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THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION
and the Question of Capitalist Restoration

N his article—The Great Leap Backward’—Charles

Bettelheim has argued at length that since the death
of Mao Zedong, the new leadership has reversed the
gains of the Cultural Revolution by ‘substituting the
struggle for production for the class struggle between the
bourgeoisie and the proletariat’. He rests his argument
on certain facts and .pronouncements in the Chinese
press, but behind it lies a particular conception of the
Cultural Revolution and the period of transition,
through which he interprets his information.

Mao Zedong, in his assessment of the Cultural Revolu-
tion, said it was 7o per cent good and go per cent bad.
This might conjure to mind a scoreboard of successes
and failures—but that’s mechanical. Mao Zedong was a
dialectician: in summing up a situation, his concern
was to develop conceptual knowledge or theory, and in
analysing the positive and negative aspects of the Cul-
tural Revolution, the aim .is to gain a deeper under-
standing of continuing revolution under the dictatorship
of the proletariat and hence strengthen its practice.
Having had the opportunity to discuss some points dut-
ing a recent visit to China—in particular at a meeting
with staff and students from the Department of Political
Economy at Wuhan University—I wish to take a critical
look at Bettelheim’s assumptions about the Cultural
Revolution, the continuation of the class struggle and
the period of socialist transition, which distort his un-
derstanding of the current situation.

The Cultural Revolution

In Bettelheim’s view, the Cultural Revolution ‘in-
cluded new revolutionary orientations which implied a
radical qualitative change, the transition to a new stage
of revolution’. One of its central aims, he said, was a
revolutionary change in production relations: ‘the
struggle waged by workers themselves with a view to
transforming the labour process and production and
thereby production relations’. But in fact, the Cultural
Revolution ‘overcame the separation of the immediate
producers and the means of production to only a slight
degree’, and now, the present leadership by ‘substituting
the struggle for production for the struggle between the
proletariat and the bourgeoisie and calling for the strug-
gle for production to be led by experts and technicians
...can only strengthen the capitalist division of labour
and those capitalist production relations which have not
yet been destroyed’.

Mao. Zedong said: ‘In socialist society, class contra-
dictions still remain and class struggle does not die out
after the socialist transformation of the ownership of the
means of production’. As one leading cadre told us:

. Class struggle continues because after the proletariat has seized
power, there remains the problem of how to keep power in
its hands. Since in a socialist society the Party exercises leader-
ship over everything, enemies of the proletariat seek agents

within the Party and the two-line struggle in the Party is the
reflection of the class struggle in society; if the Rightist line
gained control, this would lead to capitalist restoration.

Before the Cultural Revolution, acute struggle between two
lines existed on all fronts. Mao Zedong wrote On the Correct
Handling of Contradictions among the People in struggle
against Liu Shaoqi, but even this did not solve the problem.
With the restoration of capitalism in the USSR, it became
even more urgent to struggle against revisionism and in view
of this Mao Zedong personally initiated and led the Cultural
Revolution. This was his weapon against capitalist restoration.
He realised that it wouldn’t do for the Party’s policies and
two-line struggle within it to be known only by the Party—
they must be known by the masses, for without mobilising the
" masses it would be impossible to change the situation—you
can only get things done if you involve people in doing them.
Stalin failed to get people to grasp Leninist theory and to
supervise the leadership, so the leading organs of the Party
and state became divorced from the masses, making it easy
for a clique at the top to change the Party’s line and so
restore capitalism.

In the Cultural Revolution, there was a great surge in the
political awareness of the people throughout the country.
People realised it was everyone’s responsibility to be involved
in state affairs, because their ability to tell genuine from sham
Marxism is crucial to the two-line struggle in the Party and
the defeat of revisionism. Through the Cultural Revolution
the people developed new forms of democracy, now adopted
in the Constitution, like the right to ‘speak out freely, air
views fully, hold great debates and write big-character posters’.
These enabled the people to play a determining role in the
struggle against Liu Shaoqi, Lin Biao and the Gang of Four.

What was the target of the Cultural Revolution?

The Chinese view that the Cultural Revolution was
essentially a mass movement against the immediate
threat of revisionism gaining power in the leading or-
gans of the Party and state, seems to fall short of
Bettelheim’s requirement that if the Cultural Revolution
was the weapon against capitalist restoration, its prime
target in continuing the class struggle should have been
to eliminate or transform those elements which provide
the economic basis for capitalist restoration.
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For the Communists, the crisis lies in a decline of their
working-class support (Sunday Times, 5 November 78).

Do we also need to be reminded of the bloody suppres-
sion of the Allende government in Chile and the world-
wide machinations of US imperialism and the CIA?

The Proletarian State

In a bourgeois parliamentary democracy the State has
the appearance of being impartial, in the same way as
the forces of law are supposed to be. Engels described it
as ‘a power apparently standing above society .. . for the
purpose of moderating the conflict and keeping it within
the bounds of “order”..." (The Origin of the Family).
The Conservative Party made the slogan of ‘law and
order’ and a policy of restraining trade union activity
major features in its election programme. But no-one
who has studied their works can doubt that all the great
leaders of the working class, from Marx to Mao, be-
lieved that any State is a coercive apparatus set up to
keep a ruling class in power; they never, hypocritically,
suggested that the proletarian State would be any differ-

ent. But socialism means power in the hands of the

working people, who do not exploit or oppress them-
selves; the State remains necessary to protect them from
a resurgence of their former oppressors, in the same way
as a bourgeois State tries to prevent the rise of any class
that could challenge its power. Class struggle continues
so long as imperialism continues, and so long as the
remnants of the former capitalist class try to get back
to their ruling position. They are a declining minority
and in time the whole class will disappear.

In a proletarian State, because sovereignty resides in
the masses, it is essential that they become directly in-
volved in the business of government. To do this is no
easy matter and it requires prolonged, painstaking work
by the Party to encourage the masses to exercise their
rights under the Constitution—to speak out, to criticise
the leadership, to write big character posters, to take an
active part in political affairs. Democratic centralism
begins in field, factory and army units and continues
through countries, regions and provinces up to the nat-
ional organs of Party and State. The working class them-
selves are beginning to exercise control and make decis-
ions in all the processes of production, distribution and
administration. They must also exercise control over the
enemies of the people who want to restore capitalism.

" This is what is meant by ‘democratic dictatorship’ and
by ‘uniting all who can be united’. It does not mean
abandoning the dictatorship of the proletariat in favour
of the bourgeois form of parliamentary democracy.
There should be no mistake about this: those who
actively uphold bourgeois democracy have neither the
will nor the intention to bring about socialism. Euro-
communism actually means putting the strength of the
working class movement at the disposal of the enemies
of the working class, by collaborating with the class that
governs them.

Masses Must be United

Socialism can be achieved only be uniting the broad
masses of the people. In China the industrial proletariat
made up only a small fraction of the labouring classes,
but the CPC was able to unite them with the exploited
peasants, patriotic intellectuals and national bourgeoisie
to win and retain state power.

In the very different situation in the industralised
West the same principles will have to be applied. In
Britain, as the last election showed, the Labour Party is
quite unable to win even the intellectuals and petty
bourgeoisie, who exploit no-one’s labour and to whom
only socialism offers a secure future. Its leaders put for-

ward, in an only slightly disguised form, the very ideas
the bourgeoisie holds, so it is no wonder the working
class does not accept their guidance. The middle class, as
always, vacillate and are on the whole inclined to prefer
the ‘free enterprise’ of capitalism to the bureaucratic
controls they associate with social democracy.

Only a truly proletarian party can unite the masses
and convince them that revolutionary socialism can give
them a secure and truly free future—one in which there
will be brought about, as Lenin put it, ‘such a diffusion
of democracy among such an overwhelming majority of
the population that the need for a special machine of
suppression will begin to disappear’ (State and Revolu-
tion).

" This cannot happen so long as imperialism and social-
imperialism last. We should not allow ourselves to be
persuaded into compromise over the necessity for the
exploited masses, once they have thrown off their yoke,
to make sure that they never let power out of their
hands again.

MATERIAL OR MORAL INCENTIVES ?

The Beijing Workers' Daily of May 4 carried eight
readers’ letters on this question, expressing varying
views. One writer thought material reward the most im-
portant, in that it enabled workers to see clearly that
their own interests were involved and that they would
benefit if they worked hard. Talk about moral encour-
agement he considered ‘abstract and empty’.

Another writer, from Jiangsu Province, said that in
his county those enterprises which had combined poli-
tical work and economic incentives had raised produc-
tion.. Economic rewards alone, he thought, encouraged
workers to think only of personal gain and they would
lose sight of their political goal. Relations among them
would become strained.

A worker at the Beijing Woollen Blanket Factory
explained that in his plant they keep track of the
achievements of every comrade and publicise them. They
calculate how much their workshop produces above the
yearly plan and this surplus can be translated into a
certain quantity of workers’ housing, schools for children
or ammunition to fight the enemy. For the past twelve
years they had given no bonuses and had always ex-
ceeded their production quotas. '

A fourth worker considered the most important factor
to be political awareness, which could be enhanced only
by ideological work and by combining moral and mater-
ial encouragement.

Such free airing of views has not been a feature of
the Chinese press for a good many years.
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He emphasises the decisive importance of ‘the strug:
gle to overcome the contradiction between mental and
manual work’. This struggle, he considers, has now been
abandoned, as evidenced by the view he says was expres-
sed in the Chinese press: ‘In the socialist enterprises,
the working class is the master. The basic interests of
the workers, cadres and technicians are identical. Their
relations are relations of mutual aid and cooperation
between comrades. At the same time, owing to the
division of labour, differences continue to exist between
mental and manual labour and some contradictions sur-
vive. These are contradictions among the people’. This,
according to Bettelheim, is a denial of class struggle:
‘In the Cultural Revolution every enterprise was a place
where class struggle went on and production itself was
pursued amid definite class relations and class contra-
dictions, whereas, under the new leadership, it is now
said that above all an enterprise is a place of production’.

Bettelheim’s line of argument has much in common
with that of the Gang of Four, who regarded bourgeois
right, since it involved inequality in payment, as provid-
ing the economic basis for the emergence of a high-
salaried new bourgeoisie, and on these grounds made the
restriction of bourgeois right the target of the Cultural
Revolution.

In analysing the relations of production, Mao dis-
tinguished three elements:

ownership of the means of production, the distribution sys-
tem, and relations among people in the course of production
(control). The revolution in the system of ownership is the
base. Marx said, in his Critique of the Gotha Programme:
‘Distribution in the first place should be distribution of the
means of production’. This is the determinative question.
Distribution of the means of production is what determines
distribution of consumer goods (A Critique of Soviet
Economics).

The socialist transformation of the ownership of the
means of production eliminates exploitation and class
antagonism within the process of production itself and
hence the other relations of production, that is, the dis-
tribution system and relations among people in the
course of production. This is because socialist ownership
of the means of production enables the proletariat and
other labouring people to appropriate the product of
their labour, dividing the total social wealth, through
an overall plan, between the state, collective and in-
dividual—in other words their short-term interests in
immediate wages, social improvements in welfare, edu-
cation, etc., and the long-term benefit of developing
production in order to accumulate for expanded pro-
duction. Although distribution and control play an im-
portant role in consolidating the socialist economic base,
their character is determined by the system of ownership
of the total social product and in themselves they are
not a source of exploitation or antagonistic class re-
lations.

It would appear that Bettelheim, in placing decisive
importance on the class struggle within enterprises, as
the main force in eliminating the division between
mental and manual labour, regards this division as a
major source of class antagonism, a capitalist relation of
production. But he fails to distinguish ownership and
control and seems to consider that ownership over the
means of production can be effected only by immediate
producers through direct control over their enterprises.
But socialism is not equivalent to workers’ control. It is
as if anything that is not directly controlled by workers
is capitalist by definition: *...the carrying through of
the partial changes in the immediate production process
imposed by the Cultural Revolution was blocked by the
absence of a fundamental transformation in the process
of reproduction. In its essentials (the fixing of rates of
accumulation, an allocation of investments between

sectors, etc.) this continued to take place outside of the
control of the immediate producers...” In the above
Bettelheim does not use the conception of the proletariat
appropriating the proceeds of their labour, as a class,
through the planned distribution of the total social
product between state, collective and individual, and
virtually reduces this, in his confusion, to a question of
immediate control by workers over the proceeds of their
enterprise. This is in effect a negation of socialist acccu-
mulation and the development of the socialist economy.
But, of course, Bettelheim is more concerned with the
question of ‘class struggle’.

At Wuhan University it was explained how the Gang
of Four had created confusion over the question of
capitalist and socialist relations of production:

When Mao talked about bourgeois right he did not mean that
money exchange, commodities and payment according to
work ‘were capitalist relations. In socialism, the principle of
distribution according to work takes labour as the yardstick.
As far as labourers are concerned, each person gives his con-
tribution to society and the relation between them is equal.
But people vary in ability and strength, so making different
contributions and receiving different returns. That is in-
equality, but in appearance only. Mao said that the principle
of payment according to work was the bourgeois right of in-
equality, but he did not say this inequality was of a class
nature. Inequality is inevitable under socialism where the
level of productive forces does not provide sufficient wealth to
practice distribution according to need. But bourgeois right
does not embody a relation of exploitation; on the contrary it
is a relation of exchange between labourers.

In failing to distinguish the decisive role of ownership,
both Bettelheim and the Gang of Four were led to treat
non-antagonistic socialist relations of production as an-
tagonistic capitalist relations. But to regard bourgeois
right and the division between mental and manual
labour as capitalist relations, providing the basis for the
cmergence of a new bourgeoisie, is to confuse contra-
dictions among the people with the contradiction be-
tween the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. In practice
this led to misidentifying the enemy and distorting the
aims and target of the Cultural Revolution: in many
places, the class struggle to ‘hunt out capitalist-roaders’
became an attack on all cadres, technicians and admin-
istrators, whether good or bad, so restricting manage-
ment and technical development and disrupting produc-
tion. This was not what the Cultural Revolution was
supposed to be about. In this mass movement the people
learned to exercise their right to supervise their country’s
leadership by exposing and overthrowing the capitalist-
roaders in the Party—mass supervision is not to restrict
leadership as such but to see to it that correct policies
are adopted and put into practice.

Where Does the Danger of Capitalist Restoration Lie?

If bourgeois right and the division between mental
and manual labour are socialist relations of production
and not the source of new bourgeois elements, there still
remain the questions of what is the economic basis of
the contradiction between the bourgeoisie and the pro-
letariat, and how can capitalist restoration be prevented?

At Wuhan University, they were investigating the
social basis for the emergence of the Gang of Four and
had made some new progress on the question of prevent-
ing capitalist restoration :

Taking into account the existence of many small producers in
China, although most of them have been transformed with
the setting up of people’s communes, the level of development
of the productive forces is still very low and commodities
under the control of the State are not sufficient. Therefore
shortages in supply occur. This makes it easy for capitalist
elements and enemies of socialism to exploit the situation and
it is important in the Four Modernisations to develop the pro-
ductive forces and overcome the inadequacies.







