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TRANSLATORS’ NOTE


Yang Jisheng’s The World Turned Upside Down arrives with renewed attention to the Cultural Revolution at the fiftieth anniversary of its launch, and as China’s president Xi Jinping takes steps to enhance centralized power and to establish a Mao-style cult of personality. The only complete history of the Cultural Revolution by an independent scholar based in mainland China, The World Turned Upside Down makes a crucial contribution to understanding the Cultural Revolution and its lasting influence today.


As a major political event and a crucial turning point in the history of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution (1966–1976) marked the heyday as well as the eventual bankruptcy of Mao Zedong’s ultra-leftist politics. Purportedly to prevent China from departing from its socialist path, Mao mobilized the masses in a battle against what he considered to be the bourgeoisie within the ruling Chinese Communist Party (CCP). This ten-yearlong class struggle on a massive scale caused unprecedented damage to traditional culture and to the nation’s economy. To a great extent, it was the disaster of the Cultural Revolution that prompted post-Mao Chinese Communist leaders, ahead of their Soviet counterparts, to implement pragmatic economic reforms. Major policies that the post-Mao government has adopted may still be best understood as a reaction to the radical politics of the Cultural Revolution.


The revolution was cultural because Mao conceived of it in Marxist terms as a thoroughgoing revolution aimed at eradicating old culture and customs and educating the masses through a series of political campaigns. Mao considered a populace with a revolutionized consciousness to be the best defense against the bourgeoisie taking power over the country. Although Mao’s program achieved considerable success in destroying much of traditional culture, the Cultural Revolution also brought about a revival of China’s imperial past in the widespread personality cult of Mao and the deification of the leader.


The Cultural Revolution was political as well, since the pronounced main task of this movement was to purge “capitalist roaders” in the party leadership and “strengthen the proletarian dictatorship” under Mao. Even though some of the leaders thus named—such as Mao’s first chosen successor, President Liu Shaoqi—took an approach less radical than Mao’s to China’s economic development, all of them were committed Communists and had never designed a program, as charged, to “restore capitalism” in China.


The Cultural Revolution had a far greater impact on the lives of ordinary people and on Chinese society in general than any other political movement in the history of the PRC. Large swaths of the population were demonized and persecuted as political enemies, especially those labeled as “black elements” (landlords, rich peasants, counterrevolutionaries, bad elements, and rightists), along with teachers, scholars, and artists whose work had to do with culture and education. A vast number of them were illegally detained, interrogated, tortured, and even brutally murdered or driven to suicide. The majority of government officials and party cadres were sidelined as capitalist roaders and sent to labor camps to undergo “reform.” Enthusiastic urban youths formed Red Guard and rebel organizations and served as Mao’s crusading army against the traditional party and state establishment before most of them—seventeen million in total—were likewise sent to the countryside to be “reeducated” by peasants, crippling them for participation in the post–Cultural Revolution era of Reform and Opening. Factional violence among mass organizations throughout the country in 1967 and 1968 resulted in substantial military and civilian casualties that still remain uncounted, except for sporadic provincial and local statistics. According to official estimates, the total number of people affected by campaigns against political enemies amounts to a hundred million, which was one-eighth of China’s population at the time. Due to the Cultural Revolution’s long-lasting, grave impact on China’s economy and national life, it is both officially and popularly referred to as “ten years of chaos.”


The post-Mao CCP leadership began in late 1976 to implement concrete measures to reverse Mao’s Cultural Revolution policies in all areas. In June 1981, the central leadership adopted the “Resolution on Certain Questions in the History of Our Party Since the Founding of Our Country,” an attempt to review Mao’s legacy and conclude a highly problematic chapter in the CCP history so that both the party and the nation might be united, leave the past behind, and look ahead. While acknowledging the Cultural Revolution as the cause of “the most severe setback and the heaviest losses the party, the state, and the people had suffered since the founding of the PRC,” the resolution nevertheless upheld Mao Zedong Thought as the guiding principle of the CCP, apparently out of concern that a thoroughgoing critique of the Cultural Revolution might put the legitimacy of the entire regime in question. The Cultural Revolution has therefore remained a highly sensitive topic in China, and important Cultural Revolution documents remain classified in Beijing’s Central Archives while serious independent studies of the Cultural Revolution such as Yang Jisheng’s are invariably censored in mainland China; the Chinese edition of The World Turned Upside Down (2016) was published in Hong Kong and cannot be legally sold or circulated in mainland China.


Arriving more than a decade after the publication of official Chinese studies on the subject, such as A Concise History of the Cultural Revolution (1996) by Xi Xuan and Jin Chuming, Turbulent Decade: A History of the Cultural Revolution (1988) by Yan Jiaqi and Gao Gao, and Years of Great Turmoil (1988) by Wang Nianyi, as well as Mao’s Last Revolution (2006) by Roderick MacFarquhar and Michael Schoenhals, Yang Jisheng’s The World Turned Upside Down has benefited from many memoirs, local histories, and commentaries published in the intervening years that offer a great deal of additional material and new thinking regarding the Cultural Revolution. Frank Dikotter’s recent The Cultural Revolution: A People’s History, 1962–1976 (2016) also takes advantage of more recently unearthed material to offer the thesis that popular passive resistance and noncompliance led to the end of Maoism. Yang Jisheng, on the other hand, posits that the Cultural Revolution was a triangular game between Mao, the bureaucratic clique, and the rebel faction, and that the bureaucratic clique ultimately won, Mao lost, and the rebel faction bore the consequences of the loss. Yang, who has also written important works on China’s Reform and Opening (The Deng Xiaoping Era: Twenty Years of China’s Reform and Opening [1998] and Political Struggle During China’s Reform Era [2004]), asserts here that Reform and Opening resulted from the ultimate victory of the bureaucratic clique, of which Deng Xiaoping and other reformers were key members, and that it is therefore essential to understand the mentality and practices of that clique in order to understand China as we know it today.


Yang Jisheng rejects the official version of rebels running amuck and departing from the original trajectory of Mao Zedong Thought, finding instead that Mao fully intended to topple enemies in the bureaucratic clique who stood in the way of his envisioned utopia (already discredited during the Great Leap Forward and the Great Famine) while also forging a “new man” through political campaigns. Mao used the rebel faction to “smash the old state apparatus” but then abandoned the rebels and restored the purged bureaucratic clique to attain “great order” after the nationwide chaos. While most Cultural Revolution histories and popular art and literature demonize the rebel faction, this book describes tragedies created by the bureaucratic clique that far exceeded those created by the rebel faction, in particular among ordinary people.


Official Chinese histories claim that the adverse effects of the Cultural Revolution resulted from its “being made use of by counterrevolutionary cliques,” in particular those of Lin Biao and the Gang of Four. This book shows that Lin Biao and Jiang Qing merely supported Mao and that the majority of so-called counterrevolutionary actions were carried out under Mao’s leadership to push forward the Cultural Revolution. The book also points out that Liu Shaoqi, depicted in officially influenced histories as a docile victim of the Cultural Revolution, was initially a fully engaged participant in the power struggle at the highest reaches of government, and that Zhou Enlai, typically portrayed in a positive light as opposing the Cultural Revolution and protecting cadres, faithfully assisted Mao throughout the movement.


As the translators of Yang Jisheng’s Tombstone, we once again faced the task of not only translating but also editing The World Turned Upside Down (originally published at a length of eight hundred thousand Chinese characters) to bring it within the acceptable length for publication in English. As with Tombstone, we benefited from Mr. Yang’s help in first going through the book and making cuts, including the removal of three chapters. In the translation process, our further edits were aimed at highlighting the material that best supports Mr. Yang’s thesis, reducing the amount of sometimes bewildering detail, and preserving material that is not replicated in other published works. It is our hope that the version presented here fully reflects Mr. Yang’s key points on this complex topic.


The world of translation is notoriously underfunded. We are grateful for the confidence that Farrar, Straus and Giroux has demonstrated in making this English translation of The World Turned Upside Down possible. We would also like to thank the Open Society Foundations for their additional and essential support.










AUTHOR’S NOTE


The Chinese writer Wang Meng once said, “Who can explain and furthermore summarize, politically and in terms of schools of thought, the ten-year Cultural Revolution that began in 1966? . . . This is Chinese history, and the Chinese are duty-bound to correctly and unambiguously sum up the Cultural Revolution in all its aspects, not just for China, but for the sake of human history as well.”1 This work that Wang Meng describes has long attracted me, and I hope that my exploration of this complex and dangerous terrain will make a difference.


As a participant in the Cultural Revolution at Tsinghua University in 1966 and 1967, I traveled to a dozen or so cities throughout China for the Great Networking. In January 1968, I became a journalist for the Xinhua News Agency, and over the ensuing years I covered many incidents related to the Cultural Revolution. In both my personal experience and journalistic reporting, however, I “missed the forest for the trees” and lacked a comprehensive and in-depth understanding of this period of history. After I finished writing Tombstone in 2007, I turned to researching the Cultural Revolution. Although many general histories of the Cultural Revolution have been published,2 I decided to offer my experience and understanding of the Cultural Revolution’s process for readers’ critical judgment.


Researching the Cultural Revolution requires restoring the original features of history by transcending the limitations of that era and of personal interest and feelings and standing on the high ground of human and political civilization. The official version of the Cultural Revolution is limited by its original ideology and political system, which inevitably contradicts historical truth.


On June 27, 1981, the sixth plenum of the Eleventh Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) passed its “Resolution on Certain Questions in the History of Our Party Since the Founding of Our Country,”3 which became the blueprint for the official history of the Cultural Revolution. This resolution recounted and commented on recent history in accordance with what prevailing political conditions required and allowed and was actually more of a compromise on the political problems faced at that time. Without it, China’s great transformation through Reform and Opening over the next thirty years would have been impossible. However, restoring the truth of the Cultural Revolution prohibits historians from taking a middle course and compromising as politicians do.


The resolution preserved the soul of the dictatorial system, and with it the interests of the bureaucratic clique, by upholding Mao Zedong Thought and distinguishing it from the thinking and theories Mao developed after 1956. This utilitarian pruning goes against historical truth and doesn’t stand up under scrutiny.


Official Cultural Revolution history also legitimizes the continued rule of the CCP by holding that the Cultural Revolution was “internal disorder, erroneously launched by the leader and made use of by counterrevolutionary cliques,”4 attempting to push responsibility for the Cultural Revolution onto “the counterrevolutionary cliques of Lin Biao and Jiang Qing” and thereby remedy the crisis of confidence in the CCP. If these two cliques really existed, however, they rose and fell within the party.


The official history of the Cultural Revolution, and the books that have been influenced by it, present Liu Shaoqi as a docile sheep, entirely subject to Mao’s whims and finally sent packing down a road of no return. In fact, as a revolutionary who had experienced many battles and years of party infighting, Liu Shaoqi and the bureaucratic clique he represented resisted Mao right from the outset of the Cultural Revolution. After Liu Shaoqi was unseated, there was resistance to the Cultural Revolution faction through the “February Countercurrent” and “February Suppression of Counterrevolutionaries,” and from a group represented by Deng Xiaoping, as well as even stronger resistance from the military bureaucratic clique. This series of resistances was not based on right and wrong so much as on opposing interests, and ordinary people bore the brunt of these confrontations. Depicting Liu Shaoqi as a submissive sheep is an attempt to keep the bureaucratic clique from being held responsible for the Cultural Revolution and to cover up the evil conduct of military and government bureaucrats that so devastated masses of ordinary people. Embellishing the image of Zhou Enlai and covering up his complicity with Mao during the Cultural Revolution arises from the same objective.


Official history attempts to exonerate Mao by blaming the evil consequences of the Cultural Revolution on the “counterrevolutionary cliques,” but the Gang of Four didn’t emerge until August 1973,5 after most of the veteran cadres had been restored to their posts, and if there was a “Lin Biao clique,” it existed from only April 1969 to September 1971. In any case, Lin Biao, Jiang Qing, and their respective groups merely pushed forward the Cultural Revolution under Mao’s direction. Jiang Qing said, “I was Chairman Mao’s dog, and whomever he told me to bite, I bit.” Jiang Qing and Lin Biao were used by Mao, and the most they could do was to make use of the opportunities created by Mao to eliminate some of their opponents.


After the Cultural Revolution was negated, senior party cadres wrote books and articles in which they professed to have adamantly resisted the Cultural Revolution all along. Left unmentioned were the periods when they played along, their persecution of other cadres and oppression of the masses, and their gloating over the misfortunes of their colleagues. Official histories amply cover the persecution of cadres during the Cultural Revolution but barely mention or even distort the repeated bloody suppressions targeting ordinary people, the victims of which outnumber persecuted cadres by many hundredfold. History is written by the victors, and given that the ultimate victor of the Cultural Revolution was the bureaucratic clique, the sufferings of ordinary people have been largely ignored.


The Cultural Revolution was an extremely complex historical process with multiple layers of conflict between multiple forces enmeshed in repeated power struggles and reversals over the course of ten years and a vast geographical space. All kinds of thinking, all types of communities, and all sorts of interest groups repeatedly clashed, but also became interwoven and bound together. The victors at one stage might become the losers at another stage; the people carrying out purges during one period of time might themselves be purged at another juncture. Thinking in black and white with simplified terms of “endorsement” or “negation” makes it impossible to record or comment on this complex historical process.


Any reasonable thesis raised about the Cultural Revolution will be met with an equally reasonable rebuttal; any historical account will be criticized by someone as one-sided, because most of the people who experienced the Cultural Revolution are still alive and well, and their different roles and situations during the Cultural Revolution gave them different perspectives and experiences. The criticisms of these participants are very valuable and push researchers ever closer to historical truth, but this invaluable resource for contemporary history presents its own difficulties.


I’m a latecomer compared with others who have undertaken studies of the Cultural Revolution. Bringing up the rear has its advantages, in that I didn’t have to start from scratch and could use the outstanding work of my predecessors as a point of departure. As I’ve read grand narratives of the overall history of the Cultural Revolution, memoirs by those who experienced it, in-depth research on key topics, histories of the Cultural Revolution in specific localities, and theoretical explorations, these names have become embedded in my memory: Gao Gao, Yan Jiaqi, Wang Nianyi, Xi Xuan, Jin Chunming, Roderick MacFarquhar, Wang Youqin, Zhou Lunzuo, He Shu, Wang Shaoguang, Wang Li, Chen Xiaonong, Wu Faxian, Qiu Huizuo, Li Zuopeng, Xu Jingxian, Nie Yuanzi, Yu Ruxin, Liu Guokai, Xu Youyu, Song Yongyi, Hu Ping, Ding Shu, Guo Jian, Gao Wenqian, Gao Hua, Yin Hongbiao, Han Gang, Xiao Xidong, Ding Dong, Chen Yinan, Bu Weihua, Tang Shaojie, Qian Liqun, Zhang Boshu, Zhu Xueqin, Chen Kuide, Wang Ruoshui, Wang Haiguang, Wang Xizhe, Wang Lixiong, Yang Xiguang, Shu Yun, Ding Kaiwen, Xu Hailiang, Qi Zhi, Sima Qingyang, Zhou Ziren, Hua Xinmin, Alateng Delihai, She Namujila, Jin Guangyao, Jin Dalu, Li Xun, Dong Guoqiang, and Deng Zhenxin, among others. Even more valuable are some scholars who were willing to serve as stepping stones for other researchers as they quietly collected, edited, and sorted historical materials. Fu Sinian6 said that, in a sense, the study of history is the study of historical material. The editors of works such as The Chinese Cultural Revolution Database compiled by Song Yongyi, Ding Shu, Guo Jian, and others; Chronicle of Events of the Ten-Year Cultural Revolution compiled by Zhou Liangxiao and his wife, Gu Juying; as well as electronic collections of Cultural Revolution historical materials such as Remembrance, Yesterday, and the Virtual Museum of the Cultural Revolution7 have made a profound and indelible contribution. The years I spent researching and writing this book gave me the deepest respect for these forerunners in the field.


Xu Youyu, Ding Dong, Bu Weihua, Yu Ruxin, Li Xun, and Cong Ziwen read the early draft of this book, while He Shu, Cai Wenbin, Xu Hailiang, Wang Haiguang, and Song Yimin read parts of it. They all offered valuable feedback, for which I am deeply grateful.










PREFACE: THE ROAD, THE THEORY, AND THE SYSTEM


In 1966 and the nine years that followed, nearly every person in China became embroiled to some extent in the Cultural Revolution, an experience that left a permanent mark on the lives, fates, and souls of every participant. Even more profound was the movement’s effect on China’s politics, economy, and society.


Mao Zedong originally expected the Cultural Revolution to last for at most three years. But as it proceeded, many unanticipated situations emerged. Mao never imagined the complete loss of control in August 1967 that would compel him to abandon some of the Cultural Revolution’s staunchest supporters. He never imagined the irreconcilable struggle within the military ranks in 1968 would oblige him to cast away another group of allies. He hoped that the Ninth Party Congress would lead to a stage of “struggle-criticism-transformation,” never envisioning that a rift between him and Lin Biao would culminate in Lin Biao’s shocking escape attempt and death in 1971. Right from the outset, repeated collisions derailed the Cultural Revolution from its initial objectives and left participants stranded. After the Lin Biao incident, Mao hoped to return the Cultural Revolution to its original direction, but by then the movement had lost public support and people had begun fastening their hopeful gazes on Zhou Enlai. That made Zhou the new target of Mao’s revolution. One new problem followed another, and new errors were deployed to correct those that had come before. The Cultural Revolution was a ten-year process of feeling for rocks while crossing a river, and may have lasted even longer if Mao hadn’t died in 1976.


The Cultural Revolution was like a riptide resulting from the interaction of multiple forces, with each wave of turbulence swallowing up a new batch of victims and creating a new group of “enemies.” As the impetus of the Cultural Revolution faltered before growing resistance and the withdrawal of increasing numbers of people to the sidelines, the waves gradually ebbed until the Cultural Revolution failed and was thoroughly repudiated.


With each surge of setbacks and struggles, ordinary people were churned and pummeled in abject misery, while Mao, at a far remove, boldly proclaimed, “Look, the world is turning upside down!”1 I’ve used this expression as the title of my book to indicate the extent of this turmoil and suffering.


The roots of the Cultural Revolution have to be sought in the system that existed in the seventeen years before it began, in the prevailing ideology, and in the road Mao maintained at that time.


The Cultural Revolution was a power struggle over the road China should take; power was merely the tool for achieving a political path.


Some researchers believe that the Cultural Revolution was a pure power struggle in which Mao sought to strip Liu Shaoqi of the prestige he’d gained by cleaning up the aftermath of the Great Famine. There’s some truth in this view, but it doesn’t entirely stand up under analysis. The entire process of the Cultural Revolution was packed with vicious power struggles from the Central Committee down to the grassroots. However, among politicians, power is a tool for realizing political objectives, in this case China’s political direction (i.e., “Whither China?”). Mao and Liu had long parted ways on this point, and each had established his own contingent of supporters.


The leadership of the Chinese Communist Party was united on the basic question of taking the socialist road and achieving social justice with a comprehensive plan executed by the regime, but Mao and Liu disagreed on the conditions under which “new democracy” could transition to socialism, and how quickly.


Although Liu Shaoqi, like Mao, put an emphasis on class struggle, the targets of his struggle, i.e., criticism and denunciation, were landlords, rich peasants, counterrevolutionaries, rightists, corrupt and degenerate grassroots cadres, and intractable intellectuals. Mao was the mastermind of attacks on all types of class enemies, but his main targets were within the party’s upper levels, where China’s direction was decided. The three-year Great Famine undoubtedly intensified the divisions between Mao and Liu. Unreconciled to the failure of the Three Red Banners, Mao was seeking a new opportunity to establish his utopia of total equality in the political, economic, and cultural spheres. Even if we allow that Mao’s intentions were good, socialism, as a form of collectivism, is predicated on the obliteration of the individual and can be achieved only through the evil of coercion. For centuries, socialist ideals had been met with constant rebuff, but rather than recognizing the cause for this in socialism itself, Mao blamed it on “revisionism” and “class enemies.”


Combatting and preventing “revisionism” was therefore the chief task of the Cultural Revolution, as Mao tried to clear the way for establishing his utopia. That meant attacking “capitalist roader power-holders” such as Liu Shaoqi, whose attempts to address the problems left over from the Great Famine by giving peasants more autonomy in growing crops and taking a softer line in international affairs were labeled a “counterrevolutionary revisionist line.” The path created by Mao had already created hell on earth in the Great Famine era,2 and the Cultural Revolution that Mao used to clear away obstacles for his envisaged paradise created yet another hell on earth.


The ideology of the political road that Mao chose created a fanatical mass movement that meted out unprecedented brutality to the political underclass and individuals with alternative viewpoints.


The Cultural Revolution was a massive movement that swept up the political underclass3 at the lower level and attacked the bureaucratic clique at the upper level. Every work unit, district, and family became embroiled in arguments; married couples fought, fathers and sons became estranged, and the closest of friends parted ways. Mao’s main tool for moving the masses, apart from his leadership position and supreme authority, was the ideology in which China’s people had been steeped for the past seventeen years through textbooks, newspapers, meetings, and other means. Relentless criticism of nonconformist thinking and watertight imperviousness to outside ideas allowed official ideology to control every individual’s brain, guide every person’s actions, and monopolize social discourse, creating a group mentality that led people to join movements with enormous political passion. The source of this ideology was Marxism, its sympathy with the oppressed and exploited lending it a moral glamor that inspired tens of millions of people to sacrifice everything for the cause. Ideology became religion, and Mao its high priest. Waving his hand from the gate tower of Tiananmen Square at mass rallies, Mao aroused surges of ardor that dwarfed a papal appearance at the Vatican.


Traditional morality reached its nadir during the Cultural Revolution but was replaced by a different morality that placed group objectives on the highest plane and disregarded all else to achieve them. As Hayek said, “The intensity of the moral emotions behind a movement like that of National Socialism or communism can probably be compared only to those of the great religious movements of history . . . Where there is one common all-overriding end, there is no room for any general morals or rules.”4 The common and all-overriding end was communism.


The root cause of the Cultural Revolution is found in the system of the seventeen years preceding it and not in Mao’s individual character alone.


Positioned at the apex of the pyramid of power, Mao inevitably became corrupted by the privileges he enjoyed. But it would be an oversimplification to attribute the Cultural Revolution to Mao’s personal qualities. For that reason, this book focuses on Mao’s deeds rather than on appraising his personal morals and integrity. The system in place preceding the Cultural Revolution was the fundamental reason that it came about.


The People’s Republic of China constructed a Soviet-style power structure on the soil of Chinese imperial autocracy, monopolizing the economy, politics, and ideology. State ownership channeled every person’s production and living needs under state planning and allowed the regime to penetrate every pore of society. This tight, harsh system relied almost entirely on a power pyramid of millions of bureaucrats. I adopt “totalitarianism” to denote this system, for lack of a better term.


Wang Ya’nan said, “Bureaucratic politics is a politics of privilege. Under the politics of privilege, political power is not wielded to express the public will or serve the public interest, but rather is wielded in the name of the ‘state’ or ‘citizens’ to control and enslave the people in order to achieve the selfish objectives of those in power.”5 Under totalitarianism, privilege became an even more serious problem.


The emperor ruled his people by ruling his officials, and ruling officials was the emperor’s greatest challenge. As an old Chinese saying goes, “It is hard to rule the empire; everyone thinks the people are hard to rule, not knowing that the difficulty is not with the people but with the officials.” Mao faced the same quandary. Mao was a member of the bureaucratic clique but different from it. He needed bureaucrats to fulfill their duties by implementing his will, but the bureaucrats also had a private side, and they pursued the interests of themselves, their families, and their groups, which were independent of the interests of the supreme ruler. Mao noticed the private side of the bureaucrats steadily swelling and became alarmed by signs that decay was setting in and accelerating.


Although Mao helped create this system, it took on a life of its own. The central government ministries and departments and the local governments were interwoven as in a chain-link fence that confined society, and bureaucrats used this fine-mesh fence to engage in unprecedented suppression of society and ordinary people. In 1958, Mao broke from the Soviet system by transferring power downward from the central government ministries and departments, but the result was chaos. He attempted another power transfer during the Cultural Revolution, but this merely resulted in another cycle of what is known in Chinese politics as “death in centralization, and chaos in release.”


Mao’s dissatisfaction with this system was multifaceted: The ranking system and bureaucrats’ remoteness from the masses conflicted with his inborn populism and the anarchism. He worried that bureaucrats’ use of material benefit to muster enthusiasm would lead society into a prevailing materialism, and that privilege and corruption would turn officials into opponents of the people; he naturally knew the old saying “The people are the water that can float the boat or overturn it.” Mao therefore declared the “privileged stratum” of the “bureaucratic class” and “academic authorities” to be the new targets of struggle and revolution.


As the Yugoslavian communist Milovan Djilas6 wrote:




The Communist revolution, conducted in the name of doing away with classes, has resulted in the most complete authority of any single new class . . . The new class is voracious and insatiable, just as the bourgeoisie was. But it does not have the virtues of frugality and economy that the bourgeoisie had. The new class is as exclusive as the aristocracy but without aristocracy’s refinement and proud chivalry . . .


The totalitarian tyranny and control of the new class, which came into being during the revolution, has become the yoke from under which the blood and sweat of all members of society flow.7





Djilas pointed out that the power of this class was not based on the riches it possessed but rather on the state-owned assets it controlled, and he predicted that this new class would leave behind “one of the most shameful pages in human history.”8 This new class was the bureaucratic class.


Even so, Mao and Djilas had completely different points of departure and solutions for dealing with this new class.


Djilas stated that one of the main reasons for his disillusionment with communism was Stalinist “tyranny” and “primitive and simplified dogmatic communism,” and his ultimate ideal was “democratic socialism.” Mao, however, defended Stalin and wanted to establish a utopia that surpassed Stalin’s system. He never recognized the fundamental problem, which was the need for a totalitarian system in order to establish a communist utopia.


To solve the problem of bureaucracy, Mao looked to the works of Marx, Engels, and Lenin, which reinforced his views on the dubious nature of the state and its eventual dissolution. Without the power of the state apparatus, there would be no one to manage public affairs, and human beings would engage in mutual annihilation. However, once the state apparatus is established, it becomes a “parasitic excrescence”9 on society and sprouts an enormous bureaucratic clique. Anarchism endures because the state machine produces class oppression and bureaucratic privilege; the state machinery is indispensable because people dread the destructive power of anarchism. The process of the Cultural Revolution was one of repeated struggle between anarchism and state power. Unfortunately, the state power that prevailed was still that of the bureaucratic clique.


The term “bureaucratic clique” as used in this book is value-neutral. The bureaucrats were administrative executives, but without accountability to the public or a reliable system of checks and balances, they could use their power to suppress and exploit the populace. Only a modern democratic system can prevent bureaucrats from becoming suppressers and exploiters and prevent a “public state” from turning into an oppressive bureaucratic state.


At that time, China’s immense totalitarian bureaucratic system created strained relations between officials and the populace (the first tier of strained relations) and also within the bureaucracy itself (the second tier of strained relations). The second tier of strained relations resulted from the cadre appointment system, in which the upper levels decided the fate of the lower levels, and was also related to the formation of factions and “mountain strongholds” in the process of seizing state power. Positioned at the apex of the totalitarian bureaucratic system, Mao regularly used the first tier as a check and balance on the second tier, while using populist slogans to undermine the first tier. Using the power of the masses as a counterweight to the totalitarian bureaucratic system meant encouraging the masses to rebel against the bureaucrats. In the Cultural Revolution, these two tiers of strained relations became interwoven and bound together so that political struggles lost their dividing lines between right and wrong, and participants became a vast herd stampeding around the arena.


Before the Cultural Revolution, struggles against the bureaucratic clique had always been carried out internally, but Mao found that these past methods were as ineffective as performing surgery on oneself. He finally arrived at the method of making himself the direct representative of the lower-class masses in casting off the bureaucratic clique, directly mobilizing and directing the masses to “smash the old state apparatus,” “roast” the bureaucracy, and “through nationwide chaos attain great order throughout the land.”10


In order to mobilize the masses to purge the bureaucratic clique and attain “nationwide chaos,” Mao needed rebels, but Mao could not allow a state of anarchy to persist over the long term, and restoring “great order throughout the land” required bureaucracy. The rebels were Mao’s left hand, which he needed to attack the bureaucracy; but the bureaucratic clique was Mao’s right hand, which he needed to restore order.


During the early stage of the Cultural Revolution, Mao wielded his left hand by encouraging the rebels to attack the bureaucrats and “roast them for a while, but not scorch them”; however, this balance became difficult to maintain once intense conflict arose between officials and the populace.11 During the latter stage of the Cultural Revolution, Mao brandished his right hand and had the bureaucrats contain the rebels, though he ordered the bureaucrats “not to attack them.”12 But how could the newly reinstated bureaucrats not retaliate against their mortal enemies? The Cultural Revolution was a triangular game between Mao, the rebels, and the bureaucratic clique. The final outcome of this game was that the bureaucratic clique eventually emerged victorious over Mao, and the rebels suffered the consequences of Mao’s failure. The rebel faction that served as the stone implement that Mao used to “smash the old state apparatus” and to attack the bureaucratic clique was ultimately crushed to pieces under the ever-grinding wheel of the bureaucratic apparatus.


The great calamities of history bring great compensation, and the factors compensating for the Cultural Revolution are part of its legacy. Yet because China’s officials utilized their political power to deflect blame from Mao and the totalitarian system, the bureaucratic clique benefited from the historical compensation while the masses continued to swallow the bitter consequences.


Whether analyzed in terms of ideology, political line, or system, the Cultural Revolution was doomed to fail. Once revolutionary committees were established to “make China red through every hill and vale,” the old system was restored without the slightest innovation. When the failed escape attempt by Lin Biao, Mao’s most important collaborator in launching the Cultural Revolution, resulted in a massive deterioration in Mao’s health, Deng Xiaoping stepped in and engaged in a “general overhaul” that hastened the Cultural Revolution’s ultimate defeat; the 1976 “April Fifth Movement” showed that the Cultural Revolution had lost public support and that its failure was a foregone conclusion. Less than a month after Mao’s death, the four-member Cultural Revolution leadership (known as the Gang of Four), with Mao’s widow at its core, was arrested. The old system that the Cultural Revolution had destroyed was completely restored once the Cultural Revolution ended.


The Cultural Revolution produced millions of unjust cases and unnatural deaths affecting more than one hundred million people to varying degrees.13 Since most of the official data remains classified, there is no way of ascertaining exactly how many people fell victim to the Cultural Revolution. Even so, what can be unambiguously stated is that it was catastrophic for China in terms of the human toll, immense cultural destruction, and economic loss.


Engels said, “There is no great historical evil without a compensating historical progress,”14 and the historical compensation for the catastrophic Cultural Revolution is part of its legacy.


First, it destroyed the excellent image of the party and officialdom that the government had molded over the long term, and vanquished blind faith in the party and blind respect for officials. The Cultural Revolution destroyed the myth, which had existed since 1949, and especially since 1957, that the Communist Party was infallible, and replaced slavish submission with suspicion and criticism. In the 1980s, the government summarized this phenomenon as a “crisis of trust,” and this distrust of political authority is precisely the condition required for a society of subjects to begin progressing toward a society of citizens.


Second, it destroyed the ideology that had been instilled into the populace for so many years. After the failure of the Cultural Revolution caused its ideological edifice to crumble, the Chinese people cast off the spiritual fetters of the previous decades, and most no longer believed in communism. The government considered this a “crisis of faith,” and this breaking of spiritual shackles was the necessary condition for the liberation of the people’s thinking.


There was also a crisis of confidence, in which the masses lost confidence in the political and economic systems existing during and prior to the Cultural Revolution. From this arose the demand for systemic reform and the exploration of a new system.


It was precisely what the government perceived as three crises that gave unprecedented dynamism to the thinking of the masses and that allowed ordinary people to begin forming an independent mentality. The April Fifth Movement of 1976, the Xidan Democracy Wall in 1978, and the political protests of 1989 all constituted an emancipation of thought that shattered spiritual fetters, forming the necessary conditions for China’s Reform and Opening and subsequent push toward democratization.


Third, savage butchery during the Cultural Revolution exposed “class struggle as guiding principle” as the evil it was. Class struggle harmed not only ordinary people but also the bureaucratic clique, especially members of its top echelon such as Deng Xiaoping. Abandoning class struggle as a guiding principle and implementing a focus on economic construction became a consensus supported by all society.


Fourth, the lawlessness of “dictatorship of the masses” hurt not only ordinary people but also the bureaucracy’s top officials. Once bureaucrats were restored to their positions, they began constructing the legal system, which, while falling far short of genuine rule of law, was a least a step in the right direction.


The once glorious ideological edifice was now a pile of rubble, and the impregnable totalitarian system was full of holes. Most of China’s people had awakened to the truth, and a batch of rational and ambitious officials was ready to set the locomotive of Reform and Opening rumbling forward. At that point, China entered a critical era of accelerated modernization. This was the historical compensation for the disaster of the Cultural Revolution.


Unfortunately, the ultimate victor in the Cultural Revolution was still the bureaucratic clique, which now wielded the power to investigate and punish those responsible for the Cultural Revolution as well as the power to lead Reform and Opening and apportion its spoils.


Assigning responsibility for the Cultural Revolution determined who filled the cadre ranks during Reform and Opening. Deng Xiaoping emphasized, “Those who followed Lin Biao, Jiang Qing, and their ilk and rose to power through rebelling, those who were infected with a factional mentality, and those who engaged in beating, smashing, and looting must absolutely not be promoted, not even one, and those who are still in leadership positions must be resolutely withdrawn.”15 If Deng Xiaoping’s proposed appointment standards were proper and necessary, they were nevertheless applied with a double standard in practice. In the purge of those “three types of people” after the Cultural Revolution, the mainstays of the Red August Terror of 1966 were largely protected, and most were funneled into leadership positions as the next generation of bureaucrats. As for ordinary people, the CCP Central Committee handed down a document16 demanding that the records of mass organization leaders be taken into account for promotion and overseas assignments, limiting the career prospects of many talented people.


Leading Reform and Opening gave the bureaucratic clique the power to decide what would be changed or not changed, and defending the clique’s interests meant limiting reform to the economic sphere. While completely negating the Cultural Revolution, China’s new leaders carried forward the entire political system and ideology that had created the Cultural Revolution: one-party dictatorship, highly centralized power, and an overriding emphasis on power. Relying on these political legacies allowed the bureaucratic clique of the Mao era (including their progeny and close friends) to become the new elite of the Reform and Opening era.


The bureaucratic clique’s control over allocating the fruits of Reform and Opening disassociated the defrayment of the costs of reform from the allocation of its profits: workers, ordinary civil servants, and intellectuals bore the highest cost of reform and received the least, while the elite syndicates that bore little of the cost were by far the greatest beneficiaries. Members of the first “gilded generation” that went abroad to enhance their prospects came from the elite families, and those who made use of the powerful positions of their elders to enter the market economy and amass billions through business were likewise from these families.


Once officials unseated during the Cultural Revolution were restored to power, they ignored the lessons of what had given rise to the Cultural Revolution, and apart from ceaseless retaliation against the rebels, they indulged in special privilege and corruption that surpassed pre–Cultural Revolution levels. Compared with the poverty of the PRC’s early years, Reform and Opening brought richer material conditions for privilege and corruption; it produced wealthy private entrepreneurs and opportunities for power-money exchange; and the powerful could control and manipulate the market and participate in market competition. Hayek said, “A world in which the wealthy are powerful is still a better world than one in which only the already powerful can acquire wealth.”17 In today’s China, it is in fact the powerful who acquire wealth.


The rebels took pride in believing, “In the revolution I gave meritorious service, in the Cultural Revolution I suffered, under reform I have power.” But now that Mao lay mute in his crystal sarcophagus, the rebels were cast into the eighteenth circle of hell, and the bureaucrats did everything in their power to obstruct progress toward democracy and to promote the market mechanism. The system established in thirty years of reform is called a “socialist market economy,” but essentially it is a “power market economy”18 in which power controls and manipulates the market. Under the power market economy, large and small power hubs are like so many black holes drawing society’s riches into social syndicates closely affiliated with those in power. The fundamental problem with a power market economy is its unfairness; an unfair society cannot be harmonious. Under the power market economy, abuse of power is combined with the malign greed for capital, creating a hotbed for all society’s evils. Establishing a system with checks and balances over power and controls over capital is the inevitable demand of all society. Constitutional democracy is this system.










CHRONOLOGY OF THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION


1. FERMENTATION


OCTOBER 1, 1949: The People’s Republic of China (PRC) is established.


FEBRUARY 1956: Nikita Khrushchev’s “secret speech” criticizes Stalin at the Twentieth National Congress of the Soviet Communist Party.


OCTOBER–NOVEMBER 1956: A democratic revolution in Hungary draws a crackdown by Soviet military intervention.


DECEMBER 29, 1956: Reacting to recent events in the Soviet Union, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) organ People’s Daily publishes an editorial defending Stalin and attacking “revisionism.”


APRIL 27, 1957: In reaction to discontent expressed through dozens of strikes and demonstrations since September 1956, the CCP launches a rectification campaign and encourages intellectuals to voice their critical views.


JUNE 8, 1957: The launch of the Anti-Rightist Campaign results in 550,000 people being labeled “rightists.”


1958–1962: More than thirty million people starve to death during the Great Leap Forward.


JANUARY 11–FEBRUARY 7, 1962: During the Seven Thousand Cadres Conference, the leadership of the CCP becomes divided over the lessons of the Great Famine.


SEPTEMBER 24–27, 1962: At the tenth plenum of the Eighth CCP Central Committee, Mao resurrects class struggle and criticizes efforts by Liu Shaoqi and others to bring the famine situation under control.


SEPTEMBER 6, 1963–JULY 14, 1964: The China-Soviet dispute that began in April 1960 intensifies with China’s publication of “Nine Commentaries” critical of Soviet revisionism, signifying the CCP’s further move toward ultra-leftist ideology.


SPRING 1963–SUMMER 1966: The Socialist Education Movement is conducted in the cities and in the countryside, and Mao calls for purges of “capitalist roaders” in the government. Mao and Liu Shaoqi clash over the movement’s policies and principles.


1964–1965: Mass criticism surges throughout the country as a result of ideological class struggle targeting the cultural and academic sectors. The theory of “continuous revolution under the dictatorship of the proletariat” takes shape as the guiding ideology of the Cultural Revolution.


2. PREPARATION


1965


NOVEMBER 10: Shanghai’s Wenhuibao publishes Yao Wenyuan’s essay “On the New Historical Play Hai Rui Dismissed from Office,” the blasting fuse in Mao’s meticulous plan to launch the Cultural Revolution.


DECEMBER 8–15: During an enlarged meeting of the Politburo Standing Committee, Luo Ruiqing is denounced and subsequently relieved of his position as the chief of General Staff.


1966


FEBRUARY 4: The “February Outline,” drafted in line with Beijing mayor Peng Zhen’s views, puts ongoing mass criticism under the leadership of the party and limits it to the academic sphere.


MARCH 28–30: Mao, Kang Sheng, and others criticize the February Outline for blurring class boundaries and failing to distinguish between right and wrong.


APRIL 16: An enlarged meeting of the Politburo Standing Committee in Hangzhou discusses Peng Zhen’s errors and rescinds the February Outline. Li Xuefeng takes over Peng Zhen’s duties in a reorganization of the Beijing municipal party committee on May 10.



3. FORMAL LAUNCH



1966


MAY 16: The May 16 Circular is unanimously passed at an enlarged Politburo meeting.


MAY 25: Nie Yuanzi and others put up a big-character poster at Peking University denouncing university president Lu Ping and others. With Mao’s support, the text of the poster is published in the June 2 issue of People’s Daily.


MAY 28: The Central Cultural Revolution Small Group (CCRSG) is established.


MAY 29: Three members of the Politburo Standing Committee—Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, and Deng Xiaoping—decide to send work groups to People’s Daily and Peking University. On June 4, the new Beijing municipal party committee dispatches work groups to other college campuses.


4. THE CLIMAX


1966


JULY 18: Mao returns to Beijing and criticizes the work groups, and on July 25 he decides to withdraw them.


JULY 29: The Beijing municipal party committee announces the withdrawal of the work groups at a mass rally for Cultural Revolution with activists from secondary and tertiary schools at the Great Hall of the People. People denounced under the work groups are rehabilitated, and some become leaders of rebel faction mass organizations.


AUGUST 1: Mao writes a letter praising the “revolutionary rebel spirit” of the Red Guards at the Tsinghua University Affiliated Secondary School.


AUGUST 1–12: During the eleventh plenum of the Eighth Central Committee, Mao publishes “Bombard the Headquarters: My Big-Character Poster,” which targets Liu Shaoqi. On August 8, the plenum passes the “Resolution Regarding the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution,” subsequently known as the Sixteen Articles. Lin Biao ascends to second place in the hierarchy, and Liu Shaoqi drops to eighth place.


AUGUST 18: Mao carries out the first of seven reviews of a total of more than ten million Red Guards at Tiananmen Square. Red Guards embark on the Great Networking throughout the country, igniting the movement in places where it had not yet begun and launching an assault on the bureaucratic structure.


LATE AUGUST–EARLY SEPTEMBER: Red Guards engage in ransacking homes and smashing the “four olds” in Beijing in a terror-ridden “Red August.” Meanwhile, hundreds of “black elements” are slaughtered in Beijing’s rural Changping and Daxing Counties.


AUGUST–SEPTEMBER: The bureaucratic clique continues to suppress mass movements throughout the country through “revolutionary committee preparatory committees” and pro-government Red Guards. In some localities, party committees mobilize troops, police, workers, or peasants to attack students. Mao refers to the phenomenon as the “bourgeois reactionary line.”


OCTOBER 2: Red Flag magazine publishes an editorial calling for a thorough denunciation of the bourgeois reactionary line, followed by a mass pledge rally of more than one hundred thousand people on October 6.


OCTOBER 9–28: A Central Committee work conference denounces the bourgeois reactionary line and the “blood lineage theory” of the earlier Red Guard movement, mobilizing rebel organizations against leading government officials.


1967


JANUARY: During the “January Storm” in Shanghai, worker rebel organizations seize power from the Shanghai municipal party committee. Power seizures spread throughout the country, and “three-in-one combination” leading groups replace the original power structure.


JANUARY 13: The Central Committee issues its “Decision Regarding the People’s Liberation Army Supporting the Leftist Revolutionary Masses,” which allows the military to dominate the Cultural Revolution at the local level.


MID-FEBRUARY: At two Central Committee briefing sessions convened by Zhou Enlai, Vice-Premiers Tan Zhenlin and Chen Yi and Marshal Ye Jianying stridently criticize the overthrow of veteran cadres; their protest is subsequently referred to as the “February Countercurrent.” Support-the-left units in various places suppress rebels as “counterrevolutionaries,” resulting in a series of violent incidents.


APRIL 1: A Central Committee document on the problem in Anhui forbids “arbitrarily declaring mass organizations to be counterrevolutionary organizations” and demands the release and rehabilitation of anyone detained or labeled as a counterrevolutionary, further radicalizing the rebel movement.


JULY 20: The “Wuhan Incident.” The Million Heroes, a conservative organization supported by the commander of the Wuhan Military Region, Chen Zaidao, detains CCRSG member Wang Li. Chen Zaidao is struck down, followed by a nationwide upsurge in “weeding out the smattering of capitalist roaders within the military.”


JULY–AUGUST: Encouraged by the Wuhan Incident, rebels become more active than ever throughout the country, and military and foreign affairs organs come under attack. In an effort to turn the situation around, Mao tosses out the CCRSG members Wang Li, Guan Feng, and Qi Benyu. During his tour of the south from July to September, Mao instructs mass organizations to achieve unity under the principles of the revolution, saying that “the vast majority of cadres are good.”


SEPTEMBER 8: People’s Daily publishes an essay by Yao Wenyuan that includes Mao’s attack on the May 16 counterrevolutionary clique. Investigations of the May 16 clique bring a new round of suppression against rebel mass organizations by support-the-left military units throughout the country.


AUGUST 13–OCTOBER 17: A massacre of black elements is carried out in Dao County, Hunan Province, and spreads to other counties in Lingling Prefecture, which records 9,093 unnatural deaths.


NOVEMBER: The Cleansing of the Class Ranks begins, resulting in the victimization of tens of millions of innocent people.


1968


MARCH 24: At a mass rally at the Great Hall of the People, the military leaders Yang Chengwu, Yu Lijin, and Fu Chongbi are dismissed from their positions.


JULY 3: The Central Committee issues its “July 3 Notice” forbidding the obstruction of transport, looting of military convoys, and attacks on PLA organs.


JULY 27–28: Mao sends a thirty-thousand-member Capital Workers Mao Zedong Thought Propaganda Team to end factional violence at Tsinghua University. The next day, Mao receives five rebel leaders and withdraws his support for the rebels.


SEPTEMBER 5: The establishment of a revolutionary committee in the Xinjiang Autonomous Region makes China “red through every hill and vale.”


OCTOBER 13–31: The twelfth plenum of the Eighth Central Committee permanently expels Liu Shaoqi from the party and dismisses him from all his official positions.


1969


APRIL 1–24: The CCP’s Ninth National Congress marks a victory for the rebel faction and the military, and friction develops between Mao and Lin Biao in the process of drafting the political report for the congress. Mao becomes wary of the military’s burgeoning power.


1970


JANUARY 31: The Central Committee launches the One Strike and Three Antis campaign, which results in tens of thousands of deaths.


5. MAO SPLITS WITH LIN BIAO


1970


AUGUST 23–SEPTEMBER 6: At the second plenum of the Ninth Central Committee at Lushan, the rivalry between Lin Biao–allied military leaders and key backers of the Cultural Revolution intensifies, and key military leaders carry out self-criticism. A campaign to purge Chen Boda begins after the October 1 National Day celebrations.


NOVEMBER 6: At Mao’s suggestion, the Central Committee establishes a Central Organization and Propaganda Group, which is taken over by members of the disbanded CCRSG.


DECEMBER 18: Mao tells the American journalist Edgar Snow that “the ‘Four Greats’ is annoying!”—generally understood as a criticism of Lin Biao. A transcript of the conversation is printed and distributed to all party members.


DECEMBER 22: The North China Conference reorganizes the Beijing Military Region.



1971


APRIL 15: At a high-level meeting on the campaign to criticize Chen [Boda] and carry out rectification, Lin Biao refuses Mao’s implied demand to carry out self-criticism.


AUGUST 15–SEPTEMBER 12: Mao tours the south and targets Lin Biao by innuendo. Lin’s son, Lin Liguo, devises an unsuccessful plot to assassinate Mao.


SEPTEMBER 13: Lin Biao dies in a plane crash while attempting to flee China. His wife, Ye Qun, son Lin Liguo, and six others are also killed.


6. DECIDING WHETHER TO DEFEND OR NEGATE THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION


1971


END OF 1971: Zhou Enlai begins measures to correct left-deviation, including sending liberal-minded Wang Ruoshui to People’s Daily.


1972


MAY 21–JUNE 23: Reflecting Mao’s perspective against Zhou Enlai, a reporting meeting on the campaign to criticize Lin and carry out rectification denounces Lin Biao as an ultra-rightist. Zhou Enlai carries out self-criticism on errors allegedly committed during six early line struggles.


OCTOBER 14: People’s Daily devotes an entire page to articles criticizing anarchism and ultra-leftist tendencies.


DECEMBER 17: Mao criticizes Wang Ruoshui for articles published in People’s Daily supporting Zhou Enlai’s attacks on ultra-leftism. Mao declares the essence of the Lin Biao line to be “ultra-rightist. Revisionist, splittist, scheming and intriguing, betraying the party and the country.”


1973


MARCH 10: The Central Committee issues its “Decision Regarding Restoring Comrade Deng Xiaoping’s Regular Party Activities and Position as State Council Vice-Premier.”


AUGUST 24–28: The Tenth National Congress wholly endorses the political line of the Ninth Congress.


NOVEMBER 21–EARLY DECEMBER: In accordance with Mao’s decision, an enlarged Politburo session criticizes “Zhou [Enlai] and Ye [Jianying]’s revisionist line” and “right-deviating capitulationism.” Zhou carries out a harsh self-criticism.


DECEMBER 12: At a Politburo meeting, Mao announces his decision to rotate the commanders of China’s eight military regions.


1974


JANUARY 25: Mao arranges a mass rally to launch a campaign criticizing Lin Biao and Confucius. Long-marginalized rebels rise up again.


DECEMBER: The Central Committee hands down Mao’s “Main Points of a Talk on Theoretical Issues,” whose defense of the Cultural Revolution is based on the theory of continuous revolution under the dictatorship of the proletariat.


1975


JANUARY 8–10: During the second plenum of the Tenth Central Committee, Deng Xiaoping attains the highest postings in his career: vice-chairman of the Central Committee and member of the Politburo Standing Committee, as well as vice-chairman of the Central Military Commission and chief of General Staff.


JANUARY 13–17: During the Fourth National People’s Congress, Zhou Enlai’s report proposes the “Four Modernizations,” and Deng Xiaoping is appointed first vice-premier of the State Council. The power balance shifts in favor of the pragmatist faction, and the Cultural Revolution faction retreats to the sidelines.


APRIL 23: Mao writes a memo opposing revisionism, empiricism, and dogmatism, which the pragmatist faction uses to criticize Jiang Qing.


SPRING: Deng Xiaoping launches a general overhaul that leads to attacks on rebel leaders incorporated into the revolutionary committees. Railway transportation and production improve.


AUGUST 14: Based on comments by Mao, the Cultural Revolution faction organizes essays criticizing the classical novel The Water Margin and denouncing “capitulators,” targeting Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping by insinuation.


AUGUST 13 AND OCTOBER 13: Party leaders at Tsinghua University write letters of complaint against the university party secretary Chi Qun and the deputy party secretary Xie Jingyi, both trusted by Mao.


NOVEMBER 12: Mao criticizes the letters from Tsinghua, launching a campaign to beat back the right-deviation and case reversal.


1976


JANUARY 8: Zhou Enlai dies.


JANUARY 11: A million Beijing citizens line Chang’an Avenue to pay their respects as Zhou’s coffin passes. The Cultural Revolution faction suppresses memorial activities for Zhou.


JANUARY 28: Mao has Hua Guofeng take charge of the Central Committee’s routine operations. Deng Xiaoping surrenders all his power as the campaign against right-deviation and case reversal reaches a climax. Rebel leaders become active again.


LATE MARCH–EARLY APRIL: Commemorations of Zhou Enlai during the Qing Ming festival turn into a mass protest movement in Beijing and other major cities.


APRIL 5: With Mao’s approval, Beijing authorities send thousands of soldiers, policemen, and militia members to Tiananmen Square to crack down on protesters.


7. THE END OF THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION AND THE BEGINNING OF THE DENG XIAOPING ERA


1976


SEPTEMBER 9: Mao Zedong dies.


OCTOBER 6: Hua Guofeng, Ye Jianying, and other central leaders collaborate in the arrest of Jiang Qing, Zhang Chunqiao, Yao Wenyuan, and Wang Hongwen, known as the Gang of Four.


OCTOBER: Mass arrests of Cultural Revolution radicals occur throughout the country along with a campaign to “uncover, criticize, and investigate,” which lasts until 1980.


1977


AUGUST 12: In the political report at the CCP’s Eleventh National Congress, Hua Guofeng declares, “The smashing of the Gang of Four symbolizes the victory and conclusion of our country’s eleven-year-long Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.”



1978



DECEMBER 18–22: The third plenum of the Eleventh Central Committee shifts the party’s core work toward modernization and proposes reforms to the state’s centralized economic system.


1979


JANUARY 18–FEBRUARY 22: The first phase of the Theoretical Principles Conference serves as a democratization movement within the party’s top leadership, accompanied and enhanced by the Xidan Democracy Wall movement among the general public.


MARCH 30: Deng Xiaoping calls for maintaining the “Four Basic Principles,” after which China’s economic reforms follow the motto of “Chinese learning for the essence, and Western learning for practical use.”


1980–1986


NOVEMBER 1980–JANUARY 1981: Public trials are held for members of the Lin Biao counterrevolutionary clique and the Gang of Four.


1980–1986: A nationwide campaign to investigate “three types of people” results in large numbers of people, mostly former rebels, being registered as undesirables for crimes committed during the Cultural Revolution.
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MAJOR EVENTS PRECEDING THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION


A series of major events occurred before the Cultural Revolution, each the consequence of the one that preceded it. With each event, conflict accumulated until it reached a tipping point that created the even greater event of the Cultural Revolution.


THE ESTABLISHMENT AND SYSTEMIC CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA


After decades of war, Mao Zedong declared the establishment of the Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) at a three-hundred-thousand-strong rally at Beijing’s Tiananmen Square on the afternoon of October 1, 1949. Instead of becoming a modern nation-state, however, the PRC combined Soviet dictatorship with traditional Chinese despotism and developed the following characteristics during its first seventeen years.


MAXIMIZING CENTRALIZED POLITICAL POWER


The highly centralized pyramidal power structure planted in the cultural soil of traditional Chinese despotism imposed tighter, finer, deeper, and broader suppression on China’s society and people than any emperor in history.


As the world’s largest cabal, the CCP ensured that the individual submitted to the organization, each level to the level above it, and the entire party to the Central Committee. All party members had to share the same faith in Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought and had to worship the same leader: Mao. As the sole ruling party, the CCP imposed this fealty on the general populace as well by penetrating every factory, workshop, and agricultural production team, and every government organ, school, and residents’ committee. Although this regime had a constitution, it was basically meaningless.


When the CCP found it impossible to resolve internal differences through consultation, discussion, and the submission of the minority to the majority, with Mao the final arbitor, it would resort to “line struggle” until one group prevailed as upholder of the “correct line,” and the defeated group was declared to hold an “erroneous line” and stepped down.


The CCP maintained power through the military and commanded the military through its Central Military Commission (CMC). Watertight discipline inspection methods controlled the thoughts and actions of every military officer.1


As CMC chairman, Mao commanded the gun that commanded the party, and as chairman of the CCP Central Committee, he controlled the entire populace through the bureaucratic system.


MONOPOLIZING THOUGHT AND TRUTH


Newspapers, broadcasting, and news services were all mouthpieces of the CCP Central Committee. Ordinary people were not allowed to learn of events outside China, or any negative news from inside China. Party officials ensured that social science research explained and expounded on official viewpoints and defended official error. Books that diverged from the CCP Central Committee’s views were removed from library shelves, and culture and art became the “cogs and screws” of the great revolutionary apparatus, deifying and extolling the Great Leader and creating a simulacrum of peace and prosperity. Repeated political campaigns forced China’s greatest minds to relinquish their freedom of thought and independent characters.


Mao was China’s sole thinker, and Mao Zedong Thought was the guiding ideology of all China’s people. Conditioned to blindly follow directives without understanding the rationale behind them, China’s people became politically ignorant.


STATE MONOPOLY OF ECONOMIC RESOURCES AND STRICT CONTROL OF ECONOMIC LIFE


Planned economy was considered a fundamental characteristic of socialism, but it worked only if executive power effectively controlled the economy.2 Under agricultural collectivization, everything produced by the peasants was purchased and marketed by the state, which managed industry and commerce and controlled all material goods. People relied on state allocation of everything they needed to sustain their lives.


Controlled economy was the economic base of totalitarianism and fertile soil for bureaucratic privilege. Under a highly centralized political and economic system, survival depended on bureaucrats who could arbitrarily allocate state assets and ration the necessities of daily life. A strict household-registration system ensured that the vast majority of China’s peasants never ventured far from where they were born. Employees of government organs and state-run enterprises had their housing and all their daily necessities allocated by their work units. Secret dossiers decided the fate of every cadre and worker.


The ruler and the ruled, the oppressors and the oppressed, the deprivers and those who were deprived were locked into an intensely conflictual crosshatch of bureaucratic power. And public resentment, when no longer suppressed, became a powerful force against the bureaucratic clique.


CONFLICT BETWEEN OFFICIALS AND CITIZENS IN A SOCIETY OF PRIVILEGE


Bureaucratic politics is a politics of privilege. By 1956, the wages of the highest-ranking party and government personnel were set at 36.4 times those of the lowest rank.3 (By way of comparison, the highest wage in the “corrupt” Nationalist government in 1946 was 14.5 times that of the lowest wage.)4 Officials enjoyed special housing privileges based on rank, as well as household staff, cars, office furnishings, health care, food provisions, and even exclusive summer resorts.5 Resentment simmered over these material reflections of privilege and caused considerable dissatisfaction in the lower ranks.


At a luxurious Beijing club called Yangfengjiadao, which opened in October 1958, senior central officials enjoyed the attentions of beautiful female performers from the army song-and-dance troupes and waiters, chefs, barbers, and pedicurists brought in from Beijing’s top hotels, as well as the protection of personnel from the Ministry of Public Security and the choicest food, even in the middle of the Great Famine. Many provinces, major cities, and even medium-size cities built “imperial tour homes” for Mao (and sometimes also for members of the Politburo Standing Committee) during the Great Famine, and guards ensured that ordinary people kept their distance. In early 1960, when the number of starvation deaths hit its peak, the CCP Central Committee’s North China Bureau “studied Chairman Mao’s works” at a guesthouse in the famous scenic area of Jinci, where cadres enjoyed chicken, duck, fish, pork, and exotic delicacies at every meal, and went to Taiyuan City to watch plays every evening. Once the Cultural Revolution began, a young provincial cadre named Li Fu, who had attended this “study session,” exposed this privileged lifestyle in a big-character poster and became a member of the rebel faction.6


Existing on different planes, with different perspectives, and enjoying different access to information likewise engendered mutual misunderstandings and suspicion between officials and ordinary citizens. Recognizing their vulnerability to the roiling populace beneath them, officials suppressed any hint of resistance, intensifying the alienation and opposition.


Striking down all “class enemies” through political campaigns deprived the regime of any checks and balances, and the problem of bureaucratism became even greater and more intractable. Mao then came up with the idea of using a mass movement to remold the bureaucratic system.



THE PROFOUND CRISIS BREWING IN THE YEARS BEFORE THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION



Under the totalitarian system, it was difficult to peacefully resolve problems of succession and distribution of power, so the system was preserved through suppression of the people and struggle within the bureaucratic clique. The Land Reform movement killed countless landlords,7 and the Campaign to Suppress Counterrevolutionaries killed at least 710,000 blameless people.8 Unlike the Soviet Union, China carried out its suppression through mass movements, and “dictatorship of the masses” took shape in the political campaigns before the Cultural Revolution.


Serving as previews to the Cultural Revolution, the 1957 Rectification campaign appealed to the masses to “roast” bureaucrats, while the subsequent Anti-Rightist Campaign suppressed the “rebels” lured out by the rectification and turned more than half a million intellectuals into a political underclass. The Four Cleanups campaign, supposedly targeting capitalist roaders within the party, mainly purged grassroots cadres in the countryside and had no effect on the privileged strata. Every campaign gave bureaucrats an opportunity to attack dissidents, and ultimately resulted only in greater bureaucratic privilege and intensified conflict between officials and ordinary people and within the bureaucracy.


The paramount leader’s unchecked power made policy errors inevitable and almost impossible to correct. Repeated policy errors intensified social conflict as well as diverging views and conflicts within the leadership clique.


Succession of paramount power has always been the hardest problem to solve in an autocratic system, and the CCP’s succession crisis became increasingly apparent in Mao’s growing displeasure with his chosen successor, Liu Shaoqi. At a meeting with Vietnamese leader Ho Chi Minh in Hangzhou on June 10, 1966, Mao said, “One of these days Marx is going to call us over. Who knows if our successor might be a Bernstein, a Kautsky, or a Khrushchev?9 We have to prepare while there’s still time. In short, there are two sides to everything. It’s not enough that everyone is yelling ‘Long Live!’ right now.”10 By saying this, Mao was effectively undermining Liu Shaoqi’s status as his successor.



ESTABLISHING MAO’S ABSOLUTE POWER


Although the Cultural Revolution was rooted in the system of those seventeen years, it could not have been launched without Mao’s absolute power. The deification of Mao that began in Yan’an continued after the CCP took power through the efforts of central leaders such as Liu Shaoqi, Lin Biao, and Zhou Enlai, aided by social scientists, the cultural community, and educators. The deification and personality cult of Mao reached new heights at the Chengdu Conference in March 1958. Mao observed on March 10:




There are two kinds of personality cult. One involves appropriate worship of the proper things of Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin; these we must worship, forever worship, and never fail to worship . . . The other kind is inappropriate worship, a blind worship without analysis . . . There are two objectives in opposing personality cult: One is opposing improper worship, and the other is opposing the worship of anyone but oneself.11





Others responded enthusiastically with pledges of loyalty. In a speech on March 18, Liu Shaoqi proclaimed:




The Chairman is much wiser than any of us; whether in terms of ideology, standpoint, work style, or methods, we all lag far behind. Our task is to sincerely emulate him, and we should not consider ourselves incapable of doing so. Of course, there are some areas in which we’ll find it hard to keep up with the Chairman, such as his rich knowledge of history and theory and his rich experience of revolution, as well as his powerful memory—all of this is beyond our learning.12





In January 1962, at the Seven Thousand Cadres Conference, with Mao’s prestige considerably undermined by the Great Famine, Lin Biao and Zhou Enlai put even greater emphasis on Mao’s personality cult. Lin Biao, who later masterminded the publication of Quotations of Chairman Mao, particularly distinguished himself with a fulsome sycophancy that was instrumental in creating Mao’s personality cult:




Mao Zedong Thought is a beacon for humanity and the most lethal weapon of world revolution; it is the universal truth that applies to the whole world . . . Whoever opposes Chairman Mao and opposes Mao Zedong Thought will be punished by the entire party, and loathed by the entire country.13





On the eve of the Cultural Revolution, Mao possessed absolute power that gave his words precedence over law, policy, and morality. Even those who subsequently killed themselves during the Cultural Revolution often left behind suicide notes declaring their loyalty to Mao.


Mao’s works were the Chinese people’s bible, and the party called for everyone to read them every day. In 1967 alone, more than 91 million copies of Selected Works of Mao Zedong were published, as well as 369 million copies of Quotations of Chairman Mao. More than two billion Mao badges were produced by March 1969—an average of three for every Chinese citizen.14


Everything Mao said was considered the “highest directive” and was immediately transmitted to the accompaniment of gongs and drums for implementation to the letter. A single mistake in copying down a “highest directive” invited attack as a “current counterrevolutionary.” Mao’s brain replaced hundreds of millions of brains as people shouted, “Long live Chairman Mao!” at every meeting, and employees of every work unit stood before Mao’s portrait to “request instructions” every morning and “report back” every evening.


This deification of the supreme ruler to ensure the public’s absolute submission and the unobstructed execution of his decrees was fully in place just before the Cultural Revolution began.


THE GREAT FAMINE AND ITS MORE THAN THIRTY MILLION VICTIMS


From 1958 to 1962, China experienced a famine that resulted in some thirty-six million deaths.15 The direct cause of the Great Famine was the Three Red Banners, but its fundamental cause was the totalitarian system.


The Three Red Banners were the General Line of Socialist Construction, the Great Leap Forward, and the people’s communes. The General Line and Great Leap Forward were meant to spur rapid economic development but exhausted the nation through unrealistic economic targets. The people’s communes took agricultural collectivism to an extreme, and when the economic policies failed, the people’s communes collapsed and the peasants could do nothing to save themselves.


The policy errors that created the Great Famine continued for years without correction because China had no freedom of the press and no opposition party. Liu Shaoqi was in complete accord with Mao regarding the Three Red Banners in 1958, but Liu was quicker than Mao to perceive the truth and to try to turn policies around, and his faltering commitment to the Three Red Banners greatly displeased Mao. Attempts to trace responsibility for the starvation deaths intensified political infighting at the highest levels of government; and during the Cultural Revolution, Peng Zhen, Yang Shangkun, and Deng Xiaoping were accused of organizing the inspection of official documents to “look for errors and shortcomings of the Center and Mao Zedong.”16


The Great Famine was at issue in the launch of the Cultural Revolution in the cultural community.17 Mao claimed that in Yao Wenyuan’s “Critique of the New Historical Play Hai Rui Dismissed from Office,” “the critical point was the dismissal of an official,” specifically Peng Dehuai, who had been denounced at the Lushan Conference in an attempt to cover up responsibility for the Great Famine. The Great Famine was also the detonator of the Cultural Revolution in some localities. For example, a big-character poster put up at Zhengzhou University in summer 1996 described the widespread starvation deaths in Xinyang, and referred to Henan’s provincial party secretary Wu Zhipu as the “butcher of the people of Henan.”18 The famous economist Yang Xiaokai said, “The complete failure of Mao’s economic line in 1958 was the direct historical reason for the eruption of the Cultural Revolution.”19


The Cultural Revolution was Mao’s renewed attempt to create a utopia following the failure of the Three Red Banners that caused the Great Famine.



THE CAMPAIGN AGAINST RIGHT-DEVIATION


After Defense Minister Peng Dehuai submitted a written criticism of the Three Red Banners at the Lushan Conference on July 14, 1959, Mao castigated Peng and others as an “anti-party clique.” This was followed by a nationwide campaign against right-deviation during which millions of cadres and party members were denounced.20 In May 1962, Deng Xiaoping estimated “ten million denounced, and tens of millions of others affected.”21


At this point, the series of campaigns had sealed everyone’s mouth but Mao’s, and whatever he said was the highest directive. This not only increased the chance of Mao making mistakes but also contributed to hidden conflict within the party.


THE SEVEN THOUSAND CADRES CONFERENCE


While Liu Shaoqi kept in lockstep with Mao in 1958, his views changed after an inspection visit to his home village in 1961, and he began singing a different tune from Mao’s at the Seven Thousand Cadres Conference in 1962.


The ninth plenum of the Eighth Central Committee in January 1961 had formally adopted the guiding principle of “adjustment, consolidation, replenishment, and enhancement” as a means of resolving the serious problems caused by the Great Leap Forward, but differences of opinion prevented thorough implementation, and the economic situation remained dire. Toward the end of 1961, the Central Committee decided to unify thinking throughout the bureaucracy by convening a large-scale conference, which came to be known as the Seven Thousand Cadres Conference. Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping were put in charge of drafting the report for the conference, which Liu felt should reflect the Politburo’s responsibility for the shortcomings of the past four years and blame the tardy correction of errors on a lack of democracy in the party.22


Discussion of Liu’s report at the conference quickly focused on the Three Red Banners as a possible cause of policy errors during the Great Leap Forward.23 Mao proposed a new twenty-one-member report-drafting committee led by Liu Shaoqi and including Zhou Enlai, Chen Yun, Deng Xiaoping, Peng Zhen, Chen Boda, and other senior leaders, but the committee could not agree on who was responsible for the shortcomings and errors of the past few years. Peng Zhen and Deng Xiaoping pointed out that Mao was not infallible and had never claimed to be. Peng said, “If we cannot discuss Chairman Mao’s one percent or one-tenth of one percent of error, it will have a bad effect on our party. Do we want the provinces and cities to bear all the responsibility? It won’t benefit those below or teach any lessons. Everyone should be called to his own account, from Chairman Mao to every party branch secretary.”24 Peng would pay for these remarks during the Cultural Revolution, when he was purged as a leader of an anti-party clique in 1966.


For the present, Zhou Enlai responded by defending Mao:




The Chairman discovered problems early and was prepared, and the errors were ours. He can’t fight back the raging tide all on his own. The entire party needs to be of one heart and mind and to strengthen centralization and unity, obey our Helmsman and obey the Central Committee, with the Central Committee listening to Chairman Mao.”25





After Chen Boda backed up Zhou’s remarks, Peng Zhen quickly explained, “What I mean is that it’s not good if we can criticize everyone but Chairman Mao.”26


Mao endorsed the direction of the second draft of the report that came out on January 22, and it was adopted by an enlarged meeting of the Politburo on January 25. Mao and the other Standing Committee members also approved Liu Shaoqi’s outline of his oral presentation of the report, but in fact Mao was displeased with several points that Liu raised, in particular the negative effects of the Great Leap Forward, the predominant contribution of human error to the problems, a larger percentage of errors relative to accomplishments, the Central Committee and Politburo’s responsibility for the errors, and the need for the Three Red Banners to be tested in practice.27


After the meeting, Liu Shaoqi told others, “The errors of the Great Leap Forward were serious, and this is the first time we’ve summarized the experience. Every year from now on we need to look back and summarize it again.” He also referred to the cannibalism that had occurred during the Great Famine, saying, “This will be memorialized as a decree in which the emperor admits his crimes against the people.”28


Mao no doubt heard about what Liu said. Years later, in February 1967, he told the Albanian delegation head Beqir Balluku that he had anticipated revisionism at the Seven Thousand Cadres Conference and had predicted that China would eventually “change color.” “Those remarks were never published, but at that time I already saw the problem.”29


Strong reaction to Liu’s report led to the conference being extended. On January 29, Lin Biao absolved Mao of responsibility for the famine and attributed it to “an exceptionally serious and sustained but localized natural disaster.” He observed, “I feel deeply that we manage our work better when Chairman Mao’s thinking is put into practice without a hitch and when there is no interference with Mao Zedong Thought. When Chairman Mao’s opinions aren’t respected or encounter major interference, problems arise.”30


Mao later had the edited version of Lin Biao’s speech sent to Tian Jiaying and Luo Ruiqing with the memo, “Read this through. It’s an excellent and meaty essay that’s a joy to read.”31 During the Cultural Revolution, Jiang Qing revealed that during the Seven Thousand Cadres Conference, Mao was “holding back a belly full of rage” and that it was only Lin Biao’s speech at the conference that had “made him feel grateful.”32


In his own speech on January 30, Mao did not allude directly to the Great Famine but spoke at length on the importance of “democratic centralism” and on the correctness of the Three Red Banners.33


From beginning to end, the Seven Thousand Cadres Conference defended the Three Red Banners and prevented a reversal of the Lushan Conference. This displeased grassroots cadres, who voiced many sharp comments while discussing the resolutions of the conference. During discussions in the Gansu group, a cadre from the provincial party school said, “In the past I felt Gansu’s problems were serious, but now I know how pervasive the problems were. It will take more than thirty or fifty years to recover from the losses in Gansu, Henan, Shandong, Anhui, and other provinces.” A comrade in the provincial finance and trade office said, “The problems of these last few years have been so widespread and protracted, it can’t be said that there are no problems with the Central Committee’s leading ideology.” Someone directly targeted Mao: “The Chairman may have made subjectivist errors in his later years, like Stalin did.”34


Reading similar briefing papers from every province must have made Mao sense a terrifying force that could imperil his position if he didn’t effectively counter it.


The Seven Thousand Cadres Conference revealed serious divisions within the party’s top leadership between those who thoroughly endorsed the Three Red Banners and those who maintained doubts. Mao saw clearly who was an enemy and who was a friend, and this “first question of revolution” formed the basis for whom he would rely on and whom he would strike down when the Cultural Revolution began four years later.


After the conference adjourned on February 7, Mao withdrew to Wuhan while Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, and Deng Xiaoping manned the “front line” in Beijing. Liu Shaoqi took full charge of the Central Committee’s party and government leadership work, but Mao continued to observe him from the sidelines.


THE TENTH PLENUM OF THE EIGHTH CENTRAL COMMITTEE


After the Seven Thousand Cadres Conference, an even grimmer view of the situation was presented at an enlarged meeting of the Politburo Standing Committee held on February 21, 1962, in Zhongnanhai’s Xilou (Western Pavilion) conference room. Liu Shaoqi said, “What’s to fear about revealing the situation’s true colors? Painting it black can make people pessimistic, but it can also spur people to courageously struggle against adversity . . . We don’t need routine measures but rather emergency measures to readjust the economy.”35


Mao objected to painting a uniformly bleak picture when Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, and Deng Xiaoping flew to Wuhan to report to him on March 16, but Liu continued to describe the grim economy as a threat to political stability at a Central Committee work conference in May.36 Plagued with anxiety that this bleak assessment would lead to the negation of the Three Red Banners, Mao went to Shanghai, Shandong, Hangzhou, Wuhan, and other places to consult the views of leading cadres, who affirmed that things were improving. Of course, in provinces where millions had starved to death, the situation could only have improved since 1960, but Mao saw this as a sign that provincial party secretaries supported him.


Acting on Liu Shaoqi’s guiding principle of “adequate retrenchment” and also based on Chen Yun’s suggestions, the Xilou Conference and May Conference adopted measures to put the national economy on a more balanced, sustainable, and stable footing.37 With the support of Vice-Premier Deng Zihui, by mid-1962 more than 20 percent of production teams nationwide were implementing assignment of agricultural output to households, with implementation reaching 80 percent in Anhui and exceeding 70 percent in parts of Gansu, Zhejiang, and Sichuan.38 Deng Xiaoping said, “In regions where peasants are suffering hardship, adopt all kinds of methods. Anhui comrades have a good reason for saying, ‘It doesn’t matter whether a cat is black or yellow; as long as it catches mice it’s a good cat.’ ”39 But household production quotas ran contrary to Communist Party ideals, and Mao found them intolerable.


On July 8, 1962, Mao summoned Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, Deng Xiaoping, Chen Boda, and Tian Jianying for a meeting, during which he explicitly expressed his disagreement with these agricultural reforms. He called Liu Shaoqi in again on July 10 and berated him for failing to “keep things under control.” Mao was releasing resentment that had been building up for a long time, but Liu, although taken by surprise, was just as eager to get the issue off his chest: “History will record the role you and I played in the starvation of so many people, and the cannibalism will also be memorialized!”


Mao said, “The Three Red Banners have been refuted, land is being divided up, and you did nothing? What will happen after I die?”40


Adding to Mao’s anxiety was a decision by the Seven Thousand Cadres Conference to screen and rehabilitate party members and cadres who had been wrongfully denounced in recent years; now Peng Dehuai was mounting a spirited plea in his own defense. Another source of vexation were the measures proposed by Wang Jiaxiang, head of the Central Committee’s International Liaison Department, to reduce tensions with foreign countries, in particular by avoiding an open rupture with the Soviet Union, assuming a milder attitude toward the United States, trying to break the current deadlock in Sino-Indian relations through negotiation, and “being practical and realistic” in assisting revolutions in other countries.41 Mao saw both the agricultural and diplomatic compromises as part of a “program of capitalist restoration.”


The Seven Thousand Cadres Conference and the events immediately following it signaled to Mao that the Central Committee under Liu Shaoqi’s leadership was increasingly diverging from his line in economics, politics, and domestic and foreign policy. Most alarming to Mao was when Liu on March 17, 1962, told the Public Security Ministry to summarize the lessons of beating deaths and abuse of the innocent over the past few years. Liu said, “If the living don’t uncover it, the next generation will uncover it after we’re dead.”42 Liu’s words made Mao think of Khrushchev’s exposure and criticism of Stalin.


As estrangement from Mao within the party converged with the social undercurrent, Mao sensed the buildup of a powerful force hostile to him. As a lifelong proponent of “struggle philosophy,” he was ready to launch a new battle at any moment. The tenth plenum of the Eighth Central Committee gave him this opportunity.


The formal plenum, held in Beijing, lasted only four days, from September 24 to 27, 1962, but the preparatory meetings ran from August 26 to September 23 and were preceded by a Central Committee work conference at Beidaihe from July 25 to August 24 that set the tone for the plenum. On August 6, Mao suddenly gave a speech on “class, situation, and contradictions” without prior notice,43 and he continued to interject his views during committee meetings, turning the theme of the conference toward criticism of the “wind of gloom” (hei’an feng), the “go-alone” or “individual farming wind” (dan’gan feng), and the “verdict-reversal wind” (fan’an feng). On August 15, he complained about people who “beat the drum for individual farming, encourage gloom and talk about shortcomings and errors, but they have no enthusiasm for talking about the bright spots and achievements or about collective economy.”44 Mao’s comments brought some people back to the fold, and Liu Shaoqi felt obliged to offer explanations and self-criticism regarding the May Conference. After Mao and others denounced Deng Zihui for encouraging assignment of production quotas to households, Deng was removed as head of the Central Committee’s Rural Work Department and relegated to the nominal position of deputy director of the State Planning Commission.45


The focus of criticism of the verdict-reversal wind was Peng Dehuai, whose letters in his own defense were treated as a renewed attack on the party. Speeches condemning Peng continued right up to the end of the plenum. Huang Kecheng, Zhang Wentian, and others were also forced to undergo self-criticism, and the Central Committee organized a team headed by He Long to investigate Peng, Huang, and Zhang.46


While criticism of Peng Dehuai continued, another controversy over “verdict reversal” revolved around the novel Liu Zhidan, which was alleged to be a vehicle promoting Gao Gang, a senior official who had killed himself in 1954 after being accused of involvement in an anti-party clique. During a meeting on September 8, Kang Sheng47 observed, “The central question is why Gao Gang is being promoted at just this time.”


Escalation of the issue lent ammunition to criticism of the verdict-reversal wind,48 and Gao Gang’s former associates Xi Zhongxun, Jia Tuofu, and Liu Jingfan were declared members of an anti-party clique. While Mao was speaking at the Central Committee’s tenth plenum on September 24, Kang Sheng passed him a note that said, “Using a novel to carry out anti-Party activities is a great invention.” Mao read out this note, and added, “Anyone who wants to overturn a regime needs to first create public opinion and carry out ideological work. Whether revolutionary or counterrevolutionary, that’s how it’s done.”49 On September 27, the plenum decided to establish a special investigation committee headed by Kang Sheng to examine the cases of Xi Zhongxun, Jia Tuofu, and Liu Jingfan.50


The crux of the Beidaihe Conference was Mao’s remarks on class struggle. According to Marxist tenets, class was supposed to be an economic category—a person’s relations to the means of production. By 1957, China’s Land Reform movement had seized all land from landlords and rich peasants, and industry and commerce had undergone socialist transformation, so how could people be divided into classes? Mao had finessed the issue in 1958 when he said, “There are two kinds of elimination of class: The easier one is eliminating the economic exploiting class, and we can now say it’s been wiped out; the harder one is eliminating political and ideological classes, and these have not been eliminated, as we discovered during last year’s rectification.”51 A philosophy professor at the Central Party School, Ai Siqi, called this pernicious concept a “new stage in the development of Marxism.”52


Now, during the Beidaihe Conference, Mao made further pronouncements on the subject, which were ultimately expressed in the bulletin of the tenth plenum:




Throughout the entire history of the proletarian revolution and dictatorship of the proletariat, and in the entire historical period of the transition from capitalism to communism (this period requires several decades or even more), there exists a class struggle between the proletarian and capitalist classes and a struggle between the two roads, socialism and capitalism. The overthrown reactionary ruling class has not resigned itself to its demise and is still scheming for restoration to power. At the same time, society retains some capitalistic influence and the force of custom from the old society, as well as a tendency toward spontaneous capitalism among a portion of small producers. For that reason, some among the people have still not undergone socialist transformation; their numbers are not many, only a few percentage points, but once they have the opportunity, they intend to depart from the socialist road and follow the capitalist road. Under these circumstances, class struggle is unavoidable. Marxism-Leninism expounded on this historical pattern early on, and we must absolutely not forget it. This class struggle is complex, tortuous, varying in intensity, and sometimes fierce. This class struggle will inevitably be reflected within the Party. The influence of foreign imperialism and domestic capitalism are the social roots of revisionist thinking arising within the Party. While carrying out struggle against class enemies at home and abroad, we must at all times be wary and resolute in opposing all opportunistic ideological tendencies within the Party.53





Mao called for “talking of it every year, every month, every day . . . so we’ll have a more sober awareness of this problem, and a Marxist-Leninist itinerary.”


The Great Famine undoubtedly undermined Mao’s prestige and threatened the legitimacy of CCP rule. The Seven Thousand Cadres Conference put Mao at a disadvantage, and after stewing over it for two years, Mao turned the political situation around by wielding the magic weapon of class struggle at the tenth plenum of the Eighth Central Committee.


Mao’s comments on class struggle became grist for the theory of “continuous revolution under the dictatorship of the proletariat,” the theory of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.


Once the bugle call of class struggle sounded, the party organization at all levels seized on it as a matter of priority and sought out “the new trend in class struggle.” As class struggle became a major topic in all kinds of publications and meetings, the Socialist Education Movement was launched.


THE SOCIALIST EDUCATION MOVEMENT


The “rectification of work styles and cooperatives” that took place after the Great Famine was the prelude to the Socialist Education Movement, or Four Cleanups campaign.


The Central Committee divided the people’s communes into three categories, with category 3 as the most problematic, and composing up to one-third of the total.54 Mao noted in a memo on November 15, 1960, that problems developed “where the democratic revolution has not yet been completed and feudalistic influence creates great mischief, where there is greater hostility to socialism, and where socialist relations of production and productivity have been sabotaged.”55


There were indeed hooligans among China’s rural grassroots cadres who abused their power and rode roughshod over ordinary people, but in most cases it was the faithful execution of the Central Committee’s policies that harmed peasants the most, and the overzealous inflicted even greater damage. Using class struggle to analyze the problem, however, Mao and others claimed that those causing the harm were class enemies who continued to exist because democratic revolution had not been thorough enough. The rectification of work styles and cooperatives was therefore a “remedial lesson in democratic revolution.”


The rectification of work styles and cooperatives was a massive purge carried out on rural cadres. For example, the campaign in Hebei Province from winter 1960 to spring 1961 exposed errors committed by 174,575 cadres, 13.9 percent of all cadres in the province. An estimated 37,412, or 2.98 percent, were disciplined. During the campaign, production teams where the “Five Evil Winds” of bureaucratic malpractice56 had raged the fiercest were said to have been taken over by “black elements,”57 “degenerate elements,” or “incorrigible bureaucrats,” and cadres who had committed Five Wind errors were rounded up into “training courses” carried out by the county or commune—in fact, denunciation. According to incomplete statistics from April 1961, 6,763 cadres throughout the province were “assembled for training.”58


From February 11 to 28, 1963, the CCP Central Committee held a meeting in Beijing mainly to discuss the socialist education being carried out in the countryside. Because this campaign aimed to “clean up accounts, inventory, financial affairs, and work points,” it was referred to as the Four Cleanups (siqing) campaign.


The Central Committee drafted three documents to guide the campaign, each presenting a grimmer assessment of the situation of class struggle than the one before, and the last of which redefined the Four Cleanups as political, economic, ideological, and organizational cleansings and expanded it to urban areas as well. An immense contingent of Four Cleanups work teams were dispatched throughout the country, and some university students and military cadres were recruited into the teams.


No examination of the Four Cleanups can overlook Wang Guangmei’s report “The Taoyuan Experience.” The Taoyuan production brigade of Luwangzhuang Commune in Hebei’s Funing County was originally designated a category 1 brigade (the best kind). In accordance with Liu Shaoqi’s suggestion, his wife, Wang Guangmei, went to that brigade incognito to gain experience as deputy leader of the Four Cleanups work team. The team acted as if on a secret mission in enemy-occupied territory, establishing contacts and asking people about their hardships. Wang Guangmei was commended for discovering that the Taoyuan party branch was “basically not communist” and a “counterrevolutionary double-faced regime,” and that the party branch secretary was a “bad element who had squeezed into the party” and a “Kuomintang element.”59


On the ascendance after the Great Leap Forward, Liu Shaoqi became overconfident. From June until August, he took Wang Guangmei on a nationwide tour to describe her experience in Taoyuan, and in many other places people listened to tape recordings of her report.60 On August 1, Liu himself gave a major speech to the heads of the central organs at Beijing’s Great Hall of the People, which led senior leaders to grumble that he was promoting his own wife. Liu also observed that it was not necessary to “be dogmatic regarding Chairman Mao’s works.” According to one observer, after the speech, “Jiang Qing went crying to Chairman Mao, saying, ‘After Stalin died, Khrushchev made a secret speech, and now you aren’t even dead and someone is making an open speech.’ ”61


After Liu Shaoqi criticized the Guizhou provincial first secretary Zhou Lin during a talk in Kunming on August 24, 1964, Zhou and other provincial party leaders were rounded up and replaced during power seizures in October and November. Many cadres were suspended or discharged, some were expelled from the party and removed from all their positions, and some were imprisoned.62


Under Liu Shaoqi’s leadership of the cleanup work, 77,560 cadres and ordinary people died, while 5,327,350 were purged. The campaign ferreted out 5,760 anti-party, anti-socialist cliques; 276,256 people were labeled and punished as enemies; and another 558,220 people were also labeled as enemies but received lenient treatment for “contradictions among the people.”63 A reexamination of these cases in December 1978 found that the vast majority were completely unjustified.


Wang Guangmei’s writings thirty-five years later suggest that Mao had to take a share of the blame, because he took a keen interest in “The Taoyuan Experience” and promoted it throughout the country.64 But Liu Shaoqi certainly initiated interest in the report and pushed for its formal approval by the Central Committee before Mao wrote his August 27 memo recommending that the report be printed and distributed.65


Launched soon after the Great Famine, the Four Cleanups campaign gave the peasantry an opportunity to vent their disgust and loathing for grassroots cadres who had shown disregard for human life during the famine. The Four Cleanups campaign encouraged peasants to speak of their misery in the “Old Society” and their present happiness in the “New Society.” But instead, commune members talked of their suffering during the Great Famine, choking back sobs as they described how cadres had beaten them and allowed their families to starve. A single cry from a commune member was all it took to have any cadres present pulled onto the stage and beaten and kicked. Terrified and filled with despair, many rural cadres killed themselves.66


As the campaign progressed, the divisions between Mao and Liu Shaoqi finally came to the surface. Wang Guangmei and Liu Yuan describe how Liu engaged in an open wrangle with Mao during a Central Committee work conference held from December 15, 1964, to January 14, 1965, to discuss the Four Cleanups.


Liu Shaoqi stated that the main contradiction was between the “four cleans” and the “four not-cleans,” and its nature was the “intersection of a contradiction among the people with a contradiction between the enemy and us.”


Mao Zedong said that the landlords and rich peasants were the backstage operators and the “unclean” cadres their frontmen. The unclean cadres were the ones in power, and the poor and lower-middle peasants wouldn’t be satisfied with attacking only landlords and rich peasants. It was essential to target cadres and to mobilize the masses to rectify the party.


Liu Shaoqi said that all kinds of contradictions had come together during the “Four Cleanups” campaign, and the situation was complicated. It was better to use facts as a starting point and to resolve contradictions as they were discovered rather than elevating all of them to contradictions between the enemy and us.


Mao became agitated and said, “This movement of ours is called the Socialist Education Movement, not some kind of ‘four cleans’ or ‘four not-cleans’ or some kind of intersection of multiple contradictions—who says there’s an intersection? . . . This is a socialist education movement, and its main focus is to rectify the faction of capitalist roaders who have gained power within the Party!”


Liu Shaoqi stood his ground and said, as if seeking advice, “I still don’t understand much about this ‘faction.’ Individual capitalist roaders exist, but the capitalist class has died out, so how can there be a faction? A faction implies numerous people, and contradictions between the enemy and us are not all that prevalent. Where do we find capitalist roaders in the Coal Ministry or Metallurgy Ministry?”


Without thinking, Mao blurted out, “Zhang Linzhi is one!”


Liu Shaoqi did not pursue the matter, because under those circumstances, once Mao Zedong mentioned a name, that person would be struck down.67


Mao took this dispute very seriously. Several days later, December 26, was Mao’s seventy-first birthday, and he used his own funds to host a dinner at the Great Hall of the People. Mao sat at a table with several model workers and scientists, with the other central government leaders at another table. Mao was usually ebullient at such events, but this time his demeanor was solemn.68 Mao said, “The Socialist Education Movement has just begun, so how is it that someone is getting so cocky? I don’t have a work experience assignment, so I don’t have the right to speak, but I’m going to speak anyway, and if I’m wrong everyone can criticize me.” He went on to criticize phrases such as the “four cleans” and “four uncleans” and the “intersection of contradictions inside and outside the Party” as not Marxist. He also censured some central organs as being run as “independent kingdoms” and spoke of the danger of revisionism within the party.69 He repeated his allegations of separate socialist and capitalist factions within the party and the formation of “independent kingdoms” while presiding over the Central Committee work conference on December 27.70


On the afternoon of December 28, Mao gave a long speech during which he emphasized that the nature of the Four Cleanups campaign was a contradiction between socialism and capitalism, and the focus was on purging capitalist roaders. He then read out several articles from the Constitution of the Chinese Communist Party and the Constitution of the People’s Republic of China, and asked, “Are we considered citizens of the People’s Republic of China? If we are, then do we have freedom of speech? Do we allow other people to speak?”71 Before the meeting, Deng Xiaoping had thought it was just a routine reporting meeting called by the Central Committee Secretariat, and he’d told Mao, “If you’re busy, you don’t have to attend,” but Mao thought Deng was trying to keep him from attending the meeting. He also believed that Liu Shaoqi was depriving him of his constitutional right to speak.


The work conference adjourned on December 28, and the provincial party secretaries attending it all returned to their home provinces. Tao Zhu’s wife, Zeng Zhi, recalls that after the conference, Jiang Qing invited her to a small auditorium of the Great Hall of the People to watch a performance of The Red Lantern. Before the performance began, Mao asked Tao Zhu, “Have you finished the meeting? Did you adjourn it without my being there? Someone’s shitting on my head! Even if I’ve retreated to the rear line, I can still have a say!” Mao also asked Tao Zhu, “Has everyone who attended the meeting left already?” Tao Zhu said, “Some have.” Mao said firmly, “Tell those who have left to hurry back!” So the provincial party secretaries were all called back, and the work conference resumed again after New Year’s Day 1965.72


Wang Guangmei and Liu Yuan write in their book, “Mao Zedong could not tolerate even the slightest challenge to his authority. A discussion between equals implied a scorning of his authority, and even the smallest contradiction could send him into a rage. He told Liu Shaoqi, ‘Who do you think you are? All I have to do is lift a finger and you’re finished!’ ”73


In a conversation with the American journalist Edgar Snow in 1970, Mao confirmed that he had decided to strike down Liu Shaoqi during the discussions on the Four Cleanups in January 1965.74 Likewise, he told the leader of an overseas Communist Party on January 17, 1967, “There’s a party within our party—you didn’t know this before. On the surface it looks like everyone gets along, but in fact the infighting is fierce . . . Without this Cultural Revolution, we’d be in trouble.”75 On February 3, 1967, Mao told a foreign guest that in the past “we’d carried out some struggles within the cultural community and in the villages and factories—that was the Socialist Education Movement . . . But that didn’t solve the problem; we weren’t able to find an open, comprehensive, and bottom-up method to mobilize the broad masses to expose our dark side.”76 The form required was a widespread mobilization of the masses to launch comprehensive class struggle.


After the Central Committee work conference agreed to expand the Four Cleanups to the urban areas in January 1965, Mao did little more to promote the campaign, which he felt would be ineffective in preventing a capitalist restoration. In May 1965, Mao climbed Jinggang Mountain once more and wrote his poem “Jinggang Mountain to the tune of Ci Nian Nu Jiao”:




I still recall the flames of war,


Escaping death as if the night before.


Only lofty sentiment remains,


A glowing moon or thundering storm


Above the plains.


At cock’s first crow,


Myriad monsters are no more.77





After the Cultural Revolution began on May 16, 1966, the Four Cleanups campaign was merged into it. The Four Cleanups had exposed the split between Mao and Liu and intensified the conflict between them, and as will be seen later, its iteration at Peking University became the trigger point for the Cultural Revolution.


THE SINO-SOVIET DEBATE: IDEOLOGICAL MOBILIZATION AGAINST REVISIONISM


At the same time that the tenth plenum resurrected class struggle, it launched criticism against “revisionism.” Revisionism emerged as early as the 1890s, when Eduard Bernstein, an executor of Friedrich Engels’s will, revised Marxist theory in line with the developing situation. In Revisionism Within the Socialist Democratic Party, Bernstein held that revisionism was an ideological standpoint that “engaged in criticism against socialist theory or its interpretations,”78 indicating that “revisionism” carried no negative connotation at that time. After the Second Communist International followed this line of thought in criticizing Russia’s October Revolution and the system it established, Lenin criticized the Second International, and “revisionism” became a derogatory term.


The CCP’s criticism of revisionism could be said to have started in 1956, when China was facing the crucial question of whether to continue class struggle after the elimination of economic classes. Stalin had provided an answer for that question in 1936, when socialist public ownership of the means of production was established in the Soviet Union’s national economy. Stalin declared that the exploiting class had been eliminated and that “Soviet society was composed of two amicable classes, workers and peasants.”79 However, when China found itself in a similar situation in the late 1950s, Mao took a different approach and developed the theory of continuous revolution under the dictatorship of the proletariat.


Mao took his new approach to class struggle as the Soviet Union was implementing revisionism through a reassessment of Stalin. As the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) wrapped up its twentieth national congress in February 1956, Khrushchev delivered a secret speech, “Regarding Personality Cult and Its Consequences,” which thoroughly exposed Stalin’s errors. In mid-March, Mao commented that this report “indicates that the Soviet Union, the CPSU, and Stalin are not infallible. This shatters superstition so we no longer have to copy the Soviet Union wholesale in all things, and it facilitates opposing dogmatism. On the other hand, the secret report has serious errors in both content and method, mainly in that wholesale negation of Stalin is inappropriate.”80 On April 5, 1956, People’s Daily published an essay by its editorial department that had been vetted and revised by Mao and then discussed and passed at an enlarged Politburo meeting. The essay “Regarding the Historical Experience of the Dictatorship of the Proletariat” fully endorsed Stalin’s accomplishments and analyzed the errors of his last years. A follow-up published on December 29 emphasized the necessity of “affirming and defending his correct aspects” while criticizing Stalin’s errors. Mao explicitly raised the question of opposing revisionism in a February 1957 speech, “On the Correct Handling of Contradictions Among the People.”


In April 1960, the CCP Central Committee acknowledged the ninetieth anniversary of Lenin’s birth by arranging for the publication of three essays defending Leninism. These essays expounded on the CCP’s positions on major theoretical issues such as peaceful coexistence, peaceful transition, socialist revolution, war and peace, and the nature of imperialism.


In separate talks in the latter half of May with the secretary-general of North Korea’s Labor Party, Kim Il-sung, and with the chairman of Denmark’s Communist Party, Knud Jespersen, Mao stated outright that the CCP did not agree with peaceful coexistence or peaceful transition, and he criticized the Communist Parties of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe for abandoning the class standpoint. He even went so far as to criticize Khrushchev by name.


These strident criticisms of the Soviet government and Khrushchev did not pass unnoticed. In June 1960, Peng Zhen led a CCP delegation attending the Conference of Communist and Workers’ Parties of Socialist Countries in Bucharest. Prior to the conference, on June 21, the Soviet delegation suddenly issued a notice that the Soviet government had sent to the CCP Central Committee, and during the conference Khrushchev himself came forward to criticize CCP policies. From this point forward, the CCP Central Committee became even firmer in its opposition to revisionism. In October 1961, the CPSU’s twenty-second congress adopted a program that comprehensively and systematically proposed theories and policies such as “peaceful transition,” “peaceful coexistence,” and “peaceful competition.” In his keynote speech, Khrushchev openly criticized Albania for its refusal to endorse the CPSU’s standpoints, but his real target was the CCP. The CCP delegation head Zhou Enlai returned to China early in protest after pointedly leading the delegation to place a wreath on Stalin’s grave. The CCP Central Committee considered the CPSU’s draft program and twenty-second congress symbols of the systemization of “modern revisionist” standpoints that had usurped control of the CPSU and caused the Soviet Union to change colors.


Under Mao’s renewed emphasis on class struggle, “revisionism,” “right-deviating opportunism,” and “capitalist restoration” became interlinked concepts. Mao called Peng Dehuai a revisionist and eventually placed the same cap on Liu Shaoqi’s head. From the 1960s onward, Mao treated fighting revisionism as a crucial political task.


To ensure victory in the war against revisionism, the CCP Central Committee established the Central Committee Leading Group to Counter Revisionism, headed by Deng Xiaoping. The group spent the months of September 1963 to March 1964 hunkered down at the Diaoyutai Guesthouse writing a total of nine essays criticizing “Khrushchev revisionism.” Known as the “Nine Commentaries,” the essays were published in People’s Daily and Red Flag and read out in a strident and bellicose tone over the Central People’s Broadcasting Station.


One of the “Nine Commentaries,” titled “Regarding Khrushchev’s Bogus Communism and Its Lessons for World History,” included a large portion personally rewritten by Mao that exposed how the Soviet Union’s “privileged stratum” had “turned its prerogative of serving the people into a prerogative of ruling the masses, and used their power to allocate the means of production and means of livelihood for the selfish gain of their own clique . . . [They] used their privileged position to engage in graft, corruption, and bribe-taking, and to turn public property to private use.” This segment showed Mao’s anxiety over the situation in China.


The “Nine Commentaries” raised anti-revisionism to a new height and pushed the CCP’s ideology and itinerary far left. The persistent Stalinism of Mao and his colleagues drove China into a blind alley and led to the disastrous Cultural Revolution.


Stalin’s death in 1953 had given Mao hopes of becoming the leader of the International Communist Movement. He suspended his commitment to new democracy and picked up the pace of progress toward socialism, while also attempting economic construction through the Great Leap Forward in hopes of overtaking the Soviet Union. Even after the Great Leap Forward failed, he wouldn’t give up. The seventh of the “Nine Commentaries,” an open letter to the CPSU vetted by Mao and published on February 4, 1964, stated: “Since the CPSU leaders have embarked on the road of revisionism and splittism, they have naturally lost their status as the heads of the International Communist Movement . . . The front-ranking status Engels and Lenin spoke of is not fixed and constant, but can be transferred as conditions change.” A 1967 essay commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of the October Revolution even more explicitly stated: “In the early years of the twentieth century, the hub of revolution shifted to Russia and engendered Leninism. After that, the hub of world revolution gradually shifted to China and engendered Mao Zedong Thought.”81 Making China the “hub of world revolution” and the leader of the International Communist Movement required preventing the restoration of capitalism in China and making China the prototype of “pure” socialism. This is what the Cultural Revolution strove to accomplish.


REVOLUTIONARY MASS CRITICISM THROUGHOUT THE COUNTRY


During the tenth plenum of the Eighth Central Committee, Mao had said, “Anyone who wants to overturn a regime needs to first create public opinion and carry out ideological work.” In a speech to the philosophy and social sciences department of the Chinese Academy of Sciences on October 26, 1963, Zhou Yang82 systematically laid out the task of opposing modern revisionism in the ideological sphere. In July 1964, the Central Committee established the five-member Cultural Revolution Small Group to lead criticism in the cultural and academic domains. Peng Zhen83 was chairman and Lu Dingyi84 was vice-chairman, with the remaining members consisting of Kang Sheng, Zhou Yang, and Wu Lengxi.85


The Central Committee called on party committees and departments at all levels to place even greater emphasis on class struggle in the ideological realm, and every trade and profession held revolutionary mass criticisms. Newspapers, broadcasts, meetings, and classes were full of the militant rhetoric of mass criticism.


Philosophy circles criticized the “two combined into one” standpoint of Yang Xianzhen, vice-president of the Central Party School. In a November 1963 teaching document, Yang had written, “The unity of opposites, two sides to everything, and two combined into one all mean the same thing.” “Two sides to everything” could be used to express two parts of a unified thing, and also to express that “a unified thing is composed of two opposites.”86 Mao described the “two combined into one” concept as revisionism and class compromise during a Central Committee work conference on June 8, 1964, and in the months that followed at least five hundred articles criticizing Yang Xianzhen’s essay were published in Guangming Daily, Red Flag, People’s Daily, and other major publications throughout China.87 A report by the Central Party School’s party committee in March 1965 declared Yang a “spokesman for the bourgeoisie within the party, part of Peng Dehuai’s gang, and a little Khrushchev.” Yang subsequently spent eight years in prison, and philosophers Sun Dingguo and Li Ming committed suicide. More than 150 people were denounced at the Central Party School, with innumerable members of the general public also implicated.88


Economic circles launched criticism against the economist Sun Yefang, who had summarized the lessons of the failure of the Great Leap Forward to analyze problems in the economic management system and economic policies. Sun’s call for enterprises to keep accurate accounts, take profit seriously, and focus on economic results was criticized as revisionism.


In history circles, criticism was launched against the bourgeois “historicism” of the Peking University history professor Jian Bozan, who opposed a one-sided emphasis on “theory-driven history” and advocated that historical research should reach conclusions consistent with Marxism based on large amounts of historical material. Equally objectionable was Jian’s observation that “after every major rebellion, the new ruler restored feudal order by making concessions to the peasants to some degree . . . This is what pushed forward China’s progress.” This “concessionist policy” “fundamentally distorted Chairman Mao’s theory on the historical role of China’s peasant wars.”89


In literary and arts circles, revolutionary mass criticism had occurred in periodic surges since the 1951 criticism of the film The Story of Wu Xun. The new round of criticism was sparked by two of Mao’s memos on reports by the Propaganda Department’s literature and arts section. On December 12, 1963, Mao wrote, “The economic foundation has already changed for socialism, but the arts departments that serve as part of the superstructure for this foundation remain a major problem to this day . . . Many Communist Party members enthusiastically advocate feudalist and bourgeois art and not socialist art—isn’t that absurd?”90 The second memo, on June 27, 1964, stated that China’s literature and arts associations and most of the publications they controlled had failed to execute the party’s policies and had “arrived at the brink of revisionism.91


Around the time of these two memos, criticism targeted the leaders of the Ministry of Culture and of key cultural organizations, including Qi Yanming, Xia Yan, Tian Han, Yang Hansheng, and Shao Quanlin.92 Many literary works were also criticized, along with certain viewpoints on literature and art, such as “writing about people who are neither heroic nor advanced” and seeing “no harm in ghost stories.”


While listening to a report in November 1964, Mao said, “If the entire Ministry of Culture isn’t in our hands, how much of it is? Twenty percent? Thirty percent? Or maybe half? Is most of it out of our hands? It looks to me as if at least half of it is. The Ministry of Culture has collapsed.”93 This may be why the Cultural Revolution used the cultural sector as its breakthrough point.


Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, played a crucial role in mass criticism in the literary and arts circles. In a speech at a national symposium of performers convened by Zhou Enlai on June 23, 1964, Jiang told workers in the literature and arts fields to “carefully orient themselves”: “Everything on stage these days is about emperors, generals, and ministers, gifted scholars and beautiful ladies—all that feudal and bourgeois stuff. That’s not going to protect our economic base, but will sabotage it instead.” On June 26, Mao wrote a memo on Jiang Qing’s speech: “Well said.”94 Jiang Qing described herself as the “sentinel” of the ideological realm, and this was true; she was always monitoring the ideological domain on Mao’s behalf, and whenever she detected something new that went against Mao’s thinking, she would report it to Mao and launch a criticism. In order to clear the “feudal and bourgeois stuff” from the stage, Jiang Qing personally organized, participated in, and created modernized “model” Peking operas such as The Red Lantern, Raid on the White Tiger Regiment, and The Red Detachment of Women. Referred to as the standard-bearer of culture, Jiang Qing was Mao’s most devoted supporter during the Cultural Revolution.
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LIGHTING THE FUSE


On November 10, 1965, the Shanghai newspaper Wenhui Bao published Yao Wenyuan’s essay “A Critique of the New Historical Play Hai Rui Dismissed from Office.” With so much mass criticism going on, no one took any notice at the time, but this essay became the blasting fuse for the Cultural Revolution, and the author of the play, Wu Han, who had leveled baseless accusations against Zhang Bojun and Luo Longji during the 1957 Anti-Rightist Campaign,1 became its first victim.


The frontline leaders of the CCP Central Committee had kept this essay secret during the entire drafting process until it was published eight months later; even the Central Committee Secretariat, Politburo, and Propaganda Department knew nothing about it. The essay had been the brainchild of Mao,2 and its impetus was the Great Famine. Back during the seventh plenum of the Eighth Central Committee in April 1959, Mao had proposed learning from the famous Ming official Hai Rui and had suggested finding historians to write essays on the subject.3 Mao may have become nostalgic for Hai Rui’s integrity and courage because no one had dared to tell him the truth about the Great Leap Forward, or because the bureaucracy had descended into abuse and indulgence, but he never reckoned on Peng Dehuai becoming a modern Hai Rui by implicating the Three Red Banners at the Lushan Conference. Mao said there was a difference between a “leftist Hai Rui” and a “rightist Hai Rui,” and he criticized Peng as the latter type.4


As a leading Ming historian within the party, Wu Han used Marxism to interpret history and used history as a politically charged allusion to the present. Prior to the establishment of the PRC, Wu Han’s works had castigated the founding Ming emperor, Zhu Yuanzhang, as a stand-in for Chiang Kai-shek, but after the PRC was established, Wu’s book Zhu Yuanzhang served as a paean of praise to Mao. This double standard is typical of intellectuals who rise to fame under a totalitarian government. At Mao’s request, Wu Han published the essay “Hai Rui Scolds the Emperor” under the pen name Liu Mianzhi in People’s Daily in June 1959. When Wu published another essay in People’s Daily in September 1959 after Peng Dehuai came under criticism, Hu Qiaomu took the precaution of adding a paragraph condemning right-deviation to remove any suggestion of sympathy for Peng Dehuai.5 Soon after that, Wu Han began writing the script for Hai Rui Dismissed from Office at the request of the famous Peking opera performer Ma Lianliang. The opera was performed for the first time in Beijing in January 1961. After the tenth plenum of the Eighth Central Committee in September 1962, the hypervigilant Jiang Qing and Kang Sheng decided that this play was “related to the Lushan Conference” and that it implicitly endorsed “assigning output quotas to households” and the ongoing verdict-reversal wind. Mao took their views seriously and instructed Jiang Qing to find a hit man to denounce the play.


Jiang went to Shanghai with this mission in February 1965. At the recommendation of the secretary of the municipal party committee secretariat, Zhang Chunqiao, Jiang entrusted the essay to Yao Wenyuan, who was on the editorial committee of Liberation Daily (Jiefang Ribao) as well as a key official responsible for publications, literature, and arts in the East China Bureau. Zhang Chunqiao recruited a history instructor from Fudan University, Zhu Yongjia, to compile preparatory material. (It was not until the essay reached its sixth revision that Zhu realized it was being written as a criticism of Wu Han.) Yao Wenyuan spent eight months writing the essay, and Mao personally vetted and approved the tenth revision6 after reading the essay three times.7 Meanwhile, during a Central Committee work conference in September 1965, Mao signaled his intentions to Peng Zhen by asking him if it was acceptable to criticize Wu Han.8 Peng Zhen replied that Wu Han had some problems that could be criticized, but stopped short of saying that Wu himself could be criticized.


After Yao Wenyuan’s essay was published in Wenhui Bao on November 10, it was reprinted in Shanghai’s Liberation Daily on November 12, then in various regional newspapers under the East China Bureau, and finally in People’s Daily on November 30. Peng Dehuai was infuriated when he read the essay on December 4, having just arrived in Sichuan on Mao’s orders to help oversee development of the defense industry there.9


Now Mao closely watched the response from Beijing.


PENG ZHEN, MAINSTAY OF LIU SHAOQI’S STRONGHOLD


Mao’s main objective in criticizing Wu Han was to prevent a verdict reversal on Peng Dehuai and continue the class struggle he had launched at the tenth plenum of the Eighth Central Committee. His specific objective was to bait Peng Zhen. At that time, Peng Zhen was a Politburo member and a secretary of the Central Committee Secretariat, as well as being First Party Secretary and mayor of Beijing. While not a member of the Politburo Standing Committee, he often attended its meetings. At the Secretariat, he was in charge of the National People’s Congress standing committee, public security, and political and legal work.


Mao focused on Peng Zhen because Peng had directly pursued Mao’s accountability for the Great Famine during the Seven Thousand Cadres Conference and, even more critically, was a mainstay of Liu Shaoqi’s political stronghold. Peng Zhen and Liu Shaoqi went back a long way; when Liu was appointed secretary of the North China Bureau in 1936, Peng was head of the bureau’s organization department, making Peng second only to Liu in the “white” (Kuomintang-controlled) areas. On March 23, 1938, the Central Committee Politburo held a standing committee meeting to discuss problems in the party’s work in northern China, and Mao recommended that Liu Shaoqi continue to direct the bureau’s work from within the Central Committee. Liu sent Peng Zhen to be the bureau’s representative in the Jin-Cha-Ji (Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei) border region, teaming up with Nie Rongzhen to direct the party’s operations there and in the cities of Beiping and Tianjin. Former bureau members took on leadership roles in northern base areas and formed a core group around Liu Shaoqi with Peng Zhen as its backbone.


Liu Shaoqi’s willingness to criticize Wang Ming10 made him essential to Mao in his battle against the Comintern faction, and as Liu Shaoqi’s right-hand man, Peng Zhen also enjoyed Mao’s trust. When Mao became director of the Central Party School in March 1943, Peng Zhen effectively ran the school as deputy director, and he used his position to render distinguished service to Mao during the Yan’an Rectification Movement, while also enhancing his own status and strengthening Liu Shaoqi’s power base. In July 1943, An Ziwen, an old subordinate of Liu Shaoqi’s and Peng Zhen’s during their North China Bureau days, was transferred to the party school and became Peng Zhen’s right-hand man. Peng Zhen was promoted to director of the Central Committee Organization Department in 1944. Preparations for the Seventh National Party Congress, held in Yan’an from April 23 to June 11, 1945, gave Peng Zhen and An Ziwen an opportunity to arrange positions for other former North China Bureau cadres and helped Liu form a major stronghold within the CCP.


Peng Zhen headed the white area delegation at the Seventh Party Congress, during which Mao designated Liu Shaoqi the “representative of the correct line in the white areas,” and Liu Shaoqi and others saw to it that the Seventh Congress established Mao Zedong Thought as the party’s leading ideology. The congress confirmed Mao, Zhu De, Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, and Ren Bishi as secretaries of the Central Committee and Mao as Central Committee chairman; while Liu Shaoqi was listed in third place, he was actually second in power.


After the People’s Republic of China was established, Liu Shaoqi’s stronghold was fortified by members of the “sixty-one traitors clique,” which included Bo Yibo, Liu Lantao, An Ziwen, Yang Xianzhen, Liao Luyan, Xu Zirong, and Wang Qimei. Liu Shaoqi had gained the allegiance of this group after being sent to Tianjin covertly in January 1935 to manage the work of the North China Bureau. The head of the bureau’s organization department, Ke Qingshi, suggested addressing the overwhelmingly urgent shortage of cadres by allowing a group of CCP cadres being held in a Beiping Kuomintang (KMT) prison to sign an anti-communist declaration the enemy required for their release. Liu agreed with Ke’s suggestion and reported it to the Central Committee, and with the agreement of the Central Committee’s main leader at the time, Zhang Wentian, these cadres began signing the statement as required and leaving prison in September 1936. Among the original sixty-one prisoners, forty-one were still alive by the time of the Cultural Revolution, and twenty-two held leadership positions at the provincial level or above. In a speech on June 20, 1967, Yang Chengwu said spitefully, “These people meet for dinner and take a group photo every year.”11


Liu Shaoqi’s status as successor to Mao allowed his confederates to occupy key positions in the party leadership and expand their power. In April and May 1953, An Ziwen drafted a list of candidates for the Politburo, which included Bo Yibo but not Lin Biao, apparently because Lin had been on medical leave for three years and his leadership of the South Central Bureau was actually being carried out by Deng Zihui. Somehow that list reached Mao’s hands, and he was very displeased. During a top-level meeting he demanded to know what gave the vice-director of the Organization Department the authority to draw up this kind of list. An Ziwen carried out self-criticism on the spot. Mao said, “The matter ends here, and it’s not to be disclosed to anyone else.” Gao Gang, who at that time was still in Mao’s good graces, felt that Liu Shaoqi must be behind it, and sensing Mao’s displeasure with Liu, he disobeyed Mao’s order and spoke of the name list in conversations with a number of leading cadres as a pretext for attacking Liu.12


Gao Gang had personal reasons for undermining Liu Shaoqi’s power base, which threatened his own stronghold within the party. Previously secretary of the Northeast Bureau, Gao Gang had been transferred to Beijing in 1952 around the same time as four other bureau secretaries: the South Central Bureau deputy secretary Deng Zihui (in charge of actual operations under Secretary Lin Biao), Southwest Bureau secretary Deng Xiaoping, Northwest Bureau deputy secretary Xi Zhongxun (under Secretary Peng Dehuai), and East China Bureau secretary Rao Shushi. Gao Gang was ranked the highest among them, and some speculated that Mao was preparing to make Gao his successor in place of Liu Shaoqi, given their shared views on agricultural collectivization and other key issues.


Repeating Mao’s criticism of Liu in private conversations, Gao complained to other leading cadres about Liu’s advocacy of the 1940s CCP policy proposal for new democracy, his defense of private business,13 and his approach to rural matters, including his objection to expelling party members purely on the grounds of rich peasant status. Gao subsequently said in his self-criticism, “My political views regarding Liu Shaoqi weren’t my own, but what I heard someone else say.” That “someone else” was Mao, who had at one point entrusted Gao Gang with examining the records of the KMT and Japanese puppet governments to see how Liu Shaoqi had behaved while under arrest in the Northeast in 1929. But by the end of 1953, Mao had begun to regard Gao as more dangerous than Liu: Liu had taken the initiative to undergo self-criticism while Gao Gang refused, and Gao had longstanding connections within the military and a power base in the Northeast, which Liu did not. Furthermore, Gao Gang telling others what Mao was saying in private put Mao in an embarrassing position. After repeatedly weighing the situation, Mao decided to get rid of Gao14 and implicated the Central Committee Organization Department director Rao Shushi as part of a “Gao-Rao League.” Having lost Mao’s support, Gao Gang killed himself in 1954.


The Gao-Rao incident only exacerbated resentment of Liu Shaoqi within the party. In spring 1962, Lin Biao told Gao Gang’s wife, Li Liqun, “Gao Gang wasn’t the only one in the party who objected to Liu Shaoqi; in the Northeast there was me, Wang Heshou, He Kaifeng, Chen Yun, Li Fuchun, and Chen Zhengren. In Beijing, it was Chairman Mao who first objected to Liu Shaoqi and was dissatisfied with his conduct and work, and he even has doubts about Liu Shaoqi’s history.”15


Gao Gang’s secretary, Zhao Jialiang, said that Mao began taking Liu down in 1953, and this makes sense to me. Why else would Mao have Gao Gang look into the KMT and puppet regime dossiers; why else tell Gao Gang that he was going to have Liu moved out?16 By 1965, Mao had resolved to purge Liu Shaoqi, but that required first breaking his arm, so Peng Zhen came under attack.


Mao was also anxious about the close relationship between Peng Zhen, He Long, and Luo Ruiqing. Peng Zhen had become friends with He Long in Yan’an, and the two had remained in close contact since arriving in Beijing. He Long liked to go fishing and often sent fish to Peng Zhen. Peng Zhen, for his part, dropped in on He Long when he had time and looked after He Long’s wife, Xue Ming, who worked in the Beijing municipal party committee’s propaganda department. Luo Ruiqing worked closely with Peng Zhen as director of the Beijing Municipal Public Security Bureau, as minister of public security and as the PLA’s chief of General Staff. He almost always accompanied Peng Zhen in watching parade rehearsals before National Day.17


Some scholars insist that Mao must have trusted Peng Zhen, given his key position as head of the Cultural Revolution Five-Member Small Group (hereafter Group of Five). But a key posting didn’t necessarily imply trust; Mao had Liu Shaoqi preside over the May 1966 enlarged Politburo conference that passed the May 16 Circular, even though he clearly didn’t trust Liu at that time.


PENG ZHEN’S RESISTANCE


Soon after Yao Wenyuan’s essay was published, the publisher of Beijing Daily, Fan Jin, and the head of the People’s Daily theoretical section, Sha Ying, telephoned Shanghai’s Wenhui Bao to ask about Yao Wenyuan’s background but received no direct response. Instead, Wenhui Bao’s chief correspondent in Beijing asked Fan Jin to arrange a follow-up in Beijing Daily. Requesting instructions from the Beijing municipal party committee propaganda department, Fan Jin was told, “Just talk about the weather. Ha ha ha!”18


When Mao noticed that the essay wasn’t being reprinted in Beijing, he went to Shanghai on November 17 and had the essay printed into a separate pamphlet to be sold throughout the country. On November 24, the Shanghai Xinhua Book Store sent urgent telegrams to its branch stores soliciting orders and received positive replies from most places. The Beijing branch finally agreed to order some copies on November 29.19


On November 26, Peng Zhen told the Beijing party committee that the Wu Han issue was not one of a conflict between the “enemy and us” and that a clear boundary had to be drawn.20 After Zhao Enlai stepped in under Mao’s orders, Peng Zhen held a meeting at the Great Hall of the People on November 28 to discuss the issue of Beijing newspapers reprinting Yao’s essay. The secretary of the Beijing municipal party committee, Deng Tuo, attended the meeting along with the vice-director of the Central Committee Propaganda Department, Zhou Yang, among others. Deng Tuo told Peng Zhen, “Wu Han is very anxious because he knows there’s something behind this criticism.” Peng Zhen said, “It doesn’t matter whether there’s something behind it or not. What matters is the truth, and all people are equal before the truth.”21


It was the Shanghai party secretary Chen Pixian who broke the deadlock on November 25 by telling Luo Ruiqing the background of the essay and having him pass it on to Zhou Enlai. People’s Liberation Army Daily reprinted the article under orders from Luo Ruiqing on November 29, and Zhao Enlai ordered People’s Daily to reprint it the next day.22 After stalling for eighteen days, People’s Daily reprinted Yao’s essay in its “Academic Research” section. Under orders from Peng Zhen, the newspaper wrote an editorial note that discussed Yao’s criticism of Hai Rui Dismissed from Office as an academic issue and emphasized that “freedom to criticize is permitted, and so is freedom to counter-criticize.” The last paragraph of the editor’s note, added by Zhou Enlai, quoted Mao in stating the need to engage in struggle against anti-Marxist toxins.23


On December 12, Beijing Daily and Frontline (Qianxian) magazine both published an article by Deng Tuo under the pen name Xiang Yangsheng titled “On Hai Rui Dismissed from Office and the ‘Theory of Moral Legacy,’ ” which reduced the play from a political issue to an “academic” issue. The article was written under Peng Zhen’s direction, and Peng Zhen revised it before it was finalized by the Beijing municipal party committee secretariat.24


In a conversation with Chen Boda, Ai Siqi, Guan Feng, and others on December 21, Mao praised Yao Wenyuan’s essay with reservations: “It names names and has really shaken up the theatrical, historical, and philosophical circles, but it still didn’t hit the vital part. The crucial point is the ‘official dismissed from office.’ Emperor Jiajing dismissed Hai Rui, and in 1959 we dismissed Peng Dehuai. Peng Dehuai is ‘Hai Rui.’ ”25 Mao repeated these views the next day in a conversation with Peng Zhen, Kang Sheng, Yang Chengwu, and others, but Peng Zhen said that no organizational relationship had been found between Wu Han and Peng Dehuai. The next day, Mao summoned Peng Zhen and said, “Reach a political verdict on the Wu Han problem in two months.”26 At a meeting of the Beijing municipal party committee soon after that, Peng Zhen said, “You need to make self-criticism about your errors; stand firm on what’s right, insist on the truth, but correct your errors.” He was clearly signaling support for Wu Han.27


On December 26 and 27, the Shanghai municipal party committee reported to Peng Zhen that Yao Wenyuan’s essay had been published in accordance with Chairman Mao’s instructions at a Central Committee work conference in September. Without taking a stand, Peng Zhen said that there were two sides to Yao’s essay and that the Wu Han issue had to be discussed as an academic issue. Peng Zhen also said, “During the democratic revolution period and the Anti-Rightist campaign, Wu Han was a leftist. Deng Tuo is a leftist, and his essay under the pen name Xiang Yangsheng was written at my instruction.” Mao took careful note of these instances of resistance.


Peng Zhen was experienced enough to have known that Mao supported Yao Wenyuan’s essay. Even if Peng initially resisted in ignorance, once Mao said that the “crucial point” of Hai Rui Dismissed from Office was the “official dismissed from office,” Peng Zhen’s insistence that criticism of the play should be limited to the academic sphere was a challenge to Mao. Today Peng Zhen’s resistance looks correct and politically courageous. Did he have Liu Shaoqi’s support? No written materials have verified this so far.


The February Outline that Peng Zhen and others organized showed that Peng Zhen swallowed Mao’s bait.


THE FEBRUARY OUTLINE


After Mao specified the key point in Hai Rui Dismissed from Office, the number of critical articles surged. In mid-January 1966, the Central Committee Propaganda Department received two essays from Guan Feng, an editor at Red Flag, and Qi Benyu, head of the magazine’s history group. Since the essays raised the issue to a “higher plane of principle,” the Propaganda Department referred them to the Group of Five.


Mao had suggested establishing this group in July 1964 to lead mass criticism in the cultural sector, so it naturally took on criticism of Hai Rui Dismissed from Office. Peng Zhen was head of the group, and the other members were Lu Dingyi (director of the Propaganda Department), Kang Sheng (chairman of the Central Committee’s Theoretical Committee), Zhou Yang (vice-director of the Propaganda Department), and Wu Lengxi (director of the Xinhua News Agency and publisher of People’s Daily). At an enlarged meeting on February 3, 1966, the group criticized Guan Feng and Qi Benyu as leftists, and Peng Zhen emphasized that neither Wu Han nor the play had any connection to Peng Dehuai and that the issue was purely academic. In accordance with Peng Zhen’s views, Xu Liqun and Yao Zhen (both vice-directors of the Propaganda Department) drafted a report that came to be known as the “February Outline” at Diaoyutai on February 4. The outline said that discussion “should not be limited to the political issue but should touch on various issues of academic theory for ample discussion.” Some understood this as an attempt to play down the political aspect. The outline also called for “seeking truth from facts, maintaining the principle of all people being equal before the truth, and convincing by reason rather than arbitrarily overwhelming people like a scholar-tyrant.” This last point was clearly aimed at Yao Wenyuan.28


On February 5, Liu Shaoqi presided over a discussion of the draft February Outline by members of the Politburo Standing Committee who were in Beijing at the time. Peng revised the outline after this discussion, and it was approved by the Standing Committee and cabled to Mao in Wuhan on February 7.29


Peng Zhen, Lu Dingyi, Kang Sheng, Wu Lengxi, Xu Liqun, Hu Sheng, Tian Jiaying, and others flew to Wuhan on the morning of February 8 and were taken straight to Mao’s residence on East Lake. After meeting with Mao, Xu Liqun had word sent to Yao Zhen in Beijing that the outline had been approved without a hitch,30 but subsequently the appendix to the May 16 Circular said that Mao neither opposed nor endorsed the February Outline.31 Mao subsequently criticized Xu Liqun, who admitted that he had failed to catch Mao’s drift at the meeting. This was typical of Mao, who at every crucial juncture of political struggle was ambiguous in conversations with his political opponents.


After the reporting meeting in Wuhan, Peng Zhen wrote a memo on behalf of the Central Committee without submitting it to Mao for his approval. Peng then telephoned the Politburo Standing Committee and said that the outline had been approved by Mao and should be distributed to the entire party as soon as possible. A few days later, Peng Zhen told the Shanghai municipal party committee that the February Outline had been discussed by the Politburo Standing Committee and that Mao had approved it, that the issue had been resolved, and that there was no need to discuss it with them. On Peng Zhen’s instructions, Hu Sheng told Zhang Chunqiao on February 13 that Mao said that Wu Han was not to be referred to as anti-party and anti-socialist, and that no connection was to be made with the Lushan Conference.32 The February Outline was distributed to the entire party as a Central Committee document under Deng Xiaoping’s signature on February 12.


On March 11, 1966, the director of the Shanghai municipal party committee propaganda department, Yang Yongzhi, telephoned Xu Liqun and asked who exactly the February Outline was targeting and who was being referred to as “leftist.” Representing Peng Zhen, Xu replied that it targeted “Ah Q and other scrofulous types,” and he demanded to know why Shanghai had published Yao’s essay without prior notice. Where was the municipal party committee’s sense of party spirit?33 After learning of this telephone call, Zhang Chunqiao said it proved that “the Central Committee Propaganda Department and the Beijing municipal party committee oppose Yao Wenyuan’s essay, and that the February Outline targets Yao Wenyuan’s essay and Chairman Mao.”34 It made Mao all the more determined to strike down Peng Zhen.



MAO GOES ON THE COUNTERATTACK


After observing the resistance of Peng Zhen and the others, Mao at the end of March told Kang Sheng that the Beijing municipal party committee and Central Committee Propaganda Department were shielding evildoers and must be disbanded, and that Peng Zhen should stop protecting evildoers and apologize to Shanghai. Shortly after that, Mao told Kang Sheng, Zhao Yimin, Wei Wenbo, Jiang Qing, Zhang Chunqiao, and others that the February Outline had blurred class boundaries and failed to distinguish right from wrong. Why didn’t the Propaganda Department demand prior notice when Wu Han was publishing reactionary articles, and then expect prior notice of Yao Wenyuan’s essay? Mao said that spiking leftist articles while shielding anti-party intellectuals was an act of “scholastic tyranny.” The Propaganda Department had become Yama’s Palace, and it was time to “strike down the King of Hell and liberate the little demons!” Mao said, “I’ve always advocated calling for local rebellions whenever Central Committee organs act badly. All the localities should produce more Monkey Kings to create an uproar in the celestial palace. During last year’s September Conference, I asked comrades from all over China, ‘What would you do if the Central Committee embarked on revisionism?’ It’s very possible, and very dangerous.” Mao called for support for the left and the establishment of a force to carry out a great cultural revolution.35


While in Handan, Hubei Province, on April 2, Zhou Enlai wrote a letter to Mao saying that he completely agreed that the Group of Five’s outline was in error and that he was preparing to call a meeting of the Secretariat to discuss Mao’s directive.36 Over the next few days, Kang Sheng authorized Guangming Daily, People’s Daily, and Red Flag to publish essays by Qi Benyu, Guan Feng, and Lin Jie that Peng Zhen and Xu Liqun had been withholding for more than two months.


Called back to Beijing on urgent notice, Deng Xiaoping presided over a meeting of the Central Committee Secretariat from April 9 to 12, during which Peng Zhen declared that he had never opposed and would never oppose Chairman Mao. Kang Sheng and Chen Boda proceeded to criticize Peng Zhen’s erroneous line, and Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping agreed, while still referring to Peng as “Comrade.” The meeting resolved to (1) draft a notice that thoroughly repudiated and rescinded the Group of Five’s February Outline; and (2) submit names for a Cultural Revolution document-drafting group to be approved by Mao and the Politburo Standing Committee. This group eventually became the Central Cultural Revolution Small Group (CCRSG).37


On April 16, Beijing Daily dedicated three pages to criticism of Deng Tuo, Liao Mosha, and Wu Han, with an editorial comment by the municipal party committee’s official organ Frontline. The municipal party committee thought it could settle the matter by hanging Deng Tuo and the others out to dry, but its editorial was omitted when the Xinhua News Agency and Central People’s Broadcasting Station aired the criticisms that same day.


From April 16 to 24, Mao presided over an enlarged meeting of the Politburo Standing Committee in Hangzhou, which discussed Peng Zhen’s errors, rescinded the February Outline, disbanded the Group of Five, and established the Central Cultural Revolution Small Group. The main drafter of the February Outline, Xu Liqun, was criticized by Mao and subsequently jailed for eight years. Mao said, “I don’t believe that it’s only Wu Han’s problem . . . it exists in the imperial court and in every region and province . . . There was talk in Wuhan of purging leftists, but I disagreed.”38 Mao was referring here to Peng Zhen arranging for dossiers to be compiled on Guan Feng and Qi Benyu in February and March 1966.39


Peng Zhen had been refused an audience with Mao upon arriving in Hangzhou, and sensing that something major was going to happen, none of the six regional secretaries dared to be seen with him. After the meeting, the Central Committee had Li Xuefeng and Song Renqiong accompany Peng Zhen on his flight back to Beijing; in effect, he was being sent back under escort. The three of them sat facing each other without talking.40 In the CCP, only political and class relationships existed, and once Mao decided someone was politically untrustworthy, everyone else would cut off relations with him and even kick him while he was down.


After attending the Hangzhou Conference, Yang Chengwu told Qiu Huizuo that Mao complained of being kept in the dark while away from Beijing: “Carrying out a cultural revolution was a major matter, but they made resolutions and issued directives without telling me anything about it. Everyone needs to consider what the problem is here.” Yang told Qiu, “Lao Qiu, there’s going to be a counterattack,”41 meaning against Liu Shaoqi and Peng Zhen.


Mao continued to criticize Peng Zhen in conversations with Chen Boda and Kang Sheng in Hangzhou on April 28. Mao said, “Peng Zhen was remolding the party according to his worldview, but things moved in the opposite direction, and he engineered his own downfall. We have to thoroughly attack his errors. Class struggle can’t be shifted by human will.”42


On May 10, the Central Committee decided to reorganize the Beijing municipal party committee and have Li Xuefeng take over Peng Zhen’s responsibilities there. At an enlarged Politburo meeting on the afternoon of May 11, the indignant Peng Zhen demanded, “Who was the first to cry out, ‘Long live’?” Liu Shaoqi immediately put an end to the commotion,43 and soon afterward the Central Committee notified Peng Zhen that he was not to attend any more enlarged Politburo meetings.


Liu Shaoqi had been on an official visit to Southeast Asia with Chen Yi while Mao was purging his right-hand man in April, and he planned to carry out an inspection visit of the border region when he returned to Kunming from Rangoon, Burma, on April 19. Instead, the CCP Central Committee General Office notified him to go directly to Hangzhou for the enlarged Politburo Standing Committee meeting. The moment Liu arrived in Hangzhou, Zhou Enlai told him what had been going on, and Liu realized that he was helpless to resist Mao’s purge of Peng Zhen.


At the same time that Peng Zhen and the others were writing their February Outline, Jiang Qing was in Shanghai overseeing the drafting of another document, the “Summary of the Symposium Convened by Comrade Jiang Qing at the Behest of Comrade Lin Biao on the Work of Literature and Arts in the Armed Forces.” Mao had Chen Boda make a special trip to Shanghai to help Zhang Chunqiao revise this “February Summary.” Diametrically opposed to the February Outline, the summary said, “Since the country’s founding, the literary and arts circles have basically failed to execute Chairman Mao’s cultural line . . . and have imposed dictatorship over us with an anti-party, anti-socialist reactionary line antithetical to Mao Zedong Thought.” The summary called for “resolutely carrying out a socialist revolution on the cultural battlefront and thoroughly vanquishing the reactionary line.” Like Yao Wenyuan’s essay, the summary was Mao’s idea. Mao personally vetted and revised the drafts written by Chen Boda, Zhang Chunqiao, Liu Zhijian, Chen Yading, and others, and provided a title that put Lin Biao’s imprimatur on the document. On March 19, Jiang Qing requested Lin Biao’s approval, and Lin gave the summary a high appraisal in letters to several vice-chairmen of the Central Military Commission.


The summary was distributed to the county and regimental levels as Central Committee Document No. 211 [1966] on April 10, 1966, with an editorial comment rewritten under Zhou Enlai’s direction to emphasize that the summary had been “personally revised by Chairman Mao three times.”44 The summary was a call for cultural revolution issued by the “proletarian headquarters headed by Chairman Mao” and backed by the military.


Fire-and-brimstone editorials in major newspapers over the following weeks raised the curtain on the Cultural Revolution.


Although Mao remained in the south, Lin Biao’s and Zhou Enlai’s support gave him remote control over the enlarged Politburo meeting that began in Beijing on May 4. At that meeting, Peng Zhen, Luo Ruiqing, Lu Dingyi, and Yang Shankun were laid out on the sacrificial altar.
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REMOVING OBSTRUCTIONS


By the time Peng Zhen was denounced at the enlarged Politburo Standing Committee meeting in April 1966, Yang Shangkun and Luo Ruiqing had already been dealt with.


On November 10, 1965, the day that Yao Wenyuan’s essay criticizing Hai Rui Dismissed from Office was first published, Yang Shangkun was removed from his position as head of the Central Committee General Office, ostensibly to serve as secretary of the Guangdong provincial party committee secretariat, but in fact to be investigated. On May 24, 1966, the Central Committee issued its “Explanation of the Errors and Problems of Comrade Lu Dingyi and Comrade Yang Shangkun” (Central Committee Document No. 277 [1966]), which accused Yang of unauthorized installation of a listening device to monitor Mao’s conversations,1 providing others with unauthorized access to top-secret documents, and having “an extremely abnormal relationship with Luo Ruiqing and others and actively participating in anti-party activities.”


The head of the Central Committee General Office was in charge of the Central Guard Regiment, and was responsible for Mao’s safety and the management of his daily needs. Replacing Yang Shangkun with the more trustworthy Wang Dongxing was therefore essential preparation for launching the Cultural Revolution. Yang Shangkun’s problem wasn’t his relationship with Peng Dehuai, but rather his relationship with Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping. In a speech on May 21, 1966, Zhou Enlai said, “Peng Dehuai overturned the commode on the mountaintop, spreading his stench far and wide and arousing public indignation . . . Yang Shangkun cannot be compared with those three; he doesn’t have enough stamina on his own, but can only clutch at their legs.” The legs Zhou referred to were Liu’s and Deng’s.2 Luo Ruiqing effectively controlled the military and was also on good terms with Liu and Deng, so Mao went after him first.


THE FALL OF LUO RUIQING


Luo Ruiqing was one of the ten Senior Generals of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA),3 and Mao had given him a nickname, which he did for only his favorite subordinates. Mao called Luo Ruiqing Changzi, “Tall Man,” while Ke Qingshi was “Big-Nose Ke,” Tan Zhenlin was “Boss Tan,” etc. It was Mao’s genial and humorous way of treating these men as equals. Mao had appointed Luo to important postings such as minister of public security, secretary of the Central Committee Secretariat, secretary of the Central Military Commission, vice-premier of the State Council, vice-minister of defense, and head of the Defense Industry Office. Mao wielded Luo Ruiqing like a sword in his hand to suppress counterrevolutionaries, oppose the Hu Feng clique,* and manufacture countless cases of injustice. In December 1965 that sword landed on Luo’s own neck.


Luo Ruiqing also had a deep relationship with Lin Biao. When Lin became commander of the Fourth Red Army in 1930, Luo was political commissar of the Forty-First Division. When Lin was appointed commander of the First Army Group, Luo headed the army group’s security bureau. When Lin was director of the Red Army University in Yan’an, Luo was the provost. After the 1959 Lushan Conference, Lin Biao took charge of the Central Military Commission (CMC) in place of Peng Dehuai, and he nominated Luo, who had left the armed forces ten years earlier, to replace Huang Kecheng as chief of General Staff. Luo had also been with the First Front Red Army, which was Mao’s “personal asset,” and the cadres of which now dominated the CMC. Why would a senior cadre who enjoyed so much trust from Mao and Lin be struck down?


* Hu Feng was a writer and theorist who openly opposed Mao’s politicization of art and literature. As a result, he was arrested as a counterrevolutionary in 1955, and anyone associated with him was also persecuted. He was finally released in 1979.—Trans.


Wu Faxian believes that Lin Biao raised the issues relating to Luo’s downfall, while Mao made the decision and took the necessary action.4 In his first three or so years as chief of General Staff, Luo worked well with Lin Biao and effectively managed the work of the CMC.5 In autumn 1962, Lin Biao requested sick leave for severe relapses from old war injuries, and responsibility for the CMC’s work fell to his second-in-command, He Long. From then on, He Long and Luo Ruiqing ran the armed forces as a team, while Luo’s former close relationship with Lin Biao began to unravel.
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