931. In 1933 he served as secretary 
of the Provincial Party Committee of the Hunan-Jiangxi Border Area and concurrently 
as political commissar of the Sixth Army Group of the Red Army. When the Sixth and 
Second Army Groups joined forces and formed the Second Front Army, he was appointed 
its political commissar. He was Director of the General Political Department of the Eighth 
Route Army in the first years of the War of Resistance. In 1940 he began to serve in the 
Secretariat of the Party’s Central Committee. At the First Plenary Session of the Seventh 
Central Committee in 1945 he was again elected a member of the Political Bureau and of 
the Secretariat. Comrade Ren Bishi died in Beijing on October 27, 1950.

19 The Sixth Army Group of the Chinese Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army, originally 
stationed in the Hunan-Jiangxi border area, broke through the enemy’s siege and shifted 
its position in August 1934 on the orders of the Party’s Central Committee. In Octo-
ber it joined forces with the Second Army Group led by Comrade He Long in eastern 
Guizhou, and together they formed the Second Front Army of the Red Army and created 
the Hunan-Hubei-Sichuan-Guizhou revolutionary base area.

20 In October 1934 the First Third and Fifth Army Groups of the Chinese Work-
ers’ and Peasants’ Red Army (that is, the First Front Army of the Red Army, also known 
as the Central Red Army) set out from Changting and Ninghua in western Fujian and 
from Ruijin, Yudu and other places in southern Jiangxi and started a major strategic move-
ment. In traversing the eleven provinces of Fujian, Jiangxi, Guangdong, Hunan, Guangxi, 
Guizhou, Sichuan, Yunnan, Xikang, Gansu and Shaanxi, crossing perpetually snow-capped 
mountains and trackless grasslands, sustaining untold hardships and frustrating the enemy’s 
repeated encirclements, pursuits, obstructions and interceptions, the Red Army covered 
25,000 li (12,500 kilometres) on this march and finally arrived triumphantly at the revolu-
tionary base area in northern Shaanxi in October 1935.

21 The Red Army in the Sichuan-Shaanxi border area was the Fourth Front Army of 
the Chinese Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army. In March 1935, it shifted from its base in 
the Sichuan-Shaanxi border area to the borders of Sichuan and Xikang Provinces. In June, 
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it joined forces with the First Front Army in Maogong in western Sichuan and advanced 
northward by two routes, a right route and a left route. But on arriving in the Mao’ergai 
area near Songpan in September, Zhang Guotao of the Fourth Front Army led the troops 
on the left route in a southward direction, in defiance of the Central Committee’s orders, 
thus causing a disruption in the Red Army. The Second Front Army, which had broken 
through the enemy’s siege and left the Hunan-Hubei-Sichuan-Guizhou border area, arrived 
at Ganzi, Xikang Province, in June 1936 via Hunan, Guizhou and Yunnan, and there 
it joined forces with the Fourth Front Army. Acting against Zhang Guotao’s wishes, the 
comrades in the Fourth Front Army resumed the shift northward together with the Second 
Front Army. In October, the entire Second Front Army and a part of the Fourth Front 
Army arrived in northern Shaanxi and succeeded in joining forces with the First Front 
Army.

22 Zhang Guotao was a renegade from the Chinese revolution. Speculating on the rev-
olution, he joined the Chinese Communist Party in his youth. In the Party he made many 
mistakes and ended by committing grave crimes. Most notoriously, in 1935 he opposed the 
Red Army’s northward march, advocating a defeatist and liquidationist withdrawal by the 
Red Army to the minority-nationality areas on the Sichuan-Xikang border, and he engaged 
in openly traitorous activities against the Party and the Central Committee, established 
his own bogus central committee, disrupted the unity of the Party and the Red Army, 
and caused heavy losses to its Fourth Front Army. Thanks to patient education by Com-
rade Mao Zedong and the Central Committee, the Fourth Front Army and its numerous 
cadres soon came back under the correct leadership of the Central Committee and played 
an honourable part in subsequent struggles. Zhang Guotao, however, proved incorrigible, 
escaped by himself from the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region in the spring of 1938 
and joined the Kuomintang secret police.

23 The Central Red Army, or the First Front Army, refers to the Red Army that was built 
up in the Jiangxi-Fujian area directly under the leadership of the Central Committee of the 
Chinese Communist Party.

24 Pangu, according to Chinese mythology, was the creator of the world and the first 
ruler of mankind. The Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors were legendary rulers in ancient 
China.

25 In July 1935, the Kuomintang troops started their third “encirclement and suppres-
sion” campaign against the Shaanxi-Gansu revolutionary base area. The 26th Army Corps 
of the Northern Shaanxi Red Army routed two enemy brigades in the eastern sector and 
drove the enemy to the east of the Yellow River. In September, the 25th Army Corps of 
the Red Army, which had been operating in the Hubei-Henan-Anhui base area, joined 
forces with the Northern Shaanxi Red Army after arriving in northern Shaanxi via southern 
Shaanxi and eastern Gansu, and together they formed the 15th Army Group of the Red 
Army. In the Ganquan-Laoshan campaign, this army group wiped out most of the enemy 
110th Division, killed its divisional commander and in a subsequent action destroyed four 
battalions of the enemy’s 107th Division at Yulinqiao, Ganquan County. The enemy orga-
nized new attacks and put Dong Yingpin (an army corps commander of the Northeastern 
Army) in command of five divisions, which mounted an attack along two routes; the divi-
sion on the east route drove northward by way of Luochuan and Fuxian and the other four 
divisions on the west route drove along the Hulu River towards Fuxian, northern Shaanxi, 
via Qingyang and Heshui in Gansu. By October, the Central Red Army reached northern 
Shaanxi. In the following month the Central Red Army and the 15th Army Group jointly 
wiped out the enemy’s 109th Division in Zhiluozhen, southwest of Fuxian, and eliminated 
one regiment of the enemy’s 106th Division at Heishuisi in the course of pursuit. Thus the 
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enemy’s third “encirclement and suppression” campaign against the Shaanxi-Gansu border 
area was completely smashed.

26 When the main forces of the Red Army in southern China shifted position during 
1934-35, they left behind some units to operate as guerrillas. These guerrilla units held out 
in the following fourteen base areas in eight provinces: southern Zhejiang, northern Fujian, 
eastern Fujian, southern Fujian, western Fujian, northeastern Jiangxi, the Fujian-Jiangxi 
border, the Guangdong-Jiangxi border, southern Hunan, the Hunan-Jiangxi border, the 
Hunan-Hubei-Jiangxi border, the Hubei-Henan-Anhui border, the Tongbai Mountains in 
southern Henan and Hainan Island off the coast of Guangdong.

27 After the Japanese imperialists occupied the Northeast in 1931, the Chinese Com-
munist Party called upon the people to put up armed resistance. It organized anti-Japa-
nese guerrilla units, formed the Northeastern People’s Revolutionary Army and rendered 
assistance to various volunteer forces fighting the enemy. In 1934, under the leadership of 
the Party, all these forces were reorganized into the single Northeast Anti-Japanese United 
Army, with the outstanding Communist Yang Jingyu as Commander-in-Chief. This army 
kept up anti-Japanese guerrilla war in the Northeast for a long time. The anti-Japanese 
guerrilla war in eastern Hebei refers to the peasant uprising against Japan there in May 
1935.

28 The revolutionary war led by the Communist Party of the Soviet Union refers to 
the fighting from 1918 to 1920 in which the Soviet people beat off armed intervention by 
Britain, the United States, France, Japan, Poland, etc., and suppressed the White Guard 
rebellion.

29 The political power and the policies of a people’s republic, as here enunciated by 
Comrade Mao Zedong, were made a reality in the people’s Liberated Areas under the lead-
ership of the Communist Party during the War of Resistance. That was why the Party was 
able to lead the people behind the enemy lines in waging a victorious war against the Japa-
nese invaders. After Japan’s surrender, the Third Revolutionary Civil War broke out. As the 
war went on, the area liberated by the people gradually extended to the whole of China, and 
in this way the unified People’s Republic of China was born. Thus Comrade Mao Zedong’s 
ideal of a people’s republic was eventually realized throughout the country.

30 The Sixth National Congress of the Communist Party of China held in July 1928 
adopted the following Ten-Point Programme: (1) overthrow imperialist rule; (2) confiscate 
foreign capitalist enterprises and banks; (3) unify China and recognize the right of the 
nationalities to self-determination; (4) overthrow the Kuomintang warlord government; 
(5) establish a government of councils of workers, peasants and soldiers; (6) institute the 
eight-hour day, increase wages, and establish unemployment relief and social insurance, (7) 
confiscate the land of all landlords and distribute the land among the peasants. (8) improve 
the living conditions of the soldiers, give land and jobs to ex-soldiers; (9) abolish all exorbi-
tant taxes and miscellaneous levies and adopt a consolidated progressive tax; and (10) unite 
with the world proletariat, unite with the Soviet Union.

31 Originally an anti-Leninist faction in the Russian working-class movement, the 
Trotskyite group later degenerated into a downright counter-revolutionary gang. In his 
report to the plenary session of the Central Committee of the C.P.S.U. (B.) in 1937, Com-
rade Stalin explained the course this group of renegades had run as follows: 

In the past, seven or eight years ago, Trotskyism was one of such political trends in 
the working class, an anti-Leninist trend, it is true, and therefore profoundly mistaken, 
but nevertheless a political trend. . . . Present-day Trotskyism is not a political trend 
in the working class, but a gang without principle and without ideas, of wreckers and 
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diversionists, intelligence service agents, spies, murderers, a gang of sworn enemies of 
the working class, working in the pay of the intelligence services of foreign states.
After the failure of the Chinese revolution in 1927, a small number of Trotskyites 

appeared in China, too. Ganging up with Chen Duxiu and other renegades, they formed 
a small counter-revolutionary clique in 1929 and spread such counterrevolutionary propa-
ganda as that the Kuomintang had already completed the bourgeois-democratic revolution, 
and they became a dirty imperialist and Kuomintang instrument against the people. The 
Chinese Trotskyites shamelessly joined the Kuomintang secret service. After the September 
18th Incident, to fulfil the order given by the criminal renegade Trotsky “not to impede 
the occupation of China by imperial Japan”, they began collaborating with Japanese secret 
agents, received subsidies from them and engaged in all kinds of activities facilitating Jap-
anese aggression.

32 This quotation is from Mencius. Mencius made this remark because in the period 
known as the Spring and Autumn Era (722-481 B.C.) the feudal princes of China inces-
santly fought one another for power.

33 Faced with the opposition of the Chinese people to her traffic in opium, Britain 
sent forces in 1840-42 to invade Guangdong and other coastal regions of China, under 
the pretext of protecting trade. Led by Lin Zexu, the troops in Guangdong fought a war of 
resistance. A “Quell-the-British Corps” which was spontaneously organized by the people 
of Canton also dealt the British aggressors severe blows.

34 The War of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom was a peasant revolutionary war in the 
middle of the 19th century against the feudal rule and national oppression of the Qing 
Dynasty. In January 1851 Hong Xiuquan, Yang Xiuqing and other leaders of this revolu-
tion staged an uprising in Jintian Village of Guiping County in Guangxi and proclaimed 
the founding of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. In 1852 the peasant army, proceeding 
northward from Guangxi, marched through Hunan, Hubei, Jiangxi and Anhui and in 
1853 captured Nanjing, the main city on the lower Yangzi. A part of the forces then con-
tinued the drive north and pushed to the vicinity of Tianjin. However, the Taiping army 
failed to build stable base areas in the places it occupied, and also, after establishing its 
capital in Nanjing, the leading group in the army committed many political and military 
errors; therefore it could not withstand the combined onslaught of the counter-revolution-
ary forces of the Qing government and of the British, U.S. and French aggressors, and it 
was finally defeated in 1864.

35 The Yihetuan War was the vast spontaneous movement of the peasants and handi-
craftsmen in northern China in 1900. Forming themselves into mystical secret societies, 
these peasants and handicraftsmen carried on armed struggle against the imperialists. But 
the movement was put down with indescribable savagery, and Beijing and Tianjin were 
occupied by the joint forces of eight imperialist powers.

36 For the Revolution of 1911, see “Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Move-
ment in Hunan”, Note 3, p. 41 of this volume.

37 See V. I. Lenin, “The War Programme of the Proletarian Revolution”, Collected 
Works, Russ. ea., Moscow, 1950, Vol. XXIII. See also History of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union (Bolsheviks), Short Course, Chapter 6, Section 3.
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Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War1

December 1936

Chapter I

how to study war

1. The laws of war are developmental

The laws of war are a problem which anyone directing a war must study and 
solve.

The laws of revolutionary war are a problem which anyone directing a revo-
lutionary war must study and solve.

The laws of China’s revolutionary war are a problem which anyone directing 
China’s revolutionary war must study and solve.

We are now engaged in a war; our war is a revolutionary war; and our revo-
lutionary war is being waged in this semi-colonial and semi-feudal country of 
China. Therefore, we must study not only the laws of war in general, but the 
specific laws of revolutionary war, and the even more specific laws of revolu-
tionary war in China.

It is well known that when you do anything, unless you understand its actu-
al circumstances, its nature and its relations to other things, you will not know 
the laws governing it, or know how to do it, or be able to do it well.

War is the highest form of struggle for resolving contradictions, when they 
have developed to a certain stage, between classes, nations, states, or political 
groups, and it has existed ever since the emergence of private property and of 

1Comrade Mao Zedong wrote this work to sum up the experience of the Second Revolu-
tionary Civil War and used it for his lectures at the Red Army College in northern Shaanxi. 
Only five chapters were completed. The chapters on the strategic offensive, political work 
and other problems were left undone because he was too busy in consequence of the Xi’an 
Incident. This work, a result of a major inner-Party controversy on military questions 
during the Second Revolutionary Civil War, gives expression to one line in military affairs 
as against another. The enlarged meeting of the Political Bureau of the Central Committee 
held at Zunyi in January 1935 settled the controversy about the military line, reaffirmed 
Comrade Mao Zedong’s views and repudiated the erroneous line. In October 1935 the 
Central Committee moved to northern Shaanxi, and in December Comrade Mao Zedong 
made a report “On Tactics Against Japanese Imperialism” in which problems concerning 
the political line of the Party in the Second Revolutionary Civil War were systematically 
solved. He wrote this work a year later, in 1936, to explain the problems of strategy in Chi-
na’s revolutionary war in a systematic way.
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classes. Unless you understand the actual circumstances of war, its nature and 
its relations to other things, you will not know the laws of war, or know how 
to direct war, or be able to win victory.

Revolutionary war, whether a revolutionary class war or a revolutionary 
national war, has its own specific circumstances and nature, in addition to 
the circumstances and nature of war in general. Therefore, besides the general 
laws of war, it has specific laws of its own. Unless you understand its specific 
circumstances and nature, unless you understand its specific laws, you will not 
be able to direct a revolutionary war and wage it successfully.

China’s revolutionary war, whether civil war or national war, is waged in the 
specific environment of China and so has its own specific circumstances and 
nature distinguishing it both from war in general and from revolutionary war 
in general. Therefore, besides the laws of war in general and of revolutionary 
war in general, it has specific laws of its own. Unless you understand them, you 
will not be able to win in China’s revolutionary war.

Therefore, we must study the laws of war in general, we must also study 
the laws of revolutionary war, and, finally, we must study the laws of China’s 
revolutionary war.

Some people hold a wrong view, which we refuted long ago. They say that 
it is enough merely to study the laws of war in general, or, to put it more con-
cretely, that it is enough merely to follow the military manuals published by 
the reactionary Chinese government or the reactionary military academies in 
China. They do not see that these manuals give merely the laws of war in gener-
al and moreover are wholly copied from abroad, and that if we copy and apply 
them exactly without the slightest change in form or content, we shall be “cut-
ting the feet to fit the shoes” and be defeated. Their argument is: why should 
knowledge which has been acquired at the cost of blood be of no use? They fail 
to see that although we must cherish the earlier experience thus acquired, we 
must also cherish experience acquired at the cost of our own blood.

Others hold a second wrong view, which we also refuted long ago. They 
say that it is enough merely to study the experience of revolutionary war in 
Russia, or, to put it more concretely, that it is enough merely to follow the 
laws by which the civil war in the Soviet Union was directed and the military 
manuals published by Soviet military organizations. They do not see that these 
laws and manuals embody the specific characteristics of the civil war and the 
Red Army in the Soviet Union, and that if we copy and apply them without 
allowing any change, we shall also be “cutting the feet to fit the shoes” and be 



161

Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War

defeated. Their argument is: since our war, like the war in the Soviet Union, is a 
revolutionary war, and since the Soviet Union won victory, how then can there 
be any alternative but to follow the Soviet example? They fail to see that while 
we should set special store by the war experience of the Soviet Union, because 
it is the most recent experience of revolutionary war and was acquired under 
the guidance of Lenin and Stalin, we should likewise cherish the experience of 
China’s revolutionary war, because there are many factors that are specific to 
the Chinese revolution and the Chinese Red Army.

Still others hold a third wrong view, which we likewise refuted long ago. 
They say that the most valuable experience is that of the Northern Expedition 
of 1926-27 and that we must learn from it, or, to put it more concretely, that 
we must imitate the Northern Expedition in driving straight ahead to seize the 
big cities. They fail to see that while the experience of the Northern Expedition 
should be studied, it should not be copied and applied mechanically, because 
the circumstances of our present war are different. We should take from the 
Northern Expedition only what still applies today, and work out something of 
our own in the light of present conditions.

Thus the different laws for directing different wars are determined by the 
different circumstances of those wars – differences in their time, place and 
nature. As regards the time factor, both war and its laws develop; each his-
torical stage has its special characteristics, and hence the laws of war in each 
historical stage have their special characteristics and cannot be mechanically 
applied in another stage. As for the nature of war, since revolutionary war 
and counterrevolutionary war both have their special characteristics, the laws 
governing them also have their own characteristics, and those applying to one 
cannot be mechanically transferred to the other. As for the factor of place, 
since each country or nation, especially a large country or nation, has its own 
characteristics, the laws of war for each country or nation also have their own 
characteristics, and here, too, those applying to one cannot be mechanically 
transferred to the other. In studying the laws for directing wars that occur at 
different historical stages, that differ in nature and that are waged in different 
places and by different nations, we must fix our attention on the characteris-
tics and development of each, and must oppose a mechanical approach to the 
problem of war.

Nor is this all. It signifies progress and development in a commander who is 
initially capable of commanding only a small formation, if he becomes capable 
of commanding a big one. There is also a difference between operating in one 
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locality and in many. It likewise signifies progress and development in a com-
mander who is initially capable of operating only in a locality he knows well, if 
he becomes capable of operating in many other localities. Owing to technical, 
tactical and strategic developments on the enemy side and on our own, the 
circumstances also differ from stage to stage within a given war. It signifies still 
more progress and development in a commander who is capable of exercising 
command in a war at its lower stages, if he becomes capable of exercising com-
mand in its higher stages. A commander who remains capable of commanding 
only a formation of a certain size, only in a certain locality and at a certain stage 
in the development of a war shows that he has made no progress and has not 
developed. There are some people who, contented with a single skill or a peep-
hole view, never make any progress, they may play some role in the revolution 
at a given place and time, but not a significant one. We need directors of war 
who can play a significant role. All the laws for directing war develop as history 
develops and as war develops; nothing is changeless.

2. The aim of war is to eliminate war

War, this monster of mutual slaughter among men, will be finally elim-
inated by the progress of human society, and in the not too distant future 
too. But there is only one way to eliminate it and that is to oppose war with 
war, to oppose counter-revolutionary war with revolutionary war, to oppose 
national counter-revolutionary war with national revolutionary war, and to 
oppose counter-revolutionary class war with revolutionary class war. History 
knows only two kinds of war, just and unjust. We support just wars and oppose 
unjust wars. All counter-revolutionary wars are unjust, all revolutionary wars 
are just. Mankind’s era of wars will be brought to an end by our own efforts, 
and beyond doubt the war we wage is part of the final battle. But also beyond 
doubt the war we face will be part of the biggest and most ruthless of all wars. 
The biggest and most ruthless of unjust counter-revolutionary wars is hanging 
over us, and the vast majority of mankind will be ravaged unless we raise the 
banner of a just war. The banner of mankind’s just war is the banner of man-
kind’s salvation. The banner of China’s just war is the banner of China’s salva-
tion. A war waged by the great majority of mankind and of the Chinese people 
is beyond doubt a just war, a most lofty and glorious undertaking for the salva-
tion of mankind and China, and a bridge to a new era in world history. When 
human society advances to the point where classes and states are eliminated, 
there will be no more wars, counter-revolutionary or revolutionary, unjust or 
just; that will be the era of perpetual peace for mankind. Our study of the laws 
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of revolutionary war springs from the desire to eliminate all wars; herein lies 
the distinction between us Communists and all the exploiting classes.

3. Strategy is the study of the laws of a war situation as a whole

Wherever there is war, there is a war situation as a whole. The war situa-
tion as a whole may cover the entire world, may cover an entire country, or 
may cover an independent guerrilla zone or an independent major operational 
front. Any war situation which acquires a comprehensive consideration of its 
various aspects and stages forms a war situation as a whole.

The task of the science of strategy is to study those laws for directing a war 
that govern a war situation as a whole. The task of the science of campaigns 
and the science of tactics1 is to study those laws for directing a war that govern 
a partial situation.

Why is it necessary for the commander of a campaign or a tactical operation 
to understand the laws of strategy to some degree? Because an understanding 
of the whole facilitates the handling of the part, and because the part is sub-
ordinate to the whole. The view that strategic victory is determined by tactical 
successes alone is wrong because it overlooks the fact that victory or defeat in 
a war is first and foremost a question of whether the situation as a whole and 
its various stages are properly taken into account. If there are serious defects or 
mistakes in taking the situation as a whole and its various stages into account, 
the war is sure to be lost. “One careless move loses the whole game” refers to 
a move affecting the situation as a whole, a move decisive for the whole situa-
tion, and not to a move of a partial nature, a move which is not decisive for the 
whole situation. As in chess, so in war.

But the situation as a whole cannot be detached from its parts and become 
independent of them, for it is made up of all its parts. Sometimes certain parts 
may suffer destruction or defeat without seriously affecting the situation as a 
whole, because they are not decisive for it. Some defeats or failures in tactical 
operations or campaigns do not lead to deterioration in the war situation as a 
whole, because they are not of decisive significance. But the loss of most of the 
campaigns making up the war situation as a whole, or of one or two decisive 
campaigns, immediately changes the whole situation. Here, “most of the cam-
paigns” or “one or two campaigns” are decisive. In the history of war, there are 
instances where defeat in a single battle nullified all the advantages of a series of 
victories, and there are also instances where victory in a single battle after many 
defeats opened up a new situation. In those instances the “series of victories” 
and the “many defeats” were partial in nature and not decisive for the situation 
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as a whole, while “defeat in a single battle” or “victory in a single battle” played 
the decisive role. All this explains the importance of taking into account the 
situation as a whole. What is most important for the person in over-all com-
mand is to concentrate on attending to the war situation as a whole. The main 
point is that, according to the circumstances, he should concern himself with 
the problems of the grouping of his military units and formations, the relations 
between campaigns, the relations between various operational stages, and the 
relations between our activities as a whole and the enemy’s activities as a whole 
– all these problems demand his greatest care and effort, and if he ignores them 
and immerses himself in secondary problems, he can hardly avoid setbacks.

The relationship between the whole and the part holds not only for the rela-
tionship between strategy and campaign but also for that between campaign 
and tactics. Examples are to be found in the relation between the operations of 
a division and those of its regiments and battalions, and in the relation between 
the operations of a company and those of its platoons and squads. The com-
manding officer at any level should centre his attention on the most important 
and decisive problem or action in the whole situation he is handling, and not 
on other problems or actions.

What is important or decisive should be determined not by general or 
abstract considerations, but according to the concrete circumstances. In a mil-
itary operation the direction and point of assault should be selected according 
to the actual situation of the enemy, the terrain, and the strength of our own 
forces at the moment. One must see to it that the soldiers do not overeat when 
supplies are abundant, and take care that they do not go hungry when supplies 
are short. In the White areas the mere leakage of a piece of information may 
cause defeat in a subsequent engagement, but in the Red areas such leakage 
is often not a very serious matter. It is necessary for the high commanders to 
participate personally in certain battles but not in others. For a military school, 
the most important question is the selection of a director and instructors and 
the adoption of a training programme. For a mass meeting, the main thing 
is mobilizing the masses to attend and putting forward suitable slogans. And 
so on and so forth. In a word, the principle is to centre our attention on the 
important links that have a bearing on the situation as a whole.

The only way to study the laws governing a war situation as a whole is to 
do some hard thinking. For what pertains to the situation as a whole is not 
visible to the eye, and we can understand it only by hard thinking; there is no 
other way. But because the situation as a whole is made up of parts, people with 
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experience of the parts, experience of campaigns and tactics, can understand 
matters of a higher order provided they are willing to think hard. The problems 
of strategy include the following:

Giving proper consideration to the relation between the enemy 
and ourselves.

Giving proper consideration to the relation between various cam-
paigns or between various operational stages.

Giving proper consideration to those parts which have a bearing 
on (are decisive for) the situation as a whole.

Giving proper consideration to the special features contained in 
the general situation.

Giving proper consideration to the relation between the front and 
the rear.

Giving proper consideration to the distinction as well as the con-
nection between losses and replacements, between fighting and 
resting, between concentration and dispersion, between attack and 
defence, between advance and retreat, between concealment and 
exposure, between the main attack and supplementary attacks, 
between assault and containing action, between centralized com-
mand and decentralized command, between protracted war and 
war of quick decision, between positional war and mobile war, 
between our own forces and friendly forces, between one military 
arm and another, between higher and lower levels, between cad-
res and the rank and file, between old and new soldiers, between 
senior and junior cadres, between old and new cadres, between 
Red areas and White areas, between old Red areas and new ones, 
between the central district and the borders of a given base area, 
between the warm season and the cold season, between victory 
and defeat, between large and small troop formations, between 
the regular army and the guerrilla forces, between destroying the 
enemy and winning over the masses, between expanding the Red 
Army and consolidating it, between military work and political 
work, between past and present tasks, between present and future 
tasks, between tasks arising from one set of circumstances and 
tasks arising from another, between fixed fronts and fluid fronts, 
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between civil war and national war, between one historical stage 
and another, etc., etc.

None of these problems of strategy is visible to the eye, and yet, if we think 
hard, we can comprehend, grasp and master them all, that is, we can raise the 
important problems concerning a war or concerning military operations to the 
higher plane of principle and solve them. Our task in studying the problems of 
strategy is to attain this goal.

4. The important thing is to be good at learning

Why have we organized the Red Army? For the purpose of defeating the 
enemy. Why do we study the laws of war? For the purpose of applying them 
in war.

To learn is no easy matter and to apply what one has learned is even harder. 
Many people appear impressive when discoursing on military science in class-
rooms or in books, but when it comes to actual fighting, some win battles and 
others lose them. Both the history of war and our own experience in war have 
proved this point.

Where then does the crux lie?
In real life, we cannot ask for “ever-victorious generals”, who are few and far 

between in history. What we can ask for is generals who are brave and sagacious 
and who normally win their battles in the course of a war, generals who com-
bine wisdom with courage. To become both wise and courageous one must 
acquire a method, a method to be employed in learning as well as in applying 
what has been learned.

What method? The method is to familiarize ourselves with all aspects of the 
enemy situation and our own, to discover the laws governing the actions of 
both sides and to make use of these laws in our own operations.

The military manuals issued in many countries point both to the necessity 
of a “flexible application of principles according to circumstances” and to the 
measures to be taken in case of defeat. They point to the former in order to 
warn a commander against subjectively committing mistakes through too rigid 
an application of principles, and to the latter in order to enable him to cope 
with the situation after he has committed subjective mistakes or after unex-
pected and irresistible changes have occurred in the objective circumstances.

Why are subjective mistakes made? Because the way the forces in a war or 
a battle are disposed or directed does not fit the conditions of the given time 
and place, because subjective direction does not correspond to, or is at vari-
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ance with, the objective conditions, in other words, because the contradiction 
between the subjective and the objective has not been resolved. People can 
hardly avoid such situations whatever they are doing, but some people prove 
themselves more competent than others. As in any job we demand a compara-
tively high degree of competence, so in war we demand more victories or, con-
versely, fewer defeats. Here the crux is to bring the subjective and the objective 
into proper correspondence with each other.

Take an example in tactics. If the point chosen for attack is on one of the 
enemy’s flanks and it is located precisely where his weak spot happens to be, 
and in consequence the assault succeeds, then the subjective corresponds with 
the objective, that is, the commander’s reconnaissance, judgement and deci-
sion have corresponded with the enemy’s actual situation and dispositions. If 
the point chosen for attack is on another flank or in the centre and the attack 
hits a snag and makes no headway, then such correspondence is lacking. If 
the attack is properly timed, if the reserves are used neither too late nor too 
early, and if all the other dispositions and operations in the battle are such as 
to favour us and not the enemy, then the subjective direction throughout the 
battle completely corresponds with the objective situation. Such complete cor-
respondence is extremely rare in a war or a battle, in which the belligerents are 
groups of live human beings bearing arms and keeping their secrets from each 
other; this is quite unlike handling inanimate objects or routine matters. But if 
the direction given by the commander corresponds in the main with the actual 
situation, that is, if the decisive elements in the direction correspond with the 
actual situation, then there is a basis for victory.

A commander’s correct dispositions stem from his correct decisions, his 
correct decisions stem from his correct judgements, and his correct judgements 
stem from a thorough and necessary reconnaissance and from pondering on 
and piecing together the data of various kinds gathered through reconnais-
sance. He applies all possible and necessary methods of reconnaissance, and 
ponders on the information gathered about the enemy’s situation, discarding 
the dross and selecting the essential, eliminating the false and retaining the 
true, proceeding from the one to the other and from the outside to the inside; 
then, he takes the conditions on his own side into account, and makes a study 
of both sides and their interrelations, thereby forming his judgements, mak-
ing up his mind and working out his plans. Such is the complete process of 
knowing a situation which a military man goes through before he formulates 
a strategic plan, a campaign plan or a battle plan. But instead of doing this, a 
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careless military man bases his military plans on his own wishful thinking, and 
hence his plans are fanciful and do not correspond with reality. A rash mili-
tary man relying solely upon enthusiasm is bound to be tricked by the enemy, 
or lured on by some superficial or partial aspect of the enemy’s situation, or 
swayed by irresponsible suggestions from subordinates that are not based on 
real knowledge or deep insight, and so he runs his head against a brick wall, 
because he does not know or does not want to know that every military plan 
must be based on the necessary reconnaissance and on careful consideration of 
the enemy’s situation, his own situation, and their interrelations.

The process of knowing a situation goes on not only before the formulation 
of a military plan but also after. In carrying out the plan from the moment it is 
put into effect to the end of the operation, there is another process of knowing 
the situation, namely, the process of practice. In the course of this process, it is 
necessary to examine anew whether the plan worked out in the preceding pro-
cess corresponds with reality. If it does not correspond with reality, or if it does 
not fully do so, then in the light of our new knowledge, it becomes necessary 
to form new judgements, make new decisions and change the original plan 
so as to meet the new situation. The plan is partially changed in almost every 
operation, and sometimes it is even changed completely. A rash man who does 
not understand the need for such alterations or is unwilling to make them, but 
who acts blindly, will inevitably run his head against a brick wall.

The above applies to a strategic action, a campaign or a battle. Provided 
he is modest and willing to learn, an experienced military man will be able to 
familiarize himself with the character of his own forces (commanders, men, 
arms, supplies, etc., and their sum total), with the character of the enemy forc-
es (likewise, commanders, men, arms, supplies, etc., and their sum total) and 
with all other conditions related to the war, such as politics, economics, geog-
raphy and weather; such a military man will have a better grasp in directing a 
war or an operation and will be more likely to win victories. He will achieve 
this because, over a long period of time, he has come to know the situation 
on the enemy side and his own, discovered the laws of action, and resolved 
the contradictions between the subjective and the objective. This process of 
knowing is extremely important; without such a long period of experience, it 
would be difficult to understand and grasp the laws of an entire war. Neither 
a beginner nor a person who fights only on paper can become a really able 
high-ranking commander; only one who has learned through actual fighting 
in war can do so.
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All military laws and military theories which are in the nature of principles 
are the experience of past wars summed up by people in former days or in our 
own times. We should seriously study these lessons, paid for in blood, which 
are a heritage of past wars. That is one point. But there is another. We should 
put these conclusions to the test of our own experience, assimilating what is 
useful, rejecting what is useless, and adding what is specifically our own. The 
latter is very important, for otherwise we cannot direct a war.

Reading is learning, but applying is also learning and the more important 
kind of learning at that. Our chief method is to learn warfare through warfare. 
A person who has had no opportunity to go to school can also learn warfare 
– he can learn through fighting in war. A revolutionary war is a mass undertak-
ing, it is often not a matter of first learning and then doing, but of doing and 
the learning, for doing is itself learning. There is a gap between the ordinary 
civilian and the soldier, but it is no Great Wall, and it can be quickly closed, 
and the way to close it is to take part in revolution in war. By saying that it is 
not easy to learn and to apply, we mean that It Is hard to learn thoroughly and 
to apply skillfully. By saying that civilians can very quickly become soldiers, we 
mean that it is not difficult to cross the threshold. To put the two statements 
together we may cite the Chinese adage, “Nothing in the world is difficult for 
one who sets his mind to it.” To cross the threshold is not difficult and mastery, 
too, is possible provided one sets one’s mind to the task and is good at learning.

The laws of war, like the laws governing all other things, are reflections in 
our minds of objective realities; everything outside of the mind is objective 
reality. Consequently what has to be learned and known includes the state 
of affairs on the enemy side and that on our side, both of which should be 
regarded as the object of study, while the mind (the capacity to think) alone is 
the subject performing the study. Some people are good at knowing themselves 
and poor at knowing their enemy, and some are the other way round, neither 
can solve the problem of learning and applying the laws of war. There is a 
saying in the book of Sun Wu Zi, the great military scientist of ancient China, 
“Know the enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with 
no danger of defeat”,2 which refers both to the stage of learning and to the 
stage of application, both to knowing the laws of the development of objective 
reality and to deciding on our own action in accordance with these laws in 
order to overcome the enemy facing us. We should not take this saying lightly.

War is the highest form of struggle between nations, states, classes, or 
political groups, and all the laws of war are applied by warring nations, states, 
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classes, or political groups for the purpose of achieving victory for themselves. 
Unquestionably, victory or defeat in war is determined mainly by the military, 
political, economic and natural conditions on both sides. But not by these 
alone. It is also determined by each side’s subjective ability in directing the war. 
In his endeavour to win a war, a military man cannot overstep the limitations 
imposed by the material conditions; within these limitations, however, he can 
and must strive for victory. The stage of action for a military man is built upon 
objective material conditions, but on that stage he i can direct the performance 
of many a drama, full of sound and colour, power and grandeur. Therefore, 
given the objective material foundations, i.e., the military, political, economic 
and natural conditions, our Red Army commanders must display their prow-
ess and marshal all their forces to crush the national and class enemies and 
to transform this evil world. Here is where our subjective ability in directing 
war can and must be exercised. We do not permit any of our Red Army com-
manders to become a blundering hothead; we decidedly want every Red Army 
commander to become a hero who is both brave and sagacious, who possesses 
both all-conquering courage and the ability to remain master of the situation 
throughout the changes and vicissitudes of the entire war. Swimming in the 
ocean of war, he not only must not flounder but must make sure of reaching 
the opposite shore with measured strokes. The laws for directing war constitute 
the art of swimming in the ocean of war.

So much for our methods.

Chapter II

the chINese commuNIst party aNd chINa’s revolutIoNary 
war

China’s revolutionary war, which began in 1924, has passed through two 
stages, the first from 1924 to 1927, and the second from 1927 to 1936; the 
stage of national revolutionary war against Japan will now commence. In all 
three of its stages this revolutionary war has been, is and will be fought under 
the leadership of the Chinese proletariat and its party, the Chinese Communist 
Party. The chief enemies in China’s revolutionary war are imperialism and the 
feudal forces. Although the Chinese bourgeoisie may take part in the revolu-
tionary war at certain historical junctures, yet its selfishness and lack of polit-
ical and economic independence render it both unwilling and unable to lead 
China’s revolutionary war on to the road of complete victory. The masses of 
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China’s peasantry and urban petty bourgeoisie wish to take an active part in the 
revolutionary war and to carry it to complete victory. They are the main forces 
in the revolutionary war, but, being small-scale producers, they are limited in 
their political outlook (and some of the unemployed masses have anarchist 
views), so that they are unable to give correct leadership in the war. There-
fore, in an era when the proletariat has already appeared on the political stage, 
the responsibility for leading China’s revolutionary war inevitably falls on the 
shoulders of the Chinese Communist Party. In this era, any revolutionary war 
will definitely end in defeat if it lacks, or runs counter to, the leadership of 
the proletariat and the Communist Party. Of all the social strata and political 
groupings in semi-colonial China, the proletariat and the Communist Party 
are the ones most free from narrow-mindedness and selfishness, are politically 
the most far-sighted, the best organized and the readiest to learn with an open 
mind from the experience of the vanguard class, the proletariat, and its polit-
ical party throughout the world and to make use of this experience in their 
own cause Hence only the proletariat and the Communist Party can lead the 
peasantry, the urban petty bourgeoisie and bourgeoisie, can overcome the nar-
row-mindedness of the peasants and the petty bourgeoisie, the destructiveness 
of the unemployed masses, and also (provided the Communist Party does not 
err in its policy) the vacillation and lack of thoroughness of the bourgeoisie can 
lead the revolution and the war on to the road of victory.

The revolutionary war of 1924-27 was waged, basically speaking, in con-
ditions in which the international proletariat and the Chinese proletariat and 
its party exerted political influence on the Chinese national bourgeoisie and 
its parties and entered into political cooperation with them. However, this 
revolutionary war failed at the critical juncture, first of all because the big bour-
geoisie turned traitor, and at the same time because the opportunists within the 
revolutionary ranks voluntarily surrendered the leadership of the revolution.

The Agrarian Revolutionary War, lasting from 1927 to the present, has been 
waged under new conditions. The enemy in this war is not imperialism alone 
but also the alliance of the big bourgeoisie and the big landlords. And the 
national bourgeoisie has become a tail to the big bourgeoisie. This revolution-
ary war is led by the Communist Party alone, which has established absolute 
leadership over it. This absolute leadership is the most important condition 
enabling the revolutionary war to be carried through firmly to the end. With-
out it, it is inconceivable that the revolutionary war could have been carried on 
with such perseverance.
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The Chinese Communist Party has led China’s revolutionary war coura-
geously and resolutely, and for fifteen long years3 has demonstrated to the 
whole nation that it is the people’s friend, fighting at all times in the forefront 
of the revolutionary war in defence of the people’s interests and for their free-
dom and liberation.

By its arduous struggles and by the martyrdom of hundreds of thousands of 
its heroic members and tens of thousands of its heroic cadres, the Communist 
Party of China has played a great educative role among hundreds of millions 
of people throughout the country. The Party’s great historic achievements in its 
revolutionary struggles have provided the prerequisite for the survival and sal-
vation of China at this critical juncture when she is being invaded by a national 
enemy; and this prerequisite is the existence of a political leadership enjoying 
the confidence of the vast majority of the people and chosen by them after long 
years of testing. Today, the people accept what the Communist Party says more 
readily than what any other political party says. Were it not for the arduous 
struggles of the Chinese Communist Party in the last fifteen years, it would be 
impossible to save China in the face of the new menace of subjugation.

Besides the errors of the Right opportunism of Chen Duxiu4 and the “Left” 
opportunism of Li Lisan,5 the Chinese Communist Party has committed two 
other errors in the course of the revolutionary war. The first error was the “Left” 
opportunism of 1931-346 which resulted in serious losses in the Agrarian Rev-
olutionary War so that, instead of our defeating the enemy’s fifth campaign of 
“encirclement and suppression”, we lost our base areas and the Red Army was 
weakened. This error was corrected at the enlarged meeting of the Political 
Bureau of the Central Committee at Zunyi in January 1935. The second was 
the Right opportunism of Zhang Guotao in 1935-367 which grew to such an 
extent that it undermined the discipline of the Party and of the Red Army and 
caused serious losses to part of the Red Army’s main forces. But this error was 
also finally rectified, thanks to the correct leadership of the Central Committee 
and the political consciousness of Party members, commanders and fighters 
in the Red Army. Of course all these errors were harmful to our Party, to our 
revolution and the war, but in the end we overcame them, and in doing so our 
Party and our Red Army have steeled themselves and become still stronger.

The Chinese Communist Party has led and continues to lead the stirring, 
magnificent and victorious revolutionary war. This war is not only the banner 
of China’s liberation, but has international revolutionary significance as well. 
The eyes of the revolutionary people the world over are upon us. In the new 
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stage, the stage of the anti-Japanese national revolutionary war, we shall lead 
the Chinese revolution to It’s completion and exert a profound influence on 
the revolution in the East and in the whole world. Our revolutionary war has 
proved that we need a correct Marxist military line as well as a correct Marxist 
political line. Fifteen years of revolution and war have hammered out such 
political and military lines. We believe that from now on, in the new stage of 
the war, these lines will be further developed, filled out and enriched in new 
circumstances, so that we can attain our aim of defeating the national enemy. 
History tells us that correct political and military lines do not emerge and 
develop spontaneously and tranquilly, but only in the course of struggle. These 
lines must combat left opportunism on the one hand and Right opportunism 
on the other. Without combating and thoroughly overcoming these harmful 
tendencies which damage the revolution and the revolutionary war, it would 
be impossible to establish a correct line and win victory in this war. It is for this 
reason that I often refer to erroneous views in this pamphlet.

Chapter III

characterIstIcs of chINa’s revolutIoNary war

1. The importance of the subject

People who do not admit, do not know, or do not want to know t at China’s 
revolutionary war has its own characteristics have equated the war waged by the 
Red Army against the Kuomintang forces with war in general or with the civil 
war in the Soviet Union. The experience of the civil war in the Soviet Union 
directed by Lenin and Stalin has a world-wide significance. All Communist 
Parties, including the Chinese Communist Party, regard this experience and its 
theoretical summing-up by Lenin and Stalin as their guide. But this does not 
mean that we should apply it mechanically to our own conditions. In many of 
its aspects China’s revolutionary war has characteristics distinguishing it from 
the civil war in the Soviet Union. Of course it is wrong to take no account of 
these characteristics or deny their existence. This point has been fully borne out 
in our ten years of war.

Our enemy has made similar mistakes. He did not recognize that fight-
ing against the Red Army required a different strategy and different tactics 
from those used in fighting other forces. Relying on his superiority in various 
respects, he took us lightly and stuck to his old methods of warfare. This was 
the case both before and during his fourth “encirclement and suppression” 
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campaign in 1933, with the result that he suffered a series of defeats. In the 
Kuomintang army a new approach to the problem was suggested first by the 
reactionary Kuomintang general Liu Weiyuan and then by Dai Yue. Their idea 
was eventually accepted by Chiang Kai-shek. That was how Chiang Kai-shek’s 
Officers’ Training Corps at Lushan8 came into being and how the new reac-
tionary military principles9 applied in the fifth campaign of “encirclement and 
suppression” were evolved.

But when the enemy changed his military principles to suit operations 
against the Red Army, there appeared in our ranks a group of people who 
reverted to the “old ways.” They urged a return to ways suited to the general run 
of things, refused to go into the specific circumstances of each case, rejected the 
experience gained in the Red Army’s history of sanguinary battles, belittled the 
strength of imperialism and the Kuomintang as well as that of the Kuomintang 
army, and turned a blind eye to the new reactionary principles adopted by the 
enemy. As a result, all the revolutionary bases except the Shaanxi-Gansu border 
area were lost, the Red Army was reduced from 300,000 to a few tens of thou-
sands, the membership of the Chinese Communist Party fell from 300,000 to 
a few tens of thousands, and the Party organizations in the Kuomintang areas 
were almost all destroyed. In short, we paid a severe penalty, which was historic 
in its significance. This group of people called themselves Marxist-Leninists, 
but actually they had not learned an iota of Marxism-Leninism. Lenin said 
that the most essential thing in Marxism, the living soul of Marxism, is the 
concrete analysis of concrete conditions.10 That was precisely the point these 
comrades of ours forgot.

Hence one can see that, without an understanding of the characteristics of 
China’s revolutionary war, it is impossible to direct it and lead it to victory.

2. What are the characteristics of china’s revolutionary war?

What then are the characteristics of China’s revolutionary war?
I think there are four principal ones.
The first is that China is a vast, semi-colonial country which is unevenly 

developed politically and economically and which has gone through the revo-
lution of 1924-27.

This characteristic indicates that it is possible for China’s revolutionary war 
to develop and attain victory. We already pointed this out (at the First Party 
Congress of the Hunan-Jiangxi Border Area)11 when in late 1927 and early 
1928 soon after guerrilla warfare was started in China, some comrades in the 
Jinggang Mountains in the Hunan-Jiangxi border area raised the question, 
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“How long can we keep the Red Flag flying?” For this was a most fundamental 
question. Without answering this question of whether China’s revolutionary 
base areas and the Chinese Red Army could survive and develop, we could 
not have advanced a single step. The Sixth National Congress of the Chinese 
Communist Party in 1928 again gave the answer to the question. Since then 
the Chinese revolutionary movement has had a correct theoretical basis.

Let us now analyse this characteristic.
China’s political and economic development is uneven – a weak capitalist 

economy coexists with a preponderant semi-feudal economy; a few modern 
industrial and commercial cities coexist with a vast stagnant countryside; sever-
al million industrial workers coexist with several hundred millions of peasants 
and handicraftsmen labouring under the old system; big warlords controlling 
the central government coexist with small warlords controlling the provinces; 
two kinds of reactionary armies, the so-called Central Army under Chiang 
Kai-shek and - miscellaneous troops” under the warlords in the provinces, exist 
side by side; a few railways, steamship lines and motor roads exist side by side 
with a vast number of wheelbarrow paths and foot-paths many of which are 
difficult to negotiate even on foot.

China is a semi-colonial country – disunity among the imperialist powers 
makes for disunity among the ruling groups in China. There is a difference 
between a semi-colonial country controlled by several countries and a colony 
controlled by a single country.

China is a vast country – “When it is dark in the east, it is light in the west; 
when things are dark in the south, there is still light in the north.” Hence one 
need not worry about lack of room for manoeuvre.

China has gone through a great revolution – this has provided the seeds 
from which the Red Army has grown, provided the leader of the Red Army, 
namely, the Chinese Communist Party, and provided the masses with experi-
ence of participation in a revolution.

We say, therefore, that the first characteristic of China’s revolutionary war 
is that it is waged in a vast semi-colonial country which is unevenly developed 
politically and economically and which has gone through a revolution. This 
characteristic basically determines our military strategy and tactics as well as 
our political strategy and tactics.

The second characteristic is that our enemy is big and powerful.
How do matters stand with the Kuomintang, the enemy of the Red Army? 

It is a party that has seized political power and has more or less stabilized its 
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power. It has gained the support of the world’s principal counter-revolutionary 
states. It has remodeled its army which has thus become different from any 
other army in Chinese history and on the whole similar to the armies of mod-
ern states; this army is much better supplied with weapons and matériel than 
the Red Army, and is larger than any army in Chinese history, or for that mat-
ter than the standing army of any other country. There is a world of difference 
between the Kuomintang army and the Red Army. The Kuomintang controls 
the key positions or lifelines in the politics, economy, communications and 
culture of China; its political power is nation-wide.

The Chinese Red Army is thus confronted with a big and powerful enemy. 
This is the second characteristic of China’s revolutionary war. It necessarily 
makes the military operations of the Red Army different in many ways from 
those of wars in general and from those of the civil war in the Soviet Union or 
of the Northern Expedition.

The third characteristic is that the Red Army is small and weak. The Chi-
nese Red Army, starting as guerrilla units, came into being after the defeat of 
the first great revolution. This occurred in a period of relative political and 
economic stability in the reactionary capitalist countries of the world as well as 
in a period of reaction in China.

Our political power exists in scattered and isolated mountainous or remote 
regions and receives no outside help whatsoever. Economic and cultural condi-
tions in the revolutionary base areas are backward compared with those in the 
Kuomintang areas. The revolutionary base areas embrace only rural districts 
and small towns. These areas were extremely small in the beginning and have 
not grown much larger since. Moreover, they are fluid and not stationary, and 
the Red Army has no really consolidated bases.

The Red Army is numerically small, its arms are poor, and it has great diffi-
culty in obtaining supplies such as food, bedding and clothing.

This characteristic presents a sharp contrast to the preceding one. Prom this 
sharp contrast have arisen the strategy and tactics of the Red Army.

The fourth characteristic is Communist Party leadership and the agrarian 
revolution.

This characteristic is the inevitable consequence of the first one. It has given 
rise to two features. On the one hand, despite the fact that China’s revolu-
tionary war is taking place in a period of reaction in China and throughout 
the capitalist world, victory is possible because it is under the leadership of 
the Communist Party and has the support of the peasantry. Thanks to this 
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support, our base areas, small as they are, are politically very powerful and 
stand firmly opposed to the enormous Kuomintang regime, while militarily 
they place great difficulties in the way of the Kuomintang attacks. Small as it 
is, the Red Army has great fighting capacity, because its members, led by the 
Communist Party, are born of the agrarian revolution and are fighting for their 
own interests, and because its commanders and fighters are politically united.

The Kuomintang, on the other hand, presents a sharp contrast. It oppos-
es the agrarian revolution and therefore has no support from the peasantry. 
Though it has a large army, the Kuomintang cannot make its soldiers and the 
many lower-ranking officers, who were originally small producers, risk their 
lives willingly for it. Its officers and men are politically divided, which reduces 
its fighting capacity.

3. Our strategy and tactics ensuing from these characteristics

Thus the four principal characteristics of China’s revolutionary war are: a 
vast semi-colonial country which is unevenly developed politically and eco-
nomically and which has gone through a great revolution; a big and power-
ful enemy; a small and weak Red Army; and the agrarian revolution. These 
characteristics determine the line for guiding China’s revolutionary war as well 
as many of its strategic and tactical principles. It follows from the first and 
fourth characteristics that it is possible for the Chinese Red Army to grow and 
defeat its enemy. It follows from the second and third characteristics that it is 
impossible for the Chinese Red Army to grow very rapidly or defeat its enemy 
quickly; in other words, the war will be protracted and may even be lost if it 
is mishandled.

These are the two aspects of China’s revolutionary war. They exist simul-
taneously, that is, there are favourable factors and there are difficulties. This 
is the fundamental law of China’s revolutionary war, from which many other 
laws ensue. The history of our ten years of war has proved the validity of this 
law. He who has eyes but fails to see this fundamental law cannot direct China’s 
revolutionary war, cannot lead the Red Army to victories.

It is clear that we must correctly settle all the following matters of principle: 
Determine our strategic orientation correctly, oppose adventur-
ism when on the offensive, oppose conservatism when on the 
defensive, and oppose flightism when shifting from one place to 
another.
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Oppose guerrilla-ism in the Red Army, while recognizing the 
guerrilla character of its operations.

Oppose protracted campaigns and a strategy of quick decision, 
and uphold the strategy of protracted war and campaigns of quick 
decision.

Oppose fixed battle lines and positional warfare, and favour fluid 
battle lines and mobile warfare.

Oppose fighting merely to rout the enemy, and uphold fighting to 
annihilate the enemy.

Oppose the strategy of striking with two “fists” in two directions 
at the same time, and uphold the strategy of striking with one 
“fist” in one direction at one time.12

Oppose the principle of maintaining one large rear area, and 
uphold the principle of small rear areas.

Oppose an absolutely centralized command, and favour a relative-
ly centralized command.

Oppose the purely military viewpoint and the ways of roving reb-
els,13 and recognize that the Red Army is a propagandist and orga-
nizer of the Chinese revolution.

Oppose bandit ways,14 and uphold strict political discipline.

Oppose warlord ways, and favour both democracy within proper 
limits and an authoritative discipline in the army.

Oppose an incorrect, sectarian policy on cadres, and uphold the 
correct policy on cadres.

Oppose the policy of isolation, and affirm the policy of winning 
over all possible allies.

Oppose keeping the Red Army at its old stage, and strive to devel-
op it to a new stage.

Our present discussion of the problems of strategy is intended to elucidate 
these matters carefully in the light of the historical experience gained in China’s 
ten years of bloody revolutionary war.
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Chapter IV

“eNcIrclemeNt aNd suppressIoN” aNd couNter-campaIGNs 
aGaINst It – the maIN patterN of chINa’s cIvIl war

In the ten years since our guerrilla war began, every independent Red guer-
rilla unit, every Red Army unit or every revolutionary base area has been reg-
ularly subjected by the enemy to “encirclement and suppression.” The enemy 
looks upon the Red Army as a monster and seeks to capture it the moment 
it shows itself. He is for ever pursuing the Red Army and for ever trying to 
encircle it. For ten years this pattern of warfare has not changed, and unless the 
civil war gives place to a national war, the pattern will remain the same till the 
day the enemy becomes the weaker contestant and the Red Army the stronger.

The Red Army’s operations take the form of counter-campaigns against 
“encirclement and suppression.” For us victory means chiefly victory in com-
bating “encirclement and suppression”, that is, strategic victory and victories 
in campaigns. The fight against each “encirclement and suppression” campaign 
constitutes a counter-campaign, which usually comprises several or even scores 
of battles, big and small. Until an “encirclement and suppression” campaign 
has been basically smashed, one cannot speak of strategic victory or of victory 
in the counter-campaign as a whole, even though many battles may have been 
won. The history of the Red Army’s decade of war is a history of counter-cam-
paigns against “encirclement and suppression.”

In the enemy’s “encirclement and suppression” campaigns and the Red 
Army’s counter-campaigns against them, the two forms of fighting, offensive 
and defensive, are both employed, and here there is no difference from any 
other war, ancient or modern, in China or elsewhere. The special characteristic 
of China’s civil war, however, is the repeated alternation of the two forms over 
a long period of time. In each “encirclement and suppression” campaign, the 
enemy employs the offensive against the Red Army’s defensive, and the Red 
Army employs the defensive against his offensive; this is the first stage of a 
counter-campaign against “encirclement and suppression.” Then the enemy 
employs the defensive against the Red Army’s offensive, and the Red Army 
employs the offensive against his defensive; this is the second stage of the 
counter-campaign. Every “encirclement and suppression” campaign has these 
two stages, and they alternate over a long period.

By repeated alternation over a long period we mean the repetition of this 
pattern of warfare and these forms of fighting. This is a fact obvious to every-
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body. An “encirclement and suppression” campaign and a counter-campaign 
against it – such is the repeated pattern of the war. In each campaign the alter-
nation in the forms of fighting consists of the first stage in which the enemy 
employs the offensive against our defensive and we meet his offensive with our 
defensive, and of the second stage in which the enemy employs the defensive 
against our offensive and we meet his defensive with our offensive.

As for the content of a campaign or of a battle, it does not consist of mere 
repetition but is different each time. This, too, is a fact and obvious to every-
body. In this connection it has become a rule that with each campaign and 
each counter-campaign, the scale becomes larger, the situation more compli-
cated and the fighting more intense.

But this does not mean that there are no ups and downs. After the ene-
my’s fifth “encirclement and suppression” campaign, the Red Army was greatly 
weakened, and all the base areas in the south were lost. Having shifted to the 
northwest, the Red Army now no longer holds a vital position threatening the 
internal enemy as it did in the south and as a result the scale of the “encircle-
ment and suppression” campaigns has become smaller, the situation simpler 
and the fighting less intense.

What constitutes a defeat for the Red Army? Strategically speaking, there is 
a defeat only when a counter-campaign against “encirclement and suppression” 
fails completely, but even then the defeat is only partial and temporary. For 
only the total destruction of the Red Army would constitute complete defeat 
in the civil war; but this has never happened. The loss of extensive base areas 
and the shift of the Red Army constituted a temporary and partial defeat, not 
a final and complete one, even though this partial defeat entailed losing go 
per cent of the Party membership, of the armed forces and of the base areas. 
We call this shift the continuation of our defensive and the enemy’s pursuit 
the continuation of his offensive. That is to say, in the course of the struggle 
between the enemy’s “encirclement and suppression” and our counter-cam-
paign we allowed our defensive to be broken by the enemy’s offensive instead 
of turning from the defensive to the offensive; and so our defensive turned 
into a retreat and the enemy’s offensive into a pursuit. But when the Red Army 
reached a new area, as for example when we shifted from Jiangxi Province and 
various other regions to Shaanxi Province, the repetition of “encirclement and 
suppression” campaigns began afresh. That is why we say that the Red Army’s 
strategic retreat (the Long March) was a continuation of its strategic defensive 
and the enemy’s strategic pursuit was a continuation of his strategic offensive.
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In the Chinese civil war, as in all other wars, ancient or modern, in China 
or abroad, there are only two basic forms of fighting, attack and defence. The 
special characteristic of China’s civil war consists in the long-term repetition 
of “encirclement and suppression” campaigns and of our counter-campaigns 
together with the long-term alternation in the two forms of fighting, attack 
and defence, with the inclusion of the phenomenon of the great strategic shift 
of more than ten thousand kilometres (the Long March).15

A defeat for the enemy is much the same. It is a strategic defeat for the 
enemy when his “encirclement and suppression” campaign is broken and our 
defensive becomes an offensive, when the enemy turns to the defensive and 
has to reorganize before launching another “encirclement and suppression” 
campaign. The enemy has not had to make a strategic shift of more than ten 
thousand kilometres such as we have, because he rules the whole country and 
is much stronger than we are. But there have been partial shifts of his forces. 
Sometimes, enemy forces in White strongholds encircled by the Red Army in 
some base areas have broken through our encirclement and withdrawn to the 
White areas to organize new offensives. If the civil war is prolonged and the 
Red Army’s victories become more extensive, there will be more of this sort of 
thing. But the enemy cannot achieve the same results as the Red Army, because 
he does not have the help of the people and because his officers and men are 
not united. If he were to imitate the Red Army’s long-distance shift, he would 
certainly be wiped out.

In the period of the Li Lisan line in 1930, Comrade Li Lisan failed to 
understand the protracted nature of China’s civil war and for that reason did 
not perceive the law that in the course of this war there is repetition over a 
long period of “encirclement and suppression” campaigns and of their defeat 
(by that time there had already been three in the Hunan-Jiangxi border area 
and two in Fujian). Hence, in an attempt to achieve rapid victory for the rev-
olution, he ordered the Red Army, which was then still in its infancy, to attack 
Wuhan, and also ordered a nation-wide armed uprising. Thus he committed 
the error of “Left” opportunism.

Likewise the “Left” opportunists of 1931-1934 did not believe in the law 
of the repetition of “encirclement and suppression” campaigns. Some respon-
sible comrades in our base area along the Hubei-Henan-Anhui border held an 
“auxiliary force” theory, maintaining that the Kuomintang army had become 
merely an auxiliary force after the defeat of its third “encirclement and sup-
pression” campaign and that the imperialists themselves would have to take the 
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field as the main force in further attacks on the Red Army. The strategy based 
on this estimate was that the Red Army should attack Wuhan. In principle, 
this fitted in with the views of those comrades in Jiangxi who called for a Red 
Army attack on Nanchang, were against the work of linking up the base areas 
and the tactics of luring the enemy in deep, regarded the seizure of the capital 
and other key cities of a province as the starting point for victory in that prov-
ince, and held that “the fight against the fifth ‘encirclement and suppression’ 
campaign represents the decisive battle between the road of revolution and the 
road of colonialism.” This “Left” opportunism was the source of the wrong 
line adopted in the struggles against the fourth “encirclement and suppression” 
campaign in the Hubei-Henan-Anhui border area and in those against the fifth 
in the Central Area in Jiangxi; and it rendered the Red Army helpless before 
these fierce enemy campaigns and brought enormous losses to the Chinese 
revolution.

The view that the Red Army should under no circumstances adopt defen-
sive methods was directly related to this “Left” opportunism which denied 
the repetition of “encirclement and suppression” campaigns, and it, too, was 
entirely erroneous.

The proposition that a revolution or a revolutionary war is an offensive is 
of course correct. A revolution or a revolutionary war in its emergence and 
growth from a small force to a big force, from the absence of political power to 
the seizure of political power, from the absence of a Red Army to the creation 
of a Red Army, and from the absence of revolutionary base areas to their estab-
lishment must be on the offensive and cannot be conservative; and tendencies 
towards conservatism must be opposed.

The only entirely correct proposition is that a revolution or a revolutionary 
war is an offensive but also involves defence and retreat To defend in order 
to attack, to retreat in order to advance, to move against the flanks in order 
to move against the front, and to take a roundabout route in order to get on 
to the direct route – this is inevitable in the process of development of many 
phenomena, especially military movements.

Of the two propositions stated above, the first may be correct in the politi-
cal sphere, but it is incorrect when transposed to the military sphere. Moreover, 
it is correct politically only in one situation (when the revolution is advancing), 
but incorrect when transposed to another situation (when the revolution is in 
retreat, in general retreat as in Russia in 1906,16 and in China in 1927 or in 
partial retreat as in Russia at the time of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in 1918).17 
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Only the second proposition is entirely correct and true. The “Left” opportun-
ism of 1931-34, which mechanically opposed the employment of defensive 
military measures, was nothing but infantile thinking.

When will the pattern of repeated “encirclement and suppression” cam-
paigns come to an end? In my opinion, if the civil war is prolonged, this repeti-
tion will cease when a fundamental change takes place in the balance of forces. 
It will cease when the Red Army has become stronger than the enemy. Then 
we shall be encircling and suppressing the enemy and he will be resorting to 
counter-campaigns, but political and military conditions will not allow him to 
attain the same position as that of the Red Army in its counter-campaigns. It 
can be definitely asserted that by then the pattern of repeated “encirclement 
and suppression” campaigns will have largely, if not completely, come to an 
end.

Chapter V

the strateGIc defeNsIve

Under this heading I would like to discuss the following problems: (I) 
active and passive defence; (2) preparations for combating “encirclement and 
suppression” campaigns; (3) strategic retreat; (4) strategic counter-offensive; 
(5) starting the counter-offensive; (6) concentration of troops; (7) mobile war-
fare; (8) war of quick decision; and (9) war of annihilation.

1. Active and passive defence

Why do we begin by discussing defence? After the failure of China’s first 
national united front of 1994-27, the revolution became a most intense and 
ruthless class war. While the enemy ruled the whole country, we had only small 
armed forces; consequently, from the very beginning we have had to wage 
a bitter struggle against his “encirclement and suppression” campaigns. Our 
offensives have been closely linked with our efforts to break them, and our 
fate depends entirely on whether or not we are able to do so. The process of 
breaking an “encirclement and suppression” campaign is usually circuitous and 
not as direct as one would wish. The primary problem, and a serious one too, 
is how to conserve our strength and await an opportunity to defeat the enemy. 
Therefore, the strategic defensive is the most complicated and most important 
problem facing the Red Army in its operations.
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In our ten years of war two deviations often arose with regard to the stra-
tegic defensive; one was to belittle the enemy, the other was to be terrified of 
him.

As a result of belittling the enemy, many guerrilla units suffered defeat, and 
on several occasions the Red Army was unable to break the enemy’s “encircle-
ment and suppression.”

When the revolutionary guerrilla units first came into existence, their lead-
ers often failed to assess the enemy’s situation and our own correctly. Because 
they had been successful in organizing sudden armed uprisings in certain 
places or mutinies among the White troops, they saw only the momentarily 
favourable circumstances, or failed to see the grave situation actually confront-
ing them, and so usually underestimated the enemy. Moreover, they had no 
understanding of their own weaknesses (i.e., lack of experience and smallness 
of forces). It was an objective fact that the enemy was strong and we were 
weak, and yet some people refused to give it thought, talked only of attack but 
never of defence or retreat, thus mentally disarming themselves In the matter 
of defence, and hence misdirected their actions. Many guerrilla units were 
defeated on this account.

Examples in which the Red Army, for this reason, failed to break the enemy’s 
“encirclement and suppression” campaigns were its defeat In 1928 in the Hai-
feng-Lufeng area of Guangdong Province,18 and its loss of freedom of action in 
1932, in the fourth counter-campaign against the enemy’s “encirclement and 
suppression” in the Hubei-Henan-Anhui border area, where the Red Army 
acted on the theory that the Kuomintang army was merely an auxiliary force.

There are many instances of setbacks which were due to being terrified of 
the enemy.

As against those who underestimated him, some people greatly overesti-
mated him and also greatly underestimated our own strength, as a result of 
which they adopted an unwarranted policy of retreat and likewise disarmed 
themselves mentally in the matter of defence. This resulted in the defeat of 
some guerrilla units, or the failure of certain Red Army campaigns, or the loss 
of base areas.

The most striking example of the loss of a base area was that of the Central 
Base Area in Jiangxi during the fifth counter-campaign against “encirclement 
and suppression.” The mistake here arose from a Rightist viewpoint. The lead-
ers feared the enemy as if he were a tiger, set up defences everywhere, fought 
defensive actions at every step and did not dare to advance to the enemy’s rear 
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and attack him there, which would have been to our advantage, or boldly to 
lure the enemy troops in deep so as to herd them together and annihilate them. 
As a result, the whole base area was lost and the Red Army had to undertake 
the Long March of over 12,000 kilometres. However, this kind of mistake was 
usually preceded by a “Left” error of underestimating the enemy. The military 
adventurism of attacking the key cities in 1932 was the root cause of the line of 
passive defence subsequently adopted in coping with the enemy’s fifth “encir-
clement and suppression” campaign.

The most extreme example of being terrified of the enemy was the retreatism 
of the “Zhang Guotao line.” The defeat of the Western Column of the Fourth 
Front Red Army west of the Yellow River19 marked the final bankruptcy of this 
line.

Active defence is also known as offensive defence, or defence through deci-
sive engagements. Passive defence is also known as purely defensive defence or 
pure defence. Passive defence is actually a spurious kind of defence, and the 
only real defence is active defence, defence for the purpose of counter-attack-
ing and taking the offensive. As far as I know, there is no military manual of 
value nor any sensible military expert, ancient or modern, Chinese or foreign, 
that does not oppose passive defence, whether in strategy or tactics. Only a 
complete fool or a madman would cherish passive defence as a talisman. How-
ever, there are people in this world who do such things. That is an error in war, 
a manifestation of conservatism in military matters, which we must resolutely 
oppose.

The military experts of the newer and rapidly developing imperialist coun-
tries, namely, Germany and Japan, trumpet the advantages of the strategic 
offensive and come out against the strategic defensive. This kind of military 
thinking is absolutely unsuited to China’s revolutionary war. These military 
experts assert that a serious weakness of the defensive is that it shakes popular 
morale, instead of inspiring it. This applies to countries where class contradic-
tions are acute and the war benefits only the reactionary ruling strata or the 
reactionary political groups in power. But our situation is different. With the 
slogan of defending the revolutionary base areas and defending China, we can 
rally the overwhelming majority of the people to fight with one heart and one 
mind, because we are the oppressed and the victims of aggression. It was also 
by using the form of the defensive that the Red Army of the Soviet Union 
defeated its enemies during the civil war. When the imperialist countries orga-
nized the Whites for attack, the war was waged under the slogan of defending 
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the Soviets, even when the October Uprising was being prepared, the military 
mobilization was carried out under the slogan of defending the capital. In 
every just war the defensive not only has a lulling effect on politically alien 
elements, it also makes possible the rallying of the backward sections of the 
masses to join in the war.

When Marx said that once an armed uprising is started there must not be 
a moment’s pause in the attack,20 he meant that the masses having taken the 
enemy unawares in an insurrection, must give the reactionary rulers no chance 
to retain or recover their political power must seize this moment to beat the 
nation’s reactionary ruling forces when they are unprepared, and must not rest 
content with the victories already won, underestimate the enemy, slacken their 
attacks or hesitate to press forward, and so let slip the opportunity of destroying 
the enemy, bringing failure to the revolution. This is correct. It does not mean, 
however, that when we are already locked in battle with an enemy who enjoys 
superiority, we revolutionaries should not adopt defensive measures even when 
we are hard pressed. Only a prize idiot would think in this way.

Taken as a whole, our war has been an offensive against the Kuomintang, 
but militarily it has assumed the form of breaking the enemy’s “encirclement 
and suppression.”

Militarily speaking, our warfare consists of the alternate use of the defensive 
and the offensive. In our case it makes no difference whether the offensive is 
said to follow or to precede the defensive, because the crux of the matter is to 
break the “encirclement and suppression.” The defensive continues until an 
“encirclement and suppression” campaign is broken, whereupon the offensive 
begins, these being but two stages of the same thing; and one such enemy 
campaign is closely followed by another. Of the two stages, the defensive is the 
more complicated and the more important. It involves numerous problems of 
how to break the “encirclement and suppression.” The basic principle here is to 
stand for active defence and oppose passive defence.

In our civil war, when the strength of the Red Army surpasses that of the 
enemy, we shall, in general, no longer need the strategic defensive Our policy 
then will be the strategic offensive alone. This change will depend on an over-
all change in the balance of forces. By that time the only remaining defensive 
measures will be of a partial character.
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2. Preparations for combating “encirclement and suppression” 
campaigns

Unless we have made necessary and sufficient preparations against a 
planned enemy “encirclement and suppression” campaign, we shall certainly 
be forced into a passive position. To accept battle in haste is to fight without 
being sure of victory. Therefore, when the enemy is preparing an “encirclement 
and suppression” campaign, it is absolutely necessary for us to prepare our 
counter-campaign. To be opposed to such preparations, as some people in our 
ranks were at one time, is childish and ridiculous.

There is a difficult problem here on which controversy may easily arise. 
When should we conclude our offensive and switch to the phase of preparing 
our counter-campaign against “encirclement and suppression”? When we are 
victoriously on the offensive and the enemy is on the defensive, his prepara-
tions for the next “encirclement and suppression” campaign are conducted in 
secret, and therefore it is difficult for us to know when his offensive will begin. 
If our work of preparing the counter-campaign begins too early, it is bound 
to reduce the gains from our offensive and will sometimes even have certain 
harmful effects on the Red Army and the people. For the chief measures in the 
preparatory phase are the military preparations for withdrawal and the politi-
cal mobilization for them. Sometimes, if we start preparing too early, this will 
turn into waiting for the enemy; after waiting a long time without the enemy’s 
appearing, we will have to renew our offensive. And sometimes, the enemy will 
start his offensive just as our new offensive is beginning, thus putting us in a 
difficult position. Hence the choice of the right moment to begin our prepa-
rations is an important problem. The right moment should be determined 
with due regard both to the enemy’s situation and our own and to the relation 
between the two. In order to know the enemy’s situation, we should collect 
information on his political, military and financial position and the state of 
public opinion in his territory. In analysing such information we must take 
the total strength of the enemy into full account and must not exaggerate the 
extent of his past defeats, but on the other hand we must not fail to take into 
account his internal contradictions, his financial difficulties, the effect of his 
past defeats, etc. As for our side, we must not exaggerate the extent of our past 
victories, but neither should we fail to take full account of their effect.

Generally speaking, however, the question of timing the preparations, it is 
preferable to start them too early rather than too late. For the former involves 
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smaller losses and has the advantage that preparedness averts peril and puts us 
in a fundamentally invincible position.

The essential problems during the preparatory phase are the preparations 
for the withdrawal of the Red Army, political mobilization, recruitment, 
arrangements for finance and provisions, and the handling of politically alien 
elements.

By preparations for the Red Army’s withdrawal we mean taking care that 
it does not move in a direction jeopardizing the withdrawal or advance too far 
in its attacks or become too fatigued. These are the things the main forces of 
the Red Army must attend to on the eve of a large-scale enemy offensive. At 
such a time, the Red Army must devote its attention mainly to planning the 
selection and preparation of the battle areas, the acquisition of supplies, and 
the enlargement and training of its own forces.

Political mobilization is a problem of prime importance in the struggle 
against “encirclement and suppression.” That is to say, we should tell the Red 
Army and the people in the base area clearly, resolutely and fully that the ene-
my’s offensive is inevitable and imminent and will do serious harm to the peo-
ple, but at the same time, we should tell them about his weaknesses, the factors 
favourable to the Red Army, our indomitable will to victory and our general 
plan of work. We should call upon the Red Army and the entire population to 
fight against the enemy’s “encirclement and suppression” campaign and defend 
the base area. Except where military secrets are concerned, political mobili-
zation must be carried out openly, and, what is more, every effort should be 
made to extend it to all who might possibly support the revolutionary cause. 
The key link here is to convince the cadres.

Recruitment of new soldiers should be based on two considerations, first, 
on the level of political consciousness of the people and the size of the popula-
tion and, second, on the current state of the Red Army and the possible extent 
of its losses in the whole course of the counter-campaign.

Needless to say, the problems of finance and food are of great importance 
to the counter-campaign. We must take the possibility of a prolonged enemy 
campaign into account. It is necessary to make an estimate of the minimum 
material requirements – chiefly of the Red Army but also of the people in the 
revolutionary base area – for the entire struggle against the enemy’s “encircle-
ment and suppression” campaign.

With regard to politically alien elements we should not be off our guard, 
but neither should we be unduly apprehensive of treachery on their part and 
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adopt excessive precautionary measures. Distinction should be made between 
the landlords, the merchants and the rich peasants, and the main point is to 
explain things to them politically and win their neutrality, while at the same 
time organizing the masses of the people to keep an eye on them. Only against 
the very few elements who are most dangerous should stern measures like 
arrest be taken.

The extent of success in a struggle against “encirclement and suppression” 
is closely related to the degree to which the tasks of the preparatory phase have 
been fulfilled. Relaxation of preparatory work which is due to underestimation 
of the enemy and panic which is due to being terrified of the enemy’s attacks 
are harmful tendencies, and both should be resolutely opposed. What we need 
is an enthusiastic but calm state of mind and intense but orderly work.

3. Strategic retreat

A strategic retreat is a planned strategic step taken by an inferior force for 
the purpose of conserving its strength and biding its time to defeat the enemy, 
when it finds itself confronted with a superior force whose offensive it is unable 
to smash quickly. But military adventurists stubbornly oppose such a step and 
advocate “engaging the enemy outside the gates.”

We all know that when two boxers fight, the clever boxer usually gives a 
little ground at first, while the foolish one rushes in furiously and uses up all 
his resources at the very start, and in the end he is often beaten by the man 
who has given ground.

In the novel Shui Hu Zhuan,21 the drill master Hong, challenging Lin 
Chong to a fight on Chai Jin’s estate, shouts, “Come on! Come on ! Come on 
!” In the end it is the retreating Lin Chong who spots Hong’s weak point and 
floors him with one blow.

During the Spring and Autumn Era, when the states of Lu and Qi22 were 
at war, Duke Zhuang of Lu wanted to attack before the Qi troops had tired 
themselves out, but Cao Gui prevented him. When instead he adopted the 
tactic of “the enemy tires, we attack”, he defeated the Qi army. This is a classic 
example from China’s military history of a weak force defeating a strong force. 
Here is the account given by the historian Zuo Qiuming:23

In the spring the Qi troops invaded us. The Duke was about to 
fight. Cao Gui requested an audience. His neighbours said,

“This is the business of meat-eating officials, why meddle with 
it?” Cao replied, “Meat-eaters are fools, they cannot plan ahead.” 
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So he saw the Duke. And he asked, “What will you rely on when 
you fight?” The Duke answered, “I never dare to keep all my food 
and clothing for my own enjoyment, but always share them with 
others.” Cao said, “Such paltry charity cannot reach all The people 
will not follow you.” The Duke said, “I never offer to the gods 
less sacrificial beasts, jade or silk than are due to them. I keep 
good faith.” Cao said, “Such paltry faith wins no trust. The gods 
will not bless you.” The Duke said, “Though unable personally to 
attend to the details of all trials, big and small, I always demand 
the facts.” Cao said, “That shows your devotion to your people. 
You can give battle. When you do so, I beg to follow you.” The 
Duke and he rode in the same chariot. The battle was joined at 
Changshao. When the Duke was about to sound the drum for the 
attack, Cao said, “Not yet.” When the men of Qi had drummed 
thrice, Cao said, “Now we can drum” The army of Qi was routed. 
The Duke wanted to pursue. Again Cao said, “Not yet.” He got 
down from the chariot to examine the enemy’s wheel-tracks, then 
mounted the arm-rest of the chariot to look afar. He said, “Now 
we can pursue!” So began the pursuit of the Qi troops. After the 
victory the Duke asked Cao why he had given such advice. Cao 
replied, “A battle depends upon courage. At the first drum cour-
age is aroused, at the second it flags, and with the third it runs 
out. When the enemy’s courage ran out, ours was still high and so 
we won. It is difficult to fathom the moves of a great state, and I 
feared an ambush. But when I examined the enemy’s wheel-tracks 
and found them cries-crossing and looked afar and saw his ban-
ners drooping, I advised pursuit.” 

That was a case of a weak state resisting a strong state The story speaks of the 
political preparations before a battle – winning the confidence of the people; 
it speaks of a battlefield favourable for switching over to the counter-offensive 
– Changshao, it indicates the favourable time for starting the counter-offen-
sive – when the enemy’s courage is running out and one’s own is high; and 
it points to the moment for starting the pursuit – when the enemy’s tracks 
are crisscrossed and his banners are drooping. Though the battle was not a 
big one, it illustrates the principles of the strategic defensive. China’s military 
history contains numerous instances of victories won on these principles. In 
such famous battles as the Battle of Chenggao between the states of Chu and 
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Han,24 the Battle of Kunyang between the states of Xin and Han,25 the Battle 
of Guandu between Yuan Shao and Cao Cao,26 the Battle of Chibi between 
the states of Wu and Wei,27 the Battle of Yiling between the states of Wu and 
Shu,28 and the Battle of Feishui between the states of Qin and Jin,29 in each 
case the contending sides were unequal, and the weaker side, yielding some 
ground at first, gained mastery by striking only after the enemy had struck and 
so defeated the stronger side.

Our war began in the autumn of 1927, and we then had no experience at 
all. The Nanchang Uprising30 and the Canton Uprising31 failed, and in the 
Autumn Harvest Uprising32 the Red Army in the Hunan-Hubei-Jiangxi border 
area also suffered several defeats and shifted to the Jinggang Mountains on the 
Hunan-Jiangxi border. In the following April the units which had survived the 
defeat of the Nanchang Uprising also moved to the Jinggang Mountains by 
way of southern Hunan. By May 1928 however, basic principles of guerrilla 
warfare, simple in nature and suited to the conditions of the time, had already 
been evolved, that is, the sixteen-character formula: “The enemy advances, we 
retreat; the enemy camps, we harass; the enemy tires, we attack; the enemy 
retreats, we pursue.” This sixteen-character formulation of military principles 
was accepted by the Central Committee before the Li Lisan line. Later our 
operational principles were developed a step further. At the time of our first 
counter-campaign against “encirclement and suppression” in the Jiangxi base 
area, the principle of “luring the enemy in deep” was put forward and, more-
over, successfully applied. By the time the enemy’s third “encirclement and 
suppression” campaign was defeated, a complete set of operational principles 
for the Red Army had taken shape. This marked a new stage in the develop-
ment of our military principles, which were greatly enriched in content and 
underwent many changes in form, mainly in the sense that although they basi-
cally remained the same as in the sixteen-character formula, they transcend-
ed their originally simple nature. The sixteen-character formula covered the 
basic principles for combating “encirclement and suppression”; it covered the 
two stages of the strategic defensive and the strategic offensive, and within the 
defensive, it covered the two stages of the strategic retreat and the strategic 
counter-offensive. What came later was only a development of this formula.

But beginning from January 1932, after the publication of the Party’s res-
olution entitled “Struggle for Victory First in One or More Provinces After 
Smashing the Third ‘Encirclement and Suppression’ Campaign”, which con-
tained serious errors of principle, the “Left” opportunists attacked these cor-
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rect principles, finally abrogated the whole set and instituted a complete set 
of contrary “new principles” or “regular principles.” From then on, the old 
principles were no longer to be considered as regular but were to be rejected as 
“guerrilla-ism.” The opposition to “guerrilla-ism” reigned for three whole years. 
Its first stage was military adventurism, in the second it turned into military 
conservatism and, finally, in the third stage it became flightism. It was not until 
the Central Committee held the enlarged meeting of the Political Bureau at 
Zunyi, Guizhou Province, in January 1935 that this wrong line was declared 
bankrupt and the correctness of the old line reaffirmed. But at what a cost!

Those comrades who vigorously opposed “guerrilla-ism” argued along the 
following lines. It was wrong to lure the enemy in deep because we had to 
abandon so much territory. Although battles had been won in this way, was not 
the situation different now? Moreover, was it not better to defeat the enemy 
without abandoning territory? And was it not better still to defeat the enemy in 
his own areas, or on the borders between his areas and ours? The old practices 
had nothing “regular” about them and were methods used only by guerrillas. 
Now our own state had been established and our Red Army had become a reg-
ular army. Our fight against Chiang Kai-shek had become a war between two 
states, between two great armies. History should not repeat itself, and every-
thing pertaining to “guerrilla-ism” should be totally discarded. The new prin-
ciples were “completely Marxist”, while the old had been created by guerrilla 
units in the mountains, and there was no Marxism in the mountains. The new 
principles were the antithesis of the old. They were: “Pit one against ten, pit ten 
against a hundred, fight bravely and determinedly, and exploit victories by hot 
pursuit”; “Attack on all fronts”; “Seize key cities”; and “Strike with two ‘fists’ 
in two directions at the same time.” When the enemy attacked, the methods of 
dealing with him were: “Engage the enemy outside the gates”, “Gain mastery 
by striking first”, “Don’t let our pots and pans be smashed”, “Don’t give up 
an inch of territory” and “Divide the forces into six routes.” The war was “the 
decisive battle between the road of revolution and the road of colonialism”, 
a war of short swift thrusts, blockhouse warfare, war of attrition, “protracted 
war.” There were, further, the policy of maintaining a great rear area and an 
absolutely centralized command. Finally there was a large-scale “house-mov-
ing.” And anyone who did not accept these things was to be punished, labelled 
an opportunist, and so on and so forth.

Without a doubt these theories and practices were all wrong. They were 
nothing but subjectivism. Under favourable circumstances this subjectivism 
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manifested itself in petty-bourgeois revolutionary fanaticism and impetuosity, 
but in times of adversity, as the situation worsened, it changed successively into 
desperate recklessness, conservatism and flightism. They were the theories and 
practices of hotheads and ignoramuses; they did not have the slightest flavour 
of Marxism about them; indeed they were anti-Marxist.

Here we shall discuss only strategic retreat, which in Jiangxi was called “lur-
ing the enemy in deep” and in Sichuan “contracting the front.” No previous 
theorist or practitioner of war has ever denied that this is the policy a weak 
army fighting a strong army must adopt in the initial stage of a war. It has 
been said by a foreign military expert that in strategically defensive operations, 
decisive battles are usually avoided in the beginning, and are sought only when 
conditions have become favourable. That is entirely correct and we have noth-
ing to add to it.

The object of strategic retreat is to conserve military strength and prepare 
for the counter-offensive. Retreat is necessary because not to retreat a step 
before the onset of a strong enemy inevitably means to jeopardize the preser-
vation of one’s own forces. In the past, however, many people were stubbornly 
opposed to retreat, considering it to be an “opportunist line of pure defence.” 
Our history has proved that their opposition was entirely wrong.

To prepare for a counter-offensive, we must select or create conditions 
favourable to ourselves but unfavourable to the enemy, so as to bring about a 
change in the balance of forces, before we go on to the stage of the counter-of-
fensive.

In the light of our past experience, during the stage of retreat we should in 
general secure at least two of the following conditions before we can consider 
the situation as being favourable to us and unfavourable to the enemy and 
before we can go over to the counter-offensive. These conditions are:

(1) The population actively supports the Red Army.

(2) The terrain is favourable for operations.

(3) All the main forces of the Red Army are concentrated.

(4) The enemy’s weak spots have been discovered.

(5) The enemy has been reduced to a tired and demoralized state).

(6) The enemy has been induced to make mistakes.
The first condition, active support of the population, is the most important 

one for the Red Army. It means having a base area. Moreover, given this con-
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dition, it is easy to achieve conditions 4, 5 and 6. Therefore, when the enemy 
launches a full-scale offensive, the Red Army generally withdraws from the 
White area into the base area, because that is where the population is most 
active in supporting the Red Army against the White army. Also, there is a 
difference between the borders and the central district of a base area; in the 
latter the people are better at blocking the passage of information to the ene-
my, better at reconnaissance, transportation, joining in the fighting, and so on. 
Thus when we were combating the first, second and third “encirclement and 
suppression” campaigns in Jiangxi, all the places selected as “terminal points for 
the retreat” were situated where the first condition, popular support, was excel-
lent or quite good. This characteristic of our base areas made the Red Army’s 
operations very different from ordinary operations and was the main reason 
why the enemy subsequently had to resort to the policy of blockhouse warfare.

One advantage of operating on interior lines is that it makes it possible for 
the retreating army to choose terrain favourable to itself and force the attacking 
army to fight on its terms. In order to defeat a strong army, a weak army must 
carefully choose favourable terrain as a battleground. But this condition alone 
is not enough and must be accompanied by others. The first of these is popular 
support. The next is a vulnerable enemy, for instance, an enemy who is tired or 
has made mistakes, or an advancing enemy column that is comparatively poor 
in fighting capacity. In the absence of these conditions, even if we have found 
excellent terrain, we have to disregard it and continue to retreat in order to 
secure them. In the White areas there is no lack of good terrain, but we do not 
have the favourable condition of active popular support. If other conditions are 
not yet fulfilled, the Red Army has no alternative but to retreat towards its base 
area. Distinctions such as those between the White areas and the Red areas also 
usually exist between the borders and the central district of a base area.

Except for local units and containing forces, all our assault troops should, 
on principle, be concentrated. When attacking an enemy who is on the defen-
sive strategically, the Red Army usually disperses its own forces. Once the 
enemy launches a full-scale offensive, the Red Army effects a “retreat towards 
the centre.” The terminal point chosen for the retreat is usually in the central 
section of the base area, but sometimes it is in the frontal or rear sections, as 
circumstances require. By such a retreat towards the centre all the main forces 
of the Red Army can be concentrated.

Another essential condition for a weak army fighting a strong one is to 
pick out the enemy’s weaker units for attack. But at the beginning of the ene-
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my’s offensive we usually do not know which of his advancing columns is the 
strongest and which the second strongest, which is the weakest and which the 
second weakest, and so a process of reconnaissance is required. This often takes 
a considerable time. That is another reason why strategic retreat is necessary.

If the attacking enemy is far more numerous and much stronger than we 
are, we can accomplish a change in the balance of forces only when the enemy 
has penetrated deeply into our base area and tasted all the bitterness it holds for 
him. As the chief of staff of one of Chiang Kai-shek’s brigades remarked during 
the third “encirclement and suppression’! campaign, “Our stout men have 
worn themselves thin and our thin men have worn themselves to death.” Or, 
in the words of Chen Mingshu, Commander-in-Chief of the Western Route 
of the Kuomintang’s “Encirclement and Suppression” Army, “Everywhere the 
National Army gropes in the dark, while the Red Army walks in broad day-
light.” By then the enemy army, although still strong, is much weakened, its 
soldiers are tired, its morale is sagging and many of its weak spots are revealed. 
But the Red Army, though weak, has conserved its strength and stored up 
its energy, and is waiting at its ease for the fatigued enemy. At such a time 
it is generally possible to attain a certain parity between the two sides, or to 
change the enemy’s absolute superiority to relative superiority and our absolute 
inferiority to relative inferiority, and occasionally even to become superior to 
the enemy. When fighting against the third “encirclement and suppression” 
campaign in Jiangxi, the Red Army executed a retreat to the extreme limit (to 
concentrate in the rear section of the base area); if it had not done so, it could 
not have defeated the enemy because the enemy’s “encirclement and suppres-
sion” forces were then over ten times the size of the Red Army. When Sun Wu 
Zi said, “Avoid the enemy when he is full of vigour, strike when he is fatigued 
and withdraws”, he was referring to tiring and demoralizing the enemy so as to 
reduce his superiority.

Finally, the object of retreat is to induce the enemy to make mistakes or 
to detect his mistakes. One must realize that an enemy commander, however 
wise, cannot avoid making some mistakes over a relatively long period of time, 
and hence it is always possible for us to exploit the openings he leaves us. The 
enemy is liable to make mistakes, just as we ourselves sometimes miscalculate 
and give him openings to exploit. In addition, we can induce the enemy to 
make mistakes by our own actions, for instance, by “counterfeiting an appear-
ance”, as Sun Wu Zi called it, that is, by making a feint to the east but attacking 
in the west. If we are to do this, the terminal point for the retreat cannot be 
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rigidly limited to a definite area. Sometimes when we have retreated to the 
predetermined area and not yet found openings to exploit, we have to retreat 
farther and wait for the enemy to give us an opening.

The favourable conditions which we seek by retreating are in general those 
stated above. But this does not mean that a counter-offensive cannot be 
launched until all these conditions are present. The presence of all of them at 
the same time is neither possible nor necessary. But a weak force operating on 
interior lines against a strong enemy should strive to secure such conditions 
as are necessary in the light of the enemy’s actual situation. All views to the 
contrary are incorrect.

The decision on the terminal point for retreat should depend on the situ-
ation as a whole. It is wrong to decide on a place which, considered in rela-
tion to only part of the situation, appears to be favourable for our passing to 
the counter-offensive, if it is not also advantageous from the point of view of 
the situation as a whole. For at the start of our counter- offensive we must 
take subsequent developments into consideration, and our counter-offensives 
always begin on a partial scale. Sometimes the terminal point for retreat should 
be fixed in the frontal section of the base area, as it was during our second and 
fourth counter-campaigns against “encirclement and suppression” in Jiangxi 
and our third counter-campaign in the Shaanxi-Gansu area. At times it should 
be in the middle section of the base area, as in our first counter-campaign in 
Jiangxi. At other times, it should be fixed in the rear section of the base area, 
as in our third counter-campaign in Jiangxi. In all these cases the decision was 
taken by correlating the partial situation with the situation as a whole. But 
during the fifth counter-campaign in Jiangxi, our army gave no consideration 
whatsoever to retreat, because it did not take account of either the partial or 
the total situation, and this was really rash and foolhardy conduct. A situation 
is made up of a number of factors; in considering the relation between a part 
of the situation and the whole, we should base our judgements on whether 
the factors on the enemy’s side and on ours, as manifested in both the partial 
and the whole situation, are to a certain extent favourable for our starting a 
counter-offensive.

The terminal points for retreat in a base area can be generally divided into 
three types, those in the frontal, those in the middle, and those in the rear 
section of the base area. Does this, however, mean refusing to fight in the 
White areas altogether? No. It is only when we have to deal with a large-scale 
campaign of enemy “encirclement and suppression” that we refuse to fight in 
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the White areas. It is only when there is a wide disparity between the enemy’s 
strength and ours that, acting on the principle of conserving our strength and 
biding our time to defeat the enemy, we advocate retreating to the base area 
and luring him in deep, for only by so doing can we create or find conditions 
favourable for our counter-offensive. If the situation is not so serious, or if it 
is so serious that the Red Army cannot begin its counter-offensive even in the 
base area, or if the counter-offensive is not going well and a further retreat is 
necessary to bring about a change in the situation, then we should recognize, 
theoretically at least, that the terminal point for the retreat may be fixed in a 
White area, though we have had very little experience of this kind.

In general, the terminal points for retreat in a White area can also be divid-
ed into three types: (1) those in front of our base area, (2) those on its flanks, 
and (3) those behind it. Here is an example of the first type.

During our first counter-campaign against “encirclement and 
suppression” in Jiangxi, had it not been for the disunity inside 
the Red Army and the split in the local Party organization (the 
two difficult problems created by the Li Lisan line and the A-B 
Group),33 it is conceivable that we might have concentrated our 
forces within the triangle formed by Ji’an, Nanfeng and Changshu 
and launched a counter-offensive. For the enemy force advancing 
from the area between the Gan and Fu Rivers was not very greatly 
superior to the Red Army in strength (100,000 against 40,000). 
Though the popular support there was not as active as in the base 
area, the terrain was favourable; moreover, it would have been 
possible to smash, one by one, the enemy forces advancing along 
separate routes.

Now for an example of the second type.
During our third counter-campaign in Jiangxi, if the enemy’s 
offensive had not been on so large a scale, if one of the enemy’s 
columns had advanced from Jianning, Lichuan and Taining on 
the Fujian-Jiangxi border, and if that column had not been too 
strong for us to attack, it is likewise conceivable that the Red 
Army might have massed its forces in the White area in western 
Fujian and crushed that column first, without having to make a 
thousand-li detour through Ruijin to Xingguo.

Finally, an example of the third type.
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During that same third counter-campaign in Jiangxi, if the ene-
my’s main force had headed south instead of west, we might have 
been compelled to withdraw to the Huichang-Xunwu-Anyuan 
area (a White area), in order to induce the enemy to move further 
south; the Red Army could have then driven northward into the 
interior of the base area, by which time the enemy force in the 
north of the base area would not have been very large.

The above, however, are all hypothetical examples not based on actual expe-
rience; they should be regarded as exceptional and not treated as general prin-
ciples. When the enemy launches a large-scale “encirclement and suppression” 
campaign, our general principle is to lure him in deep, withdraw into the base 
area and fight him there, because this is our surest method of smashing his 
offensive.

Those who advocate “engaging the enemy outside the gates” oppose stra-
tegic retreat, arguing that to retreat means to lose territory, to bring harm on 
the people (“to let our pots and pans be smashed”, as they call it), and to give 
rise to unfavourable repercussions outside. During our fifth counter-campaign, 
they argued that every time we retreated a step the enemy would push his 
blockhouses forward a step, so that our base areas would continuously shrink 
and we would have no way of recovering lost ground. Even though luring the 
enemy deep into our territory might have been useful in the past, it would be 
useless against the enemy’s fifth “encirclement and suppression” campaign in 
which he adopted the policy of blockhouse warfare. The only way to deal with 
this campaign, they said, was to divide up our forces for resistance and make 
short swift thrusts at the enemy.

It is easy to give an answer to such views, and our history has already done 
so. As for loss of territory, it often happens that only by loss can loss be avoid-
ed; this is the principle of “Give in order to take.” If what we lose is territory 
and what we gain is victory over the enemy, plus recovery and also expansion 
of our territory, then it is a paying proposition. In a business transaction, if a 
buyer does not “lose” some money, he cannot obtain goods; if a seller does not 
“lose” some goods, he cannot obtain money. The losses incurred in a revolu-
tionary movement involve destruction, and what is gained is construction of a 
progressive character. Sleep and rest involve loss of time, but energy is gained 
for tomorrow’s work. If any fool does not understand this and refuses to sleep, 
he will have no energy the next day, and that is a losing proposition. We lost 
out in the fifth counter-campaign for precisely such reasons. Reluctance to give 
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up part of our territory resulted in the loss of it all. Abyssinia, too, lost all her 
territory when she fought the enemy head-on, though that was not the sole 
cause of her defeat.

The same holds true on the question of bringing damage on the people. If 
you refuse to let the pots and pans of some households be smashed over a short 
period of time, you will cause the smashing of the pots and pans of all the peo-
ple to go on over a long period of time. If you are afraid of unfavourable short-
term political repercussions, you will have to pay the price in unfavourable 
long-term political repercussions. After the October Revolution, if the Russian 
Bolsheviks had acted on the opinions of the “Left Communists” and refused 
to sign the peace treaty with Germany, the new-born Soviets would have been 
in danger of early death.34

Such seemingly revolutionary “Left” opinions originate from the revolu-
tionary impetuosity of the petty-bourgeois intellectuals as well as from the 
narrow conservatism of the peasant small producers. People holding such 
opinions look at problems only one-sidedly and are unable to take a compre-
hensive view of the situation as a whole; they are unwilling to link the interests 
of today with those of tomorrow or the interests of the part with those of the 
whole, but cling like grim death to the partial and the temporary. Certainly, we 
should cling tenaciously to the partial and the temporary when, in the concrete 
circumstances of the time, they are favourable – and especially when they are 
decisive – for the whole current situation and the whole period, or otherwise 
we shall become advocates of letting things slide and doing nothing about 
them. That is why a retreat must have a terminal point. We must not go by the 
short-sightedness of the small producer. We should learn the wisdom of the 
Bolsheviks. The naked eye is not enough, we must have the aid of the telescope 
and the microscope The Marxist method is our telescope and microscope in 
political and military matters.

Of course, strategic retreat has its difficulties. To pick the time for begin-
ning the retreat, to select the terminal point, to convince the cadres and the 
people politically – these are difficult problems demanding solution.

The problem of timing the beginning of the retreat is very important. If in 
the course of our first counter-campaign against “encirclement and suppres-
sion” in Jiangxi Province our retreat had not been carried out just when it was, 
that is, if it had been delayed, then at the very least the extent of our victory 
would have been affected. Both a premature and a belated retreat, of course, 
bring losses. But generally speaking, a belated retreat brings more losses than 
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a premature one. A well-timed retreat, which enables us to keep all the ini-
tiative, is of great assistance to us in switching to the counter-offensive when, 
having reached the terminal point for our retreat, we have regrouped our forces 
and are waiting at our ease for the fatigued enemy. When smashing the ene-
my’s first, second and fourth campaigns of “encirclement and suppression” in 
Jiangxi, we were able to handle him confidently and without haste. It was only 
during the third campaign that the Red Army was very fatigued by the detour 
it had hastily had to make in order to reassemble, because we had not expected 
the enemy to launch a new offensive so quickly after suffering such a crushing 
defeat in the second campaign (we ended our second counter-campaign on 
May 29, 1931, and Chiang Kai-shek began his third “encirclement and sup-
pression” campaign on July 1). The timing of the retreat is decided in the same 
way as the timing of the preparatory phase of a counter-campaign which we 
discussed earlier, that is, entirely on the basis of the requisite information we 
have collected and of the appraisal of the general situation on the enemy side 
and on our own.

It is extremely difficult to convince the cadres and the people of the neces-
sity of strategic retreat when they have had no experience of it, and when 
the prestige of the army leadership is not yet such that it can concentrate the 
authority for deciding on strategic retreat in the hands of a few persons or of a 
single person and at the same time enjoy the confidence of the cadres. Because 
the cadres lacked experience and had no faith in strategic retreat, great diffi-
culties were encountered at the beginning of our first and fourth counter-cam-
paigns and during the whole of the fifth. During the first counter-campaign 
the cadres, under the influence of the Li Lisan line, were in favour not of 
retreat but of attack until they were convinced otherwise. In the fourth count-
er-campaign the cadres, under the influence of military adventurism, objected 
to making preparations for retreat. In the fifth, they at first persisted in the 
military adventurist view, which opposed luring the enemy in deep, but later 
turned to military conservatism. Another case is that of the adherents of the 
Zhang Guotao line, who did not admit the impossibility of establishing our 
bases in the regions of the Tibetan and the Hui peoples35 until they ran up 
against a brick wall. Experience is essential for the cadres, and failure is indeed 
the mother of success. But it is also necessary to learn with an open mind from 
other people’s experience, and it is sheer “narrow empiricism” to insist on one’s 
own personal experience in all matters and, in its absence, to adhere stubbornly 
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to one’s own opinions and reject other people’s experience. Our war has suf-
fered in no small measure on this account.

The people’s lack of faith in the need for a strategic retreat, which was due 
to their inexperience, was never greater than in our first counter-campaign in 
Jiangxi. At that time the local Party organizations and the masses of the people 
in the counties of Ji’an, Xingguo and Yongfeng were all opposed to the Red 
Army’s withdrawal. But after the experience of the first counter-campaign, no 
such problem occurred in the subsequent ones. Everyone was convinced that 
the loss of territory in the base area and the sufferings of the people were tem-
porary and was confident that the Red Army could smash the enemy’s “encir-
clement and suppression.” However, whether or not the people have faith is 
closely tied up with whether or not the cadres have faith, and hence the first 
and foremost task is to convince the cadres.

Strategic retreat is aimed solely at switching over to the counteroffensive 
and is merely the first stage of the strategic defensive. The decisive link in the 
entire strategy is whether victory can be won in the stage of the counter-offen-
sive which follows.

4. Strategic counter-offensive

To defeat the offensive of an enemy who enjoys absolute superiority we rely 
on the situation created during the stage of our strategic retreat, a situation 
which is favourable to ourselves, unfavourable to the enemy and different from 
that at the beginning of his offensive. It takes many elements to make up such 
a situation. All this has been dealt with above.

However, the presence of these conditions and of a situation favourable to 
ourselves and unfavourable to the enemy does not mean that we have already 
defeated him. Such conditions and such a situation provide the possibility for 
our victory and his defeat, but do not constitute the reality of victory or defeat; 
they have not yet brought actual victory or defeat to either army. To bring 
about victory or defeat a decisive battle between the two armies is necessary. 
Only a decisive battle can settle the question as to which army is the victor and 
which the vanquished. This is the sole task in the stage of strategic counter-of-
fensive. The counter-offensive is a long process, the most fascinating, the most 
dynamic, and also the final stage of a defensive campaign. What is called active 
defence refers chiefly to this strategic counter-offensive, which is in the nature 
of a decisive engagement.

Conditions and situation are created not only in the stage of the strategic 
retreat, but continue to be created in that of the counter-offensive. Whether 
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in form or in nature, they are not exactly the same in the latter stage as in the 
former.

What might remain the same in form and in nature, for example, is the fact 
that the enemy troops will be even more fatigued and depleted, which is simply 
a continuation of their fatigue and depletion in the previous stage.

But wholly new conditions and a wholly new situation are bound to 
emerge. Thus, when the enemy has suffered one or more defeats, the condi-
tions advantageous to us and disadvantageous to him will not be confined to 
his fatigue, etc., but a new factor will have been added, namely, that he has 
suffered defeats. New changes will take place in the situation, too. When the 
enemy begins to manoeuvre his troops in a disorderly way and to make false 
moves, the relative strengths of the two opposing armies will naturally no lon-
ger be the same as before.

But if it is not the enemy’s forces but ours that have suffered one or more 
defeats, then both the conditions and the situation will change in the opposite 
direction. That is to say, the enemy’s disadvantages will be reduced, while on 
our side disadvantages will emerge and even grow. That again will be some-
thing entirely new and different.

A defeat for either side will lead directly and speedily to a new effort by 
the defeated side to avert disaster, to extricate itself from the new conditions 
and the new situation unfavourable to it and favourable to the enemy and to 
re-create such conditions and such a situation as are favourable to it and unfa-
vourable to its opponent, in order to bring pressure to bear on the latter.

The effort of the winning side will be exactly the opposite. It will strive to 
exploit its victory and inflict still greater damage on the enemy, add to the 
conditions that are in its favour and further improve its situation, and prevent 
the enemy from succeeding in extricating himself from his unfavourable con-
ditions and unfavourable situation and averting disaster.

Thus, for either side, the struggle at the stage of the decisive battle is the 
most intense, the most complicated and the most changeful as well as the most 
difficult and trying in the whole war or the whole campaign; it is the most 
exacting time of all from the point of view of command.

In the stage of counter-offensive, there are many problems, the chief of 
which are the starting of the counter-offensive, the concentration of troops, 
mobile warfare, war of quick decision and war of annihilation.
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Whether in a counter-offensive or in an offensive, the principles with regard 
to these problems do not differ in their basic character. In this sense we may say 
that a counter-offensive is an offensive.

Still, it is not exactly an offensive. The principles of the counter-offensive 
are applied when the enemy is on the offensive. The principles of the offensive 
are applied when the enemy is on the defensive. In this sense, there are certain 
differences between a counter-offensive and an offensive.

For this reason, although the various operational problems are all included 
in the discussion of the counter-offensive in the present chapter on the stra-
tegic defensive, and although the chapter on the strategic offensive will deal 
only with other problems in order to avoid repetition, we should not overlook 
either the similarities or the differences between the counter-offensive and the 
offensive when it comes to actual application.

5. Starting the counter-offensive

The problem of starting a counter-offensive is the problem of the “initial 
battle” or “prelude.”

Many bourgeois military experts advise caution in the initial battle, wheth-
er one is on the strategic defensive or on the strategic offensive, but more 
especially when on the defensive. In the past we, too, have stressed this as a seri-
ous point. Our operations against the five enemy campaigns of “encirclement 
and suppression” in Jiangxi Province have given us rich experience, a study of 
which will not be without benefit.

In his first campaign, the enemy employed about 100,000 men, divided 
Into eight columns, to advance southward from the Ji’an-Jianning line against 
the Red Army’s base area. The Red Army had about 40,000 men and was 
concentrated in the area of Huangpi and Xiaobu in Ningdu County, Jiangxi 
Province.

The situation was as follows: 
(1) The “suppression” forces did not exceed 100,000 men, none 
of whom were Chiang Kai-shek’s own troops, and the general sit-
uation was not very grave.

(2) The enemy division under Luo Lin, defending Ji’an, was locat-
ed across the Gan River to the west.

(3) The three enemy divisions under Gong Bingfan, Zhang Huizan 
and Tan Daoyuan had advanced and occupied the Futian-Dong-
gu-Longgang-Yuantou sector southeast of Ji’an and northwest of 
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Ningdu. The main body of Zhang Huizan’s division was at Long-
gang and that of Tan Daoyuan’s division at Yuantou. It was not 
advisable to select Futian and Donggu as the battleground, as the 
inhabitants, misled by the A-B Group, were for a time mistrustful 
of and opposed to the Red Army.

(4) The enemy division under Liu Heding was far away in Jian-
ning in the White area of Fujian, and was unlikely to cross into 
Jiangxi.

(5) The two enemy divisions under Mao Bingwen and Xu Kex-
iang had entered the Toupi-Luokou-Dongshao sector lying 
between Guangchang and Ningdu. Toupi was a White area, 
Luokou a guerrilla zone, and Dongshao, where there were A-B 
Group elements, was a place from which information was liable 
to leak out. Furthermore, if we were to attack Mao Bingwen and 
Xu Kexiang and then drive westward, the three enemy divisions in 
the west under Zhang Huizan, Tan Daoyuan and Gong Bingfan 
might join forces, thus making it difficult for us to win victory 
and impossible to bring the issue to a final solution.

(6) The two divisions under Zhang Huizan and Tan Daoyuan, 
which made up the enemy’s main force, were troops belonging to 
Lu Diping, who was commander-in-chief of this “encirclement 
and suppression” campaign and governor of Jiangxi Province, and 
Zhang Huizan was the field commander. To wipe out these two 
divisions would be practically to smash the campaign. Each divi-
sion had about fourteen thousand men and Zhang’s was divided 
between two places, so that if we attacked one division at a time 
we would enjoy absolute superiority.

(7) The Longgang-Yuantou sector, where the main forces of the 
Zhang and Tan divisions were located, was close to our concentra-
tions, and there was good popular support to cover our approach.

(8) The terrain in Longgang was good. Yuantou was not easy to 
attack. But were the enemy to advance to Xiaobu to attack us, we 
would have good terrain there too.

(9) We could mass the largest number of troops in the Longgang 
sector. In Xingguo, less than a hundred li to the southwest of 
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Longgang, we had an independent division of over one thousand 
men, which could manoeuvre in the enemy’s rear.

(10) If our troops made a breakthrough at the centre and breached 
the enemy’s front, his columns to the east and west would be cut 
into two widely separated groups.

For the above reasons, we decided that our first battle should be against 
Zhang Huizan’s main force, and we successfully hit two of his brigades and 
his divisional headquarters, capturing the entire force of nine thousand men 
and the divisional commander himself, without letting a single man or horse 
escape. This one victory scared Tan’s division into fleeing towards Dongshao 
and Xu’s division into fleeing towards Toupi. Our troops then pursued Tan’s 
division and wiped out half of it. We fought two battles in five days (December 
27, 1930 to January 1, 1931), and, fearing defeat, the enemy forces in Futian, 
Donggu and Toupi retreated in disorder. So ended the first campaign of “encir-
clement and suppression.”

The situation in the second campaign was as follows:
(1) The “suppression” forces numbering 200,000 were under the 
command of He Yingqin with headquarters at Nanchang.

(2) As in the first enemy campaign, none of the forces were Chi-
ang Kai-shek’s own troops. Among them the 18th Route Army 
under Cai Tingkai, the 26th under Sun Lianzhong and the 8th 
under Zhu Shaoliang were strong, or fairly strong, while all the 
rest were rather weak.

(3) The A-B Group had been cleaned up, and the entire popula-
tion of the base area supported the Red Army.

(4) The 5th Route Army under Wang Jinyu, newly arrived from 
the north, was afraid of us, and, generally speaking, so were the 
two divisions on its left flank under Guo Huazong and Hao Men-
gling.

(5) If our troops attacked Futian first and then swept across to the 
east, we could expand the base area to the Jianning-Lichuan-Tain-
ing sector on the Fujian-Jiangxi border and acquire supplies to 
help smash the next “encirclement and suppression” campaign. 
But if we were to thrust westward, we would come up against the 
Gan River and have no room for expansion after the battle. To 
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turn east again after the battle would tire our troops and waste 
time.

(6) Though our army (numbering over 30,000 men) was some-
what smaller than in the first campaign, it had had four months 
in which to recuperate and build up energy.

For these reasons, we decided, for our first battle, to engage the forces of 
Wang Jinyu and of Gong Bingfan (totalling 11 regiments) in the Futian sector. 
After winning this battle we attacked Guo Huazong, Sun Lianzhong, Zhu Sha-
oliang and Liu Heding in succession. In fifteen days (from May 16 to May 30, 
1931) we marched seven hundred li, fought five battles, captured more than 
twenty thousand rifles and roundly smashed the enemy’s “encirclement and 
suppression” campaign. When fighting Wang Jinyu, we were between the two 
enemy forces under Cai Tingkai and Guo Huazong, some ten li from the latter 
and forty li from the former, and some people said we were “getting into a 
blind alley”, but we got through all the same. This was mainly due to the popu-
lar support we enjoyed in the base area and to the lack of co-ordination among 
the enemy units. After Guo Huazong’s division was defeated, Hao Mengling’s 
division fled by night back to Yongfeng, and so avoided disaster.

The situation in the third “encirclement and suppression” campaign was as 
follows:

(1) Chiang Kai-shek personally took the held as command-
er-in-chief. Under him there were three subordinate commanders, 
each in charge of a column – the left, the right and the centre. The 
central column was commanded by He Yingqin, who, like Chi-
ang Kai-shek, had his headquarters in Nanchang, the right was 
commanded by Chen Mingshu with headquarters at Ji’an, and 
the left by Zhu Shaoliang with headquarters at Nanfeng.

(2) The “suppression” forces numbered 300,000. The main forces, 
totalling about 100,000 men, were Chiang Kai-shek’s own troops 
and consisted of 5 divisions (of 9 regiments each), commanded by 
Chen Cheng, Luo Zhuoying, Zhao Guantao, Wei Lihuang and 
Jiang Dingwen respectively. Besides these, there were 3 divisions 
(totalling 40,000 men) under Jiang Guangnai, Cai Tingkai and 
Han Deqin. Then there was Sun Lianzhong’s army of 20,000. In 
addition, there were other, weaker forces that were likewise not 
Chiang’s own troops.
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(3) The enemy’s strategy in this “suppression” campaign was to 
“drive straight in”, which was vastly different from the strategy of 
“consolidating at every step” he used in the second campaign. The 
aim was to press the Red Army back against the Gan River and 
annihilate it there.

(4) There was an interval of only one month between the end 
of the second enemy campaign and the beginning of the third. 
The Red Army (then about 30,000 strong) had had neither rest 
nor replenishments after much hard fighting and had just made a 
detour of a thousand li to concentrate at Xingguo in the western 
part of the southern Jiangxi base area, when the enemy pressed it 
hard from several directions.

In this situation the plan we first decided on was to move from Xingguo 
by way of Wanan, make a breakthrough at Futian, and then sweep from west 
to east across the enemy’s rear communication lines, thus letting the enemy’s 
main forces make a deep but useless penetration into our base area in south-
ern Jiangxi; this was to be the first phase of our operation. Then when the 
enemy turned back northward, inevitably very fatigued, we were to seize the 
opportunity to strike at his vulnerable units; that was to be the second phase 
of our operation. The heart of this plan was to avoid the enemy’s main forces 
and strike at his weak spots. But when our forces were advancing on Futian, 
we were detected by the enemy, who rushed the two divisions under Chen 
Cheng and Luo Zhuoying to the scene. We had to change our plan and fall 
back to Gaoxingxu in the western part of Xingguo County, which, together 
with its environs of less than a hundred square li, was then the only place for 
our troops to concentrate in. The day after our concentration we decided to 
make a thrust eastward towards Liantang in eastern Xingguo County, Liang-
cun in southern Yongfeng County and Huangpi in northern Ningdu County. 
That same night, under covet of darkness, we passed through the forty-li gap 
between Jiang Dingwen’s division and the forces of Jiang Guangnai, Cai Ting-
kai and Han Deqin, and swung to Liantang. On the second day we skirmished 
with the forward units under Shangguan Yunxiang (who was in command of 
Hao Mengling’s division as well as his own). The first battle was fought on the 
third day with Shangguan Yunxiang’s division and the second battle on the 
fourth day with Hao Mengling’s division; after a three day march we reached 
Huangpi and fought our third battle against Mao Bingwen’s division. We won 
all three battles and captured over ten thousand rifles. At this point all the main 
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enemy forces, which had been advancing westward and southward, turned 
eastward. Focusing on Huangpi, they converged at furious speed to seek battle 
and closed in on us in a major compact encirclement. We slipped through in 
the high mountains that lay in the twenty-li gap between the forces of Jiang 
Guangnai, Cai Tingkai and Han Deqin on the one side and Chen Cheng and 
Luo Zhuoying on the other, and thus, returning from the east to the west, reas-
sembled within the borders of Xingguo County. By the time the enemy dis-
covered this fact and began advancing west again, our forces had already had a 
fortnight’s rest, whereas the enemy forces, hungry, exhausted and demoralized, 
were no good for fighting and so decided to retreat. Taking advantage of their 
retreat, we attacked the forces of Jiang Guangnai, Cai Tingkai, Jiang Dingwen 
and Han Deqin, wiping out one of Jiang Dingwen’s brigades and Han Deqin’s 
entire division. As for the divisions under Jiang Guangnai and Cai Tingkai, the 
fight resulted in a stalemate and they got away.

The situation in the fourth “encirclement and suppression” campaign was 
as follows. The enemy was advancing on Guangchang in three columns; the 
eastern one was his main force, while the two divisions forming his western 
column were exposed to us and were also very close to the area where our forces 
were concentrated. Thus we had the opportunity to attack his western column 
in southern Yihuang County first, and at one stroke we annihilated the two 
divisions under Li Ming and Chen Shiqi. As the enemy then sent two divisions 
from the eastern column to give support to his central column and advanced 
further, we were again able to wipe out a division in southern Yihuang Coun-
ty. In these two battles we captured more than ten thousand rifles and, in the 
main, smashed this campaign of “encirclement and suppression.”

In his fifth campaign the enemy advanced by means of his new strategy 
of building blockhouses and first occupied Lichuan. But, in attempting to 
recover Lichuan and engage the enemy outside the base area, we made an 
attack north of Lichuan at Xiaoshi, which was an enemy strong point and 
was situated, moreover, in the White area. Failing to win the battle, we shifted 
our attack to Zixijiao, which was also an enemy strongpoint situated in the 
White area southeast of Xiaoshi, and again we failed. Then in seeking battle we 
milled around between the enemy’s main forces and his blockhouses and were 
reduced to complete passivity. All through our fifth counter-campaign against 
“encirclement and suppression”, which lasted a whole year, we showed not the 
slightest initiative or drive. In the end we had to withdraw from our Jiangxi 
base area.
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Our army’s experience in these five counter-campaigns against “encircle-
ment and suppression” proves that the first battle in the counter-offensive is of 
the greatest importance for the Red Army, which is on the defensive, if it is to 
smash a large and powerful enemy “suppression” force. Victory or defeat in the 
first battle has a tremendous effect upon the entire situation, all the way to the 
final engagement. Hence we arrive at the following conclusions.

First, the first battle must be won. We should strike only when positively 
certain that the enemy’s situation, the terrain and popular support are all in 
our favour and not in his. Otherwise we should rather fall back and carefully 
bide our time. There will always be opportunities; we should not rashly accept 
battle. In our first counter-campaign we originally planned to strike at Tan 
Daoyuan’s troops; we advanced twice but each time had to restrain ourselves 
and pull back, because they would not budge from their commanding position 
on the Yuantou heights. A few days later we sought out Zhang Huizan’s troops, 
which were more vulnerable to our attack. In our second counter-campaign 
our army advanced to Donggu where, for the sole purpose of waiting for Wang 
Jinyu’s men to leave their strongpoint at Futian, we encamped close to the ene-
my for twenty-five days even at the risk of leakage of information; we rejected 
all impatient suggestions for a quick attack and finally attained our aim. In 
our third counter-campaign, although the storm was breaking all around us 
and we had made a detour of a thousand li, and although the enemy had dis-
covered our plan to outflank him, we nevertheless exercised patience, turned 
back, changed our tactics to a breakthrough in the centre, and finally fought 
the first battle successfully at Liantang. In our fourth counter-campaign, after 
our attack on Nanfeng had failed, we unhesitatingly withdrew, wheeled round 
to the enemy’s right flank, and reassembled our forces in the area of Dongshao, 
whereupon we launched our great and victorious battle in southern Yihuang 
County. It was only in the fifth counter-campaign that the importance of the 
first battle was not recognized at all. Taking alarm at the loss of the single coun-
ty town of Lichuan, our forces marched north to meet the enemy in an attempt 
to recover it. Then, the unexpected encounter at Xunkou, which had resulted 
in a victory (with the annihilation of an enemy division), was not treated as 
the first battle, nor were the changes that were bound to ensue foreseen, but 
instead Xiaoshi was rashly attacked with no assurance of success. Thus the 
initiative was lost at the very first move, and that is really the worst and most 
stupid way to fight.
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Second, the plan for the first battle must be the prelude to, and an organic 
part of, the plan for the whole campaign. Without a good plan for the whole 
campaign it is absolutely impossible to fight a really good first battle. That is 
to say, even though victory is won in the first battle, if the battle harms rather 
than helps the campaign as a whole, such a victory can only be reckoned a 
defeat (as in the case of the battle of Xunkou in the fifth campaign). Hence, 
before fighting the first battle one must have a general idea of how the sec-
ond, third, fourth, and even the final battle will be fought, and consider what 
changes will ensue in the enemy’s situation as a whole if we win, or lose, each 
of the succeeding battles. Although the result may not – and, in fact, definitely 
will not – turn out exactly as we expect, we must think everything out carefully 
and realistically in the light of the general situation on both sides. Without a 
grasp of the situation as a whole, it is impossible to make any really good move 
on the chessboard.

Third, one must also consider what will happen in the next strategic stage 
of the war. Whoever directs strategy will not be doing his duty if he occupies 
himself only with the counter-offensive and neglects the measures to be taken 
after it succeeds, or in case it fails. In a particular strategic stage, he should take 
into consideration the succeeding stages, or, at the very least, the following 
one. Even though future changes are difficult to foresee and the farther ahead 
one looks the more blurred things seem, a general calculation is possible and an 
appraisal of distant prospects is necessary. In war as well as in politics, planning 
only one step at a time as one goes along is a harmful way of directing matters. 
After each step, it is necessary to examine the ensuing concrete changes and to 
modify or develop one’s strategic and operational plans accordingly, or other-
wise one is liable to make the mistake of rushing straight ahead regardless of 
danger. However, it is absolutely essential to have a long-term plan which has 
been thought out in its general outline and which covers an entire strategic 
stage or even several strategic stages. Failure to make such a plan will lead to 
the mistake of hesitating and allowing oneself to be tied down, which in fact 
serves the enemy’s strategic objects and reduces one to a passive position. It 
must be borne in mind that the enemy’s supreme command is not lacking in 
strategic insight. Only when we have trained ourselves to be a head taller than 
the enemy will strategic victories be possible. During the enemy’s fifth “encir-
clement and suppression” campaign, failure to do so was the main reason for 
the errors in strategic direction under the “Left” opportunist and the Zhang 
Guotao lines. In short, in the stage of retreat we must see ahead to the stage of 
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the counter-offensive, in the stage of the counter-offensive we must see ahead 
to that of the offensive, and in the stage of the offensive we must again see 
ahead to a stage of retreat. Not to do so but to confine ourselves to consider-
ations of the moment is to court defeat.

The first battle must be won. The plan for the whole campaign must be 
taken into account. And the strategic stage that comes next must be taken into 
account. These are the three principles we must never forget when we begin a 
counter-offensive, that is, when we fight the first battle.

6. Concentration of troops

The concentration of troops seems easy but is quite hard in practice. Every-
body knows that the best way is to use a large force to defeat a small one, and 
yet many people fail to do so and on the contrary often divide their forces 
up. The reason is that such military leaders have no head for strategy and are 
confused by complicated circumstances; hence, they are at the mercy of these 
circumstances, lose their initiative and have recourse to passive response.

No matter how complicated, grave and harsh the circumstances, what a 
military leader needs most of all is the ability to function independently in 
organizing and employing the forces under his command. He may often be 
forced into a passive position by the enemy, but the important thing is to 
regain the initiative quickly. Failure to do so spells defeat.

The initiative is not something imaginary but is concrete and material. Here 
the most important thing is to conserve and mass an armed force that is as 
large as possible and full of fighting spirit.

It is easy to fall into a passive position in defensive warfare, which gives far 
less scope for the full exercise of initiative than does offensive warfare. How-
ever, defensive warfare, which is passive in form, can be active in content, and 
can be switched from the stage in which it is passive in form to the stage in 
which it is active both in form and in content. In appearance a fully planned 
strategic retreat is made under compulsion, but in reality it is effected in order 
to conserve our strength and bide our time to defeat the enemy, to lure him 
in deep and prepare for our counter-offensive. On the other hand, refusal to 
retreat and hasty acceptance of battle (as in the battle of Xiaoshi) may appear 
a serious effort to gain the initiative, while in reality it is passive. Not only is a 
strategic counter-offensive active in content, but in form, too, it discards the 
passive posture of the period of retreat. In relation to the enemy, our count-
er-offensive represents our effort to make him relinquish the initiative and put 
him in a passive position.
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Concentration of troops, mobile warfare, war of quick decision and war of 
annihilation are all necessary conditions for the full achievement of this aim. 
And of these, concentration of troops is the first and most essential.

This concentration is necessary for the purpose of reversing the situation as 
between the enemy and ourselves. First, its purpose is to reverse the situation 
as regards advance and retreat. Previously it was the enemy who was advancing 
and we who were retreating; now we seek a situation in which we advance and 
he retreats. When we concentrate our troops and win a battle, then in that 
battle we gain the above purpose, and this influences the whole campaign.

Second, its purpose is to reverse the situation with regard to attack and 
defence. In defensive warfare the retreat to the prescribed terminal point belongs 
basically to the passive, or “defence”, stage. The counter-offensive belongs to 
the active, or “attack”, stage. Although the strategic defensive retains its defen-
sive character throughout its duration, still as compared with the retreat the 
counter-offensive already represents a change not only in form but in content. 
The counter-offensive is transitional between the strategic defensive and the 
strategic offensive, and in the nature of a prelude to the strategic offensive; it is 
precisely for the purpose of the counter-offensive that troops are concentrated.

Third, its purpose is to reverse the situation with regard to interior and exte-
rior lines. An army operating on strategically interior lines suffers from many 
disadvantages, and this is especially so in the case of the Red Army, confronted 
as it is with “encirclement and suppression.” But in campaigns and battles we 
can and absolutely must change this situation. We can turn a big “encirclement 
and suppression” campaign waged by the enemy against us into a number of 
small, separate campaigns of encirclement and suppression waged by us against 
the enemy. We can change the converging attack directed by the enemy against 
us on the plane of strategy into converging attacks directed by us against the 
enemy on the plane of campaigns and battles. We can change the enemy’s 
strategic superiority over us into our superiority over him in campaigns and 
battles. We can put the enemy who is in a strong position strategically into 
a weak position in campaigns and battles. At the same time we can change 
our own strategically weak position into a strong position in campaigns and 
battles. This is what we call exterior-line operations within interior-line oper-
ations, encirclement and suppression within “encirclement and suppression”, 
blockade within blockade, the offensive within the defensive, superiority with-
in inferiority, strength within weakness, advantage within disadvantage, and 
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initiative within passivity. The winning of victory in the strategic defensive 
depends basically on this measure – concentration of troops.

In the war annals of the Chinese Red Army, this has often been an import-
ant controversial issue. In the battle of Ji’an on October 4, 1930, our advance 
and attack were begun before our forces were fully concentrated, but fortu-
nately the enemy force (Deng Ying’s division) fled of its own accord; by itself 
our attack was ineffective.

Beginning from 1932, there was the slogan “Attack on all fronts”, which 
called for attacks from the base area in all directions – north, south, east and 
west. This is wrong not only for the strategic defensive but even for the strate-
gic offensive. As long as there is no fundamental change in the over-all balance 
of forces, both strategy and tactics involve the defensive and the offensive, 
containing actions and assaults, and “attacks on all fronts” are in fact extreme-
ly rare. This slogan expresses the military equalitarianism which accompanies 
military adventurism.

In 1933 the exponents of military equalitarianism put forward the theory 
of “striking with two ‘fists’” and splitting the main force of the Red Army in 
two, to seek victories simultaneously in two strategic directions. As a result, 
one fist remained idle while the other was tired out with fighting, and we failed 
to win the greatest victory possible at the time. In my opinion, when we face 
a powerful enemy, we should employ our army, whatever its size, in only one 
main direction at a time, not two. I am not objecting to operations in two or 
more directions, but at any given time there ought to be only one main direc-
tion. The Chinese Red Army, which entered the arena of the civil war as a small 
and weak force, has since repeatedly defeated its powerful antagonist and won 
victories that have astonished the world, and it has done so by relying largely 
on the employment of concentrated strength. Any one of its great victories can 
prove this point. When we say, “Pit one against ten, pit ten against a hundred”, 
we are speaking of strategy, of the whole war and the over-all balance of forc-
es, and in the strategic sense that is just what we have been doing. However, 
we are not speaking of campaigns and tactics, in which we must never do so. 
Whether in counter-offensives or offensives, we should always concentrate a 
big force to strike at one part of the enemy forces. We suffered every time we 
did not concentrate our troops, as in the battles against Tan Daoyuan in the 
Dongshao area of Ningdu County in Jiangxi Province in January 1931, against 
the 19th Route Army in the Gaoxingxu area of Xingguo County in Jiangxi in 
August 1931, against Chen Jitang in the Shuikouxu area of Nanxiong County 
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in Guangdong Province in July 1932, and against Chen Cheng in the Tuancun 
area of Lichuan County in Jiangxi in March 1934. In the past, battles such as 
those of Shuikouxu and Tuancun were generally deemed victories or even big 
victories (in the former we routed twenty regiments under Chen Jitang, in 
the latter twelve regiments under Chen Cheng), but we never welcomed such 
victories and in a certain sense even regarded them as defeats. For, in our opin-
ion, a battle has little significance when there are no prisoners or war booty, or 
when they do not outweigh the losses.

Our strategy is “pit one against ten” and our tactics are “pit ten against one” 
– this is one of our fundamental principles for gaining mastery over the enemy.

Military equalitarianism reached its extreme point in our fifth counter-cam-
paign against “encirclement and suppression” in 1934. It was thought that we 
could beat the enemy by “dividing the forces into six routes” and “resisting on 
all fronts”, but instead we were beaten by the enemy, and the reason was fear of 
losing territory. Naturally one can scarcely avoid loss of territory when concen-
trating the main forces in one direction while leaving only containing forces in 
others. But this loss is temporary and partial and is compensated for by victory 
in the place where the assault is made. After such a victory is won, territory lost 
in the area of the containing forces can be recovered. The enemy’s first, second, 
third and fourth campaigns of “encirclement and suppression” all entailed the 
loss of territory – particularly the third campaign, in which the Jiangxi base 
area of the Red Army was almost completely lost – but in the end we not only 
recovered but extended our territory.

Failure to appreciate the strength of the people in the base area has often 
given rise to unwarranted fear of moving the Red Army too far away from the 
base area. This happened when the Red Army in Jiangxi made a long drive 
to attack Zhangzhou in Fujian Province in 1932, and also when it wheeled 
around to attack Fujian after the victory in our fourth counter-campaign in 
1933. There was fear in the first case that the enemy would seize the entire 
base area, and in the second that he would seize part of it; consequently there 
was opposition to concentrating our forces and advocacy of dividing them up 
for defence, but in the end all this proved to be wrong. As far as the enemy is 
concerned, he is afraid to advance into our base area, but the main danger in 
his eyes is a Red Army that has driven into the White area. His attention is 
always fixed on the whereabouts of the main force of the Red Army, and he 
rarely takes his eyes off it to concentrate on the base area. Even when the Red 
Army is on the defensive, it is still the centre of the enemy’s attention. Part of 
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his over-all plan is to reduce the size of our base area, but if the Red Army con-
centrates its main force to annihilate one of his columns, the enemy’s supreme 
command will be compelled to focus greater attention on the Red Army and 
concentrate larger forces against it. Hence it is possible to wreck an enemy plan 
for reducing the size of a base area.

Also, it was wrong to say, “In the fifth ‘encirclement and suppression’ cam-
paign which is being carried on by means of blockhouse warfare, it is impos-
sible for us to operate with concentrated forces, and all we can do is to divide 
them up for defence and for short swift thrusts.” The enemy’s tactics of pushing 
forward 3, 5, 8, or 10 li at a time and building blockhouses at each halt were 
entirely the result of the Red Army’s practice of fighting defensive actions at 
every successive point. The situation would certainly have been different if our 
army had abandoned the tactics of point-by-point defence on interior lines 
and, when possible and necessary, had turned and driven into the enemy’s 
interior lines. The principle of concentration of forces is precisely the means 
for defeating the enemy’s blockhouse warfare.

The kind of concentration of forces we advocate does not mean the aban-
donment of people’s guerrilla warfare. To abandon small-scale guerrilla warfare 
and “concentrate every single rifle in the Red Army”, as advocated by the Li 
Lisan line, has long since been proved wrong. Considering the revolutionary 
war as a whole, the operations of the people’s guerrillas and those of the main 
forces of the Red Army complement each other like a man’s right arm and left 
arm, and if we had only the main forces of the Red Army without the people’s 
guerrillas, we would be like a warrior with only one arm. In concrete terms, 
and especially with regard to military operations, when we talk of the people 
in the base area as a factor, we mean that we have an armed people. That is the 
main reason why the enemy is afraid to approach our base area.

It is also necessary to employ Red Army detachments for operations in 
secondary directions; not all the forces of the Red Army should be concen-
trated. The kind of concentration we advocate is based on the principle of 
guaranteeing absolute or relative superiority on the battlefield. To cope with a 
strong enemy or to fight on a battlefield of vital importance, we must have an 
absolutely superior force; for instance, a force of 40,000 was concentrated to 
fight the 9,000 men under Zhang Huizan on December 30, 1930, in the first 
battle of our first counter-campaign. To cope with a weaker enemy or to fight 
on a battlefield of no great importance, a relatively superior force is sufficient; 
for instance, only some 10,000 Red Army men were employed to fight Liu 
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Heding’s division of 7,000 men in Jianning on May 29, 1931, in the last battle 
of our second counter-campaign.

That is not to say we must have numerical superiority on every occasion. 
In certain circumstances, we may go into battle with a relatively or absolutely 
inferior force. Take the case of going into battle with a relatively inferior force 
when we have only a rather small Red Army force in a certain area (it is not 
that we have more troops and have not concentrated them). Then, in order to 
smash the attack of the stronger enemy in conditions where popular support, 
terrain and weather are greatly in our favour, it is of course necessary to con-
centrate the main part of our Red Army force for a surprise attack on a segment 
of one flank of the enemy while containing his centre and his other flank with 
guerrillas or small detachments, and in this way victory can be won. In our 
surprise attack on this segment of the enemy flank, the principle of using a 
superior force against an inferior force, of using the many to defeat the few, 
still applies. The same principle also applies when we go into battle with an 
absolutely inferior force, for example, when a guerrilla force makes a surprise 
attack on a large White army force, but is attacking only a small part of it.

As for the argument that the concentration of a large force for action in 
a single battle area is subject to the limitations of terrain, roads, supplies and 
billeting facilities, it should be evaluated according to the circumstances. There 
is a difference in the degree to which these limitations affect the Red Army and 
the White army, as the Red Army can stand greater hardships than the White 
army.

We use the few to defeat the many – this we say to the rulers of China as a 
whole. We use the many to defeat the few – this we say to each separate enemy 
force on the battlefield. That is no longer a secret, and in general the enemy 
is by now well acquainted with our way. However, he can neither prevent our 
victories nor avoid his own losses, because he does not know when and where 
we shall act. This we keep secret. The Red Army generally operates by surprise 
attacks.

7. Mobile warfare

Mobile warfare or positional warfare? Our answer is mobile warfare. So 
long as we lack a large army or reserves of ammunition, and so long as there 
is only a single Red Army force to do the fighting in each base area, positional 
warfare is generally useless to us. For us, positional warfare is generally inappli-
cable in attack as well as in defence.
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One of the outstanding characteristics of the Red Army’s operations, which 
follows from the fact that the enemy is powerful while the Red Army is defi-
cient in technical equipment, is the absence of fixed battle lines.

The Red Army’s battle lines are determined by the direction in which it 
is operating. As its operational direction often shifts, its battle lines are fluid. 
Though the main direction does not change in a given period of time, within 
its ambit the secondary directions may shift at any moment; when we find 
ourselves checked in one direction, we must turn to another. If, after a time, we 
also find ourselves checked in the main direction, then we must change it too.

In a revolutionary civil war, there cannot be fixed battle lines, which was 
also the case in the Soviet Union. The difference between the Soviet Army and 
ours is that its battle lines were not so fluid as ours. There cannot be absolutely 
fixed battle lines in any war, because the vicissitudes of victory and defeat, 
advance and retreat, preclude it. But relatively fixed battle lines are often to be 
found in the general run of wars. Exceptions occur only where an army faces a 
much stronger enemy, as is the case with the Chinese Red Army in its present 
stage.

Fluidity of battle lines leads to fluidity in the size of our base areas. Our 
base areas are constantly expanding and contracting, and often as one base area 
falls another rises. This fluidity of territory is entirely a result of the fluidity of 
the war.

Fluidity in the war and in our territory produces fluidity in all fields of con-
struction in our base areas. Construction plans covering several years are out of 
the question. Frequent changes of plan are all in the day’s work.

It is to our advantage to recognize this characteristic. We must base our 
planning on it and must not have illusions about a war of advance without 
any retreats, take alarm at any temporary fluidity of our territory or of the rear 
areas of our army, or endeavour to draw up detailed long-term plans. We must 
adapt our thinking and our work to the circumstances, be ready to sit down 
as well as to march on, and always have our marching rations handy. It is only 
by exerting ourselves in today’s fluid way of life that tomorrow we can secure 
relative stability, and eventually full stability.

The exponents of the strategy of “regular warfare” which dominated our fifth 
counter-campaign denied this fluidity and opposed what they called “guerril-
la-ism.” Those comrades who opposed fluidity managed affairs as though they 
were the rulers of a big state, and the result was an extraordinary and immense 
fluidity – the 25,000-li Long March.



218

Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War

Our workers’ and peasants’ democratic republic is a state, but today it is 
not yet a full-fledged one. Today we are still in the period of strategic defensive 
in the civil war, the form of our political power is still far from that of a full-
fledged state, our army is still much inferior to the enemy both in numbers 
and technical equipment, our territory is still very small, and our enemy is 
constantly out to destroy us and will never rest content till he has done so. In 
defining our policy on the basis of these facts, we should not repudiate guer-
rilla-ism in general terms but should honestly admit the guerrilla character of 
the Red Army. It is no use being ashamed of this. On the contrary, this guer-
rilla character is precisely our distinguishing feature, our strong point, and our 
means of defeating the enemy. We should be prepared to discard it, but we 
cannot do so today. In the future this guerrilla character will definitely become 
something to be ashamed of and to be discarded, but today it is invaluable and 
we must stick to it.

“Fight when you can win, move away when you can’t win” – this is the 
popular way of describing our mobile warfare today. There is no military expert 
anywhere in the world who approves only of fighting and never of moving, 
though few people do as much moving as we do. We generally spend more 
time in moving than in fighting and would be doing well if we fought an aver-
age of one sizable battle a month. All our “moving” is for the purpose of “fight-
ing”, and all our strategy and tactics are built on “fighting.” Nevertheless, there 
are times when it is inadvisable for us to fight. In the first place, it is inadvisable 
to fight when the force confronting us is too large; second, it is sometimes 
inadvisable to fight when the force confronting us, though not so large, is very 
dose to other enemy forces; third, it is generally inadvisable to fight an enemy 
force that is not isolated and is strongly entrenched; fourth, it is inadvisable to 
continue an engagement in which there is no prospect of victory. In any one 
of these situations we are prepared to move away. Such moving away is both 
permissible and necessary. For our recognition of the necessity of moving away 
is based on our recognition of the necessity of fighting. Herein lies the funda-
mental characteristic of the Red Army’s mobile warfare.

Mobile warfare is primary, but we do not reject positional warfare where it 
is possible and necessary. It should be admitted that positional warfare should 
be employed for the tenacious defence of particular key points in a containing 
action during the strategic defensive, and when, during the strategic offen-
sive, we encounter an enemy force that is isolated and cut off from help. We 
have had considerable experience in defeating the enemy by such positional 
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warfare; we have cracked open many enemy cities, blockhouses and forts and 
broken through fairly well-fortified enemy field positions. In future we shall 
increase our efforts and remedy our inadequacies in this respect. We should by 
all means advocate positional attack or defence when circumstances require 
and permit it. At the present time, what we are opposed to is the general use of 
positional warfare or putting it on an equal footing with mobile` warfare; that 
is impermissible.

During the ten years’ civil war, have there been no changes whatsoever in 
the guerrilla character of the Red Army, its lack of fixed battle lines, the fluidity 
of its base areas, or the fluidity of construction work in its base areas? Yes, there 
have been changes. The period from the days in the Jinggang Mountains to our 
first counter-campaign against “encirclement and suppression” in Jiangxi was 
the first stage, the stage in which the guerrilla character and fluidity were very 
pronounced, the Red Army being in its infancy and the base areas still being 
guerrilla zones. In the second stage, comprising the period from the first to the 
third counter-campaign, both the guerrilla character and the fluidity were con-
siderably reduced, front armies having been formed and base areas with a pop-
ulation of several millions established. In the third stage, which comprised the 
period from the end of the third to the fifth counter-campaign, the guerrilla 
character and the fluidity were further reduced, and a central government and 
a revolutionary military commission had already been set up. The fourth stage 
was the Long March. The mistaken rejection of guerrilla warfare and fluidity 
on a small scale had led to guerrilla warfare and fluidity on a great scale. Now 
we are in the fifth stage. Because of our failure to smash the fifth “encirclement 
and suppression” campaign and because of this great fluidity, the Red Army 
and the base areas have been greatly reduced, but we have planted our feet in 
the Northwest and consolidated and developed the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia 
Border Region, our base area here. The three front armies which form the main 
forces of the Red Army have been brought under a unified command, which 
is unprecedented.

Going by the nature of our strategy, we may also say the period from the 
days in the Jinggang Mountains to our fourth counter-campaign was one stage, 
the period of the fifth counter-campaign was another, and the period from the 
Long March to the present is the third. During the fifth counter-campaign 
the correct policy of the past was wrongly discarded; today we have correctly 
discarded the wrong policy adopted during the fifth counter-campaign and 
revived the earlier and correct policy. However, we have not thrown out every-
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thing in the fifth counter-campaign, nor revived everything that preceded it. 
We have revived only what was good in the past, and discarded only the mis-
takes of the period of the fifth counter-campaign.

Guerrilla-ism has two aspects. One is irregularity, that is, decentralization, 
lack of uniformity, absence of strict discipline, and simple methods of work. 
These features stemmed from the Red Army’s infancy, and some of them were 
just what was needed at the time. As the Red Army reaches a higher stage, we 
must gradually and consciously eliminate them so as to make the Red Army 
more centralized, more unified, more disciplined and more thorough in its 
work – in short, more regular in character. In the directing of operations we 
should also gradually and consciously reduce such guerrilla characteristics as 
are no longer required at a higher stage. Refusal to make progress in this respect 
and obstinate adherence to the old stage are impermissible and harmful, and 
are detrimental to large-scale operations.

The other aspect of guerrilla-ism consists of the principle of mobile war-
fare, the guerrilla character of both strategic and tactical operations which is 
still necessary at present, the inevitable fluidity of our base areas, flexibility 
in planning the development of the base areas, and the rejection of prema-
ture regularization in building the Red Army. In this connection, it is equally 
impermissible, disadvantageous and harmful to our present operations to deny 
the facts of history, oppose the retention of what is useful, and rashly leave the 
present stage in order to rush blindly towards a “new stage”, which as yet is 
beyond reach and has no real significance.

We are now on the eve of a new stage with respect to the Red Army’s tech-
nical equipment and organization. We must be prepared to go over to this new 
stage. Not to prepare ourselves would be wrong and harmful to our future 
warfare. In the future, when the technical and organizational conditions in 
the Red Army have changed and the building of the Red Army has entered a 
new stage, its operational directions and battle lines will become more stable; 
there will be more positional warfare; the fluidity of the war, of our territory 
and of our construction work will be greatly reduced and finally disappear; and 
we will no longer be handicapped by present limitations, such as the enemy’s 
superiority and his strongly entrenched positions.

At present we oppose both the wrong measures of the period of the domi-
nation of “Left” opportunism and the revival of many of the irregular features 
which the Red Army had in its infancy but which are now unnecessary. But we 
should be resolute in restoring the many valuable principles of army building 
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and of strategy and tactics by which the Red Army has consistently won its 
victories. We must sum up all that is good from the past in a systematic, more 
highly developed and richer military line, in order to win victories over the 
enemy today and prepare to go over to the new stage in the future.

The waging of mobile warfare involves many problems, such as reconnais-
sance, judgement, decision, combat disposition, command, concealment, con-
centration, advance, deployment, attack, pursuit, surprise attack, positional 
attack, positional defence, encounter action, retreat, night fighting, special 
operations, evading the strong and attacking the weak, besieging the enemy 
in order to strike at his reinforcements, feint attack, defence against aircraft, 
operating amongst several enemy forces, by-passing operations, consecutive 
operations, operating without a rear, the need for rest and building up ener-
gy. These problems exhibited many specific features in the history of the Red 
Army, features which should be methodically dealt with and summed up in the 
science of campaigns, and I shall not go into them here.

8. War of quick decision

A strategically protracted war and campaigns or battles of quick decision are 
two aspects of the same thing, two principles which should receive equal and 
simultaneous emphasis in civil wars and which are also applicable in anti-im-
perialist wars.

Because the reactionary forces are very strong, revolutionary forces grow 
only gradually, and this fact determines the protracted nature of our war. Here 
impatience is harmful and advocacy of “quick decision” incorrect. To wage a 
revolutionary war for ten years, as we have done, might be surprising in other 
countries, but for us it is like the opening sections in an “eight-legged essay” 
– the “presentation, amplification and preliminary exposition of the theme”36 
– and many exciting parts are yet to follow. No doubt developments in the 
future will be greatly accelerated under the influence of domestic and interna-
tional conditions. As changes have already taken place in the international and 
domestic situation and greater changes are coming, it can be said that we have 
outgrown the past state of slow development and fighting in isolation. But we 
should not expect successes overnight. The aspiration to “wipe out the enemy 
before breakfast” is admirable, but it is bad to make concrete plans to do so. 
As China’s reactionary forces are backed by many imperialist powers, our revo-
lutionary war will continue to be a protracted one until China’s revolutionary 
forces have built up enough strength to breach the main positions of our inter-
nal and external enemies, and until the international revolutionary forces have 
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crushed or contained most of the international reactionary forces. To proceed 
from this point in formulating our strategy of long-term warfare is one of the 
important principles guiding our strategy.

The reverse is true of campaigns and battles – here the principle is not 
protractedness but quick decision. Quick decision is sought in campaigns and 
battles, and this is true at all times and in all countries. In a war as a whole, too, 
quick decision is sought at all times and in all countries, and a long drawn-out 
war is considered harmful. China’s war, however, must be handled with the 
greatest patience and treated as a protracted war. During the period of the Li 
Lisan line, some people ridiculed our way of doing things as “shadowboxing 
tactics” (meaning our tactics of fighting many battles back and forth before 
going on to seize the big cities), and said that we would not see the victory 
of the revolution until our hair turned white. Such impatience was proved 
wrong long ago. But if their criticism had been applied not to strategy but to 
campaigns and battles, they would have been perfectly right, and for the fol-
lowing reasons. First, the Red Army has no sources from which to replenish its 
arms and especially its ammunition; second, the White forces consist of many 
armies while there is only one Red Army, which must be prepared to fight one 
operation after another in quick succession in order to smash each campaign of 
“encirclement and suppression”; and third, though the White armies advance 
separately, most of them keep fairly close to one another, and if we fail to gain 
a quick decision in attacking one of them, all the others will converge upon 
us. For these reasons we have to fight battles of quick decision. It is usual for 
us to conclude a battle in a few hours, or in a day or two. It is only when our 
plan is to “besiege the enemy in order to strike at his reinforcements” and our 
purpose is to strike not at the besieged enemy but at his reinforcements that we 
are prepared for a certain degree of protractedness in our besieging operations; 
but even then we seek a quick decision against the reinforcements. A plan of 
protracted operations is often applied in campaigns or battles when we are stra-
tegically on the defensive and are tenaciously defending positions on a holding 
front, or when, in a strategic offensive, we are attacking isolated enemy forces 
cut off from help, or are eliminating White strongholds within our base areas. 
But protracted operations of this kind help rather than hinder the main Red 
Army force in its battles of quick decision.

A quick decision cannot be achieved simply by wanting it, but requires 
many specific conditions. The main requirements are: adequate preparations, 
seizing the opportune moment, concentration of superior forces, encircling 
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and outflanking tactics, favourable terrain, and striking at the enemy when he 
is on the move, or when he is stationary but has not yet consolidated his posi-
tions. Unless these requirements are satisfied, it is impossible to achieve quick 
decision in a campaign or battle.

The smashing of an enemy “encirclement and suppression” is a major cam-
paign, but the principle of quick decision and not that of protractedness still 
applies. For the manpower, financial resources and military strength of a base 
area do not allow protractedness.

While quick-decision is the general principle, we must oppose undue impa-
tience. It is altogether necessary that the highest military and political leading 
body of a revolutionary base area, having taken into account the circumstances 
in its base area and the situation of the enemy, should not be overawed by his 
truculence, dispirited by hardships that can be endured, or dejected by set-
backs, but should have the requisite patience and stamina. The smashing of the 
first enemy “encirclement and suppression” campaign in Jiangxi Province took 
only one week from the first battle to the last; the second was smashed in barely 
a fortnight; the third dragged on for three months; before it was smashed; the 
fourth took three weeks; and the fifth taxed our endurance for a whole year. 
When we were compelled to break through the enemy’s encirclement after the 
failure to smash his fifth campaign, we showed an unjustifiable haste. In the 
circumstances then obtaining, we could well have held out for another two or 
three months, giving the troops some time for rest and reorganization. If that 
had been done, and if the leadership had been a little wiser after our break-
through, the outcome would have been very different.

For all that, the principle of shortening the duration of a campaign by every 
possible means remains valid. Campaign and battle plans should call for our 
maximum effort in concentration of troops, mobile warfare, and so on, so as 
to ensure the destruction of the enemy’s effective strength on the interior lines 
(that is, in the base area) and the quick defeat of his “encirclement and sup-
pression” campaign, but where it is evident that the campaign cannot be ter-
minated on our interior lines, we should employ the main Red Army force to 
break through the enemy’s encirclement and switch to our exterior lines (that 
is, the enemy’s interior lines) in order to defeat him there. Now that the enemy 
has developed his blockhouse warfare to a high degree, this will become our 
usual method of operation. At the time of the Fujian Incident,37 two months 
after the commencement of our fifth counter-campaign, the main forces of 
the Red Army should undoubtedly have thrust into the Jiangsu-Zhejiang-An-
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hui-Jiangxi region, with Zhejiang as the centre, and swept over the length and 
breadth of the area between Hangzhou, Suzhou, Nanjing, Wuhu, Nanchang 
and Fuzhou, turning our strategic defensive into a strategic offensive, menac-
ing the enemy’s vital centres and seeking battles in the vast areas where there 
were no blockhouses. By such means we could have compelled the enemy, who 
was attacking southern Jiangxi and western Fujian, to turn back to defend his 
vital centres, broken his attack on the base area in Jiangxi and rendered aid to 
Fujian People’s Government – we certainly could have aided it by this means. 
As this plan was rejected, the enemy’s fifth “encirclement and suppression” 
campaign could not be broken, and the People’s Government in Fujian inevi-
tably collapsed. Even after a year’s fighting, though it had become inopportune 
for us to advance on Zhejiang, we could still have turned to the strategic offen-
sive in another direction by moving our main forces towards Hunan, that is, by 
driving into central Hunan instead of going through Hunan to Guizhou, and 
in this way we could have manoeuvred the enemy from Jiangxi into Hunan 
and destroyed him there. As this plan, too, was rejected, all hope of breaking 
the enemy’s fifth campaign was finally dashed, and we had no alternative but 
to set out on the Long March.

9. War of annihilation

It is inappropriate to advocate a “contest of attrition” for the Chinese Red 
Army today. A “contest of treasures” not between Dragon Kings but between a 
Dragon King and a beggar would be rather ludicrous. For the Red Army which 
gets almost all its supplies from the enemy, war of annihilation is the basic 
policy. Only by annihilating the enemy’s effective strength can we smash his 
“encirclement and suppression” campaigns and expand our revolutionary base 
areas. Inflicting casualties is a means of annihilating the enemy, or otherwise 
there would be no sense to it. We incur losses ourselves in inflicting casualties 
on the enemy, but we replenish ourselves by annihilating his units, thereby 
not only making good our losses but adding to the strength of our army. A 
battle in which the enemy is routed is not basically decisive in a contest with 
a foe of great strength. A battle of annihilation, on the other hand, produces a 
great and immediate impact on any enemy. Injuring all of a man’s ten fingers is 
not as effective as chopping off one, and routing ten enemy divisions is not as 
effective as annihilating one of them.

Our policy for dealing with the enemy’s first, second, third and fourth 
“encirclement and suppression” campaigns was war of annihilation. The forces 
annihilated in each campaign constituted only part of his total strength’, and 



225

Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War

yet all these “encirclement and suppression” campaigns were smashed. In our 
fifth counter-campaign, however, the opposite policy was pursued, which in 
fact helped the enemy to attain his aims.

War of annihilation entails the concentration of superior forces and the 
adoption of encircling or outflanking tactics. We cannot have the former with-
out the latter. Conditions such as popular support, favourable terrain, a vul-
nerable enemy force and the advantage of surprise are all indispensable for the 
purpose of annihilation.

Merely routing one enemy force or permitting it to escape has meaning 
only if, in the battle or campaign as a whole, our main force is concentrating 
its operations of annihilation against another enemy force, or otherwise it is 
meaningless. Here the losses are justified by the gains.

In establishing our own war industry we must not allow ourselves to become 
dependent on it. Our basic policy is to rely on the war industries of the impe-
rialist countries and of our domestic enemy. We have a claim on the output of 
the arsenals of London as well as of Hanyang, and, what is more, it is delivered 
to us by the enemy’s transport corps. This is the sober truth, it is not a jest.

Notes
1 The science of strategy, the science of campaigns and the science of tactics are all com-

ponents of Chinese military science. The science of strategy deals with the laws that govern 
the war situation as a whole. The science of campaigns deals with the laws that govern 
campaigns and is applied in directing campaigns. The science of tactics deals with the laws 
that govern battles and is applied in directing battles.

2 Sun Wu Zi, or Sun Wu, was a famous Chinese military scientist in the 5th century 
B.C., who wrote The Art of War, a treatise on war containing thirteen chapters. This quota-
tion is from Chapter 3, “The Strategy of Attack.”

3 When Comrade Mao Zedong wrote this article in 1936, it was exactly fifteen years 
since the founding of the Chinese Communist Party in July 1921.

4 Chen Duxiu was originally a professor at Beijing University and became famous as an 
editor of New Youth. He was one of the founders of the Communist Party of China. Owing 
to his reputation at the time of the May 4th Movement and owing to the Party’s immaturity 
in its initial period, he became General Secretary of the Party. In the last period of the revo-
lution of 1924-27, the Rightist thinking in the Party represented by Chen Duxiu developed 
into a line of capitulationism. Comrade Mao Zedong has observed that the capitulationists 
at that time “voluntarily gave up the Party’s leadership of the peasant masses, urban petty 
bourgeoisie and middle bourgeoisie, and in particular gave up the Party’s leadership of the 
armed forces, thus causing the defeat of the revolution” (“The Present Situation and Our 
Tasks”, Selected Works of Mao Zedong, Vol. IV, p. 171). After the defeat of 1927 Chen Duxiu 
and a handful of other capitulationists lost faith in the future of the revolution and became 
liquidationists. They took the reactionary Trotskyist stand and together with the Trotskyites 
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formed a small anti-Party group. Consequently Chen Duxiu was expelled from the Party in 
November 1929. He died in 1942.

5 The “Left” opportunism of Li Lisan, generally known as the “Li Lisan line”, refers 
to the “Left” opportunist line which existed in the Party for about four months beginning 
from June 1930 and which was represented by Comrade Li Lisan, then the most influ-
ential leader of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China. The Li Lisan 
line had the following characteristics: It violated the policy of the Party’s Sixth National 
Congress; it denied that mass strength had to be built up for the revolution and denied 
that the development of the revolution was uneven; it regarded as “extremely erroneous . . 
. localism and conservatism characteristic of peasant mentality” the ideas of Comrade Mao 
Zedong that for a long time we should devote our attention mainly to creating rural base 
areas, use the rural areas to encircle the cities and use these bases to advance a high tide 
of country-wide revolution; and it held that preparations should be made for immediate 
insurrections in all parts of the country. On the basis of this erroneous line, Comrade Li 
Lisan drew up an adventurist plan for organizing immediate armed insurrections in the 
key cities throughout the country. At the same time, he refused to recognize the uneven 
development of the world revolution, holding that the general outbreak of the Chinese 
revolution would inevitably lead to a general outbreak of world revolution, without which 
the Chinese revolution could not be successful; he also refused to recognize the protracted 
nature of China’s bourgeois-democratic revolution, holding that the beginnings of victory 
in one or more provinces would mark the beginning of the transition to socialist revolution, 
and thus formulated a number of inappropriate “Left” adventurist policies. Comrade Mao 
Zedong opposed this erroneous line, and the broad masses of cadres and members in the 
Party also demanded its rectification. At the Third Plenary Session of the Party’s Sixth Cen-
tral Committee in September 1930 Comrade Li Lisan admitted the mistakes that had been 
pointed out and then relinquished his leading position in the Central Committee. Over a 
long period of time Comrade Li Lisan corrected his wrong views, and so he was re-elected 
to the Central Committee at the Seventh National Congress of the Party.

6 The Third Plenary Session of the Sixth Central Committee of the Party held in Sep-
tember 1930, and the subsequent central leading body adopted many positive measures to 
put an end to the Li Lisan line. But later a number of Party comrades who were inexperi-
enced in practical revolutionary struggle, with Chen Shaoyu (Wang Ming) and Qin Bangx-
ian (Bo Gu) in the lead, came out against the Central Committee’s measures. In the pam-
phlet, The Two Lines or The Struggle for the Further Bolshevization of the Communist Party of 
China, they most emphatically declared that the main danger then existing in the Party was 
not “Left” opportunism but “Right opportunism” and, to justify their own activities, they 
“criticized” the Li Lisan line as “Rightist.” They put forward a new political programme 
which continued, revived or developed the Li Lisan line and other “Left” ideas and policies 
in a new guise, and set themselves against the correct line of Comrade Mao Zedong. It was 
mainly to criticize the military mistakes of this new “Left” opportunist line that Comrade 
Mao Zedong wrote the present article “Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War.” 
This line was dominant in the Party from the Fourth Plenary Session of the Sixth Central 
Committee in January 1931 to the meeting of the Political Bureau convened by the Central 
Committee at Zunyi, Guizhou Province, in January 1935, which ended the dominance of 
this erroneous line and established the new central leadership headed by Comrade Mao 
Zedong. The erroneous “Left” line dominated the Party for a particularly long time (four 
years) and brought extremely heavy losses, with disastrous consequences, to the Party and 
the revolution. A loss of go per cent was inflicted on the Chinese Communist Party, the 
Chinese Red Army and its base areas tens of millions of people in the revolutionary base 
areas were made to suffer the cruel oppression of the Kuomintang, and the progress of 
the Chinese revolution was retarded. The overwhelming majority of the errant comrades 
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have realized and corrected their mistakes through a long process of learning from experi-
ence and have done much good work for the Party and the people. Under Comrade Mao 
Zedong’s leadership they are now united with the masses of other comrades in the Party on 
the basis of a common political understanding.

7 For the Right opportunism of Zhang Guotao, see “On Tactics Against Japanese 
Imperialism”, Notes 21 and 22, pp. 155-156 of this volume.

8 The Officers’ Training Corps at Lushan was an organization set up by Chiang Kai-shek 
in July 1933 on Lushan Mountain in Jiujiang, Jiangxi Province, for training anti-Commu-
nist military cadres. Officers of Chiang Kai-shek’s armed forces were sent there in rotation 
to receive fascist military and political training from German, Italian and American instruc-
tors.

9 These new military principles largely constituted the Chiang Kai-shek gang’s policy 
of “blockhouse warfare” in accordance with which it advanced gradually and entrenched 
itself at every step.

10 See V. I. Lenin, “ ‘Communism’ ”, in which Lenin, criticizing the Hungarian Com-
munist Bela Kun, said that he “gives up the most essential thing in Marxism, the living 
soul of Marxism, the concrete analysis of concrete conditions” (Collected Works, Russ. ed., 
Moscow, 1950, Vol. XXXI, p. 143).

11 The First Party Congress of the Hunan-Jiangxi Border Area was held on May 20, 
1928 at Maoping, Ninggang County.

12 For an explanation, see pp. 236-37 of this volume.
13 For roving rebels, see “On Correcting Mistaken Ideas in the Party”, Notes 4 and 5, 

pp. 115-16 of this volume.
14 “Bandit ways” refers to plundering and looting resulting from lack of discipline, 

organization and clear political direction.
15 The Long March of 25,000 li (12,500 kilometres) was made by the Red Army from 

Jiangxi Province to northern Shaanxi Province. For further reference, see “On Tactics 
Against Japanese Imperialism”, Note 20, p. 175 of this volume.

16 The period after the December uprising of 1905 was defeated, in which the revo-
lutionary tide in Russia gradually receded. See History of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union (Bolsheviks), Short Course, Chapter 3, Sections 5 and 6.

17 The peace treaty of Brest-Litovsk was concluded between Soviet Russia and Germany 
in March 1918. Confronted with obviously superior enemy forces, the revolutionary forces 
had to make a temporary retreat in order to prevent the German imperialists from launch-
ing an attack on the new-born Soviet Republic, which as yet had no army of its own. The 
conclusion of this treaty gained time for the Soviet Republic to consolidate the political 
power of the proletariat, reorganize its economy and build up the Red Army. It enabled the 
proletariat to maintain its leadership over the peasantry and build up sufficient strength to 
defeat the White Guards and the armed intervention of Britain, the United States, France, 
Japan, Poland and other countries in 1918-20.

18 On October 30, 1927 the peasants of the Haifeng-Lufeng area of Guangdong Prov-
ince launched their third insurrection under the leadership of the Communist Party of 
China. They occupied Haifeng and Lufeng and the surrounding area, organized a Red 
Army and established the democratic political power of the workers and peasants. They 
were later defeated because they made the mistake of underestimating the enemy.
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19 The Fourth Front Army and the Second Front Army of the Red Army joined forces 
in the autumn of 1936 and shifted northward from the northeastern part of Xikang. Zhang 
Guotao was then still persisting in his anti-Party stand and in his policy of retreat and liq-
uidation. In October of the same year, when the Second and Fourth Front Armies arrived 
in Gansu, he ordered the advance units of the Fourth Front Army, numbering more than 
20,000, to organize the Western Column for crossing the Yellow River and advancing west-
ward to Qinghai. This Column was practically defeated after suffering blows in battles in 
December 1936 and was completely defeated in March 1937.

20 See letter from Karl Marx to L. Kugelmann on the Paris Commune.
21 Water Margin [Shui Hu Zhuan] is a celebrated Chinese novel describing a peasant 

war. The novel is attributed to Shi Nai’an who lived around the end of the Yuan Dynasty 
and the beginning of the Ming Dynasty (14th century). Lin Chong and Chai Jin are both 
heroes in this novel. Hong is the drill master on Chai Jin’s estate.

22 Lu and Qi were two feudal states in the Spring and Autumn Era (722-481 B.C.). Qi 
was a big state in the central part of the present Shandong Province, nod Lu was a smaller 
one in the southern part. Duke Zhuang reigned over Lu from 693 to 662 B.C.

23 Zuo Qiuming was the author of The Commentary of Zuo [Zuozhuan], a classical 
chronicle of the Zhou Dynasty. For the passage quoted, see the section in Zuozhuan entitled 
“The 10th Year of Duke Zhuang” (684 B.C.).

24 The ancient town of Chenggao, in the northwest of the present Chenggao County, 
Henan Province, was of great military importance. It was the scene of battles fought in 203 
B.C. between Liu Bang, King of Han, and Xiang Yu, King of Chu. At first Xiang Yu cap-
tured Xingyang and Chenggao and Liu Bang’s troops were almost routed. Liu Bang waited 
until the opportune moment when Xiang Yu’s troops were in midstream crossing the Sishui 
River, and then crushed them and recaptured Chenggao.

25 The ancient town of Kunyang, in the north of the present Yexian County, Henan 
Province, was the place where Liu Xiu, founder of the Eastern Han Dynasty, defeated the 
troops of Wang Mang, Emperor of the Xin Dynasty, in A.D. 23. There was a huge numeri-
cal disparity between the two sides, Liu Xiu’s forces totalling 8,000 to 9,000 men as against 
Wang Mang’s 400,000. But taking advantage of the negligence of Wang Mang’s generals, 
Wang Xun and Wang Yi, who underestimated the enemy, Liu Xiu with only 3,000 picked 
troops put Wang Mang’s main forces to rout. He followed up this victory by crushing the 
rest of the enemy troops.

26 Guandu was in the northeast of the present Zhongmu County, Henan Province, 
and the scene of the battle between the armies of Cao Cao and Yuan Shao in A.D. 200. 
Yuan Shao had an army of 100,000 while Cao Cao had only a meagre force and was short 
of supplies. Taking advantage of lack of vigilance on the part of Yuan Shao’s troops, who 
belittled the enemy, Cao Cao dispatched his light-footed soldiers to spring a surprise attack 
on them and set their supplies on fire. Yuan Shao’s army was thrown into confusion and its 
main force wiped out.

27 The state of Wu was ruled by Sun Quan, and the state of Wei by Cao Cao. Chibi is 
situated on the south bank of the Yangzi River, to the northeast of Jiayu, Hubei Province. In 
A.D. 208 Cao Cao led an army of over 500,000 men, which he proclaimed to be 800,000 
strong, to launch an attack on Sun Quan. The latter, in alliance with Cao Cao’s antagonist 
Liu Bei, mustered a force of 30,000. Knowing that Cao Cao’s army was plagued by epidem-
ics and was unaccustomed to action afloat, the allied forces of Sun Quan and Liu Bei set fire 
to Cao Cao’s fleet and crushed his army.
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28 Yiling, to the east of the present Yichang, Hubei Province, was the place where Lu 
Xun, a general of the state of Wu, defeated the army of Liu Bei, ruler of Shu, in A.D. 222. 
Liu Bei’s troops scored successive victories at the beginning of the war and penetrated five or 
six hundred li into the territory of Wu as far as Yiling. Lu Xun, who was defending Yiling, 
avoided battle for over seven months until Liu Bei “was at his wits’ end and his troops were 
exhausted and demoralized.” Then he crushed Liu Bei’s troops by taking advantage of a 
favourable wind to set fire to their tents.

29 Xie Xuan, a general of Eastern Jin Dynasty, defeated Fu Jian, ruler of the state of Qin, 
in A.D. 383 at the Feishui River in Anhui Province. Fu Jian had an infantry force of more 
than 600,000, a cavalry force of 270,000 and a guards corps of more than 30,000, while 
the land and river forces of Eastern Jin numbered only 80,000. When the armies lined up 
on opposite banks of the Feishui River, Xie Xuan, taking advantage of the overconfidence 
and conceit of the enemy troops, requested Fu Jian to move his troops back so as to leave 
room for the Eastern Jin troops to cross the river and fight it out. Fu Jian complied, but 
when he ordered withdrawal, his troops got into a panic and could not be stopped. Seizing 
the opportunity, the Eastern Jin troops crossed the river, launched an offensive and crushed 
the enemy.

30 Nanchang, capital of Jiangxi Province, was the scene of the famous uprising on 
August l, 1927 led by the Communist Party of China in order to combat the counterrevo-
lution of Chiang Kai-shek and Wang Jingwei and to continue the revolution of 1924-27. 
More than thirty thousand troops took part in the uprising which was led by Comrades 
Zhou Enlai, Zhu De, He Long and Ye Ting. The insurrectionary army withdrew from 
Nanchang on August 5 as planned, but suffered a defeat when approaching Chaozhou and 
Shantou in Guangdong Province. Led by Comrades Zhu De, Chen Yi and Lin Biao, part 
of the troops later fought their way to the Jinggang Mountains and joined forces with the 
1st Division of the First Workers’ and Peasants’ Revolutionary Army under Comrade Mao 
Zedong.

31 See “Why Is It That Red Political Power Can Exist in China?”, Note 8, p. 55 of this 
volume.

32 The famous Autumn Harvest Uprising under the leadership of Comrade Mao 
Zedong was launched in September 1927 by the people’s armed forces of Xiushui, Pingx-
iang, Pingjiang and Liuyang Counties on the Hunan-Jiangxi border, who formed the 1st 
Division of the First Workers’ and Peasants’ Revolutionary Army. Comrade Mao Zedong 
led this force to the Jinggang Mountains where a revolutionary base was established.

33 The A-B (initials for “Anti-Bolshevik”) Group was a counter-revolutionary organiza-
tion of undercover Kuomintang agents in the Red areas.

34 See V. I. Lenin, “Theses on the Question of the Immediate Conclusion of a Sepa-
rate and Annexationist Peace”, “Strange and Monstrous”, “A Serious Lesson and a Serious 
Responsibility”, “Report on War and Peace”, Selected Works, in two volumes, Eng. ed., 
FLPH, Moscow, 1952, Vol. II, Part I, and also History of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union (Bolsheviks), Short Course, Chapter 7, Section 7.

35 The regions referred to here are those inhabited by the Tibetans in Xikang and the 
Hui people in Gansu, Qinghai and Xinjiang Provinces.

36 The “eight-legged essay” was the prescribed form in the imperial competitive exam-
inations in feudal China from the 15th to the 19th century. The main body of the essay was 
made up of the inceptive paragraph, the middle paragraph, the rear paragraph and the con-
cluding paragraph, with each paragraph comprising two parts. Here Comrade Mao Zedong 
is using the development of the theme in this kind of essay as a metaphor to illustrate the 
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development of the revolution through its various stages. However, Comrade Mao Zedong 
generally uses the term “eight-legged essay” to ridicule dogmatism.

37 In November 1933, under the influence of the people’s anti-Japanese upsurge 
throughout China, the leaders of the Kuomintang’s 19th Route Army, in alliance with the 
Kuomintang forces under Li Jishen, publicly renounced Chiang Kai-shek and established 
the “People’s Revolutionary Government of the Republic of China” in Fujian, concluding 
an agreement with the Red Army to attack Chiang Kai-shek and resist Japan. This episode 
was referred to as the Fujian Incident. The 19th Route Army and Fujian People’s Govern-
ment, however, collapsed under the attacks of Chiang Kai-shek’s troops.
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A Statement on Chiang Kai-shek’s Statement

December 28, 1936

In Xi’an Chiang Kai-shek accepted the demand for resistance to Japan put 
forward by Generals Zhang Xueliang and Yang Hucheng and the people of 
the Northwest and, as an initial step, he has ordered his civil war troops to 
withdraw from the provinces of Shaanxi and Gansu. This marks the beginning 
of Chiang’s reversal of his wrong policy in the past decade.1 It is a blow to the 
intrigues conducted by the Japanese imperialists and the Chinese “punitive” 
group2 to stage-manage a civil war, foment splits and get Chiang killed in the 
Xi’an Incident. Their disappointment is already apparent. The indication that 
Chiang Kai-shek is beginning to wake up may be considered a sign of the 
Kuomintang’s willingness to end the wrong policy it has pursued for ten years.

On December 26 Chiang Kai-shek issued a statement in Loyang, the 
so-called “Admonition to Zhang Xueliang and Yang Hucheng”, which is so 
ambiguous and evasive as to be an interesting specimen among China’s political 
documents. If Chiang really wants to draw a serious lesson from the incident 
and try to revitalize the Kuomintang, and if he wants to end his consistently 
wrong policy of compromise in foreign affairs and of civil war and oppression 
at home, so that the Kuomintang will no longer stand opposed to the wishes 
of the people, then as a token of good faith he should have produced a better 
piece of writing, repenting his political past and setting a new course for the 
future. The statement of December 26 cannot meet the demands of the Chi-
nese masses.

However, it does contain one praiseworthy passage, in which Chiang asserts 
that “promises must be kept and action must be resolute.” This means that, 
although he did not sign the terms set forth by Zhang and Yang in Xi’an, he 
is willing to accept such demands as are beneficial to the state and the nation 
and will not break his word on the grounds that he did not sign. We shall see 
whether, after he has withdrawn his troops, Chiang will act in good faith and 
carry out the terms he has accepted. The terms are:

(1) to reorganize the Kuomintang and the National Government, 
expel the pro-Japanese group and admit anti-Japanese elements;

(2) to release the patriotic leaders in Shanghai3 and all other politi-
cal prisoners, and guarantee the freedoms and rights of the people;
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(3) to end the policy of “suppressing the Communists” and enter 
into an alliance with the Red Army to resist Japan;

(4) to convene a national salvation conference, representing all 
parties, groups, sections of the population and armies, to decide 
on the policy of resisting Japan and saving the nation;

(5) to enter into co-operation with countries sympathetic to Chi-
na’s resistance to Japan; and

(6) to adopt other specific ways and means to save the nation.
The fulfilment of these terms requires above all good faith, and also some 

courage. We shall judge Chiang by his future actions.
But his statement contains the remark that the Xi’an Incident was brought 

about under the pressure of “reactionaries.” It is a pity that he did not explain 
what kind of people he meant by “reactionaries”, nor is it clear how the word 
“reactionary” is defined in Chiang’s dictionary. However, what is certain is that 
the Xi’an Incident took place under the influence of the following forces:

(1) the mounting indignation against Japan among the troops of 
Generals Zhang and Yang and among the revolutionary people of 
the Northwest;

(2) the mounting indignation against Japan among the people of 
the whole country;

(3) the growth of the Left forces in the Kuomintang;

(4) the demand by the groups in power in various provinces for 
resistance to Japan and for the salvation of the nation;

(5) the stand taken by the Communist Party for a national united 
front against Japan; and

(6) the development of the world peace front.
All these are indisputable facts. It is just these forces that Chiang calls “reac-

tionary”; while other people call them revolutionary, Chiang calls them “reac-
tionary” – that is all. Since he declared in Xi’an that he would fight Japan in 
earnest, presumably he will not resume violent attacks on the revolutionary 
forces immediately after leaving Xi’an; not only does his own political life and 
that of his group hang upon his good faith, but they now have confronting 
them and obstructing their political path a force which has expanded to their 
detriment – the “punitive” group which tried to get him killed in the Xi’an 
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Incident. We therefore advise Chiang Kai-shek to revise his political dictionary, 
changing the word “reactionary” to “revolutionary”, for it is better to use terms 
corresponding to the facts.

Chiang should remember that he owes his safe departure from Xi’an to 
the mediation of the Communist Party, as well as to the efforts of Generals 
Chang and Yang, the leaders in the Xi’an Incident. Throughout the incident, 
the Communist Party stood for a peaceful settlement and made every effort to 
that end, acting solely in the interests of national survival. Had the civil war 
spread and had Chang and Yang kept Chiang Kai-shek in custody for long, the 
incident could only have developed in favour of the Japanese imperialists and 
the Chinese “punitive” group. It was in these circumstances that the Commu-
nist Party firmly exposed the intrigues of the Japanese imperialists and of Wang 
Jingwei,4 He Yingqin5 and other members of the Chinese “punitive” group, 
and firmly advocated a peaceful settlement, which happened to coincide with 
the views of Generals Zhang Xueliang and Yang Hucheng and such members 
of the Kuomintang as Song Ziwen.6 This is exactly what the people throughout 
the country call for, because they bitterly detest the present civil war.

Chiang was set free upon his acceptance of the Xi’an terms. From now on 
the question is whether he will carry out to the letter his pledge that “promises 
must be kept and action must be resolute”, and strictly fulfil all the terms for 
saving the nation. The nation will not permit any further hesitation on his part 
or allow him any discount in fulfilling the terms. If he wavers on the issue of 
resisting Japan or delays in fulfilling his pledge, then the nation-wide revolu-
tionary tide will sweep him away. Chiang and his group should bear in mind 
the old saying: “If a man does not keep his word, what is he good for?”

If Chiang can clean up the dirt created by the Kuomintang’s reactionary 
policy over the past ten years, thoroughly correct his fundamental errors of 
compromise in foreign affairs and of civil war and oppression at home, imme-
diately join the anti-Japanese front uniting all parties and groups and really 
take the military and political measures that can save the nation, then of course 
the Communist Party will support him. As early as August 25, the Communist 
Party promised such support to Chiang and the Kuomintang in its letter to 
the Kuomintang.7 The people throughout the country have known for fifteen 
years that the Communist Party observes the maxim, “Promises must be kept 
and action must be resolute.” They undoubtedly have more confidence in the 
words and deeds of the Communist Party than in those of any other party or 
group in China.
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Notes
1 Under the influence of the Chinese Red Army and the people’s anti-Japanese move-

ment, the Kuomintang’s Northeastern Army headed by Zhang Xueliang and the Kuo-
mintang’s 17th Route Army headed by Yang Hucheng agreed to the anti-Japanese national 
united front proposed by the Communist Party of China and demanded that Chiang Kai-
shek should unite with the Communist Party to resist Japan. He refused, became still more 
active in his military preparations for the “suppression of the Communists” and massacred 
young people in Xi’an who were anti-Japanese. Zhang Xueliang and Yang Hucheng took 
joint action and arrested Chiang Kai-shek. This was the famous Xi’an Incident of Decem-
ber 12, 1936. He was forced to accept the terms of unity with the Communist Party and 
resistance to Japan, and was then set free to return to Nanjing.

2 The Chinese “punitive” group consisted of the pro-Japanese cements in the Kuo-
mintang government in Nanjing who tried to wrest power from Chiang Kai-shek during 
the Xi’an Incident. With Wang Jingwei and He Yingqin as their leaders, they advocated 
a “punitive expedition” against Zhang Xueliang and Yang Hucheng. Availing themselves 
of the incident, they prepared to start large-scale civil war in order to dear the way for the 
Japanese invaders and wrest political power from Chiang Kai-shek.

3 Seven leaders of the patriotic anti-Japanese movement in Shanghai had been arrested 
by Chiang Kai-shek’s government in November 1936. They were Shen Junru, Zhang Naiqi, 
Zou Taofen, Li Gongpu, Sha Qianli, Shi Liang and Wang Zaoshi. They were kept in prison 
till July 1937.

4 Wang Jingwei was the head of the pro-Japanese group in the Kuomintang. He had 
stood for compromise with the Japanese imperialists ever since their invasion of the North-
east in 1931. In December 1938 he left Chongqing, openly capitulated to the Japanese 
invaders, and set up a puppet government in Nanjing.

5 He Yingqin, a Kuomintang warlord, was another leader of the pro-Japanese group. 
During the Xi’an Incident he actively plotted civil war by deploying Kuomintang troops 
for an attack on Shaanxi along the Longhai Railway. He planned to kill Chiang Kai-shek 
by bombing Xi’an, in order to take over Chiang’s position.

6 Song Ziwen was a pro-American member of the Kuomintang. Championing U.S. 
interests he, too, favoured a peaceful settlement of the Xi’an Incident, because U.S. imperi-
alism was at loggerheads with Japanese imperialism with which it was then contending for 
supremacy in the Far East.

7 This letter sternly criticized the Kuomintang’s reactionary rule and the decisions of 
the Second Plenary Session of its Central Executive Committee. It also set out the Com-
munist Party’s policy of forming an anti-Japanese national united front and renewing its 
co-operation with the Kuomintang. The main part of the letter reads:

In talking about “centralization and unification”, the Second Plenary Session of the 
Central Executive Committee of your party is really confusing cause and effect. It must 
be emphasized that the civil war and disunity of the last ten years have been entirely 
caused by the disastrous policy of dependence on imperialism pursued by your party 
and your party’s government, and especially the policy of non-resistance to Japan per-
sisted in ever since the Incident of September 18, 1931. Under the slogan of “Internal 
pacification before resistance to foreign invasion”, your party and your party’s govern-
ment have been carrying on incessant civil war and launching numerous encirclement 
campaigns against the Red Army, and have spared no effort in suppressing the patriotic 
and democratic movements of the people throughout the country. Being blind to the 
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fact that Japanese imperialism is China’s deadliest enemy, you have had no qualms even 
in recent months about abandoning northeastern and northern China, you have used 
all your strength to fight the Red Army and wage factional struggles within your own 
party, you have blocked the Red Army on its way to fight the Japanese and harassed its 
rear, you have ignored the nationwide demand for resistance to Japan and have deprived 
the people of their freedoms and rights. Patriotism is penalized and innocent people are 
in jail everywhere; treason is rewarded and traitors are jubilant over their new appoint-
ments and honours. To seek centralization and unification by means of this wrong 
policy is like “climbing a tree to seek fish” and will produce exactly the opposite results. 
We wish to warn you gentlemen that if you do not make a fundamental change in your 
erroneous policy, and if you do not direct your hatred against the Japanese imperialists 
but continue to direct it against your own countrymen, you will find it impossible even 
to maintain the status quo and any talk about centralization, unification and a so-called 
“modern state” will remain idle chatter. What the whole nation demands is centraliza-
tion and unification for fighting Japan and saving the nation, not for fawning on the 
foreigners and persecuting our own people. The people are now eagerly demanding a 
government that can really save their country and themselves, a really democratic 
republic. They demand a democratic republican government which will serve their 
interests. The programme of such a government must principally provide for: first, resis-
tance to foreign aggression; second, democratic rights for the people; and third, devel-
opment of the national economy and elimination, or at least alleviation, of the people’s 
sufferings. If there is any sense in your talk about a “modern state”, this is the only 
programme genuinely meeting the needs of colonial and semi-colonial China in the 
present era. With eager hopes and firm determination the people are struggling for the 
realization of these objectives. But your party and your party’s government are pursuing 
a policy that runs counter to their hopes and you will never win their confidence. The 
Chinese Communist Party and the Chinese Red Army hereby solemnly declare: we 
stand for the resting up of a unified democratic republic for the whole country and the 
convening of a parliament elected by universal suffrage, and we support an anti-Japa-
nese national salvation congress representative of all the people and all the anti-Japanese 
armed forces in the country, and a unified national defence government for the whole 
country. We hereby declare: as soon as a unified democratic republic is set up for the 
whole of China, the Red areas will become one of its component parts, the representa-
tives of the people of the Red areas will attend the all-China parliament, and the same 
democratic system will be set up in the Red areas as in other parts of China. We hold 
that the national defence council, which the Second Plenary Session of the Central 
Executive Committee of your party has decided to organize, and the national assembly, 
which your party and your party’s government are in process of convening, cannot 
achieve centralization and unification for resisting Japan and saving the nation. Accord-
ing to the regulations of the national defence council passed by the Second Plenary 
Session of the Central Executive Committee of your party, this council will be confined 
to a few officials who hold power in your party and your party’s government, and its task 
is merely to serve as an advisory body to that government. It is only too dear that such 
a council cannot achieve anything or win any confidence among the people. The same 
applies to the national assembly which you gentlemen propose to convene; according to 
the “Draft Constitution of the Republic of China” and the “Organic Law and Election 
Law of the National Assembly” passed by your party’s government, this assembly will be 
merely an organ manipulated by a few officials of your party and your party’s govern-
ment, it will be nothing but an appendage for them, or a piece of ornamentation. A 
national defence council and a national assembly of this kind have nothing at all in 
common with the all-China congress for resistance to Japan and for national salvation 
– the national defence council – and the Chinese democratic republic and its parlia-
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ment which our Party has proposed. We hold that a national defence council for resis-
tance to Japan and national salvation must include representatives of all the political 
parties and groups, all walks of life and all the armed forces, and must constitute a real 
organ of authority to decide the major polices for resisting Japan and saving the nation, 
and that a unified national defence government must be formed from this council. The 
national assembly must be a parliament elected by universal suffrage and the supreme 
organ of authority of the democratic republic of China. Only such a national defence 
council and such an all-China parliament will win the approval, support and participa-
tion of the people of the whole country and place the great cause of saving the nation 
and the people on a firm, unshakable foundation. Mere fine words are useless and will 
not win the people’s approval. The failure of the various conferences held by your party 
and your party’s government is the best proof of this. The declaration of the Second 
Plenary Session of the Central Executive Committee of your party stated, “Dangers and 
obstacles are only to be expected; but we will never, because of the difficulties and trou-
bles that beset the nation, relax in the fulfilment of our duty.” And again, “As to the 
survival of the nation, naturally our party will work for it persistently, body and soul.” 
True enough, being the ruling party in the largest part of China, your party must bear 
the political responsibility for all past deeds. In view of the fact that the Kuomintang 
government is a one-party dictatorship, your party can never escape this responsibility. 
In particular, you can never shift onto others your responsibility for the loss of almost 
half of China, resulting from the absolutely wrong policy which your party has pursued 
since the September 18th Incident against the wishes of all the people and the interests 
of the whole nation. As we and all the people see it, since half of China has been aban-
doned by your party, it certainly cannot evade its duty of recovering the territory and 
restoring China’s sovereignty. At the same time, even within your party many men of 
conscience are now clearly awake to the horrors of national subjugation and the invio-
lability of the people’s will, they are beginning to turn in a new direction and feel indig-
nant and dissatisfied with those in their midst who have brought disaster both to their 
party and to the nation. The Chinese Communist Party has full sympathy with this new 
turn and warmly applauds the noble spirit and awakening of these patriotic and consci-
entious members of the Kuomintang, their readiness to make sacrifices in the struggle, 
and their courage to introduce reforms when the nation is on the brink of ruin. We 
know that the number of awakened and patriotic people is increasing daily in your 
party’s central and provincial headquarters, in its central and provincial governments, in 
educational, scientific, artistic, journalistic and industrial circles, among the women 
and in religious and medical circles, within the police service, among all kinds of popu-
lar organizations, and in particular among the broad ranks of the army and among both 
old and new Kuomintang members as well as Kuomintang leaders at various levels; this 
is very heartening. The Chinese Communist Party is always ready to join hands with 
these members of the Kuomintang and form a solid national united front with them to 
fight the nation’s deadliest enemy, Japanese imperialism. We hope that they will speedily 
grow into a dominant force in the Kuomintang and prevail over those wicked and 
shameless members who have ignored the interests of the nation and virtually become 
Japanese agents and collaborators – members who are a disgrace to Dr. Sun Yat-sen’s 
memory – and we hope that they will thus be able to revive the spirit of Dr. Sun’s revo-
lutionary Three People’s Principles, reaffirm his Three Great Policies of alliance with 
Russia, co-operation with the Communist Party and assistance to the peasants and 
workers, and “work persistently, body and soul” for the realization of the revolutionary 
Three People’s Principles, of the Three Great Policies and of Dr. Sun’s revolutionary 
Testament. We hope that, together with the patriotic leaders of all political parties and 
groups and of all walks of life and together with all patriotic people, they will resolutely 
shoulder the responsibility of continuing Dr. Sun’s revolutionary cause and will throw 
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themselves into the struggle to drive out the Japanese imperialists and save the Chinese 
nation from subjugation, to win democratic rights for the people, to develop China’s 
national economy and free the vast majority of its people from their sufferings, and to 
bring into being the democratic republic of China with a democratic parliament and 
democratic government. The Chinese Communist Party hereby declares to all members 
of the Kuomintang: if you really do this, we shall resolutely support you and are ready 
to form with you a solid revolutionary united front like that of the great revolutionary 
period of 1924-27 against imperialist and feudal oppression, for this is the only correct 
way today to save the nation from subjugation and ensure its survival.
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The Tasks of the Chinese Communist Party in the 
Period of Resistance to Japan1

May 3, 1937

the preseNt staGe of developmeNt of chINa’s exterNal aNd 
INterNal coNtradIctIoNs

1. As the contradiction between China and Japan has become the principal 
one and China’s internal contradictions have dropped into a secondary and 
subordinate place, changes have occurred in China’s international relations and 
internal class relations, giving rise to a new stage of development in the current 
situation.

2. China has long been in the grip of two acute and basic contradictions, the 
contradiction between China and imperialism and the contradiction between 
feudalism and the masses of the people. In 1927 the bourgeoisie, represented 
by the Kuomintang, betrayed the revolution and sold China’s national interests 
to imperialism, thus creating a situation in which the state power of the work-
ers and peasants stood in sharp antagonism to that of the Kuomintang, and, 
of necessity, the task of the national and democratic revolution devolved upon 
the Chinese Communist Party alone.

3. Since the Incident of September 18, 1931 and especially since the North-
ern China Incident of 1935,1 the following changes have taken place in these 
contradictions:

(1) The contradiction between China and imperialism in general has given 
way to the particularly salient and sharp contradiction between China and Jap-
anese imperialism. Japanese imperialism is carrying out a policy of total con-
quest of China. Consequently, the contradictions between China and certain 
other imperialist powers have been relegated to a secondary position, while the 
rift between these powers and Japan has been widened. Consequently also, the 
Chinese Communist Party and the Chinese people are faced with the task of 
linking China’s anti-Japanese national united front with the world peace front. 
This means that China should not only unite with the Soviet Union, which has 
been the consistently good friend of the Chinese people, but as far as possible 
should work for joint opposition to Japanese imperialism with those imperial-

1Comrade Mao Zedong delivered this report at the National Conference of the Com-
munist Party of China, held in Yan’an in May 1937.
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ist countries which, at the present time, are willing to maintain peace and are 
against new wars of aggression. The aim of our united front must be resistance 
to Japan, and not simultaneous opposition to all the imperialist powers.

(2) The contradiction between China and Japan has changed internal class 
relations within China and has confronted the bourgeoisie and even the war-
lords with the question of survival, so that they and their political parties have 
been undergoing a gradual change in their political attitude. This has placed the 
task of establishing an anti-Japanese national united front before the Chinese 
Communist Party and the Chinese people. Our united front should include 
the bourgeoisie and all who agree to the defence of the motherland, it should 
represent national solidarity against the foreign foe. This task not only must, 
but can, be fulfilled.

(3) The contradiction between China and Japan has changed matters for the 
masses throughout the country (the proletariat, the peasantry and the urban 
petty bourgeoisie) and for the Communist Party, and it has changed the Party’s 
policy. More and more people have risen to fight for national salvation. The 
policy proclaimed by the Communist Party after the September 18th Incident 
was to conclude agreements with those sections of the Kuomintang which were 
willing to co-operate with us for resistance, subject to three conditions (stop 
attacking the revolutionary base areas, guarantee the freedoms and rights of 
the people, arm the people), and it has developed into a policy of establishing 
an anti-Japanese united front of the whole nation. This is the reason for the 
following steps taken by our Party: in 1935, the August declaration2 and the 
December resolution;3 in 1936, the abandonment of the “anti-Chiang Kai-
shek” slogan in May,4 the letter to the Kuomintang in August,5 the resolution 
on the democratic republic in September,6 and the insistence on a peaceful 
settlement of the Xi’an Incident in December; and in 1937, the February tele-
gram to the Third Plenary Session of the Central Executive Committee of the 
Kuomintang.7

(4) Because of the contradiction between China and Japan, a change has 
also occurred in the Chinese warlord regimes and the civil wars among them, 
which are the product of the imperialist policy of spheres of influence and of 
China’s semi-colonial economic conditions. Japanese imperialism fosters such 
separate regimes and civil wars for the purpose of facilitating exclusive Japa-
nese domination of China. Certain other imperialist powers are temporarily in 
favour of unity and peace in China in their own interests. The Chinese Com-
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munist Party and the Chinese people on their part are exerting their utmost 
efforts against civil wars and splits and for peace and unity.

(5) In terms of relative political importance the development of the national 
contradiction between China and Japan has demoted the domestic contra-
dictions between classes and between political groupings to a secondary and 
subordinate place. But they still exist and have by no means diminished or dis-
appeared. The same is true of the contradictions between China and the impe-
rialist powers other than Japan. Therefore, the Chinese Communist Party and 
the Chinese people are faced with the following task – to make the appropriate 
adjustments with regard to those internal and external contradictions which 
can and must be adjusted at present so as to fit in with the general task of unity 
against Japan. This is the reason for the Chinese Communist Party’s policies of 
peace and unity, democracy, bettering the life of the people and negotiations 
with foreign countries that are opposed to Japan.

4. The first stage of the new period in the Chinese revolution began on 
December 9, 1935 and ended when the Kuomintang’s Central Executive 
Committee held its Third Plenary Session in February 1937. The major events 
in this stage were the movements for national salvation among the students 
and cultural and press circles; the Red Army’s entry into the Northwest; the 
Communist Party’s work of propaganda and organization for its anti-Japa-
nese national united front policy; the anti-Japanese strikes in Shanghai and 
Qingdao;8 the relative stiffening of British policy towards Japan;9 the Guang-
dong-Guangxi Incident;10 the resistance in Suiyuan and the movement in its 
support;11 Nanjing’s somewhat firmer attitude in the Sino-Japanese negotia-
tions;12 the Xi’an Incident; and finally, the Third Plenary Session of the Cen-
tral Executive Committee of the Kuomintang in Nanjing.13 These events all 
centred on the basic contradiction, which is the antagonism between China 
and Japan; they all centred directly on the historical need for an anti-Japanese 
national united front.

The basic task of the revolution at this stage was to struggle for internal 
peace and stop the internal armed conflicts, so that there could be unity against 
Japan. During this stage the Communist Party issued its call, “Stop the civil 
war and unite against Japan”, a call which in the main has been put into effect, 
and thereby created the primary prerequisite for the actual establishment of an 
anti-Japanese national united front.

5. Owing to the presence of the pro-Japanese group inside the Kuomintang, 
it made no definite or thoroughgoing change in its policy at the Third Plenary 
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Session of its Central Executive Committee and did not concretely solve any 
problem. However, owing to the pressure of the people and to developments 
in its own ranks, the Kuomintang had to begin to change its wrong policy of 
the previous ten years, that is, it had to turn away from the policy of civil war, 
dictatorship and non-resistance to Japan and to move in the direction of peace, 
democracy and resistance to Japan, and it had to begin accepting the policy 
of an anti-Japanese national united front; this initial change revealed itself at 
the Third Plenary Session of its Central Executive Committee. From now on 
the demand must be for a thorough change in Kuomintang policy. In order to 
attain this goal our Party and the people throughout the country must develop 
the movement for resistance to Japan and for democracy still more extensively, 
must go a step further in criticizing the Kuomintang, pushing it into action 
and keeping up the pressure, must unite with all those within the Kuomintang 
who stand for peace, democracy and resistance to Japan, and must help the 
hesitant waverers forward and throw out the pro-Japanese elements.

6. The present stage is the second one in the new period. Both the previous 
and present stages are stages of transition towards nationwide armed resistance 
to Japan. If in the previous stage the principal task was the fight for peace, 
then in the present stage the principal task is the fight for democracy. It must 
be understood that just as a genuine and solid anti-Japanese national united 
front cannot be established without internal peace, so it cannot be established 
without internal democracy. Hence at the present stage of development the 
fight for democracy is the central link in the revolutionary task. If we fail to 
see the importance of democracy clearly and slacken our fight for it, we shall 
be unable to establish a genuine and solid anti-Japanese national united front.

the struGGle for democracy aNd freedom

7. Japanese imperialism is now intensifying its preparations for the invasion 
of China south of the Great Wall. In concert with the intensified preparations 
of Hitler and Mussolini for predatory war in the West, Japan is exerting every 
ounce of energy in the East in order to prepare the ground, according to a 
definite plan, for the subjugation of China at a single stroke – she is creating 
the military, political, economic and ideological conditions at home and the 
diplomatic conditions internationally, and fostering the pro-Japanese forces in 
China. Japan’s propaganda about “Sino-Japanese collaboration” and a certain 
relaxation in her diplomatic measures stem precisely from the tactical needs of 
her policy of aggression on the eve of war. China is now approaching the criti-
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cal moment of decision between survival and extinction and must rush prepa-
rations for resisting Japan and saving the nation. We are certainly not against 
preparation; what we are against is the doctrine of protracted preparation and 
the frivolous, dissipated and gluttonous life of civil and military officialdom 
which imperils the nation; such things actually help the enemy and must be 
quickly swept away.

8. Political, military, economic and educational preparations for national 
defence are all necessary for armed resistance to save the nation, and none of 
them should be delayed for a moment. But the key that will ensure victory 
for our armed resistance is the winning of political democracy and freedom. 
Armed resistance requires domestic peace and unity, but the peace already won 
cannot be consolidated and internal unity cannot be strengthened without 
democracy and freedom. Armed resistance requires the mobilization of the 
people, but there is no way of mobilizing them without democracy and free-
dom. Unless peace and unity are consolidated, unless the people are mobi-
lized, our armed resistance will meet the same fate as Abyssinia’s. Abyssinia 
was defeated mainly because her feudal regime could not achieve solid internal 
unity and rouse the initiative of her people. Without democracy, a genuine and 
solid national united front against Japan cannot be established in China and its 
goals cannot be attained.

9. China must at once start democratic changes in the two following 
respects. First, in the matter of the political system, the reactionary Kuomint-
ang dictatorship of one party and one class must be changed into a demo-
cratic government based on the co-operation of all parties and all classes. In 
this respect, a start should be made by changing the undemocratic procedures 
for electing and convening the national assembly, and by holding democratic 
elections to the assembly and ensuring freedom in the conduct of its meetings, 
after which it will be necessary to go on to framing and adopting a truly dem-
ocratic constitution, convening a truly democratic parliament, and electing a 
genuinely democratic government that will carry out genuinely democratic 
policies. Only thus can internal peace be truly consolidated, internal armed 
hostilities ended and internal unity strengthened, enabling the whole nation 
to unite and resist the foreign foe. It is possible that Japanese imperialism will 
attack us before the changes are completed. Therefore, in order to be able to 
resist and thoroughly crush the Japanese attack when it comes, we must quick-
ly go ahead with the reforms and be prepared to accomplish them fully in 
the course of our armed resistance. The people of the whole country and the 
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patriots of all parties should throw off their former indifference towards the 
question of a national assembly and a constitution, and should concentrate on 
the movement for a national assembly and a constitution, a movement that is 
important for national defence; they should subject the Kuomintang, the party 
in power, to severe criticism, and press and impel it to give up its one-par-
ty, one-class dictatorship and act according to the opinions of the people. In 
the next few months of this year, a broad democratic movement must be set 
going throughout the country, with the immediate objective of completely 
democratizing the national assembly and the constitution. The second matter 
concerns freedom of speech, assembly and association for the people. Without 
such freedom, it will be impossible to carry out the democratic reconstruction 
of the political system, mobilize the people for the war of resistance and vic-
toriously defend the motherland and recover the lost territories. In the next 
few months the nation-wide democratic movement should strive for at least 
a minimal achievement of such freedoms, which must include the release of 
political prisoners, the removal of the ban on political parties, etc. Democratic 
reconstruction of the political system and freedom and rights for the people 
constitute an important part of the programme of the anti-Japanese national 
united front; at the same time they are prerequisites for the establishment of a 
genuine and solid anti-Japanese national united front.

10. Our enemies – the Japanese imperialists, the Chinese traitors, the 
pro-Japanese elements and the Trotskyites – have been doing their utmost to 
wreck every move for peace and unity, democracy and freedom in China and 
for armed resistance to Japan. In the past, while we were fighting strenuously 
for peace and unity, they were doing all they could to foment civil war and 
splits. At present and in the near future, while we fight strenuously for democ-
racy and freedom, they will no doubt resort to their wrecking again. Their 
general objective is to thwart us in our task of armed resistance in defence of 
the motherland and to accomplish their aggressive plan for subjugating Chi-
na. From now on, in the struggle for democracy and freedom, we must not 
only exert ourselves in propaganda, agitation and criticism directed towards 
the Kuomintang die-hards and the backward sections of the people, but must 
also fully expose and firmly combat the intrigues of the Japanese imperialists 
and of the pro-Japanese elements and Trotskyites who serve as their running 
dogs in the invasion of China.

11. For the sake of internal peace, democracy and armed resistance and for 
the sake of establishing the anti-Japanese national united front, the Chinese 
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Communist Party has made the following four pledges in its telegram to the 
Third Plenary Session of the Central Executive Committee of the Kuomintang:

(1) the Communist-led government in the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningx-
ia revolutionary base area will be renamed the Government of the 
Special Region of the Republic of China and the Red Army will 
be redesignated as part of the National Revolutionary Army, and 
they will come under the direction of the Central Government in 
Nanjing and its Military Council respectively;

(2) a thoroughly democratic system will be applied in the areas 
under the Government of the Special Region;

(3) the policy of overthrowing the Kuomintang by armed force 
will be discontinued; and

(4) the confiscation of the land of the landlords will be discon-
tinued.

These pledges are necessary as well as permissible. For only thus can we 
transform the state of antagonism between the two different regimes with-
in the country and achieve unity for common action against the enemy, in 
line with the changes in the relative political importance of China’s external 
and internal contradictions. These are principled and conditional concessions, 
made with the aim of obtaining in return what the whole nation needs – peace, 
democracy and armed resistance. Moreover, the concessions have limits. The 
preservation of the Communist Party’s leadership over the Special Region and 
in the Red Army, and the preservation of the Communist Party’s independence 
and freedom of criticism in its relations with the Kuomintang – these are the 
limits beyond which it is impermissible to go. Concessions mean concessions 
by both parties: the Kuomintang abandons the policy of civil war, dictatorship 
and non-resistance to the foreign foe, and the Communist Party abandons the 
policy of maintaining antagonism between the two regimes. We exchange the 
latter for the former and resume our co-operation with the Kuomintang to 
fight for national salvation. To describe this as capitulation by the Communist 
Party is nothing but Ah Q-ism14 or malicious slander.

12. Does the Communist Party agree with the Three People’s Principles? 
Our answer is, Yes, we do.15 The Three People’s Principles have undergone 
changes in the course of their history. The revolutionary Three People’s Prin-
ciples of Dr. Sun Yat-sen won the people’s confidence and became the banner 
of the victorious revolution of 1924-27 because they were resolutely applied 
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as a result of his co-operation with the Communist Party. In 1927, however, 
the Kuomintang turned on the Communist Party (the party purge16 and the 
anti-Communist war) and pursued an opposite policy, bringing the revolution 
down in defeat and endangering the nation; consequently the people lost con-
fidence in the Three People’s Principles. Now that there is an extremely grave 
national crisis and the Kuomintang cannot continue to rule in the same old 
way, the people of the whole country and the patriots within the Kuomintang 
are urgently demanding co-operation between the two parties. Consequently, 
it is completely in keeping with the historical requirements of the Chinese rev-
olution that the essence of the Three People’s Principles should be revived and 
restored, and that the two parties should resume their co-operation, in accor-
dance with the Principle of Nationalism, or the struggle for national indepen-
dence and liberation, the Principle of Democracy, or the attainment of internal 
democracy and freedom, and the Principle of People’s Livelihood, or the pro-
motion of the people’s welfare, and they should lead the people to put these 
principles resolutely into practice. This ought to be clearly grasped by every 
member of the Communist Party. Communists will never abandon their ideal 
of socialism and communism, which they will attain by going through the 
stage of the bourgeois-democratic revolution. The Chinese Communist Party 
has its own political and economic programme. Its maximum programme is 
socialism and communism, which is different from the Three People’s Princi-
ples. Even its programme for the period of the democratic revolution is more 
thoroughgoing than that of any other party in China. But the Communist Par-
ty’s programme for the democratic revolution and the programme of the Three 
People’s Principles as proclaimed by the Kuomintang’s First National Congress 
are basically not in conflict. Therefore, far from rejecting the Three People’s 
Principles, we are ready staunchly to put them into practice; moreover, we ask 
the Kuomintang to implement them together with us, and we call upon the 
whole nation to put them into effect. We hold that the Communist Party, the 
Kuomintang and the people of the whole country should unite and fight for 
these three great objectives of national independence, democracy and freedom, 
and the people’s livelihood.

13. Was our past slogan of a workers’ and peasants’ democratic republic 
wrong? No, it was not. Since the bourgeoisie, and particularly the big bour-
geoisie, withdrew from the revolution, became retainers of imperialism and the 
feudal forces and turned into enemies of the people, the only remaining motive 
forces of the revolution were the proletariat, the peasantry and the urban petty 
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bourgeoisie, and the only remaining revolutionary party was the Communist 
Party, which, as such, inevitably had to shoulder the responsibility for organiz-
ing the revolution. The Communist Party alone continued to hold aloft the 
banner of revolution, preserved the revolutionary tradition, put forward the 
slogan of a workers’ and peasants’ democratic republic and fought hard for it 
for many years. This slogan was not in conflict with the task of bourgeois-dem-
ocratic revolution but signified that we were resolutely carrying out this task. 
Not a single item of policy adopted in our actual struggle was out of keeping 
with this task. Our policy, including the confiscation of the land of the land-
lords and the enforcement of the eight-hour working day, never went beyond 
the bounds of capitalist private ownership; our policy was not to put socialism 
in practice then. What will be the composition of the new democratic repub-
lic? It will consist of the proletariat, the peasantry, the urban petty bourgeoisie, 
the bourgeoisie, and all those in the country who agree with the national and 
democratic revolution; it will be the alliance of these classes in the national and 
democratic revolution. The salient feature here is the inclusion of the bour-
geoisie; the reason is that in the present circumstances there is a possibility that 
the bourgeoisie will once again co-operate with us and join in the resistance to 
Japan, and the party of the proletariat should therefore not repel but welcome 
them and revive its alliance with them for the common struggle, so as to help 
the Chinese revolution forward. In order to end the internal armed conflict, 
the Communist Party is willing to discontinue the policy of forcible confis-
cation of the land of the landlords and is prepared to solve the land problem 
by legislative and other appropriate means in the course of building the new 
democratic republic. The first question to be settled is whether China’s land 
will be owned by the Japanese or by the Chinese. Since the solution of the land 
problem of the peasants is predicated on the defence of China, it is absolutely 
necessary for us to turn from the method of forcible confiscation to appropri-
ate new methods.

It was correct to put forward the slogan of a workers’ and peasants’ demo-
cratic republic in the past, and it is correct to drop it today.

14. To establish the national united front for joint resistance to the enemy, 
it is necessary properly to resolve certain internal contradictions, the principle 
here being that the solution should help strengthen and extend the anti-Jap-
anese national united front and not weaken or narrow it. During the stage of 
the democratic revolution, it is impossible to avoid contradictions and strug-
gles between classes, parties and political groupings, but it is both possible 
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and essential to put an end to such struggles as are detrimental to unity and 
to resisting Japan (the civil war, the antagonistic conflict between the political 
parties, provincial separatism, feudal political and economic oppression on the 
one hand, and the policy of insurrection and excessive economic demands 
harmful to the resistance on the other, etc.), and to continue such struggles as 
benefit unity and resistance to Japan (for freedom of criticism, for the inde-
pendence of the political parties, for the improvement of the political and 
economic life of the people, etc.).

15. Within the over-all task of fighting for an anti-Japanese national united 
front and a unified democratic republic, the tasks of the Red Army and the 
anti-Japanese base area are:

(1) To suit the circumstances of war against Japan, the Red Army 
should immediately be reorganized into the National Revolution-
ary Army and become a model army in that war by raising the 
level of its military, political and cultural education.

(2) Our base area should become a component part of the state, 
apply its democratic system under the new conditions, reorganize 
its peace preservation corps, clear out traitors and saboteurs, and 
become a region that is a model of resistance and democracy.

(3) Essential economic construction should be conducted in this 
area and the livelihood of the people should be improved.

(4) Essential cultural work should be carried out.

our respoNsIbIlIty to lead

16. It is a law confirmed by Chinese history that the Chinese bourgeoi-
sie, which may participate in fighting imperialism and feudalism in certain 
historical circumstances, vacillates and turns traitor in others, because of its 
economic and political flabbiness. Thus it is history’s verdict that China’s bour-
geois-democratic revolution against imperialism and feudalism is a task that 
can be completed, not under the leadership of the bourgeoisie, but only under 
that of the proletariat. What is more, it is possible to overcome the bourgeoi-
sie’s inherent vacillation and lack of thoroughness and to prevent the miscar-
riage of the revolution only by bringing the perseverance and thoroughness 
of the proletariat in the democratic revolution into full play. Is the proletariat 
to follow the bourgeoisie, or is the bourgeoisie to follow the proletariat? This 
question of responsibility for leadership in the Chinese revolution is the linch-
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pin upon which the success or failure of the revolution depends. The experi-
ence of 1924-27 shows how the revolution forged ahead when the bourgeoisie 
followed the political leadership of the proletariat and met defeat when the 
proletariat became the political tail of the bourgeoisie through the fault of the 
Communist Party.17 This piece of history should not be allowed to repeat itself. 
In the present circumstances, without the political leadership of the proletar-
iat and its party it is impossible to establish an anti-Japanese national united 
front, to attain the objectives of peace, democracy and armed resistance and to 
defend the motherland, and impossible to set up a unified democratic repub-
lic. Today the bourgeoisie, represented by the Kuomintang, is still very passive 
and conservative, and the proof of this is its long hesitation about accepting 
the anti-Japanese national united front initiated by the Communist Party. This 
situation increases the responsibility of the proletariat and its party for giving 
political leadership. To function as the general staff in resisting Japan and sav-
ing the nation is a responsibility the Communist Party cannot relinquish, an 
obligation it cannot decline.

17. How does the proletariat give political leadership through its party to 
all the revolutionary classes in the country? First, by putting forward basic 
political slogans that accord with the course of historical development and 
by putting forward slogans of action for each stage of development and each 
major turn of events in order to translate these political slogans into reali-
ty. For instance, we have put forward the basic slogans for “an anti-Japanese 
national united front” and for “a unified democratic republic”, but we have 
also put forward the slogans, “end the civil war”, “fight for democracy” and 
“carry out armed resistance”, as specific objectives for concerted action by the 
entire nation; without such specific objectives political leadership is out of the 
question. Second, the proletariat, and especially its vanguard the Communist 
Party, should set an example through its boundless enthusiasm and loyalty in 
achieving the specific objectives when the whole country goes into action for 
them. In the fight to fulfil all the tasks of the anti-Japanese national united 
front and the democratic republic, Communists should be the most far-sight-
ed, the most self-sacrificing, the most resolute, and the least prejudiced in siz-
ing up situations, and should rely on the majority of the masses and win their 
support. Third, the Communist Party should establish proper relations with 
its allies and develop and consolidate its alliance with them, while adhering to 
the principle of never relinquishing its defined political objectives. Fourth, it 
should expand the ranks of the Communist Party and maintain its ideological 
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unity and strict discipline; It is by doing all these things that the Communist 
Party gives effect to its political leadership of the people throughout China. 
They constitute the foundation for guaranteeing our political leadership and 
for ensuring that the revolution will win complete victory and not be disrupted 
by the vacillations of our allies.

18. When internal peace is achieved and co-operation is established between 
the two parties, changes will have to be made in the forms of struggle, orga-
nization and work which we adopted when the line was one of maintaining a 
regime antagonistic to that of the Kuomintang. They will mainly be changes 
from military to peaceful forms and from illegal to legal forms. It will not be 
easy to make these changes and we shall have to learn afresh. The retraining of 
our cadres thus becomes a key link.

19. Many comrades have been asking questions about the nature of the dem-
ocratic republic and its future. Our answer is: as to its class nature, the republic 
will be an alliance of all revolutionary classes, and as to its future, it may move 
towards socialism. Our democratic republic is to be established in the course 
of national armed resistance under the leadership of the proletariat and in the 
new international environment (with socialism victorious in the Soviet Union 
and the approach of a new period of world revolution). Therefore, though it 
will still be a bourgeois-democratic state socially and economically, yet it will 
be different from the general run of bourgeois republics because, in concrete 
political terms, it will have to be a state based on the alliance of the working 
class, the peasantry, the petty bourgeoisie and the bourgeoisie. Thus, as to the 
future of the democratic republic, though it may move in a capitalist direction, 
the possibility also exists that it will turn towards socialism, and the party of 
the Chinese proletariat should struggle hard for the latter prospect.

20. The fight against closed-doorism and adventurism and also against 
tailism is essential to the accomplishment of the Party’s tasks. In the mass 
movements our Party has a traditional tendency towards rank closed-doorism, 
haughty sectarianism, and adventurism; this ugly tendency hinders the Party 
in establishing an anti-Japanese national united front and winning over the 
majority of the masses. It is absolutely necessary to wipe out this tendency in 
each and every field of work. What we ask is: rely on the majority and take 
the whole situation into account. There must be no revival of the Chen Duxiu 
type of tailism, which is a reflection of bourgeois reformism in the ranks of 
the proletariat. To debase the class stand of the Party, to obscure its distinctive 
features, to sacrifice the interests of the workers and peasants to suit the needs 
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of bourgeois reformism, is sure to lead the revolution to defeat. What we ask 
is: carry out firm revolutionary policies and strive for complete victory in the 
bourgeois-democratic revolution. To overcome the undesirable tendencies we 
have described, it is absolutely necessary to raise the Marxist-Leninist theoreti-
cal level of the whole Party, for Marxism-Leninism alone is the compass which 
can guide the Chinese revolution to victory.

Notes
1 The Northern China Incident took place in 1935 when the Japanese carried on 

aggression against northern China and the Kuomintang government headed by Chiang 
Kai-shek betrayed our sovereignty and humiliated our nation. In May of that year, the Japa-
nese demanded that the Kuomintang government grant them administrative authority over 
northern China, and in June He Yingqin, the Kuomintang government’s representative 
there, submitted and signed an agreement with Yoshijiro Umezu, commander of the invad-
ing forces in northern China which became known as the “He-Umezu Agreement.” By its 
terms China forfeited much of her sovereignty in the provinces of Hebei and Chaha’er. In 
October at the instigation of the Japanese invaders, some Chinese traitors staged a revolt in 
Xianghe, Hebei Province, and seized the county town. In November, a number of Chinese 
traitors were put up by the Japanese invaders to start a self-styled movement of autonomy 
in the five provinces of northern China, and a puppet “Anti-Communist Autonomous 
Administration” was established in eastern Hebei. To meet the Japanese demand for “special 
administration for northern China” the Kuomintang government appointed Song Zheyuan 
and others to form a “Political Council for Hebei and Chaha’er.”

2 This declaration was issued by the Chinese Communist Party on August 1, 1935. Its 
main points are contained in the following extracts:

“At this moment when our country and our people are threatened with imminent 
destruction, the Communist Party once again appeals to all fellow countrymen: what-
ever the past or present differences of political opinion and of interests among the polit-
ical parties, whatever the differences of view and of interests among our countrymen in 
their various walks of life, whatever the past or present hostilities between the various 
armies, we should truly awaken to the realization that ‘brothers quarreling at home, join 
forces against attacks from without’ and, first and foremost, we should stop the civil war 
so as to concentrate the nation’s resources (manpower, material and financial resources, 
and the armed forces) on the fight for the sacred cause of resisting Japan and saving the 
nation. Once again the Communist Party solemnly declares if the Kuomintang troops 
cease their attacks on the Red Army and if any units carry out resistance to Japan, then 
the Red Army, regardless of any old feuds or present conflicts or differences on domestic 
issues, will not only immediately cease its hostile actions against these units, but will-
ingly work closely with them to save the nation.”

“The Communist Party is willing to initiate a national defence government of this 
kind; for the joint formation of such a national defence government it is ready to hold 
immediate talks with all those willing to join the cause of resisting Japan and saving 
the nation – all political parties, all organizations (trade unions, peasant associations, 
student unions, chambers of commerce educational associations, journalists’ societies, 
associations of teachers and other staff of schools, fellow-townsmen’s associations, the 
Chih Kung Tang the Association for National Armed Self-Defence, the Anti-Japanese 
Association the Association for National Salvation, etc.), all prominent public figures, 



252

The Tasks of the CCP in the Period of Resistance to Japan

scholars and statesmen and all local military and administrative bodies The national 
defence government emerging out of these negotiations should be a provisional organ 
of leadership for saving the nation from subjugation and ensuring its survival. It should 
endeavour to convene a delegate body truly representative of all our countrymen (with 
delegates democratically elected by all the various circles of workers, peasants, soldiers, 
government personnel, businessmen and students, by all parties and all organizations 
willing to resist Japan and save the nation, and by all overseas Chinese and all the 
nationalities within China’s boundaries) to discuss all problems relating to armed resis-
tance and national salvation in more specific terms. The Communist Party will do its 
very best to help convene such an assembly of representatives of the people and to carry 
out all its decisions.”

“An anti-Japanese united army should be formed of all troops willing to fight Japan. 
A single general headquarters of this army should be set up under the leadership of the 
national defence government. The question of whether this headquarters should be 
composed of representatives elected by the officers and men of the various anti-Japanese 
army units or be formed in some other way should be decided by the representatives 
of all circles and by the will of the people. The Red Army will unreservedly be the first 
to join this united army and fulfil its duty in resisting Japan and saving the nation. To 
enable the national defence government and the anti-Japanese united army effectively 
to discharge their immense responsibilities for national defence and for resisting Japan, 
the Communist Party hereby appeals to the whole nation: those who have money give 
money, those who have guns give guns, those who have grain give grain, those who have 
labour power give labour power, and those who have special skill contribute special skill, 
so that all our fellow-countrymen will be mobilized and all weapons, old or modern, 
will be used to arm the people in millions upon millions.”
3 The December resolution was the “Resolution on the Present Political Situation and 

the Tasks of the Party”, adopted at the meeting of the Political Bureau of the Central Com-
mittee of the Chinese Communist Party at Wayaobao, northern Shaanxi, on December 25, 
1935. It made a comprehensive analysis of the current internal and international situation 
and the changes in class relations in China, and formulated the Party’s policy. The resolu-
tion runs in part as follows:

The present situation shows that the attempts of Japanese imperialism to annex 
China have shocked the whole country and the whole world. Changes have taken place 
or are taking place in the relations between all classes, strata, political parties and armed 
forces in China’s political life. There is a realignment of forces in both the national 
revolutionary front and the national counter-revolutionary front. Therefore, the Par-
ty’s tactical line is to arouse, unite and organize the revolutionary forces throughout 
the country and among all the nationalities to oppose the chief enemy confronting 
them, namely, Japanese imperialism and the arch-traitor Chiang Kai-shek. All people, 
all parties, all armed forces and all classes, in so far as they are opposed to Japanese 
imperialism and the traitor Chiang Kai-shek, should unite and wage the sacred national 
revolutionary war, drive the Japanese imperialists out of China, overthrow the rule of 
their running dogs in China, achieve the complete liberation of the Chinese nation 
and safeguard China’s independence and territorial integrity. Only by establishing the 
broadest anti-Japanese national united front (embracing the lower and upper strata) 
can we defeat Japanese imperialism and its running dog, Chiang Kai-shek. Of course, 
different individuals, different organizations, different social classes and strata and the 
various armed forces join the anti-Japanese national revolution from different motives 
and with different class standpoints. Some do so in order to hold on to their positions, 
some to gain leadership in the movement so that it will not go beyond, the limits they 
allow, and some genuinely to work for the complete liberation of the Chinese nation. 
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Precisely because their motives and their standpoint differ, some will vacillate or turn 
traitor at the very start of the struggle, some will become indifferent or withdraw from 
the fight midway and some will determinedly fight to the end. Nevertheless, our task is 
to unite not only al possible basic forces but also all potential allies likely to resist Japan 
and enable the people throughout the country who have labour power to give labour 
power, those who have money to give money, those who have guns to give guns, and 
those who have knowledge to contribute knowledge, leaving no patriotic Chinese out-
side the anti-Japanese front. Such is the general line of e Party’s tactics for the broadest 
possible national united front. Only by pursuing this line can we mobilize the forces 
of the whole people to deal with the common enemy, Japanese imperialism and the 
traitor Chiang Kai-shek. The Chinese working class and peasantry remain the basic 
motive forces of the Chinese revolution. The broad masses of the petty bourgeoisie and 
the revolutionary intellectuals are their most reliable allies in the national revolution A 
solid alliance of the workers, the peasants and the petty bourgeoisie is the basic force 
for defeating Japanese imperialism and the traitors and collaborators When a section 
of the national bourgeoisie and the warlords gives moral support, maintains benevo-
lent neutrality or directly participates in the struggle against Japan and the traitors and 
collaborators, this will serve to expand the anti-Japanese front, however much it may 
disapprove of the agrarian revolution an Red political power. For the total strength of 
the counter-revolution will thus be reduced and the total strength of the revolution 
increased. To this end the Party should adopt appropriate ways and means to win these 
forces over to the anti-Japanese front. Moreover, unity is by no means prevalent even in 
the camp of the landlord and comprador classes. Since the contention for China among 
many imperialist powers has generated contending groups of traitors in their service 
with contradictions and conflicts among them, the Party should employ a variety of 
methods to ensure that for the time being some of these counter-revolutionary forces 
do not actively oppose the anti-Japanese front The same tactics should be applied in 
dealing with the imperialist powers other than Japan. In arousing, uniting and orga-
nizing the forces of the people through out the country to fight the common enemy, 
the Party should resolutely and unswervingly combat all tendencies towards vacillation, 
compromise, capitulation and betrayal within the anti-Japanese united front. Those 
who disrupt the Chinese people’s anti-Japanese movement are traitors or collaborators 
whom we should all join in hitting hard. The Communist Party should win the leader-
ship of the anti-Japanese front by being resolute and right in its words and deeds against 
the Japanese imperialists and the traitors and collaborators Only under the Commu-
nist Party’s leadership can the anti-Japanese movement be completely victorious. With 
regard to the masses in the anti-Japanese war, it is necessary to satisfy their demands 
in matters affecting their basic interests (the demand of the peasants for land and the 
demand of the workers the soldiers the urban poor and the intellectuals for better liv-
ing). Only by satisfying their demands will we be able to mobilize still broader sections 
of the masses to join the anti-Japanese ranks, keep up the anti-Japanese movement, and 
lead the movement to complete victory. And only thus can the Party win leadership in 
the anti-Japanese war.
See “On Tactics Against Japanese Imperialism”, pp. 135-158 of this volume.
4 The Red Army sent an open telegram on May 5, 1936 demanding that the Nanjing 

government end the civil war, conduct peace negotiations with the Communists for unity 
against Japan. The text reads as follows:

To the Military Council of the Nanjing National Government; to all land, sea and 
air forces, to all parties, all political groups; all public bodies, all newspapers; and to all 
fellow-countrymen refusing to be slaves to a foreign nation.
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After crossing the Yellow River on its eastward expedition, the Anti-Japanese Vanguard 
of the Chinese People’s Red Army, organized by the Revolutionary Military Commission 
of the Chinese Red Army, was everywhere victorious and won support from all over the 
country. But when it occupied the Datong-Puzhou Railway and was energetically preparing 
to drive eastward into Hebei to engage the Japanese imperialists directly, Chiang Kai-shek 
sent more than ten divisions into Shanxi and co-operated with Yan Xishan in barring its 
advance against the Japanese. He also ordered the troops under Zhang Xueliang and Yang 
Hucheng, as well as the troops in northern Shaanxi, to march on the Shaanxi-Gansu Red 
area to harass our anti-Japanese rear In order to be able to reach and fight the Japanese, the 
people’s Anti-Japanese Vanguard should have concentrated its entire strength and wiped 
out Chiang’s troops blocking the way. But after much deliberation, the Revolutionary Mili-
tary Commission of the Red Army decided that a battle to the finish between the two sides 
in the present national crisis would only damage China’s strength for national defence and 
delight the Japanese imperialists, whichever side emerged victorious Furthermore, there are 
quite a number of patriotic officers and men in Chiang Kai-shek’s and Yan Xishan’s armies 
who are willing to end the civil war and unite to resist Japan, and it is really against their 
consciences to obey Chiang’s and Yan’s orders and block the Red Army on its way to fight 
the Japanese. Therefore, in spite of its numerous victories in Shanxi, the Revolutionary 
Military Commission of the Red Army has withdrawn the people’s Anti-Japanese Vanguard 
to the west of the Yellow River in order to preserve China’s strength for national defence 
and thereby help to bring nearer the war of resistance against Japan, resolutely carry out 
our repeated declarations to the nation on ending the civil war and uniting to resist Japan, 
and hasten the final awakening of Chiang Kai-shek and the patriotic officers and men in 
his army. With this demonstration of our good faith to the Nanjing government, to all 
the country’s land, sea and air forces and to the whole nation, we are ready to arrange a 
cease-fire with all the armed units attacking the and-Japanese Red Army within one month 
and to enter into peace negotiations with them in order to end the civil war and resist 
Japan. The Revolutionary Military Commission of the Red Army hereby solemnly advises 
the gentlemen of the Nanjing government at this critical juncture, when our country and 
people are threatened with imminent destruction, to make a determined effort to atone 
for past misdeeds and end the civil war in the whole country, to join forces against attacks 
from-without in the spirit of brothers quarreling at home, and first of all end the civil war 
in Shaanxi, Gansu and Shanxi, whereupon both sides should appoint delegates to discuss 
specific measures for resisting Japan and saving the nation. This will be a blessing to the 
nation and the country as well as for your own good. However, if you obstinately refuse 
to listen to reason and prefer to be traitors and collaborators, your rule will surely collapse 
in the end and you will be spurned and overthrown by the whole nation. The old saying 
runs, “A thousand pointing fingers accuse, and a man dies even without a sickness.” Or as 
another saying goes, “The butcher who lays down his knife at once becomes a Buddha.” 
These are words for you gentlemen to digest and ponder. And the Revolutionary Military 
Commission of the Red Army calls upon all organizations all parties and all people in the 
country, who refuse to be slaves to a foreign nation, to support our proposal for a cease-fire 
and peace negotiations, and for unity against Japan, to organize committees for hastening 
the cessation of the civil war and to send representatives to the front to stop the firing on 
both sides and to supervise the full implementation of this proposal.

5 See ‘A Statement on Chiang Kai-shek’s Statement’ Note 7, pp. 231-237 of this vol-
ume.

6 The slogan of “A people’s republic” was first put forward in the “Resolution on the 
Present Political Situation and the Tasks of the Party”, adopted at the meeting of the Polit-
ical Bureau of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party held in December 
1935 and in the report by Comrade Mao Zedong “On Tactics Against Japanese Imperial-



255

The Tasks of the CCP in the Period of Resistance to Japan

ism.” Later circumstances made it necessary for the Party to adopt the policy of forcing Chi-
ang Kai-shek to resist Japan and, as the slogan would have been unacceptable to the Chiang 
Kai-shek clique, it was changed into “A democratic republic” in the Party’s letter of August 
1936 to the Kuomintang. The slogan of a democratic republic was subsequently explained 
in more concrete terms in the “Resolution on the New Situation in the Movement to Resist 
Japan and Save the Nation, and on the Democratic Republic”, which the Central Com-
mittee of the Party adopted in September of the same year. Though different in form the 
two slogans are in essence the same. The following two extracts concerning the democratic 
republic are from the September 1936 resolution of the Party’s Central Committee:

“The Central Committee holds that in the present situation it is necessary to put 
forward the slogan of ‘establish a democratic republic’, because this is the best way to 
unite all the anti-Japanese forces to safeguard China’s territorial integrity and avert the 
calamity of the destruction of China and of the subjugation of her people, and also 
because this is the most fitting slogan for the formation of a united front based on 
the democratic demands of the broad masses of the people. By ‘a democratic republic’ 
we mean a democracy which is geographically more extensive than that of the work-
ers’ and peasants’ democratic dictatorship in one part of China and a political system 
which is far more progressive than the one-party dictatorship of the Kuomintang in the 
main parts of China; it will therefore offer a better guarantee of the wide development 
of armed resistance to Japan and the achievement of complete victory. Moreover, the 
democratic republic will not only enable the broadest sections of the Chinese people 
to take pare in the country’s political life and enhance their political consciousness and 
organized strength, but also give the Chinese proletariat and its leader, the Communist 
Party, scope for activity in the struggle for the future victory of socialism. Therefore, the 
Chinese Communist Party proclaims its active support of the movement for a demo-
cratic republic. It also declares that when the democratic republic is established through 
the length and breadth of China and a parliament elected by universal suffrage is con-
vened the Red areas will at once become an organic part of the republic, the people of 
the Red areas will elect their representatives to the parliament, and the same democratic 
system will be put into practice in the Red areas.”

“The Central Committee stresses that we shall impel the Kuomintang government 
in Nanjing to resist Japan and we shall create the prerequisites for the democratic repub-
lic only by extending the Chinese people’s movement of armed resistance and national 
salvation. by broadening the anti-Japanese national united front of all political parties, 
people of all walks of life and all armies, by strengthening the Chinese Communist 
Party’s’s role of political leadership in the national united front, by greatly consolidating 
the Red political power and the Red Army, and by waging a determined struggle against 
all words and deeds which betray our sovereignty and humiliate our nation or weaken 
the forces of the national united front. It is impossible for the democratic republic to 
become a reality without bitter and sustained struggles, without the mobilization of 
the entire Chinese nation, and without a high tide of revolution. In the course of the 
struggle for the democratic republic, the Chinese Communist Party should insist that 
the democratic republic should begin by carrying out the Ten-Point Programme for 
Resisting Japan and Saving the Nation proposed by our Party’s and go on until it finally 
fulfils the basic tasks of the Chinese bourgeois-democratic revolution.”
7 This telegram was dispatched on February 10, 1937. The full text reads as follows:
To the Third Plenary Session of the Central Executive Committee of the Kuomintang
Gentlemen:

It is a matter of national rejoicing that the Xi’an Incident has been settled peace-
fully. From now on it will be possible for the policy of internal peace and for unity and 
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solidarity against foreign aggression to be carried out; this is a blessing to the nation 
and the country. At this moment when the Japanese invaders are running amuck and 
the survival of the Chinese nation hangs by a thread, our Party’s eagerly hopes that, in 
accordance with this policy, the Third Plenary Session of the Central Executive Com-
mittee of your party will decide on the following as the national policy:

(1) end all civil wars and concentrate the country’s strength in a united effort to 
meet the foreign aggression;

(2) guarantee freedom of speech, assembly and association, and release all political 
prisoners;

(3) call a conference of representatives of all political parties, people of all walks of 
life and all armies, and concentrate the radon’s talents in a common endeavour to save 
the country;

(4) speedily complete all preparations for resisting Japan; and
(5) improve the livelihood of the people.

If the Third Plenary Session of your Central Executive Committee can succeed in reso-
lutely and firmly deciding on this as the national policy, our Party will pledge the following 
as an expression of our good faith in solidarity against foreign aggression:

(1) the policy of armed insurrection to overthrow the National Government will be 
discontinued throughout the country;

(2) the Workers’ and Peasants’ Democratic Government will be renamed the Gov-
ernment of the Special Region of the Republic of China and the he Red Army will be 
redesignated as part of the National Revolutionary Army, and they will come under the 
direction of the Central Government in Nanjing and its Military Council respectively;

(3) a thoroughly democratic system based on universal suffrage will be put into 
effect in the areas under the Government of the Special Region; and

(4) the policy of confiscating the land of the landlords will be discontinued and the 
common programme of the anti-Japanese national united front resolutely carried out.
8 In November and December 1936, big strikes broke out among 45,000 workers in 

twenty-six Japanese and Chinese-owned textile mills in Shanghai. In December all the 
workers of the Japanese-owned textile mills in Qingdao struck in sympathy. The Shang-
hai workers won their strike, their wages were increased five per cent retrospectively from 
November, and the employers undertook not to sack workers arbitrarily or assault or abuse 
them. But the strike in Qingdao was suppressed by Japanese marines.

9 Britain and the United States began to change their attitude towards Japan and 
exerted some influence on the Chiang Kai-shek government in its policy towards Japan 
after Japanese imperialism occupied Shanhaiguan and penetrated into northern China in 
1933, and especially after the conclusion of the “He-Umezu Agreement” (see Note 1, p. 
251) in 1935, which directly jeopardized their imperialist interests in northern and central 
China. During the Xi’an Incident of 1936, Britain suggested rejection of Japanese demands 
prejudicial to British interests in China and even intimated that, provided the Chiang Kai-
shek government maintained its rule over the Chinese people, it would not be a bad thing 
for it to “form some sort of alliance with the Communist Party” so as to deal a blow to the 
Japanese policy of aggression.

10 In June 1936, Li Zongren and Bai Chongxi, warlords of Guangxi, and Chen Jitang, 
warlord of Guangdong, jointly declared their opposition to Chiang Kai-shek under the 
pretext of “resisting Japan and saving the nation.” In August their opposition mated away 
before Chiang Kai-shek’s tactics of bribery and divide and rule.
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11 The Japanese forces and puppet troops began to invade Suiyuan in August 1936. In 
November, the Chinese troops there fought back and the people throughout the country 
started a movement in support of their fight.

12 After the “He-Umezu Agreement” of 1935, the Nanjing Kuomintang government 
took a firmer attitude towards Japan under the pressure of the people’s rising anti-Japanese 
sentiment and under the impact of the stiffer policy the British and U.S. imperialists were 
adopting towards Japan. The Kuomintang government used stalling tactics in the negotia-
tions with Japan from September to December 1936, which ended without result.

13 This was the meeting of the Central Executive Committee of the Kuomintang on 
February 15,1937 after the peaceful settlement of the Xi’an Incident.

14 Ah Q is the leading character in The True Story of Ah Q, the famous novel by the great 
Chinese writer Lu Xun. Ah Q typifies all those who compensate themselves for their failures 
and setbacks in real life by regarding them as moral or spiritual victories.

15 In the stage of China’s bourgeois-democratic revolution, the Communists agreed 
with the basic points of Sun Yat-sen’s programme and co-operated with him, which did 
not mean that they agreed with the bourgeois and petty-bourgeois world outlook or ideo-
logical system of which he was the exponent. As the vanguard of the Chinese proletariat, 
the Chinese Communists had an entirely different world outlook or ideological system and 
theoretical approach to the national and other problems, from those of Sun Yat-sen.

16 Reorganized by Sun Yat-sen in 1924, the Kuomintang became a revolutionary alli-
ance of several classes, which members of the Communist Party joined in their individual 
capacity. After its betrayal of the revolution in 1927, the Kuomintang carried out what it 
called a “party purge” throughout the country, butchering the Communists and many of 
its own left-wingers who genuinely supported Dr. Sun Yat-sen’s Three Great Policies. From 
then on the Kuomintang became the counter-revolutionary political party of the big land-
lords and big bourgeoisie.

17 This refers to the situation created by the opportunist leadership of the Central Com-
mittee of the Party in the first half of 1927.
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Win the Masses in their Millions for the Anti-Japanese 
National United Front1

May 7, 1937

Comrades! In the course of the discussions of the last few days you have 
expressed agreement with my report, “The Tasks of the Chinese Communist 
Party in the Period of Resistance to Japan”; only a few comrades expressed 
different views. As these dissenting views were rather significant, I shall discuss 
them first in my concluding speech before dealing with certain other problems.

the QuestIoN of peace

For nearly two years out Party has fought for internal peace. After the Third 
Plenary Session of the Kuomintang Central Executive Committee, we declared 
that peace had been attained, that the stage of “fighting for peace” was over, 
and that the new task was to “consolidate the peace.” We also pointed out that 
this new task was linked with “fighting for democracy”, i.e., consolidating the 
peace by fighting for democracy. However, some comrades argue that this view 
of ours is untenable. It follows that they must either arrive at the opposite view 
or hover between the two. For they argue, “Japan is retreating1 and Nanjing 
is wavering more than ever; the contradiction between the two countries is 
becoming weaker and the contradiction within the country is growing sharp-
er.” Naturally, according to this appraisal, there is no new stage or new task, 
and the situation has reverted to its old stage or even deteriorated. I think this 
view incorrect

In saying that peace has been attained, we do not mean that it is consoli-
dated; on the contrary, we have said that it is not consolidated. Bringing about 
peace and consolidating it are two different things. History might reverse its 
course for a while and peace might meet with setbacks because of the exis-
tence of Japanese imperialism, traitors and the pro-Japanese group. But the 
fact is that peace was attained after the Xi’an Incident and was the product of 
several factors Japan’s fundamental policy of invasion, the favourable attitude 
of the Soviet Union and also Britain, the United States and France towards 
internal peace in China, the pressure of the Chinese people, the Communist 
Party’s peace policy during the Xi’an Incident and its policy for ending the 

1This was the concluding speech made by Comrade Mao Zedong at the National Con-
ference of the Communist Party of China, held in May 1937.



260

Win the Masses in their Millions for the Anti-Japanese United Front

antagonism between the two regimes, the differentiation within the bourgeoi-
sie, the differentiation within the Kuomintang, and so on); peace cannot be 
made or unmade by Chiang Kai-shek alone. To unmake it, he would have to 
fight against many forces and draw closer to the Japanese imperialists and the 
pro-Japanese group. There is no doubt that the Japanese imperialists and the 
pro-Japanese group are still endeavouring to prolong civil war in China. That is 
precisely why peace is not yet consolidated. Such being the case, we have come 
to the conclusion that, instead of reverting to the old slogans of “end the civil 
war” and “fight for peace”, we should take a step forward and adopt the new 
slogan of “fight for democracy”, for this is the only way to consolidate internal 
peace and bring the war of resistance against Japan into being. Why do we put 
forward the three closely related slogans of “consolidate the peace”, “fight for 
democracy”, and “carry out armed resistance”? The answer is that we desire to 
push the wheel of revolution forward and that circumstances allow us to do so. 
Those who deny the new stage and the new task, who deny that the Kuomint-
ang has “begun to change” and by the same logic also deny the achievements of 
all the forces that have been struggling for peace during the last year and a half 
will remain where they were before, without advancing an inch.

Why do these comrades make such an unsound appraisal? Because in 
weighing up the current situation they start not from fundamentals but from 
a number of limited and transient phenomena (Sago’s diplomacy, the Suzhou 
trial,2 the suppression of strikes, the eastward transfer of the Northeastern 
Army,3 General Yang Hucheng’s journey abroad,4 and so on); hence their dis-
mal picture. We say that the Kuomintang has begun to change and we also say 
that it has not changed completely. It is inconceivable that the Kuomintang’s 
reactionary policy over the past ten years will completely change without new 
efforts – without more and greater efforts – on our part and on the part of 
the people. Quite a number of reputedly “Left” people, who often bitterly 
denounce the Kuomintang and who during the Xi’an Incident advocated put-
ting Chiang to death and “fighting our way out through Tongguan”,5 are now 
astonished when events like the Suzhou trial occur immediately after peace 
is attained, and ask, “Why does Chiang Kai-shek still do such things?” They 
ought to understand that neither the Communists nor Chiang Kai-shek are 
gods, nor are they isolated individuals, but members of a party or a class. The 
Communist Party can push the revolution forward by degrees but cannot clear 
away all the evils in the country overnight. Chiang Kai-shek and the Kuomint-
ang have begun to change, but the accumulated filth of the past ten years will 
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certainly not be rapidly removed without great effort on the part of the whole 
people. We maintain that the trend is towards peace, democracy and resistance, 
but this does not imply that the old evils – civil war, dictatorship and non-re-
sistance – will be swept away without any effort. It is only through struggle and 
hard work, and over a long period too, that we can eliminate the old evils, the 
old filth, and prevent setbacks or even reversals in the revolution.

“They are bent on destroying us.” Quite true, they are always trying to 
destroy us. I fully admit the soundness of this appraisal, and indeed one would 
have to be fast asleep to overlook the point. But the question is whether there 
has been any change in the way they are trying to destroy us. I think there has 
been. The change is from war and massacre to reform and deceit, from a tough 
policy to a soft one, from a military to a political policy. Why has there been 
such a change? Confronted with Japanese imperialism, the bourgeoisie and the 
Kuomintang are temporarily forced to seek an ally in the proletariat, just as 
we are seeking an ally in the bourgeoisie. We should take this as our point of 
departure in considering the question. Internationally, for a similar reason, the 
French government has changed from hostility towards the Soviet Union to 
alliance with it.6 Our domestic task has changed from a military to a political 
one. We for our part have no use for plotting or scheming; our aim is to defeat 
Japanese imperialism in a common effort by uniting with all those members of 
the bourgeoisie and the Kuomintang who favour resistance.

the QuestIoN of democracy

“To put the emphasis on democracy is wrong, the emphasis should be solely 
on resistance to Japan. Without direct action against Japan, there can be no 
movement for democracy. The majority of the people want only resistance to 
Japan, not democracy, and what is needed is another December 9th Move-
ment.”7

Let me first put a few questions. Can it be said that what the majority of the 
people wanted in the previous stage (i.e., from the December 9th Movement 
of 1935 to the Third Plenary Session of the Kuomintang Central Executive 
Committee in February 1937) was merely resistance to Japan and not internal 
peace? Was it wrong to emphasize internal peace then? Was it impossible to 
have a movement for internal peace without direct action against Japan (the 
Xi’an Incident and the Third Plenary Session of the Kuomintang Central Exec-
utive Committee took place after the resistance in Suiyuan ended, and today, 
too, there is as yet nothing equivalent to the Suiyuan resistance or the Decem-
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ber 9th Movement)? Everybody knew that in order to resist Japan there had to 
be internal peace, that without internal peace there could be no resistance to 
Japan, and that internal peace was a condition for resistance. All the anti-Japa-
nese activities in the previous stage, whether direct or indirect (beginning with 
the December 9th Movement and ending with the Third Plenary Session of 
the Kuomintang Central Executive Committee), were centred on the struggle 
for internal peace which was then the central link, the most essential thing, in 
the anti-Japanese movement.

Similarly today, in the new stage, democracy is the most essential thing 
for resistance to Japan, and to work for democracy is to work for resistance to 
Japan. Resistance and democracy are interdependent, just as are resistance and 
internal peace, democracy and internal peace. Democracy is the guarantee of 
resistance, while resistance can provide favourable conditions for developing 
the movement for democracy.

We hope there may be – and indeed there will be – many direct and indi-
rect struggles against Japan in the new stage, and these will give an impetus to 
the war of resistance and greatly assist the movement for democracy. But the 
core and essence of the revolutionary task history has set us is the winning of 
democracy. Is it, then, wrong to keep stressing democracy? I do not think so.

“Japan is stepping back, Britain and Japan are virtually inclined to strike a 
balance, and Nanjing is wavering more than ever.” Ignorance of the laws of his-
torical development has given rise to this needless anxiety. If there were a revo-
lution in Japan and she really withdrew from China, it would help the Chinese 
revolution and would be just what we want, marking the beginning of the col-
lapse of the world front of aggression. What room for anxiety would there be 
then? But as a matter of fact, this is not what is happening; Sago’s diplomatic 
moves are preparations for a major war, and a major war confronts us. Brit-
ain’s policy of wavering can get her nowhere, her clash of interests with Japan 
making this certain. If Nanjing continues to waver for long, it will become the 
enemy of the whole nation, and its own interests do not allow it to keep on 
wavering. A temporary retrogression cannot change the general law of history. 
Hence one should not deny the existence of the new stage or the necessity of 
setting the task of winning democracy. In any case, moreover, the slogan of 
democracy is appropriate, because it is obvious to everybody that the Chinese 
people have far too little democracy, and not too much. Actual events have also 
shown that to define the new stage, and to set the winning of democracy as our 
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task, is to move a step closer to resistance. Events have moved forward; let us 
not put the clock back!

“Why do we place so much emphasis on a national assembly?” Because it 
is something which can affect every aspect of life, because it is the bridge from 
reactionary dictatorship to democracy, because it is connected with national 
defence, and because it is a legal institution. To recover eastern Hebei and 
northern Chaha’er, to combat smuggling,8 to oppose “economic collabora-
tion”,9 etc., as many comrades have proposed, is quite correct, but this com-
plements rather than in any way conflicts with the fight for democracy and a 
national assembly; the essential thing is still the national assembly and freedom 
for the people.

It is correct and indisputable that the day-to-day struggle against Japan and 
the people’s struggle for a better life must be linked up with the movement for 
democracy. Nevertheless, the central and essential thing in the present stage is 
democracy and freedom.

the QuestIoN of the future of the revolutIoN

Some comrades have raised this question, and here I can only give a brief 
answer.

In the writing of an article the second half can be written only after the first 
half is finished. Resolute leadership of the democratic revolution is the pre-
requisite for the victory of socialism. We are fighting for socialism, and in this 
respect we are different from those who confine themselves to the revolution-
ary Three People’s Principles. It is the great future goal to which our present 
efforts are directed; if we lose sight of the goal, we cease to be Communists. But 
equally we cease to be Communists if we relax our efforts of today.

We are exponents of the theory of the transition of the revolution10 and we 
are for the transition of the democratic revolution in the direction of socialism. 
The democratic revolution will develop through several stages, all under the 
slogan of a democratic republic. The change from the predominance of the 
bourgeoisie to that of the proletariat is a long process of struggle, of struggle 
for leadership in which success depends on the work of the Communist Party 
in raising the level of political consciousness and organization both of the pro-
letariat and of the peasantry and urban petty bourgeoisie.

The staunch ally of the proletariat is the peasantry, and next comes the 
urban petty bourgeoisie. It is the bourgeoisie that will contend with us for 
leadership.
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To overcome the vacillation of the bourgeoisie and its lack of revolutionary 
thoroughness we must rely on the strength of the masses and on the correctness 
of our policy, or otherwise the bourgeoisie will come out on top.

A bloodless transition is what we would like and we should strive for it, but 
what will happen will depend on the strength of the masses.

We are exponents of the theory of the transition of the revolution, and not 
of the Trotskyite theory of “permanent revolution.”11 We are for the attain-
ment of socialism by going through all the necessary stages of the democratic 
republic. We are opposed to tailism, but we are also opposed to adventurism 
and impetuosity.

To reject the participation of the bourgeoisie in the revolution on the ground 
that it can only be temporary and to describe the alliance with anti-Japanese 
sections of the bourgeoisie (in a semi-colonial country) as capitulation is a 
Trotskyite approach, with which we cannot agree. Today such an alliance is in 
fact a necessary bridge on the way to socialism.

the QuestIoN of cadres

A great revolution requires a great party and many first-rate cadres to 
guide it. In China, with a population of 450 million, it is impossible to carry 
through our great revolution, which is unprecedented in history, if the lead-
ership consists of a small, narrow group and if the Party leaders and cadres 
are petty-minded, short-sighted and incompetent. The Chinese Communist 
Party has been a large party for a long time and it is still large despite the losses 
during the period of reaction; it has many good leaders and cadres, but still not 
enough. Our Party organizations must be extended all over the country and we 
must purposefully train tens of thousands of cadres and hundreds of first-rate 
leaders. They must be cadres and leaders versed in Marxism-Leninism, politi-
cally far-sighted, competent in work, full of the spirit of self-sacrifice, capable 
of tackling problems on their own, steadfast in the midst of difficulties and 
loyal and devoted in serving the nation, the class and the Party. It is on these 
cadres and leaders that the Party relies for its links with the membership and 
the masses, and it is by relying on their firm leadership of the masses that the 
Party can succeed in defeating the enemy. Such cadres and leaders must be free 
from selfishness, from individualistic heroism, ostentation, sloth, passivity, and 
sectarian arrogance, and they must be selfless national and class heroes; such 
are the qualities and the style of work demanded of the members, cadres and 
leaders of our Party. Such is the spiritual legacy handed down to us by the tens 
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of thousands of members, the thousands of cadres, and the scores of first-rate 
leaders who have laid down their lives for the cause. Beyond any doubt, we 
ought to acquire these qualities, do still better in remoulding ourselves and 
raise ourselves to a higher revolutionary level. But even this is not enough; we 
must also regard it as our duty to discover many more new cadres and leaders 
in the Party and the country. Our revolution depends on cadres. As Stalin said, 
“Cadres decide everything.”12

the QuestIoN of democracy wIthIN the party

To attain this aim, inner-Party democracy is essential. If we are to make 
the Party strong, we must practice democratic centralism to stimulate the ini-
tiative of the whole membership. There was more centralism during the peri-
od of reaction and civil war. In the new period, centralism should be closely 
linked with democracy. Let us apply democracy, and so give scope to initiative 
throughout the Party. Let us give scope to the initiative of the whole Party 
membership and so train new cadres in great numbers, eliminate the remnants 
of sectarianism, and unite the whole Party as solidly as steel.

uNIty IN the coNfereNce aNd IN the whole party

After explanation, the dissenting views on political issues voiced at this con-
ference have given way to agreement, and the earlier difference between the 
line of the Central Committee and the line of retreat adopted under the lead-
ership of certain comrades, has also been settled;13 this shows that our Party is 
very solidly united. This unity provides the most important basis for the pres-
ent national and democratic revolution, because it is only through the unity of 
the Communist Party that the unity of the whole class and the whole nation 
can be achieved, and it is only through the unity of the whole class and the 
whole nation that the enemy can be defeated and the national and democratic 
revolution accomplished.

wIN the masses IN theIr mIllIoNs for the aNtI-JapaNese 
NatIoNal uNIted froNt

The aim of our correct political policy and of our solid unity is to win 
the masses in their millions for the anti-Japanese national united front. The 
broad masses of the proletariat, the peasantry and the urban petty bourgeoi-
sie need our work of propaganda, agitation and organization. Further efforts 
on our part are also needed to establish an alliance with those sections of the 
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bourgeoisie which are opposed to Japan. To make the policy of the Party the 
policy of the masses requires effort, long and persistent effort, unrelenting and 
strenuous, patient and painstaking effort. Without such effort, we shall achieve 
nothing. The formation and consolidation of the anti-Japanese national united 
front, the accomplishment of the task incumbent on it and the establishment 
of a democratic republic in China are absolutely inseparable from our effort 
to win over the masses. If we succeed in bringing millions upon millions of 
the masses under our leadership by such effort, our revolutionary task can be 
speedily fulfilled. By our exertions we shall surely overthrow Japanese imperi-
alism and attain complete national and social liberation.

Notes
1 The Japanese imperialists made temporary conciliatory gestures after the Xi’an Inci-

dent in order to induce the Kuomintang authorities to disrupt the internal peace which was 
being restored and to break up the anti-Japanese national united front which was taking 
shape. They arranged for the bogus autonomous government of Inner Mongolia under 
their control to release two messages, one in December 1936 and another in March 1937, 
pledging allegiance to the Kuomintang government in Nanjing. And the Japanese foreign 
minister, Sago himself, publicly wooed Chiang Kai-shek, slyly declaring that Japan would 
improve its relations with China and help China achieve political unification and economic 
recovery. Furthermore, Japan sent a so-called Economic Study Group, headed by Kenji 
Kodama, a Japanese financial magnate, ostensibly to help China “complete the organization 
of a modern state.” These were schemes for aggression and were known as “Sago’s diplo-
macy”; they were called a “retreat on the part of Japan” by those people who were deluded 
by the Japanese imperialist make-believe.

2 In “April 1937, the Kuomintang High Court in Suzhou tried Shen Junru and six 
other leaders of the Resist Japan and Save the Nation Movement who had been arrested 
in November 1936 in Shanghai. The charge was “endangering the Republic”, the usual 
trumped-up indictment the reactionary Kuomintang authorities used to stigmatize all 
patriotic movements.

3 Prior to the Xi’an Incident, the Northeastern Army was stationed on the border 
between Shaanxi and Gansu Provinces and was in direct contact with the Red Army in 
northern Shaanxi. Greatly influenced by the Red Army, it subsequently staged the coup in 
Xi’an. In March 1937, the Northeastern Army was forced to go east to Henan and Anhui 
Provinces, a move taken by the Kuomintang reactionaries to cut it off from contact with the 
Red Army and at the same time to sow discord in its ranks.

4 General Yang Hucheng was a military leader in China’s Northwest who staged the 
Xi’an Incident together with Zhang Xueliang. Thus the prime movers in this incident were 
popularly linked together in the double-barrelled surname “Zhang-Yang.” When Chiang 
Kai-shek was released. Zhang accompanied him to Nanjing but was immediately placed 
under detention. In April 1937 Yang, too, was ousted from his post by the Kuomintang 
reactionaries and had to take leave of absence abroad. When the War of Resistance began, 
Yang returned to China to offer his services, only to be interned by Chiang Kai-shek for the 
rest of his life In September 1949, when the People’s Liberation Army was driving forward 
near Chongqing, the Kuomintang had him murdered in a concentration camp.
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5 Tongguan is a strategically important gateway on the borders of Shaanxi, Henan and 
Shanxi. At the time of the Xi’an Incident the Kuomintang troops were mainly quartered 
east of it. Certain reputedly “Left” people in the Party, like Zhang Guotao, then urged that 
the Red Army should “fight its way out through Tongguan”, which meant that the Red 
Army should mount an offensive against the Kuomintang troops. This proposal ran counter 
to the Central Committee’s policy for a peaceful settlement of the Xi’an Incident.

6 For a long time after the October Revolution, the French imperialists pursued a hos-
tile policy towards the Soviet Union. From 1918 to 1920, the French government took an 
active part in the armed intervention by 14 powers against the Soviet Union and continued 
its reactionary policy of isolating the Soviet Union even after the intervention failed. It was 
not until May 1935 that, under the influence of the Soviet Union’s peace policy among 
the French people and because of the German fascist menace, France concluded a treaty 
of mutual assistance with the Soviet Union, though her reactionary government failed to 
observe it.

7 The students’ patriotic demonstration in Beijing on December 9, 1935, led by the 
Chinese Communist Party. The movement called for the cessation of civil war and armed 
resistance to Japan and won nation-wide support.

8 The smuggling of Japanese goods into China.
9 This refers to the self-styled Sino-Japanese economic collaboration.
10 See Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party, Part IV; V. 

I. Lenin, Two Tactics of Social-Democracy in the Democratic Revolution, Part XII and Part 
XIII; History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolsheviks), Short Course, Chapter 
3, Section 3.

11 See J. V. Stalin, The Foundations of Leninism, Part III, The October Revolution and the 
Tactics of the Russian Communists, Part II; Concerning Questions of Leninism, Part III.

12 See J. V. Stalin, “Address Delivered in the Kremlin Palace to the Graduates from the 
Red Army Academies” in May 1935, in which he said: .”.. of all the valuable capital the 
world possesses, the most valuable and most decisive is people, cadres. It must be realized 
that under our present conditions ‘cadres decide everything.’”

13 This difference was between the line of the Party’s Central Committee and Zhang 
Guotao’s line of retreat in 1935-36. See “On Tactics Against Japanese Imperialism”, Note 
22, p. 156 of this volume. In stating that “the earlier difference ... has ... been settled”, 
Comrade Mao Zedong was referring to the fact that the Fourth Front Army of the Red 
Army had joined forces with the Central Red Army. Zhang Guotao’s subsequent open 
betrayal of the Party and his degeneration into a counter-revolutionary was the act of an 
individual traitor and no longer a question of differences over Party line.
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On Practice1

On the Relation Between Knowledge and Practice, 
Between Knowing and Doing

July 1937

Before Marx, materialism examined the problem of knowledge apart from 
the social nature of man and apart from his historical development, and was 
therefore incapable of understanding the dependence of knowledge on social 
practice, that is, the dependence of knowledge on production and the class 
struggle.

Above all, Marxists regard man’s activity in production as the most fun-
damental practical activity, the determinant of all his other activities. Man’s 
knowledge depends mainly on his activity in material production, through 
which he comes gradually to understand the phenomena, the properties and 
the laws of nature, and the relations between himself and nature; and through 
his activity in production he also gradually comes to understand, in varying 
degrees, certain relations that exist between man and man. None of this knowl-
edge can be acquired apart from activity in production. In a classless society 
every person, as a member of society, joins in common effort with the other 
members, enters into definite relations of production with them and engages 
in production to meet man’s material needs. In all class societies, the members 
of the different social classes also enter, in different ways, into definite relations 
of production and engage in production to meet their material needs. This is 
the primary source from which human knowledge develops.

1There used to be a number of comrades in our Part who were dogmatists and who for 
a long period rejected the experience of the Chinese revolution, denying the truth that 
“Marxism is not a dogma but a guide to action” and overawing people with words and 
phrases from Marxist works, torn out of context. There were also a number of comrades 
who were empiricists and who for a long period restricted themselves to their own fragmen-
tary experience and did not understand the importance of theory for revolutionary practice 
or see the revolution as a whole, but worked blindly though industriously. The erroneous 
ideas of these two types of comrades, and particularly of the dogmatists, caused enormous 
losses to the Chinese revolution during 1931-34, and yet the dogmatists cloaking them-
selves as Marxists, confused a great many comrades. On Practice was written in order to 
expose the subjectivist errors of dogmatism and empiricism in the Party, and especially 
the error of dogmatism, from the standpoint of the Marxist theory of knowledge. It was 
entitled On Practice because its stress was on exposing the dogmatist kind of subjectivism, 
which belittles practice. The ideas contained in this essay were presented by Comrade Mao 
Zedong in a lecture at the Anti-Japanese Military and Political College in Yanan.
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Man’s social practice is not confined to activity in production, but takes 
many other forms—class struggle, political life, scientific and artistic pursuits; 
in short, as a social being, man participates in all spheres of the practical life 
of society. Thus man, in varying degrees, comes to know the different relations 
between man and man, not only through his material life but also through his 
political and cultural life (both of which are intimately bound up with mate-
rial life). Of these other types of social practice, class struggle in particular, in 
all its various forms, exerts a profound influence on the development of man’s 
knowledge. In class society everyone lives as a member of a particular class, and 
every kind of thinking, without exception, is stamped with the brand of a class.

Marxists hold that in human society activity in production develops step 
by step from a lower to a higher level and that consequently man’s knowledge, 
whether of nature or of society, also develops step by step from a lower to a 
higher level, that is, from the shallower to the deeper, from the one-sided to the 
many-sided. For a very long period in history, men were necessarily confined to 
a one-sided understanding of the history of society because, for one thing, the 
bias of the exploiting classes always distorted history and, for another, the small 
scale of production limited man’s outlook. It was not until the modern prole-
tariat emerged along with immense forces of production (large-scale industry) 
that man was able to acquire a comprehensive, historical understanding of the 
development of society and turn this knowledge into a science, the science of 
Marxism.

Marxists hold that man’s social practice alone is the criterion of the truth 
of his knowledge of the external world. What actually happens is that man’s 
knowledge is verified only when he achieves the anticipated results in the pro-
cess of social practice (material production, class struggle or scientific exper-
iment). If a man wants to succeed in his work, that is, to achieve the antici-
pated results, he must bring his ideas into correspondence with the laws of the 
objective external world; if they do not correspond, he will fail in his practice. 
After he fails, he draws his lessons, corrects his ideas to make them correspond 
to the laws of the external world, and can thus turn failure into success; this 
is what is meant by “failure is the mother of success” and “a fall into the pit, a 
gain in your wit.” The dialectical-materialist theory of knowledge places prac-
tice in the primary position, holding that human knowledge can in no way be 
separated from practice and repudiating all the erroneous theories which deny 
the importance of practice or separate knowledge from practice. Thus Lenin 
said, “Practice is higher than (theoretical) knowledge, for it has not only the 
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dignity of universality, but also of immediate actuality.”1 The Marxist philos-
ophy of dialectical materialism has two outstanding characteristics. One is its 
class nature: it openly avows that dialectical materialism is in the service of the 
proletariat. The other is its practicality: it emphasizes the dependence of theo-
ry on practice, emphasizes that theory is based on practice and in turn serves 
practice. The truth of any knowledge or theory is determined not by subjective 
feelings, but by objective results in social practice. Only social practice can 
be the criterion of truth. The standpoint of practice is the primary and basic 
standpoint in the dialectical materialist theory of knowledge.2

But how then does human knowledge arise from practice and in turn serve 
practice? This will become clear if we look at the process of development of 
knowledge.

In the process of practice, man at first sees only the phenomenal side, the 
separate aspects, the external relations of things. For instance, some people 
from outside come to Yanan on a tour of observation. In the first day or two, 
they see its topography, streets and houses; they meet many people, attend 
banquets, evening parties and mass meetings, hear talk of various kinds and 
read various documents, all these being the phenomena, the separate aspects 
and the external relations of things. This is called the perceptual stage of cog-
nition, namely, the stage of sense perceptions and impressions. That is, these 
particular things in Yanan act on the sense organs of the members of the obser-
vation group, evoke sense perceptions and give rise in their brains to many 
impressions together with a rough sketch of the external relations among these 
impressions: this is the first stage of cognition. At this stage, man cannot as yet 
form concepts, which are deeper, or draw logical conclusions.

As social practice continues, things that give rise to man’s sense perceptions 
and impressions in the course of his practice are repeated many times; then a 
sudden change (leap) takes place in the brain in the process of cognition, and 
concepts are formed. Concepts are no longer the phenomena, the separate 
aspects and the external relations of things; they grasp the essence, the totality 
and the internal relations of things. Between concepts and sense perceptions 
there is not only a quantitative but also a qualitative difference. Proceeding 
further, by means of judgment and inference one is able to draw logical conclu-
sions. The expression in Sanguo Yanyi,3 “knit the brows and a stratagem comes 
to mind,” or in everyday language, “let me think it over,” refers to man’s use 
of concepts in the brain to form judgments and inferences. This is the second 
stage of cognition. When the members of the observation group have collect-
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ed various data and, what is more, have “thought them over,” they are able 
to arrive at the judgment that “the Communist Party’s policy of the National 
United Front Against Japan is thorough, sincere and genuine.” Having made 
this judgment, they can, if they too are genuine about uniting to save the 
nation, go a step further and draw the following conclusion, “The National 
United Front Against Japan can succeed.” This stage of conception, judgment 
and inference is the more important stage in the entire process of knowing a 
thing; it is the stage of rational knowledge. The real task of knowing is, through 
perception, to arrive at thought, to arrive step by step at the comprehension of 
the internal contradictions of objective things, of their laws and of the internal 
relations between one process and another, that is, to arrive at logical knowl-
edge. To repeat, logical knowledge differs from perceptual knowledge in that 
perceptual knowledge pertains to the separate aspects, the phenomena and the 
external relations of things, whereas logical knowledge takes a big stride for-
ward to reach the totality, the essence and the internal relations of things and 
discloses the inner contradictions in the surrounding world. Therefore, logical 
knowledge is capable of grasping the development of the surrounding world in 
its totality, in the internal relations of all its aspects.

This dialectical-materialist theory of the process of development of knowl-
edge, basing itself on practice and proceeding from the shallower to the deeper, 
was never worked out by anybody before the rise of Marxism. Marxist materi-
alism solved this problem correctly for the first time, pointing out both mate-
rialistically and dialectically the deepening movement of cognition, the move-
ment by which man in society progresses from perceptual knowledge to logical 
knowledge in his complex, constantly recurring practice of production and 
class struggle. Lenin said, “The abstraction of matter, of a law of nature, the 
abstraction of value, etc., in short, all scientific (correct, serious, not absurd) 
abstractions reflect nature more deeply, truly and completely.”4 Marxism-Le-
ninism holds that each of the two stages in the process of cognition has its own 
characteristics, with knowledge manifesting itself as perceptual at the lower 
stage and logical at the higher stage, but that both are stages in an integrated 
process of cognition. The perceptual and the rational are qualitatively different, 
but are not divorced from each other; they are unified on the basis of practice. 
Our practice proves that what is perceived cannot at once be comprehended 
and that only what is comprehended can be more deeply perceived. Perception 
only solves the problem of phenomena; theory alone can solve the problem 
of essence. The solving of both these problems is not separable in the slightest 
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degree from practice. Whoever wants to know a thing has no way of doing 
so except by coming into contact with it, that is, by living (practicing) in its 
environment. In feudal society it was impossible to know the laws of capitalist 
society in advance because capitalism had not yet emerged, the relevant prac-
tice was lacking. Marxism could be the product only of capitalist society. Marx, 
in the era of laissez-faire capitalism, could not concretely know certain laws 
peculiar to the era of imperialism beforehand, because imperialism, the last 
stage of capitalism, had not yet emerged and the relevant practice was lacking; 
only Lenin and Stalin could undertake this task. Leaving aside their genius, the 
reason why Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin could work out their theories was 
mainly that they personally took part in the practice of the class struggle and 
the scientific experimentation of their time; lacking this condition, no genius 
could have succeeded. The saying, “without stepping outside his gate the schol-
ar knows all the wide world’s affairs,” was mere empty talk in past times when 
technology was undeveloped. Even though this saying can be valid in the pres-
ent age of developed technology, the people with real personal knowledge are 
those engaged in practice the wide world over. And it is only when these peo-
ple have come to “know” through their practice and when their knowledge 
has reached him through writing and technical media that the “scholar” can 
indirectly “know all the wide world’s affairs.” If you want to know a certain 
thing or a certain class of things directly, you must personally participate in the 
practical struggle to change reality, to change that thing or class of things, for 
only thus can you come into contact with them as phenomena; only through 
personal participation in the practical struggle to change reality can you uncov-
er the essence of that thing or class of things and comprehend them. This is 
the path to knowledge which every man actually travels, though some peo-
ple, deliberately distorting matters, argue to the contrary. The most ridiculous 
person in the world is the “know it all” who picks up a smattering of hearsay 
knowledge and proclaims himself “the world’s Number One authority”; this 
merely shows that he has not taken a proper measure of himself. Knowledge 
is a matter of science, and no dishonesty or conceit whatsoever is permissible. 
What is required is definitely the reverse—honesty and modesty. If you want 
knowledge, you must take part in the practice of changing reality. If you want 
to know the taste of a pear, you must change the pear by eating it yourself. If 
you want to know the structure and properties of the atom, you must make 
physical and chemical experiments to change the state of the atom. If you want 
to know the theory and methods of revolution, you must take part in revolu-
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tion. All genuine knowledge originates in direct experience. But one cannot 
have direct experience of everything; as a matter of fact, most of our knowl-
edge comes from indirect experience, for example, all knowledge from past 
times and foreign lands. To our ancestors and to foreigners, such knowledge 
was—or is—a matter of direct experience, and this knowledge is reliable if in 
the course of their direct experience the requirement of “scientific abstraction,” 
spoken of by Lenin, was—or is—fulfilled and objective reality scientifically 
reflected, otherwise it is not reliable. Hence a man’s knowledge consists only 
of two parts—that which comes from direct experience and that which comes 
from indirect experience. Moreover, what is indirect experience for me is direct 
experience for other people. Consequently, considered as a whole, knowledge 
of any kind is inseparable from direct experience. All knowledge originates in 
perception of the objective external world through man’s physical sense organs. 
Anyone who denies such perception, denies direct experience, or denies per-
sonal participation in the practice that changes reality, is not a materialist. That 
is why the “know it all” is ridiculous. There is an old Chinese saying, “How can 
you catch tiger cubs without entering the tiger’s lair?” This saying holds true for 
man’s practice and it also holds true for the theory of knowledge. There can be 
no knowledge apart from practice.

To make clear the dialectical-materialist movement of cognition arising on 
the basis of the practice which changes reality—to make clear the gradually 
deepening movement of cognition—a few additional concrete examples are 
given below.

In its knowledge of capitalist society, the proletariat was only in the per-
ceptual stage of cognition in the first period of its practice, the period of 
machine-smashing and spontaneous struggle; it knew only some of the aspects 
and the external relations of the phenomena of capitalism. The proletariat was 
then still a “class-in-itself.” But when it reached the second period of its prac-
tice, the period of conscious and organized economic and political struggles, 
the proletariat was able to comprehend the essence of capitalist society, the 
relations of exploitation between social classes and its own historical task. It 
was able to do so because of its own practice and because of its experience of 
prolonged struggle, which Marx and Engels scientifically summed up in all its 
variety to create the theory of Marxism for the education of the proletariat. It 
was then that the proletariat became a “class-for-itself.”

Similarly is the Chinese people’s knowledge of imperialism. The first stage 
was one of superficial, perceptual knowledge, as shown in the indiscriminate 
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anti-foreign struggles of the Movement of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, 
the Yi Ho Tuan Movement, and so on. It was only in the second stage that the 
Chinese people reached the stage of rational knowledge, saw the internal and 
external contradictions of imperialism and saw the essential truth that imperi-
alism had allied itself with China’s comprador and feudal classes to oppress and 
exploit the great masses of the Chinese people. This knowledge began about 
the time of the May 4th Movement of 1919.

Next, let us consider war. If those who lead a war lack experience of war, 
then at the initial stage they will not understand the profound laws pertaining 
to the directing of a specific war (such as our Agrarian Revolutionary War of 
the past decade). At the initial stage they will merely experience a good deal 
of fighting and, what is more, suffer many defeats. But this experience (the 
experience of battles won and especially of battles lost) enables them to com-
prehend the inner thread of the whole war, namely, the laws of that specific 
war, to understand its strategy and tactics, and consequently to direct the war 
with confidence. If, at such a moment, the command is turned over to an 
inexperienced person, then he too will have to suffer a number of defeats (gain 
experience) before he can comprehend the true laws of the war.

“I am not sure I can handle it.” We often hear this remark when a com-
rade hesitates to accept an assignment. Why is he unsure of himself? Because 
he has no systematic understanding of the content and circumstances of the 
assignment, or because he has had little or no contact with such work, and so 
the laws governing it are beyond him. After a detailed analysis of the nature 
and circumstances of the assignment, he will feel more sure of himself and 
do it willingly. If he spends some time at the job and gains experience, and 
if he is a person who is willing to look into matters with an open mind, and 
not one who approaches problems subjectively, one-sidedly and superficially, 
then he can draw conclusions for himself as to how to go about the job and 
do it with much more courage. Only those who are subjective, one-sided and 
superficial in their approach to problems will smugly issue orders or directives 
the moment they arrive on the scene, without considering the circumstances, 
without viewing things in their totality (their history and their present state 
as a whole) and without getting to the essence of things (their nature and the 
internal relations between one thing and another). Such people are bound to 
trip and fall.

Thus it can be seen that the first step in the process of cognition is contact 
with the objects of the external world; this belongs to the stage of perception. 
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The second step is to synthesize the data of perception by arranging and recon-
structing them; this belongs to the stage of conception, judgement and infer-
ence. It is only when the data of perception are very rich (not fragmentary) and 
correspond to reality (are not illusory) that they can be the basis for forming 
correct concepts and theories.

Here two important points must be emphasized. The first, which has been 
stated before but should be repeated here, is the dependence of rational knowl-
edge upon perceptual knowledge. Anyone who thinks that rational knowledge 
need not be derived from perceptual knowledge is an idealist. In the history 
of philosophy there is the “rationalist” school that admits the reality only of 
reason and not of experience, believing that reason alone is reliable while per-
ceptual experience is not; this school errs by turning things upside down. The 
rational is reliable precisely because it has its source in sense perceptions, oth-
erwise it would be like water without a source, a tree without roots, subjective, 
self-engendered and unreliable. As to the sequence in the process of cognition, 
perceptual experience comes first; we stress the significance of social practice in 
the process of cognition precisely because social practice alone can give rise to 
human knowledge, and it alone can start man on the acquisition of perceptual 
experience from the objective world. For a person who shuts his eyes, stops his 
ears and totally cuts himself off from the objective world there can be no such 
thing as knowledge. Knowledge begins with experience—this is the material-
ism of the theory of knowledge.

The second point is that knowledge needs to be deepened, that the per-
ceptual stage of knowledge needs to be developed to the rational stage—this 
is the dialectics of the theory of knowledge.5 To think that knowledge can 
stop at the lower, perceptual stage and that perceptual knowledge alone is reli-
able while rational knowledge is not, would be to repeat the historical error of 
“empiricism.” This theory errs in failing to understand that, although the data 
of perception reflect certain realities in the objective world (I am not speaking 
here of idealist empiricism which confines experience to so-called introspec-
tion), they are merely one-sided and superficial, reflecting things incomplete-
ly and not reflecting their essence. Fully to reflect a thing in its totality, to 
reflect its essence, to reflect its inherent laws, it is necessary through the exercise 
of thought to reconstruct the rich data of sense perception, discarding the 
dross and selecting the essential, eliminating the false and retaining the true, 
proceeding from the one to the other and from the outside to the inside, in 
order to form a system of concepts and theories—it is necessary to make a 
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leap from perceptual to rational knowledge. Such reconstructed knowledge is 
not more empty or more unreliable; on the contrary, whatever has been sci-
entifically reconstructed in the process of cognition, on the basis of practice, 
reflects objective reality, as Lenin said, more deeply, more truly, more fully. As 
against this, vulgar “practical men” respect experience but despise theory, and 
therefore cannot have a comprehensive view of an entire objective process, lack 
clear direction and long-range perspective, and are complacent over occasional 
successes and glimpses of the truth. If such persons direct a revolution, they 
will lead it up a blind alley.

Rational knowledge depends upon perceptual knowledge, and perceptual 
knowledge remains to be developed into rational knowledge—this is the dia-
lectical-materialist theory of knowledge. In philosophy, neither “rationalism” 
nor “empiricism” understands the historical or the dialectical nature of knowl-
edge, and although each of these schools contains one aspect of the truth (here 
I am referring to materialist, not to idealist, rationalism and empiricism), both 
are wrong on the theory of knowledge as a whole. The dialectical-materialist 
movement of knowledge from the perceptual to the rational holds true for a 
minor process of cognition (for instance, knowing a single thing or task) as 
well as for a major process of cognition (for instance, knowing a whole society 
or a revolution).

But the movement of knowledge does not end here. If the dialectical-ma-
terialist movement of knowledge were to stop at rational knowledge, only half 
the problem would be dealt with. And as far as Marxist philosophy is con-
cerned, only the less important half at that. Marxist philosophy holds that 
the most important problem does not lie in understanding the laws of the 
objective world and thus being able to explain it, but in applying the knowl-
edge of these laws actively to change the world. From the Marxist viewpoint, 
theory is important, and its importance is fully expressed in Lenin’s statement, 
“Without revolutionary theory there can be no revolutionary movement.”6 But 
Marxism emphasizes the importance of theory precisely and only because it 
can guide action. If we have a correct theory but merely prate about it, pigeon-
hole it and do not put it into practice, then that theory, however good, is of 
no significance. Knowledge begins with practice, and theoretical knowledge is 
acquired through practice and must then return to practice. The active func-
tion of knowledge manifests itself not only in the active leap from perceptual 
to rational knowledge, but—and this is more important—it must manifest 
itself in the leap from rational knowledge to revolutionary practice. The knowl-
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edge which grasps the laws of the world, must be redirected to the practice of 
changing the world, must be applied anew in the practice of production, in 
the practice of revolutionary class struggle and revolutionary national struggle 
and in the practice of scientific experiment. This is the process of testing and 
developing theory, the continuation of the whole process of cognition. The 
problem of whether theory corresponds to objective reality is not, and cannot 
be, completely solved in the movement of knowledge from the perceptual to 
the rational mentioned above. The only way to solve this problem completely 
is to redirect rational knowledge to social practice, apply theory to practice 
and see whether it can achieve the objectives one has in mind. Many theories 
of natural science are held to be true not only because they were so considered 
when natural scientists originated them, but because they have been verified 
in subsequent scientific practice. Similarly, Marxism-Leninism is held to be 
true not only because it was so considered when it was scientifically formulat-
ed by Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin but because it has been verified in the 
subsequent practice of revolutionary class struggle and revolutionary nation-
al struggle. Dialectical materialism is universally true because it is impossible 
for anyone to escape from its domain in his practice. The history of human 
knowledge tells us that the truth of many theories is incomplete and that this 
incompleteness is remedied through the test of practice. Many theories are 
erroneous and it is through the test of practice that their errors are corrected. 
That is why practice is the criterion of truth and why “the standpoint of life, of 
practice, should be first and fundamental in the theory of knowledge.”7 Stalin 
has well said, “Theory becomes purposeless if it is not connected with revolu-
tionary practice, just as practice gropes in the dark if its path is not illumined 
by revolutionary theory.”8

When we get to this point, is the movement of knowledge completed? Our 
answer is: it is and yet it is not. When men in society throw themselves into 
the practice of changing a certain objective process (whether natural or social) 
at a certain stage of its development, they can, as a result of the reflection of 
the objective process in their brains and the exercise of their subjective activity, 
advance their knowledge from the perceptual to the rational, and create ideas, 
theories, plans or programs which correspond in general to the laws of that 
objective process. They then apply these ideas, theories, plans or programs in 
practice in the same objective process. And if they can realize the aims they have 
in mind, that is, if in that same process of practice they can translate, or on the 
whole translate, those previously formulated ideas, theories, plans or programs 
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into fact, then the movement of knowledge may be considered completed with 
regard to this particular process. In the process of changing nature, take for 
example the fulfillment of an engineering plan, the verification of a scientific 
hypothesis, the manufacture of an implement or the reaping of a crop; or in 
the process of changing society, take for example the victory of a strike, victory 
in a war or the fulfillment of an educational plan. All these may be considered 
the realization of aims one has in mind. But generally speaking, whether in the 
practice of changing nature or of changing society, men’s original ideas, theo-
ries, plans or programs are seldom realized without any alteration.

This is because people engaged in changing reality are usually subject to 
numerous limitations; they are limited not only by existing scientific and tech-
nological conditions but also by the development of the objective process itself 
and the degree to which this process has become manifest (the aspects and 
the essence of the objective process have not yet been fully revealed). In such 
a situation, ideas, theories, plans or programs are usually altered partially and 
sometimes even wholly, because of the discovery of unforeseen circumstances 
in the course of practice. That is to say, it does happen that the original ideas, 
theories, plans or programs fail to correspond with reality either in whole or in 
part and are wholly or partially incorrect. In many instances, failures have to 
be repeated many times before errors In knowledge can be corrected and cor-
respondence with the laws of the objective process achieved, and consequently 
before the subjective can be transformed into the objective, or in other words, 
before the anticipated results can be achieved in practice. But when that point 
is reached, no matter how, the movement of human knowledge regarding a 
certain objective process at a certain stage of its development may be consid-
ered completed.

However, so far as the progression of the process is concerned, the move-
ment of human knowledge is not completed. Every process, whether in the 
realm of nature or of society, progresses and develops by reason of its internal 
contradiction and struggle, and the movement of human knowledge should 
also progress and develop along with it. As far as social movements are con-
cerned, true revolutionary leaders must not only be good at correcting their 
ideas, theories, plans or programs when errors are discovered, as has been indi-
cated above, but when a certain objective process has already progressed and 
changed from one stage of development to another, they must also be good at 
making themselves and all their fellow-revolutionaries progress and change in 
their subjective knowledge along with it. That is to say, they must ensure that 
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the proposed new revolutionary tasks and new working programs correspond 
to the new changes in the situation. In a revolutionary period the situation 
changes very rapidly; if the knowledge of revolutionaries does not change rap-
idly in accordance with the changed situation, they will be unable to lead the 
revolution to victory.

It often happens, however, that thinking lags behind reality; this is because 
man’s cognition is limited by numerous social conditions. We are opposed 
to die-herds in the revolutionary ranks whose thinking fails to advance with 
changing objective circumstances and has manifested itself historically as Right 
opportunism. These people fail to see that the struggle of opposites has already 
pushed the objective process forward while their knowledge has stopped at the 
old stage. This is characteristic of the thinking of all die-herds. Their thinking 
is divorced from social practice, and they cannot march ahead to guide the 
chariot of society; they simply trail behind, grumbling that it goes too fast and 
trying to drag it back or turn it in the opposite direction.

We are also opposed to “Left” phrase mongering. The thinking of “Leftists” 
outstrips a given stage of development of the objective process; some regard 
their fantasies as truth, while others strain to realize in the present an ideal 
which can only be realized in the future. They alienate themselves from the 
current practice of the majority of the people and from the realities of the day 
and show themselves adventurist in their actions.

Idealism and mechanical materialism, opportunism and adventurism, are 
all characterized by the breach between the subjective and the objective, by the 
separation of knowledge from practice. The Marxist-Leninist theory of knowl-
edge, characterized as it is by scientific social practice, cannot but resolutely 
oppose these wrong ideologies. Marxists recognize that in the absolute and 
general process of development of the universe, the development of each par-
ticular process is relative, and that hence, in the endless flow of absolute truth, 
man’s knowledge of a particular process at any given stage of development is 
only relative truth. The sum total of innumerable relative truths constitutes 
absolute truth.9 The development of an objective process is full of contradic-
tions and struggles, and so is the development of the movement of human 
knowledge. All the dialectical movements of the objective world can sooner or 
later be reflected in human knowledge. In social practice, the process of com-
ing into being, developing and passing away is infinite, and so is the process 
of coming into being, developing and passing away in human knowledge. As 
man’s practice, which changes objective reality in accordance with given ideas, 
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theories, plans or programs, advances further and further, his knowledge of 
objective reality likewise becomes deeper and deeper. The movement of change 
in the world of objective reality is never-ending, and so is man’s cognition of 
truth through practice. Marxism-Leninism has in no way exhausted truth but 
ceaselessly opens up roads to the knowledge of truth in the course of practice. 
Our conclusion is the concrete, historical unity of the subjective and the objec-
tive, of theory and practice, of knowing and doing, and we are opposed to all 
erroneous ideologies, whether “Left” or Right, which depart from concrete 
history.

In the present epoch of the development of society, the responsibility of 
correctly knowing and changing the world has been placed by history upon the 
shoulders of the proletariat and its party. This process, the practice of changing 
the world, which is determined in accordance with scientific knowledge, has 
already reached a historic moment in the world and in China, a great moment 
unprecedented in human history, that is, the moment for completely banish-
ing darkness from the world and from China and for changing the world into 
a world of light such as never previously existed. The struggle of the proletariat 
and the revolutionary people to change the world comprises the fulfillment 
of the following tasks: to change the objective world and, at the same time, 
their own subjective world—to change their cognitive ability and change the 
relations between the subjective and the objective world. Such a change has 
already come about in one part of the globe, in the Soviet Union. There the 
people are pushing forward this process of change. The people of China and 
the rest of the world either are going through, or will go through, such a pro-
cess. And the objective world which is to be changed also includes all the 
opponents of change, who, in order to be changed, must go through a stage of 
compulsion before they can enter the stage of voluntary, conscious change. The 
epoch of world communism will be reached when all mankind voluntarily and 
consciously changes itself and the world.

Discover the truth through practice, and again through practice, verify and 
develop the truth. Start from perceptual knowledge and actively develop it 
into rational knowledge; then start from rational knowledge and actively guide 
revolutionary practice to change both the subjective and the objective world. 
Practice, knowledge, again practice, and again knowledge. This form repeats 
itself in endless cycles, and with each cycle the content of practice and knowl-
edge rises to a higher level. Such is the whole of the dialectical-materialist the-
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ory of knowledge, and such is the dialectical-materialist theory of the unity of 
knowing and doing.

Notes
1 V. I. Lenin, “Conspectus of Hegel’s The Science of Logic,” Collected Works, Russ. ed., 

Moscow, 1958, Vol. XXXVIII, p. 205.
2 See Karl Marx, “Theses on Feuerbach,” Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Selected 

Works, in two volumes, Eng. ed., FLPH, Moscow, 1958, Vol. II, p. 403, and V. I. Lenin, 
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, Eng. ed., FLPH, Moscow, 1952, pp. 136-4.
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On Contradiction1

August 1937

The law of contradiction in things, that is, the law of the unity of opposites, 
is the basic law of materialist dialectics. Lenin said, “Dialectics in the proper 
sense is the study of contradiction in the very essence of objects.”1 Lenin often 
called this law the essence of dialectics; he also called it the kernel of dialectics.2 
In studying this law, therefore, we cannot but touch upon a variety of ques-
tions, upon a number of philosophical problems. If we can become clear on all 
these problems, we shall arrive at a fundamental understanding of materialist 
dialectics. The problems are: the two world outlooks, the universality of con-
tradiction, the particularity of contradiction, the principle contradiction and 
the principle aspect of a contradiction, the identity and struggle of the aspects 
of a contradiction, and the place of antagonism in contradiction.

The criticism to which the idealism of the Deborin School has been sub-
jected in Soviet philosophical circles in recent years has aroused great interest 
among us. Deborin’s idealism has exerted a very bad influence in the Chinese 
Communist Party, and it cannot be said that the dogmatist thinking in our 
Party is unrelated to the approach of that school. Our present study of philos-
ophy should therefore have the eradication of dogmatist thinking as its main 
objective.

I. the two world outlooks

Throughout the history of human knowledge, there have been two con-
ceptions concerning the law of development of the universe, the metaphysical 
conception and the dialectical conception, which form two opposing world 
outlooks. Lenin said:

The two basic (or two possible? or two historically observable?) 
conceptions of development (evolution) are: development as 
decrease and increase, as repetition, and development as a unity 
of opposites (the division of a unity into mutually exclusive oppo-
sites and their reciprocal relation).3

1This essay on philosophy was written by Comrade Mao Zedong after his essay On 
Practice and with the same object of overcoming the serious error of dogmatist thinking 
to be found in the Party at the time. Originally delivered as lectures at the Anti-Japanese 
Military and Political College in Yanan, it was revised by the author on its inclusion in his 
Selected Works.
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Here Lenin was referring to these two different world outlooks.
In China another name for metaphysics is xuan xue. For a long period in 

history whether in China or in Europe, this way of thinking, which is part and 
parcel of the idealist world outlook, occupied a dominant position in human 
thought. In Europe, the materialism of the bourgeoisie in its early days was also 
metaphysical. As the social economy of many European countries advanced to 
the stage of highly developed capitalism, as the forces of production, the class 
struggle and the sciences developed to a level unprecedented in history, and as 
the industrial proletariat became the greatest motive force in historical devel-
opment, there arose the Marxist world outlook of materialist dialectics. Then, 
in addition to open and barefaced reactionary idealism, vulgar evolutionism 
emerged among the bourgeoisie to oppose materialist dialectics.

The metaphysical or vulgar evolutionist world outlook sees things as iso-
lated, static and one-sided. It regards all things in the universe, their forms 
and their species, as eternally isolated from one another and immutable. Such 
change as there is can only be an increase or decrease in quantity or a change 
of place. Moreover, the cause of such an increase or decrease or change of 
place is not inside things but outside them, that is, the motive force is exter-
nal. Metaphysicians hold that all the different kinds of things in the universe 
and all their characteristics have been the same ever since they first came into 
being. All subsequent changes have simply been increases or decreases in quan-
tity. They contend that a thing can only keep on repeating itself as the same 
kind of thing and cannot change into anything different. In their opinion, 
capitalist exploitation, capitalist competition, the individualist ideology of cap-
italist society, and so on, can all be found in ancient slave society, or even in 
primitive society, and will exist forever unchanged. They ascribe the causes of 
social development to factors external to society, such as geography and cli-
mate. They search in an over-simplified way outside a thing for the causes of its 
development, and they deny the theory of materialist dialectics, which holds 
that development arises from the contradictions inside a thing. Consequently 
they can explain neither the qualitative diversity of things, nor the phenom-
enon of one quality changing into another. In Europe, this mode of thinking 
existed as mechanical materialism in the 17th and 18th centuries and as vulgar 
evolutionism at the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries. In 
China, there was the metaphysical thinking exemplified in the saying “Heaven 
changeth not, likewise the Tao changeth not,”4 and it was supported by the 
decadent feudal ruling classes for a long time. Mechanical materialism and 
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vulgar evolutionism, which were imported from Europe in the last hundred 
years, are supported by the bourgeoisie.

As opposed to the metaphysical world outlook, the world outlook of mate-
rialist dialectics holds that in order to understand the development of a thing 
we should study it internally and in its relations with other things; in other 
words, the development of things should be seen as their internal and nec-
essary self-movement, while each thing in its movement is interrelated and 
interacts with the things around it. The fundamental cause of the develop-
ment of a thing is not external but internal; it lies in the contradictoriness 
within the thing. There is internal contradiction in every single thing, hence 
its motion and development. Contradictoriness within a thing is the funda-
mental cause of its development, while its interrelations and interactions with 
other things are secondary causes. Thus materialist dialectics effectively com-
bats the theory of external causes, or of an external motive force, advanced by 
metaphysical mechanical materialism and vulgar evolutionism. It is evident 
that purely external causes can only give rise to mechanical motion, that is, 
to changes in scale or quantity, but cannot explain why things differ quali-
tatively in thousands of ways and why one thing changes into another. As a 
matter of fact, even mechanical motion under external force occurs through 
the internal contradictoriness of things. Simple growth in plants and animals, 
their quantitative development, is likewise chiefly the result of their internal 
contradictions. Similarly, social development is due chiefly not to external but 
to internal causes. Countries with almost the same geographical and climatic 
conditions display great diversity and unevenness in their development. More-
over, great social changes may take place in one and the same country although 
its geography and climate remain unchanged. Imperialist Russia changed into 
the socialist Soviet Union, and feudal Japan, which had locked its doors against 
the world, changed into imperialist Japan, although no change occurred in the 
geography and climate of either country. Long dominated by feudalism, China 
has undergone great changes in the last hundred years and is now changing 
in the direction of a new China, liberated and free, and yet no change has 
occurred in her geography and climate. Changes do take place in the geog-
raphy and climate of the earth as a whole and in every part of it, but they 
are insignificant when compared with changes in society; geographical and 
climatic changes manifest themselves in terms of tens of thousands of years, 
while social changes manifest themselves in thousands, hundreds or tens of 
years, and even in a few years or months in times of revolution. According to 
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materialist dialectics, changes in nature are due chiefly to the development of 
the internal contradictions in nature. Changes in society are due chiefly to the 
development of the internal contradictions in society, that is, the contradiction 
between the productive forces and the relations of production, the contradic-
tion between classes and the contradiction between the old and the new; it is 
the development of these contradictions that pushes society forward and gives 
the impetus for the supersession of the old society by the new. Does materialist 
dialectics exclude external causes? Not at all. It holds that external causes are 
the condition of change and internal causes are the basis of change, and that 
external causes become operative through internal causes. In a suitable tem-
perature an egg changes into a chicken, but no temperature can change a stone 
into a chicken, because each has a different basis. There is constant interaction 
between the peoples of different countries. In the era of capitalism, and espe-
cially in the era of imperialism and proletarian revolution, the interaction and 
mutual impact of different countries in the political, economic and cultural 
spheres are extremely great. The October Socialist Revolution ushered in a 
new epoch in world history as well as in Russian history. It exerted influence 
on internal changes in the other countries in the world and, similarly and in a 
particularly profound way, on internal changes in China. These changes, how-
ever, were effected through the inner laws of development of these countries, 
China included. In battle, one army is victorious and the other is defeated, 
both the victory and the defeat are determined by internal causes. The one is 
victorious either because it is strong or because of its competent generalship, 
the other is vanquished either because it is weak or because of its incompetent 
generalship; it is through internal causes that external causes become operative. 
In China in 1927, the defeat of the proletariat by the big bourgeoisie came 
about through the opportunism then to be found within the Chinese prole-
tariat itself (inside the Chinese Communist Party). When we liquidated this 
opportunism, the Chinese revolution resumed its advance. Later, the Chinese 
revolution again suffered severe setbacks at the hands of the enemy, because 
adventurism had risen within our Party. When we liquidated this adventurism, 
our cause advanced once again. Thus it can be seen that to lead the revolution 
to victory, a political party must depend on the correctness of its own political 
line and the solidity of its own organization.

The dialectical world outlook emerged in ancient times both in China and 
in Europe. Ancient dialectics, however, had a somewhat spontaneous and naïve 
character; in the social and historical conditions then prevailing, it was not yet 
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able to form a theoretical system, hence it could not fully explain the world 
and was supplanted by metaphysics. The famous German philosopher Hegel, 
who lived in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, made most important con-
tributions to dialectics, but his dialectics was idealist. It was not until Marx and 
Engels, the great protagonists of the proletarian movement, had synthesized 
the positive achievements in the history of human knowledge and, in particu-
lar, critically absorbed the rational elements of Hegelian dialectics and created 
the great theory of dialectical and historical materialism that an unprecedented 
revolution occurred in the history of human knowledge. This theory was fur-
ther developed by Lenin and Stalin. As soon as it spread to China, it wrought 
tremendous changes in the world of Chinese thought.

This dialectical world outlook teaches us primarily how to observe and ana-
lyze the movement of opposites in different things and, on the basis of such 
analysis, to indicate the methods for resolving contradictions. It is therefore 
most important for us to understand the law of contradiction in things in a 
concrete way.

II. the uNIversalIty of coNtradIctIoN

For convenience of exposition, I shall deal first with the universality of con-
tradiction and then proceed to the particularity of contradiction. The reason 
is that the universality of contradiction can be explained more briefly, for it 
has been widely recognized ever since the materialist-dialectical world outlook 
was discovered and materialist dialectics applied with outstanding success to 
analyzing many aspects of human history and natural history and to changing 
many aspects of society and nature (as in the Soviet Union) by the great cre-
ators and continuers of Marxism—Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin; whereas the 
particularity of contradiction is still not dearly understood by many comrades, 
and especially by the dogmatists. They do not understand that it is precisely in 
the particularity of contradiction that the universality of contradiction resides. 
Nor do they understand how important the study of the particularity of con-
tradiction is in the concrete things confronting us for guiding the course of 
revolutionary practice. Therefore, it is necessary to stress the study of the par-
ticularity of contradiction and to explain it at adequate length. For this reason, 
in our analysis of the law of contradiction in things, we shall first analyze the 
universality of contradiction, then place special stress on analyzing the partic-
ularity of contradiction, and finally return to the universality of contradiction.
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The universality or absoluteness of contradiction has a twofold meaning. 
One is that contradiction exists in the process of development of all things, 
and the other is that in the process of development of each thing a movement 
of opposites exists from beginning to end.

Engels said, “Motion itself is a contradiction.”5 Lenin defined the law of the 
unity of opposites as “the recognition (discovery) of the contradictory, mutu-
ally exclusive, opposite tendencies in all phenomena and processes of nature 
(including mind and society).”6 Are these ideas correct? Yes, they are. The inter-
dependence of the contradictory aspects present in all things and the struggle 
between these aspects determine the life of all things and push their develop-
ment forward. There is nothing that does not contain contradiction; without 
contradiction nothing would exist.

Contradiction is the basis of the simple forms of motion (for instance, 
mechanical motion) and still more so of the complex forms of motion.

Engels explained the universality of contradiction as follows:
If simple mechanical change of place contains a contradiction, this is even 

more true of the higher forms of motion of matter, and especially of organic 
life and its development…. [L]ife consists precisely and primarily in this—that 
a being is at each moment itself and yet something else. Life is therefore also a 
contradiction which is present in things and processes themselves, and which 
constantly originates and resolves itself; and as soon as the contradiction ceases, 
life, too, comes to an end, and death steps in. We likewise saw that also in the 
sphere of thought we could not escape contradictions, and that for example the 
contradiction between man’s inherently unlimited capacity for knowledge and 
its actual presence only in men who are externally limited and possess limited 
cognition finds its solution in what is—at least practically, for us—an endless 
succession of generations, in infinite progress.

…[O]ne of the basic principles of higher mathematics is the con-
tradiction that in certain circumstances straight lines and curves 
may be the same…. But even lower mathematics teems with con-
tradictions.7

Lenin illustrated the universality of contradiction as follows:
In mathematics: + and -. Differential and integral.

In mechanics: action and reaction.

In physics: positive and negative electricity.

In chemistry: the combination and dissociation of atoms.
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In social science: the class struggle.8

In war, offense and defense, advance and retreat, victory and defeat are all 
mutually contradictory phenomena. One cannot exist without the other. The 
two aspects are at once in conflict and in interdependence, and this constitutes 
the totality of a war, pushes its development forward and solves its problems.

Every difference in man’s concepts should be regarded as reflecting an objec-
tive contradiction. Objective contradictions are reflected in subjective think-
ing, and this process constitutes the contradictory movement of concepts, 
pushes forward the development of thought, and ceaselessly solves problems 
in man’s thinking.

Opposition and struggle between ideas of different kinds constantly occur 
within the Party; this is a reflection within the Party of contradictions between 
classes and between the new and the old in society. If there were no contradic-
tions in the Party and no ideological struggles to resolve them, the Party’s life 
would come to an end.

Thus it is already clear that contradiction exists universally and in all pro-
cesses, whether in the simple or in the complex forms of motion, whether in 
objective phenomena or ideological phenomena. But does contradiction also 
exist at the initial stage of each process?

Is there a movement of opposites from beginning to end in the process of 
development of every single thing?

As can be seen from the articles written by Soviet philosophers criticizing it, 
the Deborin School maintains that contradiction appears not at the inception 
of a process but only when it has developed to a certain stage. If this were the 
case, then the cause of the development of the process before that stage would 
be external and not internal. Deborin thus reverts to the metaphysical theories 
of external causality and of mechanism. Applying this view in the analysis of 
concrete problems, the Deborin School sees only differences but not contra-
dictions between the kulaks and the peasants in general under existing condi-
tions in the Soviet Union, thus entirely agreeing with Bukharin. In analyzing 
the French Revolution, it holds that before the Revolution there were likewise 
only differences but not contradictions within the Third Estate, which was 
composed of the workers, the peasants and the bourgeoisie. These views of the 
Deborin School are anti-Marxist. This school does not understand that each 
and every difference already contains contradiction and that difference itself 
is contradiction. Labor and capital have been in contradiction ever since the 
two classes came into being, only at first the contradiction had not yet become 
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intense. Even under the social conditions existing in the Soviet Union, there is 
a difference between workers and peasants and this very difference is a contra-
diction, although, unlike the contradiction between labor and capital, it will 
not become intensified into antagonism or assume the form of class struggle; 
the workers and the peasants have established a firm alliance in the course 
of socialist construction and are gradually resolving this contradiction in the 
course of the advance from socialism to communism. The question is one of 
different kinds of contradiction, not of the presence or absence of contradic-
tion. Contradiction is universal and absolute, it is present in the process of 
development of all things and permeates every process from beginning to end.

What is meant by the emergence of a new process? The old unity with 
its constituent opposites yields to a new unity with its constituent opposites, 
whereupon a new process emerges to replace the old. The old process ends and 
the new one begins. The new process contains new contradictions and begins 
its own history of the development of contradictions.

As Lenin pointed out, Marx’s Capital gave a model analysis of this move-
ment of opposites which runs through the process of development of things 
from beginning to end. This is the method that must be employed in studying 
the development of all things. Lenin, too, employed this method correctly and 
adhered to it in all his writings.

In Capital, Marx first analyzes the simplest, most ordinary and fundamen-
tal, most common and everyday relation of bourgeois (commodity) society, 
a relation encountered billions of times, viz. the exchange of commodities. 
In this very simple phenomenon (in this “cell” of bourgeois society) analysis 
reveals all the contradictions (or the germs of all the contradictions) of modern 
society. The subsequent exposition shows us the development (both growth 
and movement) of these contradictions and of this society in the [summation] 
of its individual parts, from its beginning to its end.

Lenin added, “Such must also be the method of exposition (or study) of 
dialectics in general.”9

Chinese communists must learn this method; only then will they be able 
correctly to analyze the history and the present state of the Chinese revolution 
and infer its future.

III. the partIcularIty of coNtradIctIoN

Contradiction is present in the process of development of all things; it per-
meates the process of development of each thing from beginning to end. This 
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is the universality and absoluteness of contradiction which we have discussed 
above. Now let us discuss the particularity and relativity of contradiction.

This problem should be studied on several levels.
First, the contradiction in each form of motion of matter has its particular-

ity. Man’s knowledge of matter is knowledge of its forms of motion, because 
there is nothing in this world except matter in motion, and this motion must 
assume certain forms. In considering each form of motion of matter, we must 
observe the points which it has in common with other forms of motion. But 
what is especially important and necessary, constituting as it does the founda-
tion of our knowledge of a thing, is to observe what is particular to this form 
of motion of matter, namely, to observe the qualitative difference between this 
form of motion and other forms. Only when we have done so can we distin-
guish between things. Every form of motion contains within itself its own par-
ticular contradiction. This particular contradiction constitutes the particular 
essence which distinguishes one thing from another. It is the internal cause or, 
as it may be called, the basis for the immense variety of things in the world. 
There are many forms of motion in nature, mechanical motion, sound, light, 
heat, electricity, dissociation, combination and so on. All these forms are inter-
dependent, but in its essence each is different from the others. The particular 
essence of each form of motion is determined by its own particular contradic-
tion. This holds true not only for nature but also for social and ideological phe-
nomena. Every form of society, every form of ideology, has its own particular 
contradiction and particular essence.

The sciences are differentiated precisely on the basis of the particular con-
tradictions inherent in their respective objects of study. Thus the contradiction 
peculiar to a certain field of phenomena constitutes the object of study for 
a specific branch of science. For example, positive and negative numbers in 
mathematics; action and reaction in mechanics; positive and negative electrici-
ty in physics; dissociation and combination in chemistry; forces of production 
and relations of production, classes and class struggle, in social science; offense 
and defense in military science; idealism and materialism, the metaphysical 
outlook and the dialectical outlook, in philosophy; and so on—all these are the 
objects of study of different branches of science precisely because each branch 
has its own particular contradiction and particular essence. Of course, unless 
we understand the universality of contradiction, we have no way of discover-
ing the universal cause or universal basis for the movement or development of 
things; however, unless we study the particularity of contradiction, we have 
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no way of determining the particular essence of a thing which differentiates it 
from other things, no way of discovering the particular cause or particular basis 
for the movement or development of a thing, and no way of distinguishing one 
thing from another or of demarcating the fields of science.

As regards the sequence in the movement of man’s knowledge, there is always 
a gradual growth from the knowledge of individual and particular things to the 
knowledge of things in general. Only after man knows the particular essence of 
many different things can he proceed to generalization and know the common 
essence of things.

When man attains the knowledge of this common essence, he uses it as a 
guide and proceeds to study various concrete things which have not yet been 
studied, or studied thoroughly, and to discover the particular essence of each; 
only thus is he able to supplement, enrich and develop his knowledge of their 
common essence and prevent such knowledge from withering or petrifying. 
These are the two processes of cognition: one, from the particular to the gen-
eral, and the other, from the general to the particular. Thus cognition always 
moves in cycles and (so long as scientific method is strictly adhered to) each 
cycle advances human knowledge a step higher and so makes it more and more 
profound. Where our dogmatists err on this question is that, on the one hand, 
they do not understand that we have to study the particularity of contradiction 
and know the particular essence of individual things before we can adequately 
know the universality of contradiction and the common essence of things, and 
that, on the other hand, they do not understand that after knowing the com-
mon essence of things, we must go further and study the concrete things that 
have not yet been thoroughly studied or have only just emerged. Our dogma-
tists are lazy-bones. They refuse to undertake any painstaking study of concrete 
things; they regard general truths as emerging out of the void; they turn them 
into purely abstract unfathomable formulas, and thereby completely deny and 
reverse the normal sequence by which man comes to know truth. Nor do they 
understand the interconnection of the two processes in cognition—from the 
particular to the general and then from the general to the particular. They 
understand nothing of the Marxist theory of knowledge.

It is necessary not only to study the particular contradiction and the essence 
determined thereby of every great system of the forms of motion of matter, but 
also to study the particular contradiction and the essence of each process in the 
long course of development of each form of motion of matter. In every form 
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of motion, each process of development which is real (and not imaginary) is 
qualitatively different. Our study must emphasize and start from this point.

Qualitatively different contradictions can only be resolved by qualitatively 
different methods. For instance, the contradiction between the proletariat and 
the bourgeoisie is resolved by the method of socialist revolution; the contradic-
tion between the great masses of the people and the feudal system is resolved 
by the method of democratic revolution; the contradiction between the colo-
nies and imperialism is resolved by the method of national revolutionary war; 
the contradiction between the working class and the peasant class in socialist 
society is resolved by the method of collectivization and mechanization in agri-
culture; contradiction within the Communist Party is resolved by the method 
of criticism and self-criticism; the contradiction between society and nature is 
resolved by the method of developing the productive forces. Processes change, 
old processes and old contradictions disappear, new processes and new con-
tradictions emerge, and the methods of resolving contradictions differ accord-
ingly. In Russia, there was a fundamental difference between the contradiction 
resolved by the February Revolution and the contradiction resolved by the 
October Revolution, as well as between the methods used to resolve them. The 
principle of using different methods to resolve different contradictions is one 
which Marxist-Leninists must strictly observe. The dogmatists do not observe 
this principle; they do not understand that conditions differ in different kinds 
of revolution and so do not understand that different methods should be used 
to resolve different contradictions; on the contrary, they invariably adopt what 
they imagine to be an unalterable formula and arbitrarily apply it everywhere, 
which only causes setbacks to the revolution or makes a sorry mess of what was 
originally well done.

In order to reveal the particularity of the contradictions in any process in 
the development of a thing, in their totality or interconnections, that is, in 
order to reveal the essence of the process, it is necessary to reveal the particular-
ity of the two aspects of each of the contradictions in that process; otherwise it 
will be impossible to discover the essence of the process. This likewise requires 
the utmost attention in our study.

There are many contradictions in the course of development of any major 
thing. For instance, in the course of China’s bourgeois-democratic revolution, 
where the conditions are exceedingly complex, there exist the contradiction 
between all the oppressed classes in Chinese society and imperialism, the con-
tradiction between the great masses of the people and feudalism, the contra-
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diction between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, the contradiction between 
the peasantry and the urban petit bourgeoisie on the one hand and the bour-
geoisie on the other, the contradiction between the various reactionary ruling 
groups and so on. These contradictions cannot be treated in the same way since 
each has its own particularity; moreover, the two aspects of each contradiction 
cannot be treated in the same way since each aspect has its own characteristics. 
We who are engaged in the Chinese revolution should not only understand 
the particularity of these contradictions in their totality, that is, in their inter-
connections, but should also study the two aspects of each contradiction as the 
only means of understanding the totality. When we speak of understanding 
each aspect of a contradiction, we mean understanding what specific position 
each aspect occupies, what concrete forms it assumes in its interdependence 
and in its contradiction with its opposite, and what concrete methods are 
employed in the struggle with its opposite, when the two are both interdepen-
dent and in contradiction, and also after the interdependence breaks down. 
It is of great importance to study these problems. Lenin meant just this when 
he said that the most essential thing in Marxism, the living soul of Marxism, 
is the concrete analysis of concrete conditions.10 Our dogmatists have violated 
Lenin’s teachings; they never use their brains to analyze anything concretely, 
and in their writings and speeches they always use stereotypes devoid of con-
tent, thereby creating a very bad style of work in our Party.

In studying a problem, we must shun subjectivity, one-sidedness and super-
ficiality. To be subjective means not to look at problems objectively, that is, 
not to use the materialist viewpoint in looking at problems. I have discussed 
this in my essay “On Practice.” To be one-sided means not to look at prob-
lems all-sidedly, for example, to understand only China but not Japan, only 
the Communist Party but not the Kuomintang, only the proletariat but not 
the bourgeoisie, only the peasants but not the landlords, only the favorable 
conditions but not the difficult ones, only the past but not the future, only 
individual parts but not the whole, only the defects but not the achievements, 
only the plaintiff’s case but not the defendant’s, only underground revolution-
ary work but not open revolutionary work and so on. In a word, it means not 
to understand the characteristics of both aspects of a contradiction. This is 
what we mean by looking at a problem one-sidedly. Or it may be called seeing 
the part but not the whole, seeing the trees but not the forest. That way it is 
impossible to find the method for resolving a contradiction, it is impossible 
to accomplish the tasks of the revolution, to carry out assignments well or 
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to develop inner-Party ideological struggle correctly. When Sun Wuzi said in 
discussing military science, “Know the enemy and know yourself, and you can 
fight a hundred battles with no danger of defeat,”11 he was referring to the two 
sides in a battle. Wei Chengyi12 of the Tang Dynasty also understood the error 
of one-sidedness when he said, “Listen to both sides and you will be enlight-
ened, heed only one side and you will be benighted.” But our comrades often 
look at problems one-sidedly, and so they often run into snags. In the novel 
Shuihu Zhuan, Song Jiang thrice attacked Zhu Village.13 Twice he was defeated 
because he was ignorant of the local conditions and used the wrong method. 
Later he changed his method; first he investigated the situation, and he famil-
iarized himself with the maze of roads, then he broke up the alliance between 
the Li, Hu and Zhu Villages and sent his men in disguise into the enemy 
camp to lie in wait, using a stratagem similar to that of the Trojan Horse in the 
foreign story. And on the third occasion he won. There are many examples of 
materialist dialectics in Shuihu Zhuan, of which the episode of the three attacks 
on Zhu Village is one of the best. 

Lenin said: 
…[I]n order really to know an object we must embrace, study, all 
its sides, all connections and “mediations.” We shall never achieve 
this completely, but the demand for all-sidedness is a safeguard 
against mistakes and rigidity.14

We should remember his words. To be superficial means to consider nei-
ther the characteristics of a contradiction in its totality nor the characteristics 
of each of its aspects; it means to deny the necessity for probing deeply into a 
thing and minutely studying the characteristics of its contradiction, but instead 
merely to look from afar and, after glimpsing the rough outline, immediately 
to try to resolve the contradiction (to answer a question, settle a dispute, han-
dle work, or direct a military operation). This way of doing things is bound to 
lead to trouble. The reason the dogmatist and empiricist comrades in China 
have made mistakes lies precisely in their subjectivist, one-sided and superficial 
way of looking at things. To be one-sided and superficial is at the same time 
to be subjective. For all objective things are actually interconnected and are 
governed by inner laws, but instead of undertaking the task of reflecting things 
as they really are some people only look at things one-sidedly or superficially 
and who know neither their interconnections nor their inner laws, and so their 
method is subjectivist.
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Not only does the whole process of the movement of opposites in the devel-
opment of a thing, both in their interconnections and in each of the aspects, 
have particular features to which we must give attention, but each stage in the 
process has its particular features to which we must give attention too.

The fundamental contradiction in the process of development of a thing 
and the essence of the process determined by this fundamental contradiction 
will not disappear until the process is completed; but in a lengthy process the 
conditions usually differ at each stage. The reason is that, although the nature 
of the fundamental contradiction in the process of development of a thing and 
the essence of the process remain unchanged, the fundamental contradiction 
becomes more and more intensified as it passes from one stage to another in 
the lengthy process. In addition, among the numerous major and minor con-
tradictions which are determined or influenced by the fundamental contradic-
tion, some become intensified, some are temporarily or partially resolved or 
mitigated, and some new ones emerge; hence the process is marked by stages. 
If people do not pay attention to the stages in the process of development of a 
thing, they cannot deal with its contradictions properly.

For instance, when the capitalism of the era of free competition developed 
into imperialism, there was no change in the class nature of the two classes in 
fundamental contradiction, namely, the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, or in 
the capitalist essence of society; however, the contradiction between these two 
classes became intensified, the contradiction between monopoly and non-mo-
nopoly capital emerged, the contradiction between the colonial powers and 
the colonies became intensified, the contradiction among the capitalist coun-
tries resulting from their uneven development manifested itself with particular 
sharpness, and thus there arose the special stage of capitalism, the stage of 
imperialism. Leninism is the Marxism of the era of imperialism and proletarian 
revolution precisely because Lenin and Stalin have correctly explained these 
contradictions and correctly formulated the theory and tactics of the proletar-
ian revolution for their resolution.

Take the process of China’s bourgeois-democratic revolution, which began 
with the Revolution of 1911; it, too, has several distinct stages. In particular, 
the revolution in its period of bourgeois leadership and the revolution in its 
period of proletarian leadership represent two vastly different historical stages. 
In other words, proletarian leadership has fundamentally changed the whole 
face of the revolution, has brought about a new alignment of classes, given rise 
to a tremendous upsurge in the peasant revolution, imparted thoroughness to 
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the revolution against imperialism and feudalism, created the possibility of the 
transition from the democratic revolution to the socialist revolution and so 
on. None of these was possible in the period when the revolution was under 
bourgeois leadership. Although no change has taken place in the nature of the 
fundamental contradiction in the process as a whole, i.e., in the anti-imperial-
ist, anti- feudal, democratic-revolutionary nature of the process (the opposite 
of which is its semi-colonial and semi-feudal nature), nonetheless this process 
has passed through several stages of development in the course of more than 
twenty years; during this time many great events have taken place—the failure 
of the Revolution of 1911 and the establishment of the regime of the Northern 
warlords, the formation of the first national united front and the revolution of 
1924-27, the break-up of the united front and the desertion of the bourgeoisie 
to the side of the counterrevolution, the wars among the new warlords, the 
Agrarian Revolutionary War, the establishment of the second national united 
front and the War of Resistance Against Japan. These stages are marked by 
particular features such as the intensification of certain contradictions (e.g., 
the Agrarian Revolutionary War and the Japanese invasion of the four north-
eastern provinces), the partial or temporary resolution of other contradictions 
(e.g., the destruction of the Northern warlords and our confiscation of the land 
of the landlords), and the emergence of yet other contradictions (e.g., the con-
flicts among the new warlords, and the landlords’ recapture of the land after 
the loss of our revolutionary base areas in the south).

In studying the particularities of the contradictions at each stage in the 
process of development of a thing, we must not only observe them in their 
interconnections or their totality, we must also examine the two aspects of each 
contradiction.

For instance, consider the Kuomintang and the Communist Party. Take one 
aspect, the Kuomintang. In the period of the first united front, the Kuomintang 
carried out Sun Yat-sen’s “Three Great Policies” of alliance with Russia, co-op-
eration with the Communist Party, and assistance to the peasants and workers; 
hence it was revolutionary and vigorous, it was an alliance of various classes 
for the democratic revolution. After 1927, however, the Kuomintang changed 
into its opposite and became a reactionary bloc of the landlords and big bour-
geoisie. After the Sian Incident in December 1936, it began another change 
in the direction of ending the civil war and co-operating with the Communist 
Party for joint opposition to Japanese imperialism. Such have been the partic-
ular features of the Kuomintang in the three stages. Of course, these features 
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have arisen from a variety of causes. Now take the other aspect, the Chinese 
Communist Party. In the period of the first united front, the Chinese Com-
munist Party was in its infancy; it courageously led the revolution of 1924-27 
but revealed its immaturity in its understanding of the character, the tasks and 
the methods of the revolution, and consequently it became possible for Chen 
Duxiuism, which appeared during the latter part of this revolution, to assert 
itself and bring about the defeat of the revolution. After 1927, the Communist 
Party courageously led the Agrarian Revolutionary War and created the revolu-
tionary army and revolutionary base areas; however, it committed adventurist 
errors which brought about very great losses both to the army and to the base 
areas. Since 1935 the Party has corrected these errors and has been leading the 
new united front for resistance to Japan; this great struggle is now developing. 
At the present stage, the Communist Party is a Party that has gone through the 
test of two revolutions and acquired a wealth of experience. Such have been the 
particular features of the Chinese Communist Party in the three stages. These 
features, too, have arisen from a variety of causes. Without studying both these 
sets of features we cannot understand the particular relations between the two 
parties during the various stages of their development, namely, the establish-
ment of a united front, the break-up of the united front, and the establishment 
of another united front. What is even more fundamental for the study of the 
particular features of the two parties is the examination of the class basis of 
the two parties and the resultant contradictions which have arisen between 
each party and other forces at different periods. For instance, in the period 
of its first cooperation with the Communist Party, the Kuomintang stood in 
contradiction to foreign imperialism and was therefore anti-imperialist; on the 
other hand, it stood in contradiction to the great masses of the people within 
the country—although in words it promised many benefits to the working 
people, in fact it gave them little or nothing. In the period when it carried on 
the anti-Communist war, the Kuomintang collaborated with imperialism and 
feudalism against the great masses of the people and wiped out all the gains 
they had won in the revolution, and thereby intensified its contradictions with 
them. In the present period of the anti-Japanese war, the Kuomintang stands in 
contradiction to Japanese imperialism and wants co-operation with the Com-
munist Party, without however relaxing its struggle against the Communist 
Party and the people or its oppression of them. As for the Communist Party, it 
has always, in every period, stood with the great masses of the people against 
imperialism and feudalism, but in the present period of the anti-Japanese war, 
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it has adopted a moderate policy towards the Kuomintang and the domestic 
feudal forces because the Kuomintang has pressed itself in favor of resisting 
Japan. The above circumstances have resulted now in alliance between the two 
parties and now in struggle between them, and even during the periods of alli-
ance there has been a complicated state of simultaneous alliance and struggle. 
If we do not study the particular features of both aspects of the contradiction, 
we shall fail to understand not only the relations of each party with the other 
forces but also the relations between the two parties.

It can thus be seen that in studying the particularity of any kind of contra-
diction—the contradiction in each form of motion of matter, the contradic-
tion in each of its processes of development, the two aspects of the contradic-
tion in each process, the contradiction at each stage of a process, and the two 
aspects of the contradiction at each stage—in studying the particularity of all 
these contradictions, we must not be subjective and arbitrary but must analyze 
it concretely. Without concrete analysis there can be no knowledge of the par-
ticularity of any contradiction. We must always remember Lenin’s words, the 
concrete analysis of concrete conditions.

Marx and Engels were the first to provide us with excellent models of such 
concrete analysis.

When Marx and Engels applied the law of contradiction in things to the 
study of the socio-historical process, they discovered the contradiction between 
the productive forces and the relations of production, they discovered the con-
tradiction between the exploiting and exploited classes and also the resultant 
contradiction between the economic base and its superstructure (politics, ide-
ology, etc.), and they discovered how these contradictions inevitably lead to 
different kinds of social revolution in different kinds of class society.

When Marx applied this law to the study of the economic structure of 
capitalist society, he discovered that the basic contradiction of this society is 
the contradiction between the social character of production and the private 
character of ownership. This contradiction manifests itself in the contradiction 
between the organized character of production in individual enterprises and 
the anarchic character of production in society as a whole. In terms of class 
relations, it manifests itself in the contradiction between the bourgeoisie and 
the proletariat.

Because the range of things is vast and there is no limit to their development, 
what is universal in one context becomes particular in another. Conversely, 
what is particular in one context becomes universal in another. The contra-
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diction in the capitalist system between the social character of production and 
the private ownership of the means of production is common to all countries 
where capitalism exists and develops; as far as capitalism is concerned, this 
constitutes the universality of contradiction. But this contradiction of capi-
talism belongs only to a certain historical stage in the general development of 
class society; as far as the contradiction between the productive forces and the 
relations of production in class society as a whole is concerned, it constitutes 
the particularity of contradiction. However, in the course of dissecting the par-
ticularity of all these contradictions in capitalist society, Marx gave a still more 
profound, more adequate and more complete elucidation of the universality of 
the contradiction between the productive forces and the relations of produc-
tion in class society in general.

Since the particular is united with the universal and since the universality as 
well as the particularity of contradiction is inherent in everything, universality 
residing in particularity, we should, when studying an object, try to discover 
both the particular and the universal and their interconnection, to discover 
both particularity and universality and also their interconnection within the 
object itself, and to discover the interconnections of this object with the many 
objects outside it. When Stalin explained the historical roots of Leninism in 
his famous work, The Foundations of Leninism, he analyzed the international 
situation in which Leninism arose, analyzed those contradictions of capitalism 
which reached their culmination under imperialism, and showed how these 
contradictions made proletarian revolution a matter for immediate action 
and created favorable conditions for a direct onslaught on capitalism. What is 
more, he analyzed the reasons why Russia became the cradle of Leninism, why 
tsarist Russia became the focus of all the contradictions of imperialism, and 
why it was possible for the Russian proletariat to become the vanguard of the 
international revolutionary proletariat. Thus, Stalin analyzed the universality of 
contradiction in imperialism, showing why Leninism is the Marxism of the era 
of imperialism and proletarian revolution, and at the same time analyzed the 
particularity of tsarist Russian imperialism within this general contradiction, 
showing why Russia became the birthplace of the theory and tactics of prole-
tarian revolution and how the universality of contradiction is contained in this 
particularity. Stalin’s analysis provides us with a model for understanding the 
particularity and the universality of contradiction and their interconnection.

On the question of using dialectics in the study of objective phenomena, 
Marx and Engels, and likewise Lenin and Stalin, always enjoin people not to 
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be in any way subjective and arbitrary but, from the concrete conditions in 
the actual objective movement of these phenomena, to discover their concrete 
contradictions, the concrete position of each aspect of every contradiction and 
the concrete interrelations of the contradictions. Our dogmatists do not have 
this attitude in study and therefore can never get anything right. We must take 
warning from their failure and learn to acquire this attitude, which is the only 
correct one in study.

The relationship between the universality and the particularity of contradic-
tion is the relationship between the general character and the individual char-
acter of contradiction. By the former we mean that contradiction exists in and 
runs through all processes from beginning to end; motion, things, processes, 
thinking—all are contradictions. To deny contradiction is to deny everything. 
This is a universal truth for all times and all countries, which admits of no 
exception. Hence the general character, the absoluteness of contradiction. But 
this general character is contained in every individual character; without indi-
vidual character there can be no general character. If all individual character 
were removed, what general character would remain? It is because each con-
tradiction is particular that individual character arises. All individual character 
exists conditionally and temporarily and hence is relative.

This truth concerning general and individual character, concerning abso-
luteness and relativity, is the quintessence of the problem of contradiction in 
things; failure to understand it is tantamount to abandoning dialectics.

Iv. the prINcIple coNtradIctIoN aNd the prINcIple aspect 
of a coNtradIctIoN

There are still two points in the problem of the particularity of contradic-
tion which must be singled out for analysis, namely, the principle contradic-
tion and the principle aspect of a contradiction.

There are many contradictions in the process of development of a complex 
thing, and one of them is necessarily the principle contradiction whose exis-
tence and development determine or influence the existence and development 
of the other contradictions.

For instance, in capitalist society the two forces in contradiction, the prole-
tariat and the bourgeoisie, form the principle contradiction. The other contra-
dictions, such as those between the remnant feudal class and the bourgeoisie, 
between the peasant petit bourgeoisie and the bourgeoisie, between the prole-
tariat and the peasant petit bourgeoisie, between the non-monopoly capitalists 
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and the monopoly capitalists, between bourgeois democracy and bourgeois 
fascism, among the capitalist countries and between imperialism and the colo-
nies, are all determined or influenced by this principle contradiction.

In a semi-colonial country such as China, the relationship between the 
principle contradiction and the non-principle contradictions presents a com-
plicated picture.

When imperialism launches a war of aggression against such a country, all 
its various classes, except for some traitors, can temporarily unite in a national 
war against imperialism. At such a time, the contradiction between imperial-
ism and the country concerned becomes the principle contradiction, while all 
the contradictions among the various classes within the country (including 
what was the principle contradiction, between the feudal system and the great 
masses of the people) are temporarily relegated to a secondary and subordinate 
position. So it was in China in the Opium War of 1840, the Sino-Japanese 
War of 1894 and the Yihetuan War of 1900, and so it is now in the present 
Sino-Japanese War.

But in another situation, the contradictions change position. When impe-
rialism carries on its oppression not by war, but by milder means—political, 
economic and cultural—the ruling classes in semi-colonial countries capitu-
late to imperialism, and the two form an alliance for the joint oppression of 
the masses of the people. At such a time, the masses often resort to civil war 
against the alliance of imperialism and the feudal classes, while imperialism 
often employs indirect methods rather than direct action in helping the reac-
tionaries in the semi-colonial countries to oppress the people, and thus the 
internal contradictions become particularly sharp. This is what happened in 
China in the Revolutionary War of 1911, the Revolutionary War of 1924-27, 
and the ten years of Agrarian Revolutionary War after 1927. Wars among the 
various reactionary ruling groups in the semi-colonial countries, e.g., the wars 
among the warlords in China, fall into the same category.

When a revolutionary civil war develops to the point of threatening the 
very existence of imperialism and its running dogs, the domestic reactionaries, 
imperialism often adopts other methods in order to maintain its rule; it either 
tries to split the revolutionary front from within or sends armed forces to help 
the domestic reactionaries directly. At such a time, foreign imperialism and 
domestic reaction stand quite openly at one pole while the masses of the people 
stand at the other pole, thus forming the principle contradiction which deter-
mines or influences the development of the other contradictions. The assis-
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tance given by various capitalist countries to the Russian reactionaries after the 
October Revolution is an example of armed intervention. Chiang Kai-shek’s 
betrayal in 1927 is an example of splitting the revolutionary front.

But whatever happens, there is no doubt at all that at every stage in the 
development of a process, there is only one principle contradiction which plays 
the leading role.

Hence, if in any process there are a number of contradictions, one of them 
must be the principle contradiction playing the leading and decisive role, while 
the rest occupy a secondary and subordinate position. Therefore, in studying 
any complex process in which there are two or more contradictions, we must 
devote every effort to finding its principle contradiction. Once this principle 
contradiction is grasped, all problems can be readily solved. This is the method 
Marx taught us in his study of capitalist society. Likewise Lenin and Stalin 
taught us this method when they studied imperialism and the general crisis of 
capitalism and when they studied the Soviet economy. There are thousands of 
scholars and men of action who do not understand it, and the result is that, lost 
in a fog, they are unable to get to the heart of a problem and naturally cannot 
find a way to resolve its contradictions.

As we have said, one must not treat all the contradictions in a process as 
being equal but must distinguish between the principle and the secondary con-
tradictions, and pay special attention to grasping the principle one. But, in any 
given contradiction, whether principle or secondary, should the two contra-
dictory aspects be treated as equal? Again, no. In any contradiction the devel-
opment of the contradictory aspects is uneven. Sometimes they seem to be in 
equilibrium, which is however only temporary and relative, while unevenness 
is basic. Of the two contradictory aspects, one must be principle and the other 
secondary. The principle aspect is the one playing the leading role in the con-
tradiction. The nature of a thing is determined mainly by the principle aspect 
of a contradiction, the aspect which has gained the dominant position.

But this situation is not static; the principle and the non-principle aspects 
of a contradiction transform themselves into each other and the nature of the 
thing changes accordingly. In a given process or at a given stage in the devel-
opment of a contradiction, A is the principle aspect and B is the non-principle 
aspect; at another stage or in another process the roles are reversed—a change 
determined by the extent of the increase or decrease in the force of each aspect 
in its struggle against the other in the course of the development of a thing.
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We often speak of “the new superseding the old.” The supersession of the 
old by the new is a general, eternal and inviolable law of the universe. The 
transformation of one thing into another, through leaps of different forms in 
accordance with its essence and external conditions—this is the process of the 
new superseding the old. In each thing there is contradiction between its new 
and its old aspects, and this gives rise to a series of struggles with many twists 
and turns. As a result of these struggles, the new aspect changes from being 
minor to being major and rises to predominance, while the old aspect changes 
from being major to being minor and gradually dies out. And the moment 
the new aspect gains dominance over the old, the old thing changes qualita-
tively into a new thing. It can thus be seen that the nature of a thing is mainly 
determined by the principle aspect of the contradiction, the aspect which has 
gained predominance. When the principle aspect which has gained predomi-
nance changes, the nature of a thing changes accordingly.

In capitalist society, capitalism has changed its position from being a subor-
dinate force in the old feudal era to being the dominant force, and the nature of 
society has accordingly changed from feudal to capitalist. In the new, capitalist 
era, the feudal forces changed from their former dominant position to a sub-
ordinate one, gradually dying out. Such was the case, for example, in Britain 
and France. With the development of the productive forces, the bourgeoisie 
changes from being a new class playing a progressive role to being an old class 
playing a reactionary role, until it is finally overthrown by the proletariat and 
becomes a class deprived of privately owned means of production and stripped 
of power, when it, too, gradually dies out. The proletariat, which is much more 
numerous than the bourgeoisie and grows simultaneously with it but under its 
rule, is a new force which, initially subordinate to the bourgeoisie, gradually 
gains strength, becomes an independent class playing the leading role in histo-
ry, and finally seizes political power and becomes the ruling class. Thereupon 
the nature of society changes and the old capitalist society becomes the new 
socialist society. This is the path already taken by the Soviet Union, a path that 
all other countries will inevitably take.

Look at China, for instance. Imperialism occupies the principle position 
in the contradiction in which China has been reduced to a semi-colony, it 
oppresses the Chinese people, and China has been changed from an indepen-
dent country into a semi-colonial one. But this state of affairs will inevitably 
change; in the struggle between the two sides, the power of the Chinese people 
which is growing under the leadership of the proletariat will inevitably change 



305

On Contradiction

China from a semi-colony into an independent country, whereas imperialism 
will be overthrown and old China will inevitably change into New China.

The change of old China into New China also involves a change in the rela-
tion between the old feudal forces and the new popular forces within the coun-
try. The old feudal landlord class will be overthrown, and from being the ruler 
it will change into being the ruled; and this class, too, will gradually die out. 
From being the ruled, the people, led by the proletariat, will become the rulers. 
Thereupon, the nature of Chinese society will change and the old, semi-colo-
nial and semi-feudal society will change into a new democratic society.

Instances of such reciprocal transformation are found in our past experi-
ence. The Ching Dynasty which ruled China for nearly three hundred years 
was overthrown in the Revolution of 1911, and the revolutionary Tung Meng 
Hui under Sun Yat-sen’s leadership was victorious for a time. In the Revo-
lutionary War of 1924-27, the revolutionary forces of the Communist-Kuo-
mintang alliance in the south changed from being weak to being strong and 
won victory in the Northern Expedition, while the Northern warlords who 
once ruled the roost were overthrown. In 1927, the people’s forces led by the 
Communist Party were greatly reduced numerically under the attacks of Kuo-
mintang reaction, but with the elimination of opportunism within their ranks 
they gradually grew again. In the revolutionary base areas under Communist 
leadership, the peasants have been transformed from being the ruled to being 
the rulers, while the landlords have undergone a reverse transformation. It is 
always so in the world, the new displacing the old, the old being superseded 
by the new, the old being eliminated to make way for the new, and the new 
emerging out of the old.

At certain times in the revolutionary struggle, the difficulties outweigh the 
favorable conditions and so constitute the principle aspect of the contradic-
tion and the favorable conditions constitute the secondary aspect. But through 
their efforts the revolutionaries can overcome the difficulties step-by-step and 
open up a favorable new situation; thus a difficult situation yields place to 
a favorable one. This is what happened after the failure of the revolution in 
China in 1927 and during the Long March of the Chinese Red Army. In 
the present Sino-Japanese War, China is again in a difficult position, but we 
can change this and fundamentally transform the situation as between China 
and Japan. Conversely, favorable conditions can be transformed into difficul-
ty if the revolutionaries make mistakes. Thus the victory of the revolution of 
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1924-27 turned into defeat. The revolutionary base areas which grew up in the 
southern provinces after 1927 had all suffered defeat by 1934.

When we engage in study, the same holds good for the contradiction in 
the passage from ignorance to knowledge. At the very beginning of our study 
of Marxism, our ignorance of or scanty acquaintance with Marxism stands in 
contradiction to knowledge of Marxism. But by assiduous study, ignorance can 
be transformed into knowledge, scanty knowledge into substantial knowledge, 
and blindness in the application of Marxism into mastery of its application.

Some people think that this is not true of certain contradictions. For 
instance, in the contradiction between the productive forces and the relations 
of production, the productive forces are the principle aspect; in the contradic-
tion between theory and practice, practice is the principle aspect; in the contra-
diction between the economic base and the superstructure, the economic base 
is the principle aspect; and there is no change in their respective positions. This 
is the mechanical materialist conception, not the dialectical materialist concep-
tion. True, the productive forces, practice and the economic base generally play 
the principle and decisive role; whoever denies this is not a materialist. But it 
must also be admitted that in certain conditions, such aspects as the relations 
of production, theory and the superstructure in turn manifest themselves in 
the principle and decisive role. When it is impossible for the productive forces 
to develop without a change in the relations of production, then the change in 
the relations of production plays the principle and decisive role. The creation 
and advocacy of revolutionary theory plays the principle and decisive role in 
those times of which Lenin said, “Without revolutionary theory there can be 
no revolutionary movement.”15 When a task, no matter which, has to be per-
formed, but there is as yet no guiding line, method, plan or policy, the prin-
ciple and decisive thing is to decide on a guiding line, method, plan or policy. 
When the superstructure (politics, culture, etc.) obstructs the development of 
the economic base, political and cultural changes become principle and deci-
sive. Are we going against materialism when we say this? No. The reason is 
that while we recognize that in the general development of history the material 
determines the mental and social being determines social consciousness, we 
also—and indeed must—recognize the reaction of mental on material things, 
of social consciousness on social being and of the superstructure on the eco-
nomic base. This does not go against materialism; on the contrary, it avoids 
mechanical materialism and firmly upholds dialectical materialism.
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In studying the particularity of contradiction, unless we examine these two 
facets—the principle and the non-principle contradictions in a process, and 
the principle and the non-principle aspects of a contradiction—that is, unless 
we examine the distinctive character of these two facets of contradiction, we 
shall get bogged down in abstractions, be unable to understand contradiction 
concretely and consequently be unable to find the correct method of resolving 
it. The distinctive character or particularity of these two facets of contradic-
tion represents the unevenness of the forces that are in contradiction. Nothing 
in this world develops absolutely evenly; we must oppose the theory of even 
development or the theory of equilibrium. Moreover, it is these concrete fea-
tures of a contradiction and the changes in the principle and non-principle 
aspects of a contradiction in the course of its development that manifest the 
force of the new superseding the old. The study of the various states of uneven-
ness in contradictions, of the principle and non-principle contradictions and 
of the principle and the non-principle aspects of a contradiction constitutes an 
essential method by which a revolutionary political party correctly determines 
its strategic and tactical policies both in political and in military affairs. All 
communists must give it attention.

v. the IdeNtIty aNd struGGle of the aspects of a 
coNtradIctIoN

When we understand the universality and the particularity of contradic-
tion, we must proceed to study the problem of the identity and struggle of the 
aspects of a contradiction.

Identity, unity, coincidence, interpenetration, interpermeation, interde-
pendence (or mutual dependence for existence), interconnection or mutual 
co-operation—all these different terms mean the same thing and refer to the 
following two points: first, the existence of each of the two aspects of a contra-
diction in the process of the development of a thing presupposes the existence 
of the other aspect, and both aspects coexist in a single entity; second, in giv-
en conditions, each of the two contradictory aspects transforms itself into its 
opposite. This is the meaning of identity.

Lenin said:
Dialectics is the teaching which shows how opposites can be and 
how they happen to be (how they become) identical—under what 
conditions they are identical, transforming themselves into one 
another—why the human mind should take these opposites not 
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as dead, rigid, but as living, conditional, mobile, transforming 
themselves into one another.16

What does this passage mean?
The contradictory aspects in every process exclude each other, struggle 

with each other and are in opposition to each other. Without exception, they 
are contained in the process of development of all things and in all human 
thought. A simple process contains only a single pair of opposites, while a 
complex process contains more. And in turn, the pairs of opposites are in con-
tradiction to one another.

That is how all things in the objective world and all human thought are 
constituted and how they are set in motion.

This being so, there is an utter lack of identity or unity. How then can one 
speak of identity or unity?

The fact is that no contradictory aspect can exist in isolation. Without 
its opposite aspect, each loses the condition for its existence. Just think, can 
any one contradictory aspect of a thing or of a concept in the human mind 
exist independently? Without life, there would be no death; without death, 
there would be no life. Without “above,” there would be no “below”; without 
“below,” there would be no “above.” Without misfortune, there would be no 
good fortune; without good fortune, these would be no misfortune. With-
out facility, there would be no difficulty; without difficulty, there would be 
no facility. Without landlords, there would be no tenant-peasants; without 
tenant-peasants, there would be no landlords. Without the bourgeoisie, there 
would be no proletariat; without the proletariat, there would be no bourgeoi-
sie. Without imperialist oppression of nations, there would be no colonies or 
semi-colonies; without colonies or semi-colonies, there would be no impe-
rialist oppression of nations. It is so with all opposites; in given conditions, 
on the one hand they are opposed to each other, and on the other they are 
interconnected, interpenetrating, interpermeating and interdependent, and 
this character is described as identity. In given conditions, all contradictory 
aspects possess the character of non-identity and hence are described as being 
in contradiction. But they also possess the character of identity and hence are 
interconnected. This is what Lenin means when he says that dialectics studies 
“how opposites can be and how they become identical.” How then can they 
be identical? Because each is the condition for the other’s existence. This is the 
first meaning of identity.
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But is it enough to say merely that each of the contradictory aspects is the 
condition for the other’s existence, that there is identity between them and 
that consequently they can coexist in a single entity? No, it is not. The matter 
does not end with their dependence on each other for their existence; what is 
more important is their transformation into each other. That is to say, in given 
conditions, each of the contradictory aspects within a thing transforms itself 
into its opposite, changes its position to that of its opposite. This is the second 
meaning of the identity of contradiction.

Why is there identity here, too? You see, by means of revolution the prole-
tariat, at one time the ruled, is transformed into the ruler, while the bourgeoi-
sie, the erstwhile ruler, is transformed into the ruled and changes its position 
to that originally occupied by its opposite. This has already taken place in 
the Soviet Union, as it will take place throughout the world. If there were no 
interconnection and identity of opposites in given conditions, how could such 
a change take place?

The Kuomintang, which played a certain positive role at a certain stage 
in modern Chinese history, became a counter-revolutionary party after 1927 
because of its inherent class nature and because of imperialist blandishments 
(these being the conditions); but it has been compelled to agree to resist Japan 
because of the sharpening of the contradiction between China and Japan and 
because of the Communist Party’s policy of the united front (these being the 
conditions). Things in contradiction change into one another and herein lies 
a definite identity.

Our agrarian revolution has been a process in which the landlord class own-
ing the land is transformed into a class that has lost its land, while the peasants 
who once lost their land are transformed into small holders who have acquired 
land, and it will be such a process once again. In given conditions having and 
not having, acquiring and losing, are interconnected; there is identity of the 
two sides. Under socialism, private peasant ownership is transformed into the 
public ownership of socialist agriculture; this has already taken place in the 
Soviet Union, as it will take place everywhere else. There is a bridge leading 
from private property to public property, which in philosophy is called identi-
ty, or transformation into each other, or interpenetration.

To consolidate the dictatorship of the proletariat or the dictatorship of the 
people is in fact to prepare the conditions for abolishing this dictatorship and 
advancing to the higher stage when all state systems are eliminated. To estab-
lish and build the Communist Party is in fact to prepare the conditions for 
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the elimination of the Communist Party and all political parties. To build a 
revolutionary army under the leadership of the Communist Party and to carry 
on revolutionary war is in fact to prepare the conditions for the permanent 
elimination of war. These opposites are at the same time complementary.

War and peace, as everybody knows, transform themselves into each other. 
War is transformed into peace; for instance, the First World War was trans-
formed into the post-war peace, and the civil war in China has now stopped, 
giving place to internal peace. Peace is transformed into war; for instance, the 
Kuomintang-Communist co-operation was transformed into war in 1927, and 
today’s situation of world peace may be transformed into a second world war. 
Why is this so? Because in class society such contradictory things as war and 
peace have an identity in given conditions.

All contradictory things are interconnected; not only do they coexist in 
a single entity in given conditions, but in other given conditions, they also 
transform themselves into each other. This is the full meaning of the identity 
of opposites. This is what Lenin meant when he discussed “how they happen 
to be (how they become) identical—under what conditions they are identical, 
transforming themselves into one another.”

Why is it that “the human mind should take these opposites not as dead, 
rigid, but as living, conditional, mobile, transforming themselves into one 
another”? Because that is just how things are in objective reality. The fact is 
that the unity or identity of opposites in objective things is not dead or rigid, 
but is living, conditional, mobile, temporary and relative; in given conditions, 
every contradictory aspect transforms itself into its opposite. Reflected in man’s 
thinking, this becomes the Marxist world outlook of materialist dialectics. It 
is only the reactionary ruling classes of the past and present and the metaphy-
sicians in their service who regard opposites not as living, conditional, mobile 
and transforming themselves into one another, but as dead and rigid, and they 
propagate this fallacy everywhere to delude the masses of the people, thus seek-
ing to perpetuate their rule. The task of communists is to expose the fallacies 
of the reactionaries and metaphysicians, to propagate the dialectics inherent in 
things, and so accelerate the transformation of things and achieve the goal of 
revolution.

In speaking of the identity of opposites in given conditions, what we are 
referring to is real and concrete opposites and the real and concrete transfor-
mations of opposites into one another. There are innumerable transformations 
in mythology, for instance, Kuafu’s race with the sun in Shan Hai Jing,17 Yi’s 
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shooting down of nine suns in Huainanzi,18 the Monkey King’s seventy-two 
metamorphoses in Xi You Ji,19 the numerous episodes of ghosts and foxes meta-
morphosed into human beings in the Strange Tales of Liao Zhai,20 etc. But 
these legendary transformations of opposites are not concrete changes reflect-
ing concrete contradictions. They are naïve, imaginary, subjectively conceived 
transformations conjured up in men’s minds by innumerable real and com-
plex transformations of opposites into one another. Marx said, “All mythol-
ogy masters and dominates and shapes the forces of nature in and through 
the imagination; hence it disappears as soon as man gains mastery over the 
forces of nature.”21 The myriads of changes in mythology (and also in nursery 
tales) delight people because they imaginatively picture man’s conquest of the 
forces of nature, and the best myths possess “eternal charm,” as Marx put it; 
but myths are not built out of the concrete contradictions existing in given 
conditions and therefore are not a scientific reflection of reality. That is to say, 
in myths or nursery tales the aspects constituting a contradiction have only 
an imaginary identity, not a concrete identity. The scientific reflection of the 
identity in real transformations is Marxist dialectics.

Why can an egg but not a stone be transformed into a chicken? Why is 
there identity between war and peace and none between war and a stone? Why 
can human beings give birth only to human beings and not to anything else? 
The sole reason is that the identity of opposites exists only in necessary given 
conditions. Without these necessary given conditions there can be no identity 
whatsoever.

Why is it that in Russia in 1917 the bourgeois-democratic February Rev-
olution was directly linked with the proletarian socialist October Revolution, 
while in France the bourgeois revolution was not directly linked with a socialist 
revolution and the Paris Commune of 1871 ended in failure? Why is it, on the 
other hand, that the nomadic system of Mongolia and Central Asia has been 
directly linked with socialism? Why is it that the Chinese revolution can avoid 
a capitalist future and be directly linked with socialism without taking the old 
historical road of the Western countries, without passing through a period of 
bourgeois dictatorship? The sole reason is the concrete conditions of the time. 
When certain necessary conditions are present, certain contradictions arise in 
the process of development of things and, moreover, the opposites contained 
in them are interdependent and become transformed into one another; other-
wise none of this would be possible.
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Such is the problem of identity. What then is struggle? And what is the 
relation between identity and struggle?

Lenin said:
The unity (coincidence, identity, equal action) of opposites is con-
ditional, temporary, transitory, relative. The struggle of mutually 
exclusive opposites is absolute, just as development and motion 
are absolute.22

What does this passage mean?
All processes have a beginning and an end, all processes transform them-

selves into their opposites. The constancy of all processes is relative, but the 
mutability manifested in the transformation of one process into another is 
absolute.

There are two states of motion in all things, that of relative rest and that 
of conspicuous change. Both are caused by the struggle between the two con-
tradictory elements contained in a thing. When the thing is in the first state 
of motion, it is undergoing only quantitative and not qualitative change and 
consequently presents the outward appearance of being at rest. When the thing 
is in the second state of motion, the quantitative change of the first state has 
already reached a culminating point and gives rise to the dissolution of the 
thing as an entity and thereupon a qualitative change ensues, hence the appear-
ance of a conspicuous change. Such unity, solidarity, combination, harmony, 
balance, stalemate, deadlock, rest, constancy, equilibrium, solidity, attraction, 
etc., as we see in daily life, are all the appearances of things in the state of 
quantitative change. On the other hand, the dissolution of unity, that is, the 
destruction of this solidarity, combination, harmony, balance, stalemate, dead-
lock, rest, constancy, equilibrium, solidity and attraction, and the change of 
each into its opposite are all the appearances of things in the state of qualitative 
change, the transformation of one process into another. Things are constantly 
transforming themselves from the first into the second state of motion; the 
struggle of opposites goes on in both states but the contradiction is resolved 
through the second state. That is why we say that the unity of opposites is 
conditional, temporary and relative, while the struggle of mutually exclusive 
opposites is absolute.

When we said above that two opposite things can coexist in a single entity 
and can transform themselves into each other because there is identity between 
them, we were speaking of conditionality, that is to say, in given conditions 
two contradictory things can be united and can transform themselves into each 
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other, but in the absence of these conditions, they cannot constitute a contra-
diction, cannot coexist in the same entity and cannot transform themselves 
into one another. It is because the identity of opposites obtains only in given 
conditions that we have said identity is conditional and relative. We may add 
that the struggle between opposites permeates a process from beginning to end 
and makes one process transform itself into another, that it is ubiquitous, and 
that struggle is therefore unconditional and absolute.

The combination of conditional, relative identity and unconditional, abso-
lute struggle constitutes the movement of opposites in all things.

We Chinese often say, “Things that oppose each other also complement 
each other.”23 That is, things opposed to each other have identity. This saying 
is dialectical and contrary to metaphysics. “Oppose each other” refers to the 
mutual exclusion or the struggle of two contradictory aspects. “Complement 
each other” means that in given conditions the two contradictory aspects unite 
and achieve identity. Yet struggle is inherent in identity, and without struggle 
there can be no identity.

In identity there is struggle, in particularity there is universality, and in 
individuality there is generality. To quote Lenin, “…there is an absolute in the 
relative.”24

vI. the place of aNtaGoNIsm IN coNtradIctIoN

The question of the struggle of opposites includes the question of what 
is antagonism. Our answer is that antagonism is one form, but not the only 
form, of the struggle of opposites.

In human history, antagonism between classes exists as a particular mani-
festation of the struggle of opposites. Consider the contradiction between the 
exploiting and the exploited classes. Such contradictory classes coexist for a 
long time in the same society, be it slave society, feudal society or capitalist 
society, and they struggle with each other; but it is not until the contradiction 
between the two classes develops to a certain stage that it assumes the form of 
open antagonism and develops into revolution. The same holds for the trans-
formation of peace into war in class society.

Before it explodes, a bomb is a single entity in which opposites coexist in 
given conditions. The explosion takes place only when a new condition, igni-
tion, is present. An analogous situation arises in all those natural phenomena 
which finally assume the form of open conflict to resolve old contradictions 
and produce new things.
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It is highly important to grasp this fact. It enables us to understand that 
revolutions and revolutionary wars are inevitable in class society and that with-
out them, it is impossible to accomplish any leap in social development and to 
overthrow the reactionary ruling classes and therefore impossible for the peo-
ple to win political power. Communists must expose the deceitful propaganda 
of the reactionaries, such as the assertion that social revolution is unnecessary 
and impossible. They must firmly uphold the Marxist-Leninist theory of social 
revolution and enable the people to understand that social revolution is not 
only entirely necessary but also entirely practicable, and that the whole history 
of mankind and the triumph of the Soviet Union have confirmed this scientific 
truth.

However, we must make a concrete study of the circumstances of each spe-
cific struggle of opposites and should not arbitrarily apply the formula dis-
cussed above to everything. Contradiction and struggle are universal and abso-
lute, but the methods of resolving contradictions, that is, the forms of struggle, 
differ according to the differences in the nature of the contradictions. Some 
contradictions are characterized by open antagonism, others are not. In accor-
dance with the concrete development of things, some contradictions which 
were originally non-antagonistic develop into antagonistic ones, while others 
which were originally antagonistic develop into non-antagonistic ones.

As already mentioned, so long as classes exist, contradictions between cor-
rect and incorrect ideas in the Communist Party are reflections within the 
Party of class contradictions. At first, with regard to certain issues, such con-
tradictions may not manifest themselves as antagonistic. But with the devel-
opment of the class struggle, they may grow and become antagonistic. The 
history of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union shows us that the contra-
dictions between the correct thinking of Lenin and Stalin and the fallacious 
thinking of Trotsky, Bukharin and others did not at first manifest themselves 
in an antagonistic form, but that later they did develop into antagonism. There 
are similar cases in the history of the Chinese Communist Party. At first the 
contradictions between the correct thinking of many of our Party comrades 
and the fallacious thinking of Chen Duxiu, Zhang Guotao and others also did 
not manifest themselves in an antagonistic form, but later they did develop 
into antagonism. At present the contradiction between correct and incorrect 
thinking in our Party does not manifest itself in an antagonistic form, and if 
comrades who have committed mistakes can correct them, it will not develop 
into antagonism. Therefore, the Party must on the one hand wage a serious 
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struggle against erroneous thinking, and on the other give the comrades who 
have committed errors ample opportunity to wake up. This being the case, 
excessive struggle is obviously inappropriate. But if the people who have com-
mitted errors persist in them and aggravate them, there is the possibility that 
this contradiction will develop into antagonism.

Economically, the contradiction between town and country is an extremely 
antagonistic one both in capitalist society, where under the rule of the bour-
geoisie the towns ruthlessly plunder the countryside, and in the Kuomintang 
areas in China, where under the rule of foreign imperialism and the Chinese 
big comprador bourgeoisie the towns most rapaciously plunder the country-
side. But in a socialist country and in our revolutionary base areas, this antag-
onistic contradiction has changed into one that is non-antagonistic; and when 
communist society is reached it will be abolished.

Lenin said, “Antagonism and contradiction are not at all one and the same. 
Under socialism, the first will disappear, the second will remain.”25 That is to 
say, antagonism is one form, but not the only form, of the struggle of oppo-
sites; the formula of antagonism cannot be arbitrarily applied everywhere.

vII. coNclusIoN

We may now say a few words to sum up. The law of contradiction in things, 
that is, the law of the unity of opposites, is the fundamental law of nature 
and of society and therefore also the fundamental law of thought. It stands 
opposed to the metaphysical world outlook. It represents a great revolution in 
the history of human knowledge. According to dialectical materialism, contra-
diction is present in all processes of objectively existing things and of subjective 
thought and permeates all these processes from beginning to end; this is the 
universality and absoluteness of contradiction. Each contradiction and each 
of its aspects have their respective characteristics; this is the particularity and 
relativity of contradiction. In given conditions, opposites possess identity, and 
consequently can coexist in a single entity and can transform themselves into 
each other; this again is the particularity and relativity of contradiction. But 
the struggle of opposites is ceaseless, it goes on both when the opposites are 
coexisting and when they are transforming themselves into each other, and 
becomes especially conspicuous when they are transforming themselves into 
one another; this again is the universality and absoluteness of contradiction. In 
studying the particularity and relativity of contradiction, we must give atten-
tion to the distinction between the principle contradiction and the non-princi-
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ple contradictions and to the distinction between the principle aspect and the 
non-principle aspect of a contradiction; in studying the universality of contra-
diction and the struggle of opposites in contradiction, we must give attention 
to the distinction between the different forms of struggle. Otherwise we shall 
make mistakes. If, through study, we achieve a real understanding of the essen-
tials explained above, we shall be able to demolish dogmatist ideas which are 
contrary to the basic principles of Marxism-Leninism and detrimental to our 
revolutionary cause, and our comrades with practical experience will be able to 
organize their experience into principles and avoid repeating empiricist errors. 
These are a few simple conclusions from our study of the law of contradiction.
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