
 From childhood, Mao Zedong was an avid reader. He was intellectually curious, constantly 
looking at new ideas and trying on new perspectives. He read all of the Confucian classics, loved the 
old romances, and read everything from European Enlightenment thinkers to contemporary 
Chinese political philosophy. But when he came upon the work of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, 
he claims to have fallen instantly in love. The question is, why? What was it about the concept of 
Marxist communism, a political ideology developed for a modern industrialist Germany, that so took 
the imagination of a young Chinese peasant from the southern countryside? Mao himself doesn't 
directly address this question in his interview with journalist Edgar Snow, so we as readers are 
afforded some room to speculate as to his primary motivations. It is my suspicion that Mao saw in 
Marx an opportunity to modify classic communist doctrine to more aptly apply to the political 
climate of China at the time, and his doing so was a conscious choice to harness the power of the 
rural peasantry for his own political ends. 
 Mao's education began in the traditional way, with rigorous study of the Confucian Analects, 
as well as scholarly commentaries and histories. His father wanted the boy to learn his characters so 
he could keep the books for the family farm. Soon, though, he was using quotations from the texts 
to argue against his father’s belligerent tendencies and secure better treatment for himself. Thus, 
early on, a young Mao experienced the value of ideas wielded as weapons toward practical ends. He 
sums up this experience thus: “I learned that when I defended my rights by open rebellion my father 
relented, but when I remained meek and submissive he only cursed and beat me more.” (Snow, 126). 
This could be viewed as Mao's future career in microcosm, as he never was one to easily k'ou-t'ou. 
 So, Mao was the family scholar, and though he knew the Classics, he “disliked them.” (Snow, 
127). He states that he preferred the old adventure stories and romances telling stories of rebellion. 
His issue with these, though, was that they all glorified leaders and monarchs - never the common 
people that made up the vast majority of the population. His teacher hated the romances, so Mao 
and his friends used to read them covertly in school, discussing them in secret amongst themselves. 
He remembers these stories fondly during his interview with Snow, saying “I believe that perhaps I 
was much influenced by such books, read at an impressionable age.” (Snow, 127). 
 Mao's wide-ranging literary pursuits continued whenever he found a few free moments. He 
soon came upon a book entitled “Word of Warning” which advocated the adoption of ‘Western’ 
technology to help China keep up in a changing world (Snow, 127). Mao was quite taken by this 
piece, again demonstrating his appreciation for subversion of the status quo. During this period, his 
father became angry at Mao's indolence regarding farm work, and after a quarrel, Mao fled from 
home. He took up study under a law student, and then an old scholar. Mao continued to study the 
classics along with some contemporary articles when he could get his hands on them. 
 Soon, Mao learned of large-scale protests occuring in the nearby city of Changsha over a 
severe famine. After a period of instability in which the former governer of the city was driven out 
by the people and replaced by someone sympathetic to the rebels' cause, the Emperor placed a new 
governor into power, who “at once ordered the arrest of the leaders of the uprising. Many of them 
were beheaded and their heads displayed on poles as a warning to future 'rebels'.” (Snow, 129). Mao 
never forgot this incident, remembering later that “I felt that there with the rebels were ordinary 
people like my own family and I deeply resented the injustice of the treatment given to them.” 
(Snow, 130). 
 Shortly thereafter, Mao encountered a pamphlet focused on the imperial dismemberment of 
China that opened with the sentence: “Alas, China will be subjugated!” (Snow, 131). He says “After 
I read this I felt depressed about the future of my country and began to realize that it was the duty 
of all the people to help save it.” (Snow, 131).  
 This dovetails with the philosophies of Liang Qi’chao and Kang Yu’wei, both of whom he 
was to read shortly thereafter (Snow, 133). Both of these thinkers supported reform of the 



government bureaucracy to ensure a stronger nation as a whole. Liang especially was open to any 
idea that might empower China against the imperialist aggressors, and was by no means against 
modifications to established doctrine so long as China would emerge victorious. Mao strongly 
believed China needed Kang's prescribed reforms, including modification of the state examination 
system and the implementation of 'Western' educational practices. Around this time he discovered 
Sun Yat-sen's democratic ideals and wrote a paper suggesting that Sun, Kang and Liang take charge 
and run the government together as its three pillars of reform (Snow, 135). 
 Mao moved to Changsha to attend the school for Hsiang Hsiang region students. The city, 
though, was under the control of a military regime during this period. Many students were joining a 
student resistance army, but Mao opted to join the regular army in an effort to combat the regime. 
He began reading newspapers and revolutionary journals, and this is where he first encountered the 
concepts of republicanism and socialism; the latter of which was to stay with him a long time. After 
the fall of the regime he quit the army, and embarked on a rotating cycle of scholarly 
experimentation, including applications to law school, soap-making school, and a commercial 
school, among others. 
 By this time Mao had become a voracious reader of revolutionary journals, spending most of 
his monthly allowance on them. He encountered 'Chronicles with Imperial Commentaries' and this 
book, along with his distaste for the local school, convinced him that his time would be better spent 
in a course of independent study. He began going to the local library from open to close, reading 
whatever he encountered, from Darwin to Rousseau (Snow, 142). Mao was certain Western-style 
learning was a necessary component of a modern education. He got his hands on Chen Tu'hsiu's 
'New Youth', a journal advocating a progressive, scientific approach to public policy, aimed primarily 
at the young reformists of China. Mao was taken by the ideas of Chen as well as Hu Shih, a regular 
contributor to the journal (Snow, 147). Mao claims to have by this time abandoned Kang and Liang, 
presumably because they were too moderate – by this point in his intellectual evolution Mao 
favoured wider, more radical change to the system, as elucidated in New Youth and other 
periodicals. 
 At this point, Mao was taken with a complex, heady mix of “liberalism, democratic reformism, 
and Utopian Socialism,” (Snow, 147) but he was without any clearly defined program or set of 
policies that might actually bring these ideas to bear. He remained firm, though, on two points: “I 
was definitely anti-militarist and anti-imperialist.” (Snow, 148). Again we see the desire for a 
stronger, more assertive China in the face of foreign oppression, and a drive for a break from the 
long-held ideas of the past. 
 Through a connection from his school days, Mao obtained employment under Li Ta-chao (a 
future founder of the Communist Party of China) as an assistant librarian at the newly-reformed 
Peking University (Snow, 150). The school was a fermentation tank of revolutionary thought, and 
was staffed by many contemporary radicals, including both Chen and Hu. This environment proved 
a potent place to generate and share ideas. Mao read and discussed every newspaper he could find, 
and wrote articles for the student paper, eventually becoming its editor (Snow, 153). His debates and 
discussions with other politically-minded individuals at the university helped cement his 
revolutionary foment. 
 In 1920, Mao “organized workers politically for the first time” (Snow, 155). In the winter of 
that year, he came upon the Communist Manifesto, Class Struggle, and the History of Socialism, all 
of which left him dazzled. These books “built up in me a faith in Marxism, from which, once I had 
accepted it as the correct interpretation of history, I did not afterwards waver.” (Snow, 155). The 
Manifesto states “All previous historical movements were movements of minorities, or in the 
interest of minorities. The proletarian movement is the self-conscious, independent movement of 
the immense majority, in the interest of the immense majority.” (Manifesto of the Communist Party, 



20). Mao perhaps associated China's vast peasantry with revolutionary potential, as they were by far 
the “immense majority” of the time (and indeed, still are today). The Manifesto also offers a 
subdivision of classes into two broad categories, which Mao later divided even further in his 
“Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society”. It was not long after this, in May of 1921, Mao took 
part in the formal creation of the Communist Party of China. 
 So, in the end, what brought Mao to communism? No one factor can be squarely placed, as 
every individual is a complex amalgam of chance and circumstance. But for the intelligent, astute, 
and politically aware Mao Zedong, the trajectory of his life – the sum total of his experience, his 
reading, and his associates – communism was The Way. “The history of all hitherto existing society 
is the history of class struggles,” (Manifesto of the Communist Party, 14) says the Communist 
Manifesto. Marx and Engels offered a more concrete and far more radical platform for change than 
any of the thinkers Mao had read before, and through the lens they provided, Mao was able to view 
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