
Some Thoughts on the Cultural Revolution in China (1966-t 976)
and its Relevance to Revolutionaries in the 21st Century

An atrrnosphere of antraordinary fredom and purpose existed in those days,
an intensity of life which has beun noted in ail the great revolutions. Pmple
talked about everything speculated endlessly, arrd read everrythingtheycould
get their hands on; orrdiuary folk had become politicat philosophers c.oatemplating
tho 5rears to come. It was a time when everything camo to the surfac+-the past,
the present, and the firture all jrrnbled togrther.

(Tho Miltous, onrylChiePanttroou, 1976, p.239)

This descdption of Beliiag ia the srmmrer of 1967 gives you e glimpse of the revolutionary enerry that
emptd in this uuprecedmted event-aprcletarian revolutio,n within a socialist society" It was this
spirit-the very antithesis of ccpitalism and bureaucratic "'socialisxr"-- that atfuacted msnyrevolutionaries
around the worldto Chira and the Cultural Revolution in the ldtr lg60s.

Prior to the 6Os, it hed been assumod that socialism oxisted once key furduskies had beenr
uatioualieed md agrieulture had b€€n collrctivized rmdm the Ieederstrip of a Comrmruist Party,
With the firther developmerrt tf the forces ard the edr:cstion of the wotking people,
socialism would ttench straigbt ahead towards the communist future. Reality has Frsvrm to be far
more cornplex.

The rwersals of the two most significant socialist revolutioas in the 2fth oentrrry-first in the
Soviet Uniou lcng before the coliapse of the Soviet blcc uourrd 1990, and then iu China in the
Iatc 1970s-cmnot tre iguored or explained *way suprficially. It won't cut it to sa5 -'tiYe're

gofira do thingsdiffereart next tim aar understaflding ofthe rea.sors for the*
rwersals, as welf,thc positive aud from building nrw socialist societies, wemey
do thinga difftreutly-but not necessarily any better--tharr previous generations of revolutionaries-

Thesc are rrot academic questions- All over the world, rrvolutionary aad progressive-uinded
people have beenbombarded with the message that sociatism and communism have "failed,"
and that capitalism and various forms ofbourgeois rr.le (rauging from bou{geois democtacy to
fascism) ar:e the onlypossiblemeans of organizing society- As long as political astivists
everywhere, including a new generatior of revolutionary aotivists in this couaky, are confirsed
about flre main reasons for theee roversals of socialism, and cynical about the prospects for
building socialism in thc future, thcywill be held back from davoting their livos to figbting for
rcvolufion and seaiali$u. The naxt wave of revolurions" including in y-lefjg_gssg.ltr .?n.
ths Udted States gf.4IIqqIIgS ree$irqi this kind of summation in omer to t iog ifr'* nem,
f incd$Tn*"#oiltid6Hirory-andfu aotice.
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Many of thc revolutiorrary irmovations brought about by the Culfiral Revolution (e.g.,
Big Character WalI Posters, stmggles "gqinst elitis:r and p:ivilege ia education, 3-in-l
Revolutionary Comnrittees in factories, schools aad collective farms) are irnportant and worthy
of serious sfrrdy. (Note that Mao once comrucotd that theywould never hed lod a reyolutiou in
China if they had copicd the Soviet model and followed Comintern directivea.)

But whafs most irnportant about the GPCR is not its particular form. Mao and the revolutionary
left forws in the C"trinesc C? launched the GPCR in 1966 because of the imnoinent durger of
Soviet-style capitalist restoration in China; this meant that tlrey had to go over the heads of the
"capitalist ruaderE" in the Party direetly to the mftss€s of people and honest cadra In addition, the
Culttual Revolution's ori$ns and characteristics cmnot be undembod apart fmm Cbinas
continuing legacy of Confircian and feudal ideotogy; the relative poverty and backwardness of
China, particularly tlre countrysidc; and the rapidly ohanging intemational situation at that time

The Ctrlhrral Revolufion attempted to dpal with a quxtion of worldqride significanc€: How can a
socialist society (and rerulutiomry mov€fir€rts generally) move towards eoding exploitation and
liberating human pot€ntial? Somc of its general lessons for building socialist societies in thp
futuf,c, including in the U.S., art:

t i*m derways.
r orro ideologycontinrrc to exist ia

This is the rraterial base ftom which "capitalist toad€rs" iffide the leading party draw their
sFength domestic*,lly.
New and old bourgsois foroes also drsw streargth fr,om hortite imperialist states that new-born
socialist countriee must face.
All of this ttreans that 'buildiug socialiuril." is an uphitl battlq and will be in any cormtry rmtil
therc are marry morE socialist states and inrperialisur is much wesker on a urorld scaie.
Staytng oil the "socialist road" requircs the revolutimarlr forccs (inside as well as outside of
established parties) to launch political and educatiorral campaigns to.narrow the 3 grert
differeoces--betq/een the cities and coutrq.Eide, workerc aodpeasants, nnd mental and
marrual latror; to graduallyfestrict "bourgeois right" {c.g., narrow salary diffsmces between
techrricians and factory workers)l and to politicsUy and meterially support revolutiona-y
stmggle$ for national liberation and socialism worldwide.
From tlre early I960's to the late 1970s, the peasants of Dachai in northern China served as a
model for how to ngrasp revolution afld promote pmductioar" and how to stay otr China's
socialist road. While these revolutionary achievemelrts have been reversed by Chiaa.s current
mtcrs, the positive Ieqsons from Dachai md other "socialist new things', in China must be
leamd from and cherished by revolutiorraries everlnnlrera In this way, wc staud on the
should€trs of the Chltural Revolution as wa FrEpare for the revolutiouary opportunities in the
future.

Mao and his allies kept their Eyes orr Thc kiza-a u'orldwide mrnmunist ftture. Mao had a
vision ofhow to uaiti all who could be united to get ou the "socialist roa4' sfld advsnce on that
road towads cqmmunism. For a brief, but very important, flme period thoy wme able to launch
a ovettrowthe
party bureucrats who were lcadiug China back to capitaliun, and to support rcvolutionary
movemeuts throug[rout Asi4 Africa" Latin America and in the U.S. itself. (See Mao's Bressage
to thE Black liberation ruovemcnt alter the murder of Dr, King in ] 968-)
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At the same tirne, the Culhral Revolution had a tortuous path as all renolutions do. At times it
was characterized by vxtreme factionalism, especi*lly flrnong the shrdeuts. All foreee--including
ultr*-leftists who wantod to overthrow Ell Party leaders, snd leadiqg tightists like Liu Shaoqi
and Deng Xiaoping url,ro aimed the spearh#d at lower lcvels of the Part5r-6*u6 the rod flag,
quottd from thc Red Boot<" and claim"ed to be carrying out "Chuirman Mao's line'"
This made it extremely rtifficult for the masscs of people to distinguislt political lines and

progr.ms for stayirg on t}te socialist road fmm lines and programs for restoring capitalism.
Evcry political force claimed to spcak for the Communist Party of China

This rarses an important qrrestron: Igyg
In his speech at the Socialist Scholars C April 1999, Bill Hiuton

fhe,te wete really iltwo partias" wi*rin the Prfy of Chiua. "[O]ne, ao op&r
party govc,rniug the tiberated Arees r.urder Mao iledong es primary leader, and the other an

underground party gmwiilg up primarily in Cruomindang-dominated oities where Liu Shaoqi was

tesponsiblc.....The party str.earn under Mao developed into a proletarian headquarterc and the
stre,rm that Liu led became ttre core of a bourgeois headquartets, all within the overall umbrella
of the Parfy itself. That does not mean that €irreryotre ou either side was eithc ptoletarian or
bourgeois,"

'Why shouldn't different poEtical forces nrho do not actively oppose tocialism be allowed ts forrr
indepemdcnt political partiee? Wouldu't this help bdng the critical debate ov€r th.e socialist vs-

the capitalist road into the oocn- where themasses ofpeople eaajurnp in, join the debate, and

incressc their understrndiqg *nd mastery over soeietf Would this create more favorable
conditions forthe d$'elopm6nt of @-while still proteating the new society

ftom domeetic and extomal memics?

Of course, there is no organizational solution (one' turo or more parties) to this fiurdamental
political issue- I{owevEr, there is undeniable evidence ftom the Soviet Unioa. China and other
counfiee ttrat I systcm with one gpvernirg communist party oftcn becoraes an obstacle to the
rnasses of working pcoplc incraasing theii contnrl over society--erlan whilc rcvolutronary lefr
forccs atterupt to edus.ate and mobilize pwple to push forward on the socialist road. In this wa5
communists, socifllists aud other prcgressive forces in a eocialist society would bave to
demonstrate rcvolutioury leaderstrip, and wiu sup,port from the people, ia an ongoing way. This,
axrd many other conceptions aad nk,rrths" developed during the fir:rst 150 years ofMaroisur, must

be critically exanrined md debated. We muet be ptepared to cteatively develop thern, or discard

thern if they dc not senre tlre revolutiouary struggle.
*i+rerel+

All revolutions produce "chaos on a grand scillo," snd all revolutionary leadem make mistakes.
CertainlyMao aod the forces he was allied with at various times made Ertott, cren serious erlors,
In attempting to sort this out (which we only start here). we must rmderstimdthe zeeessr'fy--both
within China and interoationally--that the Chinese rcvolutionaries face{ and thc,lteadam they
hnd to actwithirr that framswort-

4 r*r
rt'



one of the nrost irnportant shortcomings of the cultural Revolution is that Mao was ,ot able to ,

dcvelop n stable core g.f revolutionaty i.t t.ua*-*t ip irthe narty nom the early lg60s until hisdeath i. 19?6, First, che,n Bo-ts, ttren Lin Biao, aud tlsn the so-carled" ,,Gang of Fsur. provedunablE to dcvelop a revolutionary liae aud practioe that could unite the brilk olure parry cadreand the m{xffi€6 to defeat the capitalist roadirs and stayon thc socialist road.

In addition, the intemational situation that the Chinese cotnmunists ftced shifted straqplybetweenthe l96os md the early to rnid-l97os. As &e soviet Union becarne a growing threat to china inthe early 70s (massing hoops on the border and bringing in nuclearmissileg to knock sut China,skeymilituybases), the Chitrese govenunent mooedlsil targetiagboth the u.s^ and sovietflrpelpowefis ettrually, to aiming tbe ruain blow at the Soviet ffnioil,,te mair. ao,!o of war). A
li*"$ opening tq the lrgstern imperialist bloc-which was ilecessary for ghina to deal with theimmircnt Soviet threat --led to ,#or", urmecessary enum in chiaese foreign policy arotrnd theworld {e'grwelcoming U'S- puppets like the Shsh of lran to chia*, ma proiiairg ja * uNrrAin Angola') Fat too rnany "prq-Chin " communist forr,es (though not all) arormd the worldparroted the latest ptonouncernents in P*ins Review- this pmEuccd scious potiur"l oecay inMaoist forces ia manycor'rrtries, and p*ved the way for thd to sryport Deng urd his programfor setting qp statc capitatism iu Cfrina.

Yeryimportautly, the operring to the West greatly stneugthaed.the position of thedghtirt forcesgsup{ 
''Pund 

Denq xi}-ping, enabling theru to aeizJ uaaership and win over tuc uuttc of theParty *fur Mao died in l9?6. Ii should ef,o ue noted tbat this is nsr the first time in theinternational commtmist movemef,t that one imperialist bloc was declared the main enemy of the
P*oFlo ofthe world, as world war tbr,eatEaed. Sce thc 'unitcd Frrnt dgainst Fescisrn., advarrcedby &c Soviet CP and adopted by the Cominteru in Ip35.

(Note: This is a wott-irr-pmgrc$s! from cornrades iu NYC, Califi'firia and North CflroliDfl,)


