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Chapter 11 The Great Leap Forward, 1957–1959

Analysis activity 11.3
In a 1976 article on the Great Leap Forward, Wilfred Burchett made the following startling observation:
… the master strategic mainspring was the Great Leap Forward. This probably comes as a surprise, because in the outside world there was a general impression that it was one of Mao’s failures – a viewpoint which was discreetly encouraged by leaks to journalists from official Chinese sources, not to mention those by diplomatic contacts in Peking [Beijing] who had obvious axes to grind.

According to our own on-the-spot observations at the time and follow-up investigations ever since, the Great Leap Forward was an epoch-making success, the full dimensions of which are only dimly being realized in the outside world … virtually all major irrigation and road-building projects, all key economic developments … had their genesis in this imaginative movement. Mao, in keeping with his style, said nothing publicly to rebut his critics, preferring to let history record the final verdict.
Source 11.5 Wilfred Burchett, ‘The Great Leap Forward 1958’, republished in Red and Expert, 1984, pp. 101–2
1 What is Burchett’s assessment of the Great Leap Forward?
2 What in this extract suggests that Burchett was living in China at the time?
3 What is missing from this judgement of the Great Leap?
4 How could living in China, and the date he wrote it, affect his assessment?

5 What is the irony of the final sentence?
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