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ABSTRACT: During the autumn of 1949, Hannah Arendt completed the manuscript
of The Origins of Totalitarianism. On 1 October of the same year, the People’s Republic
of China was founded under the leadership of Mao Zedong. This article documents
Arendt’s claim in 1949 that the prospects of totalitarianism in China were ‘frighteningly
good’, and yet her ambivalent judgment, on the eve of the Cultural Revolution, about
the totalitarian character of the Maoist regime. Despite being the premier theorist of
totalitarian formations, Arendt’s interest in China was half-hearted and her analysis
often wildly inaccurate. The concern of this paper, however, is less with the veracity

of her remarks, than with a counterfactual question. If Arendt had known what we
know now, would she have considered Maoist China to be a totalitarian regime? Put
another way: to what extent is our modern picture of Mao’s regime consistent with
Arendt’s depiction of the Soviet Union under Stalin or Germany under Hitler? While
Arendt got many of her facts wrong, her theory of totalitarianism — as shapeless, febrile,
voracious of human flesh, and endlessly turbulent — was in good measure applicable to
Mao’s regime, even though she failed to recognize it.
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I do not doubt that in the very long run, the whole of Asia will fall under Chinese
influence but not necessarily under Chinese domination. (Hannah Arendt, April 1965).!

Everything is turning upside down. I love great upheavals. (Mao Zedong, June 1966)>

Introduction

China appears only rarely in Hannah Arendt’s political and philosophical analyses
and even then in forays more tentative than deeply informed. This is unlikely to
astonish us. It was, after all, the experiences of contemporary Europe, Israel and
America that shaped Arendt’s life and to which her work perennially returned.
Yet perhaps her Asian deficit should surprise us a little more than it does. During
her exile in Paris in the mid-to-late 1930s, Arendt met many Chinese people for
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whom she evidently felt some real affinity. Moreover, both of her key philosophi-
cal mentors took a deep interest in Asia, particularly in China. Martin Heidegger,
lecturing in 1930 on the concept of truth, famously employed the aphorisms of
Zhuang-zi (Chuang-tzu) to disarm his Bremen critics. He collaborated with Paul
Shih-yi Hsiao, in the summer of 1946, on a German translation of the Dao De Fing.*
(Calligraphy from the poem adorned a wall in Heidegger’s study.’) Karl Jaspers,
another China enthusiast,® wrote and lectured extensively on the Confucian,
Daoist and Mobhist classics.” And his coinage ‘the Axial Age’ (8oo—200 BCE) fully
embraced Chinese civilization together with its ancient Greek, Indian, and Near
Eastern counterparts. As he once confided to Arendt, ‘China has become — if 1
may speak in such an exaggerated and foolish way — almost a second home for
me.”

If the Middle Kingdom was largely alien to Arendt’s conceptual topography
it was not entirely absent from her considerations. In her last, unfinished work
— The Life of the Mind — she acknowledged the greatness of Chinese philosophy
before dilating on the strangeness of a language ‘whose pictograms induce the
act of thinking principally in images and not in words’.” And politically, as well as
philosophically, China emerged to perturb her theoretical categories.

Because the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was founded in the same year
- 1949 — that Arendt completed the manuscript of The Origins of Totalitarianism,
she had no opportunity to consider it there. But she did offer one uncanny obser-
vation about the country that Mao was to dominate for just over a quarter of
a century. It came in the context of her argument that totalitarian regimes are
driven by a ‘perpetual-motion mania’, remaining ‘in power only so long as they
keep moving and set everything around them in motion’ through purges, wars,
deportations, and the identification of ever new objective enemies for extermina-
tion.!? The Bolshevik idea of permanent revolution finds its parallel in the Nazi
‘notion of a racial “selection which can never stand still” thus requiring a constant
radicalization of the standards by which the selection, i.e. the extermination of
the unfit, is carried out’.!! In order to keep moving, and voraciously to consume
human flesh, totalitarianism must have at its disposal ‘sheer force of numbers’
— in other words, a considerable body of people to waste — either in the form of
domestic casualties or foreign hosts.!? This demographic was central to Arendt’s
contention that smallish populations, even if they incubate totalitarian movements,
are incapable of generating a totalitarian regime. Unable to feed the totalitarian
juggernaut, and replenish its human fuel, they instead become stymied in more
traditional forms of dictatorship. That was the fate of prewar Romania, Portugal,
Hungary and Spain; totalitarian rule would have depopulated and hence destroyed
these countries. Russia, in contrast, had people in abundance to consume; so did
Germany — once war allowed it to expand across Europe incorporating millions
of new subjects into its empire.”* Only then could it advance to a stage that was
‘truly totalitarian’. She added:
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... the chances of totalitarian rule are frighteningly good in the lands of traditional
Oriental despotism, in India and China, where there is almost inexhaustible material to
feed the power-accumulating and man-destroying machinery of total domination, and
where, moreover, the mass man’s typical feeling of superfluousness — an entirely new
phenomenon in Europe, the concomitant of mass unemployment and population growth
of the last 150 years — has been prevalent for centuries in the contempt for the value of
human life.!*

China, with 600 million people, provided optimum conditions for totalitarian
rule.

China the Anomaly

What, then, was her estimation of the Communist regime of Mao? I mentioned
that as early as 1949 Arendt offered a few fleeting remarks on the potential of
China for totalitarian rule. When she did get around to a more systematic, though
still truncated, appraisal of the Chinese Communist regime — in the preface to part
IIT of the 3rd edition (1966) of Origins — her estimation was extremely ambivalent.
Hereafter, I refer to this source simply as the ‘1966 Preface.’

On the one hand, she believed that, in several respects, Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) rule fell short of a fully fledged totalitarian formation such as National
Socialism or Bolshevism in its Stalinist phase. After

... an initial period of considerable bloodshed - the number of victims during the

first years of dictatorship is plausibly estimated at fifteen million ... — and after the
disappearance of organized opposition, there was no increase in terror, no massacres of
innocent people, no category of ‘objective enemies,” no show trials, though a great deal of
public confession and ‘self-criticism’ and no outright crimes.

Citing Mao Zedong’s speech to the State Council in February 1957, ‘On the
Correct Handling of Contradictions Among the People’, Arendt detected, if no
evident commitment to liberty as such, at least the recognition that contradictions
among classes, and between people and government, could be non-antagonistic
and thus permissible in principle. This was a far cry indeed from systems in which
any form of political pluralism was anathema.'* Moreover, once the regime entered
a phase of consolidation, dissent was met not with wholesale extermination but
with measures designed to enable the ‘rectification of thought’, an ‘elaborate pro-
cedure of constant moulding and remoulding of the minds, to which more or less

the whole population seemed subject’.!¢

If this was terror, as it most certainly was, it was terror of a different kind, and whatever

its results, it did not decimate the population. It clearly recognized national interest
[totalitarianism, in contrast, was quintessentially global in its ambitions], it permitted the
country to develop peacefully, to use the competence of the descendants of the formerly
ruling classes, and to uphold academic and professional standards. In brief, it was obvious
that Mao Tse-tung’s ‘thought’ did not run along the lines laid down by Stalin (or Hitler,
for that matter), that he was not a killer by instinct, and that nationalist sentiment, so
prominent in all revolutionary upheavals in formerly colonial countries, was strong enough
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to impose limits upon total domination. All this seemed to contradict fears expressed in
this book.

These ‘relevant distinctions’ between Mao’s regime, and those of Stalin and Hitler,
were ‘beyond doubt’, Arendt insisted. (Mao agreed, claiming that his regime was
a ‘People’s Democratic Dictatorship’ and explicitly disputing those who called it
‘totalitarian’.'®)

On the other hand, ‘totalitarian traits’ seemed to ‘have been manifest from the
beginning’. Salient among them were the CCP’s aspiration to become ‘inter-
national in organization, all-comprehensive in its ideological scope, and global
in its political aspiration’, features that were evident from ‘the beginning’ and
accentuated by the Sino-Soviet split. The CCP’s canonization of Stalin, and its
associated attack on Soviet ‘revisionism’ (‘detotalitarization’), also struck Arendt
as ominous. So too did its ‘utterly ruthless, though thus far unsuccessful, inter-
national policy which aimed at infiltrating all revolutionary movements with
Chinese agents and at reviving the Comintern under Peking’s leadership’.!” With
that assessment of the Chinese anomaly she remained guarded, adopting a wait-
and-see approach, and warning that, in the absence of hard data, it was perilous
to generalize. Everything ‘is still in a state of flux’, she observed, though ‘state of
flux’ was, of course, the very essence of totalitarian movement as she depicted it
— and the regime was now over sixteen years old. But paucity of information was
not the only reason for circumspection. Arendt cautioned that

... we have inherited from the cold-war period an official ‘counter-ideology,” anti-

Communism, which also tends to become global in aspiration and tempts us into

constructing a fiction of our own, so that we refuse on principle to distinguish the various

Communist one-party dictatorships, with which we are confronted in reality, from

authentic totalitarian government as it may develop, albeit in different forms, in China.??

Arendt’s reservations about the CCP were shrewder than her more optimis-
tic diagnoses. A full appraisal of her view of communist China, however, must
acknowledge four relevant facts.

First, Arendt’s evaluation of Chinese conditions was built on the most meagre of
textual foundations. Not a single academic work on communist China survives in
the remnants of her personal library housed at Bard College, NY. Even the trans-
lated volumes of Mao’s selected writings look unread.’! Judging from Arendt’s
correspondence with Karl Jaspers, she broadly endorsed Richard Lowenthal’s
analysis in World Communism: The Disintegration of a Secular Faith (1964 [1963]).?2
Yet she must have read that book very selectively. True, Lowenthal emphasized
the novelty of Mao vis-a-vis the Bolshevik revolutionaries,”® and focused on the
regime’s geopolitical dynamics — especially its schism with Russia. But he also
flagged aspects of the regime that Arendt apparently ignored or minimized,
even though they are, in her own theory, plain evidence of totalitarian traits. For
instance, Lowenthal emphasizes ‘the climate of permanent internal and external
tension’ in China, ‘the atmosphere of a besieged fortress at home’, ‘the permanent
revolution from above’, and the deliberate courting of risks. He also offered a
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pregnant gloss on Mao’s response to Khrushchev’s ‘Open Letter’ to the Central
Committee of the CCP. The Chinese ‘Ninth Commentary’ on the Soviet com-
munication

... comes close to Stalin’s 1937 thesis that the class struggle must become sharper with the
progress of socialist construction — a thesis correctly denounced in Khrushchev’s ‘secret
speech’ [to the Twentieth Party Congress, 1956] as the ideological justification for the
blood purges: the Chinese now argue that this struggle against the hydra-headed danger of
capitalist restoration may last ‘from five to ten generations’ or ‘one of several centuries.”?*

With more curiosity, Arendt could have been better informed. She might have
probed the English language debates to which Lowenthal referred or alluded
— notably the dispute between Benjamin Schwartz and Karl A. Wittfogel on the
‘originality’ of Mao (both authors, for all their differences, concurred that Mao’s
China was ‘totalitarian’).”’ Before that, the Korean War had catapulted commu-
nist China to world attention as a predatory power. In 1952, under the auspices
of Harvard University Press, A Documentary History of Chinese Communism first
appeared. A standard text for a generation, and often reprinted, it contained a
prescient section on ‘totalitarianism’ first written in 1950.2¢ The China Quarterly,
launched in 1960 under the editorship of Roderick MacFarquhar (and published
by the Congress for Cultural Freedom) was another fertile source of informa-
tion.”” So, too, was Foreign Affairs published in Arendt’s native New York city.
As early as October 1955, Chao Kuo-chiin was remarking in its pages about the
CCP’s use of ‘front groups’ — and for Arendyt, the front organization was pivotal to
totalitarianism’s originality.”® And, in 1961, Robert Jay Lifton’s book on thought
reform painted a picture of Chinese ideology’ — with its ‘cult of the confession’
and ‘thought-terminating clichés’ — which should have sounded alarm bells for
Arendt, despite her hostility to psychological modes of analysis.?” None of the
materials just cited were unambiguous. But nor were they esoteric. Many of them
drew on comparisons and contrasts with Russia. The concepts of totalitarianism,
‘total power’ or ‘totalism’ were at their core. Arendt was either innocent of this
discussion or paid no attention to it.*°

Instead, her observations on China in the 1966 Preface to Origins large-
ly recapitulate remarks she had made eight years earlier, in a discussion of the
Hungarian insurrection. There, too, Arendt cited Mao’s ‘On the Correct Handling
of Contradictions’, derived a similar message from it, and declared unlikely the
‘type of mass liquidation of “innocents” or “objective enemies” which was so
highly characteristic of both the Hitler and the Stalin regimes’. She also noted,
in a throwback to comments she made in 1949, that China — with its 600 million
population — was exactly the sort of country that ‘could have afforded the price
of totalitarian terror even more easily than Russia’ (with its 200 million). She
continued:

Even more important, China, its adherence to the Soviet bloc notwithstanding, has thus
far refused to follow the Russian depopulation policy; for as great as the number of victims
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is in the first years of dictatorial rule may appear — 15 million seems a plausible guess — it is
insignificant in proportion to the population when compared with the losses Stalin used to
inflict on his subjects.’!

Narrative continuities between Arendt’s 1958 and 1966 Preface reflections are thus
quite evident. But so also are two relevant contrasts. In 1958 Arendt was especially
intrigued by the geopolitical significance of China’s rise as a ‘power-colossus’, argu-
ing that its emergence as a strategic competitor to Russia was partly responsible for
the post-Stalin ‘thaw’.*? Sheer numbers alone suggested that China could win at any
game for totalitarian supremacy. It was hence expedient for Russia to stop killing its
own people through ‘depopulation’, mass purge, and Gulag. Faced with a potential
Chinese rival, Russia needed to conserve its human material. Arendt was uncer-
tain whether regime relaxation was a ‘tactical retreat’ by Khrushchev or marked a
definitive abandonment of totalitarian methods. On balance, she inclined towards
pessimism, seeing the thaw as a temporary manoeuver. (By 1966, she was fairly
confident that Russia had entered a post-totalitarian phase.) Arendt also believed
that Russia might well ‘be interested in coming to a temporary arrangement with
the United States to freeze the present constellation in which the two super-powers
are bound to recognize and respect the existing spheres of influence’.** In the event,
of course, it was China and the United States that, under President Nixon, moved
towards rapprochement. Still, the strategic logic behind Arendt’s prediction was
correct: two hegemons sought to sideline or balance a third.

Another respect in which the 1958 essay differed from Arendt’s later remarks
on Mao concerns the question of nationalism. Whereas in 1966 she is ambivalent
about the character of the CCP’s ‘nationalist sentiment’ (a vocal complaint of
Khrushchev during the Sino-Soviet schism) because it coincided with an aggres-
sive drive towards international influence, in 1958 she was noticeably more
optimistic. Though China’s weight of numbers enabled it to take the totalitar-
ian path ‘Mao has deliberately chosen the national alternative and formulated a
number of theories in his famous speech in 1957 which are in accordance with
it and in flagrant contradiction to the official Russian ideology.”* Again, it is
Mao’s ‘On the Correct Handling of Contradictions’ essay to which she repairs
for verification. (Did she read anything else of his?) In that tract, she sees evi-
dence of ‘the first piece of serious writing which has come out of the communist
orbit since Lenin’s death, and with it the ideological initiative has shifted from
Moscow to Peking’. It is not just Mao’s ostensible recognition of the persistence,
under communism, of contradictions among classes, and between classes and
government that Arendt finds extraordinary. More remarkable still is ‘the strong
populist note of the speech’. To be sure, Mao has little interest in freedom, Arendt
declares. Granted, he is a dictator. But by seeking ‘to reintroduce /e peuple, word
and concept, into communist ideology’, Mao was offering a mode of politics that
was revolutionary without being necessarily totalitarian.®® Karl Jaspers called Mao
‘one of a kind and not a type’.*S Arendt seems to have concurred.

I have remarked that an evaluation of Arendt’s view of China must acknowledge
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four relevant facts. I have now mentioned two of them: the textual flimsiness of
her enquiries; the largely derivative quality of the 1966 Preface which introduces
nothing substantially new into considerations first formulated in 1958. The third
fact is that even the brief analysis of China in the 1966 Preface to Origins was
something of an afterthought. The Hannah Arendt Papers, now digitized at the
Library of Congress, contain two drafts of this Preface — marked ‘first’ and ‘final’
in Arendt’s handwriting — together with a version complete with copy-editor’s
standardizations and Arendt’s last-minute corrections. The ‘first’ draft (undated,
but probably written in April 1968) contains no mention of Mao or China. The
‘final” draft does, albeit in a format that is more compressed than its published
counterpart, while retaining its key emphases.*’

Why this addition? The most plausible explanation is that she realized belatedly
that, in a book on total domination, something needed to be said about China,
a country to which the totalitarian epithet had regularly been attached since the
outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950.*® The date Arendt typed tantalizingly
at the conclusion of the ‘final’ draft is ‘May 1966’,* a month that marked the first
stirrings of the Cultural Revolution. It saw a Politburo meeting at which Peng
Zhen, Luo Ruiqing, Lu Dingyi and Yang Shangkun were dismissed from their
posts; the promulgation of the so-called May 16th Circular; and the formation
of the Central Cultural Revolution Group, and the Central Case Examination
Group, both under the chairmanship of Zhou Enlai.* But, at the time, these events
were shadowy even to Sinologists, let alone an amateur such as Arendt, while the
term ‘Cultural Revolution’ - in reality the Great Purge — took at least two more
months before it fell into general western parlance. In contrast, during ‘the spring
of 1966 China seemed a stable, disciplined, and united nation’ — at least from the
standpoint of foreign observers.*! In a letter to Jaspers in November 1966, Arendt
mentions reading about the ‘cultural revolution’ but she saw it less as a domestic
orgy of violence, orchestrated to eliminate Mao’s foes and radicalize the party,
than a ‘preparation for war’ in the event of an attack from the USA.* And at no
time before her death in 1975, when the events of the Cultural Revolution had
started to become much clearer, did she return to the Chinese regime.

Thinkers show their discomfiture not only in what they say or fail to say, but
also in the way they say it. We have already noted three peculiarities of Arendt’s
treatment of China. A final anomaly — a garbled passage in the 1966 Preface to
Origins — remains to be noted. Its context is Arendt’s observation that a ‘counter-
ideology’ of anti-Communism was in danger of becoming hysterical. Perennial
fear of reds under every bed was tantamount to seeing totalitarianism in every
communist closet, a fiction that in its own way mirrored the global fantasies of
totalitarian ideology itself. Such a fantasy impeded the ability to make vital discrim-
inations among regime types. It was crucial, Arendt insisted, that we ‘distinguish
the various Communist one-party dictatorships, with which we are confronted
in reality, from authentic totalitarian government as it may develop, albeit in dif-
ferent forms, in China’.* Similarly, it is prudent to recognize that totalitarianism ;-3
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is consistent with a wide variety of national differences. The kind of rampant
drunkenness and incompetence that was such a feature of Russia in the 1930s had,
in its chaotic excess, no parallel in Nazi Germany; conversely, the cruel methods
of extermination perfected by the Third Reich in Poland were absent or attenu-
ated in the Russian Gulag. One should no more expect uniformity of totalitarian
conditions than one should expect identical modes of absolute monarchy in Spain,
France, England, and Prussia. The decisive point, Arendt continues, is that not-
withstanding these national differences, absolute monarchy ‘was everywhere the
same form of government’ much in the same way that totalitarianism has an identi-
cal form once one contrasts it with ‘dictatorships and tyrannies’.** Reviewing this
paragraph, and the emphases I have added to Arendt’s statements, the reader will
see an obvious problem: on the one hand, totalitarian government appears to
have a number of forms, China being one of them; on the other hand, totalitarian
government appears to have a singular form. Arendt’s judgment of China seems to
have got stuck between these two alternatives. One response might be to say that
Arendt was simply using the word ‘form’ in two different ways; on that account,
China might conform (so to speak) to the basic template of totalitarianism while
also giving it a different emphasis or modulation. Yet linguistic carelessness may
suggest a level of discomfiture or confusion about the subject matter itself.

Aspects of Chinese Totalitarianism

If Arendt had known what we know now, how would she have portrayed the
Maoist regime? To what extent did the PRC, prior to Deng Xiaoping’s ascent to
power in the late 1970s, approximate her idea of totalitarianism? Let us grant that
‘what we know now’ is still a matter of scholarly contention and that the history of
modern China, like history in general, is subject to continual revision. Let us also
acknowledge that ‘totalitarian’ is an adjective that most Sinologists have rejected
for at least a generation.* These truisms are no great obstacle to pursuing our
counterfactual enquiry. Many aspects of the Maoist period are uncontroversial.
It is how to interpret them that causes dissent. And if scholars dislike the term
‘totalitarian’, it is typically because they associate it with cold war polemics, or
with a model of a highly centralized, coordinated, and omniscient system of rule
to which the PRC never approximated. Yet Arendt never thought of totalitari-
anism as ‘monolithic’ or pervasively synchronized. Far from the ‘storms of the
Cultural Revolution’ perturbing her theory,* they are utterly consistent with it.
Totalitarianism, in Arendt’s view, was essentially anarchic.

Aside from the standard duplicatory mode of totalitarian organization in which
parallel party and government (state) administration organs seek to shadow all lev-
els of society (center, province, prefecture, city, county, township, and commune
in the Chinese case), the key ‘totalitarian’ features of Maoism are the following.
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If frenzy is the birthmark of totalitarian regimes, China under Mao stands as
an exemplary case of totalitarian physiognomy. From the establishment of the
regime (and actually before it in those parts of China, such as Yenan, that the
CCP controlled) until Mao’s death in 1976, the nation was continually gripped
by one purge or campaign (yundong) after another. Between the Land Reform
campaign of 1950-2 and the mobilization to Criticize Deng Xiaoping in 1976,
the CCP unleashed at least nine other large movements including the Three Anti
Five Anti (1951-2), the Anti-Rightist (1957), the Four Clean Ups (1963-5), the
Great Leap Forward - entailing Mao’s project to surpass British steel production
within fifteen years — and the Cultural Revolution. Hardly a year passed before
a new cascade was initiated. Andrew Nathan writes of Mao’s ‘fantasies of speed’,
while the memoir of Li Zhisui, Mao’s personal physician, brims with observations
of the Chairman’s obsession with acceleration and destabilization. ‘He was a man
of tremendous energy’, notes Li, whose ‘iconoclasm and refusal to accept routine
... rebelled against time as well. Sleep, like bathing, was a waste of time.”*” Mass
orchestrator, and nodal point of a network of radical confederates such as Chen
Bo-da, Kang Sheng, and Lin Biao, Mao was determined to pursue ‘class struggle’
in perpetuity, destroying all structures — including that of the CCP bureaucracy
— that were impediments to his rule and brakes on the Party. Notoriously, Mao
emphasized the power of the human will to confront and overcome insuperable
obstacles. That, too, was a trait of the other totalitarian leaders that Arendt exam-
ined.

Global Rule and Human Expenditure

Regimes such as Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia were massive consumers
of human beings, whether these were their own countrymen or people of alien
nations. The regimes’ objective was global dominance. To the extent that they
recognized no positive law, or any geographical boundary, they were the antithe-
sis of strictly ‘nationalist’ liberation movements. As soon as the PRC was founded,
Mao devised plans for China to rival Russia’s hegemony of the communist interna-
tional, then to displace it and, simultaneously, to instigate world revolution under
Beijing’s leadership. Many actions attest to this grand ambition which proceeded
incrementally: the early idea of establishing an Asian Cominform under Chinese
leadership; attempts, in 1956 and 1957, to woo away from the Soviet Union the
embattled Communist regimes of Poland and Hungary; the pursuit of a military
machine equipped with a massive nuclear armoury; and the active promulgation
of Mao Zedong Thought throughout the world. ‘We must control the Earth!
Mao told his aides on hearing of Russian provision of a cyclotron and a nuclear
reactor. And by August 1962 Mao was informing a coterie of provincial chiefs: ‘In

the future we will set up the Earth Control Committee, and make a uniform plan
275
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for the Earth.”*® Mao was thus no ‘nationalist’ in Arendt’s sense. He also had the
utmost disdain for traditional Chinese life: for the peasants, for Confucianism, for
Chinese architecture. All were under perpetual assault during his regime.

Earlier, we saw Arendt’s argument that totalitarian domination requires a great
expenditure of bodies and hence large populations to sacrifice. Millions must be
slaughtered to attain totalitarianism’s goal. The Maoist regime showed the same
sanguinary predilection as its Nazi and Stalinist cousins. During a much-quoted
speech in Moscow in 1957, Mao repeated comments he had made three years
earlier to Nehru to the effect that the destruction of 300 million people by the
atomic bomb would be ‘no great loss’ because China could always produce more
people.* (When Khrushchev made a similarly callous remark, Arendt took that as
proof-positive that a totalitarian mindset, immune to facts, remained prevalent in
post-Stalin Russia.’®) But nuclear war was only one way in which humans might
be justifiably gorged en masse. Conventional conflict would also do nicely. Both
Stalin and Mao supported Kim Il Sung’s invasion of South Korea because China,
employing its ‘People’s Volunteers’, had the human material to fight it. The plan
was as simple as it was grotesque: hundreds of thousands of Chinese troops, not to
mention North Koreans, would be sacrificed so as to create, by design, a humiliat-
ing bloodbath for the United States and its allies. In return for Chinese casualties,
Stalin promised to help China become a major military force. For that never
quite realized quid pro quo, Mao’s regime was willing to sanction the ‘human
wave’ battlefield tactics that turned the Volunteers into bullet fodder: 600,000
Chinese troops were killed as against 36,568 Americans.’! Mao’s attitude to those
who perished in the Great Leap Forward showed the same indifference to human
life. ‘Deaths have benefits’, he coolly observed in December 1958 to members of
the party elite. “They can fertilize the ground.” ‘Working like this, with all these
projects, half of China may well have to die.”>

Objective Enemies, the Camp System and the Attack on Individuality

Totalitarianism’s predatory career, according to Arendt, requires the never-ending
search not simply for spies, conspirators, and wreckers but also ‘objective enemies’
or ‘enemies of the people’. People classified in terms of these latter designations
are foes in virtue of who they are, as opposed to what they may or may not have
done. Objective enemies are intrinsically culpable, regardless of their subjec-
tive orientations or intentions. Mao’s regime had its own peculiar version of this
totalitarian idea. It came in at least three modalities. The first was a ‘class status’
system in which labels were inheritable or at the very least ascribed. Hence the tag
‘landlord’s son’ was a stigma that persisted generation after generation; offspring
carried the taint of the father or grandfather.’® A second modality of objective
enemy was the invention of foe-quotas, for instance during the Anti-Rightist
purge when Mao demanded that between 1 and 10 per cent of intellectuals be
individually condemned.’* Third, objective enemies could be endlessly created
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by inventing labels whose power lay in their very vacuity. Particularly effective
were such floating signifiers of accusation as ‘rightist’, ‘revisionist’, or ‘capitalist
roader’ whose arbitrary attribution was often tantamount to a death sentence.
Labels could also be subdivided for greater punitive calibration. Here is Jasper
Becker recounting the casuistry of Wu Zhifu, head of the Henan party organiza-
tion during the Great Leap Forward, and a Maoist stalwart. At a meeting of party
grandees in November 1959 in Zhengzhou, Wu reported to Mao on the excellent
productivity of Henan’s agriculture but went on to enumerate a list of those to be
targeted as enemies:

He said rightists included those who talked about the limitations of nature and predicted
disaster, and divided them into five categories — among them the ‘push-pull faction,’

the ‘wait-and see faction,’ the ‘shaking-heads-in-front-of-the furnace faction’ and

the ‘stretching-out-hands faction.” These categories were so vague and so open to
interpretation that anyone could be persecuted depending on the whim of their superiors.
Fear and panic swept the province.’’

Another way of putting this is to say that the whole Maoist system was a machine
of lies: lies about opponents, lies which made innocent people into foes, lies to
visitors (‘guests’) of China, and lies about Chinese predicaments — notably the
denial of famine during the Great Leap Forward; ‘a catastrophe of lies,” Becker
called it, summarizing the experience of Henan province. Under Mao, China
was one massive Potemkin Village of flourishing, rosy-cheeked peasants enjoy-
ing bumper harvests and, as one poster from the 1950s announced, surpassing
America in wheat production.

The fate of enemies, objective or otherwise, was incarceration or death and
often both together. Millions ended up in the so-called /zogai or ‘reform through
labor’ colonies scattered through China.’® Even though millions are believed to
have perished through brutalization and neglect, the Jzogai were not extermina-
tion camps. If anything they approximated the Russian Gulag system. Does this
mean that the /zogai and associated forms of internment (for example, the /aojiao,
or ‘reeducation through labor’ camps) were non-totalitarian in Arendt’s sense?’’
A notable feature of Arendt’s discussion of the German death camps is the little
she says about death itself. It is another aspect of the Lager on which she dilates:
their function as laboratories to demonstrate the conditions under which agency,
spontaneity, and decency can be extinguished by denigrating human beings to a
subhuman existence, a bundle of identical reflexes no different in principle from
non-human species. We might say the same about the /zogai and other Chinese
camps; their utilitarian function as slave or penal labor was secondary to creating
identical subjects, fearing the same fears, believing the same creed, repeating the
same slogans, accepting their own superfluity. The camps were, in other words,
sites designed to eradicate the moral personality of ordinary mortals and to
refashion it in the image of the Party. This is a variant of the attempt to fabricate
the New Man so beloved of other totalitarian regimes.

But camps were only one way in which plurality — individual distinctiveness -~
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—was assailed by the Chinese regime. Another was highly public and violent ‘strug-
gle’ sessions in which victims confessed their heresy. Struggle sessions — part and
parcel of the purge cycle — were brutally transgressive affairs, designed to shatter
taboos, destroy relationships by, among other things, inciting family accusation
or disassociation, and forge stereotyped collective identities such as ‘workers’ or
‘poor peasants’.

The whole object of struggle was to smash prevailing social inhibitions in such a dramatic

and traumatic way that the participants (both the activists and the targets) could never

again reestablish their prestruggle relationship. Mao made struggle a permanent system

in which some people became recurring victims, hauled out for new abuse every time

the regime wanted to stir up the masses again. Such hapless individuals typically were

those given ‘bad class labels’ — i.e. those designated as members of a pariah class such as
capitalists, landlords, or rich peasants.’®

Plurality was also in danger for all those who found themselves subject to
Chinese judicial psychiatry, the subject of a remarkable report by Robin Munro.”®
Strongly influenced by Soviet doctrine, psychiatrists in the PRC initally took
the view that many forms of political dissent were caused by mental impairment.
‘Political lunacy’ — an ailment attributed during the 1950s and 1960s to ‘slug-
gish schizophrenia’ or ‘paranoid psychosis’ — was attributed to such practices as
sending letters of complaint to party officials, writing or shouting ‘reactionary’
slogans, and a zealous use of petitioning and litigating. A radical shift of emphasis
occurred, fittingly, during the Cultural Revolution (1966—76) when political psy-
chiatry reached its moral nadir; an official survey of the proportion of ‘political
cases’ appraised in 1970-1 by forensic psychiatrists at the Shanghai Municipal
Health Centre, put the figure at 72.9 percent of the total. Mental illness was now
understood to be a function of politics itself, or rather of ideological perversity.
The treatment seemed obvious. By correcting a person’s ‘bourgeois ideologi-
cal defects’, and by eliminating the anti-social stubbornness that lay at its root,
psychiatrists could simultaneously cure the misguided and strengthen Maoist
orthodoxy. As an editorial of the Chinese Fournal of Neurology and Psychiatry put it,
in April 1966, ‘Psychotherapy’ is ‘a kind of ideological re-education, the essence
of which is to instill in the patients a revolutionary worldview and outlook on life’.
Munro has a harrowing story to tell of the Chinese writer Lu Ling who earned
the displeasure of Communist Party cultural commissars for repudiating socialist
realism. Arrested in June 1955, Lu spent four years in solitary confinement ‘forced
by his inquisitors to write endless screeds of self-denunciatory material’ before
‘he finally exploded and wrote a second major rebuttal of all the charges against
him’. That transgression led to Lu’s being sent to the dreaded Qincheng Prison
where his imperviousness to ideological reform resulted in further punishment. In
early 1961, his health had deteriorated so markedly that Lu was transferred to a
psychiatric hospital and, after three years of intensive medication, sent home. But
shortly thereafter he began to write a series of petitions to the authorities seek-
ing redress for his suffering. Though such petitions were rambling to the point
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of incoherence, Lu was rearrested, sent back to prison, and by 1974 had lost all
vestiges of sanity. Five years later he was officially rehabilitated.

*

Like the Soviet Union after Stalin, China shed much of its totalitarian bag-
gage once Mao left the scene. The Gang of Four was purged, and under Deng
Xiaoping the PRC became what it remains to this day: a one-party dictatorship.
Newer slogans of ‘spiritual civilization’, of ‘peaceful rise’, of order and harmony
— however disingenuous — could not be more dissimilar to the Maoist inflamma-
tory language of old. The matter to be discussed now, however, concerns ways
that the PRC under Mao was not totalitarian (again, in Arendt’s sense of that term)
and the implications for totalitarian theory that follow from such a demonstra-
tion — particularly in regard to Arendt’s fleeting remarks on China. Two issues
are especially germane; both are amply discussed by China scholars but are little
known among students of Arendt and political theorists of totalitarianism more
generally (who tend, like Arendt herself, to be Europe-focused).

To begin with, Mao was a dictator who for most of his career had to share power
with a cohort of other leaders. Not all were willing to kow-tow to him and even an
essentially servile (and blackmailed) character such as Zhou Enlai could on occa-
sion bare his teeth. On the international stage Mao was also vulnerable. Unlike
Hitler or Stalin, Mao was for some time a dependent hegemon, reliant on Russia
for aid —e.g. the Superpower program —and, to an extent, authority. (Khrushchev’s
denunciation of the cult of Stalin was deeply alarming for Mao because he saw in
it an augury of his own fate.) Between 1949 and the Cultural Revolution, Mao was
primus inter pares, dominating the Politburo’s Standing Committee, but at times
confounded and opposed by men with significant revolutionary — that is to say,
conspiratorial and military — prestige of their own: notably, Defense Minister Peng
Dehuai (1898-1974) and Liu Shaogi (1898-1969), President of the PRC until his
fall from grace. Both feared Mao but stood up to him during the Great Leap
Forward and were responsible for the Chairman’s brief eclipse in the early 196os.
Peng had also, in 1956, criticized the cult of personality, arguing that instead of
the armed forces swearing an oath of allegiance to Mao, they should pledge it to
the nation. In 19671 at a conference of party grandees at Lushan, Mao was forced
to reduce his demands for food requisitions from the peasantry by 34 percent —
again, because of high-level party opposition. One cannot imagine Hitler or Stalin
being in a similar predicament or, because of intra-party maneuvering, of afford-
ing Himmler or Beria the kind of influence that Mao felt compelled to grant Lin
Biao. It was Lin (a marshall with similar prestige to Peng) with whom Mao was
forced to share power during the Cultural Revolution to ensure that the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA) remained pliable. In turn, Lin promoted his cronies to
PLA senior positions; all of them owed direct loyalty to him. So powerful did Lin
become that when Mao, fearing the rivalry, demanded a self-criticism in 1971, his
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erstwhile ally refused. Lin died soon afterwards but his special partnership with
Mao, his relative independence, and his ability to negotiate for advantage, has no
parallel with the Nazi or Soviet cases.®
A second pertinent issue to consider — again, seeking to contrast the Maoist case
with that of Hitler and Stalin — concerns the relative power position in the regime
of the PLA and the secret police. Kenneth Lieberthal reminds us that:
The Chinese decided not to duplicate the KGB when they adopted major components
of the Soviet political system under Stalin. That is, they decided that they would not
develop a secret police apparatus that penetrated the party and government, that operated
in highly centralized fashion, and that became a state within a state, answerable ultimately
only to the supreme leader at the top. Perhaps reflecting the lessons and operational styles
developed during their long guerrilla war before 1949, the Chinese communist leaders
decided to develop a somewhat more decentralized repressive apparatus with greater
emphasis on political controls embedded in danweis [work units] and with a taboo, broken

only during the Cultural Revolution, on having the police apparatus penetrate the party

itself.6!

Of course, a very active secret police existed in Mao’s time (as it does to this day).
Naturally Mao employed it when he could against party competitors; a key instru-
ment was Kang Sheng. A communist revolutionary who only joined Mao’s camp
in 1935, Kang had learned his police methods first hand in Moscow from the
masters. Mao, recognizing his talents, appointed Kang to head the party’s security
service, known under the euphemism of the Social Affairs Department. Under
Kang’s leadership, it prosecuted a reign of terror in communist-controlled Yenan.
Once the PRC was established, Kang experienced a diminution in his power until
the Cultural Revolution when his sanguinary skills were once more required.
During the Cultural Revolution, Mao also adapted the classic totalitarian move of
proliferating ever more radical organizations under his putative control: youthful
Red Guards and the mostly adult ‘Rebels’ — one million strong in Shanghai alone
in 1967 — who mauled the party from within. The more general points, however,
are that Kang’s influence was sporadic and that for most of the regime the PLA
was ascendant over the secret police. That contrasted both with the Nazi case in
which the army had to be corralled into the regime and Bolshevik Russia where
the Red Army was established after the revolution, albeit in good measure with
newly domesticated ex-Tsarist troops. In China, the situation was very different:
without the PLA — a fighting force since 1927 — the revolution would never have
occurred in the first place nor the PRC founded. That explains its peculiar pres-
tige and position within the collective dictatorship that is the Chinese state.

Concluding Remarks

"This article has explored the paradox that, errors notwithstanding, Arendt’s delin-
eation of totalitarianism is in many respects applicable to the Maoist regime. Yet
hostility towards the ‘totalitarian model’ remains entrenched among China schol-
ars and, in good measure, for sensible reasons. We have seen two key respects in
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which Mao’s regime does not ‘fit’ the cases of Bolshevism and National Socialism
— respects that Sinologists themselves have often noted. They will find nothing
new in my sketch. But the fact of Maoist asymmetry is surely pertinent for the
political theory of totalitarianism because of the questions it raises for those still
committed to Arendt’s legacy. Whether a system is dubbed totalitarian or not
rests in good measure on what one chooses to consider especially significant.
Should we focus on the turmoil of totalitarianism or the order that survives it?
Specifically, should we, in the context of China, emphasize the chaotic political
campaigns more than the durable work units that enforced them? Arendt her-
self offered no sustained account of workplace and occupational relations but, in
China, they were integral to the regime. How many ‘elements’ of totalitarianism
must exist, and in what articulation, for a formation to be deemed totalitarian? If,
for example, the secret police really is subordinated to the army, does that mean
that the political system is not authentically totalitarian? That was one question
Arendt posed herself. Writing of the post-Stalin transition in Russia, she con-
sidered the prospect of the army’s being employed in a similar way to the secret
police and effectively usurping its function. Given the ‘flexibility’ of totalitarian
organization, she reasoned, ‘we should be prepared for the possibility of the ...
transformation of the army and the military into a police organ, or for an amal-
gamation of military and police troops under the command of the higher officer
corps of the army; as long as the party remains the uncontested higher author-
ity, this does not necessarily preclude police methods of rule’.®? Can a leader
face sustained defiance or party competition and still be considered the ‘motor’
of a totalitarian system?® Finally, can an authoritarian system that evolves out
of totalitarianism descend back into totalitarianism? That was something Arendt
always feared. Perhaps it happened in China, at least if one concludes that only
certain phases of the regime were totalitarian — such as the Great Leap Forward
and the Cultural Revolution — but not the Maoist regime as a whole.®*
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