
 

Unit Topic 

 

China 

 

The Great Leap Forward 
*The text used for the lesson contains extremely graphic details that may not 

be appropriate for certain ages. Use your best judgment on whether to use 

this text with your students. 

  

Lesson Plan 

Aim 

To evaluate the extent to which the communist ideology caused the catastrophic consequences of 

the Great Leap Forward by analyzing the account of a survivor.  
 

Rationale 

The history of the Great Leap Forward has been wrongfully minimized by scholars and historians 

who have failed to uncover the truth behind the deadliest famine inflicted upon millions of people 

at the hand of communism. Reliable information about the Great Leap Forward is severely 

limited, but the information in this lesson is based on the book Tombstone by Yang Jisheng, a 

survivor of the Great Leap Forward and journalist from the Xinhua News Agency who had access 

to undisclosed data. Jisheng provides the most accurate account of this history that must be heard. 

Sadly, Mao Zedong and the Chinese Communist Party have been relieved of responsibility for the 

devastation that swept China from the years 1958 to 1962, but archival records prove that the 

deaths were not a result of natural causes, but man-made policies that diminished the food supply. 

The atrocities committed by communist party elites and those who went mad from starvation 

makes this history hard to teach, but teachers must face it. As students learn about the murders, 

the slow death of starvation, cannibalism, the irrational production targets that were impossible to 

meet, and the exportation of food, they will also analyze the role of communism in this devastating 

period of China’s history. Mao Zedong demanded loyalty, and anyone speaking out against his 

success or the success of communism was deemed a “right deviationist” and “counterrevolutionary 

element” who was only sabotaging the progress of communism and would be killed, often 

indirectly through struggle sessions. At least thirty-six million people died during the Great Leap 

Forward. Without a tombstone; without truth; without a memory, their deaths have been ignored 

and their murderers excused. It is time for their tombstone to be seen, the truth to be heard, and 

their memory to live.  

 

Student Learning Objectives 

Students will be able to identify the factors that led to starvation and fear during China’s Great 

Leap Forward by deepening their analysis of indirect causes. 

 

Students will be able to analyze how the ideology of communism created this crisis by making 

connections between actions to the demands of communist followers. 

 

 



 

Civics Connection 

• How have people in power affected political, social, and economic developments regarding the 

freedom and protection of their people? 

• What responsibilities does this topic/event/issue require of me? (Referring to the lack of reliable 

information.) 

• Why is this topic one of particular importance for participation in a democratic society? 

 

*See the Civics Connection Through Questioning guide in Civics for more ideas.  

 

Vocabulary 

Great Leap Forward        Socialism                             cadres                          struggle session 

Rash Advance                  Three Red Banners             commune                     famine 

Communism                     General Line                       collectivization           *cannibalism 

 

Materials and Resources 

1. Text: The Great Leap Forward written by The Locke Society based on the source below  

Source: Jisheng, Yang. Tombstone: The Great Chinese Famine 1958-1962. Hong Kong, Farrar, 

Straus, and Giroux, 2012.  
*The text used for the lesson contains extremely graphic details that may not be appropriate for 

certain ages. Use your best judgment on whether to use this text with your students. 

2. Handout: The Great Leap Forward: Starvation 

3. Handout: The Great Leap Forward: Fear 

4. Handout: Critical Thinking Questions 

 

Procedure 

Do Now: 

Why do you think loyalty to a supreme leader is a key feature of communism? How do the people 

become loyal to the supreme leader? 

 

Lesson: 
*The text used for the lesson contains extremely graphic details that may not be appropriate for 

certain ages. Use your best judgment on whether to use this text with your students. 

The teacher will review the defining characteristics of communism to prepare students for 

recognizing them throughout the reading and activities. Then, the teacher will read the text, The 

Great Leap Forward aloud once with the class to review key vocabulary terms and answer any 

questions before they analyze it deeper on their own. During this first read, students will be asked 

to identify the shocking details that reveal the heartbreaking truths behind this period in China's 

history. The class will discuss these after the reading. The teacher will review the directions for 

the collaborative/independent work and monitor group discussions while students are completing 

the activities.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

Collaborative/Independent Work:  
*The text used for the lesson contains extremely graphic details that may not be appropriate for 

certain ages. Use your best judgment on whether to use this text with your students.  

1. Students will read the text based on the book, Tombstone, a second time independently. In the 

second reading, students will begin to identify the relationship between the death, torture, and 

destruction of the Great Leap Forward with that of the communist ideology and Mao by 

annotating the text. They will annotate this using a “C” next to any part of the text that reflects 

communist ideology. The teacher will assess student comprehension by reviewing this activity 

with the class before moving on to the next step. 

 

2. In groups of 2-4, students will complete the handout that asks them to identify the factors that 

led to starvation. (Answers may include: lack of food, the government exporting grain in return 

for equipment, reserving food for higher level officials, lack of harvesting due to the melting of 

farming tools for steel production, reluctance to report the truth to Mao, loyalty to the Three Red 

Banners, the ideological manipulation of capitalism as the cause of hunger not a lack of food, etc.) 

Students will cite text evidence and explain the reasoning for their selected examples. 

 

3. In groups of 2-4, students will complete the handout that asks them to identify the factors that 

led to fear. (Answers may include: lack of food, struggle sessions, beatings, false accusations of 

counterrevolutionary sabotage, death, cannibalism, food alternatives, Mao’s demand of loyalty 

etc.) Students will cite text evidence and explain the reasoning for their selected examples. 

 

4. Students will respond to the critical thinking questions after discussing with group members. 

(Note: The answer to question 2 will draw on the annotations of communist ideology from the 

second reading students did earlier. They should be guided to use these annotations to help them 

answer the question.) 

 

Share: 

The class will regroup to discuss how the causes of starvation and fear during the Great Leap 

Forward and how it reflected the tenets of the communist ideology. The teacher will record 

answers for students to copy if they do not have them in the first column of each handout. The 

class will discuss the critical thinking questions which may allow for respectful disagreements. 

 

Close: 

Students will respond to the following questions:  

 

In Tombstone, Yang Jisheng quoted Liu Shaoqi, China’s third most powerful government official, 

who warned Mao Zedong in 1962, “History will record the role you and I played in the starvation 

of so many people, and the cannibalism will also be memorialized!” Jisheng continued, “Yet after 

more than forty years, no full account of the Great Famine has been published in mainland 

China.”  

 

1. How do you think Mao Zedong reacted to Liu Shaoqi’s warning? 

2. Why are the deaths of over 36 million people overlooked in history books both in China and 

around the world? 

 

 

 



 

 

Modifications 

• The teacher may modify the document to make it accessible by younger students by 

eliminating all graphic details (i.e. cannibalism, details about deaths) 

• The teacher may choose to do only one of the two readings of the same text, or switch which 

annotation activity is done in the lesson and which one is done in the independent work step 

• The teacher may provide text details for the handouts that students will categorize into causes 

of starvation or fear, then do the explanations on their own.  

• The teacher may pose the question, Was Mao Zedong responsible for the 36 million deaths that 

resulted from the Great Leap Forward? This question will prompt discussion and requires 

significant understanding of communism.  

 

Extension 

Students will research historical articles (selected and provided by the teacher for 

appropriateness) to show the differing accounts of the Great Leap Forward among scholars and 

historians. This activity will help students appreciate the text from a first-hand account with 

access to undisclosed data over those who do not have access to data but are still recording history. 

The importance of vetting sources, especially when learning about topics such as these that come 

from secretive communist countries, will be learned through this lesson. Students may also 

identify how personal bias impacts the writing of history and the way people are represented. In 

this example, many who do not want the ideology of communism implicated by the history of its 

implementation are likely to excuse Mao Zedong and others who have adopted communism and 

brought deaths to millions upon millions of people.  
 

Notes 
*Use discretion for activities according to what is appropriate for your class. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

The Great Leap Forward 
*The information in this text is based on the book Tombstone by Yang Jisheng, a survivor of the Great Leap 

Forward and journalist from the Xinhua News Agency who had access to undisclosed data. “Using his privileged 

status as a high-ranking journalist, Yang culled dozens of archives throughout the country that contained 

contemporary secret party reports of the impact of the famine and the summary manner in which officials had 

ordered the killing of resisters.” 

 

Mao Zedong, the leader of the Chinese Communist Party, inflicted severe suffering 

on his people who became victims of his irrational policies that caused them to 

deteriorate from starvation and be weakened, both mentally and physically, from the 

implementation of his communist vision. The Great Leap Forward was an 

irresponsible and futile effort to launch China’s steel production into unimaginable 

heights, which Mao was foolishly hopeful would eventually supersede the steel 

production of the United States and Great Britain. His plan included a “rash 

advance” into communism that put enormous political pressure on the people of 

China, including those who were loyal to Mao. The result of the Great Leap Forward 

left the Chinese people devastated and driven mad by the winds of communism that 

brought death in unspeakable ways. Due to the difficulty in retrieving accurate 

records from communist countries, estimates of the number of deaths from the Great 

Leap Forward vary drastically. Yang Jisheng, a survivor of the Great Leap Forward 

and a journalist from the Xinhua News Agency who had access to undisclosed data, 

estimates the death count from the Great Leap Forward alone, between the years 

1958-1962, to be at least 36 million.  

 

The Three Red Banners 

 

The Great Leap Forward was part of the “Three Red Banners” that guided China’s 

journey into communism, which also included the General Line and the people’s 

communes.  

 

The first of the Three Red Banners, the General Line, which was short for the 

“General Line for socialist construction,” referred to the widely repeated message to 

“go all out, aim high, and build socialism with greater, faster, better, and more 

economical results.” Mao’s vision was to surpass the steel production of the United 

States immediately. Believing in this unrealistic goal and loyal to the General Line, 

cadres shortened deadlines and proposed production targets to be nearly doubled, 

which prompted the Great Leap Forward, a term that replaced the controversial, 

“rash advance.” In order for the Great Leap Forward to take hold, the General Line 

had to be absorbed and accepted by the masses since every aspect of Mao’s authority 

and the Chinese Communist Party’s leadership rested on the ideological conditioning 

of the people to support them without question. Mao claimed to the people that this 

was necessary along with “eliminating superstition and liberating the mind.” These 

goals, being most important to Mao, ensured that “counterrevolutionary elements” 

were eradicated and did not impede the progress of China’s swift transformation from 



 

socialism to communism. The media encouraged the people of China to embrace this 

propaganda without questioning its nonsensical expectations. 

 

Some members of the Chinese Communist Party expressed hesitancy to “rash 

advance,” concerned with the pressure it put on production that made it unlikely to 

be successful. However, criticism was punished and those who disagreed with Mao 

risked their livelihood and ultimately their lives as Mao manipulated their critique 

into an accusation that they were “right deviationists” and trying to sabotage the 

Chinese Communist Party. Still, Mao abandoned the term, “rash advance,” and 

adopted the less controversial term “Great Leap Forward,” even though the hasty 

plan remained the same.  

 

Mao was the ultimate manipulator. From calling his actions “liberating” to targeting 

youth in his campaigns for the promotion of communism, Mao used careful word 

choices to ensure a loyal following. He expected his people to worship him as the 

bearer of truth regardless of what reality showed, and the youth was more than 

willing to become his advocates even as they watched their family members perish 

before their own eyes. Mao declared that the “uneducated” were worthy of praise as 

they blindly followed his leadership, accepting his authority over all others, even as 

China spiraled into devastation.  

 

The Great Leap to Famine 

  

The Chinese Communist Party, with the help of the media, had a secure leadership 

that was stable even as they committed heinous crimes, implemented murderous 

campaigns, and starved millions of people to death all to promote communism. After 

the Chinese Communist Party came to power, it took complete control over 

information both entering and leaving China in order to preserve its leadership and 

suppress all freedoms. No one dared express opposition to Mao or any plan of his as 

the result was certain death. Mao and the Chinese Communist Party were 

murderous, but the Great Leap Forward was a different type of murder; those 

responsible for deaths were easily able to blame them on other factors, and for years 

scholars have bought and spread their manipulation to relieve Mao of bearing any 

responsibility. 

 

The Great Leap Forward began with herding the agricultural population to 

communes which the government claimed would be a utopia. The people would 

harvest the fields, give their surplus to the government for redistribution, and they 

would enjoy a bounty of free meals in communal kitchens. In the first two months, 

those living in communes over-ate as a result of Mao’s proclamation that there might 

be “too much food." However, reality soon set in. Cadres and peasants were powerless 

in deciding what would be planted, how much would be planted, and how the harvest 

would be planted. At first, peasants were allowed to hold on to a small plot of land on 

which they could grow crops for their own consumption, however that was quickly 



 

confiscated by the government too. The communal kitchens were created by seizing 

home appliances including cooking tools, tables and chairs, food, firewood, and all 

livestock. The stoves in individual houses were dismantled and chimneys were not 

allowed to be lit anywhere other than the communal kitchens. All appliances that 

could be melted down for steel production, including agricultural tools and pots and 

pans, were confiscated, and thrown into backyard furnaces. Any resistance to 

handing over supplies to the commune was severely punished. As people’s homes 

were searched, failure to find anything resulted in severe beatings that left many 

dead and left parentless children to die. The same could be said if a grain of rice was 

found, as the individual would be accused of hoarding, which was a “right 

deviationist” act of sabotage. Some found guilty would be forced to endure a “struggle 

session” in which the person was forced onto a platform, listened to the grievances 

against them by the crowd, and then harshly beaten by them as they rushed onto the 

platform. Some were dragged through the streets, suffered from exposure to extreme 

cold or heat, or even had limbs cut off. Many victims died the same day, and many 

others died within the following day or two.  

 

As the fields were left unharvested, the people waited for the government to supply 

their food. The government never came; however, upper level cadres had their fill of 

food and the government leadership did as well. Any grain produced was consumed 

by high officials or exported in return for equipment, leaving the bulk of the 

population starving to death. Students were supplied minimal rations per day to 

sustain them, but many returned home to dying family members. When people first 

began to die from starvation, they were taken away; however, as millions more began 

to die they were left to rot on the streets. The borders were heavily patrolled so that 

no one could flee a starving village to go to another one, even though all were starving. 

The postal service confiscated letters reaching out to family members about the 

hardships of their starvation. Anyone who spoke of the starvation, including higher 

level cadres, was accused of being a “right deviationist,” “counterrevolutionary,” and 

subjected to struggle sessions that resulted in death.  

 

As people were starving to death, the hunger consumed all morality. There are 

numerous accounts of cannibalism, even of people’s own family members, especially 

young children being the victims.  

 

As the communist party learned of the food shortage, they recommended food 

alternatives. Among the “food” suggestions were algae, man-made meat essence 

(white mold boiled down to a paste), leaves (including fresh grass and tree leaves), 

powdered roots of corn and wheat, and acorns. They also suggested eating insects 

including dried maggots, fresh worms, and fresh termites. Many died from food 

poisoning, edema, and atrophy.  

 

 

 



 

“Long Live Communism”  

 

Although there is evidence that cadres exaggerated their crop production, they did so 

in the name of communism and the Three Red Banners of which Mao demanded the 

ultimate loyalty in following. Mao used the argument of “one finger” to defend 

communism, claiming that out of ten fingers, if one is bad (i.e. death from starvation), 

that does not mean that communism is bad. If anyone tried to tell Mao or an upper 

level official of the starvation, that person was accused of sabotaging communism and 

deemed a “counterrevolutionary element.” Mao made the people believe that 

starvation was capitalist thought, not true starvation, and the people who believed 

that others were dying of starvation around them were suffering from ideological 

implications themselves. This mind trick was an effective means of maintaining 

communist control. The people believed that Mao was their savior, and would never 

let them starve; even as people lost all bodily functions and were surrounded by 

death, they still would not blame Mao and the communist party. The people believed 

capitalism was the cause of this suffering. 

 

At least thirty-six million people died during the Great Leap Forward. Without a 

tombstone; without truth; without a memory, their deaths have been ignored and 

their murderers excused. The years that followed would only see more bloodshed and 

murder in the name of communism as the ideology continued to permeate the minds 

of youth and eradicate rational and moral thought from threatening its supremacy.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Jisheng, Yang. Tombstone: The Great Chinese Famine 1958-1962. Hong Kong, 

Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2012. 



 

The Great Leap Forward: STARVATION 

Direct/Indirect 

Cause 

Text Evidence Explain how this example was a 

cause of starvation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

The Great Leap Forward: FEAR 

Cause Text Evidence Explain how this example was a 

cause of starvation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

The Great Leap Forward 

Critical Thinking Questions 

1. Some historians and scholars excuse Mao Zedong from responsibility for the millions of 

deaths that resulted from starvation. What evidence from Yang Jisheng’s account reveals 

that Mao was responsible for the millions of deaths? Explain.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Some argue that Mao Zedong did not represent true communism, but corrupted the 

philosophy to meet his own ludicrous agenda. Does evidence prove this true or false? 

Explain your answer using evidence from the text. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


