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Nick Knight reviews Mao’s Road to Power, 

Revolutionary Writings, 1912-1949 edited 

by Stuart R. Schram. 

 

Volume I ~ The Pre-Marxist Period, 1912-1920.  
Armonk and London: M.E. Sharpe 1992. 
 
The field of Mao studies in China has, somewhat ironically, 

prospered under the reforms instituted since 1978. Chinese Mao 

scholars have, within the framework established by the 1981 

Sixth Plenum Resolution, enjoyed more freedom to analyze and 

critique Mao’s life and thought than was previously possible, and 

they have used this freedom to produce a good deal of interesting 

theoretical and empirical research; moreover, a large number of 

previously unknown documents by Mao were published during 

the 1980s and subjected to vigorous and not always flattering 

scrutiny. 

Several journals are devoted entirely to the study of Mao’s thought, and countless books and 

articles are published on this theme every year. We can also expect a further flood of 

Chinese publications to commemorate the centenary of Mao’s birth which falls in 1993. Mao 

studies in China are thus very much alive and well. 

In comparison, Mao studies in the West have gone into something of a decline as many 

China scholars have perceived the study of Mao as of increasingly less relevance to an 

understanding of China’s politics and political history. However, two ongoing major projects 

to compile and translate Mao’s writings - one at Harvard University under Stuart Schram, and 

the other at the University of Northern Arizona under Michael Kau and John Leung - will 

ensure that the ghost of the late Chairman will not so easily be laid to rest. 

Indeed, the publication of the two magnificent volumes of Mao Zedong’s writings by these 

projects reviewed here will hopefully stimulate a revival of interest in Mao and his thought; 

for they provide new documents of such abundance as to warrant revisiting and reopening a 

number of the vigorous debates which have characterized the forty year history of Mao 

studies in the West. One such debate has been about the major influences on Mao’s thought. 

Was the principal source of Mao’s thought Marxism or the Chinese tradition; if it was a 

mixture of the two, what was the relative importance of each? 

 

Stuart R. Schram 

The documents contained in the first volume of the intended ten volumes of Schram’s Mao’s 

Road to Power contain all of Mao’s known writings down to November 1920, and these 

provide a fascinating insight into the early intellectual influences on the young Mao. It is true, 

as Schram points out in his Introduction to this volume, that there is little evidence in his 

early writings to suggest that Mao was heavily influenced by Marxism; indeed, Marx’s name 

only appears twice in the 169 documents translated in this volume. In the first of these 

references, Marx is portrayed as the leader of an extremely violent party, which uses the 

method ’Do unto others as they do unto you’ to struggle desperately to the end with the 

aristocrats and capitalists; Mao then proceeds to portray Kropotkin, the Russian anarchist, in 

a more favorable light, as one leading a party whose ideas are broader and more far-reaching 

(p. . 380). 
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Yet, while Marx’s name appears hardly at all in these early writings, the overwhelming 

impression one gains from these documents is that, as the 1910s came to a conclusion without 

any resolution of the problems which so preoccupied the young Mao, he turned away from 

his earlier reformist stance to a revolutionary position which took the revolution in Russia as 

a model. By September 1920 Mao was extolling the success of the Russian Revolution, and 

declared that  would give my support if there were a thorough and general revolution in 

China... (p. 547).. 

What is clear from these early writings is that Mao was an extremely serious young man, 

one totally preoccupied with the weighty problems of the day and earnestly bent on 

improving himself so that he could play a role in their resolution. Not once in all of these 

documents does one find a flippant remark or suggestion that pleasure should be the goal of 

life. When he does address himself to the issues of love, marriage and women, it is to inveigh 

against the oppression which women suffer in Chinese society, and to call for the abolition of 

marriage as an oppressive institution. 

In a fascinating series of articles written late in 1919 in response to the death of Zhao 

Wuzhen, a young woman who committed suicide rather than go through with a marriage 

contracted for her by her parents, Mao castigated the marriage system, and the power held by 

parents and matchmakers; the rottenness of the marriage system, and the darkness of the 

social system meant that there can be no independent ideas or views, and no freedom of 

choice in love; (p. 422). A letter of February 1920 from Mao to his first sweetheart Tao Yi is 

also rather formal and, once again, preoccupied with political issues and goals, and full of 

lofty and idealistic sentiments; I feel he tells her,  we should organize a noble, pure, valiant, 

and dedicated society of comrades (p. 491). 

Another very interesting document is Mao’s marginal notes of 1917-1918 to Friedrich 

Paulsen’s A System of Ethics. While it is clear from these annotations that Mao was at that 

time heavily influenced by the individualism of Paulsen’s ethical system Ultimately the 

individual comes first;, p. 201), there are traces in this text which prefigure his later 

adherence to Marxism. One example is Mao’s identification of the impediments to 

individualism: 

Therefore our country’s three [Confucian] bonds must go, and the churches, the capitalists, 

monarchy, and the State constitute the four evil demons of the world (p. 208). Another is 

Mao’s recognition of the inevitability of flux and change, a view which predisposed his overt 

acceptance of dialectical materialism in later years, particularly the late 1930s; All 

phenomena in the world are simply a state of constant change...change is inevitable and 

necessary (p.249). 

Also of great interest are Mao’s letters, particularly those to his close friends. His letters to 

his dear friend Xiao Zisheng (Siao-yu), with whom he later became bitter political enemies, 

reveal a young Mao deeply moved by friendship and by a desire to reveal to those close to 

him his deepest feelings and impressions. The scenery along the road Mao wrote to Xiao on a 

return journey to his home, emerald wherever one looks. The water in the ponds runs clear, 

and the fields are luxuriant with sprouts. At dusk, when smoke hangs in the sky, clear dew 

splashes down, and the warm air steams upward. The mountain mists unfold; the gorgeous 

clouds intermingle; and as far as one can see, everywhere it is like a painting (p. 93). 

Indeed, this volume is a marvellous chronicle of the thoughts and feelings of the young 

Mao, and the editor and translators are to be congratulated for the painstaking care they have 

taken to render Mao’s Chinese into fluent English prose. Most of the documents also have 

thorough and useful explanatory annotations. 
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Volume II ~ National Revolution and Social Revolution, December 1920-June 
1927.  
Armonk, New York: M.E. Sharpe 1995. 
 
The years 1920-1927 were both dramatic and traumatic for the young Communist movement 

in China. The Chinese Communist Party, founded in July 1921 with little more than 50 

members, was confronted by an array of complex and seemingly insuperable problems. On 

the national level, China was weak and disunited, her political system the plaything of 

contending warlords and quite incapable of defending China from the incursions and 

influence of predatory imperialist powers; China’s economy was dominated by feudal 

agriculture in which the peasants labored under the crushing yoke of landlord exploitation, 

modern industry having established itself only very incompletely in her eastern seaboard 

cities; and China’s archaic cultural tradition hung around the neck of this tottering giant, 

preventing any coherent response to the challenges of the modern world. 

Internally, the new Party was confronted by pressing problems of organization and policy: 

how could its diminutive size be expanded most rapidly and used most effectively to 

influence the course of national events; should its radical social and political orientation be 

founded on activism in urban areas where the industrial working class was concentrated, and 

if so, what of the peasants and their potential as a force for revolutionary change; what was 

the relationship between social revolution and national revolution, between the desire for 

radical social change and the urgent need to repel imperialism and establish a unified Chinese 

nation state ; and what was the link between Marxism, the economic and social theory of the 

new Party, and revolutionary practice in a semi-colonial and largely feudal context? Added to 

these problems was the dilemma posed by the relationship between the infant Chinese 

Communist Party and the Communist International (or Comintern): to what extent was the 

Party obliged to pursue the advice of this influential Soviet-dominated organization? 

It was the response to these dilemmas and problems, from the early efforts to establish the 

Party in 1920 to the catastrophic collapse of its united front with the Guomindang 

(Nationalist Party) in mid-1927, which constitutes the major theme of the second volume of 

Mao’s Road to Power: Revolutionary Writings 1912- 1949, edited by Stuart Schram with the 

assistance of Nancy Hodes as Associate Editor. This volume, covering the vital formative 

chapter of Mao’s career as a Marxist revolutionary, contains all of Mao’s known writings and 

recorded utterances from December 1920 to June 1927. Those interested in Mao’s thought 

and career, or the history of Communism in China more broadly, will find this volume an 

absolute mine of information provided in an accessible and beautifully presented format. 

I found several themes of particular interest. The first was Mao’s acceptance of a Marxist 

perspective based on class analysis and class struggle (see particularly pp. 365-368). In the 

first volume of Mao’s Road to Power, which I reviewed for China Information (, Spring 

1993), Mao had not yet converted to Marxism, and although his political and social 

orientation was that of a radical, he was clearly influenced by a variety of not always 

compatible social theories and philosophies. From 1920, Mao had clearly embraced the need 

for a revolutionary path along the lines of the Russian Revolution. In a letter of December 

1920 to his friends Cai Hesen and Xiao Zisheng, then studying in France, Mao stated: 

Therefore, in my opinion, the Russian Revolution, and the fact that radical Communists in 

various countries are growing more numerous and more tightly organized, represent simply 

the natural course of events (p. 11, see also p. 68). 

Although Mao (unfortunately) wrote comparatively little during the period 1920-1927 about 

the theoretical and literary sources of his Marxist beliefs, it is apparent that he had absorbed 

some very significant theoretical dimensions of Marxism. He recognized, for example, that 

the materialist conception of history is the philosophical basis of our Party (p. 35), and he 
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perceived the exploitation of the working class and peasantry as founded on an inequitable 

system of property relations. 

Mao understood the importance of understanding these property relations and their 

ideological and political implications in all their complexity and we see, in a number of the 

documents in this volume, Mao struggling to understand the highly differentiated character of 

the class relations of China’s countryside. The attention to detail in Mao’s depictions of 

peasant life and his analysis of the strata of rural society (see pp. 249-262, and 478-483) 

anticipate his lengthier rural investigations, particularly his Report from Xunwu of 1930. 

A second, and essential theme, is Mao’s growing awareness of the significance of the peasant 

revolution to China’s national and social revolutions. While Mao had, in 1922 and 1923, 

participated actively in the labor and union movement in Hunan, he became increasingly 

involved in the peasant movement, particularly after joining (sometime prior to June 1923) 

the Guomindang as part of the Communist Party’s united front strategy (see p. 164). Mao 

recognized, much more so than some of his comrades, the revolutionary potential of the 

peasants, and particularly the poor peasants. The Chinese peasant movement was, for Mao, 

the main force in the revolutionary process (p. 509). The peasants, however, required 

leadership, both by the Party and the working class; the peasants should especially go hand in 

hand with the working class of the whole world and rely deeply on the influence and 

guidance of the workers’ movement. This demonstrates that the workers have quite naturally 

become the leaders of the peasants (p. 509). 

Mao was under no illusion that peasants, without extra-class leadership, could fight a 

revolution with modern goals: The thinking of the small peasants has changed little. Their 

political demands are simply for honest officials and a good emperor (p. 171). Nevertheless, 

the peasants’ seething anger and resentment at their exploitation and oppression, and their 

potential for concerted political action, made a dramatic impression on Mao, an impression 

recorded in one of his most famous essays, the Report on the Peasant Movement in Hunan, 

the original text of which is reproduced on pp. 429-464. 

A third theme is Mao’s activities within the Guomindang during the ill-fated bloc-within; 

united front of 1924-1927. Some biographers of Mao have suggested that he participated a 

little too enthusiastically in the internal affairs of the Guomindang, that his collaboration 

indicated something of a lessening of commitment to the Communist cause and to radical 

policies. The documents in this volume do not, in my view, support this perspective. From 

early in the history of the united front, Mao was active in the campaign against the right wing 

of the Guomindang. In a circular of July 1924, Mao reaffirmed the importance of working 

within the Guomindang, but emphasized the need to exploit this tactic to shift the 

Guomindang to the left; ... we must not recommend for party membership of the  

Guomindang anyone who does not manifest a left-wing orientation. He continued, [w]e must 

strive to maintain in our own hands ’the real power of leading all organizations of workers, 

peasants, students and citizens’, in order to consolidate our strength within the left wing of 

the Guomindang, and vigorously oppose an invasion of these organizations by right-wing 

forces (pp. 215-217, see also pp. 234-236). Similarly, in November 1925, Mao filled out a 

survey, in which he stated: I believe in Communism and advocate the social revolution of the 

proletariat; (p. 237). Moreover, in early 1927, during the dying days of the united front, Mao 

was heavily involved in the peasant movement, and many of the documents from this period 

urge policies which even the left of the Guomindang were to find too radical (see, for 

example, pp. 499-501). In short, Mao’s commitment to the concept of the united front was 

based on a pragmatic estimation of the very limited capacity of the Communist Party to 

expand rapidly and to exert any significant influence on national affairs in isolation from the 

much larger and more powerful Guomindang. His commitment to the Guomindang was thus 
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qualified and temporary, an expedient which could be used to hasten the realization of radical 

social policies. 

As well as bringing new light to bear on these very significant themes in the development of 

Mao’s thought and political style, this second volume of Mao’s Road to Power contains a 

number of documents which make fascinating reading.  

One of these is the Report on the Affairs of the New People’s Study Society (No. 2) of the 

summer of 1921 (pp. 59-86). This Report contains quite detailed minutes of a lengthy 

meeting of the New People’s Study Society, and Mao is portrayed here debating with his 

comrades about such issues as the relationship between the Chinese and the international 

revolutions, about the necessity of Bolshevism, and the feasibility of anarchism. The 

members were finally asked to comment on how they would earn their livelihood. Mao 

responded: The work I would like to do is on the one hand to teach and on the other hand to 

be a reporter. Most likely, my future livelihood will depend on the salaries from these two 

jobs. At present, I feel that work relying solely on brainpower is difficult, so I want to learn to 

do some form of manual labour, such as knitting socks or baking bread ... With regard to 

consumption, I am all for a simple, rather than luxurious, way of life; (pp. 84-85). Another 

gem is Mao’s Some points for Attention in Commemorating the Paris Commune (March 

1926), in which he provides a brief analysis of the reasons for the failure of the Paris 

Commune (pp.365-368). 

This is a marvellous volume, and a worthy successor to the first volume in this series. Schram 

and Hodes and their team of translators have done a superb job rendering Mao’s Chinese into 

fluent, readable, and in places, elegant English.  

There are numerous informative and helpful notes, and the book is presented in a way which 

makes it a joy to read. We can only anticipate with pleasure the publication of the projected 

six remaining volumes in the Mao’s Road to Power series. The complete publication of this 

series will constitute a very major contribution to the study of Mao’s thought and life, and the 

history of Communism in China. 

 

Volume III, From the Jinggangshan to the Establishment of the Jiangxi Soviets, 
July 1927- December 1930.  
Armonk, New York: M. E. Sharpe 1995. 
 
The collapse of the ill-fated United Front with the Guomindang in mid-1927 posed the 

Chinese Communist Party a number of extremely serious strategic and tactical dilemmas. 

While its ideological proclivities saw the struggle of the industrial working class in urban 

areas as central to its larger vision of revolutionary change in China, the ruthless 

extermination of Party members and labor activists in the cities precluded, for the time being, 

the possibility that the urban struggle could remain the central focus of its activities. The 

brute fact was that any overt political or industrial resistance in urban areas would be met 

with rapid and massive retaliation. 

Similarly, the CCP, having relied primarily on the armed force of the Guomindang during the 

period of the United Front and the Northern Expedition, found itself virtually defenseless 

once the Guomindang severed its final links with the Party and turned on it with such 

ferocity. It was clearly imperative that the Party develop its own military capacity. And it was 

clear, at least to some of the Party’s leadership, that a different theater of revolutionary 

struggle was required while the urban areas languished under the white terror of the 

Guomindang. That theater would be the countryside, and the Party, both of necessity and 

through increasing predilection, would be forced to rely on the revolutionary force that 

existed there - the peasantry. 
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What would be the consequence of this shift in strategic focus, both for the outcome of the 

Chinese revolution and the ideological and political orientation of the CCP? 

The third volume of Mao’s Road to Power: Revolutionary Writings 1912-l949, edited by 

Stuart Schram with the assistance of Nancy Hodes as Associate Editor, covers the period 

from the collapse of the United Front with the Left Guomindang to the end of 1930. From 

this magnificent volume of all of Mao’s known writings and talks during this period, a picture 

unfolds of the development of the Maoist strategy for revolution, one which encompassed an 

integrated strategy for rural revolution founded on the establishment of revolutionary base 

areas and the formation and skilful tactical deployment of a military wing of the 

revolutionary movement. 

Mao emerges from these pages as an extremely astute political and military leader, as well as 

a committed Marxist revolutionary, one capable of focussing on the tactical demands of the 

moment and the peculiarities of often extremely localized rural settings while never losing 

sight of the big picture and the long-terms goals for the revolutionary transformation of 

China, and not just its rural areas. 

Mao Zedong had shown his appreciation of the revolutionary significance of the peasants 

prior to the break with the Guomindang and was thus well placed, mentally and politically, to 

effect the shift of focus of revolutionary struggle to the rural areas.  

His pragmatic estimation of the relative chances of success of revolutionary struggle in the 

countryside as opposed to urban areas left him in no doubt that, for the time being at least and 

possibly for a protracted stage, the Party had no option but to rebuild its fortunes on the 

support of China’s disaffected peasantry. 

However, it is quite clear, from the pages of this volume, that Mao did not endorse the view 

that China’s revolution should be solely a peasant revolution, both fought and led by the 

peasants. To the contrary, Mao remarks again and again on the importance of working class 

leadership of the Chinese revolution, and frequently bewails the difficulty of recruiting 

workers into the Party and Army given the rural context within which the struggle was being 

waged. From the time of the break with the Left Guomindang in July 1927, when Mao was 

advocating going up to the mountains (p. 1 1, also p. 18), he restated his conviction that 

working class leadership was essential, even in the context of an agrarian revolution: The 

development of this process [agrarian revolution] requires a democratic political power of the 

workers, peasants, and petty bourgeoisie led by the proletariat and an armed force of the 

workers and peasants (p. 13). 

Moreover, he complained in October 1928 that;[i]n the past, the Party in every xian had 

strongly marked characteristics of a peasant party, and showed a tendency to evolve toward 

non-proletarian leadership;, something of which he clearly disapproved, and he urged his 

comrades to [d]o your utmost to promote as many worker comrades as possible to leading 

organs (p. 72, also p. 75). In November 1928, he warned, in a most revealing statement, that: 

The problem of the leading role of proletarian consciousness in the Party 

is extremely important. It can almost be said that the Party organization in 

all the xian of the border area is entirely a peasant party. If they do not 

receive leadership from the urban proletariat, they are bound to develop 

erroneous tendencies. Besides correcting previous mistakes and paying 

active attention to the workers’ movement in the xian seats and in other 

large towns in the countryside. it is also extremely necessary to increase 

worker representation in the soviets ... (p. 1 14, see also p. 94). 

 

Other references to the necessity of working class leadership of the revolution in 

China’s countryside occur frequently in the texts of this period (see for example pp. 

123, 146, 154, 187-8, 236, 439). Mao had clearly not opted for rural revolution out 
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of a romantic attachment to the peasantry and their cause, for he was quite aware of 

the ideological limitations of the peasants: and had the option been open to the Party, 

Mao would certainly have preferred a more urban-centered focus to the revolutionary 

struggle (see pp. 241, 567). However, his hard-headed estimation was that the Party 

had no option but to rebuild its fortunes in the countryside, and to that end he bent his 

formidable organizational and military talents, developing a strategy for rural revolution 

which, eventually, would lead the Communists back from the countryside into the cities. 

This volume also chronicles Mao’s realization of the urgent necessity for the Party to 

establish a military capacity with which to wage revolution (p. 17).; From now, Mao 

remarked in August 1927,we should pay the greatest attention to military affairs. We must 

know that political power is obtained from the barrel of a gun; (pp. 30-l, also 34, 36). 

Previously thought to date from 1938, Mao’s axiom that political power grows out of the 

barrel of a gun appears twice (in slightly different form) in the documents of 1927. On this 

premise, Mao worked actively and with considerable success to establish and mould the 

military wing of the revolutionary movement. 

A number of themes emerge from the military writings of this period. First, Mao is revealed 

as a skilful military leader, one who took enormous pains to ensure that each military 

operation was carefully thought out and organized. The large number of military orders in 

this Volume, countersigned by both Mao and Zhu De, provide a fascinating insight into the 

military planning and operations conducted during these difficult early years of rural 

revolution (see for examples pp. 508-528). Second, the development of Mao’s strategy for 

guerrilla warfare emerges as a response, not only to the harsh natural conditions under which 

the Communists lived and fought and which provided them an advantage, but to their 

weakness relative to their enemies.  

In this context, it was essential to avoid positional warfare and focus rather on a fluid 

and highly mobile approach that provided a tactical advantage to the Communist forces. This 

approach is summarized in the well-known series of four character phrases: The enemy 

advances, we retreat; the enemy camps, we harass; the enemy tires, we attack: the enemy 

retreats, we pursue (p. 15~). Third, Mao recognized that, with the establishment of the Red 

Army, an important principle had to be established:  

that the Party, and not the military, determined broad strategy. In response to a number of 

erroneous tendencies within the military ranks - including the purely military viewpoint, ultra 

democracy, absolute egalitarianism, and the ideology of roving rebel bands - Mao asserted 

not only the necessity of discipline within the ranks of the military but also its subordination 

to the political line of the Party (esp. pp. 195-230). 

Mao’s capacity for close and detailed work is reflected, not only in his military 

writings, but in his rural investigations. There are four of these: Xunwu (May 1930), 

Xingguo (October 1930), Dongtang and Mukou (both November 1930). In the 

longest of these (pp. 296-418). Mao presents a detailed social, political and economic 

analysis of the rural community of Xunwu, and also provides a fascinating insight 

into the everyday lives of the ordinary people who lived there. The same is true of 

the Xingguo investigation which provides brief biographies of the heads of eight 

households. In these pages (pp. 594-655), the category of the masses takes on an 

individualized, human form, as Mao recounts the struggles of these peasants to eke 

out an existence. But underpinning Mao’s interest is a pragmatic concern to understand 

the extent to which the Chinese peasants would support the revolutionary cause. 

There are several other very important themes in this volume - Mao’s approach 

to land revolution, the Futian Incident, Mao’s relationship with the Party Center - 

that deserve mention, if not discussion, given the constraints of space. These themes, 

along with those briefly discussed in this review, make this an exceptionally important 
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source of information for scholars of China’s revolution. This volume, as 

with the two previous volumes in this series, is beautifully presented, with many 

helpful notes and a very detailed and useful index. The translations of often difficult 

texts are fluent and readable. Schram and Hodes have done a superb job editing this 

volume and the Mao’s Road to Power series so far. The five remaining volumes to 

be published in this series will undoubtedly add much to our understanding of the 

Chinese revolution and Mao’s role in it. 

 

Volume IV ~ The Rise and Fall of the Chinese Soviet Republic, 1931-1934. 
Armonk, NY and London: M.E. Sharpe 1997. 

 

The Jiangxi Soviet of the early 1930s is one of the most complex and least understood 

chapters in Mao Zedong’s long and complex political career, and yet it is one of the most 

important for an understanding of the development of his thought, and the reasons for his 

victory over his opponents within the Chinese Communist Party and ultimately over his rival 

for national power, Chiang Kai-shek. It is here, in the history of the Chinese Soviet Republic, 

that important clues to Mao’s approach to political mobilization and social change, guerilla 

warfare, and the establishment and operation of a fledgling state are to be found. It is also 

here that one gains a fascinating insight into Mao’s stubborn confidence in the rectitude of his 

own position in the face of harsh criticism from the Party Center, whose perspective on the 

prosecution of the Chinese revolution was very different to his own. This hostility was to 

keep Mao out of power for much of this period, although his retention of the formal position 

of Chairman of the Central Government left him some influence over the operation of 

important governmental initiatives, such as the establishment of soviets at various levels, the 

Land Investigation Movement, and the formulation and implementation of the Electoral and 

Marriage Laws, important experiences which were to shape Mao’s understanding of the 

complex military, organizational and ideological tactics necessary to achieve radical social 

change. 

 It is Mao’s involvement in the establishment, administration and defense of the Chinese 

Soviet Republic which occupies the bulk of this magnificent volume. It makes available, for 

the first time in English translation, all of Mao’s known writings from this period and also 

includes a lengthy appendix of those laws of the Chinese Soviet Republic to which Mao’s 

name was appended. The lengthy Introduction, written largely by Stephen Averill, provides 

an invaluable explanation of the twists and turns of Party infighting and the decline of Mao’s 

political fortunes, and provides a lucid historical background for a reading of the Mao 

documents from this period. 

These documents, more than two hundred of them, cover many subjects and themes, but a 

number stand out prominently. The first is Mao’s continuing insistence on the importance of 

guerilla warfare at that stage of the Chinese revolution, particularly in the face of Chiang’s 

successive encirclement campaigns.  

Mao’s strategy of luring deep, giving up territory to draw the enemy onto unfavorable terrain, 

relied on mobile warfare and the support of the masses to wear down and disperse the 

enemy’s strength (pp. 60, 259-260). His impressive attention to detail in the planning of each 

military operation, so evident in the documents of the Jinggangshan period (1927-1930)21, is 

again obvious in the documents from 1931 and 1932, before Mao’s influence over military 

policy declined. The early successes of Mao’s military strategy, and the repudiation of that 

strategy by the Party Center in their later failed attempt to resist Chiang’s encirclement, 

created the basis for his successful challenge to the Party’s leadership, following the collapse 

of the Jiangxi Soviet. Mao’s hands, as it were, were clean, but it is not at all certain 



9 
 

that his military tactics, had they been employed by the Party Center, would have 

been able to resist the block-house strategy used by Chiang in the Fifth and final 

encirclement campaign. 

Also very prominent in Mao’s writings from the years 1931-1934 is his preoccupation 

with establishing and monitoring the operation of the Jiangxi Soviet’s 

administrative structure and legal system. Mao’s close attention to the detail of 

financial and economic policy and administration is quite impressive (see for 

example, pp. 656-722), and indicate a capacity for the minutiae of government 

which he exploited with great effect during the later Yan’an Period (1936-1947) 

with its larger and more decentralized administrative structure. Mao’s experiences 

during the Jiangxi Soviet clearly had a profound impact on his approach to government, 

not only in his insistence on detailed formulation and implementation of 

policy, but on marrying these to the broad social and economic objectives of the 

Party. The administrative structures and processes of the Soviet Central government 

had to be efficient, to be sure, but efficiency in itself was not enough. The content 

of the policies and the conduct of cadres had both to be judged by the exacting 

criteria of whether or not they contributed to the achievement of socialism, the 

Party’s ultimate goal. The tensions created by the demands for both efficiency and 

social change could not easily be accommodated within the structures of government, 

as Mao was to discover, but he was convinced that these apparently conflicting 

imperatives could be reconciled. 

We see, for example, Mao exhorting cadres to a correct understanding and 

implementation of the Land Investigation Movement, primarily an exercise in class 

analysis; we also see Mao urging cadres to implement the Soviet’s electoral laws 

correctly. Both of these initiatives were central to the Party’s objectives of the 

overthrow of the feudal system in rural China and the mobilization of the masses in 

support of the Party. Similarly, Mao’s pronouncements on the oppression of women 

within the feudal family structure, and the laws on marriage promulgated to resolve 

this problem, reveal a very real concern for the liberation of women. These radical 

initiatives had to be premised on their implementation by a body of Party cadres 

who were committed, informed and incorrupt, qualities which Mao discovered could 

not be taken for granted. See, for example, his remarks in 1932 on the reform of 

local soviet governments (pp. 263-264). Mao also spoke in 1934 of the need for a  

harsh struggle against bureaucratism which would get rid of all the trash that 

stands between the soviets and the masses (p. 709). 

One way in which Mao attempted to raise the standard of cadres was to increase 

the number of working class cadres in leadership positions. He believed that workers 

had more effective organizational abilities and a clearer understanding of the long term 

benefits of the Party’s policies than did peasants. The need for greater working 

class representation in soviet government at all levels was reflected in the quite overt 

bias in favor of urban areas and the working class in the Central Soviet’s electoral 

laws. The Temporary Soviet Electoral Law of August 1933, to which Mao appended 

his name, makes this quite explicit. For example, in elections for a xian soviet 

congress, every 400 city residents shall elect one regular deputy, and every 1,600 

residents from the countryside elect one regular deputy (p. 874). The preference 

for working class representatives and cadres was thus built into the very structure 

of government, and presaged the emphasis on working class leadership so evident 

in the formation of the state in the People’s Republic of China some twenty years 

later. 

Mao also attempted to demonstrate to his cadres that effective governance could 
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only emerge on the basis of a sound knowledge of local conditions. In 1930, Mao 

had produced a series of extremely detailed rural investigations. In November 1933, 

he reproduced this exercise for the townships of Changgang and Caixi. These township 

investigations (pp. 584-640) contain a mass of empirical material on the living 

conditions of the inhabitants as well as the effectiveness of Party policies. 

However, Mao clearly recognized that it was not enough to either lead by 

example or through exhortation. The duties and work methods of cadres were spelt 

out by Mao in considerable detail, and these exacting guidelines could be used (as 

Mao clearly did) to evaluate the performance of cadres and Party branches. This 

minute detailing of the function and responsibilities of Party cadres may, however, 

have led to consequences which ultimately reinforced a tendency which Mao did not 

desire or anticipate: a bureaucratic reliance on orders and regulations and a refusal 

to use personal discretion to achieve the spirit as well as the letter of the law. 

This impressive collection of documents by Mao allows a much easier access 

to the years of the Jiangxi Soviet than was hitherto possible. Not only are the 

documents, previously scattered across a range of sometimes obscure publications, 

brought together in one volume, they are rendered into fluent and readable English, 

no mean feat given the difficulty of their subject matter. As with the previous 

volumes in this series, Volume IV of Mao’s Road to Power is carefully edited with 

many helpful notes, and there is a lengthy index and several useful maps. Schram 

and his two associate editors have made a major and very welcome contribution to 

the fields of Mao studies and Chinese history, one which will facilitate an informed 

debate on Mao’s thought and practice, particularly his initial forays into civil 

government, an experience pregnant with significance for later Chinese history. 

 

Volume V ~ Towards the Second United Front, January 1935-July 1937. 
New York and London: M. E. Sharpe, 1999. 
 

The Long March of 1935 has a particularly important position in Chinese Communist 

historiography. Narratives and memoirs of this epic journey are filled with 

stories of great heroism in the face of almost unbelievable hardship and danger. 

Many of the survivors of the collapse of the Jiangxi Soviet were to perish in combat 

or as a result of the often extremely harsh environments through which they passed. 

The Long March was also a decisive turning point in the political fortunes of Mao 

Zedong. Mao had been out of political favor during the Jiangxi Soviet (1931-34), but 

seized the political opportunity of its collapse to secure a much stronger hold over 

Party and military policy than had been possible during the previous four years. It 

was on the basis of his victory at the Zunyi Conference in January 1935 that he was 

to lay the foundation of his future rise to undisputed power within the Party. At this 

Conference, the military line of the former Party leadership was repudiated, and 

Mao’s stature as a military and political strategist recognized. 

However, it was not to be for some years, and particularly following the establishment of the 

Chinese Communist Party in Northwest China, with its wartime capital at Yan’an, that Mao’s 

hold on power tightened. During the intervening years, Mao still had to contend with other 

aspirants for leadership. These included Zhang Guotao who, like Mao, had a long history of 

both political and military leadership within the Party, and who did not see eye to eye with 

Mao about either the destination or purpose of the Long March, or about the course of the 

Chinese revolution. Nevertheless, it was Mao’s position that prevailed and, by mid-1937, the 

general political and military orientation of the Chinese Communist Party for the 
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ensuing Anti-Japanese War of Resistance was established. 

In order to create the basis for nationwide resistance to the Japanese, Mao 

and the Chinese Communists had first to convince Chiang Kai-shek that it was not 

they who constituted the Chinese government’s principal enemy. However, Chiang 

was in no mood to compromise his long-held belief that the Communists, and not 

the Japanese, represented the most pressing threat to China’s security. It was not 

until the Xi’an Incident of December 1936, which saw Chiang forcibly detained by 

Manchurian troops under Zhang Xueliang, that the conditions were created for a 

grudging reversal of his all-out opposition to the Communists. 

This was the turning point for which the Communists had waited, one which 

allowed the formation of a United Front against the Japanese with their previously 

implacable enemy. It was also to be a turning point in the fortunes of the Chinese 

Communists, for their subsequent vigorous and effective resistance to the Japanese 

invaders, facilitated by the United Front, attracted wide popular support. It created 

the political and military basis from which they would eventually successfully 

challenge Chiang for national power. Mao’s superb military leadership and his political 

acumen in exploiting the situation to expand Communist influence were major 

factors in the success of the Communists and his own rise to power within the Party 

in the early 1940s. 

In this fifth volume of Schram’s magnificent Mao’s Road to Power series is 

contained all of the available political and military texts by Mao from 1935 to 1937. 

His philosophical writings from this period, also extremely important for understanding 

Mao’s development as a Marxist theoretician and philosopher, are so 

extensive that they will occupy the forthcoming Volume VI of the series. Even without his 

philosophical writings, and despite the relatively scanty nature of the 

Mao texts from the Long March, Volume V contains over seven hundred pages of 

documents by Mao. They include poems, military instructions, interviews with Chinese 

and foreign journalists, letters, and lengthy analyses of the principles of warfare 

and their application to the Chinese situation. They also include a veritable battery 

of telegrams to Zhou Enlai and others charged with influencing the course of events, 

following the Xi’an Incident, in the direction of a United Front against the Japanese. 

Each of these categories of texts is important for an understanding of the development 

of Mao’s thinking and actions during this pivotal period. 

As with previous volumes of the Mao Road to Power series, Volume V is 

beautifully presented. The texts are translated into fluent and readable English, and 

accompanied by numerous useful annotations. There is a comprehensive index, and 

Schram’s lengthy Introduction provides a useful compass with which to navigate the 

numerous documents contained in the volume. This volume represents a very important 

addition to the existing historical documents of the Long March, the lead up 

to the Xi’an Incident, and the formation of the United Front. It is an essential source 

for historians of this period, as well as those seeking an insight into the thought and 

actions of Mao Zedong at a critical stage on his road to power. 

 

Volume VI—The New Stage, August 1937–1938. 
Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, 2004. 
 
The years 1937 and 1938 represent a very significant chapter in the development of Mao’s 

career as a revolutionary leader and Marxist theorist. Two distinct though related themes 

characterize his thinking during these crucial years, and all of the original Mao texts 
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reflecting these themes are collected in English translation in Volume VI in the magisterial 

Mao’s Road to Power series edited by Stuart Schram. For anyone interested in the 

development of Mao’s thought and the ideological history of the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP), they make fascinating reading. 

The first of these themes is the CCP’s operation of the anti-Japanese War, then in full swing. 

It is clear that Mao was in the process of formulating a broad strategic framework to 

accommodate the political and military imperatives of the war. In some of his most 

impressive military and political writings, one can discern the emergence of the strategy that 

was to guide the Party with considerable success through the subsequent war years, and leave 

it in a strong position from which to challenge Chiang Kai-shek in the Civil War that 

followed. In “On Protracted War,” Mao argued for patience in resisting Japan, for the 

struggle was bound to be a long and arduous one. It would be foolish to squander one’s 

resources in a bold frontal attack on the enemy; rather a war of attrition would eventually see 

the tide of war turn. In this and other military writings of these years, Mao placed particular 

emphasis on guerrilla warfare in those stages of the war in which regular mobile or positional 

warfare was inappropriate. This was premised on the view that China’s weakness could be 

turned into strength, for China’s large population and extensive territory gave it a long-term 

edge in fighting an invading force.  

Similarly, Mao argued, in “On the New Stage” and other texts, for a United Front strategy 

based on alliance but not subservience to the Guomindang government; the CCP had to 

remain mindful that its long-term objectives were not those of its war-time ally. Handling 

well the relationship with the Guomindang, the putative senior partner in the United Front 

relationship, was a significant challenge, and one for which Mao had a carefully considered 

response. 

The second theme in this volume, occupying the latter 250 pages, is Mao’s attempt to come 

to grips with the complexities of Marxist philosophy as then understood by Soviet 

philosophers. In late 1936, Mao had begun studying and annotating several substantial Soviet 

texts on Marxist philosophy, and by mid-1937 was lecturing on this subject at the anti-

Japanese Military and Political University in Yan’an. His “Lecture Notes on Dialectical 

Materialism” were subsequently mimeographed for circulation as study materials, and two of 

its chapters were to become perhaps the most famous texts in the history of Marxism in 

China, namely “On Practice” and “On Contradiction.” Mao’s writings on philosophy 

demonstrate only too clearly the extensive and rather paradoxical influence of the orthodox 

Soviet interpretation of Marxist philosophy on his thinking. On the one hand, he accepted 

the view that philosophy was not a disinterested academic pursuit for understanding reality, 

but was appropriately subject to intervention by the Communist Party to ensure it served the 

Party’s needs. On the other hand, he came to believe that the abstract philosophical tenets of 

dialectical materialism, which he appeared to have mastered, had to be applied flexibly to 

reveal the nature of concrete particular situations, and should not be employed in a formulaic 

way. His philosophical writings thus provide numerous elaborations of the principles and 

categories of dialectical materialism, as well as their application to Chinese conditions. He 

also frequently responded in an independent and sometimes quite critical way to the 

assertions of Soviet Marxist philosophers. The dynamic tension created by this opposition 

between Party philosophical orthodoxy and its application to particular conditions was 

resolved, in his mind, through a belief that applying Marxist philosophy to Chinese 

conditions did not entail the abandonment of Marxism’s universality. 

As with earlier volumes in the Mao’s Road to Power series, Volume VI is a 

handsomely presented volume, containing an informative introduction written by Stuart 

Schram, and numerous annotations that help contextualize the very large number of 

documents and provide comparisons with later official editions of them. The availability in 
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English of all the Mao texts from 1937–8 will hopefully rekindle a re-evaluation of Mao’s 

commitment to and understanding of Marxist philosophy and theory, for here is abundant 

evidence that he took seriously the study of this complex area. 

Similarly, his political and military writings reveal an astute grasp of the complexities of the 

Chinese revolution and anti-Japanese War that gives the lie to recent rather derogatory 

accounts of Mao’s organizational abilities and contribution to the war effort. This outstanding 

volume of Mao’s writings will be an essential resource for those interested in the history of 

Mao and the CCP during a vital phase of the Chinese revolution and the anti-Japanese War. 

 

NICK KNIGHT 
 

 

Stuart R. Schram, ed., Nancy J. Hodes, associate ed. and Lyman 
P. Von Slyke, guest associate ed. 
 
 Mao’s Road to Power: Revolutionary Writings,1912–1949.  
Volume VII ~  New Democracy 1939–1941. Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe,2005.  
 
Reviewed by Hans Van De Ven, Oriental Studies, Cambridge University, UK 

 
 
In the introduction to this volume of Mao Zedong’s writings, already the seventh in the series, 

the authors note that “reading these documents somewhat resembles hearing only one side of 

a telephone conversation” (p. xxxviii)—an apt simile, especially if we realize that these were 

often conference calls with numerous participants. As they note, these 900 pages of texts 

produced by Mao from 1939 to 1941 tell us little about Mao as a person. 

Somewhat curiously, Mao’s writings also reveal little about conditions in Yan’an, the 

communist capital in northern Shaanxi. There is little of the dust, snow, mud, cold, and hunger; 

the sounds of war and work; or the waves of fear, fury, or euphoria, which all must have been 

part of life in the base area. Hearing only one voice of the conversation is not just frustrating. 

Lacking the context which Mao sought to shape, we are left with real problems of 

interpretation. 

The documents included in this volume are numerous and varied. They range from short letters 

to significant CCP figures such as Zhang Wentian, Zhou Enlai, and Chen Boda; more or less 

ceremonial addresses marking the opening of a meeting, the beginning of a dinner, the 

anniversary of a historical event, or the inauguration of a new institution; to significant Party 

and military documents, directives, and circulars. Also included are several texts that have 

become regarded as key elements of Mao Zedong Thought, of which the most famous is “On 

New Democracy.” Others are “The Chinese Revolution and the Chinese Communist Party,” 

“On the Question of Political Power in the Anti-Japanese Base Areas,” and “Conclusions on 

the Repulse of the Second Anti-Communist Onslaught.” “Reform Our Study” anticipates the 

rectification campaign that began in 1942. 

Even so, until the Central Committee Archives are opened to the public, unlikely to happen 

any time soon, we do not yet have access to all extant texts produced or signed by Mao Zedong. 

Especially noticeable are the paucity of telegrams. It seems probable that Mao signed off on 

many each day; these would reveal Mao’s direct response to events. Mao probably also wrote 

many more personal letters than we can find here. 

Despite these difficulties, all of those interested in Mao Zedong, the history of the Chinese 

Communist Party, and the Chinese revolution will be deeply grateful for a work that adheres 
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to the most exacting scholarly standards and is carefully annotated and indexed. The 

introduction of almost 40 pages takes up four major themes in Mao’s writings of this period: 

overcoming imperialism and domestic reactionaries; the struggle with Chiang Kaishek and the 

KMT; the War of Resistance against Japan; and conflicts between Mao and his rivals within 

the CCP. Each is subjected to sophisticated scrutiny in a separate section which offers insights 

that researchers will find suggestive and useful. Perhaps most interesting is the argument that 

the significance of Mao’s writings between 1939 and 1941 deserves to be more fully 

recognized. The discussion of Mao’s approach to party building, when membership expanded 

20 times and the Red Army grew six times, identifies a significant new area of research. 

The editors are careful to humanize Mao. They note that he was not always “at the top of his 

game” (p. xlii) and that the texts of this period regularly show a fallible and tentative Mao. 

They point to his handling of the New Fourth Army Incident of January 1941, involving forces 

that had penetrated southward into Anhui and Jiangsu, including south of the Yangtze River.  

When pressured by the KMT to move them north, Mao gave contradictory and confusing 

orders, partly, the editors suggest, because of a lack of information, but also because of worries 

that not giving way might push the Nationalists toward cooperation with the Japanese against 

the CCP. In the end, the KMT struck hard and annihilated part of the New Fourth Army, killing 

its leader Xiang Ying. If these events show Mao as confused and confusing, the reasons for 

this have yet to become fully clear. Mao may have been worried about the pressure on resources 

that relocation of the New Fourth Army to northern bases implied. He also may have feared 

that the arrival of Xiang Ying, who had stayed south when the Long March began, might upset 

the leadership hierarchy once again, just when he had secured his predominance as a leader 

and the acceptance of his views. 

We now live in a time when China is undergoing its own Thermidor, some dismiss Mao as 

simply an evil dictator, and few scholars dedicate themselves to the study of the Chinese 

revolution. This and the other volumes of Mao’s Road to Power form not only an important 

reminder that “Mao Zedong stands out as one of the dominant figures of the twentieth century” 

(p. xxix), but also that he was a multifaceted figure whose attempts to bring about a 

revolutionary transformation of China was a central event in China’s history. We must be 

deeply grateful to Stuart Schram and his collaborators for producing a monument of scholarship 

that gives us a firm basis for studying a critical figure and a key aspect of the 20th century. 

 

  

 


