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The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) changed its agrarian policy after 

the Resistance War against Japan from rent reduction to land redistribution. 

The change took place gradually and reached a point of extremism in autumn 

1947 with the Outline Land Law of China stipulating equal per capita distribu­

tion of land. The policy was soon branded as "left deviation" and its correc­

tion resulted in the relatively moderate Land Reform Law of the People's Re­

public of China of 1950. Despite some studies done on the subject,1 there are 

some important questions still left unanswered or insufficiently explored. The 

questions include the process of the policy radicalization, practice under the 

radical policy and its significance, the reasons for CCP leaders to regard it as 

"left deviation", and the process of its correction.

This essay attempts to investigate these questions by examining the na­

ture of 1947 radicalism and its implications, exploring the factors that pushed 

the Party into "left deviation", and tracing how it was abandoned. As I have 

suggested elsewhere, Party leaders decided on the equal distribution policy 

without fully appreciating the low land-population ratio in rural North China.2 

Pressed by the unfavourable military development, they desired to rally more 

active support from the largest possible section of the peasantry and 

apparently thought equal distribution of land would best serve the purpose. 

CCP leaders took it for granted that rural poverty derived from maldistribu­

tion of resources and that equalization would make every peasant an indepen­

dent farmer. The fact was that in rural North China where the major Com­

munist base areas were concentrated, resources were far short to realize a 

society of independent farmers. Equal distribution would make every peasant
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a poor peasant with insufficient resources to support himself and his family.

Three factors might explain why Party leaders failed to carefully consider 

the fundamental agrarian conditions when they formulated such an important 

policy as land reform. First, Communist leaders as convinced Marxists tended 

to overemphasize concentration of land-ownership, or "feudal" production re­

lations, and give little attention to the problems on which Marxism did not 

place importance. Second, the Party had carried out de facto land reform 

since the Resistance War period and let it develop into full-fledged land re­

form after the war without a well-defined policy on method of takeover and 

distribution of land. Party leaders had had little opportunity to consider the 

agrarian conditions as the basis of the land reform policy. Last, they were 

preoccupied with civil war which on the one hand necessitated poor peasants' 

support even more than before and on the other made CCP leaders and 

cadres more suspicious of the richer classes in their own territory. The 

preoccupation inhibited them from seeing the general conditions clearly and 

carefully.

This essay limits its scope to the land reform policy and touches on im­

plementation only when necessary for the simple purpose of making its length 

manageable. It also excludes the all-important rectification campaign which 

was a part of the 1947-48 land reform.3 Let us begin with a study of the Out­

line Land Law of October 1947，the highest-level document of the radical 

policy.

1 , The Outline Land Law

The Outline Land Law and the CCP Central Committe (CC) resolution 

attached to it are the only CC-level documents that take the full-fledged radic­

al line on land reform during the period under discussion.4 The basic principle 

of the Law was equal per capita distribution of land regardless of age and sex. 

Land-ownership of the landlords, clan associations, anscestral shrines, tem­

ples, schools，government organs，and other organizations was to be abo­

lished (Articles 2 and 3). All agricultural land in the village (xiang)，which was 

the unit of land reform (Article 7)，was to be taken over by the peasants’ 

association and distributed equally, both in size and quality, in acoordance 

with the population regardless of former ownership (Article 6). The principle



was commonly referred to in contemporary CCP publications as daluan ping- 
fen (total reshuffle and equal distribution).5

Based on this principle, the Outline Law did not stipulate on from whom 

and how much land was to be expropriated except for the above general prin­

ciple of abolition of land-ownership of the landlords and organizations. The 

principle of daluan pingfen was designed to solve the problems the Party had 

faced in the preceeding land reform such as landlords’ and rich peasants’ con­

cealment of their land, uneven distribution of land and other “fruits of strug- 

gle” among the peasants, and cadres' difficulty in “correctly” implementing 

the previous policy. Daluan pingfen would allow no piece of land to be con­

cealed, thoroughly correct uneven distribution, and should be easier to imple­

ment, as it was a simpler principle than that of the previous policy based on 

the May Fourth Directive of 1946.6

As for properties other than land, such as houses, farm appliances, anim­

als, grain, cash, clothes, furniture, daily utencils, and personal effects, the 

Outline Land Law provided that all those owned by the landlords were to be 

confiscated, whereas the rich peasants were to hand over the “surplus” of 

them (Article 8). This was the only difference the Law made between the 

landlords and rich peasants. The difference did not seem to have meant much 

in practice,' since it depended on definition of the “surplus” which the Law did 

not provide. The two definitions commonly used were:1 )the part exceeding 

the need of the owner and his family; and 2) the part exceeding the average 

in the village.7 Neither of the two would allow the rich peasant to retain much 

more than the average share, given general hostility to the rich peasants and 

shortage of the “fruits” at the time. In practice they had already been treated 

exactly the same as the landlords. Properties other than land taken over from 

the landlords and rich peasants were to be distributed to those peasants lack­

ing such items. The landlord was to be given a share of them as well as land 

(Articles 8 and 10), but this was often ignored in practice.8

The policy of equal distribution was no doubt radical, idealistic, and ambi­

tious, but not realistic. The policy would certainly equalize land and other 

property holdings in the village but at the same time create new problems for 

the Party by making every villager land-poor. Economically, it would leave 

virtually no villager with sufficient resources to produce surplus to invest for
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future improvement of production and damage the economic prospect of the 

Communist areas. Moreover, the daluan policy would discourage all produc­

tive work on land at least for the period from its announcement to the final 

confirmation of new ownership, as no villager would be sure which plot would 

be his. This was apparently the case in Shandong and Taihang, eastern Shan­

xi, in late 1947 and early 1948. In March 1948, the East China Bureau of the 

CCP had to emphasize in a directive that daluan was not its policy so that ev­

ery peasant should start spring planting in his field without worry.9 The 

Taihang Administrative Office issued a similar proclamation accompanied by 

an editorial of the regional Party organ, the Taihang Xinhua Ribao，stressing 

that the Outline Land Law did not mean the daluan policy and that the ex­

isting land-ownership resulting from the preceeding land reform was to be re­

spected and，therefore, no peasant needed to wait and see before he began 

to work for spring planting.10

Politically, equal distribution could alienate the villagers of all classes. It 

would not only fail to deliver the poor peasants what the Party had promised 

but also deprive the middle peasants of a considerable part of their land. The 

middle peasant was defined by the Party as the farmer who neither exploited 

anyone nor was exploited by anyone，11 i.e., one who supported himself and 

his family mostly by working on his own land without a hired hand. To be so, 

he had to own land 20-50 percent larger than the average in North China.12 

The middle peasants, roughly 20 percent of the rural population, would lose 

out in equal distribution, although CCP leaders expected only a small number 

of the “well-to-do middle peasants” to lose a small part of their land and the 

lower middle peasants to gain some land in equal distribution.13 Perhaps more 

serious was the failure to fulfill the poor peasants' expectations which had 

swollen through the past years’ gradual radicalization of land reform, particu­

larly since mid-1946 when every poor peasant’s fanshen (to obtain sufficient 

resources) was made the official goal.14 When many poor peasants found their 

fanshen impossible，their support for the Party could be shaken.

Apart from equal distribution, the most striking feature of the Outline 

Land Law was poor peasant power. The Law granted executive power of the 

land reform to the “peasants’ meeting” and the “assembly of the poor 

peasants’ league” of the village (Article 5)，instead of the peasants’ association



which had traditionally been in charge of agrarian reforms. The change was 

aimed at keeping the existing village cadres and middle peasants out of pow­

er. The peasants’ association was an inclusive mass organization which all the 

villagers except for the “objects of struggle” could join. Its leader was one of 

the three most powerful village cadres, the other two being the head of the 

village government and the leader of the militia, who practically ruled the vil­

lage. Usually they were CCP members and one of them headed the village 

Party branch. In 1947，they were considered by Party leaders and senior 

cadres to have “degenerated” and sabotaged land reform. Even their class 

origins were thought questionable.15

This was why the Outline Land Law gave executive power of the land 

reform to the new poor peasants’ league which was to be formed as the first 

step of implemention of the Law. It stipulated specifically that only landless 

and land-poor peasants could join the league (Articke 5) in order to prevent 

middle and rich peasants from taking over the league. That the Outline Land 

Law made the “assembly of the poor peasants' league，，，instead of the league 

itself, the executive organ stemmed from Party leaders’ conviction that the 

“failure” of the past land reform was attributable in its large part to the lack 

of “democracy” having resulted in usurpation of village power by “degener- 

ated” cadres and landlords’ and rich peasants' agents.16 Executive power held 

by mass meeting was designed to prevent recurrence of such usurpation by 

new cadres.

For the same reason, the “peasants，meeting’’，rather than peasants’ 

association, was to hold executive power. The association was to 

be reorganized under the leadership of the poor peasant’s league which would 

decide who among middle peasants could join the association.17 The reorga­

nized peasants’ association was to take over the village government’s func­

tions including control over the militia.18 The reorganization was for three 

purposes: firstly, to sweep away the existing cadres at least temporarily from 

village political power; secondly, to deny middle peasants opportunity to hold 

power; and thridly, to secure village power in the hands of the poor peasants. 

The existing cadres and Party members in the village were to be examined 

by the poor peasants' league which would determine whether and how they 

should be punished.19 Furthermore, the Outline Land Law guaranteed the
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peasants and their representatives “democratic rights and powers” to “freely 

remove, change, and elect cadres of the government and peasants’ organiza­

tion at appropriate meetings” (Article 15).

Underlying these provisions were CCP leaders’ deep distrust of village 

cadres and middle peasants and unreserved faith in poor peasants.20 At the 

time Party leaders believed that the general shortage of the “fruits”，which 

had become the main problem since late 1946, had resulted from landlords’ 

and rich peasants’ concealment of their property with village cadres' assist­

ance. The latter were thought to have taken unfairly large shares of the 

“fruits”，making them middle peasants who now found it beneficial to block 

further progress of the land reform. Without removing these cadres, a suc- 

cesful land reform was considered impossible. In actual fact, however, suffi­

cient resources to realize every poor peasant’s fanshen simply did not exist 

rural North China. Even after total expropriation of all the landlords and rich 

peasants, a considerable number of poor peasants had to remain poor.21

Under such conditions, poor peasant power might bring about confusion 

in land reform. No available source defines who were the poor peasants, but 

the term appears to have referred to those who still remained landless and 

land-poor in autumn 1947.22 Granting them executive power of the land re­

form would almost certainly carry the reform into an extremely radical line. 

Those who were still left in poverty after having seen a number of other poor 

villagers’ fanshen for two or more years were far more frustrated than a year 

before. The envy at those who had gained much “fruits”，anger with village 

cadres who had failed to fulfill their expectations, and the strong desire for 

the fanshen would drive them to extreme measures, if necessary, to realize 

their own fanshen. Moreover, by late 1947，in most areas the landlords and 

rich peasants had lost a major part, if not all, of their property. For their own 

fanshen, the poor peasants had to find new “objects of struggle” who still 

owned some property. Middle peasants and village cadres who had benefited 

substantially from the earlier reforms would be the natural targets. A further 

expansion of the ranks of the “objects” would be inevitable.

The takeover of power from and examination of village cadres by the 

poor peasants’ league might not result in “democracy” and mass activism, as 

expected by CCP leaders. Most village cadres were courageous poor
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peasants who had first responded to the Party’s call for struggle and subse­

quently led revolution in the village, although there were some who had later 

“degenerated” to misbehave.23 Village cadres were leaders at the basic level 

and the key link between the Party and the masses. By discarding them the 

CCP could lose scarce manpower of leadership quality in the village and 

weaken its ties with the peasant masses. Cadre check-up by poor peasants 

would destroy cadres’ authority as leaders and result in exactly the opposite 

to mobilizing mass activism. Cadres，morale would collapse. Without higher 

authorities assuringly backing them, cadres would hesitate to mobilize the 

villagers for services required by the military and civilian organs above. The 

villagers ceased to respect and obey cadres’ instructions, taking advantage of 

their “democratic rights and powers”. It would become difficult and slow to 

carry out Party policies and services to support war.24

The policy represented by the Outline Land Law could thus endanger 

the basis of Communist power. To be sure, the policy had the merits of com­

pletely destroying landlord power and influence in the village and make rural 

society thoroughly egalitarian. The merits, however, were outweighed by the 

demerits described above. Obviously, moreover, the merits and demerits 

were not carefully calculated before the Party decided to carry out the policy. 

CCP leaders thought that the policy would make every peasant a middle 

peasant and stimulate his spirit of enterprise and political activism and thus 

consolidate the basis of Communist power both economically and politically.25

2。 The Absence of Clear-Cut Policy

Many factors were involved to explain the miscalculation. One of them 

was Party leaders’ failure to appreciate the low land-population ratio. It had 

been well known that the main agrarian problem in North China was shortage 

of erable land relative to the farming population rather than uneven distribu­

tion of land-ownership.26 It is difficult to imagine that CCP leaders, who had 

all along been interested in agrarian reform, were not aware of that fact. 

There is evidence suggesting that Party leaders and senior cadres did recog­

nize the problem.27 The CCP documents, however, invariably emphasized 

and often exaggerated concentration of land-ownership and seldom mentioned 

the general shortage of land.28
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Four reasons are suggested to explain this bias. First, ideologically, con­

centration of wealth fits well in the Marxian theory of exploitation. It is the 

question of production relations which forms the core of Marxian 

economics,29 whereas Marxism does not deal with general scarcity of wealth. 

Second，politically, the emphasis on uneven distribution would help enhance 

the importance of the CCP which fought for revolution to abolish social injus­

tice. Third, uneven distribution of wealth was a problem much easier to solve 

in the short run than its general shortage. Whreas concentration of land- 

ownership could be changed,by land reform once and for all，land shortage 

could be dealt with only by long-term policies of population control, raising 

land productivity, and transferring work force from the agricultural to the 

non-agricultural sectors. The Party was not in a position to carry out these 

policies when it was in war and had no control over the cities. Last, emo­

tionally, uneven distribution of wealth was the most visible social injustice that 

inflamed Communist idealism.

These factors combined seem to have inflated the importance and gravity 

of land concentration in Party leaders’ and cadres’ minds. With typical optim­

ism of the revolutionaries they took it for granted that once this problem was 

solved, there would be no land problem nor rural poverty. The low land- 

population ratio may have been known but it was no more than an abstract 

idea. They failed to take it into account in concrete terms when they 

observed development of land reform and formed policies for its promotion.

Peculiar development of the preceeding campaigns deprived CCP leaders 

of an opportunity to correct the above deacribed bias. The Party began to 

distribute land to the peasants in autumn 1945, but kept land reform secret 

until October 1947 when it published the Outline Land Law. During the 

years, the official policy was changed secretly to land reform and details of its 

method were gradually worked out，while practice went ahead of the policy. 

The CC never formulated a comprehensive, clear-cut, and detailed land re­

form policy as such until the Outline Law, although it showed piecemeal prin­

ciples when required by on-going practice. Unofficial and partial land reform 

had been carried out even before 1945 under a variety of titles justifiable 

within the united front agreement with the Guomindang (GMD) which did not 

allow land reform. Under such circumstances, land reform could not but be
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deficient, because land-ownership was transferred for the reasons other than 

the amount of land owned. The situation did not change fundamentally after 

the war, as the united front ostensibly continued.30

Let us see how deficient land reform could be by taking two commonly 

used methods for example, the anti-traitor accounts settling (fanjian qing- 
suan) and anti-black land (fan heidt) campaigns. The former, which was by far 

the most extensively used, was carried out under the banner of nationalism in 

the areas newly recovered from Japanese control. Those who had held village 

offices under Japanese rule were the “objects of struggle” and accused at 

mass meetings of “exploitation and oppression” by their victims and deman­

ded compensation for each case. Although the campaign could go very far by 

including anyone who had maintained even the slightest contact with a village 

official during the Japanese occupation in the “objects of struggle” and by set­

ting the level of compensation high, the method did not always work well as 

land reform. Not all the “objects” were landlords, nor was every receipient of 

compensation a poor peasant. The “objects” did not necessarily include all the 

landlords in the village. The amounts of compensation varied in accordance 

not with the receipient's need but with the degree of the seriousness of the 

case, the “object’s” ability to pay, the degree of the vigorousness of accusa­

tion, the mood of the audience at the meeting, etc. Moreover, if the “object” 

sold land to pay compensation, middle and rich peasants who had means to 

purchase it obtained land cheaply.31

The anti-black land campaign was ostensibly for uncovering non­

registered land (black land) and land registered in false names for the purpose 

of tax evasion. The owner of such land was imposed a large fine and back tax 

and often forced to sell or surrender his land. The black land itself was confis­

cated. This method had similar problems to the method of accounts settling. 

Not every tax evader was a landlord or vice versa and, if sold, the land went 

to middle or rich peasants, although the fines and back tax paid and the black 

land confiscated were usually distributed to needy villagers.32

Both methods were plagued with four major problems. First, they could 

transfer only a part of landlord land to poor peasants. Second, they had 

loopholes for the “objects” to exploit and afforded them time to take mea­

sures to escape reform or minimize the loss. The gradual extention of the
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“objects” from national traitors (hanjian) to local bullies (eba) then to the 

landlords in general and further to the rich peasants in two or more years 

made it relatively easy for landlords and rich peasants to foresee their fate. 

Third, the methods did not necessarily benefit those in need. Last, the “ob­

jects” included some middle and poor peasants as well as rich peasants and 

landlords. In short, the “objects” and the beneficiaries were only roughly di­

vided by the class boundary and not every case worked meaningfully to cor­

rect social injustice.

In 1946, when the Party decided on land reform, accounts settling was 

extended to practically all the landlords and some rich peasants for their past 

“exploitation and oppression”，while at the same time a campaign to uncover 

landlords’ hidden property was launched.33 This would solve the first two of 

the above four problems. The 1946 land reform, however, still stuck to the 

method of accounts settling which inherently incur uneven distribution of the 

“fruits of struggle”. It was only in late 1946 that the principle of distribution 

according to the need or equal distribution was introduced to solve the third 

problem.34 The last of the above problems was given little attention until 

spring 1948, as will be seen later. Furthermore, the important and complex 

question of class division was left to local cadres who, faced with shortage of 

the “fruits”，expanded the ranks of the landlords and the rich peasants. It was 

not until January 1948 that Party leaders began to take the question 

seriously.35

The specific problems arising from implementation were attended to only 

after widespread practice had proved such problems detrimental. This meant 

not only a failure to examine the agrarian conditions carefully and draw an 

overall policy but also a failure in solving the specific problems effectively. 

The 1946 May Fourth Directive of the CC,36 which marked the CCP’s official 

return to land reform, was fairly clear only on whose land should be expropri­

ated. The Directive was vague on the method of takeover and had no stipula­

tion on how to distribute land except that distribution must be “fair and equit- 

able” and the beneficiaries should include martyrs’ families, soldiers and 

cadres and their families, and landless and land-poor peasants.37 Obviously, at 

the time CC leaders were not interested in method of distribution, since it 

had not yet constituted a serious problem in practice. The May Fourth Direc­
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tive was characterized by a complex united front strategy to divide the land­

lords, neutralize the rich peasants, and unite with the middle peasants, and, 

therefore, a concilliatory tone towards the landlords in general.

In practice, however, the land reform under the May Fourth Directive 

ignored the united front strategy and became radical. It was partly because in 

July 1946, when the Directive began to be implemented, full-scale civil war 

broke out and the Communists were put on the defensive. To alleviate the 

unfavourable military situation, they tried hard to win active support from the 

broadest section of the rural population, the poor peasants, by distributing 

them tangible benefits. At the same time, the Party's fear of the landlords 

and rich peasants who might work for the GMD loosened its restraint from 

harsh treatment of the “objects of struggle”.38 A more important reason for 

the radicalization, however, was the fact that before the May Fourth Direc­

tive was issued, one of its two objectives, “elimination of feudal exploitation”,

i. e., distribution of all land under tenancy, had been realized in many areas. 

The Directive was taken as asking for realization of the other objective, 

“solution of the peasants’ land problem”，i. e., to make them own sufficient 

land to live on, although the Directive equated the two objectives.39

The three-month campaign from July 1946 to implement the Directive 

revealed inadequacies of the document especially in its proviosion on distribu­

tion method. Apparently, in most villages the “fruits” were not enough to 

solve every peasant’s land problem.40 The Provisional Land Reform Ordi­

nance of Shandong Province, promulgated in October 1946,41 provided for the 

distribution of land owned by public and private organizations (Articles 3 and 

12-15) as well as landlord land and stipulated clear-cut methods of both 

takeover and distribution. The method of expropreation was accounts set­

tling. All accounts of exploitation and oppression must be settled in land, not 

cash or grain, and the “fruits” were to be pooled and distributed to approxi­

mate every per capita holding to that of the average middle peasant in the vil­

lage (Articles 5 and 20). The landlords who were “local tyrants and bullies” 

(haoshen and eba) were to retain land 30-50 percent less than the standard 

share; the small and middle landlords 50 percent more; and the landlords with 

family members serving as soldiers or cadres 100 percent more than the 

standard share (Article 5). The last group, however, were encouraged to
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“voluntarily donate” their land for distribution (Article 6).

Although clear and sound, the policy represented by the Shandong Ordi­

nance had little chance for success. The land-population ratio would not allow 

every villager to own a share equivalent to the average holding of the middle 

peasants, let alone some landlords to retain more than the standard share. 

Moreover，by the autumn of 1947 most areas in the North China bases had 

virtually finished land reform in the sense that there remained few people left 

with land much larger than sufficient to live on and that land holdings in the 

village had been fairly standardized.42 The new principles and methods intro­

duced by the Ordinance and presumably similar legislation in other regions43 

were applicable to only minor transfers of the “fruits”. They would not 

change the basic pattern in which 20-40 percent of the villagers were still 

land-poor. If the goal was every poor peasant’s fanshen, land reform had not 

been finished. It was more than a failure of attaining the policy goal，since the 

fanshen of many peasants in the preceeding reforms and the official goal itself 

had raised expectations of those remaining poor. It could be politically danger­

ous for the CCP to leave their expectations unfulfilled.

Pressed to meet their demands, Party leaders rushed to the conclusion 

that the shotage of the “fruits” had been caused by an alliance of landlords, 

rich peasants and village cadres. It was imagined that the former two groups 

had hidden considerable portion of their property and the last group had 

gained too much from the early stage of land reform. Since they had common 

interest against further progress of land reform, they ganged up and sabot­

aged it using cadres’ power and influence.44 To cope with this “grave 

situation”，45 CCP leaders finally decided to work out a clear-cut land reform 

policy for the first time after two years’ extensive practice.

3. War and Land Reform

Communist leaders’ failure to formulate a technically sound land reform 

policy with careful consideration of the resource-population ratio was partly a 

result of their high appreciation of the method of accounts settling. They 

wanted land reform to be revolution of the peasants themselves which would 

transform their outlook as well as the rural socio-economic and political sys­

tem. Accounts settling eminently suited the purpose. It would not only make
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the peasants conscious of the class relations in the existing system but also 

destroy the landlords’ authority, power, and prestige and the peasants’ fear of 

and respect for the traditional elites through their personal “struggle” against 

elites at mass meetings. It represented class struggle which would advance 

both the mode of production, the substructure, and the socio-political system 

at the same time. More importantly, it would consolidate CCP power at the 

basic level by making the peasant identify himself and his interests with the 

Communist system.

Civil war made class struggle even more important, as Party leaders re­

garded it as a class war. It was a matter of survial for the CCP and the Party 

had to depend heavily on the peasants in the liberated areas for material and 

manpower supplies for war. Land reform through fierce class struggle was to 

serve the purpose of securing their active support, as it drove them into total 

commitment to the Communist system, while at the same time giving them 

material benefits to defend against the GMD. It was, therefore, of special im­

portance to realize peasants' fanshen without delay and leave none of them 

discontented. In a top leaders’s words, “land reform supports war and war it­

self is for land reform.’’46 This partly explains why every poor peasant’s fan­
shen became the official goal when all-out civil war began, why the Party 

stuck to the accounts settling method, and why land reform went radical 

when the military situation was unfavourable.

The military setback added a psychological factor for excessive radicalism 

and confusion in land reform. In the first two years of the war, CCP leaders 

were far more pessimistic about military prospect than one may imagine in 

view of their brilliant performance in the last two years. They thought the 

war would last ten or more years with uncertain outcome.47 In autumn-winter 

1947 when tide began to turn favourable, they feared a United States in­

tervention, which could finish off the poorly equipped Communist army, in 

case of a GMD collapse.48 Frustration and insecurity played a part in harsh 

treatment of the “objects of struggle” and distrust of village cadres. Party 

leaders and senior cadres viewed the land reform situation in terms of their 

life-or-death struggle with the formidable enemy, the GMD, backed by the 

world-greatest power. They feared that landlords, rich peasants, and even 

middle peasants were real or potential GMD agents who tried to destroy the
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basis of Communist power.49 The “failure” of land reform was a collapse of 

the home front.

In April 1947, when Liu Shaoqi toured rural Shanxi and found the goal of 

land reform far from attained, the Communists were at the lowest military 

ebb. The fall of Yanan in the previous month had put the Party headquarters 

on the run and the top leaders were suffering directly from the adverse situa­

tion. Liu’s dismay manifested itself in his letter of 22 April which was char­

acterized by pessimistic assessment of land reform and deep distrust of vil­

lage cadres. They were soon to develop into a drastic view that village cadres 

were in fact “landlord-rich peasant elements” who had usurped village power 

and sabotaged land reform.50 Harsh treatment of village cadres was inevitable 

under the new policy of equal distribution and poor peasant power.51

CCP leaders believed it essential to deliver substantial material benefits 

to the peasants for winning their firm support and ameliorating the military 

difficulty.52 It is doubtful, however, that land reform contributed directly to 

securing the peasants’ support for the Party’s war effort. The war tide began 

to turn first in the Northeast where land reform had lagged behind the other 

regions.53 In North China, the Communist Army turned from the defensive to 

the offensive in autumn 1947 when land reform was in confusion. The CCP’s 

military ascendacy over the GMD was established in summer 1948 when the 

former had just began to rescue the land reform from the chaos brought ab­

out by “left deviation” in the past year.54

Doubtful contribution by land reform was not limited to the military area. 

Economically, although no statistics are available, it is almost certain that land 

reform did more harm than good. As it followed the course of gradual radica­

lization for two and a half years, the rural population in general and its most 

productive sections, rich and middle peasants, in particular were left in the 

state of uncertainty. Besides, the rapidly changing policy and practice could 

not possibly avoid making many peasants cynical and discouraged them from 

improving productivity. During the anti-Japanese war the CCP encouraged the 

peasants to enrich themselves through hard work and enterprise. After 1945， 

however, the Party failed to protect those who had responded to its call and 

improved their economic positions from its new policy of land reform. Those 

who had gained from the “struggles” since 1945 were also subject to the
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1947 policy of equalization. The “new” rich and middle peasants who had 

raised their class status under CCP rule came to be distinguished and pro­

tected only in 1948 when the Party turned to a moderate policy.

Under such circumstances, the peasant could hardly find economic 

rationality in working hard and producing more. Even before 1946 when the 

official policy remained rent reduction, the Communist sources often pointed 

out the problems of peasants' egalitarianism (junchan sixiang) and loafing 

habit (youdang xiqi) stemming from repeated struggles. The former referred 

to the tendencies to struggle against the richer than the average to take away 

his “excess” property and be reluctant to produce surplus in fear of struggle. 

The latter meant that some of the beneficiaries of the struggles ceased to 

work and idly consumed the “fruits of struggle” expecting to gain more from 

future struggles.53 Both show what was rational behaviour of peasants under 

the condition of several struggles carried out every year making property dis­

tribution more and more egalitarian. They felt unsure that working hard and 

producing more would be economically rewarded and politically safe. They 

had by all means to avoid becoming the “object of struggle” who would be 

systematically discriminated against and percecuted indefinitely.

During the Resistance War, however, these tendencies did not consti­

tute the major problem clearly damaging the Communist economy presumably 

for two reasons. One is that the official policy remained unchanged and pro­

vided a certain limit to radical practice, while the other being the fact that the 

Party energetically and successfully carried out a variety of policies since 

1942 to directly stimulate production increase such as providing low-interest 

loans, tax incentives, and technical assistance. These policies probably com­

pensated more than sufficiently for the losses caused by the above tendencies 

of peasants.

After 1945，the official policy changed frequently and grew constantly 

radical and，moreover, the military situation made Communist power appear 

less stable than before. The new conditions provided peasants with more 

reasons for taking equalitarian attitude and loafing habit, as they were even 

less certain of future development. Communist learders, however, did not 

seem worried about the adverse economic effects of land reform. Suzanne 

Pepper has noted that Mao Zedong stated as early as 1934 that prodoction
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suffered for a year or two after land reform.54 But the contemporary CCP 

sources in 1946-47 suggest that Mao and his colleagues believed in land re­

form to enhance production immediately since it freed production force from 

antiquated production relations of “feudalism，，.55 There is no evidence avail­

able that they were prepared to see a production setback for a few years. 

Furthermore, it is difficult to imagine CCP leaders willing to sacrifice even a 

small part of production when the primitive economy of the liberated areas 

was hard pressed by protracted war.

It seems likely that Party leaders failed to give thoughtful attention to 

economic consequence of land reform. Based on their faith in the Marxian 

theory of historical materialism, they vaguely expected the change in the 

ownership system to advance production immediately. If Mao anticipated a 

short-term setback，he made little effort to warn his colleagues and subordi­

nates of the setback. Party leaders and senior cadres were preoccupied with 

delivering substantial material benefits to every poor peasant on which they 

thought the Party’s survival depended. The preoccupation led them not only 

to a misperception of the rural resource and political situations but also to a 

wishful thinking that equal distribution would solve all the problems they were 

faced with, political, military, and economic, in one stroke. The misperception 

and wishful thinking were reinforced by the Communist bias on production 

and class relations, peculiar development of the preceeding agrarian reform, 

and Party leaders' insecure psychology deriving from the unfavorurable milit­

ary situation. Since “left deviation” was based on misperception, a change in 

perception was needed to correct the “deviation”.

4. The Beginning of Moderation

As soon as the Outline Land Law was put into effect, excessive radical­

ism became obvious. The “deviation” that alarmed Party leaders at first was 

damage of middle peasant interests. It was not considered, however, as an 

integral part of the policy but as a deviation from the policy in its implementa­

tion. Mao's report to the CC meeting at Yangjiagou, northern Shaanxi, deli­

vered on 25 December 1947,56 has officially been hailed as having initiated 

general correction of “left deviation”.57 The report, however, fully endorsed 

the pessimistic assessment of the village situation and asserted that equal
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distribution should be carried out “resolutely and thoroughly”，while at the 

same time stressing protection of middle peasant interests. Mao expected the 

middle peasants to be in favour of equal distribution “ because it does no 

harm to their interests!' He thought only “well-to-do middle peasants” would 

lose “a little surplus land” and lower middle peasants would benefit from equal 

distribution. The Chairman listed two fundamental principles of land reform: 

first, to satisfy the landless and land-poor peasants’ demands, which was “the 

most fundamental task of the land reform”，and second, to unite with the mid­

dle peasants by not damaging their interests.58 In practice, however, since 

the two principles were generally incompatible, the “most fundamental task” 

was emphasized inevitably at the expense of the second.59 At about the same 

time, the top leaders began to take up the question of class division.

Mao's Yangjiagou report called for a special care to avoid misclassifying 

middle peasants as rich peasants.60 Shortly before that, the CC reissued the 

two 1933 documents written by Mao on class division to the local Party 

organs “for reference”. Notwithstanding the later claim,61 the purpose of the 

reissue stated in the attached inner-Party directive was somewhat less than 

clearly and definitely to correct upward misclassification widely practised in 

the preceeding land reform. The directive consisted of three items. Item 1 

stated that the criteria for class division should be decided through formal dis­

cussion at a meeting of “experienced comrades of correct viewpoint” and 

what they could not agree on were to be cabled to the Party Centre. Item 2 

told the local Party organs to distribute copies of the two documents to the 

Party committees, governments, peasants，associations, and work teams at 

various levels for discussion and presentation of opinions on the documents. 

The lengthy Item 3 explained that the documents had originally been issued 

to correct the left deviation of classiiymg middle and poor peasants as land­

lords and rich peasants which had happened in the areas where the “land 

struggle” had been thorough, while the right deviation of fearing bold mass 

mobilization and deepening of the struggle had occurred in the areas where 

the struggle had not been thorough. Drawing an analogy between the 1933 

and 1947 situations, the directive warned that after the Outline Land Law 

dealt a severe blow at “right inclinations”，which was absolutely necessary, 

the struggle became thorough and “left phenomena” were beginning to
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emerge. The two 1933 documents, the directive concluded, were for 

“appropriately correcting excessively left actions”，which did harm to the in­

terests of the masses, so as to contribute to “unity of the farm labourers and 

the poor peasants and to protection of the middle peasants.，，62

Although the two documents were clearly meant for correcting upward 

misclassification，it was not quite clear that correcting “left phenomena” was 

more important than hitting “right inclinationsThe directive failed to stress 

the seriousness of the left deviations already widespread and the importance 

and urgency to correct them. It was on 12 January 1948 when Ren Bishi, one 

of the top five leaders of the Party，delivered a lengthy speech at an Army- 

meeting that the Party Centre showed the first sign of its awareness of ex­

tensive misclassification and determination to correct it.63

Ren’s speech is the earliest among available documents that pointed out 

a wide range of radical practices, such as upward misclassification, encroach­

ment on middle peasant interests, harsh treatment of the landlords and rich 

peasants, damage on industry and commerce, attack on the “enlightened gen­

try" and the intellectuals, and excessive violence, and branded them as “mis- 

takes”. Ren Bishi placed the misclassification problem above the others and 

illustrated for the first time with examples how serious it was.64 He stated， 

however, that the “problems” were merely practical mistakes65 and avoided 

calling them “deviations” which had a more serious connotation. On the next 

day, the CCP Jin-Sui (Shanxi-Suiyuan) Sub-Bureau issued a directive to cor­

rect misclassification of middle peasants as rich peasants,66 which suggests 

that the essence of Ren's speech was protection of the middle peasants deriv­

ing from Mao’s Yangjiagou report. Five days later, on 18 January, Mao issued 

an inner-Party directive which took the same line as Ren's speech listing the 

same “concrete problems”67 But in the directive the Chairman came very 

close to calling them “left deviations” by putting an opening chapter for dis­

cussing left and right deviations in general terms.

In February 1948，Mao went a step further in moderation by identifying 

“left deviations” and requiring different methods of land reform in different 

areas. Three short works dated 11 and 15 February 1948，included in his 

Selected Works68 and Liu Shaoqi's “Pingshan example”69 seem to have been 

the origins of the much longer CC directive of 22 February 1948.70 Mao’s



three works were internal Party directives and never appeared in any con­

temporary publications available, nor was their existence mentioned, whereas 

“Pingshan example” and the CC directive was prominently reprinted in almost 

every major CCP publication in late February onward. Mao's directive of 11 

February on land reform propaganda is of special importance as the earliest 

among the high-level Party documents available to identify “left deviationist 

errors”.71 The leader rebuked the propaganda machine for propagating the 

“poor peasant-farm labourer line” ipingunong luxian) without mentioning unity 

with middle peasants, encouraging “rashness” and “tailism” to follow whatev­

er poor peasants said.72

Mao apparently thought, however, that it was little more than a question 

of propaganda. The CC directive of 22 February divided the liberated areas 

into the “first，second, and third types” according to the thoroughness of the 

land reform and forbade the “first type” areas where the middle peasants 

accounted for 50-80 percent of the population from re-doing land reform for 

equal distribution.73 But the directive insisted on every peasant in those 

areas, including the former landlord and rich peasant, to obtain enough to 

make a living by the method of “draw and supplement” (choubu)74 if not equal 

distribution.75 By equal distribution (pingfen) the directive clearly meant da­
luan pingfen whose primary purpose, it maintained, was to “satisfy the poor 

peasants’ and farm labourers’ demands.’’76 The directive’s main point of mod­

eration seemed that daluan did not need to be implemented indiscriminately. 

The basic assessment of the land reform and its goal remained unchanged. As 

Frederick Teiwes has noted, given the pessimistic assessment prevailing, it 

was inevitable for cadres to define their areas as the “second” or “third” type 

where the land reform had not been thorough.77

Mao’s Yangjiagou report, Ren Bishi’s speech and the above-discussed 

February documents were meant unmistakably for moderation but ineffective 

to stop radical practice, because they were asking for the impossible. Without 

an instruction how to reconcile the shortage of the “fruits” with moderation, 

no directive for moderation would be effective. Mao’s preface to a report of 

correcting misclassification in Guoxian, northern Shanxi, dated 12 March 

1948，78 still followed the same principle as that of the February CC directive. 

The significance of the preface lay in that it indicated the Party leader’s com-
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mitment to undoing past excesses, particularly misclassification.

It was just after he had written the perface that Mao’s Party Centre in 

northern Shaanxi decided on protection of middle peasant interests even at 

the expense of every peasant’s fanshen. The earliest available document that 

placed correction of “left deviation” above land reform itself is a directive 

issued by Xi Zhongxun, the Secretary of the CCP Northwest Bureau, at a 

work team cadres’ conference held in “mid-March” presumably in the district 

town of Yihe, Suide County, northern Shaanxi.79 Xi demanded in the directive 

to take measures immediately for “correcting past deviations” by returning 

“wrongly” confiscated land and other properties to their original owners who 

had been “wrongly” defined as landlords and rich peasants. The Northwest 

Bureau leader took pains to allow no excuse to sabotage or delay the correc­

tion, while at the same time instructing to suspend land reform at once for 

the busy season of spring planting.80 Xi’s directive avoided the term ping- 
unong (poor peasants and farm labourers) and used qunzhong (masses) in its 

place for the obvious purpose of including the middle peasants in the village 

leadership group.

On 20 March, a few days after Xi’s directive, Mao wrote “A Circular on 

the Situation” at Yangjiagou,81 only about 30 kilometres from Yihe. As Teiwes 

has pointed out, the circular is the Chairman’s first writing available that iden­

tified “left deviations” as the main problems.82 The tone of the circular is 

clearly different from his earlier works for moderation, listing a wide range of 

“left deviations” to be corrected and briefly mentioning “right deviations” only 

to dismiss them as minor problems. Apparently, the circular prompted the 

Renmin Ribao, the official organ of the CCP Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu (Shanxi-Hebei- 

Shandong-Henan) Bureau, to publish the Guoxian report, Xi’s directive, and 

Ren Bishi’s January speech. They appeared in the newspaper’s 24，25, and 28 

March issues respectively.83 The three documents pointed to a single subject 

of importance — undoing of upward misclassification. Their publication marked 

the turning point of the Renmin Ribao to a great emphasis on correction of 

“left deviations” especially misclassification.84 About a week later, the Party 

daily made undoing of misclassification the subject of its major campaign.

That the official press made a clear turn in early April could not be unre­

lated to Mao’s Jin-Sui speech of 1 April. It was the first high-level document
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that presented the new moderate line of the agrarian policy. Mao retained in 

the speech his definition of the main task of the land reform as to satisfy the 

poor peasants’ demands but placed no stress on it. Nor did he say that it was 

the “most fundamental task”. In contrast, the Chairman put great vigour in 

attacking “absolute egalitarianism”，or “agrarian socialism，，，as “reactionary， 

backward and retrogressive•” Although he kept the principle of equal distribu­

tion, it was now subject to the united front strategy which limited the target 

of the land reform to “feudal exploitation” of the landlords and “old” rich 

peasants. This meant to leave the rich peasant land on which they worked 

with or without hired hands, industrial and commercial assets of landlords and 

rich peasants，and the whole of “new” rich peasant property outside land 

reform.85

5. Economics Took Command

It is clear from the available sources that the Shaanxi Party Centre under 

Mao, not the Central Working Committe led by Liu Shaoqi m western Hebei, 

initiated moderation and reversed the relative importance of every poor 

peasant’s fanshen and unity with the middle peasants. The reversal was made 

between 13 and 19 March 1948 and the new policy was cabled immediately to 

the regional bureaux. But regional Party leaders seemed ambivalent about the 

new policy until they received the Chairman’s strongly worded speech of 1 

April delivered at a Jin-Sui cadres’ conference. It took the regional bureaux 

about a month to send the new policy down to the implementation level, as 

indicated in William Hinton’s report.86

There is little doubt that the most important and immediate reason for 

the policy change was economic.87 The degree of radicalism had run parallel 

to the extent of damage on production and, with the Outline Land Law, 

reached such a level that liberated areas would possibly face mass starvaton 

unless drastic measures for moderation were taken before spring planting. 

The damage that alarmed Party leaders was serious vacillation of the middle 

peasants. Although their vacillation had been expected to a certain extent，it 

had been thought to be more than made up for by rising enthusiasm for pro­

duction of the poor peasants.88 In reality, however, the new policy of daluan 
pingfen (total reshuffle and equal distributin) brought production work close to
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a halt. Poor peasants devoted their time to “struggles” which would bring 

them immediate gains rather than working in the fields which would be reallo­

cated, while rich and middle peasants tried to slaughter their animals, con­

sume grain stocks, fell trees in their orchards, and destroy farm appliances as 

much as possible before they were taken away.89

Faced with a threat of collapse of the Communist economy, Mao in his 

Yangjiagou report embarked on correction of what he thought to be a devia­

tion from the policy of protecting middle peasant interests. The question led 

him and his colleagues to the second and more complex problem of misclassi- 

fication. A call for protection of the middle peasants would be meaningless, if 

many of them were defined as rich peasants. At the same time, industry and 

commerce began to demand more attention, as the turning tide in the battle­

field opened the prospect to rule cities. Ren Bishi launched an attack on left 

deviations particularly upward misclassification and damage on industry and 

commerce. At the time, however, Ren did not seem to have realized that the 

twin problems were the unavoidable cost of pursuing the goal of every poor 

peasant’s fanshen which required sparing no part of landlord and rich peasant 

property and infringing on middle peasant interests. Ren’s speech was fol­

lowed by Mao’s directive of 18 January 1948 which presented for the first 

time the Party's plan to establish regular political, administrative, and econo­

mic systems for governing the whole country. It was a sign, however vague, 

that the Party was turning to an emphasis on law and order.90

In February, before Ren’s call was put into effect, CCP leaders became 

aware that the policy of daluan provided great disincentives for production. 

The realization appeared to have come with the beginning of the busy season 

of preparation for spring planting. The CC instructed the local Party organs to 

drop daluan where it was not necessary. Yet none of the top leaders seemed 

to have thought of dropping equal distribution as well. It was only after the 

misclassification began to be corrected in more than a few areas that Party 

leaders finally recognized that equal distribution was generally incompatible 

with protection of the middle peasants.91 Once recognized, the incompatibility 

had to be resolved by sacrificing equal distribution, because Party leaders 

were not prepared to see any production setback.

Even before the beginning of the spring planting season, the top leaders

- 1 1 4  -



had realized the damaging impact of the radical policy on the economy. 

Apparently, they had not expected such destructive effects of the new policy 

that brought production work to a near halt and attempted to stop damaging 

practices. In the three-month course of the unsuccessful attempts, which 

coincided with the pre-spring planting season, Party leaders grew almost 

obcessed with economic stability and development. By the time they finally 

arrived at the conclusion that they had to choose between equal distribution 

and preservation of the middle peasants’ productivity, they were fully pre­

pared to give up the former.92

The favourable military development reinforced their wilingness to aban­

don equal distribution. With overall victory in sight, they had to plan to gov­

ern the whole nation so that they became more interested in stability and 

economic reconstruction than quick mass mobilization. As the Communist 

army took more and more cities，protection of industry and commerce be­

came increasingly important in the CCP policy. The radical agrarian policy 

would cause vacillation of the urban middle classes on whose expertise the 

Party would have to depend to run the cities and the country.

Conclusion

Radicalism in the 1947 land reform was based essentially on what one 

may call agrarian egalitarianism seeking absolute equality in land and other 

property holding, idealizing agricultural society as simple peasant masses, and 

suspecting things seemingly alien to simple village life such as wealth, power, 

education, commerce, and industry. The priviledged people who possessed 

one or more of these were suspected of being “impure” and counter­

revolutionary. The emphases on poor peasant power, no mercy for any land­

lord, and attack on “degenerated” village cadres and intellectuals93 indicate 

the general air of extreme egalitarianism at the time.

Apparently, CCP leaders and senior cadres thought that the poor 

peasants were the only reliable supporters when the Party was in great diffi­

culty and the rest of the population were real or potential enemies. In view of 

the “grave situation” that the enemies were in power in the villages, riding 

“roughshod over the people” and preventing “the land reform being 

thorough”,94 it was felt urgent to remodel the rural socio-political system so



as to ensure the poor peasants’ grip on power.

The gloomy perception of the rural situation grew out of the Party’s 

futile effort in the preceeding land reform to attain every poor peasant’s fan­
shen by distributing landlord and rich peasant land. When the “fruits” were 

reported exhausted while many poor peasants still remained poor, Party lead­

ers and senior cadres suspected those who had acquired some power and 

wealth as well as those who had enjoyed priviledges. Local cadres who had 

presented optimistic reports about the land reform and village political condi­

tions in their areas were required self-criticism for their “complacency” and 

lack of “class outlook”. They were alleged to have overestimated their 

achievements in land reform work and overlooked the plight of the poor 

peasants.95

The pessimistic view of the rural polictical situation in general and the 

progress of land refomj. in particular resulted in part from the gradual radica- 

lization of the CCP’s agrarian policy in 1945-47 which had possibly allowed 

landlords and rich peasants to evade total expropriation. Party leaders’ lack of 

interest in the resource-population ratio provided the basis for their presup­

position that distribution of landlord and rich peasant land would make every 

poor peasant an independent farmer. An indirect but perhaps most important 

factor that drove the Party into this pessimism and radicalism was its insecure 

military position. The GMD’s military machine was far superior in size and 

equipment and kept the Communists on the defensive until late 1947. Worse 

still, the GMD was backed by the United States, the world’s greatest military 

and economic power which was thought to be invincible.

In spring 1948 when the military situation turned clearly favourable and 

American intervention became unlikely, the CCP moderated its land reform 

policy and practice. The direct cause of the moderation, however, was not 

military but economic, although the changed military tide provided Party lead­

ers with psychological lattitude and turned their eyes to economic reconstruc­

tion. There are no statistics available to even roughly gauge the damages 

done by the radical land reform on the economy, but there is no shortage of 

reports in the contemporary CCP sources pointing to its dampening effects. 

Not only did equalitarianism set the peasants against producing surplus and 

saving but political radicalism emphasizing ruthless struggle against “exploita­
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tion” intimidated the peasants from normal economic activities, as no one was 

sure what would be regarded as “exploitation”. For economic development 

and social stability, the Party needed a clear turn against radicalism. After 

May 1948，land reform was declared completed in the old liberated areas and 

it was suspended in the new areas.

Between the years 1945 and 1948，the CCP went radical and turned 

moderate in its agrarian policy. One may assume that the clear changes sug­

gest a split of opinions in the Party leadership between the radicals and the 

moderates, since the Maoist theory of Party history defines it as a history of 

two-line struggle represented by two leadership groups.96 As I have shown 

elsewhere, however, the Party leadership stayed united during the Civil 

War.97 The five top leaders，Mao Zedong, Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai，Ren Bishi， 

and Zhu De，worked closely and made joint decisions on the agrarian and 

other policies，although Liu as the Chairman of the CC，s Land Reform Com­

mission was in charge of land reform work. It seems safe to say that Party 

leaders were all capable of going extremely radical and swinging back to the 

moderate depending on the situation. An analysis of the different situations in 

which they went radical and moderate in the perspective of their long revolu­

tionary career will help better understand the 1947 land reform，but this re­

quires another full-length study.
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