                                 THE GREAT LEAP FORWARD

In the summer of 1958, Mao Zedong made a tour of the Chinese countryside.  On his return to Bejing, he said:
1. ‘During this trip I have witnessed the tremendous energy of the masses. On this foundation it is possible to accomplish any task whatsoever.’
The task he had in mind was to make China into one of the world’s leading industrial nations at the same time as improving her agriculture. This would be done through a second Five year plan, running from 1958 to 1963. This system was modeled from the Soviet Union’s Five Year Plan. Basically, the Chinese were being copy cats. ( Mao intended that the Chinese government would overtake that of Britain within fifteen years and that of America in twenty to thirty years. He called the plan the ‘Great Leap Forward.’
The Communes

Unlike the first Five Year Plan, The Great Leap Forward aimed to develop agriculture as well as the industry, both heavy and light, all at the same time. The key to achieving this was the reorganization of the Chinese people into communes.

Communes were groups of villages which varied in size from a few square kilometers to that of a British country. The average commune contained about 5,000 families who gave up their land, their animals and their equipment to common ownership by all members of the commune.
The purpose of the communes was to release what was Mao called ’the tremendous energy of the masses’ by making sure that time and effort were not wasted and that the members of a commune could work at a great variety of tasks. Mao said:

2. ‘The advantage of People’s Communes lies in the fact that they combine industry, agriculture, commerce, education, and military affairs.

At first, the communes were organized so that nothing could distract people from their work. Around 4 million communal eating halls were set up so that the number of people who spent time cooking meals was reduced. All children were put into nurseries and school and all elderly went moved into ‘houses of happiness.’ All working age males and females were now freed for full-time work. Communes controlled almost every activity in a person’s life. A commune organized all the local governing and economic needs, and acted as an extension of the Party to ensure widespread loyalty. 

The speed with which communes were created astounded not only the Chinese but the rest of the world too.  By the end of 1958 about 700 million people (roughly 90% of the population) had been placed into 26,578 communes in all parts of the country.

Propaganda and enthusiasm

A key element in the Great Leap Forward was Party propaganda. The Party and the government made every effort to whip the people into a frenzy of enthusiasm for their work. Posters, slogans, and newspaper articles urged the Chinese to work long hours, whatever the weather, and no matter how bad the conditions. Wherever the people worked, loudspeakers played revolutionary music and stirring speeches, encouraging workers not only to reach but to exceed the Plan’s targets.
The Backyard Steel Campaign
Communes were expected to contribute to the Great Leap Forward in small as well as big projects. Small commune factories were set up to make all kinds of industrial products such as cement, ball bearings and chemical fertilizer. Particular emphasis was placed on the making of steel, so 600,000 ‘backyard steel furnaces’ were set up in towns and villages all over China.  Before long, these little furnaces, each one capable of making only a few tons of steel, had turned out 11 million tons of steel – 65% more than the total for 1957. "We took all the furniture, pots, and pans we had in our house, and all our neighbors did likewise. We put everything in a big fire and melted down all the metal."

As 1958 wore on, the figures for the production of steel, coal, timber, cement, fertilizer, and a hundred other industrial products showed a spectacular rise. In agriculture, there were record harvests of cotton and grain. It began to seem that Mao Zedong was right – that it really was ‘possible to accomplish any task whatsoever.’ But wait….. bom, bom, bom, BOMMMMM!!!
Conclusion

Unfortunately, these intense projects combined with natural disasters led to an approximately 15% drop in grain production in 1959 followed by a further 10% decline in 1960 and no recovery in 1961. In an effort to win favor with their superiors and avoid being purged, each layer in the party hierarchy exaggerated the amount of grain produced under them. Based upon the made-up success, party officials were ordered to send a disproportionately high amount of the true harvest for state use, primarily in the cities and urban areas but also for export. The net result was rural peasants were left with little food for themselves and many millions starved to death in the largest famine known as the Great Chinese Famine. This famine was a direct cause of the death of some 30 million Chinese peasants between 1959 and 1962.   Further, many children who became emaciated and malnourished during years of hardship and struggle for survival died shortly after the Great Leap Forward came to an end in 1962.  

The extent of Mao's knowledge of the severity of the situation has been disputed. Mao's physician believed he may have been unaware about the extent of the famine, partly due to a reluctance to criticize his policies and decisions and the willingness of his staff to exaggerate or outright fake reports regarding food production.  Upon finding out the extent of the starvation, Mao vowed to stop eating meat, an action followed by his staff. Hong Kong-based historian Frank Dikötter, who conducted extensive archival research on the Great Leap Forward in local and regional Chinese government archives, challenged the notion that Mao did not know about the famine until it was too late; basically, he doesn’t buy it!
Whatever the case, the Great Leap Forward caused Mao to lose esteem among many of the top party leaders and was eventually forced to abandon the policy in 1962, while losing some political power to moderate leaders.  

This tragic  time period, where over 30 million dies is often called by historians as, The Great Leap Backward.
1. What was Mao’s goal after touring China?
2. Which countries did Mao was to supersede in production?

3. What was the purpose of the commune?
4. How were communes organized?

5. By 1958, how many people were placed on communes?

6. What methods did the government use to promote this new way of life on the commune?
7. Explain the Backyard Steel Campaign.  (How was the steel made?)
8. Describe the situation in China by 1959.

9. According to the historian Frank Dikotter, to what extent did Mao know of the tragedies in the countryside?

10. What was the result of the Great Leap Forward? What is it often referred to as? 

