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Introduction

This book asks a deceptively simple question: why did the Chinese Communist Party
prevail during the Republican era, while the Nationalist government—larger, better
funded, and internationally recognized—fell into crisis and ultimate defeat? To answer
it, Red Revolution, Long Shadow traces the CCP’s rise from the ferment of 1919 to the
founding of the People’s Republic in 1949, emphasizing the often-overlooked local
arenas where politics became concrete: village meetings, guerrilla bases, factory
floors, border-region markets, and improvised courts. Rather than treating the
revolution as an inevitable march toward victory, the chapters that follow reconstruct
a contingent process shaped by hard choices, organizational learning, and repeated
setbacks.

The story begins with the political and intellectual upheavals of the May Fourth era,
when new ideas about science, democracy, and class remade the vocabulary of
Chinese politics. The CCP did not emerge fully formed from this crucible; it assembled
itself through halting experiments in underground organizing, labor strikes, and
student mobilization. Early dependence on the Comintern and the First United Front
with the Nationalists provided resources and access—but also vulnerabilities that
would become starkly visible in 1927, when repression shattered urban networks and
forced a drastic strategic pivot. By following these early years across multiple locales,
we see a party that survived not by doctrinal rigidity but by improvisation.

That pivot—to the countryside—recast both the movement’s social base and its
political imagination. Rural experiments in Hunan and the mountain fastness of
Jinggangshan taught cadres that control over territory, not just agitational reach,
enabled sustainable mobilization. The Jiangxi Soviet then became a laboratory of
governance as much as a military redoubt. Land redistribution, rudimentary taxation,
and popular justice forged new relationships between the party and ordinary villagers.
These practices were far from uniform or always benign; they were negotiated,
contested, and sometimes violent. Yet they supplied the CCP with a repertoire of
statecraft that outlasted individual campaigns and commanders.

Wartime against Japan transformed this repertoire again. In the shadow of a second
United Front, the CCP embedded itself behind enemy lines, leveraging fluid boundaries
and fractured sovereignties to expand. The Yan’an years honed organizational
cohesion through rectification and codified the “mass line,” a method that married
ideological education to problem-solving in local society. Cultural work—poetry,
theater, reportage—functioned not as ornament but as mobilization, binding disparate
communities to a shared narrative of resistance and reconstruction. Simultaneously,
border-region economies demonstrated how wartime scarcity could be met with

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

cooperative institutions, price management, and a grudging tolerance for markets.

The immediate postwar transition posed new tests. As civil war reignited, the CCP
shifted from guerrilla mobility to larger-scale operations, while recalibrating land policy
and deepening the integration of party, army, and government. Manchuria became a
decisive theater, where logistics, intelligence, and cadre management proved as
crucial as battlefield tactics. In the cities, the party fielded a patient strategy of
infiltration, negotiation, and administrative takeover rather than simple assault. By the
late 1940s, as hyperinflation and elite fragmentation eroded Nationalist capacity, the
CCP’s bottom-up networks—hardened by two decades of experimentation—could scale
rapidly into a national regime.

This is, then, a political and social history of revolutionary strategy and state building.
The chapters blend national chronology with local case studies to show how policy was
translated, often imperfectly, into everyday practice—and how feedback from those
practices reshaped policy in turn. Readers will encounter not only famous set
pieces—the Long March, the Zunyi Conference, the Yan'an Forum—but also rice-
collection teams, cooperative salt caravans, literacy classes, and the dull, essential
routines of township governance. These granular moments illuminate why the party’s
promises were persuasive in some places and times, and why coercion, when it came,
could be framed as justice rather than mere force.

The argument advanced here is twofold. First, the CCP’s success rested less on
singular charisma or foreign sponsorship than on institutional learning: the disciplined
accumulation of methods for organizing, governing, and communicating under duress.
Second, the Nationalists’ failure cannot be reduced to corruption or battlefield defeats
alone; it reflected deeper issues of state capacity, coalition management, and fiscal
credibility in a rapidly changing society. By situating both parties within the same
environments—wartime scarcity, village factionalism, urban labor politics—we can sort
structural constraints from strategic choices, and contingency from myth.

Finally, the “long shadow” of this revolution reaches beyond 1949. Many of the
organizational techniques, ideological habits, and governance tools fashioned in the
crucible of Republican China persisted into the new state, sometimes enabling rapid
consolidation, sometimes generating new tensions. Understanding their origins
clarifies not only how a revolution wins, but also how it governs—and at what costs.
This book aims to be accessible without sacrificing rigor, inviting readers new to the
subject while offering a synthetic framework for specialists. If the CCP’s victory now
seems foreordained, the pages ahead seek to restore uncertainty, recover
alternatives, and explain how one path, among many, became history.
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CHAPTER ONE: Sparks of 1919: May Fourth and the
New Culture Crucible

In the spring of 1919, China was a country that had been promised much and given
little. The Qing dynasty had collapsed barely eight years earlier, ending two millennia
of imperial rule, but what followed was hardly the fresh start that reformers and
revolutionaries had imagined. The new Republic of China under Sun Yat-sen's
provisional government lasted only months before Yuan Shikai, a Beiyang military
strongman with old-fashioned ambitions, seized power in Beijing. Yuan died in 1916,
leaving behind not a functioning state but a vacuum filled by competing warlords,
each controlling a patchwork of territory through personal armies and fragile alliances.
China, in the parlance of the day, was a nation in name but not in substance—its
sovereignty leaking away through concession treaties, foreign-controlled railways, and
the steady hum of humiliation.

It was in this atmosphere of political paralysis and cultural self-doubt that a generation
of young Chinese began asking a question that would prove far more dangerous to the
old order than any army: What is China, and what should it become? The decade from
1915 to 1925 would produce no single answer, but the debate itself—carried out in
journals, pamphlets, classrooms, teahouses, and eventually on the streets—created
the intellectual conditions from which the Chinese Communist Party would eventually
emerge. The revolution did not begin with rifles or manifestos. It began with ink.

The story properly starts not in 1919 but a few years earlier, in the pages of a journal
called New Youth, or La Jeunesse as the French title had it. Launched in September
1915 by a thirty-six-year-old former dean named Chen Duxiu, the magazine was
printed in Shanghai and at first attracted modest attention among the small circle of
Chinese intellectuals who read foreign-language periodicals. Chen had studied in
Japan, briefly in France, and had already made a name for himself as a firebrand
during the late Qing reform movement. He was not, by temperament, a cautious man.
Where earlier reformers had argued for gradual modernization—railroads, telegraphs,
a modern army—Chen wanted something closer to a wholesale renovation of Chinese
thought. It was one thing to buy Western machines; quite another, he insisted, was to
ask why Chinese minds had been so thoroughly shaped by deference to authority,
tradition, and empty classical formalism.

New Youth became the vehicle for that questioning. In its early issues, Chen
championed what he called "Mr. Democracy" and "Mr. Science"—two figures, he
argued, that China desperately needed to invite into its intellectual household.
Democracy meant not just parliamentary government but a broader spirit of critical
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inquiry and individual autonomy. Science meant not only laboratory technique but an
empirical attitude toward truth, one that refused to accept ancient claims simply
because they were ancient. These ideas were not exactly new—reformers had been
invoking Western learning since the mid-nineteenth century—but Chen gave them an
edge of impatience that resonated with younger readers. He wrote in the vernacular,
or baihua, instead of the dense classical Chinese that had dominated elite prose for
centuries, and he did so deliberately. The language itself, he argued, was a tool of
exclusion. Literary Chinese kept knowledge locked in the hands of a small literate
class; a modern nation needed a language that ordinary people could read and speak.

Among the early contributors to New Youth was a young scholar named Hu Shi, who
had studied under the pragmatist philosopher John Dewey at Columbia University in
New York. Hu returned to China in 1917 and took up a teaching position at Peking
University, where he would become one of the most influential voices of the New
Culture Movement that was coalescing around Chen's journal. Hu was more measured
than Chen—Iless a revolutionary firebrand than a methodical reformer—and his
contribution to the movement's cultural agenda was specific and lasting. In a
landmark 1917 essay, he argued that the vernacular language was not merely
acceptable for serious writing but superior to classical Chinese for modern expression.
A living language, he contended, should reflect how people actually spoke, not how
scholars five hundred years earlier had thought they should speak. This was a literary
argument on its surface, but its implications were social. If the written word could
reach farmers, shopkeepers, and factory workers, then politics itself could reach them
too. The conservative literary establishment was scandalized, but Hu's argument
carried the day among younger intellectuals. By the early 1920s, most new journals
and newspapers had switched to vernacular prose, and the classical essay was on its
way to becoming a curiosity rather than a standard.

Chen Duxiu was appointed dean of Peking University in 1917, partly through the
intervention of the university's progressive president, Cai Yuanpei, who had assembled
a faculty that read like a who's who of early twentieth-century Chinese intellectual life.
Under Cai and Chen, Peking University became something rare in the China of that
era: a place where ideas were debated openly, where faculty and students argued
about politics, philosophy, and the fate of the nation with an intensity that would have
been unthinkable a decade earlier. The university's liberal atmosphere did not last
long—Chen would eventually be forced out for his radicalism—but for a few crucial
years, it served as an incubator for the generation that would reshape China.

Among the figures who passed through Peking during this period, none would prove
more conseqguential for the communist movement than Li Dazhao. Li held the position
of librarian at the university, a modest title that belied his intellectual ambitions. Born
into a peasant family in Hebei province, he had studied in Japan and returned to China
steeped in the ideas of socialism and, increasingly, Marxism. Where the more liberal
members of the New Culture circle—Hu Shi, for example—advocated for gradual
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democratic reform modeled on Western liberalism, Li Dazhao began moving toward a
more radical framework. In articles published between 1918 and 1919, he praised the
Russian Revolution of 1917 as a world-historical event of relevance to China. The
Bolsheviks, he argued, had shown that the common people—workers and
peasants—could seize control of their own destiny. This was a startling proposition in a
political culture where revolution, if it was discussed at all, was usually imagined in
terms of elite-led reform or nationalist uprising. Li did not yet call himself a Marxist in
any doctrinaire sense, but he was reading Marx, and he was beginning to see class
struggle as the engine of historical change.

The literary wing of the New Culture Movement produced its own towering figure in
Zhou Shuren, better known by his pen name, Lu Xun. A classically trained scholar who
had studied medicine in Japan, Lu Xun abandoned a medical career after a famous
episode in which he watched a slide of a Chinese bystander being executed by
Japanese soldiers while other Chinese looked on in passive numbness. He concluded
that China's problem was not a weak body but a numb spirit, and he turned to
literature as his instrument. His 1918 story "A Madman's Diary," published in New
Youth, was the first major work of modern Chinese fiction written entirely in
vernacular. It was a searing allegory in which the narrator comes to believe that
Chinese history is written in the phrase "eat people"—a metaphor for the cannibalistic
cruelty of Confucian social hierarchies. The story shocked readers and made Lu Xun an
instant celebrity among young intellectuals. He would go on to write some of the most
penetrating fiction of the twentieth century, but his political trajectory was complex.
Sympathetic to socialism, he never joined the Communist Party, maintaining a stance
of critical independence that nonetheless inspired generations of leftist writers.

The intellectual ferment of the New Culture Movement might have remained an affair
of professors and journal editors had it not been for the political crisis that erupted in
May 1919. The proximate cause was the disposition of German concessions in
Shandong province after World War I. China had entered the war on the Allied side in
1917, partly at the urging of Allied diplomats who suggested that China's contribution
would be rewarded by the return of Shandong, which Japan had seized from Germany
in 1914. Instead, the peace conference at Versailles handed the German concessions
not back to China but to Japan, as part of a secret wartime arrangement between
Japan, Britain, and France. When the news reached Beijing in early May 1919, it was
met with fury.

On May 4, several thousand students from Peking University and other Beijing colleges
gathered in Tiananmen Square and marched toward the foreign legation quarter. They
carried banners denouncing the "Twenty-One Demands" that Japan had forced on the
Chinese government in 1915, and they called for the punishment of three officials
accused of collaborating with Japan. The demonstration was orderly at first—patriotic,
impassioned, but contained. That changed when the students were blocked from
reaching the Japanese legation and instead turned on the residence of Cao Rulin, one
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of the despised officials. They broke in, beat Cao, and set fire to the house. Police
arrested thirty-two students. Far from dampening the movement, the arrests ignited it.
Within days, students across China went on strike. Merchants closed their shops.
Workers in Shanghai and other cities walked off the job. The May Fourth Movement, as
it came to be called, had become a national uprising.

The movement's immediate political target was the government of Premier Cao Kun
and the entire system of warlord politics that had sold out Chinese sovereignty for
foreign loans and personal power. The students demanded that China refuse to sign
the Treaty of Versailles—a demand that was eventually met, as the Chinese delegation
did not sign, though not because of student pressure alone—and that the three
traitorous officials be dismissed. These demands were largely met: Cao Rulin was
fired, and several other officials were removed. But the significance of 1919 lay less in
these specific outcomes than in what the movement revealed about the political
consciousness of a new generation. For the first time, students had acted as a political
force independent of the military and bureaucratic establishment. They had spoken
not on behalf of a dynasty or a party but on behalf of the nation itself—an abstract but
enormously powerful idea.

The May Fourth Movement also unleashed a wave of cultural and intellectual
radicalism that went well beyond the original diplomatic grievance. In its aftermath,
hundreds of new journals, study societies, and discussion groups sprang up across
China, especially in the major cities. The questions being asked grew sharper and
more ambitious. If Confucianism had failed China—and the ease with which warlord
strongmen manipulated traditional authority seemed to confirm this—what would
replace it? Should China adopt Western liberal democracy? Should it look to Soviet
communism? Should it forge some entirely new synthesis from its own traditions and
imported ideas? These were not academic questions. They were questions about
survival.

Among those who tried to answer them, two broad currents emerged, though they
often overlapped and influenced each other. The first was a liberal-modernist current
associated with Hu Shi, the educator Tao Xingzhi, and others who believed that
China's salvation lay in education, scientific thinking, and incremental democratic
reform. Hu Shi famously argued for "reconstructing China's past"—using rigorous
historical and philological methods to strip away the myths and distortions that had
accumulated around Confucian tradition, leaving behind a usable, rational cultural
foundation. This was an appealing program for many intellectuals, and it had lasting
effects on Chinese education and scholarship. But it struck others as painfully slow.
China was being carved up by warlords and imperialists; what good was methodical
scholarship when children were starving and territory was being seized?

The second current was more radical and more directly political. It drew on the
example of the Russian Revolution, on the growing international influence of Marxism,
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and on a deep frustration with the failures of liberal democracy as practiced—or
rather, not practiced—in China. Chen Duxiu, the dean who had championed "Mr.
Science" and "Mr. Democracy," began drifting toward Marxism in the years after 1919.
In a famous series of articles published in 1919 and 1920, he argued that the May
Fourth Movement was only a beginning, that real transformation required not just new
ideas but new social and economic structures. He increasingly saw the working
class—in China's small but growing industrial sector—as the agent of this
transformation. Li Dazhao, meanwhile, was developing his own synthesis of Marxism
and populism, emphasizing the role of peasants alongside workers and advocating for
a disciplined intellectual vanguard that could lead the masses toward revolution.

It would be an exaggeration to say that Marxism won the intellectual debates of the
early 1920s outright. It did not. Liberal democracy, anarchism, various brands of
socialism, and even a nostalgic return to Confucianism all had their advocates. What
Marxism had going for it, however, was a framework that seemed to explain both why
China was weak and how it could become strong, all wrapped in the prestige of having
apparently succeeded in Russia. The Leninist model of a disciplined vanguard party
was particularly appealing to Chinese intellectuals who had watched the country's
fractious parliamentarians and warlord politicians fail to build anything resembling a
functioning state. If democracy of the Western sort could not take root in China's
fractured political landscape, perhaps a tighter, more organized form of politics could.

The influence of these debates should not be overstated in purely intellectual terms.
What gave them urgency was the material reality of China in the 1910s and 1920s.
The country's economy was in severe distress. The warlord period brought constant
military conflict, which disrupted trade, destroyed crops, and forced peasants into ever-
deeper debt. Foreign powers continued to control key ports, railways, and tariff
policies, siphoning wealth out of the country. In the cities, a small but growing working
class labored in textile mills, cigarette factories, and dockyards under brutal
conditions, with no legal protections and no political voice. The gap between the
wealthy comprador class—Chinese merchants who profited from foreign trade—and
the mass of poor peasants and urban laborers widened steadily. It was from these
groups that any political movement seeking a mass base would eventually have to
draw its support.

The May Fourth Movement had shown that students and intellectuals could mobilize
public opinion and briefly challenge the existing order. But it had also shown the limits
of student protest. The warlords were indifferent to demonstrations; they controlled
the guns. For the lessons of 1919 to be translated into lasting political change, the
energies of the New Culture generation would need to find organizational forms that
went beyond petitions, editorials, and classroom debates. They would need parties,
unions, secret networks, and, eventually, armies. This transition—from cultural revolt
to political organization—is the thread that runs through the chapters that follow, and
it is the thread that gives the May Fourth era its lasting significance. Without the
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intellectual awakening of 1915 to 1919, there would have been no Communist Party of
China in 1921. But without the organizational and strategic lessons learned in the
desperate years that followed, the ideas of the New Culture Movement would have
remained just that: ideas, powerful but politically inert.

One final dimension of the May Fourth legacy deserves attention: the question of
gender. The New Culture Movement was, in many respects, a male-dominated affair.
Chen Duxiu, Hu Shi, Li Dazhao, and Lu Xun were all men, and much of the public
discourse centered on the role of the intellectual male in saving the nation. Yet the
movement also opened space for feminist argument that would later prove significant.
Chen Duxiu himself wrote against foot-binding and concubinage. Lu Xun explored the
oppression of women in stories and essays. Young women, for the first time in
significant numbers, entered universities and began participating in public life. The
May Fourth slogan of "women's liberation" would be taken up in more radical forms by
the Communist Party in the years to come, not always out of genuine principle but
often for practical reasons—as we shall see, integrating women into the revolutionary
movement expanded the party's social base enormously and gave it a mobilizational
advantage that the Nationalists never matched.

What is beyond dispute is that the events and ideas of 1919 changed the terms on
which political life in China would be conducted for the next three decades. The old
certainties of Confucian hierarchy had been publicly challenged, and a new generation
had tasted the power of collective action in the streets and in print. The question of
where China was headed—from reform to revolution, from liberalism to socialism, from
urban agitation to rural guerrilla warfare—remained agonizingly open. But the crucible
of May Fourth had forged the tools, the language, and the cadre that would shape
every subsequent chapter of the Chinese revolution. The sparks of 1919 would burn
for a very long time.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace


http://www.tcpdf.org

