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"Egalitarianism" and "Seeking the Truth From the Facts" 
in the People's Republic of China 

In the context of the current programme of"four modernizations," the 
Chinese Communist Party leadership has focused ideologically on the 
deviation of"egalitarianism," (pingjunzhuy i), and an informed under
standing of this issue is central to the analysis of the structure of 
Chinese ideological perception in its distinction between socialism and 
capitalism. 

Generally, "egalitarianism" has been once again repudiated as 
inconsistent with the Party's tradition of empirical analysis and inves
tigation, which continues today to have its theoretical expression 
Mao's theory of contradictions, and its practical political expression in 
the Party's mass line. Specifically, "egalitarianism" has been repu
diated as inconsistent with Mao's 1941 directive "to seek the truth from 
the facts" (shi shi qui shi) , which in the Party's important resolution of 
June 21 , 1981 acquired an enhanced ideological status as one of the 
three foundations of "Mao Zedong Thought."1 

A quick reference to the 1979 Shanghai edition of the Cihai, (a 
standard encyclopedia), reveals that the "egalitarianism" is a deviation 
of thought which historically arises in an economy, characterized by 
small-scale production and handicrafts. "Egalitarianism," as an 
attempt to level the socioeconomic distinctions between men, and as 
an attempt to promote an equal distribution of goods in society is 
described as a problem of lingering "feudalism" in modern socialist 
society. 

Contemporary Chinese ideological controversy as to the extent to 
which "feudalism" persists under modern Chinese socialism is compli
cated further by disagreement as to what degree Lenin's thesis in 
"Left-Wing Communism, An Infantile Disorder," concerning the ten
dency of small-scale production to engender"spontaneous capitalism" 
holds true in the context of today's China, wherein the public owner
ship of the means of production has been formally established. The 
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above mentioned resollution of the Eleventh Central Committee of the 
CCP in fact emphasizes that a distinction should be clearly made 
between the historical conditions of Russia in 1920 and the current 
conditions of socialism in China. In other words, Lenin's prognosis 
does not necessarily apply to China's countryside, where collectiviza
tion was successfully achieved in the mid-1950s. 2 

"Spontaneous capitalism" is apparently kss of a problem in the 
countryside than is "egalitarianism". Current historiography focuses 
on the latter deviation, which had earlier appeared in Party history in 
1927, 1941, 1947, and 1958, and which was apparently a very serious 
phenomenon in the late 1960s and early 1970s " ... when the Gang of 
Four were in power. 

Subsequent to arrest of this now infamous foursome, the Party 
charged the "gang" with the misuse of state property for their own 
private pleasure. Initially, they were placed on the ideological right for 
having plotted "capitalist restoration." They were thus denied the 
privilege of being on the " left." In what has surely become a classic 
manoeuvre in Chinese politics, the "gang" allegedly "waved Chairman 
Mao's banner, to strike at Chairman Mao's forces," particularly in its 
devious advocacy of the equalization of living standards. In this false 
advocacy the "gang" is said to have opposed the socialist principle of 
"each according to his work ." Whether or not the "gang" feinted to the 
"left," however, has become less important than the advocacy of 
"egalitarianism" itself. In total disregard for China's objective eco
nomic conditions, and even while they misappropriated publicly 
owned property, the foursome encouraged everyone to eat from "the 
big public pot," and the Party has since become preoccupied with the 
"leftist" advocacy of the abolition of "bourgeois rights" and the com
plete reduction of material incentives and wage differentials. 

This issue of "egalitarianism" is of course extremely sensitive as it 
directly relates to the Cultural Revolution attack on the Party leader
ship for having advocated Liu Shaoqi's "theory of productive for
ces." The Red Guards of the mid- 1960s attacked this theory for its 
apparently exclusive emphasis on the relation between the advanced 
and backward sectors of the national economy, and its deliberate 
neglect of emerging class contradictions under socialism. Currently, 
the debate has been renewed as to how to make the distinction between 
production for socialism and "production for the sake of production," 
(wei shengchan. er shengchan),3 but the contemporary debate has 
focused on "egalitarianism," as it was asserted on the radical "left" in 
opposition to "objective economic law." 

This latter emphasis draws attention to the unevenness of the 
national economy, the different patterns of regional development, and 
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the necessity of applying the law of value in commodity relationships 
both between and from within different forms of state-owned and 
collectively owned enterprise. In the context of China's economic 
backwardness, the free distribution of goods and the absolute reduc
tion of wage differentials and material incentives, allegedly advocated 
by the "gang," has been ruled out for the foreseeable future. 

This argument is perhaps most clearly stated in the writings of one of 
China's leading economists, Xue Muqiao. According to Xue, socialism 
should be studied, not as an '·independent socio-economic formation," 
but as a "process, "4 leading to the "lower phase of communism," 
characterized by the public ownership of the means of production and 
the application of"each according to his work" in the distribution of 
goods. Xue asserts that the higher phase of "communism," distin
guished by the principle of"each according to his needs" must rely on a 
"spectacular rise in both productive forces and people's communist 
consciousness."S China, according to his analysis, is now only in a 
"lower phase of socialism," for even though the means of production 
are publicly owned, there are co-existing in the Chinese economy 
two basic forms of public ownership; and collective ownership is 
particularly extensive in China's countryside. Xue recommends that 
the aforementioned "process" can only be completed after several 
basic objectives have been met, including the modernization of agri
culture, industry, national defence, and science and technology, (i.e., 
the "four modernizations"), the transition of at least ninety per cent of 
the collectively owned economy to a system of ownership by the whole 
people, the abolition of rationing and the production of an abundant 
supply of goods, the achievement of universal secondary education 
and the establishment of a highly developed system of people's demo
cracy, which will allow for popular participation in the management of 
state agencies and public enterprise.6 This listing is perhaps more 
specific to China than the more familiar one, outlined towards the end 
of the second part of Marx's "Communist Manifesto." 

From within this prevailing analytical framework, the "gang" was 
accused of "egalitarianism," which in essence is a historically prema
ture communism. The "gang's" apparently exclusive emphasis on 
"Politics in Command" ignored China's objective economic condi
tions and the necessity of expanding China's productive forces as a 
prerequisite to free distribution. In waging polemics against the influ
ence of the Gang of Four, Party theorists deployed "seeking the truth 
from the facts" against the "gang's" altogether too rigorous interpreta
tion of Mao's "theory of continuing the dictatorship of the proletariat." 

Perhaps it is not surprising the "Mao Zedong Thought" is currently 
emphasized as ''scientific method" and that this corpus of thought is 
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now being used in the rationalization of current economic reforms, 
which emphasize the law of value, commodity production and the 
utilization of market mechanisms as supplementary to state planning 
techniques . 

The Party's current ideological position does raise some interesting 
historical issues; for example, the emphasis on Mao's having repu
diated "egalitarianism" is not necessarily devoid of substance. 7 Cer
tainly this emphasis challenges Western historiographical assump
tions about Mao as having been primarily responsible for "egalitarian
ism" in the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution. In its 
advocacy of "seeking the truth from the facts, " the Party leadership 
has consciously resorted to Mao's own mass-line tradition of empirical 
analysis as it is explicit in his theory of contradictions. The June, 1981 
resolution on Party history was not altogether uncharitable to Mao in 
his role in the late 1950s. Mao is seen as at the forefront of the effort in 
1959-60 to correct the excesses of the Great Leap. s He is said, in fact , to 
have supported vigorously the law of value and commodity production. 

"Seeking the truth from the facts" has become a hallmark of the 
Deng Xiaoping regime, and one should note that it was effectively 
used in 1978-79 to discredit the so-called "whateverist" faction, which 
believed, contrary to Mao's own instructions, that every character ever 
written by the Chairman was an aspect of the absolute truth. The 
reduction of Mao's "scientific thought" to the level of "feudal" dogma 
was then deplored as inconsistent with Mao's own advocacy of inner
Party democracy. 

"Seeking the Truth from the Facts" in Party History 

The Party leadership has understood the fundamental question 
of"egalitarianism" to be one of correct dialectical analysis. Prior to his 
sudden dismissal in the wake of the Tiananmen Incident of April, 
1976, Deng Xiaoping was accused of having confounded Mao's dialec
tical relationship of production and revolution. Deng had responded, 
accusing unnamed "bold elements" of having adopted the "bad aspect" 
of Stalin's style of work. These "elements" apparently had only under
stood the "clash of opposites. "9 Unlike Chairman Mao, they had failed 
to appreciate the "unity of opposites." Deng argued that an under
standing of both the "unity" and "clash" of opposites is necessary to 
"seeking the truth from the facts." 

Historians might in fact wish to draw our attention to a parallel 
between Deng's 1975-76 position and that of Peng Dehuai, who in 
1959 was cashiered as Minister of Defence for his outspoken assess
ment of the Great Leap Forward. Peng in his 1959assessment focused 
on "petty-bourgeois fanaticism" and "left" mistakes in the Great Leap 
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Forward. He complained that the Party leadership had not respected 
Mao's instruction to combine "sky-rocketing zeal with scientific anal
ysis." In his controversial "Letter of Opinion," Peng summed up his 
position in the statement: " ... we fagot the mass line and the style of 
seeking the truth from the facts which the Party had formed over a 
long time."10 Peng was reacting then to what subsequently became 
known as the "wind of communism." The sudden creation in the 
summer of I 958 of public mess halls in the countryside and the radical 
expropriations of the property of lower-level collective organization 
by the communes has proved to be of seminal and lasting importance 
in terms of the consciousness of the entire Chinese Party leadership. 

At this time, Mao obviously felt the need to rationalize his own 
position; for example, he clearly disassociated his concept of perman
ent revolution" from that of Trotsky. 11 Communes were only Com
munist "sprouts" in a period which was qualitatively "socialist." Their 
appearance could not be construed as marking off a new period of 
historical development. Despite Mao's fervent adherence to "Politics 
in Command," he readily conceded that Trotsky was fundamentally 
wrong in his assumption that stages of historical economic develop
ment could be skipped. "Striking while the iron was hot" was not the 
same thing as skipping stages of development. 

Mao was vitriolic in his condemnation of the "egalitarianism" of 
commune cadres, who pushed "first equalize, second adjust, third 
withdraw funds ." He heaped invective upon those involved in such 
"daylight robbery," saying: ••You cannot say that what is yours is mine 
and just pick things up and walk off."t2 These misguided comrades had 
apparently carried out the ••levelling of the rich and the poor," and 
their "egalitarianism," Mao feared , would politically "lead the pea
sants to the enemy." 

In terms of the historical memory of the Party, the experience of the 
summer of 1958 was so seminal and traumatic that even Zhang Quin
qiao, who later achieved infamy as the evil genius of the Gang of 
Four, was obliged in his power struggle with Deng Xiaoping in 1975 to 
disassociate himself from the "wind of communism," which he said, 
" ... would never be allowed to rise again."13 

Subsequent to his collapse in April, 1976 and his later return to 
power in July of 1977, Deng proceeded to rationalize the "four moder
nizations" of Zhou Enlai on the basis of "Mao Zedong Thought." 
Deng argued that Mao had made some rather substantive political 
errors, but his "thought" was, nonetheless, integral to the Chinese 
revolution and would serve as the ideological basis for the "four 
modernizations." In this assessment of Mao, Deng agreed with Zhou 
that any worship of Mao would be "feudal," but that Mao should be 
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regarded as great because he integrated Marxist-Leninist principles 
with the specific conditions of the Chinese revolution. The point was 
reiterated as Zhou's 1949 speech, "Learn from Mao Zedong" was 
re-circulated throughout the Party. Zhou had argued that the young of 
China must value this integration, and that they should strive to 
achieve such a dialectical understanding of reality through "seeking 
the truth from the facts."t4 

At the third session of the Tenth Central Committee meeting of 
July, 1977, Deng had only been rehabilitated when he went on the 
offensive to remind the Party to adhere to Mao's mass line and "to seek 
the truth from the facts." Deng set the parameters for debate within the 
Party, and he argued that practice is "the only criterion for verifying 
the truth." At the June, 1978 All-Army Conference on Political Work, 
he expounded upon the classicus locus in Mao's writings, which deals 
extensively with "seeking the truth from the facts." 

In 1941, Mao had explained the significance of each of the four 
characters in the phrase , "seeking the truth from the facts" in the 
following way: 

"The'target' is the Chinese revolution, the arrow is Marxism-Leninism. 
We Chinese Communists have been seeking the arrow because we want 
to hit the target oft he Chinese revolution. To take such an attitude is to 
seek the truth from the facts. 'Facts' are all things which exist objec
tively, 'truth' means their internal relations, that , is the laws governing 
them and 'to seek' means to study."l5 

Thus on the formal level "truth" was to be achieved on the basis of a 
dialectical understanding of contradictions, or the " internal relations" 
of things, but this conception of"truth" was put forward in the attempt 
to describe the Chinese revolution in terms of the synthesis of 
Marxism-Leninism as "universal truth" (pubian zhenli) with the spe
cific conditions of China's revolution. 

Mao had insisted not only in 1941 , but throughout his career that 
the observer could only achieve such a synthesis on the basis of 
practice; practice was the touchstone of his epistemology. In 1941 he 
attacked both "dogmatism" and "subjectivism," and with respect to 
the history of the Chinese revolution, he pointed to the continuing 
importance of the May 4th Movement of 1919, which he said , had two 
"main streams," one negative, the other positive. 16 The revolution, or 
"target" had benefited from the May 4th emphasis on science; it had 
not benefited from the dogmatic insistence on foreign learning. In 
1941, Mao specifically attacked Stalin's proteges, Wang Ming, for his 
doctrinaire imposition of the texts of Marx on to the landscape of China. 
He suggested that Wang had "no intention of seeking the truth from 
the facts." Since Mao asserted that ••without investigation there is no 
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right to speak," his enemies could be guilty of "subjectivism." Their 
approach to the "truth" was apparently characterized by "bombastic 
twaddle." Mao suggested that the mere "listing of I, 2, 3, 4," was no 
substitute for actual scientific investigation based upon practical 
observation and inductive reasoning. 

Basically, it was this 1941 argument, which Deng effectively used 
against the "Gang of Four" in 1977 and against the residual left of the 
Cultural Revolution, or the "whateverist faction" in 1978-79. The 
resolution of June 21, 1981, which defin itively summed up Mao's 
contribution to the Party, highlighted "seeking the truth from the 
facts" and identified Mao's greatest contribution in terms of the inte
gration of "the universal principles of Marxism-Leninism with the 
concrete practice of the Chinese revolution." 

"Truth," as the outcome of a process whereby "internal relations" 
are studied, placed a premium on "democracy" in the form on inner
Party contention, at least on the formal level. Deng Xiaoping's sup
porters in 1978-79 argued that the Gang of Four mistakenly regarded 
their views as sacred and inviolable; they could not tolerate criticism, 
and they did not understand that "truth" is relative . The longstanding 
Party tradition of rehabilitating fallen leaders was built upon this 
conception of the "truth". On the formal level both Stalinist dialectics, 
which focused exclusively upon the clash of opposites were rejected, 
and the disposition to destroy all opposition were counterrevolution
ary. The Gang of Four's attitude was thus identified with "Emperor 
worship" and "feudalism." 

The Party could point to the 1959 debate concerning the problems 
of the Great Leap Forward, Mao had then formally taken the position: 
••1 don' t agree with the idea that the Chairman cannot be contra
dicted."1 7 Mao's pedagogy resorted to a ••feudal" metaphor to explain 
his stand against "feudalism" on this point: "The faults of the superior 
man are like the eclipses of the sun and moon ... . when the celestial dog 
eats the sun and moon ... he makes a mistake and everyone sees it. 
When he corrects his mistake all men look up to him."IS Mao's own 
political practice was not consistent with these thoughts. But on the 
formal theoretical level, Mao did understand that the deification of 
Mao Zedong would only constitute a victory for "feudalism." In 
attacking Chen Bod a's "theory of genius" in the early 1970s, Mao, 
himself, attacked the Chinese "feudal" tradition, which was equated 
within an hierarchical, conception of the absolute truth , as it was 
manifest in the moral behaviour of the Emperor, or Son of Heaven.l9 

The dialectical appreciation of "truth" as relative to constantly 
changing social conditions has had at the formal level significant 
implications for the Party's conception of the nature of political lead-
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ership. While the Party has consistently related to "truth" in an ideo
logical way, and this propensity has often been highlighted in Western 
literature as antithetical to the process of modernization, it should be 
emphasized that the tradition of"seeking the truth from the facts" has 
implied a self-professed "rational" and "scientific" approach to ideo
logical goals, whereby alternative variables of analysis are weighed 
dialectically on the basis of practical and empirical investigation. 

"Egalitarianism" and the Appearance of Inequality Under Socialism 

The Party's emphasis on "seeking the truth from the facts" has often 
been contemporaneous with an emphasis on a practical, almost con
servative approach to question of economy and social inequality. Very 
early in his thinking, Mao Zedong, himself having gone through a 
phase of leftist excess in the countryside, rejected "absolute egalitar
ianism" (juedui pingjunzhuyi) as politically subversive of the Chinese 
revolution, and as a deviation, which was historically the "product of a 
handicraft and small peasant economy. "2o In 1929, Mao ref used to 
consider suggestions that all men in the Red Army irrespective of 
differences of age and physical condition carry the same weight of rice 
on their backs. He stressed that under the socialism of the future there 
would be inequality, as material things would be distributed on the 
basis of"each according to his work." This is perhaps the first clue that 
Mao's concept of social justice might have leaned towards a more 
"proportionate" as opposed to an "arithmetical" conception of equal
ity.21 Mao was not p repared to support that proposition that all 
members of society share equally the burde~s and benefits of society. 

Mao in 1929 further commented that while the distribution of 
material things within the Red Army was "more or less equal," this had 
to be considered as an aberration, which had originated with the 
circumstances of the milita ry st ruggle and not as a permanent feature 
of the soviet economy. Also for later consideratio n it is importa nt to 
note that the bo rder region "public supply system" of the 1940s, which 
reduced the differentials in the distribution of material goods bet w~en 

the ranks of public functionaries was al so rega rded as the product of 
wartime circumstances. In the early 1950s the system of public supply 
was progressively phased out in favour of a system of graduated wages 
according to rank. 

In discussing Mao's egalitarian goals and the phenomenon of"egal
itarianism," one must point to Mao's lifelong interest in the "three 
great differences," particularly with respect to the perceived need to 
closet he gap between living standards in the cities and the countryside . 
Mao, however, was not prepared to endorse "egalitaria nism" in any 
premature political attempt to force the closing of this gap. In 1955, 
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Mao, for example, launched a counterattack against Liang Shuming, 
a popular "democratic personage," well-known for his pre-1949 spon
sorship of rural reform. Mao rejected Liang's plan for a state-enforced 
redistribution of income in favour of the peasantry as politically 
dangerous and subversive of the worker-peasant alliance. Mao further 
argued that the compulsory transfer of earnings from the pocket of the 
worker to that of the peasant could only have the effect of destroying 
China's industry.22 

More importantly in terms of the rationalization of current eco
nomic reform, Mao in his 1956 dialectical analysis of the relations 
between the state, the units of production, and the individual pro
ducer, stressed that the peasant's income should rise in relation to 
increased agricultural productivity.H Mao would not have anything to 
do with the excesses of Stalinist primitive accumulation. 

There is , furthermore, nothing to indicate that Mao disagreed with 
Zhou Enlai's rejection of "egalitarianism" in the state's system of 
remuneration. 24 The current Chinese historiographical argument that 
Mao repudiated "egalitarianism" and supported distribution by 
contribution-"each according to his work"- differs from Western 
historiography. The resolution of June 21, 1981 , indicates that "Com
rade Mao and the Central Committee led the whole Party in energeti
cally rectifying the errors which had already been recognized." The 
resolution places Mao at the forefront of the campaign to rectify "left" 
errors in rural work.25 

In 1959 not only the bluff Peng Dehuai but Mao as well urged the 
restoration of the Party work-style based upon "seeking the truth from 
the facts." According to Mao, objective conditions necessitated the use 
of the "law of value" Uie zhi guilu) under socialism. The following 
statement by Mao rega rding the " law of value" in fact sparked a major 
controversy in the early 1960s over the role of this law in socialist 
planning: 

The law of value is a great school. It is of great use and if we can teach it 
to our several million cadres and several hundreds of millions of people, 
we can build socialism and communism .. .. 26 

Mao argued that ignoring of the law of value would precipitate a 
crisis in the distribution of supplies in the countryside and that this 
would jeopardize the political stability ofthe worker-peasant alliance. 
In broad theoretical terms Mao insisted that commodity production is 
not exclusive to the capitalist period of economic development.27 He 
concluded that under socialism commodity production has a different 
nature. Current polemics particularly emphasize Mao's 1959 argu
ment that the buying out of the means of production in the mid-1950s 
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made a crucial difference with respect to the nature of commodity 
production. The achievement of the public ownership of the means of 
production meant in effect that labour could no longer be a 
"commodity. "28 

Furthermore, Mao argued that, while the "law of value" had no 
"regulatory function" in a socialist planned economy, it did greatly 
facilitate the planning process. Commodity production, he argued, 
was necessary to an economy characterized by the co-existence of two 
systems of public ownership. The commodity-money relationship 
would facilitate relations between the two economies. Mao elaborated 
by saying that commodity production was necessarily related to the 
forces of production. 29 The weak, underdeveloped state of the latter 
meant a continued emphasis on "t:ach according to his work" as 
opposed to "each according to his needs." It would seem that Mao 
himself came dangerously close to advocating a "theory of productive 
forces." He went so far as to suggest that even when the collective 
economy is communized, commodity production might still be neces
sary in some parts of the country's economy, and contrary to the 
assumptions of Western historiography, Mao did not then advocate 
the "abolition" of "bourgeois rights. "30 

Chinese Communist metaphor presently describes "egalitarianism" 
as a "wind of communism" which prevails in favour of free distribution 
and distorts the notion of class struggle. The Gang of Four's "egalitar
ianism" has been criticized as inconsistent with the socialist principle 
of "each according to his work," and some inequality in socialist 
society is tolerated as the historical product of a weakness of produc
tive forces. 

Mao's dialectical universe presumes more than the extreme of"egal
itarianism," and there is an opposite, but perhaps equally hoary, 
extreme of"economism" (jingjizhuy t). The basic Leninist understand
ing of this term is still current in China. It is a phenomenon, which 
implies the "lagging" of leaders of revolution behind the masses. In his 
day, Lenin had the leaders of the German Social Democratic Party in 
mind ; they had allegedly sacrificed the revolutionary potential of the 
working class in favour of legislated economic reforms. Lenin accused 
the "Economists" of having"learned by rote that politics are based on 
economics. "3 1 And in the Cultural Revolution the "left" hammered 
a way at the same point to accuse leading Party figures such as Deng 
Xiaoping of using wage increases and material benefits to forestall 
class struggle. 

During the period of Deng's second rehabilitation, 1973-76, the 
"left" had launched a renewed offensive against "economism." Hu 
Qiaomu, a leading theoretician and president of the Chinese Academy 
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of Social Sciences, replied in 1978 to "leftist" allegations that Deng's 
supporters had in the mid-1970s substituted profits for politics in 
command.n He reiterated Deng's argument to the effect that the 
"leftists" had failed in elementary dialectics when they ignored Mao's 
"unity of opposites." Their singular emphasis upon the clash of oppo
sites led to a fatal misconstruction of the relationships bet ween politics 
and economics and production and revolution. He pointedly rejected 
the argument that Deng manipulated a "theory of two points," 
emphasizing both the unity and clash of opposites in order to reinstate 
Liu Shaoqi's "theory of productive forces ." Hu suggests that the 
"leftists" in constructing a false opposition to economics, had ignored 
the "productive forces" and had, thus, practiced idealism or metaphys
ics instead of dialectical materialism. 

The "leftist" rejection of the "Ia w of value" was treated derisively. 
H u simply not~d that the negation of objective economic Ia w does not 
serve politics. Hu Qiaomu did say the following: "We must put prole
tarian politics in command of our economic work and we must do 
things according to objective economic laws , these two things being a 
unity."33 Furthermore, Hu , himself, warned against those who would 
practice "economism" under the pretext of doing things according to 
economic Jaws. He specifically observed that state planning for social 
needs was to come before the fixing of prices .34 

Furthermore. the theories of Sun Yefang and Xue Muqiao have 
capitalized on Mao's 1959 statements on the law of value, productive 
forces and commodity production. In the pages of Jingji y anjiu (eco
nomic research). theorists have tended to criticize past assertions to the 
effect that to combine planning and the market would be as futile as 
mixing oil and water.35 State planning, which makes efficient use of the 
law of value, and which is sensitive to market conditions and the 
development of the productive forces in the economy is seen as gener
ally consistent with the larger ideological goals of social equity explicit 
in "Mao Zedong Thought." 

"Mao Zedong T hought" is presently cited in favour of the mainte
nance of wage differentials, which recognize differences of skills, some 
of which are more important to economic construction than others. 
Theorists play out the d ialectical balance in Mao's tho ught which 
requires a complex emphasis on both material incentives and socialist 
spirit in the attempt to raise worker productivity.J6 These theorists do 
seem to have a strong formal case when they argue that Mao insisted 
that an increase in productivity must result in an improvement in the 
standard of living of the workers concerned. In this respect material 
reward was not described in terms of "bourgeois rights." 
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In the contex t of this debate Mao's 1942 treatise, "Economic and 
Financia l Pro blems," has been cited for its criticism of an "egalitarian 
wage system," which would obliterate the distinctio ns between skilled 
and unskilled la bour a nd between industriousness and laziness. In 
1942, "loafer s" (erliuzi) were compelled to embrace Mao's own work 
ethic. 

While current eco nomic theory emphasizes Mao's original correla
tio n of production and consumption, it does so from within the lo ng 
term fra mework of a low-wages policy, which is regarded as only 
consistent with a realistic reading of China's productive f orces.J7 Gen
erally, policy based on Mao's position of 1956 and 1959 formally 
charts a middle course between egalitarianism and the inequalities, 
which arise with the necessary existence of "bourgeois rights." 

Xue Muqiao, like many others, including his now deceased brother 
Sun Yefang, has attempted to negotiate Mao's " unity of opposites." 
He argues that "egalitarianism," meaning equal pay, sta nds in o pposi
tion to "each according to his work." Xue suggests that "egalitarian
ism" creates disincentives in productio n, and is , therefore, injurio us to 
the materia l interests of the masses. He does not hesitate to suggest 
th at the inequality which arises with wage differentials, sho uld be 
viewed dialectically in tha t it plays a positive role in the strengthening 
of the productive forces. In China's Socialist Economy, Xue regrets 
the tendency over the last decade toward "egalitarianism," which he 
sees as inconsistent with the historically stronger trend in the Chinese 
economy to ba lance dialectically "each according to his work" with 
"the restriction of bourgeois rights." He specifically refers to the long 
term principle, "no raises for the upper income brackets, fewer raises 
for the medium income brackets, and more raises for the lower income 
brackets."38 

Xue Muqiao has also written about the broad social basis of"egali
tarianis m," which he describes as having "deep historical roots" in a 
traditional society, wherein small producers would quite naturally 
advocate: " If there is food , let everyone share it. " Such " petty hour
go is equalitarianism or agrarian socialism" was apparently sto ked up 
under the Gang of Four, and today "eating out of the same pot" has 
become synonymous with "egalitarianism."39 

To sum up, the present day Party leadership has argued that "egali
tarianism" is inconsistent with Mao's thought and dialectics and that it 
must be analyzed on the scientific basis of "seeking the truth fro m the 
facts." "Leftists" in the Cultural Revolution a pparently did not care
fully study the "internal relations" of things; they forgot the "unity of 
opposites," a nd according to the June 21st resolution they erroneously 
restricted "each according to his work." 
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The June 21st resolution also notes that the Gang of Four's mis
placed theoretical emphasis on Lenin's statement to the effect that 
"small production engenders capitalism and the bourgeoisie continu
ously, daily, hourly, spontaneously and on a mass scale." The resolu
tion views the peasants' private plots and sideline occupations as 
complementary to the publicly owned economy, and Article II of 
the new 1982 constitution confirms that the "individual economy" of 
urban and rural China is "a complement to the socialist sector of the 
economy," and as such will enjoy the protection of the Jaw.40 

The Chinese attack on "egalitarianism" is rooted in the dialectical 
method of "seeking the truth from the facts," but Western research is 
perhaps more interested in the possibilities of"economism." Reforms 
in industry such as the devolution of greater responsibility for profits 
and losses to individual enterprises and the relaxation of state plan
ning directives in favour of more indirect means of control through 
banking and credit procedures, are under close scrutiny as the ability 
of the Chinese to insure the integrity of state planning as against the 
inroads of the market is questioned. 

Similarly, the emphasis at the household level in the countryside on 
individual initiative in production is viewed with considerable interest 
as it would seem to jeopardize collective organization at the team level 
and above. The enhanced autonomy of the household in relation to the 
production team with respect to decisions concerning production 
priorities, particularly as explicit in the "baogan daohu" programme in 
the poorer areas, once again raises the question as to whether Chinese 
policymakers are serious in their intention to "restrict" "bourgeois 
rights" and to prevent the further growth of inequality.4 1 

"Seeking the truth from the facts", itself, would seem to pose a 
troublesome analytical problem with respect to these economic 
reforms: are the foundations of socialist equity and economy relative 
or absolute? Dialectics cannot tell us precisely just how much domi
nance on the part of the publicly owned sector of the economy is 
needed to insure against "economism." 

Obviously, the current leadership does not see itself in terms of an 
inexorable drift towards "economism." Injudiciously applying Mao's 
dialectics to contemporary economic problems, this leadership per
ceives itself in a struggle to redress a balance which had been tipped too 
far in one direction during the Cultural Revolution. It is, however, 
important to note that while the "unity of opposites" has been stressed, 
the Party continues to argue against bourgeois "pragmatism" even 
while it yearns for pragmatic policy based on "seeking the truth from 
the facts." 
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We are returned to the great debates of the May 4th period of 1919. 
The "pragmatism" of John Dewey and his disciple, Hu Shi, is in the 
Chinese view essentially an extension of liberalism. While there is 
obvious sympathy for the position that "truth" is relative, Hu Shi's 
"re-evaluation of all values" and his view of science as a rational 
self-corrective process of thought which transcends ideology is 
rejected in much the same language as that of Li Dazhao in 1919. Hu's 
pragmatism, according to Li was not pragmatic, for it assumed that 
political action to achieve social change was secondary to development 
of a scientific critical attitude, which would transcend all the flawed 
structures of ideological thought.42 

Under Mao's dialectical regime, truth is relative to the internal 
relations of contradictions at particular moments in time. "Marxism
Leninism Mao Zedong Thought" has attained the stat us of "science." 
Massline political traditions have been re-asserted , and it is formally 
agreed that "science" in order to contribute to China's modernization 
must have contention in order to develop. 

It would seem then that as a "science," "Mao Zedong Thought" 
must be treated with a critical "scientific attitude."4J In fact , the fifth 
plenary session of the Eleventh Central Committee of the Party dram
atized this point politically by forcing the resignations of the "Whatev
erists," namely Wang Dongxing, Ji Denggui, Wu De and Chen 
Xilian.44 They were publicly accused of not treating "Mao Zedong 
Thought" with a "scientific attitude." Their discomforture was the 
political culmination of Deng's offensive, which he had been waging in 
the name of "seeking the truth from the facts." To hold to "whatever" 
Mao instructed was viewed as "feudalism." Such "feudalism" was 
described in terms of a "book worship" which had assumed the unfor
tunate proportions of a "religious fanaticism." In isolating and magni
fying selectively comments by Mao Zedong, the "whateverists" did not 
"seek the truth from the facts." 

In the context of the polemic against the "whateverists", "truth" was 
described as a relative process of cognition. Jiang Niantao, writing in 
the November, 1979 issue of Hongqi(Red flag) deferred to the author
ity of Mao's "On the Correct Handling of Contradictions Among the 
People" on this question. There , Mao, who had understood the neces
sity of the "Celestial Dog" to admit openly to its mistakes, said: 

"When something has been universally abandonned by mankind and a 
certain truth has been universally accepted by mankind, a still newer 
truth is struggling with new erroneous views. Such a struggle will never 
end ."4 5 
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Mao's dialectical conception of history would seem to have negated 
" truth" as an absolute, yet even while truth is said to be relative, there is 
today a neo-positivist belief that "objective laws" can always be 
discovered . 

"Seeking the truth from the facts" favours the discovery of the 
internal relations of things through concrete practice, but as a method
ology it seems to have acquired absolute dimensions. A Guangming 
ribao article, which anticipated Deng's speech of June , 1978, in which 
he explained Mao's 1941 directive in terms of "practice as the only 
criterion for verifying the truth," noted what appears to be a central 
ambiguity in "Mao Zedong Thought": 

We not only hold that practice is the criterion of truth but also deal with 
it from the viewpoint of development. Practice is continuously develop
ing. Therefore, as the criterion for verifying truth, it has both absolute 
and relative significance. It is absolute and unconditional because it 
verifies all ideas and theories; but it is relative and conditional because 
at a certain stage of development, it does not fully confirm or negate all 
ideas and theories.4b 

"Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought" is "science," yet it 
is still"guiding thought." Without such "universal truth" there is only 
the pit of"pragmatism" and the prospect of sliding pell-mell down the 
slippery slopes of "economism." A commentator in Zhexue yanjiu 
(Chinese studies in philosophy) attempted to explain this ambiguity in 
familiar dialectical terms: 

... taking Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought as an object of 
scientific research and taking it as a guiding thought constitute a unity 
of opposites embodying a dialectical relationship.47 

In more practical political terms, the dialectic most recently seems to 
have swung around in favour of Mao's thought as "guiding thought," 
particularly in light of Deng Xiaoping's emphasis on the phenomenon 
of "bourgeois liberalization" as a regrettable, but natural counter
reaction to the metaphysics of the Cultural Revolution . Hu Qiaomu 
emphasized Deng's analysis, yet he, as a leading intellectual, may have 
been caught up in his own contradiction, for while he argues that the 
Gang of Four ignored the "unity of opposites," he cajoles dissidents 
and implies that cadres and the masses are only free to criticize the 
mistakes to the "left."48 

Conclusions 

The above discussion generally tends to test those underlying 
assumptions of Western historiography which identify Mao Zedong 
exclusively with the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution 
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and therefore as a radical egalitarian. There is on the contrary a strong 
historical argument suggesting that Mao struggled against "egalitar
ianism" and that he accepted that degree of inequality under socialism 
that orginated as a consequence of ''each according to his .work." 
Although Mao was predisposed to emphasize politics as the key to 
economic development , he continuously subscribed to an analytical 
dialectical materialism, which recognized the weakness in China's 
productive forces. It was this dialectical materialism, which recognized 
the need for material incentives under socialism, and which tolerated 
the commodity-money relationship between the different forms of 
socialist ownership. 

Mao regretted any inequalities which were generated as the result of 
the continued existence of"bourgeois rights," but the abolition of the 
latter was rejected by him as contrary to common political sense. 
Mao's mass line may have had some formal ideological implications of 
equality, which required that all individuals in society be treated with 
equal respect , but he was not an "egalitarian" thinker in the sense that 
he deman~ed that. all social goods be distributed equally to all 
members of the Chinese population.49 Mao accepted a graduated wage 
scale, and he accepted the differentiation of skilled and unskilled 
labour under socialism. His qualified acceptance of material rewards 
originated with a relatively sober dialectical understanding of the 
weakness of China's productive forces, and an apprehensive political 
understanding that the direct imposition of a radical egalitarian con
ception of social justice upon Chinese society would surely break the 
peasant-worker alliance. 

The above historiographical question is not merely a matter of 
esoteric debate; it is also of immediate relevance to the critical assess
ment of current economic reforms in China. There is ideological 
continuity in current reform. Critical assessment requires an explana
tion of the Chinese structure of ideological perception from within 
which phenomena such as "economism" and "egalitarianism" are 
described. 

The emphasis on "seeking the truth from the facts" has returned the 
Party membership to the original dialectical premises of" Mao Zedong 
Thought." These premises, however, are characterized by a central 
ambiguity. The "study" of "internal relations" has meant th~lt truth 
must be formally regarded in terms of the relativity of the historical 
process. While truth may be relative, "Mao Zedong Thought" as 
scientific methodology is itself absolute, and it should be emphasized 
that there is alive in the minds of many Chinese intellectuals and Party 
theoreticians a nee-positivist complacency which, despite the com-
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plexities of dialectical thought, presumes the easy discovery of"objec
ti ve Ia ws." 

Charismatic authority is not at present a formal problem in China, 
as it has been vociferously rejected as an aspect of"feudalism." It is in 
fact profoundly distasteful to a generation of political leaders who 
personally suffered under the arbitrary politics of the Gang of Four 
era, and it has been described formally to be in contradiction with the 
"scientific method" of Mao Zedong. 

The elaboration of such "scientific" method is not new in the context 
of CCP history, but the above discussion perhaps calls into question 
the ability of current Western theory to cope with and to explain 
accurately current Chinese economic reform within the context of the 
Chinese ideological perspective. The classical Weberian distinction 
between an "ethnic of responsibility" and an "ethnic of ultimate ends," 
which has so often provided the theoretical basis for the Western study 
of the intellectual foundations of Third World modernization, does 
not appear to be too helpful in explaining the Chinese preoccupation 
with the "rational" achievement of ends. Contemporary Weberian 
analysis assumes that China cannot be modern and socialist too. The 
prevailing view in China assumes that economic reform is a process 
requiring the dialectical consideration of alternatives with respect to 
the empirical assessment of actual economic and political conditions 
under socialism. The Chinese leadership are only too well aware that 
they have called upon the forces of " science" to converge on what is 
still largely a "feudal" battlefield. 
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