




280	 MAO

no longer posed a danger to him. Although Bo Gu retained his former posi-
tion, the influence of the new troika of Mao, Luo Fu, and Wang Jiaxiang was 
now dominant.19

After the organizational meeting Mao rushed off to Zizhen with a wildly 
beating heart.

“Is the meeting over? How are you?” she asked excitedly.
At this he broke into a smile.
“Everything went not badly. Now I have the right to speak.”
Many years later he told his daughter Li Min how they had celebrated his 

victory.

That day your mother waited for me for a very long time. I returned 
home and had not sat down when she peppered me with questions. 
I wanted to play a trick on her, but I was bursting with joy. When 
someone is happy they become talkative. I folded my hands behind 
my back and began pacing around the room, speaking unhurriedly, 
“The meeting figured that a Buddha like me might still prove use-
ful, therefore, they dragged me out into the light and put me on the 
Standing Committee of the Politburo of the Central Committee. This 
means they still respect old Mao, and suppose that he is still good 
for something. I am unworthy, yes, unworthy. I understand that they 
chose me for the leadership of the CC just to fill an empty spot. To be 
sure, I did not play at modesty; when the fate of the country is at stake 
every simple peasant has a role to play!”

Your mother looked at me attentively, and was all ears. That eve-
ning we were enormously happy.20

In speaking to his daughter, Mao omitted only one thing: her mother was 
expecting another baby and his struggle for power, combined with the hard-
ships of the march, had undermined her health. Zizhen was terribly exhausted. 
She was due to give birth in a month, and she knew she could not keep the 
baby. The Long March was continuing, and children were an unnecessary bur-
den. Mao apparently did not think about this. He was intoxicated with victory.

Zizhen gave birth in February 1935, in a small village in the north of 
Guizhou, in a straw hut belonging to a poor peasant family of the Yi national-
ity. In this area, as in many border regions in Sichuan and Yunnan, there were 
many non-Han Chinese. Among them the Yi were the most numerous. They 
hated the Han Chinese and saw no difference between the Guomindang and 
the communists, and often attacked small groups of Red Army soldiers. At 
the approach of large contingents of the Red Army, all of the Yi gathered their 
cattle and their goods and chattel and went off into the forests and moun-
tains, leaving only empty houses for the Red Army. It was in one such house 
that Zizhen delivered her baby. The infant girl cried long and loud, but the 
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exhausted mother tried not to look at her. The commander of the medical bri-
gade recalled: “After the baby was washed off, we wrapped her in a white cloth. 
[As for what to do next] I consulted with the venerable Dong.* Dong wrote a 
note and attached thirty yuan to it. Basically, what it said was ‘The army on the 
march cannot take with it this newly born child. We are leaving it for you to 
bring up. Let it be like your granddaughter. When she grows up, she will look 
after you.’ ” 21 Placing the infant girl, covered with rags, onto the sleeping bunk 
where she had just been born, along with the note and the money, everyone, 
including Zizhen, left the house. The “Iron Stream” continued to flow west-
ward. There was no time for emotion.

What happened to the little girl, whom the mother had not even named, 
is not known. Rumor has it that after the departure of the communists, the 
inhabitants of the house took her into their family and named her Wang Xiu
zhen, meaning “Beautiful Treasure Wang,” but three months later she died 
from a cancerous tumor.22 No one knows if this is true.

Mao never even saw his new daughter. He had no particular interest in 
her anyway. The struggle for power continued. Neither Bo Gu nor Otto Braun 
acknowledged their mistakes. Kai Feng vented his aggressive temper. Some 
members of the Politburo, even though they accepted the new triumvirate of 
Mao, Luo Fu, and Wang Jiaxiang, still did not actively support them. So they 
had to act energetically and uncompromisingly. Mao and Luo went for broke.

In early February, at a meeting of the Standing Committee, Luo suddenly 
demanded that Bo Gu yield the position of general secretary to him. Mao sup-
ported him. Two others present, Chen Yun and Zhou Enlai, did not object. Bo 
Gu, who was losing his self-control, capitulated. A month later, on March 4, 
the new party leader implemented an important decision via the Revolution-
ary Military Council: “To establish a special Front Command and to designate 
Comrade Zhu De as Front Commander and Comrade Mao Zedong as Front 
Political Commissar.” 23 Zhu De remained commander in chief of the entire 
Central Red Army and Zhou Enlai was formally the general political com-
missar. The following day, in the name of the Central Revolutionary Military 
Council, Zhu De, Zhou Enlai, and Wang Jiaxiang clarified the situation. Only 
battle-ready units would come under the direct purview of the Front Com-
mand, while noncombatants would be assigned to the operational leadership 
of the newly established Field Command.24

Finally, Mao had actually recaptured the positions he had lost in Ningdu 
in October 1932. Although he did not formally become general political com-
missar again, most of the power in the army was in his hands as front political 
commissar. Standing on the summit, he had to be circumspect, as those who 

*	 This was Dong Biwu, secretary of the Control Commission and deputy rector of the 
Higher Party School. In the past, he had stood up for He Zizhen’s sister, He Yi.
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remained below might be jealous. Grasping this, Mao consulted with Luo Fu 
about appointing another, military, troika to take charge of army matters. He 
proposed that Zhou Enlai be appointed as chairman, with himself and Wang 
Jiaxiang as the other members.25 Notwithstanding Zhou Enlai’s nominal lead-
ership, Mao’s was the decisive voice in this group. He commanded the army, 
but both Zhou’s and Wang’s vanity was assuaged. Both of them could prove 
useful to him.

Meanwhile, the goal of the Long March gradually came into focus, namely, 
to unite with Zhang Guotao’s forces in northwestern Sichuan. Mao was very 
excited. In late February or early March, he composed new verses.

West wind fierce,
immense sky, wild geese honking,
frosty morning moon.
Frosty morning moon.
Horses hooves clanging,
bugles sobbing.

Tough pass,
long trail, like iron.
Yet with strong steps
we climbed that peak.
Climbed that peak:
green mountains like oceans,
setting sun like blood.26

His army marched forward at a rapid pace, some twenty-five to thirty 
miles per day, but their goal was still distant. Zunyi, ruined and deserted, 
had long since been left behind. Prior to the departure of the Red Army, in 
the words of an eyewitness, “[t]he city presented a desolate sight.” The once-
flourishing commercial center lay in ruins.27 But Mao was not thinking of the 
inhabitants of this poor town. What counted was that his army had rested 
there and replenished its supplies.

Yet officers and men continued to suffer enormous difficulties. There was a 
shortage of clothing and military supplies. Otto Braun recalled that “marching 
was done at night because the Kuomintang [Guomindang] air force flew inces-
sant sorties during the day, bombing and strafing us.” In one such attack Zizhen 
was badly wounded. The shrapnel that remained in her body tormented her. 
(Later, when Zizhen was X‑rayed, seventeen pieces of shrapnel were found in 
her body.)28 She had to make the rest of the journey by stretcher.

“The advance, flank, and rear guards endured dozens of attacks, occasion-
ally on all sides at once,” wrote Braun.
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The situation worsened when we crossed the jagged mountains on 
the Kweichow [Guizhou]-Yunnan border. The narrow path led up 
and down sheer cliffs. Many horses fell and broke their legs; only the 
mules kept their footing. Rations were becoming an ever more criti-
cal problem as we advanced into Yunnan. There was hardly anything 
to eat in the mountains. Soldiers sliced flesh from dead horses until 
nothing but the skeletons remained. Even in the plains few vegetables 
and little rice were found. ​. . . ​One can imagine then what it was like 
in the Army as a whole. The number of deaths, more from disease 
and exhaustion than battle wounds, increased daily. Although sev-
eral thousand volunteers had been enlisted since the beginning of the 
year, the ranks had visibly dwindled.29

Of the 86,000 men who had begun the Long March in the Central Soviet Area, 
barely 20,000 survived by the time they reached Sichuan.

But these survivors continued to plod forward. In early May they traversed 
the broad and stormy Jinsha River, as the Yangzi River was called in that place. 
A month later, passing along the border with Sikang (Tibet), they traversed an-
other mighty mountain stream, the Dadu River. This crossing was particularly 
difficult. A narrow chain suspension bridge, constructed in the early eighteenth 
century, linked the northern and southern banks of the seething river, which 
was squeezed between the mountains. When the CCP troops approached, 
enemy soldiers removed the plank roadway halfway across, and when the com-
munists started to cross, Guomindang aviation began to bomb them merci-
lessly. Nevertheless, the Red Army fighters managed to get to the other side.

Afterward their route passed through an uninhabited and trackless moun-
tain wilderness. The Red Army troops were shod in light slippers or straw 
sandals, and every day it got colder and colder. Only by traversing these moun-
tains could they emerge onto the northwest Sichuan plateau. “Rivers in full 
spate had to be forded, dense virgin forests and treacherous moors crossed, 
mountain passes four to five thousand metres high surmounted,” Braun re-
called. “More and more, our route was lined with the bodies of the slain, frozen 
or simply exhausted. All of us were unbelievably lice-ridden. Bleeding dysen-
tery was rampant; the first cases of typhus appeared.” 30

Finally, in mid-June, units of the Central Red Army approached one more 
narrow chain bridge with wooden planking across a small mountain stream, 
the Fori River, in Maogong County in western Sichuan. Here the long-awaited 
linkup with the advance guard of Zhang Guotao’s army took place. Zhang him-
self and his staff were in neighboring Maoxian, two days distant. Informed of 
the joyful reunion, he hurried to meet them. On June 25, Mao and Zhang fi-
nally embraced each other. That same night a dinner party was held. No one 
talked about the Long March or the Zunyi Conference or the adventures of the 
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Fourth Front Army. “Mao Tse-tung [Mao Zedong], a Hunanese, who was fond 
of chili, made chili-eating the topic of merry conversation, discoursing at length 
on the theme that chili-eaters were revolutionaries. He was refuted by Ch’in 
Pang-hsien [Bo Gu], a native of Kiangsu [Jiangsu] Province, who did not eat 
chili. Such talk was fun and helped create an atmosphere of light-heartedness.” 31 
It seemed that the Long March was over, but major trials still lay ahead.

Zhang Guotao, the thirty-eight-year-old veteran of the communist move-
ment, craved absolute power and was averse to compromise. Tall, with high 
cheekbones and a prominent jaw that jutted slightly forward, he looked pug-
nacious. He had an explosive temperament and during his long tenure in 
the CCP he had been in opposition more than once—first vis-à-vis Maring, 
then Lominadze, and then Qu Qiubai. During the high tide of the struggle 
against Trotskyism, some people in the ECCI tried to accuse him of links to 
the Trotskyite underground, but nothing came of their efforts.32 Overall he was 
well thought of in the Comintern, and although he was sometimes picked on, 
this was mostly out of the Bolshevik duty to be eternally suspicious of every
one. He was considered loyal and in November 1927, three years before the 
“purge,” he was even awarded the Soviet Order of the Fighting Red Banner as 
a “brave warrior of the Chinese Revolution.” Nevertheless, former KUTK stu-
dents Luo Fu, Bo Gu, Wang Jiaxiang, and Kai Feng, assuming that there was no 
smoke without fire, were suspicious of Zhang Guotao, viewing him as an “old 
opportunist” and a “covert Trotskyite.” He, in turn, as one of the founders of 
the party, viewed Mif ’s upstarts with scarcely concealed contempt.

Therefore, the outpouring of “joy” upon meeting could fool no one. A new 
conflict in the leadership was inevitable and from it only Mao could emerge 
the winner. The “Moscow students” who wanted to squeeze out Zhang Guotao 
would have to rally around him. Only Mao, with his ability to weave intrigues 
and to maneuver in what seemed to be hopeless situations, could guarantee a 
favorable balance of forces from their perspective.

Mao himself was wary of Zhang. Although for now Zhang did not dis-
pute the decisions taken at Zunyi intended to enhance Mao’s authority, Mao 
anticipated such a challenge. He understood that Zhang considered himself 
the “master of the situation.” He had seven or eight times as many troops as 
those in the Central Red Army. His soldiers were better armed, better fed, 
better outfitted, and better shod. They had not lost their fighting spirit, and 
Zhang enjoyed undisputed authority among the commanders and political 
commissars of his army. There was no comparison between his troops and the 
exhausted and ragged units of the Central Army, which had almost completely 
lost their fighting ability. Moreover, of the ten thousand that had managed to 
get to Maogong, two thousand were noncombatants.33

Under these circumstances the spirit of “spontaneous friendship” quickly 
dissipated. Zhang began to demand power. In July his troops strengthened the 
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claims of their leader by provoking a series of military clashes with Mao’s de-
tachments.34 Mao and the other CCP leaders had to back off. In mid-July, Luo 
Fu was prepared to hand over the position of general secretary to Zhang, but 
Zhang preferred the more important position at the time, general political com-
missar of the united Red Army, which was soon reorganized into nine corps. 
(Four of these were assigned to the First Front Army and five to the Fourth 
Front Army.) Zhou stepped down and Mao relinquished the post of front polit-
ical commissar. Control of the army passed to Zhang Guotao. His commanders 
demanded that Zhang also be given the post of chairman of the Central Revo-
lutionary Military Council. Zhang graciously retained Zhu De in that position, 
but power in the CRMC was now concentrated in Zhang’s hands.35

Meanwhile, the Long March continued. The united army moved north to 
the juncture of Sichuan, Gansu, and Shaanxi, where the Politburo had decided 
to establish a new Soviet area. It was impossible to remain in western Sichuan, 
largely because the local tribes detested the communists who had robbed them. 
These were wild and dangerous places that suffered from utter deprivation. The 
Red Army needed provisions. Therefore, as one of the participants wrote, “for 
better or worse, we were forced to take every crumb we found and continu-
ously send requisition parties into the mountains to hunt stray livestock.” 36 This 
could not go on for long. Aggressive mountaineers increasingly attacked the 
Red Army soldiers who had brought them nothing but sorrow.

Just then Mao and Luo Fu decided to strike back at Zhang Guotao. Sev-
eral days after Zhou Enlai had yielded the post of general political commissar 
to Zhang, around July 20 the march halted, and the Politburo gathered for a 
crucial meeting. In a calm voice, Luo Fu asked Zhang Guotao to give an ac-
count of the work he had accomplished since the time he had left Shanghai for 
the soviet region on the Hubei-Henan-Anhui border in April 1931. (Zhang, 
facing attacks from Chiang Kai-shek, had been forced to evacuate this region 
in October 1932.) After Zhang’s report, Mao unleashed a sharp attack against 
him, accusing him of committing serious errors in surrendering the old base 
area. Zhang rejected all the accusations and the conference ended inconclu-
sively. But the new intraparty conflict had now sharpened. Two weeks later, 
Luo Fu accused Zhang Guotao of having abandoned his new base in northern 
Sichuan. At this Zhang finally exploded: “And how is it that you, who lost the 
entire Central Soviet Area, consider your line correct?” 37 He now grasped that 
Mao and Luo Fu were purposely exacerbating the conflict, and he decided to 
defer till a more auspicious time any explanation.

For now he suggested dividing the army into two columns and advancing 
into southern Gansu. One column would proceed along the left flank of the 
swamp that lay before them and the other along the right. There, in Gansu, 
about ninety miles from the border with Sichuan, they would reunite. Around 
August 10, the left column, headed by Zhang Guotao and Zhu De, set off in the 
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lead. The right column, including Mao and most of the Politburo members, 
waited. Zhou Enlai had contracted malaria in July and was in very bad shape. 
The doctors did all they could, but still it took several days for the crisis to pass.

Finally, at the end of August, the right column set out. Before them 
stretched an endless, surprisingly beautiful green steppe, but this beauty con-
cealed mortal danger. Otto Braun recalled:

A deceptive green cover hid a black viscous swamp, which sucked in 
anyone who broke through the thin crust or strayed from the narrow 
path. I myself witnessed the wretched death of a mule in this fashion. 
We drove native cattle or horses before us which instinctively found 
the least dangerous way. Grey clouds almost always hung just over 
the ground. Cold rain fell several times a day, at night it turned to wet 
snow or sleet. There was not a dwelling, tree, or shrub as far as the 
eye could see. We slept in squatting positions on the small hills which 
rose over the moor. Thin blankets and large straw hats, oil-paper um-
brellas or, in some cases, stolen capes, were our only protection. Some 
did not awaken in the morning, victims of cold and exhaustion. ​. . . ​
Our sole nourishment came from the grain kernels we had hoarded 
or, as a rare and special treat, a morsel of stone-hard dried meat. The 
swamp water was not fit to drink. Still it was drunk, for there was no 
wood to purify it by boiling. Outbreaks of bloody dysentery and ty-
phus, which had subsided somewhat in Sikang, again won the upper 
hand. ​. . . ​We were fortunate that the enemy could attack us neither 
from the air nor on land.38

This most difficult crossing took several days. When the utterly exhausted 
fighters finally stepped onto terra firma, an order arrived from Zhang Guo-
tao, Zhu De, and their chief of staff, Liu Bocheng, to turn back! Their column 
had gotten stuck in the swamp and was unable to cross one of the mountain 
streams that was flooding across their path; therefore, Zhang, Zhu, and Liu de-
cided to head back south, and they demanded that Mao’s troops do the same. 
But this was not to be. On September 8, they received a reply from Zhou Enlai, 
Luo Fu, Mao Zedong, and several other commanders and commissars of the 
right column, saying “we sincerely hope that you, our elder brothers, will think 
closely and carefully, and firmly resolve to ​. . . ​change your course and move 
northward.” 39 In other words, the Politburo informed Zhang that it did not 
intend to bow to his orders.

Then Zhang Guotao took a fatal step. He sent a secret telegram to his for-
mer fellow officers in the Fourth Front Army, who were now in command 
positions in the right column, requesting that they “initiate a struggle” against 
the Politburo.40 Mao learned of this telegram at once, however, and summoned 
an emergency meeting of the Standing Committee. They decided to continue 
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the march north to Gansu, after which they issued an “Appeal to All Com-
rades” in which Mao, Luo Fu, Zhou Enlai, Bo Gu, and Wang Jiaxiang, speaking 
in the name of the Central Committee, called upon the officers and men of 
both the right and left columns not to obey any orders to move south, but to 
march only north in order “to establish a new Soviet Area in Shaanxi-Gansu-
Sichuan.” Neither side wanted to yield. Enraged, Zhang Guotao turned south 
while Mao’s column entered southern Gansu. The split in the Red Army and in 
the leadership of the CCP had become a fact.

In mid-September, on the Gansu border, the troops of the right column 
were reorganized into the so‑called Shaanxi-Gansu Brigade, numbering some 
six thousand men, with Peng Dehuai their commander and Lin Biao his dep-
uty. Mao served as political commissar. A new objective was now defined for 
the march: to advance not into northeastern Gansu, but farther, to the Soviet 
border in order to receive essential assistance. Mao asserted that “Zhang Guo-
tao has gone south, thus causing rather heavy losses to the Chinese revolution. 
Nevertheless, we are definitely not going to be downhearted, but are moving 
forward in a big way. ​. . . ​Northern Shaanxi and northwestern Gansu are the 
places where we should go.” 41

Thus far there had been no link with Moscow; therefore, on September 20 
it was decided to dispatch two party representatives to distant Xinjiang to try 
to establish a link with the ECCI and to inform the Comintern of the upheav-
als that had occurred during the Long March. Mao’s brother Zemin, who was 
in the transport column, was chosen as one of these emissaries.42

Soon, however, the plans changed sharply and the journey to Xinjiang 
was put on hold. Mao and his comrades learned to their surprise that a rather 
substantial soviet area existed in northern Shaanxi, close to the northeast bor-
der of Gansu, and that Red Army detachments under the command of a com-
munist named Liu Zhidan were active there.43 It was no more than 250 miles 
to this base.

This news was a gift of fate. Mao calculated that the entire Long March 
could now be presented as an action planned in advance and aimed at bring-
ing the communist bases into areas that were potentially facing the threat of 
Japanese invasion. By the fall of 1935, the Japanese had greatly increased their 
pressure on north China. Following their occupation of Manchuria, the Japa-
nese Army had seized Rehe, the province south of Manchuria, and two years 
later they moved into eastern Hebei. The Imperial Army approached within 
striking distance of Beiping (Beijing) and Tianjin, another large city in north 
China. The Japanese plan was perfectly clear: to annex all of north China and 
convert it into a purportedly “independent” state, as the Japanese had already 
done in Manchuria. By this time the upsurge of anti-Japanese feeling in China 
was greater than ever before. By skillfully playing on this sentiment, Mao could 
kill two birds with one stone. The “Anti-Japanese March” to north China would 
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enable him not only to strengthen the communists’ position in their struggle 
for power against the “corrupt” Nanjing government, but also to crush Zhang 
Guotao once and for all. After all, the “splitter” had not wanted to go north.

At a leadership conference of the Shaanxi-Gansu Brigade on September 
22, Mao declared, “We intended to march north, but Zhang Guotao wanted 
to go south. ​. . . ​The Japanese imperialists were invading China, and we were 
going north to resist Japanese invasion. We would first go to northern Shaanxi, 
the home of the Red Army under Liu Zhidan.” 44

This final objective was reached in a month. In mid-October, Mao’s troops 
crossed the border of the north Shaanxi soviet area and entered the village of 
Wuqizhen, located in a narrow mountain valley. From the local residents they 
learned that the Red headquarters was located in the district capital Baoan, 
fifty miles to the east. A detachment was sent out to contact Liu Zhidan.45 
Meanwhile, a meeting of the Politburo was convened on October 22 at which 
Mao announced that the Long March was over.

Exactly a year had passed since eighty-six thousand officers and men of 
the Red Army had left the Central Soviet Area. They had traversed eleven 
provinces, covered more than six thousand miles, crossed over five mountain 
ranges, forced their way across twenty-four large rivers, and passed through 
dangerous swamps. The price paid for this success was colossal. No more than 
five thousand persons made it all the way to northern Shaanxi.

Still, this was a truly heroic “Iron Stream.” Proud of what had been accom-
plished, Mao expressed his sense of triumph:

The Red Army does not fear
the Long March toughness.
Thousands of rivers, hundreds of mountains, easy.
The Five Ridges
merely little ripples.
Immense Wu Meng [Wumeng]* Mountain—
merely a mound of earth.
Warm are the cloudy cliffs
beaten by Gold Sand River.
Cold are the iron chains
bridging Tatu [Dadu] River.
Joy over Min Mountain,†
thousand miles of snow:
when the army crossed,
every face smiled.46

*	 The Wumeng Mountains straddle Guizhou and Yunnan.

†	 The Min Mountains range along the Sichuan-Qinghai-Gansu border.
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As Mao’s forces linked up with Liu Zhidan’s in Shaanxi, Zhang Guotao was 
wandering around in northwest Sichuan. After forty days he managed to ex-
tricate his forces from the marshy bogs. On October 5 he established a new 
“CCP Central Committee,” a new “Central Government,” and a new “Central 
Revolutionary Military Committee,” and “expelled” Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, 
Bo Gu, and Luo Fu from the party.1 It would be hard to imagine anything more 
stupid. He also cruelly punished and even shot those commanders and com-
missars in his column who opposed these actions.2

By now the Politburo had settled down in northern Shaanxi. In mid-
December 1935, Mao and other leaders relocated to Wayaobao, the only dis-
trict center, in Braun’s words, that was “firmly in the hands of the Red Army. ​
. . . ​We noted that a poor, partially calcified land lay before us,” he recalled.3 
Dozens of hamlets and villages lay in ruins; the fertile land was deserted. The 
sparse rural population eked out a miserable existence. Years of warlord cam-
paigns, horrific banditry, and terrible harvests and epidemics had catastrophi-
cally undermined the local economy. Between 1928 and 1933, several years 
prior to the arrival of Mao’s forces, more than half of the local population had 
died of famine. In many villages all of the children below age ten had died. 
Northern Shaanxi was almost depopulated.4 As was the case everywhere in 
northern China, there was no distinction here between Hakka and bendi, but 
the terrible poverty of the people, who teetered on the edge of death by starva-
tion, created exceptionally favorable conditions for growth of the CCP, just as 
in “Hakka country.”

Endless narrow ravines and yellow plains scarred with deep canyons 
stretched in all directions. Lifeless loess hills, in which the survivors of war 
and famine lived in caves, towered sullenly above this landscape. Practically 
anyone could dig a cave home in the soft loess soil. The leaders of the CCP, 
including Mao Zedong and He Zizhen, took up residence in such caves. The 
dull northern landscape was conducive to melancholy, but Mao was not 
swayed by emotions. Zunyi and, especially, the rupture with Zhang Guotao 
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had placed him in a position where everyone viewed him as their authoritative  
leader.

Throughout the fall and winter he was busy establishing organs of power 
in the new district, devoting most of his attention to strengthening his mili-
tary forces. After incorporating the local guerrillas, the Red Army numbered 
10,410 fighters.5 In early November, Mao reorganized his forces, restoring the 
old name of the First Front Army. In Zhu De’s absence—Zhu De was still with 
Zhang Guotao—the position of commander was filled by Peng Dehuai. Mao 
occupied the position of political commissar. The Northwest Revolutionary 
Military Council was established to exercise supreme control over the soviet 
area. Mao became its chairman and Zhou Enlai, who had recovered from his 
illness, and, in formal terms, Zhu De, became his two deputies. (Mao forgave 
“Old Zhu,” understanding that the professional warrior was accustomed to 
subordinating himself to party leadership and was therefore unable to stand 
up to Zhang Guotao.) A government, basically concerned with economic mat-
ters, was established called the Northwest Office of the Central Government 
of the Chinese Soviet Republic. Mao’s brother Zemin was appointed minister 
of economy and foreign trade, while Bo Gu was given the lofty position of 
chairman. Mao knew how to repair relations with people he needed, including 
former enemies. The tested principle of “Treat the illness to save the patient” 
continued to bear fruit. The grateful Bo Gu was happy to serve Mao.

Only with the refractory Zhang was he unable to patch up relations for a 
whole year. In late November 1936, Zhang, accompanied by Zhu De, showed 
up in northern Shaanxi seeking reconciliation.6 By then Zhang had almost 
entirely lost his army in the swamps and mountains of Sichuan, Xikang, and 
southern Gansu, where he was engaged in constant battles. Mao greeted him 
magnanimously. Zhang had “lost face” and was, therefore, no longer danger-
ous. A loser, no one would have followed him even had he chosen to continue 
his “anti-party” activity. “We all spoke and congratulated each other,” wrote 
Zhang Guotao. “At that time, we discussed our future, not our past.” 7 Mao 
made Zhang one of his deputies in the Revolutionary Military Council and ap-
pointed him general political commissar of the Red Army—Zhu De remained 
as commander—and appointed him deputy chairman of the government. The 
split had been overcome. Zhang’s capitulation meant that not only the rem-
nants of his Fourth Front Army entered into Mao’s forces, but also the troops 
of the Second Front Army of He Long and Ren Bishi that, in June 1936, after 
completing their trek to Xikang from the old base area on the Hunan-Hubei 
border, had joined up with Zhang’s forces.

The future began to look bright for the communists. Escalating Japanese 
aggression fueled the patriotic upsurge of the Chinese people. In Decem-
ber 1935, a wave of powerful anti-Japanese student demonstrations rolled 
through the country (the so‑called December Ninth Movement). Dissatisfac-
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tion with the government’s policy of appeasement toward Japan arose even in 
the Guomindang army. Thus the CCP’s anti-Japanese stance began to resonate 
with Chinese public opinion.

Mao continued his anti-Japanese rhetoric, realizing that only by giving 
voice to strong patriotic sentiments could the communists secure wide popu-
lar support. Of course, Mao had no intention of renouncing class struggle, 
but it was to his tactical advantage to tone down the radical rhetoric. The di-
vision of property on the model of bandits had thus far led only to defeat. 
Although Chiang Kai-shek remained the main enemy, from then on appeals 
to Chinese patriotism became an increasingly important element in the com-
munist struggle.

Luckily, his new policy was completely in line with that of the Comin-
tern. In the summer of 1935, Stalin, fearing German and Japanese aggression 
against the USSR, sharply altered his policy. Communists were directed hence-
forth not to seek the overthrow of the ruling classes, but rather to organize a 
new united front with them—in the West an antifascist united front and in the 
East an anti-Japanese united front. In his private calculations, Stalin was not 
reconsidering the strategic goals of the communist movement, namely, estab-
lishing world domination.8 He was simply maneuvering to attract to his side 
and, correspondingly, to the side of various communist parties, as many allies 
as possible. These decisions were taken in Moscow in July–August 1935, at the 
Seventh Congress of the Comintern. There, on August 1, Wang Ming, speak-
ing in the name of the Chinese Soviet Republic and the Central Committee of 
the CCP, published a declaration calling upon his fellow countrymen to stop 
fighting and unite in struggle against Japan. From the circle of “fellow coun-
trymen,” however, Chiang Kai-shek and his cabinet members were excluded.9

Lacking a link with Moscow, Mao and other Politburo leaders were un-
aware of these changes and so they acted at their own risk. None of them knew 
that Moscow was striving to reestablish its severed links with the Chinese 
communists. Moscow already knew about the Zunyi Conference and wholly 
supported the decisions taken there. Chen Yun, one of those who had taken 
part in the conference, conveyed its essential points to Comintern officials 
after he arrived in Moscow in late September 1935, shortly after the conclu-
sion of the Seventh Congress of the Comintern. Since he did not have a copy 
of the Zunyi resolution his information could not be verified by documents. 
Moscow received the text of the resolution later, sometime in 1936. The text of 
the resolution itself was of no particular importance, however, since Moscow 
was already positively inclined toward the CCP Politburo’s decisions.10

By September 1935, the Comintern had already initiated the true cult of 
personality of Mao. At the Seventh Congress of the Comintern it had pro-
nounced him one of the “standard-bearers” of the world communist move-
ment, along with the general secretary of the ECCI, the Bulgarian communist 
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Georgii Dimitrov.11 This was done through the lips of the CCP representative 
Teng Daiyuan, but without the sanction of the Moscow leadership Teng would 
not have said what he did. The Seventh Congress devoted special attention to 
elevating the authority of Communist Party leaders. At a specially convened 
meeting of the CCP delegation to the Comintern in late August 1935, Wang 
Ming, the delegation leader, said: “Whose authority should be elevated? Of 
course, that of the members of the Politburo. ​. . . ​Who first? The authority of 
comrades Mao Zedong and Zhu De.” 12

Wang Ming was not at all devoted to Mao Zedong and fancied himself as 
leader of the party. Soon afterward Guo Zhaotang (alias Afanasii Gavrilovich 
Krymov), an official on his staff, with Wang Ming’s direct assistance, drafted a 
special note about Mao Zedong to the Comintern aimed at undermining the 
positive impression that Stalin was forming about the guerrilla leader. It said,

Social background—small landowner [someone who read the note 
placed a question mark in red pencil above this]. No systematic mis-
takes. A very hard worker, efficient agitator, and organizer, knows 
how to penetrate into the thick of the masses, a good leader of mass 
work. Has rich experience in the peasant movement and guerrilla 
warfare. Can work in hard and very difficult conditions. He is very 
active and gets the work done well. Personal characteristics—likes to 
mingle with the masses, do propaganda work, is selfless. In addition 
to the aforementioned positives are shortcomings, namely, insuffi-
cient theoretical preparation; therefore, is inclined to make individual 
political mistakes, however, easily and quickly corrects his mistakes 
under correct and firm party leadership. [A large part of the last 
phrase was underlined by someone in red pencil, bracketed on the 
side, and a question mark placed in the margin.]13

A number of members and former members of the CCP delegation to the 
Comintern, including Li Lisan and Zhao Yimin, informed higher authorities 
that Wang Ming was “undermining the authority of Mao Zedong among Chi-
nese comrades in the USSR.” In conversation with ECCI officials on February 
17, 1940, Li Lisan said:

It seems to me that the main source for spreading the idea that Mao 
Zedong was not a political leader was Wang Ming. He told me, Xiao 
Ai [Zhao Yimin], and others that Mao Zedong was a very good per-
son, but very weak when it came to theory. In conversation with me 
and with Xiao Ai, whom he trusted more, Wang Ming, speaking of 
Mao Zedong’s report to the Second Congress of Soviets, said there 
were many weak points in the report, but that he had corrected them 
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and now the report was better. Other documents received from China 
were similarly corrected, thus, many of these corrected documents 
were different from their versions in China.14

So it was most likely under pressure from the leadership of the Comintern 
that Wang Ming was forced to elevate the authority of his rival. As before, none 
of the Chinese communists could dispute these decisions, because the CCP’s 
financial dependence upon the USSR had not eased. Enormous sums of Soviet 
money continued to flow to the Central Committee of the CCP. On June 8, 
1934, the Political Commission of the Political Secretariat of the ECCI decided 
to send 100,000 rubles from unspent funds of the Chinese Communist Party 
and 100,000 rubles from a reserve fund.15 On July 1, 1934, it was decided in 
Moscow that in 1934 the Chinese Communist Party would receive 7,418 gold 
dollars monthly.16

Following the Seventh Congress a full-blown campaign to exalt Mao 
Zedong commenced in the USSR. In early December 1935, Communist In-
ternational, the theoretical and political organ of the Comintern, published 
a long panegyric sketch titled “Mao Zedong—leader of the Chinese working 
people.” 17 The unsigned article was written by Aleksandr Moiseevich Khama-
dan, deputy director of the Foreign Department of Pravda.* Soon after, on 
December 13, 1935, the same author’s article about Mao was published in 
Pravda.18 His biographical sketch, along with biographies he wrote about Zhu 
De and Fang Zhimin, commander of CCP troops in Fujian, who died in 1935, 
was later published in a brochure titled “Leaders and Heroes of the Chinese 
People,” issued by the State Social-Economic Publishers.19

It was not until mid-November 1935, when an emissary from the CCP 
delegation to the Comintern, an old Chinese communist named Lin Yuying, a 
cousin of Lin Biao’s whom Mao had long known, arrived in northern Shaanxi, 
that Mao learned of the resolutions of the Seventh Congress, including, appar-
ently, the praise directed at him.20 After discussing the materials of the Sev-
enth Congress for several days, the leaders of the CCP concluded that to align 
with Stalin’s new policy, they had to alter their basic political direction. Luo Fu 
asserted the need to change party policy toward funong (rich peasants) and 
distinguish between them and the dizhu (landlords). Lin Yuying agreed. Mao, 
however, did not want to transform his relationship to the peasantry, although 

*	 A. M. Khamadan (real name Faingar) was a Jew born in Derbent in 1908. After working 
at Pravda, he moved to Novy mir (New world), where he was deputy to the editor in chief. 
At the beginning of World War II he was a TASS correspondent. In 1942 he was taken 
prisoner by the Nazis in Sevastopol, Crimea. He conducted underground work in the POW 
camp under the Russian name of Mikhailov, and was put into prison and then executed in 
May 1943.
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he acknowledged that a fundamental resolution of the class question in the 
countryside was not imminent. On December 1, he sent Luo Fu a letter set-
ting forth his view. “I basically agree with changing the tactics toward the rich 
peasants,” he wrote,

but ​. . . ​when ​. . . ​the poor and middle peasants demand the equal 
distribution of the land of the rich peasants, the Party should support 
this request. The rich peasants may get land of the same kind as the 
poor and middle peasants. ​. . . ​[T]here should be some difference be-
tween the policy toward the rich peasants and that toward the middle 
peasants. ​. . . ​We must point out that when the struggle deepens, the 
rich peasants are sure to join the ranks of the landlords. This is a pe-
culiarity of the semifeudal rich peasant class in China.21

Mao’s propositions were only “basically” accepted. Luo Fu disagreed with 
Mao’s main thesis, which was to support the poor and middle peasants if “in 
the course of struggle” they advocated the equal division of the land of the 
wealthy peasants. Mao’s position sharply contrasted with the Comintern’s 
united front policy. On December 6, while Mao was away with the troops, an 
enlarged plenum of the Politburo approved Luo Fu’s resolution “On Changing 
Tactics toward the Kulaks.” 22 Nine days later, wishing to avoid conflict, Mao is-
sued a corresponding directive in the name of the Central Executive Commit-
tee of the Chinese Soviet Republic.23 However, he did not alter his own views 
on the problems of the “rich peasants.”

Two days later, in Wayaobao, Luo Fu convened a new enlarged meeting 
of the Politburo that examined general political and military questions con-
nected to the Comintern’s new course. This meeting laid the foundations for 
the CCP’s new line, namely, to “unite the civil war with the national” and di-
rect it against both the Japanese and Chiang Kai-shek via the formation of 
a “revolutionary national united front” of all patriotic forces, including the 
Guomindang. In keeping with the spirit of the August First Declaration to 
unite to fight Japan, only Chiang Kai-shek and his closest associates would 
be excluded.24 Mao emphasized, “[W]hen the national crisis reaches a cru-
cial moment, splits will occur in the Guomindang camp. ​. . . ​Such situations ​
. . . ​are favorable to the revolution. ​. . . ​We must turn to good account all such 
fights, rifts, and contradictions in the enemy camp and use them against our 
present main enemy [i.e., the Japanese].” 25

The leaders of the CCP began working toward this end even before the 
conference. In late November 1935, Mao first addressed a proposal for a truce 
and joint action against the Japanese to an officer of one of the Guomindang 
armies deployed in Shaanxi.26 This was essentially a goodwill gesture toward 
Zhang Xueliang, the most prominent military figure in the Northwest. Mar-
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shal Zhang, the former Manchurian warlord, whose troops had retreated from 
Manchuria under Japanese pressure and were now based in south and central 
Shaanxi, played an important role in China’s balance of power. The headquar-
ters of his 200,000-man Northeast Army was in Xi’an, the provincial capital. 
The Young Marshal—in 1936 he was just thirty-five years old and because of 
his youth he was called Young Marshal in Chinese political and journalistic 
circles—was reputed to be a fierce Japanophobe. He had a special score to 
settle with the Japanese. In 1928, the Japanese intelligence service had assas-
sinated his father, Marshal Zhang Zuolin, for pursuing an independent policy 
in Manchuria. In 1931, Japan’s Kwantung Army, after provoking the Mukden 
Incident, occupied all the patrimony of Zhang Xueliang, forcing him to flee 
to Shaanxi. From there he tried to establish good relations with anyone he 
thought might help him drive the Japanese from Manchuria.

The naïve marshal, who was sympathetic toward the fascists, invested 
particular hope in Il Duce, believing that only an ironlike totalitarian dicta-
torship like Mussolini’s could rescue China from the crisis. He also counted 
on help from the Duce’s daughter, Edda, the wife of the Italian consul gen-
eral in Shanghai and future Italian minister of foreign affairs, Count Ciano. 
Zhang was a ladies’ man. Good-looking, youthful, and dark-haired with a 
bristling mustache, he adored nightclubs and cabarets, was a splendid dancer, 
and courted women elegantly. The passionate Italian lady could not resist the 
handsome marshal, whose personal fortune, incidentally, amounted to some 
$50 million. It is hard to blame her, particularly since Count Ciano slighted her 
and preferred to linger in Shanghai’s bars and houses of prostitution. Edda’s 
romance with Zhang Xueliang continued for only a short time. In 1932 Edda 
and her husband returned to Rome.

In April 1933, Zhang Xueliang also left for Italy. Mussolini’s daughter, al-
though smitten by him, was unable to offer assistance. Her father would not 
condemn militarist Japan. Disenchanted with Il Duce, Marshal Zhang retained 
his faith in totalitarianism. He traveled to Germany, where he met with Hitler 
and Goering, but also got nothing from them. Then he went to France, where 
he encountered Maxim Litvinov, the Soviet people’s commissar for foreign af-
fairs. Hoping he might receive help from the communists, he asked Litvinov 
to arrange a trip to Moscow for him, but Stalin, not wishing to complicate his 
relations with Japan, rebuffed him.27

Zhang Xueliang, finally understanding he would get no help from abroad, 
returned to China in January 1934. His chance to take revenge against the 
Japanese surfaced in November 1935 when Mao proposed a truce to one of 
his commanders. On April 9, 1936, Zhang began direct negotiations with rep-
resentatives of the CCP, among them Zhou Enlai, which culminated in Zhang 
Xueliang agreeing to halt military actions against the communists and even to 
help supply them with weapons.
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This arrangement eased the situation on the borders of the soviet area, 
but only to a certain degree. In June 1936, Gao Shuangcheng, the commander 
of the Eighty-Sixth Division of the Guomindang army, on Chiang Kai-shek’s 
order, attacked the communists and seized their capital Wayaobao, forcing 
Mao, Luo Fu, and the others to flee to Baoan, more than ninety miles west 
of Wayaobao. Baoan was a tiny, half-abandoned town with just four hundred 
inhabitants and almost all of its houses in ruins.28

Nevertheless, the CCP’s policy of creating a united front remained un-
changed. Mao asserted this unambiguously to Edgar Snow, who had arrived in 
Baoan to meet with him. In their first interview, on July 15, 1936, Mao empha-
sized, “The fundamental issue before the Chinese people today is the struggle 
against Japanese imperialism.” 29

Mao had good reason for optimism. The loss of Wayaobao had no effect 
on the strategic situation. The Red Army had steadily grown to twenty-five 
thousand warriors, and the anti-Japanese front was gradually taking shape. 
The courtship of Zhang Xueliang was going so well that the communist lead-
ers even began thinking about secretly admitting him to the CCP. (Zhang had 
expressed the desire to become a communist.)30 In late June to early July a 
radio link with Moscow had been reestablished, and in his very first telegram 
Mao asked Stalin to increase aid to the Communist Party to $2 million Mexi-
can dollars per month. He also requested that Moscow send airplanes, heavy 
artillery, missiles, infantry weapons, antiaircraft artillery, and pontoons. At the 
same time, he informed Stalin about Zhang Guotao’s “opportunist errors.” 31

Mao would soon receive aid. Stalin would send him two million rubles 
and, several months later, US $500,000 and 1,166 tons of fuel, military sup-
plies, and other strategic goods.32 Even earlier, on August 15, he would send 
a directive in the name of the Secretariat of the ECCI in which he “basically” 
approved Mao’s policies.

The August 15 telegram proposed expansion of the united front. Stalin 
advised Mao to jettison his negative attitude toward Chiang Kai-shek and 
“set a course on ceasing military operations” between the Red Army and the 
Guomindang as a whole, not just with Zhang Xueliang, whose admission into 
the party, incidentally, he forbade. “We think it is incorrect to place Chiang 
Kai-shek on the same level as the Japanese aggressors,” he indicated, “. . . for 
Japanese imperialism is the main enemy of the Chinese people, and at the 
present stage everything should be subordinated to the struggle against it.” 33 
Stalin’s position is easily understood since beginning in 1934, he was regularly 
receiving information from the Foreign Department of the OGPU (Soviet se-
curity police that was the forerunner of the KGB) and from military intelli-
gence about a probable Japanese attack against the USSR. Mao, of course, knew 
nothing of these secret Soviet intelligence reports, but in any case he raised 
no objections to Stalin. Ten days later he dutifully sent a letter to the Central 
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Executive Committee of the Guomindang proposing to end the civil war and 
begin negotiations.34 “The core of our policy is to work with Chiang [Kai-shek] 
to resist Japan,” he declared subsequently to the Chinese communists.35

But Chiang Kai-shek, not the communists, remained the main player on 
the Chinese political stage. The Soviet consul in China, Dmitrii Bogomolov, 
reported Chiang would agree to an alliance with the communists “only on the 
eve ​. . . ​of war with Japan and in connection with an agreement with the Soviet 
Union.” 36 Meanwhile, Chiang was preparing for a new, sixth, campaign against 
the communists to strengthen his authority as the national leader on the eve of 
the inevitable large-scale conflict with Japan.

Chiang Kai-shek knew about the negotiations between Zhang Xueliang 
and the communists and repeatedly warned the Young Marshal that the com-
munists were untrustworthy. But in vain. Therefore, in early December 1936, 
Chiang decided to meet with Zhang in person, confident that he could make 
the blundering young man see reason. On December 4, 1936, he flew from 
his field headquarters in Luoyang to Xi’an. He lodged in the ancient residence 
of the Tang emperor Xuanzong, located in the picturesque town of Huaqing
chi, enclosed by hills and famed for its mineral hot springs. In the past, the 
emperor’s enchanting and ambitious concubine, Yang Guifei, loved to take the 
waters here.

Chiang settled into a gloomy one-story pavilion named Wujianting (Five-
room pavilion), in the southeast corner of the park complex. There he met 
Zhang Xueliang, who was accompanied by the commander of the Seven-
teenth Field Army, General Yang Hucheng, a confederate of the Young Mar-
shal. Zhang Xueliang insisted on the need to unite with the communists in the 
struggle against the Japanese. Chiang objected, arguing that the destruction of 
the CCP was the key to successful resistance against foreign aggression. The 
discussion soon reached an impasse.

On Wednesday, December 9, the atmosphere became even tenser. Re-
sponding to new threats against China by Japan’s minister of war, more than 
ten thousand students in Xi’an organized a demonstration. It coincided with 
the first anniversary of the nationwide anti-Japanese December Ninth Move-
ment of 1935. Students demanded an end to the civil war and the unification 
of all forces against Japan. Along the road from Xi’an to the district city of Lin-
tong, located not far from Chiang Kai-shek’s residence, the students were met 
by police, who opened fire and wounded two of them. By a twist of fate, the 
wounded students happened to be the children of a Northeast Army officer.37

Zhang Xueliang snapped. At 10 p.m. on Friday, December 11, he issued an 
order to the top officers of the Northeast Army to arrest Chiang Kai-shek. On 
December 12 at 5 a.m., a two-hundred-man detachment of troops led by the 
commander of Zhang Xueliang’s personal guard, twenty-eight-year-old cap-
tain Sun Mingjiu, attacked the residence of Chiang Kai-shek. Hearing shots, 

30945 Mao.indd   297 7/12/12   4:56 PM



298	 MAO

Chiang jumped out of his bedroom window and hid in a narrow crevice in the 
surrounding snow-covered hills. He was discovered two hours later, barefoot 
and in a robe thrown over his nightshirt, shivering terribly and initially un-
able to utter a word. In his haste, he had forgotten his false teeth. The captain 
addressed Chiang Kai-shek in accordance with military regulations. Finally, 
with some difficulty Chiang said, “If you are my comrades, shoot me now and 
finish it all.”

“We will not shoot!” Sun replied. “We only ask you to lead our coun-
try against Japan. Then we shall be the first to cheer our generalissimo.” 
(Chiang had been the generalissimo of China’s armed forces since 1928.)

“Call Marshal Chang [Zhang] here, and I will come down,” said Chiang 
Kai-shek.

“Marshal Chang is not here. The troops are rising in the city; we came to 
protect you.”

At these words, the generalissimo apparently calmed down and requested 
that they bring him a horse so he could come down from the mountain.

“There is no horse here,” Sun replied, “but I will carry you down the 
mountain on my back.”

And he knelt down before Chiang Kai-shek. Taking his time, the genera-
lissimo scrambled up on the captain’s broad back. Having carried the genera-
lissimo to a car, Zhang Xueliang’s chief guard finally said to him, “The past is 
the past. From now on there must be a new policy for China.”

“I am sure,” said Chiang Kai-shek dryly, “that Marshal Chang has an excel-
lent policy for China.”

“This is a time of national crisis,” parried Sun. “We hope that the generalis-
simo will receive the demands of the people.”

“I am always ready to consider the demands of Marshal Chang,” Chiang 
declared.

“The one urgent task for China is to resist Japan. This is the united de-
mand of the men of the Northwest. Why do you not fight Japan, but instead 
give the order to fight the Red Army?”

“I have never said that I would not fight Japan,” replied Chiang indignantly.
“But the Tungpei [Northeast] army demands that you fight Japan as soon 

as possible, for their homes have been seized by the enemy, and all of China 
suffers because of their loss.”

“I am the leader of the Chinese people,” Chiang suddenly burst out. “I 
represent the nation. I think that my policy is right, not wrong.”

“If you represent the Chinese people,” said Sun, “why do you not resist 
Japan? This is the demand of the whole Chinese nation. How can you claim to 
represent them when you do not carry out their demands?”

“I am a revolutionary,” the generalissimo said, terminating the dispute. “I 
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am always ready to sacrifice myself. I have never changed my views; and even 
though you hold me prisoner, my spirit will never submit to another’s.” 38

Chiang Kai-shek was transported to Xi’an where Zhang Xueliang, excus-
ing himself for the necessary inconvenience, again demanded that Chiang stop 
the war against the communists and lead the nationwide resistance to Japan. 
Meanwhile, Shao Lizi, the civilian governor of Shaanxi who had issued the 
order to disperse the student demonstration on December 9, was also arrested, 
along with more than ten persons in Chiang Kai-shek’s retinue.39

News of Chiang Kai-shek’s arrest reached communist headquarters in 
Baoan on the morning of December 12. Mao Zedong and the other CCP lead-
ers were elated. Mao’s secretary recalled:

Early on the morning of December 12, I was awakened by the duty 
radio officer. He said that Zhang Xueliang and Yang Hucheng had 
sent a radiogram to Mao Zedong from Xi’an; it was marked “Ex-
tremely Urgent.” The radiogram, written in semi-colloquial language, 
was brief. I remember little of it apart from the two characters “bing” 
(soldiers) and “jian” (admonish). I quickly delivered the radiogram 
to Mao Zedong who had still not gone to bed. After reading it, [he] 
joyfully exclaimed, “How about that! Time for bed. Tomorrow there 
will be good news!” 40

What the two characters signified was Zhang Xueliang’s decision to use force 
to “admonish” Chiang Kai-shek. This is what the Young Marshal transmit-
ted to Mao Zedong. When Mao awoke the entire city was extremely excited. 
Otto Braun, who lived adjacent to the compound of the Central Committee 
of the CCP, was also struck by the unusual animation that gripped Baoan. He 
noted that Mao arose early in the morning, which was very unusual for him 
since, as a rule, he worked nights, and therefore woke up late. In Mao’s cave 
the field telephone, which connected Mao with other leaders of the party and 
the government and with army commanders, was ringing continuously. “The 
news spread with lightning speed throughout the entire place,” Otto Braun  
recalls.

It produced a genuine rapture, for Chiang Kai-shek was the most 
hated man in the CCP and the Chinese Red Army. ​. . . ​[T]here was 
an open air meeting ​. . . ​of all Party members, Army men, and soviet 
functionaries in Pao-an [Baoan] and its vicinity. ​. . . ​Mao Tse-tung 
[Mao Zedong] spoke first. ​. . . ​The gist of the speeches was ​. . . ​that the 
time had come to settle accounts with Chiang Kai-shek as a traitor to 
China’s national interests and to bring him before a people’s court. ​. . . ​
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The entire nation and all its armed forces should be mobilized for the 
war against Japan and its accomplices in the KMT [Guomindang].41

A huge meeting adopted a resolution to “demand a ‘mass trial’ of Chiang 
Kai-shek as a traitor, and there was wild jubilation in the town.” 42 At a meeting 
of the Politburo on the morning of December 13, a very excited Mao described 
the arrest of Chiang Kai-shek as a revolutionary, anti-Japanese, progressive 
event.43 Almost unanimously the Politburo resolved that Chiang Kai-shek 
should be tried and sentenced to death.44 Afterward Mao personally informed 
the Comintern about what had transpired.45

News of the events in Xi’an, which reached Moscow that same day, Decem-
ber 13, likewise amazed the Comintern chiefs. Dimitrov was in seventh heaven. 
“Optimistic, favorable assessment regarding Zhang Xueliang. The Sov[iet] 
Union needs to be restrained and to respond skillfully to the anti-Soviet cam-
paign in connection with the events in Xi’an,” he wrote in his diary.46 The next 
day he convened a meeting to discuss Chinese affairs with his most trusted as-
sociates. Only afterward did he contact Stalin.

What he heard astonished him. As usual the Boss was laconic: “Advise 
them [the Chinese Communists] to adopt an independent position, to come 
out against internal internecine strife, to insist on a peaceful resolution of the 
conflict, on agreement and joint actions, on a democratic platform for all par-
ties and groups standing for the integrity and independence of China, empha-
sizing the position adopted by the party in its letter to the Guomindang and 
in the interview [with] Mao Zedong.” 47 Now here was something that no one 
would have expected. Stalin was demanding that the communists free Chiang 
Kai-shek. How else could the conflict be resolved peacefully?

Several hours later, at midnight, Stalin suddenly phoned Dimitrov and, 
without concealing his irritation, asked, “Who is this Wang Ming of yours? A 
provocateur? He wanted to file a telegram to have Chiang Kai-shek killed.”

The flabbergasted Dimitrov answered that he had not heard anything of 
the sort.

“I’ll find you that telegram,” said Stalin, throwing down the receiver.48

In fact, he did not look for the telegram. Most likely, there simply hadn’t 
been any such thing, and someone had incorrectly informed Stalin. It is also 
possible that Stalin wanted to frighten Dimitrov, knowing that he was ready 
to issue an order to have Chiang Kai-shek executed. In any case, the Boss was 
dissatisfied and did not hide his irritation.

Soon after Molotov phoned.
“Come to Com[rade] St[alin]’s office tomorrow at 3:30; we’ll discuss 

Ch[inese] affairs. Only you and Man[uilsky], nobody else!” 49

What was discussed in Stalin’s office is unknown. One may suppose that 
the Boss expressed his dissatisfaction with the political nearsightedness of 
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Dimitrov, Mao Zedong, Wang Ming, and officials of the Comintern and the 
CCP Central Committee. Naturally, Molotov said yes to everything. Stalin’s 
point was that the arrest and execution of Chiang Kai-shek would inevitably 
deepen the split in Chinese society and make things increasingly difficult for 
Stalin. In November 1936, just a month prior to the Xi’an Incident, Nazi Ger-
many had concluded an Anti-Comintern Pact with Japan that was aimed at 
the Soviet Union. Thus, for Stalin, converting Chiang Kai-shek into an ally was 
a matter of life and death. He knew that emergency meetings of the Standing 
Committee of the Guomindang Central Executive Committee and of its Politi-
cal Council, which had convened on December 12, simultaneously adopted 
resolutions to crush Zhang Xueliang’s mutiny by force. He Yingqin, the war 
minister, who was devoted body and soul to Chiang Kai-shek, was already pre-
pared to give the order to bomb Xi’an and dispatch a punitive expedition there. 
Guomindang planes had already begun to bomb various populated points in 
Shaanxi province.

On December 15, the day after his meeting with Stalin, Dimitrov trans-
mitted the Boss’s directive about peacefully resolving the incident to officials 
of the ECCI. The next day he was back in the Kremlin, discussing the text of 
the Comintern directive to the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist 
Party with Stalin and his top lieutenants. The directive urged the CCP to stand 
“decisively for a peaceful resolution of the conflict.” 50

It is easy to imagine Mao Zedong’s reaction upon receipt of this instruc-
tion. Humiliation. Shame. Disappointment. Most likely, all three. In Edgar 
Snow’s words, Mao “flew into a rage when the order came from Moscow to 
release Chiang. Mao swore and stamped his feet.” An eyewitness whom Snow 
called “X” informed him of Mao’s reaction.51

Most humiliating was that Moscow’s order came when Mao himself un-
derstood the need to resolve the conflict peacefully. For technical reasons 
Dimitrov’s telegram, sent on December 16, did not arrive in Baoan until the 
morning of the 17th or the 18th, and part of it failed to transmit. Not until 
December 20 was Mao able to read the full text of Moscow’s directive.52 By 
then he already knew the Comintern’s position from Soviet media reports. 
Moreover, Mao had received the text of Zhang Xueliang’s “Appeal to the Na-
tion” clarifying that Zhang did not seek Chiang Kai-shek’s death. The Young 
Marshal’s objective was to force Chiang Kai-shek to resist Japan. Arriving in 
Xi’an on December 17, Zhou Enlai began negotiations with Zhang and Gen-
eral Yang Hucheng. Chiang Kai-shek refused to meet with them or to discuss 
Zhang’s proposals. “Both for your own sake and for the sake of the nation, the 
only thing for you to do is to repent at once and send me back to Nanking 
[Nanjing],” he said to Zhang. “You must not fall into the trap set by the Com-
munists. Repent before it is too late.” 53

The situation was growing tenser. By December 19, Mao realized that the 
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incident had to be settled. Extremely upset, he was unable to control himself 
at the Politburo meeting that day. Acknowledging that “the issue of the day 
is mainly that of resisting Japan, not the question of relations with Chiang 
Kai-shek,” he suddenly interjected, “The Japanese say that the arrest [of Chiang 
Kai-shek] was arranged by the Soviet Union, while the Soviet Union says it 
was contrived by the Japanese. Both sides are distorting the essence of the 
matter.” 54 The Politburo adopted a resolution aimed at a peaceful outcome to 
the conflict. Moscow’s directive, which had been transmitted by Mao Zedong 
to Zhou Enlai at 8 p.m. on December 20, changed nothing. From the outside, 
however, it looked as if Mao had been forced to accept Stalin’s orders. Mao 
needed to report on the implementation of the Comintern’s directive, but he 
did not want to lose face in front of his own party comrades. Therefore, despite 
the objective circumstances and while formally approving Moscow’s directive, 
Mao went slow on concluding an agreement with Chiang Kai-shek regard-
ing the establishment of an anti-Japanese united front. Chiang, too, was in no 
hurry to form an alliance with the CCP, even though the British and American 
military attachés who arrived in Xi’an as mediators requested him to do so.

On December 22, Song Ziwen, who was Chiang’s brother-in-law, and the 
generalissimo’s wife, Song Meiling, flew into Xi’an. Only then did the crisis 
end. Zhang Xueliang, the gallant cavalier, could not resist the charming Song 
Meiling. On Christmas Day he presented her with a gift: he declared that he 
himself would escort her and her husband to Nanjing. He was terribly naïve.

After flying into Nanjing, Chiang immediately handed the rebellious mar-
shal over to a military tribunal, which sentenced him to ten years in prison. In 
July 1937, however, with the start of the full-scale Sino-Japanese War, he was 
amnestied along with all other political prisoners. But Chiang never forgave 
him. Zhang was put under house arrest, where he languished for many years. 
When he fled China in 1949, Chiang took Zhang to Taiwan with him, where 
his prisoner remained under guard long after Chiang’s death in 1975. It was not 
until 1990 that Zhang Xueliang regained his freedom, at the age of eighty-nine.

Meanwhile, Chiang continued preparations for the sixth anticommunist 
campaign. At the end of December, new military forces began to assemble 
along the borders of the soviet area in northern Shaanxi. At this point, on 
January 6, 1937, Mao could not restrain himself. In a telegram he and Luo 
Fu sent to Zhou Enlai and Bo Gu, he asserted that it was necessary “to pre-
pare boldly for war” against the Guomindang.55 This warlike mood in Baoan, 
however, inevitably drew a swift reaction from the Comintern. On January 
16, 1937, Dimitrov gave Stalin the draft of a new directive to the CCP Central 
Committee. Three days later, on January 19, Dimitrov and Soviet Politburo 
members Molotov, Andrei Andreev, Andrei Zhdanov, and Nikolai Yezhov 
gathered in Stalin’s office to discuss the situation. The tone of the telegram was 
rather sharp:
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We attach exceptional importance to a peaceful resolution of the events 
in Xi’an. However, this outcome could be ruined not only by the machi-
nations of the Japanese imperialists and their agents who are trying by 
every means to ignite civil war, but also as a result of mistaken policies 
of your party.

Now it is clearer than ever that the party’s previous policy was in-
correct, namely, to seek to achieve a united front by excluding Chiang 
Kai-shek and overthrowing the Nanjing government. ​. . . ​The party’s 
main task at present is to achieve an effective end to the civil war. ​. . . ​
[T]he party must openly declare and firmly conduct a policy of sup-
porting all measures of the Guomindang and the Nanjing govern-
ment that are directed toward ​. . . ​uniting all forces of the Chinese 
people to defend the integrity and independence of China against 
Japanese aggression.56

At Stalin’s urging, on January 20 Dimitrov sent Mao a separate letter on 
the need to change the direction of work in China. In the name of the Secretar-
iat of the ECCI, Dimitrov asked Mao to consider “switch[ing] from the soviet 
system to a system of people’s revolutionary rule on democratic foundations,” 
while preserving “soviets only in urban centers and not as organs of power but 
as mass organizations.” 57

The categorical tone of Moscow’s January 19 telegram convinced Mao of 
the need once more to reassure the Kremlin of his complete loyalty. Several 
days later, seeking Dimitrov’s advice, he sent him the draft of a CCP Central 
Committee telegram addressed to the Third Plenum of the Fifth Guomindang 
Central Executive Committee, due to convene in Nanjing on February 15. 
Dimitrov forwarded the telegram along with his draft response to the Soviet 
Politburo, which approved the proposed text with several revisions. On Febru-
ary 5, Dimitrov informed Mao and several days later the CCP Politburo Stand-
ing Committee dispatched a telegram to the Third Plenum of the Guomindang 
CEC reading in part:

Our party sincerely hopes that the Third Plenum of the Guomindang 
will adopt the following principles as government policy:

1.	 Complete cessation of the civil war, and the concentration of na-
tional forces for unified resistance to external aggression;

2.	 Freedom of speech, assembly and organization, amnesty for all 
political prisoners;

3.	 Convening a conference of representatives of all parties, groups, 
social strata, and armies, concentration of all the capable persons 
in the country for joint salvation of the motherland;
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4.	 Rapid and full completion of all preparatory work for the war of 
resistance to Japan;

5.	 Improvement of the lives of the people.

The CCP Central Committee promised to terminate its policy of armed 
uprisings aimed at overthrowing the National government on a nationwide 
basis. It also expressed its readiness to rename the soviet government the gov-
ernment of the Special Region of the Chinese Republic and to rename the Red 
Army the National Revolutionary Army, which would be directly subordi-
nated to the Central Government of the Guomindang and the Military Coun-
cil in Nanjing. Moreover, it agreed to introduce a democratic system of general 
elections in the Special Region and to stop confiscating landlords’ land.58

Mao had turned forty-four. He had acquired an enormous reputation as a 
political figure on the national stage and his influence in the party was virtually 
unchallenged. His dependence on Moscow, however, had not diminished; nor 
had the CCP’s position of subordination to the Comintern. Although the Mos-
cow leadership’s conception of the Chinese revolution often changed, as be-
fore the Chinese Communist Party remained closely tied to the ECCI and the 
Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU). Soviet ideological influence on 
the Chinese communists remained overwhelming. The Xi’an Incident served 
only to strengthen it. Although Mao began storing up insults and dissatisfac-
tion in his inner self, he still remained an obedient pupil of the great Stalin.

Early in 1937, Zizhen gave birth to their fifth child, a girl. Zhou Enlai’s 
wife, Deng Yingchao, called the baby Jiaojiao (“Beauty”). Later, when his 
daughter turned thirteen, in accordance with Chinese tradition Mao gave her 
a new, grown-up name, Min (“Prompt”). He took the Chinese character min 
from a saying of Confucius, “A gentleman should be slow to speak and prompt 
to act” ( junzi yu na yu yan er min yu xing). At the same time, he changed her 
family name from Mao to Li, the character he used in his favorite pseudonym, 
Li Desheng, meaning “Retreat in the Name of Victory.” 59

Meanwhile, on January 13, 1937, soon after his daughter’s birth, and pur-
suant to an agreement with Zhang Xueliang reached prior to the arrest of the 
Young Marshal, the Central Committee of the CCP moved from the caves of 
Baoan sixty miles south to Yan’an, the largest city in northern Shaanxi. Before 
departing, holding his swaddled baby girl in his arms, Mao said to her, “My 
Beauty, you are in step with the times. We are going to live in the city.” 60
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Th  e  F l i r t a t i o u s 

P hi  l o s o ph  e r

The move to Yan’an brought major changes to Mao Zedong’s daily life. He 
could now enjoy the comforts of real city life. The new “red” capital was noth-
ing like Baoan, a dusty and desolate hamlet where most of the buildings lay in 
ruins. Yan’an was a very lively place. “Farmers and small vendors sold meat, 
eggs, vegetables, and other edibles in the open-air market,” Otto Braun re-
called. “The small shops and restaurants, even some very respectable establish-
ments, remained open to business. In short, Yenan [Yan’an] reflected nothing 
less than peace and normalcy. We watched what to us was unaccustomed civil-
ian activity.” 1

Located in a long mountain valley, on the south bank of the wide but 
shallow and rocky Yan River, the city was surrounded by loess hills. Massive 
fortress walls ran along almost its entire circumference and from these walls 
jagged rectangular towers thrust upward into the sky. They housed the city 
gates: northern, southern, and two eastern gates (large and small). There were 
no gates on the west or southwest sides. There the fortress wall ran along the 
ridge of the hills, securing the city from any unwanted guests.

The city was an ensemble of narrow and lively streets, long blocks of houses 
with curved tile roofs, luxurious estates, and private homes that belonged to 
members of the local elite, but which had been abandoned by their owners. 
Soaring into the sky above everything else was a graceful nine-story pagoda 
located on one of the surrounding heights. Yan’an (literally “Long peace”), it 
seemed, held the promise of a long-awaited respite for Mao and his comrades. 
Peace with the Guomindang was gradually becoming a reality.

More than three thousand people lived in the town, but there were more 
than enough empty dwellings so that most of the party leadership were able 
to find satisfactory accommodations. Mao and He Zizhen, along with other 
members of the Central Committee and their wives, settled into the western 
part of town, at the foot of Fenghuangshan (Mount Phoenix), a prestigious 
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neighborhood of wealthy merchants and landowners who, naturally, had fled 
at the first rumors of the approach of the CCP army. Mao and his wife occu-
pied the home of a well-to-do merchant. The light and spacious rooms were 
remarkably clean. The yellow loess hills that stretched in humpbacked waves 
beyond the horizon were clearly visible. Next to one of the windows in a room 
that served as a combined living room and bedroom stood a large wooden 
bed and beside another a traditional kang heated by smoke from the hearth. A 
table, some chairs, bookshelves, and an enormous wooden bathtub completed 
the furnishings. All that was lacking was sufficient cabinets for papers, but 
Mao improvised with several empty oil drums that his bodyguards brought in 
for him. (The barrels turned out be from the Standard Oil Company, adding 
an American touch to the Chinese décor.)2 Luo Fu, Zhu De, Zhou Enlai, and 
Peng Dehuai settled into the neighboring houses.

Not far from town, numerous caves were cut into the steep slopes of the 
loess mountains along both sides of the river. They stretched in long rows 
north out of the city, and from a great distance they looked like swallows’ nests 
or bats’ caves.3 Most of the officers and soldiers of the Red Army lived there. 
In addition, several high-ranking leaders of the CCP preferred a spartan exis-
tence in the caves to the relative luxury that Mao, Zhou, and others had cho-
sen. Among them was Zhang Guotao, who increasingly sensed the ill will of 
Mao and his colleagues toward him.

The extreme left-wing American journalist Agnes Smedley, a masculine-
looking suffragette of forty-five who despised bourgeois morality and wor-
shipped Stalin, arrived in Yan’an in late January or early February 1937 and 
was also living in one of the caves. She was not formally a member of any com-
munist party, but prior to her arrival in northern Shaanxi she had maintained 
secret connections with the Comintern and the Communist Party of the USA 
(CPUSA). In the early 1930s she played the role of an unofficial representa-
tive of the ECCI in China and served as a channel through which Comintern 
agents occasionally passed money and directives to the Chinese communists. 
Under the alias of Anna she was also enmeshed in the Soviet spy ring in Shang-
hai involving the Soviet military intelligence agent Richard Sorge, then living 
under the alias of Johnson. In 1930, Smedley became one of his many lovers, 
referring to him as this “handsome Hercules” in a letter to a woman friend. 
Soon after her arrival in Yan’an, Smedley formally applied for admission to the 
Chinese Communist Party, but she was politely rejected. This came as a blow, 
although she accepted the arguments of her Chinese friends who explained 
that it would be better for the talented journalist to remain formally outside 
the CCP so she could be of greater use to the communist movement.4

In the cave next to Smedley lived her interpreter, Wu Guangwei, an at-
tractive stage actress who had also just recently come to Yan’an. Agnes called 
her Lily and this name suited her perfectly. With a face like the full moon and 

30945 Mao.indd   306 7/12/12   4:56 PM



	 The Flirtatious Philosopher	 307

elegant as a flower floating on a lake, the twenty-six-year-old Lily was as dif-
ferent from Smedley as she was from all the other inhabitants of Yan’an. Alone 
among all the women in Yan’an, she used cosmetics, large quantities of which 
she had brought from Xi’an. She twisted her long black hair, which cascaded 
down her shoulders in luxuriant strands, and she took meticulous care of her 
skin and her nails. Not surprisingly, many men, including married ones, began 
to take notice of her.

Mao, too, would succumb to her charms. At first, his relations with Lily 
were innocent. He would occasionally call on her and her neighbor, to chat, 
play cards, drink coffee and sometimes sip rice wine, and munch on soda 
crackers, which Smedley, who suffered from ulcers, always tried to keep in 
stock. Several times he stayed on for dinner. By all appearances he simply val-
ued her as a talented actress who was making a noticeable contribution to the 
revolutionary struggle. At the time Lily was starring on the Yan’an stage in the 
role of Nilovna in a theatrical adaptation of Maxim Gorky’s Mother.

As time passed, however, rumors began floating around town. Women, 
most of them married, were particularly upset. As active party members, they, 
along with their husbands, had experienced the difficult trials of civil war, the 
Long March, the Guomindang blockade, hunger, bombardment, and separation 
from their children. For the most part they considered themselves revolution-
ary moralists. “Charm” and “femininity” were not in their vocabulary. Color-
ful clothing, cosmetics, and styled hair evoked their contempt. They looked 
upon casual conversation with unfamiliar men as akin to adultery. They  re-
lated to men, including their own husbands, as comrades in the struggle; they 
dressed like them, cut their hair short, and behaved with extreme modesty and 
independence—all in all it amounted to a strict guerrilla-style puritanism.

The women of Yan’an also didn’t have much time for Agnes Smedley, and 
not only because she had befriended Lily. Smedley’s personal style was not that 
different from the other women: she never used cosmetics, dressed simply in 
masculine style, was unpretentious, and passionately loved the Communist 
Party. But she was rather crude, self-assured, and much too independent. She 
believed in free “revolutionary” love, rejected marriage, declaring it a means of 
enslaving women, and campaigned for birth control. (Smedley had had to stop 
a campaign for douching that she had initiated among local peasant women. 
The women in Yan’an drank the lemon-scented liquid instead of using it for 
its intended purpose.) At public meetings, Smedley was excessively outspoken 
and spent hours on end in her cave interviewing men. Zhu De’s wife, the will-
ful and energetic Kang Keqing, particularly despised her, and for good reason. 
Scarcely had she arrived in Yan’an when Smedley began to work on a biogra-
phy of Zhu, with whom she had fallen in love. She did not even try to conceal 
her feelings to Zhu, her “best friend on earth.”

Kang Keqing and He Zizhen organized against Smedley and Lily, and 
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soon all of the revolutionary women in Yan’an joined in. Agnes and Lily took 
little notice, continuing their tête-à-têtes with Zhu and Mao respectively. Two 
other women joined their dangerous game, the well-known communist writer 
Ding Ling, also a thoroughly emancipated woman; and, upon occasion, Helen 
Foster Snow, Edgar Snow’s wife, who was known as Peg or Peggy among her 
circle of friends. (Her nom de plume was Nym Wales.) Helen, like her husband 
an American journalist, had come to Yan’an at the end of April. She was as en-
chanting as any Hollywood beauty, but rather modest. Still, she showed up at 
Smedley’s soirées because she saw nothing wrong with them.

Mao’s and Zhu’s meetings with Lily, Smedley, Ding Ling, and Peggy Snow 
were not always innocent. Sometimes, in Mao’s presence, the women would 
lightheartedly discuss which of the local men they considered the most hand-
some (Smedley and Snow could speak a little Chinese). Laughingly, they would 
reject this one as too fat, that one as too thin, another one as too small. They 
agreed that the most attractive were Lin Biao, a “classical Adonis,” and Xu 
Haidong, a military cadre whose muscular figure captivated them. They also 
considered Mao handsome, comparing him to Lincoln. At this moment, they 
would usually spread their hands apart and say, “These are good men, but alas, 
we cannot compete with their wives!” Smedley would joke, “If you, the leaders 
of the CCP, cannot free yourselves from under the heel of women, how can you 
possibly liberate China?”

Apparently tired of sharing his bed with his wife, Mao was barely able 
to restrain himself. His rendezvous with the women became more frequent. 
Almost every evening Mao went to see them, read aloud lyrical verses that he 
had again begun to compose, and conversed with Smedley about romantic 
love. (Usually it was Lily who brought them together.) Soon he and Smedley 
conceived the idea of organizing a dance school. They got hold of an old gram-
ophone and several foxtrot records, and they arranged a musical evening at a 
church that had been abandoned by missionaries who had fled the city. Scan-
dalized by such overt “debauchery,” the wives of the CCP leaders boycotted the 
dance lessons, but their husbands happily took part. Zhu De, Zhou Enlai, and 
He Long were especially keen to master the American dances. Even the ascetic 
Peng Dehuai showed up to observe the goings-on. These lessons continued for 
several weeks, bringing Mao and Lily even closer together.5

Helen Foster Snow recalled what followed:

On May 31, I was invited to visit the American journalist, Agnes 
Smedley, in her spacious and comfortable cave on the hillside. ​. . . ​I 
roasted two potatoes in a small fire outdoors and ordered my body-
guard to buy two tins of pineapple. Lily Wu cooked peppers and eggs. 
Agnes Smedley ordered cabbage soup and other dishes from the 
restaurant.
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Mao Tse-tung [Mao Zedong] arrived. ​. . . ​He was in high spirits 
that evening. Mao had a most attractive quality which does not show 
in photographs, an expressiveness and aliveness. ​. . . ​Agnes looked up 
at Mao worshipfully, with her large blue eyes—which at times had a 
fanatical gleam. Lily Wu was also looking at Mao with hero-worship. 
A bit later, I was stunned to see Lily walk over and sit beside Mao 
on the bench, putting her hand on his knee (very timidly). Lily an-
nounced that she had had too much wine. ​. . . ​Mao also appeared 
startled, but he would have been something of a cad to push her away 
rudely, and he was obviously amused. He also announced that he had 
had too much wine. Lily then ventured to take hold of Mao’s hand, 
which she repeated from time to time during the evening.6

The next day Zizhen learned what had happened. Most likely Mao’s body-
guards, who respected Comrade He and detested Lily, who they thought was 
a bad influence upon Mao, informed Zizhen of Mao’s behavior. At the time in 
China, where social norms were somewhat puritanical, a man and a woman 
were not supposed to touch each other in public, and yet Lily was openly flirt-
ing with a married man, obviously trying to seduce him. Zizhen knew her 
husband too well to remain unruffled. Mao was complaisant when it came to 
female caresses. He valued beauty and loved willing women. All this he found 
in abundance in Lily. Smarting from the insult, Zizhen rushed out of her house 
and headed straight for the cave section of town.

Night had long since fallen when she arrived at Lily’s cave. Zizhen had no 
doubt she would find her unfaithful husband there. This is how Edgar Snow 
subsequently described the scene from Smedley’s report:

Late one evening after Agnes had already gone to bed ​. . . ​she heard 
the sound of footsteps rushing excitedly up the hill. Then the door 
of Lily’s cave was pushed open and a woman’s shrill voice broke the 
silence. “You idiot! How dare you fool me and sneak into the home 
of this little bourgeois dance hall strumpet.” Smedley leapt out of bed, 
threw on her coat, and ran next door. There was Mao’s wife standing 
beside the seated Mao beating him with a long-handled flashlight. 
He was sitting on a stool by the table, still wearing his cotton hat and 
military coat. He did not try to stop his wife. His guard was standing 
at attention at the door looking perplexed. Mao’s wife, crying in anger, 
kept hitting him and shouting until she was out of breath. Mao finally 
stood up. He looked tired and his voice was quietly severe. “Be quiet, 
Zizhen. There’s nothing shameful in the relationship between com-
rade Wu and myself. We were just talking. You are ruining yourself as 
a communist and are doing something to be ashamed of. Hurry home 
before other party members learn of this.”
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Suddenly Mao’s wife turned on Lily, who was standing with her 
back against the wall like a terrified kitten before a tiger. She railed at 
Lily, saying, “Dance-hall bitch! You’d probably take up with any man. 
You’ve even fooled the Chairman.” Then she drew close to Lily and 
while brandishing the flashlight she held in one hand, she scratched 
Lily’s face with the other and pulled her hair. Blood flowing from her 
head, Lily ran to Agnes and hid behind her. Mao’s wife now directed 
her anger against Agnes.

“Imperialist,” she shouted. “You’re the cause of all this. Get back 
to your own cave.” Then she struck the “foreign devil” with her flash-
light. Not one to turn the other cheek, Smedley flattened Mrs. Mao 
with a single punch. From the floor, Mao’s wife, more humiliated than 
hurt, shrieked, “What kind of husband are you? Are you any kind of 
man? Are you really a communist? You remain silent while I’m being 
struck by this imperialist right before your eyes.”

Mao rebuked his wife, saying, “Didn’t you strike her even though 
she had done nothing to you? She has a right to protect herself. You’re 
the one who has shamed us. You’re acting like a rich woman in a bad 
American movie.” Furious but restraining himself, Mao commanded 
his guard to help his wife up and take her home. But she made a fuss 
and refused to cooperate, so Mao had to call two more guards, and 
they finally led Mao’s hysterical wife from the room. As they pro-
ceeded down the hill, Mao followed in silence, with many surprised 
faces watching the procession from their caves.7

In just a few hours the whole town and certainly all the cave-dwellers knew 
what had happened. As Smedley and Edgar Snow reported, Mao quickly con-
vened a meeting of the party leadership at which it was resolved to keep this 
matter secret, forbidding anyone to speak of what had happened. But it was 
hardly possible to calm He Zizhen. She demanded that the Central Committee 
punish Smedley, Lily, and Mao’s bodyguard, who had been present during the 
incident. She also accused a bodyguard of plotting against her; after all, he had 
seen everything, but had not intervened. For days on end she complained to 
her friends, the wives of the party leaders, about her unfaithful husband, the 
“shameless hussy” Wu Guangwei (Lily), and the “imperialist procuress” Smed-
ley. Naturally, they were sympathetic, shaking their heads while examining the 
black bruise about her right eye that Smedley had inflicted upon her.8

To cool the anger of his wife, Mao was forced to send Lily away. On a rainy 
morning in July, she rode off with her theatrical troupe and Ding Ling into 
Shaanxi province. Before her departure, choking back tears, in the courtyard 
in front of her cave she burned the papers with Mao’s poems that he had pre-
sented to her on the happier evenings.
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Mao also asked Agnes Smedley to leave Yan’an. Rumors were circulating 
around town that Zizhen had incited her bodyguards to shoot Smedley, and 
Mao, unable to quell the rumor, tried to get Smedley to leave town. But he was 
unsuccessful. Soon after their conversation Smedley injured her spine when 
her horse stumbled, fell down, and badly crushed her. Confined to six weeks 
on the kang, she was physically unable to leave town until September 10. Three 
days earlier Peggy Snow had departed the city.9

Unable to forget what had occurred, and despite Mao’s efforts to stop her, 
He Zizhen left him and their young daughter, who was just starting to speak, 
and moved from Yan’an to Xi’an on the pretext that she was in need of qualified 
medical assistance. The shrapnel she carried in her from the bomb was bother-
ing her, but removing it was not likely the main reason for her leaving; Mao’s 
romantic escapades were.

Meanwhile, political events in the country and in the world were unfold-
ing at a feverish pace. Throughout the first half of 1937, Stalin assiduously pur-
sued the goal of officially establishing a new united front between the CCP and 
the Guomindang. This required substantial financial sums, and he was not at 
all stingy as he sought ways to transmit large sums to the Chinese Communist 
Party. One link in Stalin’s financial supply chain was the widow of Sun Yat-sen, 
Song Qingling, who became involved in the clandestine financial operations 
of the Comintern. Under the names of Madame Suzy and Leah, she acted as 
an intermediary, transmitting large sums of money from the Comintern to the 
leaders of the Chinese Communist Party. She was not an official member of 
the CCP, but being quite leftist (“almost a communist” in Dimitrov’s words),10 
she had maintained unofficial ties with the leaders of the Communist Party 
from the period of the revolution in 1925–27.* In November 1936, for ex-
ample, in response to a letter addressed to her from Mao Zedong in which he 
referred to the financial difficulties of the CCP, she helped Comintern repre-
sentatives send US $50,000 via the communist Pan Hannian, one of the leaders 
of the Central Committee Special Sector who conducted secret intelligence 
operations in the Guomindang territory.11 A subsequent telegram from the 
ECCI to the CCP Central Committee, dated November 12, 1936, informed it 
of the decision to provide the Chinese Communist Party financial aid worth 
approximately $550,000. The initial part of this sum, $150,000, was transferred 
to Pan Hannian in Shanghai at the end of November, again via Song Qingling. 
Then in early March 1937, Moscow promised to increase financial assistance 
to the CCP in the current year to $1.6 million. All told, the amount of Comin-
tern assistance to the CCP in 1937 approached $2 million.12

On March 10, 1937, Stalin ordered Dimitrov to recall to Moscow Chiang 

*	 In 1926–27 Borodin even referred to Song Qingling as “the only man in the entire left-
wing Guomindang.”
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Kai-shek’s son, Chiang Ching-kuo, a political émigré then living in Sverdlovsk 
in the Urals where he worked in the local city soviet. He had lived in the So-
viet Union under a Russian name, Nikolai Vladimirovich Elizarov, since 1925 
when he enrolled at Sun Yat-sen University. He joined the Bolshevik party and 
even married a Russian woman. Stalin had decided to send him to his father, 
assuming that Chiang Ching-kuo would have some influence and could con-
vince his father of the need to establish contact with the communists in the 
interest of repelling Japanese aggression.13

An agreement between the Guomindang and the Communist Party was 
spurred not by Chiang Ching-kuo’s return to China, however, but by the do-
mestic political situation. In the spring of 1937, the Japanese increased their 
forces just a few miles from Beiping. Concerned about this development, 
Chiang Kai-shek held face-to-face talks in Hangzhou in late March with CCP 
representatives Zhou Enlai and Pan Hannian. It was agreed that the CCP would 
maintain control over its own armed forces, consisting of three divisions num-
bering just over forty thousand troops. As before, the communists would con-
trol the government of the region they occupied, but they would obey orders 
from Chiang’s government in Nanjing.14 In early April, after lengthy consid-
eration, the Politburo of the CCP Central Committee approved this decision.

In exchange for an alliance with the CCP, Chiang wanted to obtain an 
agreement with the government of the USSR to supply war matériel to the 
Guomindang. So, on April 3, 1937, Chiang Kai-shek held secret talks in Shang-
hai with Soviet ambassador Dmitrii Bogomolov.

On May 29, a semi-official delegation from the Guomindang Central 
Executive Committee visited Yan’an. At a reception in their honor, Mao said, 
“During the past ten years our parties were not united; now the situation has 
changed. Now if our parties do not unite, the country will perish.” 15 Following 
a suggestion by the head of the Guomindang delegation, representatives of 
both groups made a pilgrimage to the grave of Huang Di, the legendary ruler 
of ancient China, some sixty miles south of Yan’an. Together they cleaned the 
dust from Huang Di’s gravestone as a symbolic gesture that henceforth all the 
differences between the hostile parties would be ignored. Mao, satisfied with 
the gesture, said that the visit had given him hope.16

The graveside visit marked the formal end of clashes between CCP and 
Guomindang forces. On June 8, direct talks between Chiang and Zhou Enlai 
resumed in the resort town of Lushan, in Jiangxi province. The conversations 
continued until June 15. An agreement was reached on ending the civil war. 
Sun Yat-sen’s Three Principles were accepted as the basis of cooperation.17

But only after the outbreak of the full-scale Sino-Japanese War on July 7, 
1937, was an anti-Japanese united front finally established. The proximate 
cause of this unification was Japanese bombardment on August 13 of Shang-
hai, the center of Chiang Kai-shek’s and Anglo-American investors’ economic 
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interests. Several days later, on August 22, the generalissimo, whom the Japa-
nese had pushed to his limits, concluded a nonaggression treaty with the So-
viet Union, which promised to help China in its struggle against the Japanese 
onslaught.18 At the same time he issued an order to include the Red Army 
in the table of organization of his National Revolution Army. The Workers 
and Peasants Revolutionary Army was renamed the Eighth Route Army and 
consisted of three divisions: the 115th under the command of Lin Biao, the 
120th under He Long, and the 129th under Liu Bocheng. Zhu De was ap-
pointed commander of the army and Peng Dehuai his deputy. Soon the gov-
ernment of the so‑called Special Border Region of the Chinese Republic, as the 
Northwest Office of the Central Government of the Chinese Soviet Republic 
now came to be called, was confirmed. The region included eighteen coun-
ties in Shaanxi, Gansu, and Ningxia provinces.19 Chiang Kai-shek confirmed 
Lin Boqu as its chairman. Lin had already been fulfilling this responsibility in 
place of Bo Gu, who had been transferred to work as the director of the Orga-
nizational Department of the Central Committee of the CCP.20 A month later, 
on September 22, the Communist Party published a declaration recognizing 
the leading role of the  Guomindang, and on the next day Chiang Kai-shek’s 
statement regarding the establishment of an anti-Japanese united front of all 
political parties in the country was issued. Stalin had cause to celebrate. Even 
if only formally, China was now united in struggle against Japan, and this sub-
stantially diminished the likelihood of Japanese aggression against the USSR.

There continued to be problems, however, with genuine unification. 
Neither Chiang Kai-shek nor Mao Zedong trusted the other and neither of 
them in fact wanted any part of a real united front. Mao agreed to negotia-
tions with Nanjing only under the Stalinist whip. He accepted the policy of 
the anti-Japanese united front reluctantly, and he acquiesced to it only after 
he figured out that he could wrest some advantage from it. Some other party 
leaders shared a different perspective on the united front. Indeed, disagree-
ments within the party were expressed in the varying approaches concerning 
how to fight Japanese aggression. Mistrusting Chiang Kai-shek and wishing 
to husband his forces for the coming postwar struggle with the Guomindang 
for leadership of the democratic revolution, Mao was loath to engage not only 
in positional or static warfare, in other words, direct confrontation on the 
battlefield, but generally in any kind of regular or mobile warfare against the 
Japanese under the leadership of the generalissimo. He did not refuse to as-
sist “friendly regular forces,” but from his perspective the Eighth Route Army 
could and should engage only in purely guerrilla or mobile-guerrilla military 
actions (what he called “sparrow” war) in the Japanese rear independent of 
the Guomindang, taking “the initiative into its own hands.” Such a method of 
warfare, he believed, would be “freer, livelier, and more effective.” Moreover, 
he insisted that no more than 75  percent of the main forces of the former 
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Red Army be sent to fight the Japanese, and that the remaining 25 percent be 
retained in the Special Region to defend against a possible attack by Chiang 
Kai-shek. Chiang was not to know about this percentage.21 Luo Fu, who again 
became Mao’s main ally, completely shared his views.22

Zhou Enlai, Bo Gu, Zhu De, Zhang Guotao, and Peng Dehuai viewed the 
problem differently; they believed that guerrilla warfare alone would not suf-
fice to repel the attacks of the Japanese military machine. They favored close 
cooperation with the forces of the Central Government, and asserted that the 
Eighth Route Army was capable of engaging in mobile warfare and inflicting 
significant losses upon Japanese forces.23

An enlarged Politburo meeting convened by Luo Fu and Mao Zedong on 
August 22, 1937, in a small village near the district town of Luochuan, fifty-
five miles south of Yan’an, played an important role in debating the tactics for 
conducting the war. Twenty-two people took part in the meeting, including 
important army commanders as well as party leaders. After four days of de-
bates, Mao emerged victorious. A resolution drafted by Luo Fu was adopted 
pledging that the Eighth Route Army would initially conduct mobile guerrilla 
warfare in cooperation with other Chinese units in order to win “the trust” of 
the Nanjing government and the approval of public opinion. In the event of 
a possible breach in the front by the Japanese, forces under the control of the 
communists were directed to switch over to independent, guerrilla operations, 
expanding the scope of their military activities throughout Japan-occupied 
territory in north China.24

Elated by his victory, Mao soon tried to consolidate it further. At a meet-
ing of the Politburo Standing Committee just two days after the Luochuan 
Conference, he asserted,

While conducting a joint war of resistance [with the Guomindang] 
against Japan, we need to combine the national and the social revolu-
tions. During the long period of the united front the Guomindang 
will try to exert systematic and all-around pressure on the communist 
party and the Red Army, trying to win them over to its side. We must 
increase our political vigilance. We must make sure that the peasantry 
and the petit bourgeoisie follow us. There are some elements inside 
the Guomindang that waver between the GMD and the CCP. This 
creates favorable conditions for us to win the Guomindang over to 
our side. The question of who will win over whom will be decided in 
a struggle between the two parties.

In conclusion, Mao warned that the main danger within the CCP was now that 
of “right opportunism.” 25 (What he meant was “capitulation” to the Guomin
dang and a retreat from the struggle for a socialist revolution.)

He repeated the basic theses of this speech several days later at a meeting 
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of higher-level party activists in Yan’an, emphasizing the idea that during the 
course of the war communists, “after establishing a democratic republic of work-
ers, peasants, and bourgeoisie, must prepare for the transition to socialism.” Ap-
parently it was this question rather than the war with Japan that occupied most 
of his thoughts at this time. “Either we will overcome them [the Guomindang], 
or they us,” he asserted. He never tired of arguing that the CCP troops must 
engage only in guerrilla warfare in the mountainous areas, “independently and 
autonomously,” husbanding their strength and never becoming puppets in the 
hands of Chiang Kai-shek. The anti-Japanese war would be protracted, he ex-
plained, so it was necessary to be patient and wait until the Japanese army lost 
its strength.26 “The enemy advances, we retreat; the enemy camps, we harass; the 
enemy tires, we attack; the enemy retreats, we pursue,” he continued, invoking 
his favorite formula, which later became a maxim of People’s War.

Of course, his words made a lot of sense. Like any other militarist in 
China, Mao understood that his power and even his very existence wholly 
depended on the strength of his army. As before, political power grew from the 
barrel of a gun. In such circumstances, how could he risk subjecting his armed 
forces to the blows of the Japanese? If he should lose them, Chiang Kai-shek 
would immediately end the united front and send his troops to crush Mao. It 
was simply astounding that his opponents did not want to acknowledge the 
obvious.27 Following the Luochuan Conference, however, the numbers of his 
opponents diminished considerably. Zhu De, Peng Dehuai, and many others 
accepted his “guerrilla” ideas.

Meanwhile, the Guomindang army was retreating, suffering one cata-
strophic loss after another. In July 1937, Japanese troops took Beiping and Tian-
jin. In November they captured Taiyuan, the capital of Shanxi province, and 
then Shanghai. The offensive of the Japanese Imperial Army continued, and it 
seemed that nothing could stop it. The USSR fulfilled its agreement by provid-
ing enormous amounts of aid to Chiang Kai-shek, sending advisers, money, and 
arms. It did all that it could do, just as it had during the Great Revolution of the 
mid-1920s. But to no avail. Chiang Kai-shek’s army retreated. The only thing 
that Stalin achieved was Chiang’s pledge that he would not sign a separate peace 
with the Japanese. Chiang was prepared to wage a protracted war.

At this point Stalin, who closely followed the dramatic development of 
events on the Chinese fronts, understood that it was necessary once again to 
rethink the CCP’s tactics. On November 11, 1937, he met with members of 
the CCP delegation to the ECCI. Wang Ming, Kang Sheng, and Wang Jiaxiang 
had requested to see him in connection with Wang Ming’s and Kang Sheng’s 
departure for their homeland. Wang Jiaxiang, who had come to Moscow to 
recuperate from a wound he had suffered in April 1933, remained as the act-
ing head of the CCP delegation to the Comintern under the alias of Zhang Li. 
Dimitrov also took part in the conversation.
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Stalin gave detailed instructions to the departing Chinese. The issues of 
the anti-Japanese united front and the anti-Japanese war were the first order 
of business. Judging from Dimitrov’s diary, Stalin emphasized that the CCP 
should play a leading role in a common national resistance war, suspend its 
revolutionary program, and focus on fighting the external enemy—Japan—
rather than domestic opponents. He said that because Chinese were united in 
opposition to Japan, China was in a more favorable position than Russia had 
been in 1918–20, when the Bolsheviks were engaged in battling foreign inter-
ventionists during the Russian civil war. Therefore, he was confident of China’s 
victory. Stalin promised to help China develop war industry: “If China has its 
own military industry, no one can defeat it.”

He also expressed his thoughts concerning the CCP’s military tactics, 
advising the Chinese communists to avoid frontal attacks inasmuch as the 
Eighth Route Army lacked artillery. “Its [Eighth Route Army] tactics,” Stalin 
said, “should be ​. . . ​harrying the enemy, drawing him into the interior of the 
country, and striking at the rear. It is necessary to destroy communication, 
railroads, and bridges [used by] the Japanese army.” He demanded expansion 
of the CCP army to thirty divisions. In conclusion, Stalin said, “At the Chinese 
party congress it is counterproductive to engage in theoretical discussions. 
Leave theoretical problems for a later period, after the end of the war. The 
odds of speaking about a noncapitalist [i.e., socialist] path of development for 
China are worse now than they were before. (After all, capitalism is developing 
in China!)”* 28 In other words, Stalin demanded that the CCP formulate a new 
political line that excluded a path to socialism until after the war against Japan 
had been won. The members of the CCP delegation were obliged to report this 
to their Central Committee and to Mao in person.

On November 14, Wang Ming and his wife, Meng Qingshu (alias Rosa Vladi-
mirovna Osetrova), and Kang Sheng and his wife, Cao Yi’ou (Russian pseudonym 
Lina), flew from Moscow through Xinjiang and arrived in Yan’an on November 
29. Traveling with them from Xinjiang was Chen Yun, a member of the Politburo 
Standing Committee who had taken part in the Long March and was consid-
ered an energetic comrade. He had worked in Xinjiang from April 1937, as the 
chief representative of the Comintern and of the CCP Central Committee. It was 
Wang Ming who, with Dimitrov’s blessing, had sent Chen Yun there.

Mao Zedong, Luo Fu, and other party leaders warmly welcomed the 
guests at the airport, and Mao even called Wang Ming “a blessing from the 
sky,” 29 but none of this meant anything. Mao understood that Wang Ming was 
the craftiest, most vicious, and most merciless rival for power of all those he 
had thus far encountered.

*	 Stalin supposed that the Chinese communists would convene their regular Seventh Con-
gress of the CCP in the coming months.
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Proud, egotistical, and power-hungry, Wang was truly Stalin’s best pupil. 
And that is just how he perceived himself. Three days prior to his departure 
for China, on November 11, 1937, he received direct instructions from Sta-
lin to “take measures” to eradicate “manifestations of Trotskyism in the ac-
tions of the CCP leadership.” “Using all available means, intensify the struggle 
against Trotskyites,” he suggested to Wang. “Trotskyites must be hunted down, 
shot, destroyed. These are international provocateurs, fascism’s most vicious 
agents.” 30 Stalin entrusted Wang to inform him directly about all questions 
pertaining to the possibility of a “Trotskyite” degeneration of the communist 
movement in China, and with Stalin’s blessing, Wang had no doubts that he 
could succeed in bringing the entire party under his control.

As soon as he arrived in Yan’an, Wang Ming informed Mao and the lead-
ers of the CCP of Stalin’s latest military and political directives. He demanded 
an immediate special session of the Politburo to discuss the situation. Mao, 
Luo Fu, and the others were forced to submit. The meeting lasted six days, 
from December 9 through 14, and took place under Wang’s de facto leader-
ship. How could it be otherwise? After all, he was Stalin’s envoy!

Wang unequivocally condemned the decisions of the Luochuan Confer-
ence, thereby coming out against Mao’s policies. If the war was the main con-
cern of the CCP and the “fight for national independence and freedom, and the 
unity of the country and the people” was the order of the day, then it followed 
that all work should be subordinated to the united front.31 Wang asserted the 
need to cooperate as closely as possible with Chiang Kai-shek “to mobilize the 
strength of the Chinese people,” avoiding any independent actions that might 
harm the unity of China in the struggle against the Japanese aggressors.32

Wang Ming and Dimitrov were not thinking of the CCP; their main ob-
jective was that active resistance to the Japanese in China would, ultimately, 
help make the Soviet Union more secure. Mao objected and tried to ground 
his position philosophically. Two months before he moved to Yan’an, he had 
begun to show a lot of interest in the subject of Bolshevik philosophy, and up 
till early July 1937, in addition to his beloved poetry, he continued to study it, 
mainly relying on Chinese translations of two Soviet textbooks and one article 
published in the Great Soviet Encyclopedia. These works were written by of-
ficials of the Communist Academy, the Leningrad philosophers Ivan Shirokov 
and Arnold Aisenberg, as well as the Moscow “leading lights” Mark Borisovich 
Mitin and Isaak Petrovich Razumovskii.* 33 All were dyed-in-the-wool Stalin-

*	 It is interesting that most scholars erroneously identify the editor of one of the philo-
sophical works that influenced Mao as one M. Shirokov, even though it was the rather 
well-known philosopher and party official Ivan Mikhailovich Shirokov (1899–1984), who, 
subsequently, in 1945–46, served as the acting head of propaganda for the Leningrad mu-
nicipal party committee.
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ists who, in the words of Mitin, the most distinguished of them, were “guided 
by one idea: how best to understand each word and each thought of our be-
loved and wise teacher Comrade Stalin and how to convert them and apply 
them to the solution of philosophical problems.” 34

Two textbooks and one article, albeit a very long one, were hardly enough 
to turn Mao into a great philosopher. But he was a diligent student. He studied 
the works attentively and appreciated their categorical logic and politicized 
and didactic method of expression, typical of Stalinist social science. He was 
particularly impressed by the law of unity and the struggle of opposites that 
Soviet philosophers defined as the foundation of materialist dialectics.35 The 
conclusions that he drew from his reading were entirely in the spirit of Marx-
ism: “The purpose of studying philosophy is not to satisfy one’s curiosity but, 
rather, to change the world.” 36 He applied this Marxist formula to the realities 
of his own country.

In the spring and summer of 1937, Mao even gave a series of lectures on 
dialectical materialism to the students of the Anti-Japanese Military-Political 
University, which had opened in Yan’an not long before. Sticking closely to the 
text and borrowing the basic propositions of the Soviet philosophers entirely 
without attribution, he again related these to the tasks of the Chinese revolu-
tion. “The Chinese proletariat, having assumed at the present time the histori-
cal task of the bourgeois-democratic revolution, must make use of dialectical 
materialism as its mental weapon,” he said.37

His expansive presentations (each lecture lasted for four hours, and the 
entire course took more than 110 hours) left an enormous impression on his 
listeners. Mao gained tremendous respect from his students as a man who had 
grasped the unfathomable, and soon parts of his lectures were published in the 
university journal.38

Proceeding from his new dialectical propositions, at the December plenum 
Mao also tried to prove that, “In the united front ‘peace’ and ‘war’ represent the 
unity of opposites. ​. . . ​There is a question of who will win over the other, the 
Guomindang or the communist party. The Guomindang has been politically 
influenced by the communist party. ​. . . ​Speaking in general terms, [we must 
conduct] an independent and autonomous guerrilla war in the mountainous 
area under the comparatively centralized command [of the Guomindang].” 39 
But Wang Ming’s demagogy won the day.40 With support from Kang Sheng, 
Chen Yun, and several other members of the Politburo, Wang presented him-
self as the only true interpreter of Moscow’s directives, thereby undercutting 
Mao’s position. Later, Mao recalled that after Wang Ming’s return, his own “au-
thority didn’t extend beyond” his “cave.” 41 (After He Zizhen’s departure, Mao 
often lived in his cave home even though he still had his house in Yan’an.)42

Mao noted sarcastically in January 1938, “I am just starting to study mili-
tary questions, but for the time being I cannot write an article in this domain. 
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It would be somewhat better [for me] to study philosophical works a while 
longer before writing anything, and there would seem to be no immediate 
urgency.” 43

Of course, this did not mean that Mao was conceding the argument to 
Wang Ming. Quite the opposite. Throughout the winter of 1937–38 and all 
of the following spring he prepared his counterattack. One reason Mao could 
focus on intraparty struggles was that Zizhen was far away. In January 1938, she 
traveled to the Soviet Union via Gansu and Xinjiang. There, under the pseu
donym of Wen Yun, she was enrolled in the Chinese party school of the Central 
Committee of the International Organization for Aid to Revolutionary Fight-
ers of the USSR, located in Kuchino, a little town outside Moscow. At the same 
time, she underwent a series of tests at the First Kremlin Polyclinic, but the 
doctors decided that the shrapnel from her Long March wounds was lodged 
too deeply in her bones and tissue to extract.44 Moreover, she was expecting 
another child. She had conceived in August 1937, shortly before her departure 
from Yan’an. At the time she left town she was unaware she was pregnant.

The baby, a boy named Lyova, was born on April 6, 1938, in the Sechenov 
Maternity Hospital in Moscow.45 It was Zizhen’s sixth child.46 Ten months later 
he died of pneumonia. Grief-stricken, Zizhen had him buried in a common 
grave in a cemetery near Moscow.47 All her life she was tormented by the fact 
that she had been unable to save him. He would prove to be her last child from 
Mao Zedong.

Mao’s thoughts were elsewhere. The struggle for power against Wang 
Ming fully consumed him. Wang, speaking in Stalin’s name, had won the first 
round, but Mao was determined to subdue this enemy as he had already sub-
dued so many others. Only in late 1937 and early 1938 did he seem to grasp 
the real meaning of the Stalinist united front policy expressed by the Kremlin 
dictator on November 11, 1937, in his directives to the CCP leadership. As 
usual, Stalin’s tactics were based upon deception. Stalin wanted the CCP to 
conduct guerrilla warfare in the Japanese rear and lure the aggressor deep into 
the interior of China in order to tie down his forces. At the same time the party 
should propagandize a new path of postwar development for China, namely, 
a moderate democratic one rather than a radical leftist one that would not be 
supported by the majority of the population. After all, Stalin plainly asserted 
that “the odds of speaking” about a socialist path of development for China 
were “worse” now than ever before. Such a policy would enable the Commu-
nist Party to expand its mass base significantly by attracting the many Chinese 
who opposed any sort of dictatorship, whether communist or Guomindang. 
Naturally, such a zigzag presupposed that the CCP would ostensibly distance 
itself from the USSR, which stood for proletarian dictatorship.

Mao correctly understood Stalin and laid out the initial elements of the 
new CCP theory in early March 1938 in an interview with the English writer 
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and fellow traveler Violet Cressy-Marcks, whom he received in his house in 
Yan’an. To her question of whether the Chinese Communist Party was mod-
eled on Russian lines, Mao replied, “On Marx-and-Lenin principles, but it is 
quite separate from Russia. ​. . . ​Sun Yat-sen’s principles and Lenin’s and Marx’s 
doctrines were for the betterment of the people, and so far in China the two 
principles coincide.”

“And if in working out the experiment it was found later that they didn’t?” 
probed Cressy-Marcks.

“Later it must be left to the people to say what they want,” Mao replied, for 
the first time not referring to the development of the democratic revolution 
into a socialist one.

“Do you think collective farming good?” Cressy-Marcks continued.
“Yes, it would be bound to be good if we had the implements to give the 

people as in Russia,” Mao explained, obviously suggesting that China had a 
long way to go before it would reach socialism.48

Then, at the beginning of May, Mao expressed himself on this subject 
more definitively in a conversation with an official of the American embassy, 
the Marine officer Evans Carlson, who was visiting Yan’an. This is what Carl-
son reported to President Franklin Roosevelt:*

I had two long talks with Mao Tse-tung [Mao Zedong]. He is a dreamer, 
of course; a genius. And he has an uncanny faculty of piercing through 
to the heart of a problem. I questioned him especially about the plans 
of the Chinese Communist Party when the war shall be over. He re-
plied that the class struggle and the agrarian revolution as such would 
be given up—until the nation has passed through the preparatory 
stage of democracy. He felt that the state should own the mines, rail-
ways and banks, that cooperatives should be established, and that pri-
vate enterprises should be encouraged. With regard to foreign capital 
he felt that those nations which are willing to meet China on a basis 
of equality should be encouraged to invest. He was very friendly and  
cordial.49

Recalling his conversations with Mao two years later, Carlson added, “[H]e 
said, ‘Communism is not an immediate goal, for it can be attained only after 
decades of development. It must be preceded by a strong democracy, followed 

*	 In the mid-1930s Captain Carlson served as one of Roosevelt’s bodyguards and became a 
friend to the president. Before his departure for China in July 1937, he received a letter from 
the president requesting that he inform him privately (“just between us”) about everything 
going on in China. For reasons of confidentiality, Carlson had to address his correspon-
dence to the president’s secretary, Marguerite “Missy” LeHand.
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by a conditioning period of socialism.’ ” In this connection Carlson wrote: 
“There was certainly nothing very radical about these points.” 50

Prior to his meeting with Mao, from December 1937 until February 1938, 
Carlson inspected the troops of the Eighth Route Army that were operating in 
the Japanese rear in Shanxi province. There he spoke with Zhu De and others 
close to Mao. He drew just one conclusion from all these meetings: “The Chi-
nese Communist group (so-called) is not communistic in the sense that we are 
accustomed to use the term. ​. . . ​I would call them a group of Liberal Demo-
crats, perhaps Social-Democrats (but not the Nazi breed). They seek equality 
of opportunity and honest government. ​. . . ​[I]t is not Communism according 
to the connotation with which they are familiar.” 51 We do not know if Roose
velt believed his former bodyguard, but it is obvious that a new conception of 
the Chinese revolution was beginning to take final shape. Along with Zhu De 
and several other CCP leaders who shared his view, Mao began to disseminate 
it effectively.

Meanwhile, the situation on the battlefronts continued to deteriorate. On 
December 13, Nanjing, the capital of the country, fell. Over the next several 
days more than 300,000 people were killed by Japanese soldiers. Twenty thou-
sand women were raped. The Central Government evacuated to Wuhan.

Soon after, on December 17, Wang Ming, whom the Politburo had cho-
sen to head the Changjiang (Yangzi River) Bureau of the Central Commit-
tee, flew to Wuhan as well, creating a power base parallel to that in Yan’an. 
There he advocated a version of the united front that stressed cooperation with 
Chiang Kai-shek and the Guomindang rather than Mao’s version, which paid 
lip service to unity but emphasized the domestic struggle for power.52 Flex-
ible as ever, Zhou Enlai, who had been tasked since 1936 with establishing 
and strengthening cooperation with the Guomindang, instantly came over to 
Wang’s side, as did Kang Sheng, Zhang Guotao, and Bo Gu. At Yan’an in late 
February–early March 1938, the members of Wang’s faction waged open battle 
at a meeting of the Politburo against the supporters of Mao Zedong. Neither 
side, however, was able to best the other. For a time the balance of forces within 
the party leadership was approximately even.

At this point Mao decided to send one of his closest confidants to Mos-
cow to explain the situation and request instructions. Apparently acting on 
the rule that “failures add to experience,” he chose Ren Bishi. The eternally 
gloomy Ren, who was always complaining about his health, felt guilty toward 
Mao for having taken part in the merciless persecution against him in the 
early 1930s. On March 5, along with his wife, Chen Congying (also known as 
Zheng Song), and the sister of the deceased Cai Hesen, Cai Chang (Russian 
name Rosa Nikolaeva), Ren left for Lanzhou, the capital of Gansu province, 
and from there flew to Moscow in mid-March via Xinjiang. Mao Zedong’s 
fight for undivided power in the CCP had entered its final stage.
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Despite Wang Ming’s ambition, Mao was hardly perturbed. The wily Wang 
knew how to produce an impression by playing on his Moscow connections, 
but Stalin did not envision him as the leader of the CCP. The propaganda cam-
paign to exalt Mao in the Soviet Union continued. Still, relations between Mao 
and Stalin were not always smooth, and during the Xi’an Incident they had 
even become rather tense. Moreover, Wang Ming skillfully presented himself 
as the Kremlin’s man. Thus, when dispatching his emissary to Moscow, Mao 
naturally wondered how the “great” Stalin would react to the CCP’s intraparty 
problems.

Ren Bishi was engaged in a delicate mission in Moscow. He could not 
openly oppose Wang Ming, since he was not certain that Mao’s understanding 
of Stalin’s tactic was correct, but he needed to secure decisive recognition of 
Mao as the main leader of the CCP. He began by stepping cautiously. Shortly 
after his arrival in mid-April, he presented an extensive report on China to the 
Presidium of the Comintern. He said that after the arrival of “Comrade Wang,” 
who transmitted the Comintern’s instructions, the CCP corrected all its errors 
and now the Central Committee, represented by Mao, was doing everything 
right.

He received no reply to his presentation. In mid-May, feeling quite anx-
ious, he delivered a lengthy report to a session of the Presidium of the ECCI 
in which he increased his praise of Wang Ming and again strived to dissipate 
any possible doubts of the Comintern leaders regarding Mao Zedong. He con-
veyed the message that Mao was no less faithful to Moscow than Wang; that 
he had no problems with the united front; therefore, it was best to make no 
changes in the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party. Let Mao remain 
at the helm! 1

The result of his efforts was that the Comintern ultimately adopted the 
resolution that Mao needed. After Dimitrov consulted with Stalin in mid-June 

30945 Mao.indd   322 7/12/12   4:56 PM



	 Consolidating Control over the CCP	 323

the ECCI declared “its full agreement with the political line of the [Chinese] 
communist party,” and on this occasion even supported Mao Zedong’s policy 
to pursue guerrilla warfare in the Japanese rear and preserve the complete 
political and organizational autonomy of the Communist Party in the united 
front.2 It also approved the choice of Mao as general secretary of the Central 
Committee, in place of Luo Fu. In early July 1938, Dimitrov transmitted this 
resolution to Wang Jiaxiang, acting head of the CCP delegation to the Comin-
tern, who was intending to return to China. Ren Bishi, who was succeeding 
Wang Jiaxiang, was present at the conversation.3 Dimitrov said,

You must tell everyone that it is necessary to support Mao Zedong as 
the leader of the Communist Party of China. He has been tempered 
in practical struggle. Such persons as Wang Ming should no longer 
fight for the leadership. ​. . . ​Only by unifying the CCP can a [unified] 
faith be created. In China the key to national resistance to Japan is the 
anti-Japanese united front and the key to the united front is the unity 
of the CCP. The victory of the united front depends upon the unity of 
the party and the cohesion of [its] leadership.4

After returning to China, Wang Jiaxiang reported Moscow’s decision at 
a Politburo meeting on September 14.5 Li Weihan, a participant in the meet-
ing, recalled that “[a]t the meeting Wang Jiaxiang conveyed ​. . . ​Dimitrov’s 
point of view [actually, it was Stalin’s point of view, Dimitrov only acted as his 
mouthpiece] which incontrovertibly indicated that the leader of the Chinese 
people was Mao Zedong. Dimitrov’s words produced an enormous impression 
upon those present. From that time on our party had a better and clearer un-
derstanding of Mao Zedong’s leading position; the question of a united party 
leadership was resolved.” 6 Mao was pleased. Several years later, in June 1945 at 
the Seventh Congress of the party, he acknowledged that “[i]f it had not been 
for the Comintern’s instruction it would have been very difficult to solve the 
problem [of the leadership].” 7 At this time, supporting Wang Jiaxiang’s election 
to the Central Committee, Mao reminded the delegates that “[u]pon his return 
from Moscow, he succeeded in perfectly conveying the Comintern’s line.” 8

At long last he was able to celebrate victory. Thereafter Mao had no more 
serious rivals in the party. Six months earlier, in April 1938, unable to bear his 
isolation, Zhang Guotao had fled from Yan’an to Hankou and quit the CCP. 
Mao, Luo Fu, and other party leaders formally ratified his expulsion from the 
party and accused the deserter of “opportunism.” The Presidium of the ECCI 
affirmed this decision.9

After making his choice in the mid-1930s in favor of Mao Zedong, Stalin 
continued his efforts to strengthen the vertical control of his favorite over the 
Chinese Communist Party. Only by transforming the CCP into a Russian-style, 
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leader-focused party (that is, by Stalinizing the party) could its victory in the 
future civil conflict with the Guomindang be assured. The Stalinization of the 
CCP required intensification of the cult of the leader-thinker and the complete 
suppression of intraparty opposition, even if it had to be fabricated in the event 
that no real opposition existed. In all of this Stalin could help Mao greatly.

In 1938 a campaign to propagate Mao’s cult of personality unfolded with 
renewed vigor in the USSR. The leader of the CCP was presented as a “wise 
tactician and strategist” who had enriched world military thought with his 
“brilliant theory” of anti-Japanese guerrilla war. Mao’s formula of “the enemy 
advances, we retreat; the enemy camps, we harass; the enemy tires, we attack; 
the enemy retreats, we pursue” was even accorded a kind of mystical signifi-
cance.10 An abridged translation of Edgar Snow’s Red Star Over China, from 
which Mao’s self-critical comments about his childhood and adolescence had 
been excised, was rushed into print. The text of the book was edited to bring 
out more clearly Snow’s main point: Mao Zedong is

an accomplished scholar of Classical Chinese, an omnivorous reader, 
a deep student of philosophy and history, a good speaker, a man with 
an unusual memory and extraordinary powers of concentration. ​. . . ​
It is an interesting fact that many Japanese regard him as the ablest 
Chinese strategist alive. ​. . . ​He appears to be quite free from symp-
toms of megalomania, but he has a deep sense of personal dignity, and 
something about him suggests a power of ruthless decision when he 
deems it necessary.11

Several months earlier, a translation of Mao’s autobiography from Snow’s 
book was published in the journal Internatsional’naia literatura (International 
literature).12 In 1939, the State Publishing Association issued a canonical bio-
graphical sketch of Mao, based on newly edited notes of Snow that were par-
tially supplemented by information from the ECCI.13 A brochure titled “Mao 
Zedong, Zhu De (Leaders of the Chinese people)” also appeared on Mos-
cow bookshelves. This booklet, written by Emi Siao (Xiao San), Mao’s fellow 
student in Changsha who was then living in Moscow, presented Mao as the 
“model” leader of the anti-Japanese struggle and of the Chinese communist 
movement.14

Almost immediately after receiving news of Stalin’s blessing, Mao engaged 
in propagating his own cult of personality. An important milestone was the 
convening in September 1938 of the Sixth Enlarged Plenum of the Central 
Committee, a prolonged forum that stretched from September 29 to Novem-
ber 6, at which Mao spoke at great length. Numerous problems had to be re-
solved, foremost among them the task of laying an ideological foundation for 
his dictatorship. Mao wholly accomplished this task. His lengthy report, which 
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he read over the course of three days, stunned his audience. Everyone was par-
ticularly struck by the seventh section, “The Place of the Chinese Communist 
Party in the National War,” in which Mao sketched what was to become the 
canonical history of the party:

Broadly speaking, in the last seventeen years our Party has learned 
to use this Marxist weapon—the method of struggle on two fronts in 
ideology, in politics, and in work, opposing Right opportunism, on 
the one hand, and opposing Left opportunism, on the other.

Before the Fifth Plenum, our Party fought Chen Duxiu’s Right 
opportunism and Li Lisan’s Left opportunism. ​. . . ​After the Fifth 
Plenum, there were two further historic inner-Party struggles, namely, 
at the Zunyi Conference and in connection with the expulsion of 
Zhang Guotao.

Because the Zunyi Conference corrected serious errors of a Left-
opportunist character—errors of principle committed in the fight 
against the enemy’s Fifth Encirclement and Suppression campaign—
and united the Party and the Red Army, it enabled the Central Com-
mittee and the main forces of the Red Army to bring the Long March 
to a triumphant conclusion.15

In sum, the numerous mistakes committed within the party prior to Mao’s 
ascension had now been corrected and the CCP under Mao’s leadership was 
now united around the correct line.

What was demanded now of the party members, in the first instance of the 
cadres ( ganbu)? Study, study, and study some more. “Once the political line 
has been laid down, cadres are the decisive factor,” Mao said, quoting Stalin.* 
“We should not forget this truth. ​. . . ​Therefore, it should be our fighting task 
to train large numbers of new cadres in a persistent and planned way.” 16 What 
should one study? The theories of Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin. But—and 
here Mao was paraphrasing Lenin—one must bear in mind that “[w]e should 
not regard their theories as dogma, but as a guide to action.” This was the main 
idea in his report. Mao formulated a thesis about the need to “sinify Marx-
ism,” that is, to adapt it to Chinese realities. “The history of this great nation of 
ours goes back several thousand years,” he said, “we must sum it up critically, 
and we must constitute ourselves the heirs to this precious legacy. ​. . . ​There is 
no such thing as abstract Marxism, but only concrete Marxism ​. . . ​Marxism 

*	 In a translation of this sentence into Chinese from the late 1940s and early 1950s, this 
statement is not in quotation marks, that is, it is presented as Mao Zedong’s own revelation. 
In what became the classical formulation, it goes as follows: “Once the political line is estab-
lished, the decisive factor is cadres.”
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applied to the concrete struggle in the concrete conditions prevailing in 
China. ​. . . ​Marxism apart from Chinese peculiarities ​. . . ​is merely an empty 
abstraction.”* Mao further asserted, “We must put an end to foreign formal-
ism. There must be less repeating of empty and abstract refrains; we must dis-
card our dogmatism and replace it with a new and vital Chinese style and 
manner, pleasing to the eye and to the ear of the Chinese common people.” 17

The text of the report quickly became known in Moscow (at the end of 
January 1939, Lin Biao, who had come to the Soviet Union for medical treat-
ment and study, brought it with him),18 but no negative reaction ensued. Nor 
could it have. Mao’s policy regarding the ideological foundation of “Chinese 
Marxism” corresponded to Stalin’s tactical line. Moreover, it expressed the de-
sire of the newly blessed leader of the CCP to present himself to the members 
of his party as a great theoretician, something Stalin understood.

Mao’s personal life, like his political life, gradually began to fall into place. 
The harsh winter of 1937–38 passed and with it the bitter aftertaste of his quar-
rel with his wife, who had left him. What sense was there in crying over the 
past or passing the days in solitude? Dozens of young women were streaming 
into Yan’an from every corner of the country, attractive women who were rev-
olutionary-minded and devoted to the party’s cause. Among the newly arrived 
beauties two stood out: the Shanghainese film star Lan Ping (“Blue Apple”) 
and the Cantonese singer Li Lilian. They had come to Yan’an in late August 
1937, not long before Zizhen’s departure. Mao had paid no attention to them, 
because he was too deeply immersed in his family drama. Kang Sheng and 
Otto Braun, however, took advantage of this opportunity. The former already 
knew Lan Ping; in the early 1930s she had even been his lover. Meeting her 
in Yan’an awakened old feelings, and Kang began to drop in on his old flame. 
Braun was interested in Li Lilian. She was married, but this did not bother 
him. Throughout his sojourn in Yan’an, he suffered terribly from loneliness. 
He was bitter after his defeat at the Zunyi Conference. Mao, Luo Fu, and the 
army commanders openly despised him. He shared a small house with the 
American doctor George Hatem (Ma Haide), who had come to Shaanxi in July 
1936 with Edgar Snow and then stayed on with the Chinese communists.19 It 
is hard to imagine two people more different than Hatem and Otto Braun, yet 
the friendly doctor sympathized with his lovestruck housemate. Hatem was 
sociable and good-hearted with large, “sad, Semitic eyes that were as black 
as olives.” 20 Braun, a typical Aryan, was not known for his complaisance. He 

*	 It is worth noting that just a year before the Sixth Plenum, in his lectures on dialecti-
cal materialism, Mao expressed precisely the opposite thought. “[We] must,” he said then, 
“struggle with all the outworn philosophies now existing in China, raise the flag of criticism 
on the ideological front throughout the whole country, and thereby liquidate the philo-
sophical heritage of ancient China.” Evidently he did not stay in one place.
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spurned all foreigners who came to Yan’an, including Agnes Smedley and 
Peggy Snow, as agents of the bourgeois special services. The only exception he 
made was George, with whom Braun not only shared lodging, but also went 
hunting. He wanted to return to the USSR but Moscow denied him permis-
sion. Then he met the lively Li Lilian, who loved good food, Ping-Pong, danc-
ing, and talking about politics and art. In 1938 she deserted her husband and 
married Otto Braun, who stunned her with his charm offensive.21

Lan Ping had her own dreams. She knew she had no future with Kang Sheng, 
who was married and had no intention of getting divorced. She needed to find 
something more permanent. The young but already experienced woman decided 
to go for broke. Her objective was Chairman Mao himself. Lan Ping was ambi-
tious, vain, and purposeful. She was born in March 1914 in Zhucheng, a small 
town in Shandong province, in the family of Li Dewen, a wealthy carpenter. Her 
father bestowed her first, child’s name, Shumeng, meaning “pure and unsophis-
ticated,” but the life that awaited her was neither simple nor serene. Her alcoholic 
father mercilessly beat her mother until finally mother and daughter fled their 
home. After ten years of just scraping by, they went to live with the girl’s mater-
nal grandfather in Jinan, the large and bustling provincial center of Shandong. 
The young girl, who at the age of seven had been given a new, grown-up name, 
Yunhe (“Crane in the Clouds”), retained only one good memory of Zhucheng. 
The young director of the elementary school where she had studied Confucius 
for a while was very thin and tall and wore big round eyeglasses. She remembered 
how he had looked at her, how he had spoken to her, which for some reason  
made him very anxious, and how he had once invited her and her mother to his 
house. He needed a housemaid, and after hemming and hawing a bit, he offered 
the job to Yunhe’s mother. The young girl’s heart melted from his glances and 
his words, and her temples throbbed. The director was named Mr. Zhang. Many 
years later she would meet him in Qingdao, and an irresistible force would fling 
them together. The former director would then bear a different name, Zhao Yun, 
which he would soon change again to Kang Sheng. By then Yunhe had turned 
into a beautiful woman, left home with a theatrical company, and, by the early 
1930s, became a well-known provincial actress. She had married, gone through a 
platoon of lovers, and had been living a Bohemian life. She had only one physical 
defect—six toes on her right foot.22 But this seems not to have repelled any of her 
many admirers.

In Qingdao, Kang Sheng brought Yunhe into the unfamiliar world of 
revolutionary politics and introduced her to members of underground orga-
nizations. She soon remarried, this time to a colleague of Kang’s. Under the 
influence of her communist husband, she became a member of the Commu-
nist Party in February 1933. Two months later, when her husband was im-
prisoned, she fled Shanghai in a panic, and attempting to cover her traces she 
changed her name again, to Li He. But in the fall of 1934 she, too, was arrested, 
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then released three months later under still mysterious circumstances. Either 
they “believed in the innocence” of a beautiful woman, as she asserted sub-
sequently, or they received from her the required confession. In any case, she 
was let go and soon became known on the Shanghai stage and in film by the 
name of Lan Ping. Her greatest triumph came from her portrayal of Nora, the 
destroyer of bourgeois values, in Henrik Ibsen’s play A Doll’s House. Her cine-
matic roles also gained her considerable attention, including in such strikingly 
anti-Japanese films as Old Bachelor Wang and Twenty Cents. It seemed that 
everything was going well for her: she had a new husband, a string of lovers, 
crowds of admirers, and a splendid lifestyle. But in August 1937, the Japanese 
attacked Shanghai.

Moved by the patriotic upsurge, the effusive, passionate, and romantic 
Lan Ping took off for Yan’an with her latest lover, the director of A Doll’s House. 
The Communist Party’s appeals to organize an anti-Japanese united front reso-
nated with her, as they did with other leftist Chinese artists. In Yan’an she was 
destined to play her greatest role, as the devoted, tender, and solicitous new 
lady friend of the Leader. She was a formidably clever and crafty woman, deli-
cate and elegant as a mountain bloom but possessing enormous inner strength 
and indomitable energy.

Her old friend Kang Sheng greatly assisted her in this undertaking. Soon 
after Ren Bishi’s departure for Moscow, Kang began to build bridges to Mao, 
and toward this end he decided to make use of his faithful woman friend. At 
the end of April, a favorable opportunity presented itself. Mao gave a talk at 
the Lu Xun Academy of the Arts, a new educational institution established to 
train politically reliable cultural workers. Lan Ping, newly signed up as an in-
structor at the academy, arrived in time to take a seat in the front row, sporting 
a thick notebook. She listened avidly to every word spoken by the Chairman, 
and rapidly wrote everything down in her notebook at almost stenographic 
speed. Naturally Mao noticed her. Among the sunburned peasant faces her 
tender little white face stood out clearly.

After the lecture she approached him.
“I still have so much to learn,” she said timidly. “But thanks to you, I know 

that I can deepen my knowledge.”
“Well, if there’s anything you don’t understand, don’t be shy. Come visit 

me, and we’ll talk it over,” he replied, looking her up and down. She was slen-
der, very modest, wearing two braids tied in back of her head with a ribbon.

Then Kang Sheng took over. Taking advantage of the fact that he and Lan 
Ping were from the same town, he began praising the excellence of Zhucheng 
women to Mao Zedong. Several days later he invited Lan Ping to meet with the 
Leader. But it was not until September 1938, four months later, that Lan Ping 
became Mao’s lover and one of his secretaries. Soon afterward she decided 
to change her name again. The past was over, and she asked Mao to pick out 
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some characters that he liked. He chose Jiang Qing (“Azure River”).* Mao’s 
latest romance, however, engendered terrible gossip in Yan’an. Naturally, the 
puritanical wives of party officials were scandalized. Again they pitied Zizhen, 
who had gone through fire and flood with them, immediately conceived a ha-
tred for Jiang Qing, and began to bad-mouth her. A report that the Central 
Committee received from Liu Xiao, one of the leaders of the party organiza-
tion in Shanghai, added fuel to the fire. He reported that Yunhe/Lan Ping had 
behaved “in an unworthy fashion” in prison, and that she might possibly be a 
“Guomindang spy.”

Kang Sheng once again intervened, assuring everyone of Jiang Qing’s po-
litical reliability. The Chairman himself finally put an end to the dispute. “I 
will marry her,” he said to his comrades in the party. The wedding took place 
on November 19, 1939.23 Kang Sheng celebrated: having betrayed Wang Ming, 
he had now gained the Chairman’s full trust via Jiang Qing. He would soon 
become one of the persons closest to Mao and the man Mao entrusted with 
leadership of the party’s secret services.

Poor Zizhen! Only now did she have to drain the same bitter cup that 
Kaihui had earlier. When she learned of her husband’s new passion, she was 
stunned. Mao sent her a formal notice of divorce and two years later sent their 
daughter to her in Moscow. Thus their rupture was now complete. All her 
hopes were gone. She was overjoyed to meet with her daughter, whom she 
hadn’t seen in three and a half years, but it was a bitter sort of joy. Initially, 
she and Jiaojiao lived in a rest home belonging to the International Organiza-
tion for Aid to Revolutionary Fighters in the village of Monino, near Moscow, 
where Zizhen had been undergoing treatment. She had grown weary of po-
litical study as well as with public work, and she didn’t want to do anything. 
Therefore, she only managed a grade of C in her elementary exam on the foun-
dations of Marxism-Leninism.

In the fall of 1941, after World War II had begun, she and her daughter 
were transferred to the International Orphanage in Ivanovo, where Zizhen 
started working as a governess and Jiaojiao studied. (In the children’s home 
Mao’s daughter was called Tanya Chao Chao.)24 There too were both of Mao’s 
sons, Anying and Anqing, who had come to Moscow in the fall of 1936. They 
had traveled for almost six months from Shanghai to the USSR via Hong 
Kong, Marseille, and Paris. Both of these “heroes” had finally reached “the 
shores of socialism” in November 1936 and were enrolled in the Ivanovo 
orphanage under the names of Sergei Yunfu [Yongfu] and Nikolai Yunshou 
[Yongshou] respectively.25 They became acquainted with Zizhen in the spring 

*	 Many years later, in a conversation with the American writer Roxane Witke, Jiang Qing 
denied that Mao had thought up her new name. She claimed to have invented it herself. 
Jiang Qing’s assertion, however, contradicts other sources.
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of 1938, and thereafter generally got along well with her. They even began to 
call her “Mother.” Then they too received news of their father’s new marriage, 
but didn’t know whether these rumors were true or not. In any case they tried 
not to ask Mama He about them. “We tried to distract her in whatever ways we 
could,” Anying and Anqing recalled later. “We told her all kinds of stories and 
anecdotes and spoke about the situation in the country and events abroad. But 
in these conversations there was one name we never mentioned, but which we 
thought of all the time, namely, Mao Zedong.” 26

Via their sister Jiaojiao, their father sent them a letter dated January 31, 
1941. After lamely excusing himself for not having replied to their letters, Mao 
urged his children to focus their studies on the natural sciences rather than 
politics. This would earn them the respect of others and make them happy. 
Perhaps the veteran of bruising intraparty conflicts wanted to spare his own 
offspring the psychological traumas he himself had endured in the political 
arena. Asserting that he had no wish “to interfere in your affairs,” a rather 
curious wish for a father who, in the same letter, claimed that he worried a lot 
about his children, Mao wrote that they were responsible for determining their 
own futures. With his own father, of course, Mao had had to struggle to escape 
the orbit of Confucian filial piety, but that was hardly the case with his own 
children whom he had virtually abandoned to a harsh fate. In place of parental 
love, of which the letter reveals few traces, Mao promised to send them more 
books, the treasured companions of his own youth.27

This was the second letter from the father to his sons since he had left 
them early on the morning of August 31, 1927. The first, a brief note of seven 
lines, he had sent a year and a half earlier, on August 26, 1939.28 He had sent 
that one via Zhou Enlai, who had flown to Moscow for medical treatment 
along with his wife and their adopted daughter.

This was hardly a very warm letter, and it said nothing about his new mar-
riage despite the fact that Jiang Qing had given birth five months earlier to a 
daughter. On August 3, 1940, Li Na (Li “Slow”) was born in a Yan’an hospital. 
As he did for his older daughter Jiaojiao, Mao gave Li Na the surname of his 
own pseudonym Li Desheng. He took her personal name from the same Con-
fucian quotation, “A gentleman should be slow to speak and prompt to act” 
( junzi yu na yu yan er min yu xing).29

By the time of Li Na’s birth, Mao already had complete power over the 
CCP and his armies controlled several guerrilla areas behind Japanese lines. 
Almost two years earlier, the Japanese Imperial Army had seized large parts of 
northern, eastern, and central China as well as several ports in the south and 
southeast of the country. In late October 1938, both Canton and Wuhan fell, 
and the Guomindang government moved to Chongqing, in Sichuan province. 
It had no intention of surrendering but lacked the strength for a large offen-
sive. Mao took advantage of the fact that the front had stabilized to establish 
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communist power in a number of districts located deep in the Japanese rear. 
The Japanese Imperial Army was only able to occupy the cities and other im-
portant strategic objectives as well as the lines of communication. The Japa-
nese only rarely foraged in the countryside for provisions, and Guomindang 
officials had completely lost control. Mao began to send armed detachments 
into these rural areas to fill the power vacuum. His strategy was successful. 
By 1940, more than ten CCP base areas had been established behind Japa-
nese lines—for propaganda purposes, the communists called these “liberated 
areas”—and new ones were quickly being added.30

In Yan’an, meanwhile, Mao formulated the idea of the “New Democratic 
revolution” as a special stage in the development of the liberation movement 
in China. He was aided in this effort by his capable secretary Chen Boda, 
who had come to Yan’an in 1937. In 1938, on Mao’s instructions, this “plump, 
clumsy man in glasses with disproportionately large ears and deeply set eyes” 31 
had begun to deal with theoretical questions concerning the Chinese commu-
nist movement. Mao first set forth his new theory in mid-December 1939, in 
an article titled “The Chinese Revolution and the Chinese Communist Party,” 
coauthored with “several comrades,” including Luo Fu and Chen Boda. Later, 
he developed this theme in January 1940, in a special brochure, On New De-
mocracy. Mao started with the proposition that because China was a “colo-
nial, semicolonial, and semifeudal” country (the phrase was Luo Fu’s),32 what 
China needed to achieve was not a socialist but rather what he called a “new-
democratic” revolution. Appealing more to the nationalist sensibilities than 
to the social strivings of his fellow countrymen, he talked about the need for 
social reforms in the spirit of Sun Yat-sen’s Three Principles of the People. He 
interpreted these principles very broadly, promising to guarantee the right of 
private property after the revolution, to stimulate national entrepreneurship, 
and pursue a policy of protectionism, that is, to attract foreign investors under 
strict state control. He called for tax reduction, the development of a multi-
party system, the organization of a coalition government, and the implemen-
tation of democratic freedoms. The theory of New Democracy differed from 
old-style Western democracy, according to Mao, because it would be imple-
mented under the leadership of the Communist Party. However, the party 
was no longer presenting itself as the political organ of the working class, but 
rather as the organization of the united revolutionary front striving to unite 
“all the revolutionary people.” The future China, Mao asserted, would not be 
a dictatorship of the proletariat but “a joint dictatorship of all revolutionary 
classes”; in the economy of the new country, state, cooperative, and private 
capitalist property would coexist.33

In his struggle with the Guomindang, then, Mao was beginning to lean on 
the democratic traditions of Chinese society. In the first half of the twentieth 
century, democracy was hardly an unknown concept in China. At that time, 
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among the many factors stimulating a significant revitalization of Chinese po-
litical culture were the victory of the antimonarchical 1911 Revolution, the 
proclamation of a republic on January 1, 1912, the adoption of the Constitu-
tion of 1912, elections to the first parliament and parliamentary debates, Sun 
Yat-sen’s struggle against Yuan Shikai and his plans to restore the monarchy, 
the New Culture movement of 1915, the anti-Japanese May Fourth Move-
ment of 1919, the collaboration and confrontation between the CCP and the 
GMD during the first united front of 1924–27, and much else. All these events 
strengthened the democratic inclinations of the Chinese intelligentsia, the seg-
ment of society that was expected to accept New Democracy enthusiastically.34

As the foundation of his concept Mao used Stalin’s November 1937 direc-
tives that he himself had developed in a series of talks in 1938. His new works 
expanded upon those talks but contained nothing new in principle. His new 
policy fully corresponded with Stalin’s geopolitical strategy. It is worth noting 
that just when Mao was elaborating his conceptual foundation, Stalin began to 
think about dissolving the Comintern.35 This was not a coincidence.

In the second half of the 1930s, Stalin himself was working very hard to de-
velop new tactics for the international communist movement. His conversation 
with Wang Ming and Kang Sheng in November 1937 is just one bit of evidence. 
He aimed at deceiving not only the Chinese intelligentsia and Chiang Kai-shek, 
but the entire bourgeois West. He wanted them to believe that with the excep-
tion of the CPSU, of course, beginning with the Seventh Comintern Congress, 
communist parties had dropped the struggle for socialism and had substituted 
the idea of building a humanitarian society of “popular democracy.” (There was 
no essential difference between what Stalin and Mao stood for since the former 
spoke of “people’s democracy” and the latter of “new democracy.”) In their quest 
to seize power in the postwar period, communist organizations posing as na-
tional “democratic” parties would improve their chances of gaining control of a 
broad coalition of nationalist forces. It was precisely because he wanted to “dupe” 
the capitalists that Stalin finally dissolved the Comintern. He did this in May 
1943, but the idea had germinated already in 1940.36 It was deception that consti-
tuted the foundation of Stalin’s “people’s democracy,” and in his private talks with 
his comrades in arms the Bolshevik leader made no secret of it.37 As always, Mao 
was in luck. He proposed his idea of New Democracy at just the right moment, 
which further commended him to the Kremlin leader.

Meanwhile, in the early 1940s, Mao was able to return to intraparty mat-
ters. He had already established himself as the party’s main theoretician, and 
now he had to suppress the “opposition” and consolidate his cult. Otherwise, 
in the tradition of Stalin, he would not feel that he was a full-fledged dictator.

The easiest thing was to settle accounts with the Trotskyites, but they 
had no significance in China. In the late 1930s and 1940s there were only a 
few Trotskyist organizations in China, the largest of which, the Chinese Rev-
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olutionary Party, numbered all of twenty to thirty persons. Since an actual 
Trotskyite enemy was illusory, Wang Ming’s assignment as Stalin’s emissary on 
Trotskyite matters in China made no sense. The career of “Pavel Mif ’s fledg-
ling” was nearing its end. Now it became his fate to become the leader of the 
“opposition” that the new “Great Leader” of the CCP had to crush.

Without Stalin’s approval, Mao could not have initiated a campaign 
against Wang, but soon he received the go‑ahead to proceed. In late 1939 and 
early 1940, the ECCI prepared recommendations regarding the organizational 
question for the Central Committee of the CCP at the forthcoming Seventh 
CCP Congress. Zhou Enlai was supposed to deliver these recommendations 
orally to Mao Zedong and the other members of the Central Committee at the 
end of March 1940.* In a telegram to Mao dated March 17, 1940, the Com
intern chief Dimitrov wrote: “Zhou Enlai will personally inform you about 
everything we discussed and agreed upon regarding Chinese affairs. You need 
to seriously consider everything and take decisive measures completely on 
your own. In case of disagreement with us on some questions, please inform 
us promptly and tell us your reasons.” 38

A memorandum from the Personnel Department of the ECCI to Dimi-
trov addressed personnel matters in the CCP:

One must bear in mind that Wang Ming possesses no authority among 
the old cadres of the party. ​. . . ​He was promoted to the leadership of 
the party at the Fourth Plenum of the CC [January 1931] under the 
influence of Mif [at the time of the composition of this memorandum 
Mif had been arrested by the NKVD (Soviet security police, a succes-
sor of OGPU) and shot as an “enemy of the people”]. ​. . . ​[I]t is rec-
ommended that the leadership of the CCP not place Wang Ming in 
leading roles and leading positions within the leadership of the party. 
It is recommended that the leadership of the party not include [cur-
rent] Politburo member Kon Sin [Kang Sheng] and alternate Politburo 
member Fang Ling [Deng Fa] as well as Central Committee members 
Guan Xiangying and Yang Shangkun in the Politburo or the Secretariat 
and not use them for personnel, organizational, or secret service work.

It is recommended that Politburo and Secretariat member Bo Gu, 
Central Committee members Luo Man [Luo Mai, Li Weihan], Chen 

*	 Ren Bishi and his wife returned to Yan’an along with Zhou and his wife. Lin Biao (under 
the pseudonym of Li Ting), who had come to the USSR for medical treatment in January 
1939, stayed on as acting representative of the CCP to the Comintern. He discharged this 
responsibility until August 1941, after which he too returned to Yan’an. Subsequently, by 
agreement with the ECCI, the Central Committee of the CCP sent no more representatives 
to Moscow.
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Changhao, Zhang Hao [Lin Yuying], and Kong Yuan not be placed on 
the Central Committee and not be used in personnel, organization 
work or in the central organs of the party. ​. . . ​From material supplied 
by the Personnel Department of the ECCI and from conversations 
with Zhou Enlai, Zheng Ling [Chen Lin, Ren Bishi], Mao Zemin 
and others, assessments have been compiled of 26 leading members 
of the CCP (these are attached) who may be promoted to the lead-
ing organs of the party at the Seventh Congress. Basically, these are 
the most trustworthy, experienced, and tempered cadres of the party 
who have survived difficult underground work and civil war and who 
are now conducting party, military, and military-political work. Of 
these 26 comrades the following stand out: Lin Biao, He Long, Liu 
Bocheng, Nie Yongcheng [Nie Rongzhen], Xiao Ke, Xu Xiangqian, 
Chen Guang, Deng Xiaoping, and Ye Jianying, all of whom are well-
known not only in the party, but throughout the country as leaders 
and commanders of Eighth Route Army units; Deng Yingchao (fe-
male) [the wife of Zhou Enlai], Mao Zemin, Gao Gang, Xu Teli, Chen 
Yi, Liu Xiao, Zhang Qiqi [?], and Zeng Shan are all wholly tested and 
experienced party officials. . . .

Mao Zedong is certainly the most important political figure in the 
CCP. He knows China better than the other CCP leaders, knows the 
people, understands politics and generally frames issues correctly.39

The overwhelming majority of those recommended were supporters of Mao Ze-
dong. Those whom Moscow turned thumbs down on were deemed followers 
of Wang Ming. Once again, the ECCI and, standing behind it, Stalin himself, 
helped Mao to consolidate his power. This time they even overdid it. Mao did 
not view Kang Sheng, who had already openly switched to his side, nor several 
others of these party officials as his foes. He even tried to defend Kang Sheng in 
one of his letters to Dimitrov. “Kon Sin [Kang Sheng],” Mao wrote, “is reliable.”40

Soviet money also assisted in strengthening Mao’s authority in the CCP. At 
the end of March 1940, Zhou Enlai brought Mao US $300,000 from Moscow.41 
But this was far from the final gift. The USSR continued to help the Chinese 
Communist Party even after Nazi Germany attacked the Soviet Union on June 
22, 1941. In the Russian archives, a striking document has been preserved in 
the special files of the Politburo of the CPSU: a decision of the Politburo from 
July 3, 1941, to release to the ECCI $1 million in American dollars for assis-
tance to the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party.42 The ECCI 
had asked the Politburo for $2 million, but had to settle for $1 million.43 On 
the very day, July 3, that Stalin first publicly acknowledged the extent of the 
German onslaught, the Politburo decided to send $1 million to the Central 
Committee of the Chinese Communist Party.44
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Meanwhile, in 1941 Mao persisted in rewriting party history to make it 
serve his cult of personality. The infallible Leader must appear as a kind of 
savior of the nation, a prophet and a teacher at the most critical moment for 
the CCP. The advent of the Great Helmsman must be presented as an epochal 
event for which the entire course of the communist movement served as prep-
aration. Here Mao, as always, followed the bidding of his teacher. “History 
sometimes demands that it be corrected,” Stalin said, letting the cat out of the 
bag one day.45 Mao had no doubts on this score. The History of the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union, Short Course, a translation of which was done in 
Yan’an in late 1938 and 1939, served as his model.46

On September 8, 1941, the Secretariat of the Central Committee, under 
Mao’s leadership, adopted a resolution to organize serious research on prob-
lems of party history. The main focus was on the period that had been the 
most difficult for Mao, namely, from the Fourth Plenum of the Central Com-
mittee (January 1931) to the Zunyi Conference (January 1935).47 Two days 
later, at an enlarged plenum of the Politburo, Mao delivered a report on the 
history of intraparty struggle with the focus on dogmatists, subjectivists, and 
“left opportunists” during the period 1931–34. (Although he did not mention 
Wang Ming by name, everyone knew whom he had in mind.) In this con-
nection, Mao emphasized, “Only those teachers who can sinify Marxism are 
good teachers. ​. . . ​The study of method of thought of Marx, Engels, Lenin, and 
Stalin, the study of The History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, will 
constitute the heart of our studies, and we should read more antisubjectivist 
writings.” 48 Then he prepared a long article on the theme of “left opportunism” 
that was so critical that even he dared not risk publishing it. Only his closest 
confidants became acquainted with the article.49

Mao’s speeches launched a campaign to reexamine party history with the 
objective of firmly inculcating the cult of the Leader. This campaign in Febru-
ary 1942 developed into a broad-scale “purge” of the party (zhengfeng). Its main 
target was Wang Ming, whom Stalin threw into the trash. Wang still enjoyed 
the trust of Dimitrov, who had become good friends with Wang during his 
work in Moscow. Therefore, the general secretary of the ECCI worried a great 
deal about the fate of this friend who had been transformed into Mao’s main an-
tagonist, but without Stalin’s approval, Dimitrov could do nothing to help him.

Bo Gu, Luo Fu, and the other pupils of the “enemy of the people” Mif were 
targets as well of zhengfeng, which also touched Zhou Enlai for his past op-
position to Mao. The campaign, however, was nothing like the Soviet purge of 
1937. “The present leadership of the CCP,” Mao said in January 1943, “consid-
ers the past purges in the CPSU mistaken. What is needed is a ‘spiritual purge’ 
like that now going on in the Special Region.” 50 True to his principle of “treat-
ing the illness to save the patient,” he didn’t initiate arrests and executions, but 
rather ideological study (one of the witnesses called it “psychological calis-
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thenics”).51 Yan’an was immersed in endless meetings, gatherings, and confer-
ences at which Mao’s former opponents, labeled as “dogmatists,” engaged in 
confessions and self-criticism while unrestrainedly praising the “wisdom” of 
the Leader. They wrote self-denunciations and denunciations of their friends. 
A special commission to conduct zhengfeng, at the head of which Mao placed 
Kang Sheng, filed and arranged these in the archives.

Liu Shaoqi, who had come to Yan’an at the invitation of the Chairman in 
December 1942, also played a major role in the new ideological campaign. 
Mao had long known him but had not had close contacts with him until the 
early 1940s. They had first met in the summer of 1922, when the twenty-four-
year-old Liu, who had just completed his six-month course at the Communist 
University of the Toilers of the East in Moscow, came to Changsha to do trade 
union work. Mao sent him to Anyuan, the mining town in western Jiangxi, 
to serve as Li Lisan’s chief assistant in running a workers’ club. Liu was just 
five years younger than Mao and his equal in organizational abilities. Very 
thin and frail-looking, he had inexhaustible energy, determination, and cour-
age. Like Mao, he came from a peasant family in Hunan. He joined the party 
in December 1921 in Moscow, while studying there. Liu quickly became one 
of the major leaders of the national workers’ movement and in 1925 he was 
chosen deputy chair of the All-China Federation of Trade Unions. In 1927 
he became a member of the Central Committee of the CCP. At the Fourth 
Plenum of the Central Committee in January 1931, on Mif ’s recommendation 
he became a candidate member of the Politburo. This sponsorship, however, 
was not reflected in his political positions. In January 1935, during the Zunyi 
Conference, he supported Mao Zedong, from which time Mao had his eye 
upon him and appointed him to several responsible positions. After the out-
break of the Sino-Japanese War, Mao sent him to southeast China to conduct 
political work among communist guerrillas in the Japanese rear there. In July 
1939, during one of his visits to Yan’an, Liu delivered two lectures at the Insti-
tute of Marxism-Leninism on “How to Be a Good Communist.” Like Mao, he 
called upon all party members to engage in daily self-education, emphasizing 
that “[t]he test of a Party member’s loyalty to the Party, the revolution, and 
the cause of communism is whether or not he can subordinate his personal 
interests absolutely and unconditionally to the interests of the Party, whatever 
the circumstances.” 52 Two years later, in July 1941, Liu delivered a report to 
the party school of the Central China Bureau of the Central Committee titled 
“On Intra-party Struggle,” which was directed against dogmatism. This report 
elicited special praise from Mao.53

It was as a “specialist” in party affairs that Mao invited Liu to Yan’an. In 
March 1943 his new favorite joined the newly reorganized Secretariat of the 
Central Committee, along with Ren Bishi. Liu also was appointed Mao’s dep-
uty on the Revolutionary Military Council and likewise headed the Organiza-
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tional Department and the Investigation Bureau of the Central Committee.54 
His influence in the party grew rapidly even though formally he was not a full 
member of the Politburo. Mao entrusted Liu Shaoqi with major responsibility 
for preparing for the Seventh Congress of the CCP, originally scheduled for 
the spring of 1941 but repeatedly delayed and finally convened in April–June 
1945. The delegates who arrived in Yan’an in 1941 had to take part over a pe-
riod of two to three years in all of the activities of the zhengfeng movement 
under the control of Liu Shaoqi and Kang Sheng. The only one who refused to 
engage in self-criticism was Wang Ming.55

In early 1943 Mao increased the pressure on Wang, who had reported sick 
in order to avoid participating in zhengfeng. On January 15, 1943, Dimitrov 
received a disturbing message from Yan’an that Wang Ming was seriously ill.56 
The message relayed by Soviet intelligence officer Petr Vladimirov reported, 
“He needs treatment in Chengdu or the USSR, but Mao Zedong and Kon Sin 
[Kang Sheng] supposedly do not want to let him leave Yan’an, for fear that he 
will give out unfavorable information about them.” 57

But what could Dimitrov do? He was not an independent actor and he had 
to carry out Stalin’s policy. Was there any way he could risk exacerbating rela-
tions with Mao on his own initiative? Trying to stall, he advised the Red Army 
Intelligence Directorate not to interfere in the internal affairs of the Chinese 
communists.58 This, however, could not satisfy Wang Ming. At the end of Janu-
ary 1943, Wang sent a detailed telegram via his Yan’an-based Soviet physician, 
Dr. Andrei Orlov, and Vladimirov to Stalin and Dimitrov on the theme of Mao 
Zedong’s “anti-Leninist” and “Trotskyite” activity. It was received in Moscow 
on February 1.59 On February 3, however, Dimitrov also received a telegram 
from Mao containing sharp accusations against Wang.60 Evidently, Mao had 
learned of his enemy’s slanders and hastened to counterattack. The best de-
fense was to attack.

The conflict grew sharper. On February 11, NKVD commissar Vladimir 
Dekanozov unexpectedly called Dimitrov to talk about Wang Ming. Dekano-
zov advised Dimitrov to tell Wang he should immediately contact the Soviet 
ambassador, Alexander Panyushkin, who could ask Chiang Kai-shek to permit 
Wang to leave China.61 Apparently Dekanozov had learned through his own 
sources of Dimitrov’s friendship with Wang Ming, and hastened to attend to 
this matter. Or was this a sudden provocation? It is just too strange a demarche. 
Why was it necessary to ask permission from Chiang rather than Mao? Most 
likely Dekanozov was putting Dimitrov to the test: would Dimitrov place his 
personal relations above the interests of the international communist move-
ment? Dimitrov would have to sacrifice his old friend. He did nothing. Fi-
nally, on December 13, 1943, he sent Wang a pessimistic message: “As for your 
part[y] affairs, do your best to settle them yourselves. Intervening from here is 
for now inexpedient.” 62 It seemed that Wang’s fate was sealed.
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Literally just days after this pessimistic telegram, on December 22, 1943, 
Dimitrov sent a personal letter to Mao urgently recommending that he not 
persecute Wang and requesting that he not touch Zhou Enlai. “I consider po-
litically incorrect the campaign being waged against Zhou Enlai and Wang 
Ming,” he wrote. “Persons such as Zhou Enlai and Wang Ming must not be 
severed from the party, but protected and used as much as possible for the 
good of the party.” 63 Dimitrov must have received a directive from Stalin, or at 
least Stalin’s approval.

What had happened in these nine days? Why did Stalin decide to protect 
Wang Ming? Might he have desired to use him as a counterweight against Mao 
in the future? Or did he recall his “merits” in the struggle against “Trotsky-
ism”? No one knows what moved the Kremlin dictator during these cold days 
in late December 1943.

Dimitrov’s letter of December 22 did not pass unnoticed. Mao dispatched 
two telegrams in reply, on January 2 and January 7, 1944. In the first he said, 
“Our relations with Zhou Enlai are very good. We have no intention what-
soever of cutting him off from the party. Zhou Enlai has had great success 
and made progress.” But Mao was unwilling to retreat on the matter of Wang 
Ming.

Wang Ming has engaged in various antiparty activities. This has been 
brought to the attention of all party cadres. But we do not want to 
make this known to the masses of party members. ​. . . ​Among the 
higher-ranking party cadres the result of studying Wang Ming’s er-
rors is that these cadres have rallied even closer together and are 
more united. ​. . . ​I consider Wang Ming unreliable. Wang Ming was 
arrested earlier in Shanghai. Several persons said that when he was in 
prison, he confessed to belonging to the communist party. Afterward 
he was released. They also spoke of his dubious ties with Mif. Wang 
Ming engaged in a great deal of antiparty activity.

Five days later, however, Mao retreated. He understood very well with 
whom he was really corresponding.

Intra-party issues: Policy in this area is aimed at unification, at achiev-
ing unity. With respect to Wang Ming we will pursue just such a pol-
icy. As a result of the work carried out in the second half of 1943, 
the situation inside the party, the unity of the party has improved 
significantly.

Please set your mind at ease. All of your thoughts and all of your 
concerns are close to my heart, because my thoughts and my feelings 
are essentially the same.64
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After receiving the January 7 telegram, which, incidentally, Mao demon-
stratively sent via Vladimirov rather than his own channels, Dimitrov was fi-
nally able to relax. Mao had remained loyal to Moscow. Dimitrov wrote to him 
on February 25. “I was particularly heartened by your second telegram. I had 
no doubt you would devote the needed serious attention to my friendly obser-
vations and would take the appropriate measures dictated by the interests of 
the party and our common cause.” 65

On January 19, Dimitrov also sent a telegram to Wang Ming on the sub-
ject of his relations with Mao, informing his persecuted friend of his successful 
negotiations with his enemy.66 One cannot say that Wang was entirely satisfied. 
He understood, however, that he could expect nothing more from Stalin and 
Dimitrov. The Kremlin chieftain did not want to see him as the leader of the 
CCP, but neither did he intend to let Mao tear Wang to pieces. It was time for 
him to submit. On March 7, Dimitrov received a reply from his old friend:

Dear G.M. [Dimitrov]!

In December and January I was given your two telegrams.
Thanks for your concerns about the CCP and about me. My rela-

tions with Mao Zedong remain as before, inasmuch as I wholeheart-
edly support him as the leader of the party, regardless of the personal 
disagreements between us in the past concerning specific aspects of 
the policy of the anti-Japanese united front and of the most serious 
campaign conducted against me during the past year on questions of 
intraparty life.

A comrade told me that he informed you in detail about all these 
issues.

I don’t know what might be of interest to you in this sphere and 
what questions might be unclear.

Please let me know and I will respond. During the past year a 
campaign has been going on in the party to reexamine its entire his-
tory on the basis of the ideas and activities of Mao Zedong.

He is presented as the main representative of Chinese Bolshevism 
and of sinicized Marxism-Leninism.

Recognizing that you may be able to elevate the authority of the 
party, which is particularly important in the absence of the Comin-
tern, I fully support this campaign in a situation in which the empha-
sis is on the CCP as a national proletarian party.

Toward this end I have already informed Mao Zedong and the 
CC both orally and in writing that the struggle against Li Lisanism 
and the advancement of the new policy of the anti-Japanese united 
front is Mao Zedong’s contribution, not mine as I had earlier believed.

30945 Mao.indd   339 7/12/12   4:56 PM



340	 MAO

I also renounced all political disagreements.
I wholeheartedly thank you and dear Roza [Dimitrov’s wife] for 

your longterm care and education of my daughter.67

At the Seventh Congress of the CCP, which finally took place in Yan’an 
from April 23 to June 11, 1945, both Zhou Enlai and Wang Ming were included 
as members of the Central Committee, and Zhou Enlai even strengthened his 
position in the upper echelons of the party. Characteristically, Mao did not 
open the Seventh Congress until, on his personal orders, the “ill” Wang Ming 
had been carried into the conference hall on a stretcher. Only then did he open 
the party forum with these words: “I have invited Comrades Wang Ming and 
Wang Chia-hsiang [Wang Jiaxiang, who had again fallen ill, was also brought 
to the hall on a stretcher]. This makes our congress truly a congress of unity!” 68

The inclusion of Wang Ming and Zhou Enlai did not mean that Mao’s 
power had been curtailed in the slightest. The disgraced Wang was no longer 
a significant political figure, while Zhou Enlai demonstrated such complete 
submission that the Great Leader of the CCP had long since realized the value 
of Zhou’s abilities. Mao’s victory was complete and decisive. He had attained 
a height to which no other leader in the CCP could aspire. His cult had fully 
matured.

It was Mao himself who chose the members of the Central Committee at 
the Seventh Congress, dominated all of the sessions, and defined the direction 
of its work and its decisions. He delivered the main report “On Coalition Gov-
ernment,” in which he again expounded his program of New Democracy.69 
With the exception of Wang Ming, it seemed that all of the other 754 delegates 
representing 1.2  million party members sincerely viewed Mao as the con-
science of the party. They wholeheartedly believed in their Leader and were 
ready to die for him.70

On the eve of the congress Mao successfully concluded another impor-
tant forum, namely, the Seventh Enlarged Plenum of the Central Committee, 
which on his bidding adopted a “Resolution on Certain Historical Questions.” 
In this new, canonical history of the party the chief role, of course, was given 
to Mao, and the entire course of the CCP prior to the Zunyi Conference was 
depicted as a chain of continuous deviations from Mao’s correct line, first to 
the right and then to the left. In this connection, all of his real and supposed 
adversaries (Chen Duxiu, the “putschists,” Li Lisan, Wang Ming, Bo Gu, Zhang 
Guotao, and even his former friend Luo Zhanglong, who in 1931 opposed not 
Mao but the Politburo) were stigmatized.71

An important measure undertaken at the congress was the adoption of a 
new party constitution. Liu Shaoqi delivered a report on this matter in which 
he surpassed all the other delegates in his unrestrained exaltation of Mao. 
The text of the constitution was itself remarkable in naming “Mao Zedong 
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Thought” as the ideological foundation of the CCP. “The Communist Party of 
China,” it read, “guides its entire work by the teaching which unites the theo-
ries of Marxism-Leninism with the actual practice of the Chinese revolution—
the Thought of Mao Tse-tung [Mao Zedong].” 72

The term “the Thought of Mao Tse-tung” or “Mao Zedong Thought” (in 
Chinese Mao Zedong sixiang) had first been advanced by Wang Jiaxiang at the 
beginning of July 1943. It appeared in Wang’s article “The Chinese Communist 
Party and China’s Path to Liberation,” published in the newspaper Jiefang ribao 
(Liberation daily). Prior to this, beginning in September 1940, various terms 
appeared in the party lexicon of the CCP including, for example, “the theories 
of Comrade Mao Zedong,” “the ideas of Comrade Mao Zedong,” “the theory 
and strategy of Mao Zedong,” “the theory and strategy of Comrade Mao Ze-
dong,” “the viewpoints of Comrade Mao Zedong,” “the views of Comrade Mao 
Zedong,” “the policy of Comrade Mao Zedong,” “the line of Comrade Mao 
Zedong,” “the path of Comrade Mao Zedong,” “the style of Mao Zedong,” and 
even “Mao Zedongism.” Wang’s formula, however, was the one that took hold, 
despite the fact that many of the toadies preferred the term “Mao Zedongism.”

Four years later, at the Second Plenum of the Seventh Central Committee 
on March 13, 1949, Mao himself touched upon the question of why the “ideas 
of the Chinese communists” should not be called an ism:

Some people say that the ideas of Stalin are called a teaching rather 
than an ism because of Stalin’s modesty ​. . . ​[but] modesty is not the 
explanation. ​. . . ​[I]n the Soviet Union there already exists Lenin-
ism, and the ideas of Stalin are congruent with this ism, they are its 
systematic embodiment in practical politics. It is wrong to say that 
both Leninism and Stalinism exist, that there are two isms. It would 
be precisely the same if the ideas, line, and policies of the Chinese 
revolution were seen as an ism. ​. . . ​It is better for us to be a branch of 
Marxism-Leninism.73

Of course, another reason was that as long ago as 1927, the term “Mao Zedong
ism” had been used in the Chinese Communist Party with a very negative con-
notation as a synonym for military opportunism. The dissident communist Ye 
Qing had likewise employed the term with a negative meaning when he at-
tacked the CCP in the 1940s from the position of classical Marxism. In his work 
“The War of Resistance and Culture,” Ye Qing asserted there was not an iota of 
Marxism-Leninism in Mao Zedong, but only one ism, namely, Mao Zedong
ism, “an ism that represented the peasant petit bourgeoisie.” 74 Ye Qing’s work 
was well-known among Chinese communists, and Mao could not ignore this.

The main point, however, was that the final choice of the term reflected the 
attempt of Mao and his supporters to create a purely Chinese ideology expressing 
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equally the interests of all strata in Chinese society, from the proletariat to a seg-
ment of the landlords and of the national bourgeoisie, a kind of ideology of the 
united front. The term “thought” (sixiang) in contradistinction to “ism” (zhuyi) 
perfectly fitted this supraclass Chinese national ideology. In fact, unlike zhuyi this 
term was Chinese in origin. It was borrowed by the Japanese in the nineteenth 
century from classical Chinese, in which it was used to express “to comprehend,” 
“to think,” and “to recollect.” The Japanese used it to signify the new Western 
concepts of “ideology” and “ideas.” Enriched by its new content, the term sixiang 
returned to China from Japan. The term zhuyi, however, had no roots in Chinese 
tradition. In the nineteenth century the Japanese concocted the word zhuyi from 
the Chinese characters zhu (foundation) and yi (meaning) to convey the idea of 
the Western concepts “doctrine,” “principles,” and “cause.” The term zhuyi was 
transmitted to China as something that was previously unknown. It was natural 
that sixiang (thought) would be much more comprehensible and closer to the 
broad masses of the Chinese people, who had experienced the heavy burden of 
the past even in recent times, than the foreign term zhuyi (ism).

In China even sacred views that were disseminated and expressed with the 
aid of new or little-known terminology elicited negative reactions and resis-
tance. At the same time, innovative concepts and doctrines that relied upon a 
traditional lexicon were recognized and supported by the broad masses. Mao, 
as we know, had a profound understanding of Chinese political culture. More-
over, as a rule he spiced his works, especially those dealing with New Democ-
racy, with a large number of quotations from the ancient classics that were 
prized and respected by the Chinese people.75

Mao’s modus operandi was fully congruent with Stalin’s policy and there-
fore could not evoke any dissatisfaction from that quarter. Quite the contrary. 
The all-powerful chief of the world communist movement must have been 
impressed that the Chinese Communist Party was now united around this 
Leader who loyally grasped his “wise” tactical line and imitated it so faithfully 
in all respects.

At the First Plenum of the Central Committee following the Seventh 
Congress, Mao was elected chairman of the Central Committee, of the Polit-
buro, and of the Secretariat, and at the end of August 1945, at an enlarged ple-
num of the Politburo, he was also elected chairman of the newly reorganized 
Military Council of the Central Committee. He concentrated all power in his 
own hands. In early August 1945, the Second Session of the First Plenum of 
the Central Committee adopted new versions of “The Resolution on Certain 
Questions of History,” and also of the party constitution, in which the role 
and significance of Mao were presented in an even more vivid fashion.76 The 
Chinese Communist Party entered the final phase of the Sino-Japanese War 
fully armed ideologically, politically, and organizationally.
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t h e  N e w  D e m o c r a t ic  

R e v o l u t i o n  i n  C hi  n a

It is quite possible that within his circle of intimates Stalin referred to Mao as a 
“cave Marxist,” just as it is likely Mao had reason to be offended that Stalin did 
not trust him. But whom did Stalin trust? Which of his most devoted hench-
men did he not despise? Whom did he consider a great Marxist? All of them 
were just figures on his chessboard.

Pacing in his office, Stalin simultaneously contemplated his moves in mul-
tiple games. In China a complicated and important party was in play; its victory 
would determine the outcome of his life’s work. The triumph of the Chinese 
Communist Party would radically alter the correlation of forces in the world 
arena in favor of the USSR. If only he and Mao could succeed in neutraliz-
ing America and make Washington and its allies take at face value the New 
Democratic plans of the Chinese communists. If only Roosevelt, then Truman, 
would accept the concept of New Democracy and support the Communist 
Party. Then the CCP would be able gradually to “squeeze” Chiang Kai-shek and 
his supporters out of positions of power and next, by maneuvering among the 
Guomindang left and the liberals, ultimately seize power.

The game was played on a vast field. Mao did his part through interviews, 
articles, and speeches. The books by Edgar and Helen Foster Snow, Agnes Smed-
ley, and other journalists as well as Evans Carlson’s dispatches all hit the same 
target. Rapturous stories about Mao and his comrades by British journalists 
Freda Utley and Claire and William Band, and by American reporters T. A. Bis-
son, Harrison Forman, and others, all produced a substantial impression upon 
the public. With one voice, they all assured the world that the Chinese com-
munists had nothing in common with Marxism-Leninism.1 The surly dicta-
tor Chiang Kai-shek and his regime steadily lost ground in the eyes of many 
Americans to the “liberal” nationalist Mao and his “people’s” government.
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The high point of this game came in 1944–45 when Mao, Zhou, Zhu De, 
and other members of the Chinese communist leadership held direct talks 
with U.S. officials. They began in late July 1944, when a Douglas C‑47 carrying 
nine passengers touched down at the Yan’an airport. This was the first group 
of the so‑called Dixie Mission, composed of personnel from the State Depart-
ment, the War Department, and the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the pre-
decessor of the CIA. It was headed by Colonel David D. Barrett, a chunky man 
of fifty-four who had once served as the assistant military attaché in Chong
qing. He was considered a specialist on Chinese affairs, knew Chinese history 
and culture well, and spoke Chinese fluently. The second-ranking member was 
John Stewart Service, second secretary in the U.S. embassy in Chongqing, and 
whom Ambassador Clarence Gauss called “our government’s expert on Chi-
nese communism.” In early August, a second contingent of the Dixie Mission 
arrived, headed by another diplomat, Raymond P. Ludden. After this, Ameri-
cans came to Yan’an with increasing frequency, and they even organized trips 
to several “liberated areas.” At the end of July 1945 there were thirty-two mem-
bers of the so‑called American Observer Group in Yan’an.2

The major conclusion that Barrett, Service, and many other members of 
the mission arrived at after conversations with Mao and from their personal 
observations was as follows:

Politically, any orientation which the Chinese Communists may once 
have had toward the Soviet Union seems to be a thing of the past. The 
Communists have worked to make their thinking and program real-
istically Chinese, and they are carrying out democratic policies which 
they expect the United States to approve and sympathetically support.

Economically, the Chinese Communists seek the rapid devel-
opment and industrialization of China for the primary objective of 
raising the economic level of the people. They recognize that under 
present conditions in China, this must be accomplished through capi-
talism with large-scale foreign assistance. They believe that the United 
States, rather than the Soviet Union, will be the only country able to 
give this economic assistance and realize that for reasons of efficiency, 
as well as to attract American investment, it will be wise to give this 
American participation great freedom. . . .

The conclusion, which is the continual statement of the Commu-
nist leaders themselves, is that American friendship and support is 
more important to China than Russian.

The members of the mission advised the American government to change its 
orientation toward the Chinese communists, warning that they might turn 
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“back toward Soviet Russia if they are forced to in order to survive American-
supported Kuomintang [Guomindang] attack.” 3

It is amazing how easily Mao, Zhou, and the other CCP leaders were able 
to deceive these experienced American intelligence officers. There was noth-
ing they didn’t promise them. In order to neutralize Washington, in the sum-
mer of 1944 Mao was even prepared to change the name of the Communist 
Party to New Democratic. In October 1946 this was precisely how the Com-
munist Youth League of the “liberated areas” was renamed, and in April 1949 
the entire Chinese Communist Youth League became the New Democratic 
Youth League. Ultimately, the party was not renamed, but all the other changes 
played the Americans for fools.

At the same time, Stalin and Foreign Minister Molotov, with equal mastery 
and cynicism, were manipulating the Americans on the diplomatic front. Mo-
lotov told W. Averell Harriman, the American ambassador to the USSR, and 
General Patrick J. Hurley, the new American ambassador to China, in early 
September 1944, “The so‑called Chinese Communists are not in fact Commu-
nists at all. ​. . . ​The Soviet Government is not supporting the Chinese Commu-
nists.” He confirmed this during another meeting on April 15, 1945, this time 
in Stalin’s presence. Hurley immediately reported this to Washington.4

Neither Harriman nor Hurley, however, was taken in by Stalin’s guile. 
Nor did the intelligence officers in Washington believe the communists. After 
analyzing the reports from China of their colleagues as well as an enormous 
body of other literature about the CCP, in the summer of 1945 officials of the 
Military Intelligence Division of the U.S. Department of War concluded, “The 
Chinese Communists are Communists. ​. . . ​The ‘democracy’ of the Chinese 
Communists is Soviet democracy. ​. . . ​The Chinese Communist movement 
is part of the international Communist movement, sponsored and guided by 
Moscow.” 5 Therefore, in the final analysis neither Mao nor Stalin succeeded in 
deceiving the American leadership.

When World War II ended in mid-August 1945, China was still divided. 
The Guomindang’s Central Government, backed by the United States, con-
trolled only two-thirds of the country. The Communist Party held the Shaanxi-
Gansu-Ningxia Special Region embracing thirty counties as well as eighteen 
large “liberated areas” in the north, east, and south of China with a total pop-
ulation of 95.5 million.6 Northeast China (Manchuria) was occupied by the 
Soviet Army. But for the first time in many years there appeared to be a real 
possibility of a peaceful, democratic reunification of the country. The United 
States and the Soviet Union did not want a new war in China and feared that a 
serious conflict there could easily spill over into a much wider war.7

In his geopolitical calculations from 1945 to 1949, Stalin had to reckon 
with the U.S. monopoly of nuclear weapons. Unprepared to withstand a nu-
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clear attack by the United States, he had to make every effort to avoid pro-
voking Washington.8 “The two US atomic bombs shook Stalin, making him 
eager for a compromise,” Zhou Enlai later recalled.9 The secret Yalta Agree-
ment, signed by the Great Powers in February 1945, as well as the Soviet-
Guomindang Treaty of Friendship and Alliance, concluded on August 14, 
1945, the day Japan surrendered, also constrained initiatives on the part of 
the Kremlin dictator. Through them the USSR received vital economic, politi-
cal, and territorial concessions in the Far East. Particularly important was the 
agreement with Chiang Kai-shek that Stalin himself called “unequal.” 10 Special 
protocols that accompanied the Soviet-Guomindang Treaty gave the Soviet 
side the right to maintain a naval base at Lüshun (Port Arthur) for thirty years, 
to control the port of Dalian in Northeast China, and to exercise joint manage-
ment of the Chinese Eastern Railroad.11 This is why Stalin after World War II 
began to voice doubts about the CCP’s ability to take power. He did not want to 
risk through unconditional support of the CCP what he had already achieved 
by aiding the United States and China in the war against Japan. He even ad-
vised Mao to come to a “temporary agreement” with Chiang Kai-shek and 
insisted that Mao must go to Chongqing for a personal meeting with his sworn 
enemy. As an explanation for this he could come up with nothing better than 
the assertion that a new civil war might lead to the destruction of the Chinese  
nation.12

Mao was appalled by Stalin’s “treachery,” but he had to submit and go talk 
to Chiang. “I was compelled to go since Stalin insisted,” Mao said later.13 On 
August 23, 1945, at an enlarged meeting of the Politburo, he declared, “The 
Soviet Union, acting in the interest of world peace and bound by the Chinese-
Soviet treaty, cannot provide us assistance.” 14 On August 28, he flew to 
Chongqing with Zhou Enlai even though the Central Committee had received 
letters protesting negotiations with the Guomindang from various party or-
ganizations.15 Accompanying the CCP leaders were the Guomindang general 
Zhang Zhizhong and U.S. ambassador Hurley, who had arrived in Yan’an the 
day before. At the airport Mao smiled while saying good-bye to Jiang Qing and 
members of the Politburo, but according to Soviet intelligence agent Vladi-
mirov, it was obvious that he was unhappy. Mao approached the gangway of 
the airplane as if “he were going to his execution.” Unembarrassed in front of 
the others, Mao kissed Jiang Qing on the lips in public for the first time.

The negotiations, however, led nowhere. Mao spent six weeks in Chong
qing in meetings with Chiang and other Guomindang leaders as well as with 
representatives of liberal public opinion, and even signed a peace agreement, 
but he had no intention of abandoning his struggle for power. He was simply 
making a concession to Stalin since he knew that the CCP could succeed only 
if the USSR provided military and economic aid.

Now he had to wait until Stalin (“this hypocritical foreign devil,” as Mao 
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later called him)16 changed his position. Meanwhile, he had to listen to in-
structions from Rodion Malinovsky, the Soviet commander in Manchuria. On 
Stalin’s insistence, Malinovsky refused to allow Eighth Route Army forces to 
occupy the cities of Northeast China until after the Soviet army had withdrawn 
from them. “We are not interfering in domestic Chinese politics,” he said. “The 
domestic problems of China must be resolved by the Chinese themselves.” 17

Stalin slowly began to get over his “deviation” as soon as Mao Zedong was 
able to assure him that the CCP could cope with all the difficulties it faced. In 
the fall of 1945, the Chinese communists on their own initiative managed to 
defeat some Guomindang troops in two consecutive battles in north China. 
Stalin began to waver. In October 1945, he decided to transfer to CCP troops 
in Manchuria part of the arms of the Kwantung Army seized by Soviet sol-
diers. In this connection, to be sure, he did not want to advertise his partici-
pation in the Chinese civil war, although he evidently began to consider it a 
reality. “All of our officers, liaison personnel, and other persons must be with-
drawn from Yan’an and the zones where Mao Zedong’s troops are engaged as 
quickly as possible,” he said in reprimanding his assistants at this time. “The 
civil war in China is taking a serious turn, and I’m afraid that our enemies will 
subsequently accuse our people in these areas, who actually have no control 
over anything, of being the instigators of civil war in China. The sooner we 
withdraw them from there the better.” 18

In February–March 1946, through an irony of fate, it was Chiang Kai-shek 
himself who, under pressure from rightists, was beginning to conduct a short-
sighted policy vis-à-vis the USSR that nudged Stalin toward unconditional 
support of the CCP. The Guomindang and public opinion began at this time 
to express dissatisfaction with the conduct of the Soviet Army in Northeast 
China. It goes without saying that the Soviet occupation forces were engaged 
in outrageous plunder: they dismantled and shipped to the Soviet Union large-
scale industrial enterprises and appropriated the property not only of Japanese 
but of Chinese citizens as well. The result was that Manchurian industry suf-
fered a loss of $858 million. On March 6, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
the Republic of China issued a protest in this connection and demanded the 
immediate withdrawal of the Soviet Army.19 Did Chiang Kai-shek understand 
then that the Chinese communists would replace the Russians? Probably not. 
Relying on U.S. support, he counted on his own forces occupying the cities 
vacated by the Soviets. But he miscalculated.

A week later, on March 13, Stalin began to withdraw his troops, an opera-
tion completed on May 3. At the same time, he called on his Chinese com-
rades to act vigorously and openly, even criticizing them for their excessive 
deference toward the United States.20 In other words, he agreed to the entry of 
CCP troops into Manchurian cities, and he even insisted that Mao’s army oc-
cupy them as quickly as possible, having ordered the Soviet Army to cooperate 
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with the Chinese communists in establishing control over the local lines of 
communication.21

By then the Cold War had already commenced and Stalin finally began 
to provide real assistance to the Chinese communist armies. Manchuria was 
turned into a base for the CCP. In June 1946, a new full-scale civil war erupted 
in China.

Initially, it began inauspiciously for the communists. The Guomindang’s 
4.3 million troops significantly outnumbered the 1.2 million officers and men 
of the CCP armies. In the first months communist forces were forced to aban-
don 105 cities and towns. Chiang Kai-shek launched a broad attack along the 
entire front—from Shaanxi province in the west to the shore of the Pacific 
Ocean in the east. He also waged war in Manchuria. The Americans, to be 
sure, considered Chiang’s actions “overambitious” and warned him that such 
a military campaign “would plunge China into economic chaos and eventu-
ally destroy the National Government” inasmuch as Chiang, by extending his 
front, was exposing his “communications to attack by Communist guerrillas,” 
compelling his soldiers “to retreat or to surrender their arms together with the 
munitions which the United States has furnished them.” 22

But meanwhile the communists were losing one battle after another. On 
March 12, 1947, Chiang Kai-shek’s air force bombed Yan’an itself and the sur-
rounding cave encampment. In the city itself little had remained to destroy 
after repeated bombing by Japanese planes starting in November 1938. All that 
was left of Yan’an were its destroyed fortress walls and two or three streets. 
The party and political leadership had long since moved to caves in the north-
ern outskirts of the city where Mao, too, lived. This was the area subjected 
to intensive bombardment by the B‑24s and P‑52s in Chiang Kai-shek’s air 
force. Nonstop flights by about fifty planes continued over the course of a week 
and Guomindang infantry launched a large-scale attack on the city from the 
south.23

By March 18, Guomindang troops had advanced to within a couple of 
miles of the city. Mao gave the order to abandon Yan’an and that same evening 
departed the cave encampment with Jiang Qing and Li Na. Before climbing 
into his old army jeep, Mao ordered Peng Dehuai, in charge of the evacuation, 
to make sure that the rooms in all the caves were swept clean and that the fur-
niture was not broken.24 He did not want the Guomindang troops to think that 
the communists had fled in a panic.25

He set out for northern Shaanxi, where all summer, fall, and winter he led 
his thoroughly exhausted army along the mountain roads. At the end of March 
1947, the army was renamed the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA). 
Mao’s eldest son, Anying, who had returned from the USSR to Yan’an in early 
January 1946, experienced the bitter taste of retreat with him and Jiang Qing.

This tall and handsome youth of twenty-three with kind and sad-looking 
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eyes had experienced a great deal. In May 1942 he had graduated from the In-
ternational Orphanage; moved by an internationalist impulse, he wrote to Sta-
lin requesting to be sent to the front against the Nazis: “I will seek to revenge 
the thousands and tens of thousands of Soviets who have been killed.” 26 He was 
sent to study military science and in August 1944, Lieutenant Sergei Yunfu, as 
he was called, was sent to the Second Byelorussian Front as a probationary of-
ficer. He served there for only four months, but long enough to “get a whiff of 
powder.” In November 1944, he was summoned back to Moscow, this time to 
study in the Institute of Oriental Studies.27 He repeatedly requested that he be 
sent to China. Finally, at the end of 1945, he was granted permission. On the 
eve of Anying’s departure, Stalin met with him at the Kremlin, wished Anying 
a good journey, and presented him with an engraved revolver.28 Anying flew to 
Yan’an with the revolver and was never without it thereafter.

His relations with his father were complex. Anying had almost no mem-
ory of Mao, felt pity for Mama He, and was always on guard, if not worse, with 
Jiang Qing, who frequently complained about him to Mao. “Soon disagree-
ments between father and son arose over theoretical issues,” we read in the 
reports of Soviet intelligence officers.

Mao Zedong deemed his son a “dogmatist” who knew theory, but was 
unfamiliar with life and working conditions in China. Mao Zedong 
asserted that his son had been spoiled in the USSR, and he expressed 
his dissatisfaction with the education he had received. In order to 
“teach him about life” in China, in April 1946, Mao [An]ying was sent 
to the countryside to work as a laborer for a rich peasant Wu Ma‑you. 
Mao [An]ying worked as a laborer for about three months.29

Only then was his father satisfied. “Everyone should taste some bitterness in 
his life,” Mao said.30 He added, “Earlier you ate bread and drank milk, but now 
in China you must try northern Shaanxi millet gruel, it is very good for your 
health.” 31

After this he sent his son to work in the Propaganda Department of 
the Central Committee, and in March 1947, Anying, along with other Cen-
tral Committee workers, left Yan’an and followed Mao into the mountains of 
northern Shaanxi. Soon Mao’s other children, Anqing and Jiaojiao, returned 
to China from the USSR with He Zizhen. They arrived in Harbin, where they 
were taken care of by local CCP officials. The children chattered away in Rus-
sian (they knew almost no Chinese), but Zizhen was in a terrible state. The 
last two years in the USSR had been traumatic. In 1945, Jiaojiao suddenly fell 
terribly ill. She was diagnosed with pneumonia and was thought to be dying. 
Panic-stricken, Zizhen took her from the hospital, fearing the loss of her last 
child. The daughter pulled through, but Zizhen was pushed to the brink of 

30945 Mao.indd   349 7/12/12   4:56 PM



350	 MAO

insanity. The ordeal had been too much for her. Soon after her daughter’s re-
covery, Zizhen was placed in a psychiatric hospital in the village of Zinovo, 
about twenty miles southwest of the city of Ivanovo. It was not until March 
1947, after repeated requests by Wang Jiaxiang, who was in Moscow for medi-
cal treatment, and his wife that Zizhen was released into their care. Only then 
was she able to see her daughter again. Jiaojiao herself (Li Min) recalled the 
reunion: “I was conducted into some sort of hotel. Entering the room, I saw a 
middle-aged woman. I was floored! Was this mama? Pale, thin, worn out! Even 
her smile was feeble and her eyes were lifeless.” 32 Two months later, escorted 
by Wang Jiaxiang and his wife, mother and children departed for their home-
land.33 Arriving in Harbin, Zizhen began to sob. “Finally, I have escaped those 
terrible days, from a life dependent on foreigners! Now I am really free!” she 
asserted.34

Meanwhile, in the summer of 1947, Mao carried out a brilliant plan: he 
dispatched a part of his forces to Chiang Kai-shek’s rear to establish a new 
military base in the high mountain region of Dabie, in the Central Plain. This 
diversionary maneuver was intended to compel Chiang Kai-shek to redeploy 
some of his military units from the northwestern and northeastern fronts 
to defend the major cities of the Central Plain: Wuhan, Jiujiang, Nanchang, 
Shanghai, and the capital city of Nanjing itself. In this way the generalissimo’s 
strategic plans were ruined. This operation initiated a new phase in the war—
the counteroffensive of CCP forces.35 On April 25, 1948, the communists re-
took Yan’an. By June 1948, the Guomindang army had contracted to 3,650,000 
troops while the armed forces of the CCP had increased to 2,800,000.36

In the spring of 1948, after fording the Yellow River, Mao and his troops 
crossed into Shanxi province and continued into western Hebei at a forced 
march. The Working Committee of the Central Committee, headed by Liu 
Shaoqi and Zhu De, had been located here since the spring of 1947. Liu and 
Zhu lived in the village of Xibaipo, located 350 miles southwest of Beiping in 
the relatively inaccessible Taihang Mountains. At the end of May 1948, Mao 
Zedong’s forces arrived in Xibaipo, which became the new capital of commu-
nist China for almost the rest of the civil war.

In Xibaipo, Mao and Jiang Qing lived in a cozy one-story house with an 
inner courtyard paved in stone. There was little furniture but Mao was content 
with the bare necessities. He spent most of his time in his office, sitting at a 
massive wooden table, in an oval armchair with four crooked legs. Here he met 
with party comrades, worked on military operations with Zhu De, and drafted 
party documents. Here, too, in June 1948 he had a disagreeable confronta-
tion with his eldest son that long cast a shadow over their relationship. The 
straight-talking and rather naïve Anying, in a state of high excitation, accused 
his father of creating a “cult of the Leader” and even called him a “false Leader.” 
He had already progressed enough in party circles to sense the atmosphere. It 
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is impossible to say how this would have ended had Jiang Qing and Zhou Enlai 
not criticized Anying and demanded he write an explanation.

Somewhat chastened, the fighter against the cult of personality threw 
himself on the mercy of the victor. He admitted that “my action ​. . . ​has un-
dermined father’s authority.” He explained that one of the reasons for his 
“conceit” was the respectful treatment he had received in the USSR, where he 
had been “treated like a ‘little Leader’ ​. . . ​[and] he had enjoyed comfortable 
material conditions and had not experienced any difficulties in his life.” After 
Mao, Zhou, and Jiang pondered his case, a resolution was adopted to “utilize 
Mao [An]ying in low-level technical work in the Central Committee apparatus 
under the control of [Mao’s secretary] Chen Boda.” It was stipulated that his 
“living conditions should not be any different from those of other workers at 
this level.” Mao refused to meet his son until February 1949. Anying was for-
bidden to show up in his father’s house without permission.37

His family problems, of course, did not divert the Chairman from his 
struggle for power with Chiang Kai-shek. There in Xibaipo, Mao, Zhu De, 
Zhou Enlai, Liu Shaoqi, and other party leaders elaborated measures to rout 
the armies of Chiang Kai-shek despite the numerical superiority of Guomin-
dang forces, U.S. support for Nanjing, and the PLA’s dearth of technology and 
arms. Over a period of five months, from September 1948 through January 
1949, the communists conducted three major strategic operations. The first 
was in Manchuria, the second in eastern China, and the third in the region 
of Beiping-Tianjin. More than half a million enemy officers and men were 
eliminated and several large cities, including Beiping, were taken. Just a year 
or two earlier, very few people had believed this possible. Back then, Mao’s 
statement “All reactionaries are paper tigers,” spoken during an interview with 
the American correspondent Anna Louise Strong in August 1946, had only 
elicited smiles.* His assertion that “[w]e have only millet plus rifles to rely 
on, but history will finally prove that our millet plus rifles is more powerful 
than Chiang Kai-shek’s aeroplanes and tanks” could be taken as an eloquent 
polemical flourish.38 Nonetheless, the PLA triumphed. On January 31, 1949, 

*	 It is worth noting that several years later, in early 1949, the pathologically suspicious 
Stalin wrote to Mao, “We have reliable information that the American writer Anna Louise 
Strong is an American spy. ​. . . ​She has long served the Americans as a spy. We advise you 
not to allow her into your midst or into areas occupied by the CCP.” Naturally, this was typi-
cal Stalinist gibberish. In reality, Anna Louise Strong was a passionate supporter of the com-
munist movement in China. In 1958 she even moved to the PRC, where she lived out her 
days. (She died in 1970.) She was buried in Beijing in Babaoshan, the cemetery for heroes, 
and on her gravestone the following words were inscribed: “Friend of the Chinese people, 
progressive American journalist.” Incidentally, Agnes Smedley, who died in 1950, was also 
buried at Babaoshan.
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per agreement with General Fu Zuoyi, who was defending the city, PLA forces 
entered Beiping. Nanjing was taken on April 23, Shanghai on May 27, and 
Qingdao on June 2. The Guomindang government first fled to Canton, then to 
Chongqing, to Chengdu, and, finally, in early December, to Taiwan. The tens 
of millions of dollars that the Soviet government had spent on the Chinese 
revolution had paid off. Mainland China was now in the grip of a communist 
dictatorship.

What were the reasons for the CCP victory? How did the PLA succeed in 
making its breakthrough? First of all was the traditional guerrilla method of 
warfare that Mao’s armies actively employed in the initial stage of the conflict. 
Retreating in the first months, the communists tried to keep the enemy on the 
run, their purpose being “to tire him out completely, reduce his food supplies 
drastically and then look for an opportunity to destroy him.” Mao called this 
method the tactics of “wear and tear.” 39 As early as the summer of 1947, PLA 
units began attacking enemy positions.40

Second, the Guomindang forces were falling apart and the generals and 
officers were powerless to improve the situation. The fighting spirit of the 
soldiers had collapsed while “in the Chinese Communists the fervor became 
fanatical.” 41 Chiang Kai-shek’s army demonstrated a complete incapacity to 
fight. Corruption and localism flourished in all of the units. The vestiges of 
militarism were also strong. Commanders did not want to risk their units, 
viewing them primarily as sources of their own political influence in society as 
well as of enrichment.

Third, the government’s inability to stimulate economic development was 
also quite evident. In 1946 inflation gripped the country. From September 
1945 to February 1947 the value of the yuan dropped by a factor of thirty. In 
1947 the monthly rate of inflation reached 26 percent. The crisis continually 
worsened. An eyewitness reported: “Inflation was creating tremendous finan-
cial insecurity ​. . . ​Inflation was so severe that the pile of money that would 
purchase three eggs in the morning would buy only one egg by the afternoon. 
People carried their money in carts, and the price of rice was so high that citi-
zens who in ordinary times would never have dreamed of stealing were begin-
ning to break into grain shops and make off with what they could.” 42

The number of strikes soared. In 1946, in Shanghai alone there were 1,716 
strikes. By the spring of 1948 the government was forced to introduce ration-
ing in all the major cities, and in order to increase grain reserves introduced 
compulsory purchase of grain at reduced prices.43 This measure alienated the 
Guomindang’s natural ally, the well-to-do peasants. The broad masses of the 
population grew dissatisfied with Chiang Kai-shek’s domestic policies.

The CCP took advantage of the situation and rallied various political 
forces around itself. It came to power not under the banner of socialism, com-
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munism, or Stalinism, but under the slogan of New Democracy, which was of 
decisive importance.

Fourth, the position of the USSR was also significant. Despite the fact that 
Stalin initially took a cautious position with respect to the Chinese conflict, he 
did not seem to oppose the communist revolution in China, as some historians 
have erroneously suggested.44 To be sure, at first he spoke of the possible divi-
sion of China into two parts along the dividing line of the Yangzi River (the 
CCP in the north, the Guomindang in the south).45 However, he refused any 
form of mediation between the warring sides despite several requests from 
Chiang Kai-shek’s government.46 Although he repeatedly sent categorical di-
rectives to his embassy in China demanding that it not intervene in the con-
flict, he had no desire to rescue the Guomindang.47 Prior to the fall of Nanjing, 
it is true that he ordered his ambassador Nikolai Roshchin to follow Chiang 
Kai-shek to Canton at the same time that the American and British ambas-
sadors remained in the capital, but in his own words, he did this “to secure 
intelligence, so that he [Roshchin] could regularly inform us [Stalin] of the 
situation south of the Yangzi, as well as among the Guomindang higher-ups 
and their American masters.” 48 Stalin secretly informed Mao to this effect. As 
far back as early 1948, that is, before Mao’s arrival in Xibaipo, in conversations 
with Bulgarian and Yugoslav delegations in the Kremlin, Stalin acknowledged 
that the Soviet side had been mistaken and the Chinese communists correct 
in their assessment of the prospects for the civil war. He also spoke of this in 
July 1949 when he met with Liu Shaoqi, who was paying him an unofficial 
visit. “Did my telegram sent in August 1945 obstruct your war of liberation?” 
he asked Liu. The answer, of course, was no, but feeling that his interlocutor 
was merely saying this to please him, and to absolve him of responsibility for 
his prior cautious policy in China, he added, “Now I am quite old. My concern 
now is that after my death, these comrades [he pointed to Marshal Kliment 
Voroshilov, Molotov, and others] will be afraid of imperialism.” 49

Stalin did not want to intervene in the conflict, but he helped out the CCP 
quite a lot with weapons and advice. He conducted a particularly extensive 
correspondence with Mao during this period. Maintaining secrecy, he signed 
his coded telegrams either with the Russian pseudonym Filippov or the Chi-
nese one Feng Xi [Fyn Si] and transmitted them to Mao via his representatives. 
One of these was Dr. Andrei Orlov and the other was General Ivan Kova-
lev, who arrived in Xibaipo in January 1949 and had earlier served as people’s 
commissar of communications for the USSR. Stalin’s fear regarding the pos-
sibility of direct U.S. intervention in China was entangled with his persistent 
hope of duping the West. Throughout the civil war he outdid Mao Zedong in 
attempting to demonstrate that the CCP had supposedly distanced itself from 
the Bolshevik party. Beginning in late 1947, Mao regularly expressed his desire 
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to visit Stalin, but Stalin refused to receive him until military operations in 
China were basically concluded. He did not want to give the West and Chiang 
Kai-shek further grounds for labeling Mao a “Soviet agent.”

Throughout the 1946–49 civil war in China, Stalin consistently cooled the 
genuine communist enthusiasm of Mao. The documentary sources demon-
strate that during this period Mao Zedong was more radical than Stalin. In 
1946–49 Mao already adhered to the concept of New Democracy passively. 
He changed his attitude to New Democracy as soon as he realized he could 
defeat the Guomindang. He had developed this line during the Sino-Japanese 
War for tactical reasons because the CCP was weak, but when he realized that 
he could defeat Chiang, he began to ask Stalin to let him abandon it. Mao op-
posed this line not infrequently even though in formal terms he continued to 
follow it so as not to irritate the Muscovite leader.50 Stalin’s circumspection is 
explicable not only in terms of his fear of a nuclear conflict with the United 
States or his desire to deceive Washington. As a Russian national communist, 
when Stalin thought about the consequences of a CCP victory he must have 
been concerned about the future emergence of a powerful new center of com-
munist power. A communist China that achieved rapid economic moderniza-
tion along the Soviet model through dictatorial means might pose a threat to 
his hegemony in the communist world. By seeking to limit Mao’s ambitions 
to “democratic” goals, Stalin might bind Mao to himself and subordinate the 
CCP’s tactical line to his own political course of action.

At the same time, Stalin’s suspicion of Mao grew in proportion to the 
CCP’s success in the civil war. It further intensified after the “Yugoslav shock” 
of 1948, that is, after Stalin’s break with the Yugoslav leader Josip Broz Tito, 
whom Moscow had considered one of its most loyal satellites until he suddenly 
became disobedient. Soon after the “Tito affair,” in private conversations with 
his intimate supporters, Stalin began to express his growing anxiety about a 
possible new threat, this time from China. “What kind of man is Mao Zedong? 
He has some sort of special views, a kind of peasant’s outlook. It’s as though he’s 
afraid of the workers and keeps his armies away from cities,” he mused.51 His 
right-hand man Molotov, whom Stalin asked to visit Mao and see “what sort of 
fellow” he was, also had doubts about Mao, calling him a “Chinese Pugachev” 
in conversations with Stalin.* “He was far from a Marxist, of course,” Molotov 
said. “He confessed to me that he had never read Marx’s Das Kapital.” 52 In 
early 1949, Stalin even requested a written opinion from Borodin, the former 
“chief adviser” to Sun Yat-sen and the Wuhan government in 1923–27, regard-
ing Mao. Obviously grasping what the paranoid leader wanted, Borodin wrote:

*	 Pugachev was a famous Cossack leader of a large-scale Russian peasant rebellion in the 
eighteenth century.
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His independence of character and, even more so, his tendency to “go 
it alone” were already evident in those years. At meetings, it seemed 
that he was bored and disengaged when others were speaking, but if 
he was speaking himself, it was as if no one else had said anything 
before him. ​. . . ​Mao Zedong’s distinctive characteristic is overween-
ing self-assurance. He has long since considered himself a theoreti-
cian who has made his own contributions to social science. ​. . . ​He 
possesses a mistaken view of ​. . . ​the superiority of the peasants over 
other classes ​. . . ​and a concomitant underestimation of the leading 
role of the proletariat. Mao Zedong repeatedly expressed this point of 
view in personal conversations with me.

KGB colonel Georgii Mordvinov, who had supervised the Chinese Com-
munist Party in the late 1930s and 1940s, also gave an unflattering testimonial 
regarding Mao Zedong. He emphasized “Mao Zedong’s patriarchal inclina-
tions, his pathological suspicion, his extraordinary ambition, his megalomania 
that developed into a cult.” 53 Might this latter characterization have caused 
Stalin any embarrassment inasmuch as it fit him to a T? Borodin’s assessment 
caused Stalin to sit up and take notice.

Until the situation became clarified, Stalin would not agree to receive 
Mao, though he permitted Jiang Qing and their daughter Li Na entry into the 
USSR. The visit was secretive; Jiang Qing traveled under the name of Marianna 
Yusupova. The formal reason for the journey was illness. Life in the caves of 
Yan’an and long, exhausting travels through the mountains of Shaanxi, Shanxi, 
and Hebei had undermined Jiang’s health. She was five foot four inches tall 
but weighed only ninety-seven pounds. This is why Mao thought to send her 
and their daughter to the Soviet Union for rest and medical treatment.54 At 
the same time, Jiang was supposed to explore life in the Soviet Union and 
make contact with important people. Thus Stalin’s and Mao’s interest in her 
visit coincided.

She and Li Na were in Moscow from May through August 1949. On May 
18, Jiang Qing first checked into the therapeutic and then the otolaryngology 
clinic of the Kremlin hospital on Granovsky Street, where she was diagnosed 
as suffering from general exhaustion. She spent more than a month in the hos-
pital. She complained about weakness, rapid fatigue, stomach pain, intermit-
tent diarrhea, disrupted sleep, and extreme excitability. She requested that the 
temperature in her room be kept at a constant 65 degrees. She said that she had 
twice suffered from dysentery, and that since childhood she had several attacks 
of angina every year. After consulting with professors, on June 13, 1949, Jiang 
Qing had her tonsils removed, and two weeks later was sent to the Barvikha 
Sanatorium, outside Moscow. After that she and her daughter rested at a gov-
ernment dacha for a time, and on August 29 she was sent to Crimea. Stalin 
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provided a special railroad car for her trip. By an amusing coincidence, she 
took her rest in Koreiz, the former home of the famous Prince Felix Yusupov, 
Rasputin’s killer, whose Russian surname she now shared. She occupied the 
entire lower floor. General Ludvik Svoboda, the future president of Czecho-
slovakia, and his wife, Irena, occupied the second floor. Jiang Qing spent most 
of her time playing billiards with them and strolling in the neighborhood. The 
Central Committee of the CPSU assigned to her a junior staff member, Anas-
tasia Kartunova, who had just graduated from the Moscow Institute of Orien-
tal Studies two years earlier.55

In July 1949, a CCP delegation headed by Liu Shaoqi came to the USSR 
on an unofficial visit.56 At the end of November, at Mao Zedong’s request, the 
Soviet government granted permission for Ren Bishi to enter the country for 
medical treatment.57

As always, Stalin closely followed developments in China. He had his own 
secret informers even within the Politburo of the CCP, and he was able to 
exert influence, more or less effectively, on the Chinese communist leadership. 
For their part, Mao Zedong and the other CCP leaders constantly informed 
him of their plans and intentions, and regularly consulted with Moscow even 
on trifling matters. In February 1949, for example, they requested “Comrade 
Filippov’s” opinion on whether they should transfer the capital of China from 
Nanjing to Beiping. And on September 28, the eve of the proclamation of the 
People’s Republic of China, they expressed interest in his point of view as to 
whether they should contact all of the countries of the world regarding the 
restoration of diplomatic relations “via radio in a generic form or to each indi-
vidual state via separate telegrams.” 58 “Comrade Master-in-Chief ” is how Mao 
Zedong addressed Stalin in his coded telegrams to Moscow. It is quite possible 
that Mao lacked “much good feeling” 59 toward Stalin, but he understood per-
fectly that he had to be especially loyal to him in both words and deeds, par-
ticularly since he could hardly help knowing about Stalin’s suspicious nature. 
This is why, for example, in an August 28, 1948, telegram informing Stalin of 
the questions he would like to discuss with him during his future visit to the 
Soviet Union, Mao had declared, “We need to come to an understanding so 
that our political course will fully coincide with that of the USSR.” 60

Instead of an invitation for Mao to visit Moscow, in January 1949 Stalin 
sent his representative Anastas Mikoyan on a secret mission to Xibaipo to dis-
cuss the most important questions. Mikoyan was accompanied by two men 
with the same surname: Ivan Kovalev, whom we have already encountered, 
and Evgenii Kovalev, director of the Far Eastern Sector in the International 
Foreign Policy Department of the Central Committee of the CPSU. “One was 
a fool, and the other a coward,” the dour Mikoyan later told Stalin.

One of the questions Stalin entrusted his representative to discuss with 
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Mao was the nature of New Democracy in China. In a telegram of November 
30, 1947, Mao had written to Stalin: “In the period of the decisive victory of 
the Chinese revolution, following the example of the USSR and Yugoslavia, all 
political parties with the exception of the CCP, must leave the political stage; 
this will significantly strengthen the Chinese revolution.” 61 This thesis openly 
contradicted what Mao had written in “On Coalition Government” and con-
tradicted the entire course of New Democracy, which aimed at creating a mul-
tiparty system in China. In a telegram of April 20, 1948, Stalin expressed his 
disagreement with Mao’s proposal.

We do not agree with this. We think that various opposition parties in 
China which are representing the middle strata of the Chinese popu-
lation and are opposing the Guomindang clique will exist for a long 
time. And the CCP will have to involve them in cooperation against 
Chinese reactionary forces and imperialist powers, while keeping 
hegemony, i.e., the leading position, in its hands. It is possible that 
some representatives of these parties will have to be included into the 
Chinese people’s democratic government and the government itself 
has to be a coalition government in order to widen the basis of this 
government among the population and to isolate the imperialists and 
their Guomindang agents.62

Mao, apparently, wholly accepted Stalin’s point of view and in a telegram 
of April 26, he laid all the blame for these “leftist tendencies” on local CCP 
leaders, and informed the “Master-in-Chief ” that these tendencies “have al-
ready been thoroughly corrected.” 63 In September 1948, however, he again 
tried to radicalize the political course, this time approaching the question from 
the standpoint of economics. In his report to a Politburo meeting in Xibaipo 
from September 8 to 13, he asserted that the socialist sector would become 
the leading sector in the national economy during the period of New Democ-
racy, since after the revolution bureaucratic capital as well as large enterprises 
belonging to bureaucratic capital would become the property of the state.64 In 
January–February 1949, during his meetings with Mao, Mikoyan again ex-
pounded the Soviet position. He did so rather arrogantly, not so much advis-
ing as instructing. Mao was offended, but he concealed his dissatisfaction and 
affirmed his acceptance of Stalinist directives. To Mikoyan he presented what 
was essentially a compromise variation of his ideas. In a rambling talk with his 
guest in early February on current and future policies of the CCP, in referring 
to cooperation with the national bourgeoisie and carrying out land reform 
without confiscating “kulak” property he emphasized that even though the 
coalition government would include several “democratic parties,” the future 

30945 Mao.indd   357 7/12/12   4:56 PM



358	 MAO

Chinese state would be in essence “a dictatorship of the proletariat.” He also 
asserted that the construction of New China would take place on the founda-
tion of the Soviet experience.65

In order to win over the “Master-in-Chief,” Mao asserted to Stalin’s emis-
sary that his ideological formulations derived from Stalin’s theses concerning 
the nature of the Chinese revolution.66 In reality, his compromise position did 
not fundamentally contradict Stalin’s views. In the final analysis, Stalin was 
himself hardly a moderate. He merely worried about whether the communists’ 
power in a future unified China would be sufficiently camouflaged and wor-
ried, too, about the potential rapidity of China’s modernization. Therefore, he 
was quite satisfied to learn that his directives had been formally accepted.67

Meanwhile, in early 1949, anticipating victory over the Guomindang, Mao 
again tried to return to his radical ideas, striving to escape from the bounds of 
New Democracy. In his report to the Second Plenum of the Central Commit-
tee meeting in Xibaipo in March 1949, Mao almost entirely avoided mention-
ing the term “New Democracy,” employing instead the formula of the popular 
democratic revolution. The resolution of the Second Plenum indicated how 
Mao distinguished between these two terms, namely, that in the countries of 
Eastern Europe that were termed people’s democracies “the existence and de-
velopment of capitalism ​. . . ​the existence and development of free trade and 
competition ​. . . ​was limited and constrained.” 68 The concept of New Democ-
racy, by contrast, implied considerable economic freedom.69 After the plenum 
the concept of New Democracy virtually disappeared from the texts of Mao’s 
speeches and articles. His new programmatic text, which he would publish on 
June 30, 1949, would be titled “On the People’s Democratic Dictatorship.” 70 
Many years later, Mao acknowledged, “In essence, the basic proposition about 
destroying the bourgeoisie was contained in the decisions of the Second Ple-
num of the Seventh Central Committee.” 71

Stalin was able to correct this position in December 1949, after the vic-
tory of the Chinese revolution. Nevertheless, his tactical maneuvers helped 
Mao Zedong achieve an impressive victory over Chiang Kai-shek. In late 1947 
and early 1948, the Chinese communists, masquerading as New Democrats, 
even succeeded in splitting the Guomindang with the aid of Song Qingling, 
the widow of Sun Yat-sen, who had long collaborated with the CCP and Mos-
cow. On January 1, 1948, leftists within the Guomindang, meeting in Hong 
Kong, declared the formation of the so‑called Revolutionary Committee of 
the Guomindang. Song Qingling herself became its honorary chairman and 
such well-known persons as Feng Yuxiang and Tan Pingshan were among its 
leaders.

On March 23, Mao and other Central Committee officials left Xibaipo for 
Beiping, two months after its capture by PLA troops. Before departing, Mao 
laughingly said to Zhou Enlai, “We’re going to the capital to take our exams.”
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“We must pass them,” Zhou replied. “We won’t give up.”
“Giving up would be equivalent to defeat,” Mao said seriously. “However, 

we will not become like Li Zicheng.* Let’s hope that we pass the exams with 
flying colors.” 72

The communists managed to do everything they wanted to. On Septem-
ber 30, 1949, they organized a multiparty coalition government;† Mao became 
the chairman and Liu Shaoqi, Zhu De, and Song Qingling were his deputies. 
On October 1, in Beiping, which ten days earlier the CCP had restored to 
its former name of Beijing, Mao Zedong proclaimed the establishment of the 
People’s Republic of China.

This was his finest hour. He stood in the rostrum of Tiananmen Gate, its 
palace tower behind him rising above the entrance to the Forbidden City of 
the emperors. He gazed out at the gigantic crowd that filled the central square 
beneath him to overflowing. (More than four hundred thousand people took 
part in the celebration.) Before his feet lay a great country with an ancient his-
tory and culture, and now he was its all-powerful master. What was he think-
ing about? Power? The years of painful struggle? His friends and comrades 
who had perished? Perhaps he was thinking about what lay in the future for 
him and the long-suffering people of China? We don’t know.

Standing next to him were his comrades-in-arms: Zhou Enlai, Liu Shaoqi, 
Zhu De, and many other members of the communist leadership and of the 
coalition government, among them Song Qingling. Mao was cheerful and 
lighthearted, smiling continuously, showing his even teeth. He did not want to 
conceal his triumph. Fastened with a safety pin to the left side of his new dark 
brown jacket was a red ribbon with two yellow characters—zhuxi—Chairman. 
For many long years this word would be of utmost importance in the lives of 
all those living in the PRC.

*	 Li Zicheng (1605 or 1606–1645) was the leader of a vast popular uprising at the end of the 
Ming dynasty. In 1644 he captured Beijing and was proclaimed emperor, but he could not 
maintain control in the city—that is, in Mao’s figure of speech, he couldn’t pass the exams. 
Under the blows of the Manchus he had to retreat, and he was killed in the summer of 1645.

†	 Ever since then in the PRC, in addition to the ruling CCP there have been eight minus-
cule so‑called democratic parties that formed a united front with the communists. They 
have never constituted a real opposition to the CCP one-party dictatorship and have been a 
kind of democratic window-dressing. In the early 1950s some of their members even held 
positions in the so‑called coalition government.
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After coming to Beijing, Mao initially lived in a country villa, Shuangqing, 
in the picturesque Fragrant Hills northwest of the city. This district had long 
served as a place of solitude for many Chinese rulers, who had adorned it with 
elegant pavilions and pagodas. In the eighteenth century the Manchu emperor 
Qianlong had transformed it into an astonishingly beautiful park complex. 
The pure mountain air redolent of pine needles, the light breezes, the swaying 
of the pine branches, the smooth surface of the blue lakes: all created a peace-
ful atmosphere.

Mao arrived there in late March 1949, when Beiping was in the grip of 
sandstorms. The scorching dust, driven by winds from the Mongolian plains, 
made breathing difficult. But in the Fragrant Hills one could sense the ap-
proach of spring. Flowers exuded their fragrance and birds sang. Shuangqing, 
a one-story villa that got its name (“Double pure springs”) from two mountain 
springs that flowed nearby, was particularly lovely. In communist circles, for 
security reasons, Mao’s residence soon came to be called the Labor University 
(laodong daxue) or simply laoda. It is not known who thought up this name, 
but it was surprisingly suitable to the place. Simply by changing the tone of 
the word lao, the characters lao and da signify “respected” and “great.” No one 
deserved this epithet more than the Chairman! But war was still going on, and 
the location of the head of the CCP was a secret.

At fifty-six Mao was no longer the fit and trim young man with an iron 
constitution whom Edgar Snow had met in 1936. He had put on weight, be-
come rather heavy, and slowed down. He began to cut his hair short. He suf-
fered increasingly from insomnia and frequently caught colds. For many years 
he had had angioneurosis, a functional disorder of enervation of the blood 
vessels that often caused sweating and hot flashes as well as headaches and 
dizziness, lumbago, and neuropathy in his joints, fingers, and toes. He be-
came irritable and lost self-control. When his illness flared up he complained 
to his relatives and doctors, “I have the feeling that I’m walking on cotton.” 1 
Sometimes while walking he would suddenly lose coordination. He would 
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begin waving his arms about as if he were clutching at the air. At these times it 
seemed to him that he had “lost the earth,” as if the ground had gone out from 
under his legs.2

He continued to work hard—fifteen to sixteen hours a day—but he grew 
more and more tired. He never changed the daily regimen he had begun many 
years earlier. He slept till two or three in the afternoon, in the evenings he 
held meetings, and then he read and wrote till morning. He chain-smoked, 
about three packs a day, preferring American Chesterfields, British 555s, and 
Chinese Red Star.

Growing older, he became ever more attached to the young and energetic 
Jiang Qing, who was not only a passionate lover but also an exacting secretary 
and housekeeper. She looked after his health and daily regimen, his schedule 
of visitors, his clothes, diet, and walks. Even during the dances that he and 
she both adored, and which Mao continued to arrange on a regular basis, she 
steered young girls to him. Unlike Zizhen she was more savvy than jealous. 
“Sex is engaging in the first rounds, but what sustains interest in [a man] in the 
long run is power,” she said later to her biographer.3 During her absences, Mao 
simply could not manage on his own. Being separated from his wife was very 
distressing. Contact with his younger son, Anqing, and his eldest daughter, 
Jiaojiao, to whom, it will be recalled, he had given the new name of Li Min, 
did not help. These children came to live with him shortly after Jiang Qing and 
Li Na’s departure. Ivan Kovalev brought them from Manchuria.*

Mao’s meeting with his children was quite warm.
“Comrade Mao Zedong, here are your beloved children,” Kovalev said to 

Mao, tugging at the timid Anqing and Jiaojiao.
“Come closer, children, this is your father, Chairman Mao,” said one of the 

attending officials.
“I raised my head and saw someone I didn’t know at all,” recalled Li Min. 

“He was dressed in a loose-fitting gray tunic and simple black cloth slippers. 
He was so ordinary and simple, not at all like the Leader.” Li Min writes that 
the meeting was very affectionate. Mao put his face to hers and began to kiss 
her, but she laughed because she couldn’t understand his Chinese, especially 
his Hunanese accent.

Soon, however, there was a certain cooling off between them. It started 
when Li Min, strolling through the park once with her father, asked, “Papa, 
won’t Jiang Qing beat me?” Mao was dumbstruck; he looked at his daughter 
with a strange expression on his face and for a long time did not reply. “Step-
mothers often beat their stepchildren,” Li Min continued.4

*	 In her reminiscences, Li Min writes that it was the special plenipotentiary of the Soviet 
Union, Pavel Yudin; however, Yudin did not come to China until 1950. Stalin’s special rep-
resentative in China in 1949 was Kovalev.
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Jiang Qing did not beat her, but Jiang Qing never developed close, family 
relations with Mao’s children from his previous marriages. They did not want 
to call her “Mama,” and Jiang Qing felt they were unfriendly toward her. She 
paid them back in kind. She was unable to conceal her feelings toward Li Min 
even from the young American Roxane Witke, who had come to Beijing to 
write Jiang Qing’s biography. “Li Min,” Jiang Qing said to Witke, “did not grow 
up to be ‘quick in action’ [i.e., ‘prompt to act’].” What she had in mind, how-
ever, remains unclear.5

Mao had no time to delve into the nuances of family relations. He simply 
took Jiang Qing’s side. The result was that he spent most of his free time play-
ing with his youngest daughter, Li Na. He treated the children of his previous 
two wives almost indifferently, although he kept them in his household.6

In September 1949, he finally moved downtown with them and mem-
bers of the leadership into the old imperial palace complex Zhongnanhai 
(Central and southern seas), surrounded by a brick wall and adjoining the 
western side of the Forbidden City. He settled into the so‑called Pavilion of 
Chrysanthemum Fragrance, in the Garden of Abundant Reservoirs. Li Min  
described it:

The Garden of Abundant Reservoirs was a traditional rectangular 
courtyard (siheyuan) with buildings around the perimeter and an-
cient cypresses in the center. From north to south and east to west 
the courtyard was bisected by two small paths, dividing the lawn into 
four equal quadrants. It was very quiet and peaceful in this beautiful 
courtyard. The plan of the courtyard had been precisely symmetri-
cal. On the north side in the center was the drawing-room, and there 
were rooms to the left and right. Jiang Qing occupied one of them, 
and the other was for father. The rooms on the north side were high 
and spacious. In father’s room were a large bed, a divan, easy chairs, 
bookcases, and a writing desk. There were also three rooms in the 
east wing. In the middle was a living room that also served as a din-
ing room. In this room there was a coat rack for guests’ and father’s 
clothes. At one end of the structure was a study and at the other end 
a reception room. On the south side was a foyer in the middle and on 
either side Kolya’s (Anqing’s) room and my sister Li Na’s room. On the 
west side of the pavilion, the central room had an entrance onto the 
street; one of the corner rooms first served as Jiang Qing’s reception 
room, and then as our playroom where we spent our free time and 
played Ping-Pong. In the other corner room was father’s library.7

Mao spent most of his time in his enormous bedroom. Lying on his spa-
cious wooden bed, with books scattered about, he read a lot, worked on docu-
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ments, and even received members of the Politburo, including his first deputy, 
Liu Shaoqi, and Zhou Enlai, who from the establishment of the PRC had 
served as the premier of the State Administrative Council, the highest organ of 
executive power. In that room Mao decided the fate of the country during the 
years of New Democracy and of socialist construction, during the Great Leap 
Forward with its dreadful consequences, and in the period of terrible crisis in 
the early 1960s, right up to the so‑called Great Proletarian Cultural Revolu-
tion. Mao lived in the Pavilion of Chrysanthemum Fragrance until August 
1966 when he moved to another building called the Swimming Pool Pavilion. 
(In the code words of the secret service, he, his family, and his closest associ-
ates were known as Group I.) 8

It was there during the first months of the new government that he de-
fined the main direction for the development of the PRC, a plan for creating a 
Stalinist state. Although during the first three years after the revolutionary vic-
tory the PRC formally remained a New Democratic republic and officially did 
not copy the Stalinist model of economic and political development, China 
maintained particularly close relations with the Soviet Union and its satellites, 
fiercely opposed imperialism, and took an active part in the armed conflict 
with United Nations forces in Korea during the war from 1950 to 1953. Behind 
the façade of New Democracy a very harsh communist order was being put 
into place modeled on the USSR. The only kind of socialism Mao knew was 
that laid out in The History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, Short 
Course. He looked upon Stalin as his teacher and the Soviet Union, which 
inspired fear throughout the world, as a model to imitate. This is why he tried 
to implant Stalinism in his country, understanding full well that this sociopo-
litical system meant strictly centralized and hierarchical totalitarian control 
by the Communist Party, an unlimited, nationwide cult of the party leader, 
all-encompassing control of the political and intellectual life of the citizens by 
the security organs, nationalization of private property, strict centralized plan-
ning, priority development for heavy industry, and enormous expenditures on 
national defense.

The Stalinization of the PRC, however, was constrained by the Soviet 
Union’s ambivalent policy toward China from 1949 to 1953. With the estab-
lishment of the PRC, Stalin became more fearful of the emergence of a power-
ful industrialized China that might threaten his hegemony, and his maniacal 
suspiciousness concerning Mao Zedong and, in general, all Chinese, grew. 
“Stalin was suspicious of us, he placed a question mark over us,” Mao Zedong 
recalled later.9 He clearly grasped that the Kremlin dictator did not want to 
allow the CCP to build socialism, at least not until the USSR itself had become 
so strong that it would have nothing to fear from socialist rivals.

From the outside it seemed that Stalin was scrupulously following the 
canons of Marxism, according to which how long it would take to reach so-
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cialism depended upon the level of socioeconomic development of any par-
ticular country that had a revolution. Thus states that were economically less 
developed than Russia would have to traverse a longer path to socialism than 
the Soviet Union. The transitional period in such countries would be like the 
Soviet New Economic Policy (NEP) of the 1920s, a transitional stage to full-
fledged socialism.

Finally, Stalin invited Mao Zedong to Moscow, graciously allowing Mao 
to come and tender him congratulations on the seventieth anniversary of the 
birth of the “Father of Peoples.” 10 Stalin, who personally controlled the USSR’s 
China policy, treated the visit of the Chinese leader very seriously.11 On the 
eve of Mao’s visit in December 1949, he again requested information about the 
“cave Marxist.” This time, by a happy coincidence, along with negative reports 
he received positive information from Andrei Orlov, Mao’s physician. “His at-
titude toward the Soviet Union is very good,” Orlov reported on December 10. 
“This has an enormous influence on the entire communist party. ​. . . ​The role 
of the Soviet Union and of Comrade Stalin himself with regard to the victory 
of the Chinese revolution and the victory of the Chinese people are especially 
valued. ​. . . ​Now Mao Zedong places all his hopes upon the USSR, the CPSU, 
and, especially, on Comrade Stalin.”

Even these dispatches could not entirely quiet Stalin’s fear, since it was not 
in Stalin’s character to trust his informants. Orlov also noted that Mao was 
extremely cautious and quick to take offense, as well as a great actor. “He is 
able to conceal his feelings, and play the role that is his; he talks about this with 
intimates (sometimes with well-known persons) and laughingly asks whether 
he has pulled it off well.” 12 Was “this actor” deceiving Comrade Stalin?

On December 1, the Soviet Politburo adopted “A Plan Concerning the 
Arrival, Sojourn, and Send-off of the Chinese Government Delegation.” Atten-
tion was paid to even the slightest details. A special train was arranged for the 
border station of Otpor consisting of a saloon car for Mao Zedong; one for the 
people accompanying him; one for the Soviet ambassador to China, Nikolai 
Roshchin; a car for Stalin’s representative in China, Ivan Kovalev, and his reti-
nue; two international cars; one soft sleeper; and one dining car. The Politburo 
assigned the Ministry of State Security (MGB) of the USSR and Minister Vik-
tor Abakumov personally the responsibility for arrangements for feeding the 
arriving guests and their security personnel on the way from and to the border. 
The MGB was also given responsibility for housing Mao Zedong and his en-
tourage in Moscow in a private house at No. 8 Ostrovskii Street. Moreover, the 
suburban dacha Zarech’e, where Jiang Qing had lived just recently, was also put 
at Mao’s disposal.13

Anatolii Lavrent’ev, the deputy foreign minister of the USSR, and Fedor 
Matveev, chief of the Protocol Division of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
were assigned to greet the delegation on the border at Otpor station. Initially 
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it was decided that Mao Zedong would be met at the Yaroslav Station in Mos-
cow by the deputy chairman of the Council of Ministers of the USSR, Nikolai 
Bulganin; Foreign Affairs Minister Andrei Vyshinsky; Armed Forces Minis-
ter Aleksandr Vasilevskii; as well as high-ranking officials of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of the Armed Forces.14 At the last minute, 
however, Stalin decided to upgrade the level of the reception. He also sent 
Vyacheslav Molotov, who was now first deputy chairman of the Council of 
Ministers of the USSR, to the station.

Mao Zedong likewise made preparations for meeting the Great Teacher. 
He was very nervous. Various thoughts, including the most far-fetched, 
bounced around in his head. Sometimes he thought an attempt would be 
made on his life in Moscow, and several times he asked Kovalev what mea-
sures were being taken to provide for his security. He wanted very much to see 
Stalin, congratulate him on his seventieth birthday, and present him with the 
many gifts that he had personally selected. He intended to spend a lot of time 
with him as well as to meet with Molotov and the Soviet Communist Party 
Secretary Andrei Zhdanov. He also wanted to rest and receive medical treat-
ment. Above all, he counted on concluding a Treaty of Friendship, Alliance, 
and Mutual Assistance between the PRC and the Soviet Union and receiving 
a loan of US $300 million. He brought with him a small working group of of-
ficials headed by Chen Boda and including one other secretary, Ye Zilong; his 
chief bodyguard, Wang Dongxing; bodyguard Li Jiaji; and interpreter Shi Zhe, 
who had lived for many years in the Soviet Union in the 1920s and 1930s and 
knew Russia well. Kovalev suggested including Anying, who knew Russian 
very well, in the group as an interpreter, but Mao refused.15 He was still unable 
to forgive his eldest son for his disrespectful behavior in Xibaipo despite the 
fact that he had formally forgiven the “mutineer” and even welcomed him and 
his young wife to Zhongnanhai every Saturday. (Anying had married in 1949; 
Liu Shaoqi had served as matchmaker.)16

Mao left Beijing in early December accompanied by Ambassadors Rosh
chin and Kovalev. The latter recalled: “The PLA provided a stepped-up guard 
along the entire rail route from Beijing to the Soviet border. On both sides 
of the railroad right-of-way, facing outwards at a distance of 50 meters from 
each other and from the right-of-way ​. . . ​in a continuous chain from Bei-
jing to Otpor Station were soldiers bearing automatic weapons.” 17 Such a 
guard was not unwarranted. Notwithstanding the heightened security mea-
sures, a grenade, bombs, and other explosives were discovered at the Tianjin  
station.18

At noon on December 16, Mao Zedong’s train, decorated with the flags 
of the USSR and the PRC, pulled in to Yaroslavl Station. It was cold, and the 
reception came off as excessively dry and formalistic. Those greeting him obvi-
ously did not know how to act. Should they embrace and kiss Mao or should 
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they limit themselves to simple handshakes? Mao was confused and insulted. 
Appearing on the platform, he turned to Molotov and the other Soviet govern-
ment officials and said, “Dear comrades and friends!” 19 But he experienced no 
warmth in return. Everyone was constrained; the weather reflected the meet-
ing: the hard frost stung at one’s cheeks, and a sharp wind was blowing. The 
ceremony had to be curtailed because of the cold.20

That same evening he was received by Stalin in Moscow at 6 p.m. The re-
ception was brief but remarkable. After initially speaking of the “prospects for 
peace” in the world, Stalin talked about what was troubling him most, namely, 
New Democracy and its relationship to socialism. He clearly emphasized that 
“the Chinese Communists must take the national bourgeoisie into consider-
ation.” He also tried to soften Mao’s harsh position toward the Western world, 
pointing out that “there is no need for you [the Chinese] to create conflicts 
with the British. ​. . . ​The main point is not to rush and to avoid conflicts.” Mao 
had to reassure Stalin that they would not touch the national bourgeoisie and 
foreign enterprises “so far.” 21

Afterward, he languished for four and a half days at the suburban dacha. 
Stalin did not invite him anymore, and Mao did not know what to think. Mo-
lotov, Bulganin, Mikoyan, and Vyshinsky paid him courtesy calls, but these 
meetings did not satisfy him. They were brief and merely according to offi-
cial protocol. The behavior of his Soviet hosts betrayed a certain mistrust, a 
strange caution. “They [Molotov and the others] came for a short time, and sat 
on the edge of their chairs,” Kovalev recalled later. “Moreover, whenever Mao 
suggested that they chifan [dine], they courteously refused and left. This also 
insulted and offended him.” 22

On December 21, Stalin’s birthday, when Mao had to go to the Bolshoi 
Theater for the celebration, he became terribly agitated. He even needed to 
down several doses of atropine to keep his head from spinning. He felt even 
worse just before he delivered a brief speech praising the “Great Leader and 
Teacher.” The only thing that calmed Mao and gave him at least some reassur-
ance was that Stalin seated him on his immediate right. He took little pleasure 
from the reception and dinner, however. Unlike Stalin’s entourage, Mao drank 
little and he found Russian food uninspiring.

What really devastated him was that after the banquet he was escorted 
back to his dacha and did not see Stalin for the next thirty days. During this 
time he visited the Moscow automobile factory and went to Leningrad, where 
he paid a visit to the cruiser Aurora and the Hermitage museum, and viewed a 
large number of Soviet films on historical themes. He also went to see Kremlin 
doctors. Three days before New Year’s he developed a toothache. Mao never 
cleaned his teeth, considering it sufficient to rinse them with green tea, which 
is why even though his teeth were even they had an obvious greenish tint and 
almost all of them were riddled with cavities. He also went to a dermatologist. 
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His wrists had itched for a long time, and in spots they were covered in rashes. 
But his main reason for seeking medical assistance was his angioneurosis, for 
which the doctors could do little. They advised him to stop smoking, get body 
massages, take pine-needle baths at night, take vitamin B1, take regular walks 
outdoors, periodically undergo a course of Pantokrin injections,* and eat reg-
ularly and often.23

The consultative committee that examined the patient on January 2, 1950, 
came to the following conclusion:

The patient displays moderately expressed generalized arteriosclero-
sis; predominantly affected are the blood vessels in the brain and the 
arteries supplying the heart. Because of this the patient periodically 
and suddenly experiences vascular interferences in the brain that 
are expressed in a sensation of general weakness and instability in 
the legs. The stated vascular interferences sometimes last for several 
hours.

The lungs have moderately manifested emphysema with residual 
evidence of the inflammation of the lungs and pleura experienced in 
1948.24

Mao was furious about wasting so much time. Of course, what exasper-
ated him most of all were not the physicians, but rather Stalin’s ignoring him. 
“You invited me to Moscow and you do nothing. Why have I come?” he asked 
Kovalev angrily. “Why have I come here to spend whole days just eating, sleep-
ing, and defecating?” He tried calling Stalin but was told that Stalin was not 
at home and that he should see Mikoyan. “I was insulted by all of this,” Mao 
recalled, “and I decided to do nothing else but just sit it out at the dacha.” He 
was offered excursions around the country, but he “sharply refused this sug-
gestion,” replying that he would prefer to “catch up on his sleep at the dacha.” 25 
Taking for granted that there were listening devices in his residence,26 he 
blurted out anything that was on his mind.27

“Denied any meetings with Stalin, Mao was very nervous, and in a rage 
he uttered sharply critical statements about his sojourn in Moscow,” Kovalev 
recalled later.

More than once he emphasized that he had come not only as a head 
of state, but as the chairman of the CCP in order to strengthen the ties 
between two fraternal parties. But this was not what was happening. 
He was just sitting alone with nothing to do. Nobody phoned him, 
nobody came to visit or, if they did, they stayed only briefly on proto-

*	 A medicine made from Siberian stag antlers.
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col calls. Once he asserted that he would give up his earlier plan for a 
three-month visit, and that he intended to return to China very soon, 
leaving to Zhou Enlai, whom he had already summoned to Moscow, 
the job of drawing up and signing the treaty and other Soviet-Chinese 
documents. It was my job to inform Stalin, sometimes in writing, 
about Mao’s moods as expressed in these declarations of his.

Stalin did nothing to correct the situation. Finally, Mao said to Kovalev, “I 
simply can’t stand it anymore; I’m in such a state that I can no longer control 
myself.” He locked himself in his bedroom and would let no one in. In Kova-
lev’s words, he “was very afraid that his trip to Moscow would produce no 
results. This would confirm the truth of those who had opposed his making 
the trip, and would lower his authority in the eyes of the Chinese people.” 28

Stalin was deliberately doing things his way. He wanted to humiliate Mao, 
teach him a lesson for the future, bring him down a notch. He was telling Mao 
in effect, I am everything here. I am the Great Leader of the world communist 
movement and you are nothing, you are my wretched pupil, and you will do 
what I tell you to do. Stalin behaved this way not only with Mao, but with all 
the other communist leaders, although he overdid it with respect to the Chair-
man. “Probably, we went too far,” he finally observed to Kovalev when the 
latter next reported to him on Mao’s mood.

Only then did negotiations resume on the highest level. Stalin again in-
vited Mao to the Kremlin, and then called him to his nearby dacha in Kun
tsevo. But these meetings did not bring Mao peace of mind. Stalin remained 
reserved and on guard, and said little. “Occasionally he threw sideways glances 
at his guest from afar,” recalled Stalin’s interpreter Nikolai Fedorenko. “The 
room where the conversations took place ​. . . ​reminded one of a stage where a 
demonic play was being presented.” 29 None of this escaped Mao’s attention, but 
what oppressed him most was Stalin’s openly imperialist policy toward China. 
In the words of Mao’s personal interpreter Shi Zhe, he sensed Stalin’s “pan-
Russianism” very clearly, since Stalin expressed it “even more strongly than the 
Russian people in general.” 30 Mao found particularly insulting Stalin’s refusal 
to conclude an official intergovernmental treaty with him, because Stalin felt 
that his existing treaty with the Guomindang regime was adequate.31 This lat-
ter treaty, it will be recalled, was an unequal treaty that disfavored the Chinese 
side and was very advantageous for the USSR. Stalin changed his position and 
agreed to conclude a Treaty of Friendship, Alliance, and Mutual Aid only after 
he learned of Great Britain’s decision to recognize the PRC at the beginning 
of January 1950. But this historic document was not signed until February 14. 
Mao was now satisfied, but still he could not restrain himself from registering 
his “surprise” at Stalin’s decision. “But changing this agreement goes against 
the decisions of the Yalta Conference?!” he noted, not without malice, remind-

30945 Mao.indd   371 7/12/12   4:56 PM



372	 MAO

ing Stalin of the very argument Stalin himself had used to object to signing a 
treaty with the PRC. “True, it does,” Stalin replied, “and to hell with it!” 32

The joy of the Chinese communists at the signing of this treaty was 
clouded by Stalin’s unmistakable desire to control not only Mao’s political 
course of action, but also the economy of New China. Additional secret pro-
tocols were appended to the treaty that revealed Stalin’s real intentions. The 
first of these afforded the USSR a number of privileges in Northeast China 
and Xinjiang. All non-Soviet foreigners were removed from these territories. 
Stalin even wanted to conclude separate commercial agreements with these 
border regions to strengthen Soviet control over them, but he encountered 
determined resistance from Mao and Zhou Enlai, who had come to Moscow 
at Mao’s request on January 20.33 Two additional agreements aimed at cre-
ating four joint enterprises on Chinese territory to secure Soviet interests in 
exploiting Chinese economic resources. These were the so‑called joint Soviet-
Chinese stock companies, two of which were in Xinjiang for rare and nonfer-
rous metals and for petroleum, and two others in Dalian for civil aviation and 
ship repair and construction. The Soviet side owned 50 percent of the capital 
investment, received 50 percent of profits, and exercised overall leadership.34

The Chinese communists were also dismayed by the new agreement that 
Stalin imposed upon them concerning the Chinese Changchun Railroad. Mao 
and Zhou had thought to establish a commission to run the railroad in which 
the posts of chairman and director would be filled by Chinese. They had also 
hoped to change the proportion of the shares of capital that each side invested, 
and increase the Chinese share to 51  percent. Stalin and Molotov rejected 
these proposals, insisting on parity, with both partners sharing equally both in 
investment and management.35 In connection with the new agreement on the 
Chinese Changchun Railroad,* Lüshun, and Dalian, Soviet control over the 
railroad and the naval base in Lüshun was preserved until the end of 1952.36 
The status of Dalian was to be determined after the signing of a peace treaty 
with Japan.37

The more Stalin intervened in Chinese affairs, the greater his appetite 
grew, as did his mistrust of Mao. Stalin’s successor Nikita Khrushchev said that 
after meetings with Mao, Stalin “was never ecstatic” and referred to Mao in a 
not very complimentary fashion. “You could feel a kind of haughty attitude on 
his part toward Mao,” Khrushchev noted.38 On one occasion, the Kremlin boss 
even tried to provoke Mao Zedong by saying, whether as a joke or seriously, 
that “in China communism is nationalistic, and that although Mao Zedong 
was a communist, he was inclined toward nationalism.” Stalin also said that 
there was a danger that a “Chinese Tito” might emerge. According to Mao, he 

*	 On March 22, 1950, the Politburo of the CPSU approved the draft by the Soviet Council 
of Ministers, “On Securing Joint Administration of the Chinese Changchun Railroad.”
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replied to Stalin curtly, “Everything that was said just now does not conform 
to reality.” 39 He obviously did not understand that Stalin possessed, in the 
words of the Soviet novelist Konstantin Simonov, a “semi-inscrutable sense of 
humor that could be dangerous for his interlocutor.” 40 Trying to dispel Stalin’s 
doubts, Mao asked Stalin to send a “Soviet comrade” to China to review and 
edit his works.41 Mao really wanted Stalin to send one of his trusted confidants 
to China to see with his own eyes just how scrupulously Marxist the Chinese 
communists were.42

After concluding the treaty and agreements, Mao and Zhou departed 
from Moscow on February 17. Once again the businesslike and focused Molo-
tov escorted them to the station, but this time Mao was very formal, although 
he still insisted on calling his Soviet hosts “comrades and friends.” Prior to 
entering the railroad car, he declared, “On departing from the Great Socialist 
capital, we sincerely express our heartfelt gratitude to Generalissimo Stalin, to 
the Soviet government and the Soviet people. Long live the eternal friendship 
and eternal cooperation between China and the Soviet Union!” 43 But Stalin’s 
mistrust and greed weighed upon him. He could not sleep, felt terrible, and 
became very nervous and extremely irritable.44

Stalin actually did send a well-known Soviet expert in Marxist philoso-
phy, academician Pavel Yudin, to China in the spring of 1950 to verify Mao’s 
credentials. Yudin was charged with undertaking an “accurate and tactically 
correct” editing of a new edition of Mao’s Selected Works that was supposed to 
come out shortly in Russian and Chinese. An earlier Chinese edition that had 
not been vetted by Soviet specialists had been published in Harbin in 1949 and 
then translated and published in Moscow.

Yudin sojourned in China for two years, and during this time made five 
hundred notes on Mao’s works, but all of these were private in character. In 
his words, he “did not uncover ​. . . ​any serious anti-Marxist or anti-Leninist 
propositions” in Mao Zedong’s articles and books.45 Upon his return, Yudin 
was summoned to a meeting of the Politburo, at which Stalin questioned 
him closely: “Well, are they Marxists?” (Stalin put particular stress on the last 
word.) Yudin replied, “They are Marxists, Comrade Stalin!” 46 After this, ac-
cording to Yudin, “the Master-in-Chief ” summed up, “This is good! We can 
relax. They grew up themselves without our help.” 47 We do not know whether 
Stalin really set his mind at ease, but shortly thereafter Mao Zedong again 
demonstrated his loyalty to the Kremlin chief.
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On October 19, 1950, in accordance with Stalin’s wishes, Mao sent the Chinese 
army to assist the North Korean communists, who several months earlier had 
invaded South Korea, an ally of the United States. Mao’s decision had great 
significance for Stalin, and the Chairman certainly knew this. He would often 
say later that only after the PRC entered the Korean War on the side of the 
North Korean leader Kim Il Sung did Stalin remove the label of “suspected 
Titoist” from him and come to believe that “the Chinese communists are not 
pro-American, and the Chinese revolution is not an example of ‘nationalist 
communism.’ ” 1 This was confirmed by China’s foreign minister Chen Yi, who 
said that Stalin shed tears on hearing of Mao’s decision to send troops. “The 
Chinese comrades are so good!” the aged dictator said twice.2 Mao’s entry into 
the Korean War appears at least in part to have been a conscious demonstra-
tion of the PRC leaders’ devotion to the Kremlin boss.

This bloody war was unleashed by the North Korean communists on June 
25, 1950. The Chinese entered at the critical moment when the Korean com-
munists were on the verge of defeat. Kim’s army encountered resistance not 
only from South Korean soldiers, but also from the armed forces of the UN 
that had been sent by the Security Council to stop the aggressor. The main 
contingent of UN forces was made up of Americans, who also exercised over-
all command in the person of General Douglas MacArthur, the head of the 
Allied army.

An agreement between Kim Il Sung and Stalin had preceded the begin-
ning of the war, which Stalin provoked by supporting Kim’s adventurist plan 
that envisioned seizing the south in no more than twenty-seven days.3 With-
out approval from the Kremlin dictator, the North Korean leader would never 
have crossed the 38th parallel, which divided the two Koreas. The Kremlin 
boss deliberately dragged the Americans into this war. On the eve of the de-
cisive vote in the Security Council regarding North Korea’s aggression, Stalin 
ignored First Deputy Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko’s request that Stalin 
instruct the Soviet representative, Yacov Malik, to participate in the Security 
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Council session in order to veto any resolutions it might adopt.* The USSR 
had been boycotting sessions of the Security Council since January 1950 on 
the pretext that the council had refused to recognize the PRC’s lawful rights 
to UN membership. To Gromyko’s suggestion that Malik return to the council 
in order to block any resolution harmful to North Korea or the Soviet Union, 
Stalin categorically asserted, “In my opinion, the Soviet representative must 
not take part in the Security Council meeting.” Gromyko tried to object, ex-
plaining that the absence of a Soviet representative would enable the Security 
Council to dispatch UN troops to South Korea, but Stalin remained impla-
cable. He even personally dictated instructions to Gromyko forbidding Malik’s 
presence at the Security Council session.4

Stalin thereby abandoned the opportunity to veto the resolution adopted 
by the council, even though “[o]n the very day the war began, it became clear 
that the United States would intervene.” 5 This enabled the United States and its 
allies to condemn the North Koreans on June 25. (In the absence of the repre-
sentative from the USSR, the resolution censuring North Korea was adopted by 
a vote of 9–0 with Yugoslavia abstaining.) Two days later, on June 27, the Secu-
rity Council, with Malik still absent, sanctioned the use of international force 
against the North Korean People’s Army (NKPA), and soon fifteen countries 
joined in repelling the aggressor. (Fifty-three states approved the use of force.) 6

In explaining his reasoning to his associates, Stalin was completely cynical 
about why he dragged the “imperialists” into the war in Korea. Here is what he 
wrote to the Soviet ambassador to Czechoslovakia, Mikhail A. Silin, on August 
27, 1950, for transmission to Czechoslovakian president Klement Gottwald:

We temporarily absented ourselves from the Security Council for four 
reasons: First to demonstrate the Soviet Union’s solidarity with New 
China; second to emphasize the stupidity and idiocy of U.S. policy 
which recognizes the Guomindang scarecrow as the representative of 
China in the Security Council; third to render the decisions of the 
Security Council illegal in the absence of representatives of two great 
powers [in addition to the USSR, Stalin had the PRC in mind]; fourth 
to untie the hands of the American government and provide it an 
opportunity, using its majority in the Security Council, to commit 
new stupidities so that public opinion can view the true face of the 
American government.

I think we have succeeded in achieving all of these objectives.
After our departure from the Security Council America has got-

*	 At this time the Security Council consisted of eleven members, including the five perma-
nent members possessing the right of the veto. These five were the United States, the USSR, 
Chiang Kai-shek’s Republic of China, Great Britain, and France.
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ten mixed up in a military intervention in Korea and is now squan-
dering its military prestige and its moral authority. Can any honest 
person now doubt that in military terms it is not as strong as it claims 
to be? Moreover, it is clear that the United States of America has been 
distracted from Europe to the Far East. Does this help us out in terms 
of the balance of world power? Absolutely it does.

Let us suppose that the American government will become even 
more bogged down in the Far East and that China will be dragged 
into the struggle for the freedom of Korea and for its own indepen-
dence. What might come out of this? First, America, like any other 
state, will be unable to cope with China which has at the ready large 
military forces. Probably, America will be weighted down by this con-
flict. Second, because of its being weighted down, in the short term 
America will be unable to fight a Third World War. Probably, a Third 
World War will be put off to some indefinite future; this will ensure 
us the time needed to strengthen socialism in Europe. I am not even 
addressing the fact that a struggle between America and China will 
bring about revolution throughout Far Eastern Asia. Does this help us 
out in terms of the balance of world forces? Absolutely it does.

As you can see, the question of whether or not the Soviet Union 
participates in the Security Council is not such a simple question as it 
may appear at first glance.7

From the very beginning, Stalin intended to use the Korean War to 
weaken the United States by involving it in a conflict not only with North 
Korea, but also with China. “One should keep in mind that we also are not 
without sin,” Khrushchev would later say to Mao Zedong. “It was we who drew 
the Americans to South Korea.” 8 In other words, for Stalin the Korean War 
seemed to be only an element in a new global plan for world revolution. Le
nin’s “Great Pupil” had never renounced the idea of a world socialist takeover, 
although unlike Lenin, who would not have hesitated to sacrifice Russia for 
the world revolution, he considered the world revolution a means to spread 
Russian hegemony. Now in the early 1950s it seemed that a new chance had 
appeared—the last one, as it happened—to achieve this ambitious goal. Stalin 
had possessed nuclear weapons since August 1949. Half of Europe lay at his 
feet. The red flag flew over China, Mongolia, and North Korea. In Indochina, 
Moscow’s satellites were waging war against French imperialists supported by 
the United States. The victory of the world revolution seemed not far distant.

Mao’s position in this regard, however, was not a simple one. Prior to the 
conflict he apparently fully supported Kim Il Sung and Stalin. He had learned 
of Kim’s plans a year before the invasion, from North Korean representa-
tives who had visited him in Shuangqing. He had unequivocally promised 
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his neighbors help, including troops, but only after the end of the civil war 
with Chiang Kai-shek.9 In late January 1950, during one of their talks, Stalin 
himself had raised the question of the “need and possibility of providing help 
to the DPRK [North Korea] in order to augment its military potential and 
strengthen its defenses.” 10 However, he said nothing to Mao about a possible 
North Korean invasion of South Korea. This omission was yet another slight 
to his guest.11 Mao kept mum, although he was offended by Stalin’s mistrust. 
Instead of a vague discussion about “providing help to the DPRK,” “the Great 
Leader” might have told Mao directly what he wanted. But Stalin thought it 
possible to discuss the planned invasion only with Kim Il Sung. He made Kim 
promise not to reveal the plan for now, whether to the “Chinese comrades” or 
even to other North Korean leaders. “This is dictated by the need to keep the 
enemy in darkness,” he wrote to Kim.12

Nonetheless, even without Stalin’s explanations, Mao understood: the idea 
had long since been mooted. By this time Stalin had already made his decision, 
but Mao’s agreement was indispensable and was forthcoming. The Chairman 
promised to help the DPRK “strengthen its defenses,” not only because the 
guest did not want to contradict the host, but because Mao himself desired a 
united Korea that was building socialism. Perhaps he understood that Stalin 
was preparing him for the role of “shock force” in the world revolution. In any 
case, he was unafraid of the Americans; he was convinced that “the Americans 
would not become engaged in a Third World War for such a small territory [as 
Korea].” 13

After talking with Mao, on January 30, 1950, Stalin telegraphed the Soviet 
ambassador to the DPRK, Terentii Shtykov: “He [Kim Il Sung] must under-
stand that such a large matter in regard to South Korea such as he wants to 
undertake needs considerable preparation. The matter must be organized so 
that there would not be too great a risk. If he wants to discuss this matter with 
me, then I will always be ready to receive him and discuss with him. Transmit 
all this to Kim Il Sung and tell him that I am ready to help him in this matter.” 14

On March 30 a jubilant Kim left for Moscow, where he met with Stalin se-
cretly three times during April. Stalin confirmed that, “[i]n case of emergency, 
the PRC will send troops.” He added a reservation calculated to calm Kim: “We 
must be absolutely certain that Washington will not get involved in the fight.” 
Stalin seemed to be informing his guest that the Soviet Union would do every
thing possible to prevent American intervention. In reality, as we have seen, 
Stalin wanted to draw the Americans into the conflict.

The bedazzled Kim was apparently blind to the double game his teacher 
was playing. In the presence of the “Great” Stalin, this former captain in the 
Soviet Army lost his capacity for critical thought. He happily assured his host 
that “the Americans will not risk getting entangled in a large war because of 
the Soviet-Chinese alliance.” He did not understand Stalin’s geopolitical plans, 
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and so remarked, “The Koreans prefer to rely on their own strength in uniting 
the country and we believe we will succeed.” Stalin, however, again counseled, 
“You must rely upon Mao who has an excellent grasp of Asian affairs.” 15

Kim needed Mao’s help but did not want to become too dependent upon 
the Chinese. He was not only a communist but a Korean nationalist, and he 
was wary of China. For too many centuries his country had endured the impe-
rial hegemony of its large neighbor. Kim wanted to avoid such a fate. More-
over, he really was certain of victory. The armed forces of North Korea were 
clearly superior to the army of South Korean president Syngman Rhee. Kim 
had twice as many troops and artillery pieces, seven times as many machine 
guns, thirteen times as many automatic rifles, six and a half times as many 
tanks, and six times as many planes.16 It was impossible to disobey Stalin, but 
Kim played his hand shrewdly.

After returning to Pyongyang, he sent a chief aide to Beijing to inform 
Mao, Zhu De, and Zhou Enlai of the results of his talks with the “Father of Na-
tions” and tell the “Chinese brothers” that he would like to receive from them 
only the three Korean divisions in the PLA. The CCP had formed these units, 
each ten thousand strong, from local Koreans in Manchuria during the civil 
war. Kim’s was a clever gambit. Mao, pretending that he did not fully under-
stand the real meaning of the request, not only indicated his approval to Kim’s 
emissary, but also amicably added, “In case of need we can also throw in Chi-
nese soldiers; they are all black [this is how it is written in the text; obviously, 
it should be “yellow”] [and] nobody will be able to tell the difference.” 17 Mao 
immediately informed Kovalev of this conversation and the latter reported 
everything to Stalin.

On May 13, Mao received Kim Il Sung, who arrived in Beijing on a Soviet 
airplane. The following day Stalin belatedly informed Mao of his secret meet-
ings with the North Korean leader:

Comr[ade] Mao-Tse-Tung [Mao Zedong]! In a conversation with the 
Korean comrades Filippov [Stalin] and his friends expressed the opin-
ion, that, in light of the changed international situation, they agree 
with the proposal of the Koreans to move toward reunification. In this 
regard a qualification was made, that the question should be decided 
finally by the Chinese and Korean comrades together, and in case of 
disagreement by the Chinese comrades the decision on the question 
should be postponed until a new discussion. The Korean comrades 
can tell you the details of the conversation. Filippov.18

Stalin sent this telegram only after Mao, piqued that talks between Stalin and 
Kim Il Sung had taken place in the Kremlin without his knowledge, had re-
quested on May 13 “personal clarifications” from the Boss regarding the un-
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derstanding he had come to with Kim.19 From the Chairman’s perspective this 
was no more than a formality, since he had long since understood Stalin’s in-
tentions to start a war in Korea, but he still resented Stalin’s failure to level with 
him in January.

Nevertheless, Mao again gave his full agreement to support the unification 
of Korea by military means. Kim Il Sung acquainted Mao with his overall plan 
of operation, and the Chairman fully approved it. Of course he did—the basic 
contours of the plan had already been coordinated in Moscow. On parting, 
however, Mao remarked to Kim that “the Americans might still get involved 
in the fighting,” but as before Mao was not particularly anxious on this score. 
“If the Americans take part in military actions, then China will provide troops 
to North Korea,” he summed up.20

Just like Kim Il Sung, however, Mao miscalculated. Stalin alone came out a 
winner. From the outset everything went just as he had supposed. The Ameri-
cans rushed to defend South Korea. By the time they first landed on June 29, 
however, the North Korean People’s Army had succeeded in routing the main 
force South Korean divisions and had occupied the capital city of Seoul just 
three days after the war began. Soon, however, the UN troops reversed the 
situation and the North Korean armies all but disintegrated. Trying to avoid 
encirclement, they quickly retreated toward the Chinese border.21 By the end 
of September, South Korean forces were approaching the 38th parallel; en-
countering no resistance, they crossed it on October 1. That same day General 
MacArthur demanded that the NKPA high command surrender immediately 
and unconditionally. The time for Mao Zedong to act had arrived. This was 
the moment Stalin had been awaiting. Soon the world revolution would begin.

On October 1, Stalin, who was then in Sochi, on the Black Sea coast, sent 
Mao and Zhou Enlai an urgent secret telegram:

I think that if in the current situation you consider it possible to send 
troops to assist the Koreans, then you should move at least five–six 
divisions toward the 38th parallel at once so as to give our Korean 
comrades an opportunity to organize combat reserves north of the 
38th parallel under the cover of your troops. The Chinese divisions 
could be considered as volunteers, with Chinese in command at the 
head, of course.22

Stalin was certain that Mao was merely waiting for his order. He knew from 
Ambassador Roshchin that the Chinese had deployed three armies with 
120,000 troops in the vicinity of Shenyang in case UN troops crossed the 38th 
parallel.

Now that the decision point was at hand, the Chairman suddenly hesi-
tated. Weighing all the reasons for and against intervening, he now realized 
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that he had underestimated America. China was not prepared for a full-scale 
war with the United States. His country lay in ruins; the people were tired of 
fighting. Moreover, the Americans ruled the skies over Korea, and Stalin had 
made no promises to provide air cover for a Chinese offensive. The PRC had 
no air force of its own. Would it be an act of folly to throw oneself on the altar 
of world revolution for Moscow’s benefit? On October 1 and 2, Mao discussed 
the situation in Korea with his closest associates; the majority of the leaders of 
the PRC, with Zhou Enlai being the most outspoken, opposed sending troops. 
Many military men, including Lin Biao, likewise did not support intervention. 
“It is better not to fight this war except as a last resort,” they asserted.23

The Chinese were also offended by Kim Il Sung’s behavior. He had nei-
ther requested their armed intervention nor even considered it necessary to 
inform them about how the resistance was going. Kim was obviously reveal-
ing his mistrust of the CCP leaders and preferred to beg Stalin for assistance. 
Zhou, evidently at Mao’s request, had repeatedly complained about this to the 
Soviet ambassador. Stalin also considered this behavior “abnormal,” but Kim 
persisted. Even at the end of September, in response to a Chinese offer to help, 
he merely replied that “the Korean people are prepared for a protracted war.” 24 
Soviet ambassador Shtykov reported to Gromyko on September 22, 1950 (the 
coded telegram was intended for Stalin):

On September 21, 1950 the Secretary of the Central Committee of 
the Workers’ Party, [Aleksei Ivanovich] Hegai, a Soviet Korean, paid 
me a visit.

At the outset of the discussion, Hegai asserted that he wanted to 
inform me about a session of the Political Council of the party that 
had taken place on September 21.

For two and a half hours there was a discussion about how to 
reply to the Chinese comrades in regard to ZHOU ENLAI’S inquiry 
about the Chinese government’s proposal to the Korean government 
on the developing situation. ​. . . ​Those who spoke ​. . . ​came to the 
same conclusion, that the situation was difficult and that obviously 
they could not cope with the Americans on their own. Therefore, they 
concluded it was necessary to ask the Chinese government to send 
troops to Korea.

After this KIM IL SUNG spoke, saying that What then? We had 
figured that with so many people we could manage with our own 
forces. The Soviet Union gave us as much armaments as we requested. 
On what basis can we request aid from the Chinese[?].

Then KIM IL SUNG raised the question of what consequences 
might follow if the Chinese entered the war on the side of the Kore-
ans. Might this not lead to a Third World War. . . .
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He proposed for now to defer a decision about asking the Chi-
nese government for help, instead to write a letter to Comrade STA-
LIN and ask his advice as to whether to request that the Chinese send 
troops. In this connection, he allegedly emphasized that the Soviet 
Union might be offended on the grounds that its assistance in the 
form of advisers and armaments was insufficient.

Further, KIM IL SUNG declared that if we had time, we would 
expedite the formation of new units, then it would not be necessary to 
turn to the Chinese. But they were afraid this was not to be.

No decisions were taken as a result of the discussions.25

After heated debates, on September 28 the Politburo of the Central Com-
mittee of the Korean Workers’ Party finally decided to send a letter to Beijing, 
which contained only “a hint of aid.” 26 The North Koreans still placed their 
primary hopes “personally on Comrade Stalin,” to whom they sent a letter on 
September 29 imploring him to intervene directly in the conflict.27 To this the 
“Leader and Teacher” irritably replied that the best solution for the Korean 
question would be entry of Chinese troops onto Korean territory, and he ad-
vised the leaders of the DPRK to begin consultations with the Chinese as soon 
as possible.28 After this Kim could no longer ignore reality. Late on the night of 
October 1, he asked the Chinese ambassador to transmit to Mao immediately 
his request to send Chinese troops to Korea. Furthermore, he sent a parallel 
telegram to Beijing through his own channels.29

On October 2, however, Mao sent a message to Stalin via Soviet ambas-
sador Roshchin, which Stalin received the following day:

We originally planned to move several volunteer divisions to North 
Korea to render assistance to the Korean comrades when the enemy 
advanced north of the 38th parallel.

However, having thought this over thoroughly, we now consider 
that such actions may entail extremely serious consequences.

In the first place, it is very difficult to resolve the Korean question 
with a few divisions (our troops are extremely poorly equipped, there 
is no confidence in the success of military operations against Ameri-
can troops), the enemy can force us to retreat.

In the second place, it is most likely that this will provoke an open 
conflict between the USA and China, as a consequence of which the 
Soviet Union can also be dragged into war, and the question would 
thus become extremely large. Many comrades in the CC CPC [Cen-
tral Committee of the Communist Party of China] judge that it is nec-
essary to show caution here.

Of course, not to send out troops to render assistance is very bad 
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for the Korean comrades, who are presently in such difficulty, and 
we ourselves feel this keenly; but if we advance several divisions and 
the enemy forces us to retreat; and this moreover provokes an open 
conflict between the USA and China, then our entire plan for peace-
ful construction will be completely ruined, and many people in the 
country will be dissatisfied (the wounds inflicted on the people by the 
war have not yet healed, we need peace).

Therefore it is better to show patience now, refrain from advanc-
ing troops, [and] actively prepare our forces, which will be more ad-
vantageous at the time of war with the enemy.

Korea, while temporarily suffering defeat, will change the form of 
the struggle to guerrilla war.

We will convene a meeting of the CC, at which will be present 
the main comrades of various bureaus of the CC. A final decision has 
not been taken on this question. This is our preliminary telegram, we 
wish to consult with you. If you agree, then we are ready immediately 
to send by plane Comrades ZHOU ENLAI and LIN BIAO to your 
vacation place, to talk over this matter with you and to report the situ-
ation in China and Korea.

We await your reply.
MAO ZEDONG
2.10.50 30

Of course, it was dangerous to quarrel with Stalin, but Mao thought he 
could persuade the Boss on the basis of objective difficulties. In any case, on 
the same day, October 2, he drafted a completely different telegram to Stalin in 
which he said, “We [the Central Committee of the CCP] have decided to send 
a detachment of troops under the name of the Volunteer Army to Korea.” 31 For 
now he held on to this telegram,32 after deciding first to probe Stalin’s frame of 
mind. Who could tell—perhaps Stalin might buy his argument?

On the afternoon of October 4, Mao convened an enlarged meeting of the 
Politburo attended by “the main comrades from various bureaus of the CC.” 
He asked those attending the meeting “to list the disadvantages involved in 
dispatching troops to Korea.” At the same time, he added, “We’d feel bad if we 
stood idly by.” 33 A discussion ensued during which a majority of the leaders 
again voiced their opposition to intervention.

But then Mao received Stalin’s reply, which revealed the Boss’s extreme 
irritation over Mao’s telegram. Stalin now bluntly explained that an open clash 
between China and America was precisely what he was aiming for. The text of 
his coded telegram, sent to Beijing in reply to Mao Zedong’s message of Octo-
ber 2, bristled with sinister candor:
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Of course, I took into account ​. . . ​[the possibility] that the USA, de-
spite its unreadiness for a big war, could still be drawn into a big war 
out of [considerations of] prestige, which, in turn, would drag China 
into the war, and along with this draw into the war the USSR, which is 
bound with China by the Mutual Assistance Pact. Should we fear this? 
In my opinion, we should not, because together we will be stronger 
than the USA and England, while the other European capitalist states 
(with the exception of Germany which is unable to provide any assis-
tance to the United States now) do not present serious military forces. 
If a war is inevitable, then let it be waged now, and not in a few years 
when Japanese militarism will be restored as an ally of the USA and 
when the USA and Japan will have a ready-made bridgehead on the 
continent in a form of the entire Korea run by Syngman Rhee.34

Juxtaposing this top-secret coded telegram with Stalin’s telegram cited above 
to the Soviet ambassador to Czechoslovakia on August 27, 1950, leaves no 
doubt about Stalin’s true geopolitical intentions. For the sake of world revolu-
tion he was ready to provoke World War III. All of his earlier peace-loving talk 
was simply a pretense.

On October 5, a crestfallen Mao convened another enlarged plenum of 
the Politburo at which he called on Peng Dehuai, a strong advocate of inter-
vention. Peng implored the assembled to “send troops to help Korea,” empha-
sizing that if this were not done, the United States might next attack China 
from two bases, from Taiwan and from Korea. “The tiger wanted to eat human 
beings,” he asserted, “when it would do so would depend on its appetite.” 35 
Peng’s impassioned speech broke the impasse, and the plenum took the deci-
sion that Stalin required. Then Mao appointed Peng commander of the Vol-
unteer Army, which had yet to be established. (At first Mao had wanted to 
give this position to Lin Biao, but Lin turned down the assignment, pleading 
illness.) 36 Then the Chairman telegraphed Stalin to “express solidarity with the 
fundamental positions” discussed in Stalin’s telegram and, trying to mollify 
the Boss, said he would “send to Korea nine, not six, divisions.” He explained 
that he would “send them not now, but after some time” and he requested that 
Stalin “receive his representatives and discuss some details of the mission with 
them.” 37

Stalin agreed to this proposal, and Mao dispatched Zhou Enlai and Lin 
Biao, both opponents of the war, to Sochi on October 8. He waited impatiently 
for word on what the Boss would say. Meanwhile, trying to ingratiate him-
self with Stalin, Mao ordered Peng Dehuai and the chairman of the Northeast 
regional government, Gao Gang, who was concurrently commander and po-
litical commissar of the Northeast Military Region, to reorganize the troops 
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deployed in Manchuria into the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army. He re-
quested that the CPVA promptly enter Korea.38 On October 8, Mao informed 
Kim Il Sung of his order,39 although he understood that neither Peng Dehuai 
nor Gao Gang could “act quickly,” despite the fact that they were both propo-
nents of intervention. They needed time to reorganize the army.

On October 10, at 7 p.m., Zhou Enlai and Lin Biao met with Stalin in Sochi. 
The talks, in which other members of the Soviet leadership—Vyacheslav Mo-
lotov, Georgii Malenkov, Lavrentii Beria, Lazar Kaganovich, Nikolai Bulganin, 
and Anastas Mikoyan—also participated, were difficult. As always, Zhou was 
calm and collected, but toward the end, after hours of debate, even he felt tired. 
Lin looked just like a corpse, according to Shi Zhe. At 5 a.m., when Stalin sug-
gested they celebrate the conclusion of the talks with a banquet, Lin was horri-
fied. Unlike Zhou Enlai, who could outdrink anyone, Lin was a teetotaler, but 
he could not refuse to attend. Thus, despite their fatigue the guests accepted 
the invitation. What exactly, however, was there to celebrate? Stalin had not 
agreed to provide air cover to the CPVA, saying that the Soviet Air Force was 
not yet ready. He promised to send airplanes only after two or two and a half 
months. He wrote the same thing to Mao after the talks.40 He demanded self-
sacrifice from the Chinese, but he was in no hurry to send his airplanes.

Meanwhile, the fighting on the Korean peninsula continued. Then, on 
October 12, Mao, disheartened, again informed Stalin that he could not send 
troops to Korea. That same day he countermanded his order to Peng Dehuai 
and Gao Gang to take the field, and he summoned them back to Beijing for 
consultations.41

Here was an insurrection. The specter of Chinese “Titoism” once more 
loomed before Stalin. Infuriated with Mao as well as with Kim, about whose 
ambiguous behavior Zhou and Lin had had much to say, that same day Stalin 
ordered the North Korean leader to withdraw the remnants of his armies from 
North Korea: “The Chinese have again refused to send troops. In this con-
nection you must evacuate North Korea and withdraw Korean troops to the 
north.” 42 On October 13, he reiterated: “We believe that continued resistance is 
hopeless. The Chinese comrades are refusing to take part in military action. In 
these circumstances, you must prepare to evacuate completely into China and/
or the USSR. ​. . . ​The potential to engage the enemy in the future must be pre-
served.” 43 Then he said to his entourage, “Well, what of it? We didn’t send our 
troops in there, and so now the Americans will be our neighbors on our Far 
Eastern border, that’s all.” 44 The world revolution had ended before it began.

Then suddenly a miracle occurred. On the same day Stalin told Kim Il 
Sung he considered Kim’s struggle “hopeless,” October 13, Mao unexpectedly 
informed Ambassador Roshchin that “the CC CCP [actually it was the Cen-
tral Committee Politburo] discussed the situation again and decided after all 
to render military assistance to the Korean comrades, regardless of the insuf-
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ficient armament of the Chinese troops.” 45 He sent the same message to Zhou 
Enlai, who was still in Moscow. Both Roshchin and Zhou quickly informed the 
Soviet leadership.46 Ultimately Mao was unable to oppose Stalin and retreated 
at the final moment, even though the “Leader and Teacher” refused to provide 
air cover. Stalin’s influence upon him was too great: the shadow of the all-
powerful Kremlin dictator continued to hang over Zhongnanhai.

Receiving this good news from Roshchin, Stalin immediately ordered 
Kim Il Sung to “postpone temporarily the implementation of the telegram sent 
to you yesterday about the evacuation of North Korea and the retreat of the 
Korean troops to the north.” 47 He did not bother to conceal his joy. Everything 
was again going according to plan.

Six days later, four field armies and three artillery divisions of the PLA, 
under the overall command of Peng Dehuai, finally intervened in the Korean 
conflict. UN troops faltered and then started rolling south, but soon the situa-
tion stabilized. The South Koreans and the Americans began to put up stiff re-
sistance, which led Peng Dehuai to halt the offensive. The front lines stretched 
out in the general vicinity of the 38th parallel.

The initial successes of the Chinese Army had inspired Mao, who even 
began to think that the war might end in victory if, like his own earlier war 
in China, it became protracted. He wrote to Stalin to this effect on March 1, 
1951. Stalin for his part insisted that “there is no need to accelerate the war, 
since in the first place a protracted war will provide an opportunity for Chi-
nese troops to learn modern warfare under field conditions and, second, it 
will shake Truman’s regime in America and discredit the military prestige of 
Anglo-American forces.” 48

In February 1951, Stalin, via the CCP, had instructed the Indonesian 
communist party (PKI) to launch a struggle to seize power by armed force as 
well. “The fundamental task of the Communist Party of Indonesia in the near 
future,” he emphasized in a telegram to Liu Shaoqi intended for the Central 
Committee of the PKI, is not “ ‘to create the broadest possible united national 
front’ against the imperialists to ‘achieve the genuine independence of Indo-
nesia,’ but to eliminate feudal property on land and the transfer of land to the 
peasants.” 49 The world conflagration continued to rage.

Neither Stalin nor Mao was concerned about the numerous victims of war. 
In this same letter of March 1, Mao informed the “Teacher” that Chinese forces 
had already suffered 100,000 dead and wounded and that during this and the 
following year battle losses were projected at 300,000. “Thus,” Mao concluded, 
“we will need another 300,000 to fill the ranks.” 50 That’s all he had to say. It is as 
if he were speaking not of people, but of inanimate statistical units.

As time passed, however, the war began to seem hopeless. The Chinese 
People’s Volunteers, whose numbers swelled to one million men (another 
one million men took part in transporting supplies to Korea), poured out its 
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lifeblood, and Mao finally began to think about how to extricate them from 
Korea. In early summer 1951, insistently but cautiously, he began to broach 
this thought in his correspondence with Stalin.51 Stalin, however, would not 
give his blessing to ending the conflict. He still needed the war. On the Korean 
peninsula Chinese and North Korean troops were attending the school of 
contemporary warfare, preparing themselves for new battles and, moreover, 
“bringing about revolution throughout Far Eastern Asia” and “strengthening 
socialism in Europe.”

By the summer of 1951, however, the North Koreans also began to realize 
that the war had to be ended. On June 10, with Mao’s consent, Kim Il Sung and 
Gao Gang flew to Moscow, where they were joined by Lin Biao, who was in the 
Soviet Union for medical treatment. The three of them succeeded in convinc-
ing Stalin to agree to talks with the enemy. However, the Kremlin dictator did 
not grant Kim and Mao the power to conclude peace in Korea. The armistice 
talks, begun on July 10, 1951, moved slowly while the flames of war continued 
to burn.

Mao then began to complain to Stalin about the economic difficulties 
caused by the war. On November 14, 1951, for example, he wrote:

In the current year, in view of our assistance to Korea and the strug-
gle against American imperialism, the Chinese government’s budget 
has increased by 60  percent over last year’s. Thirty-two  percent of 
the overall budget goes directly to the Korean military theater (the 
military credits supplied to us by the Soviet Government are not in-
cluded in this calculation). Thus, if we do not now practice economy, 
next year the budget will grow even more which will inevitably influ-
ence our financial situation and lead to a large increase in commodity 
prices which, in turn, will create problems at the front as well as in 
economic reconstruction in the rear. Achieving peace through nego-
tiations would surely benefit us.52

In January 1952, news reached Moscow that 10 percent of the population 
in North Korea was suffering from hunger, and that by April or May a majority 
of peasants would be in the grip of famine. Mao decided to help the Koreans 
by shipping them grain, despite the fact that the food situation in the PRC it-
self was far from ideal. Stalin, it seems, deliberately took no notice. During his 
meeting in the Kremlin on August 20, 1952, with Zhou and other members of 
the Chinese delegation, he was adamant:

This war is getting on America’s nerves. The North Koreans have lost 
nothing, except for casualties. ​. . . ​Americans understand that this 
war is not advantageous and they will have to end it, especially after 
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it becomes clear that our troops will remain in China. Endurance and 
patience is needed here. ​. . . ​The war in Korea has shown America’s 
weakness. ​. . . ​[A]mericans are not capable of waging a large-scale 
war at all, especially after the Korean war. ​. . . ​America cannot defeat 
little Korea ​. . . ​[and] they have lost the capability to wage a large-scale 
war. They are pinning their hopes on the atom bomb and air power. 
But one cannot win a war with that. One needs infantry, and they 
don’t have much infantry; the infantry they do have is weak. They 
are fighting with little Korea, and already people are weeping in the 
USA. What will happen if they start a large-scale war? Then, perhaps, 
everyone will weep.53

Mao was able to extricate himself “with honor” from this difficult situ-
ation only after Stalin died in 1953. In the meantime the war on the Korean 
peninsula was a colossal burden for China. The PLA could no longer wage 
such a costly war. Kim Il Sung was also happy to end it. On March 11, 1953, 
six days after the dictator’s death, Zhou Enlai, who had arrived in Moscow 
for the funeral, conveyed to Soviet leaders Malenkov, Beria, and Khrushchev 
an urgent request from the PRC to accelerate the armistice negotiations. The 
new Soviet leaders also favored ending the war.54 On March 19, the Council 
of Ministers of the USSR resolved to change Stalin’s line and seek a way out of 
Korea.55 A special representative was dispatched from Moscow to Pyongyang 
to convey the new Soviet instructions to Kim Il Sung.

At 10 a.m. on July 27, 1953, representatives of North Korea and the PRC 
on one side and the UN command on the other signed a cease-fire agreement. 
The Chinese People’s Volunteers remained in Korea until October 1958, when, 
under pressure from Kim Il Sung, they returned home.56

In this war, according to official data, China lost 148,000 killed and more 
than 300,000 wounded, POWs, and MIA. (According to other sources, the 
number of deaths was 152,000 or even 183,000 while the overall number of ca-
sualties reached 900,000.) 57 At the same time the North Korean People’s Army 
lost 520,000 dead, the South Koreans 415,000, and the Americans 142,000 
killed and wounded, including 36,516 KIA. The Soviet Union lost 299 men, 
including 138 officers and 161 sergeants and soldiers. The greatest number 
of victims were peaceful Korean citizens; according to various data between 
three and four million of them died.58

Among those killed was Mao Zedong’s eldest son, Mao Anying. In the 
summer of 1950, when the war in Korea began he applied to join the army. 
Again, as he had during the war against fascism, he rushed to the front. Per-
haps he wanted to show his father, who was still cool to him, that he was worth 
something. In any case, he went to Korea, where he was assigned to the Gen-
eral Staff of the Chinese People’s Volunteers. Commander in Chief Peng De-
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huai tried to keep him by his side, but was unable to protect Anying from 
harm. On November 25, 1950, Anying died during an American air raid on 
Peng Dehuai’s headquarters. He was only twenty-eight years old. That same 
day Peng wrote to Mao, but Ye Zilong, the Chairman’s secretary, with the ap-
proval of Zhou Enlai, withheld the telegram from Mao. Only after several days 
did Mao learn the bitter truth.

According to those in his entourage, Mao shed no tears. “He ​. . . ​did 
not express his feelings at all,” Ye Zilong recalled, “but his face looked very 
pinched. He waved his hand and said, ‘In such a war there have been and al-
ways will be sacrifices. This is nothing.’ ” 59 He repeated the same thing to Peng 
Dehuai when they next met. “Chairman,” Peng said to him, “I did not safe-
guard Anying, it is my fault. I request that you punish me!” But Mao merely 
closed his eyes. “There can be no revolutionary war without sacrifices. ​. . . ​A 
simple soldier died, and one need not make a big deal out of this just because 
he was my son.” 60 It was obvious, however, that he was taking the loss hard. For 
several days he ate almost nothing and was unable to sleep. He sat alone in his 
armchair and smoked one cigarette after another.

By then he had lost many family members. His youngest brother, Zetan, 
fell in battle with the Nationalists in western Fujian in 1935. His middle 
brother, Zemin, suffered a cruel death in 1943 in Xinjiang, where he had gone 
to work in 1940 for the militarist Sheng Shicai. For quite some time Sheng 
passed himself off as a friend of Stalin and had even applied for membership 
in the Soviet Communist Party. But in 1942 he severed his relations with the 
Soviet Union, suspecting, apparently with good reason, that the Comintern 
and the CCP were plotting to overthrow him. Sheng seized Mao Zemin and 
other leaders of the Xinjiang branch of the CCP and threw them in prison. 
They were interrogated and tortured for several months, and on September 
27, 1943, they were executed. They were first beaten with truncheons, then 
suffocated, and their bodies were stuffed into sacks and buried on a remote 
mountainside. Mao Zedong later heard rumors that three days later Sheng 
supposedly ordered the bodies to be dug up and photographed, and had the 
photos sent to Song Meiling to give to Chiang Kai-shek.61

In August 1929, Mao’s foster sister, Zejian, died at the hands of the Na-
tionalists, just a year and three months before Kaihui’s death. In June 1946, 
nineteen-year-old Mao Chuxiong, one of his nephews and the only son of his 
brother Zetan, was killed. In Changsha in 1930, Kaihui’s cousin Kaiming was 
shot, and in 1935, during the Long March, Mao lost another brother-in-law, 
He Meiren, the younger brother of Zizhen. He was killed by Tibetans for defil-
ing a Lamaist temple.

Of the families of Mao’s two brothers, only the children of Zemin were 
alive: Yuanzhi, his daughter from his first marriage, who was a year older than 
the deceased Anying, and his son, Yuanxin. The latter had been born on Feb-
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ruary 14, 1941, in Xinjiang soon after the lustful Zemin left his second wife, 
Xijun, and married his new passion. His third wife, Zhu Danhua, was also an 
actress, like Jiang Qing. In February 1943, she was arrested and imprisoned 
along with her young son. She was not released until May 1946; in July she and 
Yuanxin arrived in Yan’an, where Mao greeted them. He showed great warmth 
and even sentimentality toward his small nephew, who was just half a year 
younger than his daughter Li Na. He may have felt it his duty to be more con-
cerned about him than he was about his own children. He also paid attention 
to his niece Yuanzhi, but she was already grown up. She had married in 1945 
and a year later gave birth to a son, so Mao began to feel like a grandfather. 
From 1951 on Yuanxin grew up under the supervision of Mao. Zhu Danhua 
remarried and lived and worked with her new husband in Nanchang, leaving 
her son at Mao and Jiang Qing’s request to live in Zhongnanhai.

Mao’s grief at the death of Anying, however, did not pass, and neither his 
daughter nor his younger son nor his beloved nephew could deaden it. It was 
as if something between him and his fallen son had not been resolved and 
periodically tormented him.

Anying’s death was particularly troubling for Anqing. More than just 
brothers, they had been bound by grief over their dead mother, memories 
of their hunger-ridden childhood and their adventurous journey from Hong 
Kong to Moscow, their sojourn in the International Orphanage, and their lives 
together with Mama He. Anqing was a very nervous young man, prone to anx-
iety, and with an unbalanced psychology. The terrible blow to the head that the 
soldier had dealt him when his mother had been arrested had left its mark. The 
death of his brother pushed him over the edge. He lost sleep, began to wander 
about the house, and talked to himself. Soon the doctors delivered the terrible 
diagnosis of schizophrenia. Anqing was no longer able to work. Mao sent An-
qing to the Soviet Union for treatment, but he was beyond help. Returning to 
China, he was taken to a military sanatorium in Dalian, where he lived under 
medical supervision. His brother’s widow, Liu Songlin, and her younger sister 
Shao Hua were very solicitous toward him. The latter even moved to Dalian 
to look after the sick man. In 1960 Anqing and Shao Hua were married. Two 
years later they returned to Beijing. Anqing began to feel better, but he never 
fully recovered.62

Mao, of course, was very upset by the illness of his son, but he was even 
more disappointed. “Shall I be deprived of descendants ​. . . ​(one son was 
killed, one went mad),” he said bitterly.63 To be sure, as usual he had little time 
for emotions. Power and politics displaced his paternal feelings.
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o f  N e w  D e m o c r ac  y

Mao wanted China to develop rapidly into a modern socialist country. But in 
the early years of the PRC, Stalin’s suspicious nature, urge to dominate, and 
dogmatism combined to limit his provision of Soviet aid to China. Even had 
he really wanted to do more, the war-devastated Soviet economy would have 
prevented him from substantially increasing assistance to the PRC. The avail-
able documents indicate, however, that political rather than economic reasons 
motivated Stalin to limit aid to the PRC. The reminiscences of Konstantin 
Koval, Soviet deputy minister of foreign trade, concerning Stalin’s negotiations 
with Zhou Enlai in August–September 1952 are eloquent in this regard.1 Stalin 
ignored Zhou when the latter suggested, “You will help us to build a social-
ist China, and we will help you to build a communist Soviet Union.” 2 Stalin 
likewise disapproved of China’s efforts to draft a five-year plan for 1951–55, 
deeming it unrealistic.3 The financial aid he provided the People’s Republic, 
judging from the agreement signed on February 14, 1950, was US $300 mil-
lion in credits over a five-year period at a favorable annual interest rate of 
1 percent.4 It is true that this is the amount Mao requested, supposing it “better 
for us to borrow less than to borrow more at present and for several years.” 5 
Yet Stalin did not offer any more and during the Korean War the Chinese were 
forced to apply the loan to buy Soviet arms. Naturally, they considered this un-
fair since the loan had initially been intended to help with domestic economic 
problems, and the Chinese believed they were fulfilling their “internationalist 
duty” in Korea.6

By the time of Stalin’s death on March 5, 1953, the Soviet government had 
formally approved only 50 of the 147 industrial projects that Beijing had pro-
posed,7 and it had been in no hurry to fulfill these obligations.8 Stalin rebuffed 
all Chinese requests to accelerate the pace of assistance, consistently advising 
the leaders of the CCP not to force the pace of modernization. At a meeting 
with Zhou Enlai on September 3, 1952, to discuss the proposed Five-Year Plan, 
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Stalin expressed dissatisfaction with the Chinese desire to establish an annual 
20 percent industrial growth rate. He could not agree since, according to of-
ficial statistics, the Soviet economy during the First Five-Year Plan had grown 
at only 18.5 percent per annum.* For competitive reasons Stalin advised Zhou 
to lower the overall rate of growth to 15 percent and agreed to consider the 
20 percent limit for annual plans only as a propaganda slogan.9 In early Feb-
ruary 1953, Mikhail Saburov, chairman of the State Planning Committee of 
the USSR, sent Li Fuchun, deputy chairman of the PRC Financial-Economic 
Commission, who was in Moscow at the time, a set of comments by Soviet 
experts on the PRC’s draft Five-Year Plan. Following Stalin’s precepts, Saburov 
advised the Chinese comrades to set an even lower rate of industrial growth of 
between 13.5 and 15 percent.10 The State Administrative Council of the PRC 
was forced to agree.11 Ultimately, the figure for the annual industrial growth 
rate was set at 14.7 percent.12

Stalin’s meeting with Liu Shaoqi, a member of the Politburo and deputy 
chairman of the Central People’s Government of the PRC, held in October 
1952 during the Nineteenth Congress of the CPSU, likewise demonstrated 
Moscow’s caution with respect to building socialism in China. At this time, 
Stalin firmly opposed Mao’s idea of introducing the cooperativization and col-
lectivization of the Chinese peasantry over a period of ten to fifteen years, 
an idea Mao had first expressed at a meeting of the Secretariat of the Central 
Committee one month earlier.13 Liu Shaoqi informed Stalin of this when he 
presented a report on the policies of the CCP Central Committee.14 As Liu 
Shaoqi recalled in a conversation with Soviet ambassador Vasily Kuznetsov in 
November 1953, “Comrade Stalin advised not to hasten cooperativization and 
collectivization of agriculture inasmuch as conditions in the PRC were more 
favorable than in the USSR during the period of collectivization.” 15 Liu con-
veyed Stalin’s opinion to Beijing, and Mao was forced to take it into account.

But Mao did not always follow Stalin’s directives. Between 1949 and 1953, 
on his own initiative he undertook a number of measures directed toward ac-
celerating the Stalinization of China. After the proclamation of the PRC and 
the expulsion of the remnant Guomindang army to Taiwan, the communist 
regime continued regular military actions against various social forces that 
had not consistently supported the Guomindang during the civil war. Among 
these were the traditional rural elites, representatives of some local power 
structures who had remained on the sidelines during the civil war, hoping to 
wait out this time of troubles. After the complete defeat of the Guomindang, 
Mao gradually but surely began to establish his power at the local level, dis-

*	 According to the majority of Western specialists, during the First Five-Year Plan, Soviet 
industry grew by an annual rate of 12 percent. It is doubtful, however, that Stalin trusted 
Western statistics.
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placing local elites and empowering new pro-communist supporters during 
the course of establishing new organs of power.

Now the CCP encountered fierce resistance from its social antagonists and 
the civil war acquired a mass character, affecting millions of persons. Accord-
ing to probably conservative official figures, by the end of 1951 more than 
two million people had been killed in the course of the struggle. Another two 
million had been imprisoned and sent to labor camps.16 This war continued, 
but no further statistics were published on the number of victims. According 
to data compiled by the Russian China specialist Colonel B. N. Gorbachev, 
39 corps of the PLA, or more than 140 divisions numbering some 1.5 million 
troops, participated in these battles.17 One of the cruelest acts was the purge of 
unreliable elements among former Guomindang officers who had gone over to 
the CCP side during the war. According to the reminiscences of General Geor-
gii Semenov, adviser to the commander of the North China Military District, 
among the former units of General Fu Zuoyi of the Beijing Garrison that had 
defected to the PLA side, 22,014 criminals were “unmasked” during “peace-
time,” among whom, by decision of the political commissar, 1,272 deserved an 
immediate death sentence, 1,415 a delayed death sentence, and 6,223 exile.18 
The situation was complicated by the fact that during the first years of the PRC 
there was no law that regulated punishment for civil crimes. Between 1949 and 
1954, the CCP ruled the country by means of political campaigns and mass 
mobilization.

The sharpest struggle took place in the countryside during the agrarian re-
form. By 1948 Mao had shelved the slogan not only of land redistribution, but 
also those of rent and interest reduction, thereby guaranteeing the party the 
neutrality of the landholders in the countryside and expediting the Guomin-
dang’s defeat by isolating it from its social roots. The day of reckoning, how-
ever, came quickly. Over approximately three years, progressing from north 
to south, the CCP gradually carried out an agrarian reform that might better 
be termed an agrarian revolution “from above.” The passivity of the peasantry 
was remedied by the dispatch of special teams to the countryside composed of 
party activists, approximately three hundred thousand yearly, who organized 
peasant unions, implanted new local elites, and dealt harshly with everyone 
labeled as landlords and counterrevolutionaries. Popular tribunals dispensing 
rough justice were established in the villages and given the power to impose 
death sentences. Many who resisted were summarily shot or sent to concen-
tration camps. Despite the CCP’s avowed policy of protecting rich peasants, 
their numbers declined sharply. Power in the countryside and a number of 
economic privileges were conferred upon a new “communist” elite.

After the rural rich were eliminated, urban property owners were the next 
target. In December 1951, Mao launched campaigns directed against the bour-
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geoisie: the Sanfan (Three Anti) campaign against corrupt officials, and the 
Wufan (Five Anti) campaign against private entrepreneurship. Popular tribu-
nals empowered to pronounce death sentences were established in the cities. 
Public trials were held that often resulted in on‑the-spot public executions. 
The main form of repression applied to the bourgeoisie was the imposition 
of staggering indemnities that seriously weakened their economic position. 
The result was that by September 1952, at a meeting of the Secretariat of the 
CCP Central Committee, Mao Zedong was able to assert that the state share 
of industry was 67.3 percent and of trade 40 percent; thus the socialist sector 
occupied the dominant and leading position in the Chinese economy.19

Gradually, the intelligentsia became the target of the ideological cam-
paign. In 1951, on Mao’s initiative, a campaign of Marxist indoctrination 
began under the pretext of discussing a film called The Life of Wu Xun. This 
film about a well-known nineteenth-century Confucian educator who had 
risen from desperate poverty to prominence first evoked the fury of Jiang 
Qing, a self-proclaimed specialist on cinematic art. “Continued veneration of 
Wu Hsun’s [Wu Xun’s] model,” she said to Mao, “was dangerous because his 
actions discredited present national imperatives: overthrow the landlord class, 
bury Confucian scholars, and put down the reformist ​. . . ​tenet that educa-
tion dissolves class contradictions and leads to social and political success.” 20 
Mao agreed. The campaign quickly transmuted into an ideological condemna-
tion of dissent, kicking off a movement for the ideological remolding of in-
tellectuals in which the methods of ideological terror that played a sinister 
role in the subsequent development of spiritual life in the PRC were already  
evident.

According to some data, during these campaigns in the early years of the 
PRC more than four  million “counterrevolutionaries” were repressed.21 The 
ruling party itself did not escape the sharpening struggle. In 1951, Mao already 
had decided to conduct a verification and reregistration of CCP members that 
led to a new “purge” of “alien” elements. By 1953, 10 percent of the party mem-
bers had been expelled.

During the period of New Democracy, intended as a transitional period to 
socialism, however, not all the leaders of the PRC agreed with Mao’s policies. 
Several high-ranking leaders conceived of New Democracy differently from 
Mao. Liu Shaoqi was the most important. We know that as early as 1949, Stalin 
was receiving confidential information on Liu Shaoqi from another member 
of the CCP Politburo, Gao Gang, chairman of the Northeast regional govern-
ment, who accused Liu of “right deviation” and “overestimating the Chinese 
bourgeoisie.” Some of Gao’s assertions, albeit without direct reference to Gao 
himself, were contained in a critical secret report from Kovalev to Stalin titled 
“On several questions regarding policies and practice in the CC Chinese Com-
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munist Party.” The report also contained accusations against Zhou Enlai and 
such Central Committee members as Peng Zhen, Li Fuchun, Li Lisan,* Bo 
Yibo, and Lin Feng.22 Stalin, however, did not accept all these accusations, and 
asserted that “regarding the question of democratic parties in China and the 
necessity to reckon with their leaders Com. Gao Gang ​. . . ​is wrong, but Coms. 
Zhou Enlai and Liu Shaoqi are certainly right.” During one of his meetings 
with Mao Zedong at his dacha in the vicinity of Moscow, Stalin even gave Mao 
a copy of Kovalev’s report and some other documents received from Kovalev 
and Gao Gang.23 Kovalev, who was in the hospital at this time, learned this 
from Shi Zhe, Mao’s personal interpreter, who was present at the meeting.24

Mao Zedong viewed Stalin’s conduct as yet another demonstration of his 
“mistrust and suspicion” of the Central Committee of the CCP.25 One may also 
discern other motives in Stalin’s actions. In the first place, he may not have 
believed Gao, who had earlier also provided him information on members 
of the Chinese communist leadership that seemed suspicious. Among those 
whom the regional CCP leader “unmasked” was Mao himself. In late 1949, for 
example, Gao Gang informed Stalin via Kovalev of the anti-Soviet and “right 
Trotskyite” tendencies of Mao and his associates in the Chinese Communist 
Party.26 He repeated his accusations against the CCP leaders, albeit in a “re-
strained and cautious form,” in a conversation with Yudin, who returned to the 
Soviet Union in 1952 via Manchuria and visited Gao en route.27 Stalin might 
have considered all these accusations evidence of intraparty struggle within 
the CCP and simply paid no attention to them.

Second, from the summer of 1949, Stalin was deeply disappointed in Gao, 
who he thought had behaved very stupidly during one of the Kremlin leader’s 
meetings with the Chinese delegation headed by Liu Shaoqi. Trying to appear 
“holier than the Pope,” Gao, a member of the delegation, made in the pres-
ence of the others some very far-reaching proposals, including that the USSR 
should increase the number of its troops in Dalian and station naval forces at 
Qingdao, and, most important of all, that Manchuria should become a republic 
of the Soviet Union. Irritated, Stalin cut him off, calling him “Comrade Zhang 
Zuolin.” 28 (Zhang Zuolin, it will be recalled, was a Chinese militarist who ruled 
Manchuria independent of the Chinese central government up to 1928.)†

*	 Li Lisan was elected a member of the CCP Central Committee on Mao’s initiative in June 
1945 at the Seventh Party Congress. It is worth mentioning that at the time he was still in 
Moscow and he was not even a member of the party because he had been expelled. But Mao 
wanted to play the role of unifier of the CCP; that is why he forgave Li.

†	 Kovalev mistakenly asserts that this took place at an enlarged plenum of the Politburo on 
July 27, 1949. On July 27, however, a Politburo meeting was not held but rather there was an 
exchange of opinions among Stalin, Bulganin, and Vyshinsky on one side and Liu Shaoqi, 
Gao Gang, and Wang Jiaxiang on the other. The Politburo meeting was held on July 11.
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Third, if Stalin trusted the information he had received, he might have 
considered Liu’s “deviation” useful insofar as it could help in his own policy of 
“containing” Mao Zedong’s radicalism.

Finally, Gao was not Stalin’s sole source of information within the Chinese 
leadership. According to some sources, Liu Shaoqi himself provided Stalin 
some confidential information. Petr Deriabin, a former official of the Ministry 
of State Security (MGB), claims that Liu Shaoqi began to work for the Soviet 
secret service in the 1930s when he was in Moscow as a representative of the 
All-China Federation of Trade Unions to the Trade Union International (Pro-
fintern). Liu continued to supply secret information to Stalin in the 1940s.29 If 
Deriabin’s account is accurate, then it is logical to suppose that Liu must have 
been more valuable to Stalin than Gao, since he was the second-ranking per-
son in the CCP after Mao. By sacrificing Gao Gang, Stalin could strengthen the 
position of his more important informant.

In any case, Gao Gang was correct. The leadership of the CCP was not 
united on the question of New Democracy. Unlike Mao, who had abandoned 
the term “New Democracy,” several other CCP leaders continued to use the 
terminology of the New Democratic revolution. Zhou Enlai as well as Liu 
Shaoqi apparently took seriously Stalin’s admonitions concerning a gradual 
transition to socialism in the PRC, and spoke of the New Democratic state, of 
the construction of New Democracy, of New Democratic trends in literature 
and art, and so on.30 They formed at the time a cautious opposition to Mao, 
who was interpreting New Democracy in an extremely radical fashion.

This is why CCP policies were somewhat contradictory during these 
years. The concept of a democratic transformation of society was reflected in 
the Common Program of the united front, whose organizational embodiment 
was the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Council (CPPCC), convened 
by the communists in Beijing in late September 1949. The CPPCC as the orga-
nizational form of the united front took upon itself the functions of a constitu-
ent assembly, with Mao as its chairman. It was in the name of the CPPCC that 
the communists established the new organs of state power and adopted the 
Common Program, which became the main programmatic document of the 
new state authority, functioning like a provisional constitution. The program 
proclaimed democratic values but emphasized the leading role of the CCP 
within a multiparty system in which eight political parties that acknowledged 
the leading role of the CCP received legal status. The program guaranteed the 
people’s right to own private property and contained clauses supporting private 
national entrepreneurship and the mutually beneficial regulation of relations 
between labor and capital. The document proclaimed a policy of democratic 
development for the country. The idea of the socialist reconstruction of Chi-
nese society was entirely absent, as was the very word “socialism.” 31

The Agrarian Reform Law, adopted by the government on June 28, 1950, 
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likewise corresponded fully to the spirit of people’s democracy. Land was 
given to the peasant as private property, and the rich-peasant economy was 
preserved.32 “The policy of preserving the rich-peasant economy,” Liu Shaoqi 
said in his report to a session of the All-China Committee of the CPPCC in 
June 1950, “is not a temporary policy but one intended for the long term. In 
other words, the rich-peasant economy will be preserved for the duration of 
the entire period of New Democracy.” 33

The policies of the new government were supported by democratic and 
patriotic circles that welcomed the transformation and development of the 
system of popular education aimed at liquidating or, more accurately, reducing 
illiteracy, opening new higher education institutions and creating the precon-
ditions for their democratization, training scientists, and establishing a system 
of modern scientific institutes.34 The law on marriage and the family adopted 
in 1950 received broad public support; it provided women with full civil rights 
and was aimed at achieving their actual equality.35 Chinese public opinion was 
also impressed by the independent and, in the cases of Korea and Tibet,* even 
aggressive foreign policy of the new government.

Between 1949 and 1953, not only Liu Shaoqi and Zhou Enlai, but Chen 
Yun and several other leading CCP officials expressed moderate views regard-
ing New Democracy, even in unofficial conversations with representatives of 
other communist parties.36 In their muted opposition to Mao, these leaders 
relied upon the authority of Stalin, whose advice was not to hasten the con-
struction of socialism. Such political support, independent of its actual goals, 
was particularly important since it provided an ideological foundation for the 
ideas they were putting into practice. Stalin’s position also exercised influence 
over Mao and his associates, who had no choice but to pay heed to the view-
point of the “Elder Brother.” It is revealing that Liu Shaoqi appealed to the 
authority of Stalin during his conversations with the Soviet ambassador in No-
vember 1953, even after he had suffered a defeat in his discussions with Mao.

Both Mao and his opponents accepted socialist ideals, but they differed in 
the methods of achieving them. Here are just a few examples. In the spring of 
1951, the Provincial Party leaders of Shanxi proposed accelerating the pace of 
rural cooperativization. Liu Shaoqi not only criticized these ideas at a meet-
ing of propagandists, but in July 1951 issued a document in the name of the 
Central Committee calling the provincial undertaking “an erroneous, danger-
ous and utopian notion of agrarian socialism.” However, Mao protected the 
local activists and two months later disavowed the document that Liu had 
prepared.37 At a session of the State Administrative Council chaired by Zhou 
Enlai in December 1952, a new draft tax system prepared by Finance Minis-

*	 Tibet, which had retained its formally independent status under the Guomindang, was 
conquered by the PLA in 1950–51.
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ter Bo Yibo was presented and approved. Its principal innovation was that all 
forms of property were subjected to uniform taxation. State and cooperative 
property lost their tax advantages, and the private capitalist sector was granted 
favorable conditions for competition. The draft law had not been cleared with 
the Central Committee apparatus and Mao did not know about it. Soon after-
ward, on January 15, 1953, Mao sent an angry letter to the leaders of the State 
Council—Zhou Enlai, Chen Yun, Deng Xiaoping, and Bo Yibo—saying that 
their aim of creating conditions for a revival of private entrepreneurship was 
ill-founded.38 This dispute led to an intensive ideological-political campaign 
against those who disagreed with Mao’s line. In an informal talk with lead-
ers of the Central South Bureau of the Central Committee in Wuhan in mid-
February, Mao observed, “There are people who say, ‘We must strengthen the 
New Democratic order’; there are also people who speak in favor of the ‘four 
big freedoms’ [i.e., freedom for peasants to take out loans, to rent land, to hire 
labor, and to engage in trade]. I think both of these are wrong. New Democ-
racy is a transitional stage toward socialism.” 39

By the summer of 1953, Mao’s struggle against “moderate” leaders of the 
CCP intensified. The last link in a chain of ideological debates, it reached its 
climax at the All-China Conference on Financial and Economic Work, held 
in Beijing from June 14 to August 12. Almost all of the high-level officials of 
the party and the government participated in the conference, which formally 
was dedicated to discussing the new tax system. In fact it addressed the entire 
political strategy of the CCP. In addition to Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping, 
Gao Gang presided over the forum. Despite Mao’s personal dislike of Gao, in 
ideological terms they were very close and Gao did his utmost to discredit the 
position of Liu Shaoqi and his supporters. In a conversation with the Soviet 
consul general Andrei Ledovsky in Shenyang, Gao Gang asserted not only that 
Liu Shaoqi supported “the erroneous bourgeois line of Bo Yibo,” but that in 
fact the line actually derived from Liu.40

The ideological key of the meeting was supplied by Mao Zedong in his 
speech at a session of the Politburo on June 15, 1953. Mao sharply criticized 
party leaders who were striving to “firmly establish the new-democratic social 
order.” 41 They “have remained,” Mao said of Liu and his supporters,* “where 
they were after the victory of the democratic revolution. They fail to real-
ize there is a change in the character of the revolution and they go on push-
ing their ‘New Democracy’ instead of socialist transformation. This will lead to 
Right deviationist mistakes.” 42 Mao was particularly exasperated by the effort 
of these leaders to “[s]ustain private property.” 43 This was the first time that 

*	 No names are mentioned in the published text of Mao’s speech. However, the Chinese 
publishers of his speech supplied notes to the published text that indicate the target was Liu 
Shaoqi and his supporters.
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Mao had so clearly and directly dissociated himself from the concept of New 
Democracy and expressed himself in favor of a swift transition to the socialist 
revolution.

Reports by Gao Gang and Li Fuchun on economic construction and by 
Li Weihan on private capital were delivered at this lengthy conference. A ma-
jority of the top leadership took part in the discussion.

Gao was the most active. Subjecting Bo to criticism, not only for the “mis-
takes” he had committed but for “struggling against the Party line,” which was 
like handing down a death sentence, Gao repeatedly cited the “erroneous” pro-
nouncements of Liu as proof of the finance minister’s guilt. To be sure, he did 
not quote Liu himself, but pretended that it was Bo Yibo who had spoken this 
way.44 In other words, while openly denouncing Bo he was covertly attacking 
Liu. (Mao would not allow him to criticize Liu openly.) Everyone present, in-
cluding Liu himself, understood these tactics perfectly well.

The situation for the “moderates” became ominous since no one knew 
whether Gao Gang was being egged on by Mao. Then, on July 7, Zhou wrote 
a letter to Mao, who was absent from the conference, informing him of what 
had happened at the sessions and requesting instructions. Clearly understand-
ing that Liu and Zhou were terrified, Mao decided to act the peacemaker. In 
reality, he had no intention of removing them from their posts despite his dis-
agreements with them. He simply wanted to teach them who was the master 
of the house. Having achieved this result, he could now take pleasure in his 
victory. This is why, hearing of Gao Gang’s actions, he replied to Zhou: “We 
must conduct the struggle openly and solve the problems; we should not act 
boorishly. It is wrong to be silent face-to-face, but to prattle behind another’s 
back, not to speak directly, but to beat about the bush, not to point to a specific 
person, but to engage in innuendos.” 45 (One might suppose that Mao himself 
always conducted his struggles openly and that he never criticized Liu Shaoqi 
in veiled form.)

Zhou immediately transmitted this “revelation” to all interested persons. 
Bo Yibo, Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping, and Zhou himself quickly understood 
just what had to be done. Liu, Deng, and Bo took the floor and openly engaged 
in self-criticism, the latter on two occasions.46 Zhou acknowledged his “po-
litical and organizational errors” and his “isolation from the party leadership,” 
and he severely and extensively censured Bo Yibo. He accused the latter of 
“failing to acknowledge his errors over a certain period of time.” 47 Bo’s “right 
deviation,” according to Zhou, “originated from his not taking Marxism-
Leninism, the policy of the party, and the interests of the working people as his 
point of departure, but from consciously and unconsciously reflecting many 
of the outlooks, opinions, and habits of the capitalist class.” 48 Zhou reproached 
Bo for “insincerity towards the party.” 49

Mao Zedong pronounced the work of the conference “a success,” praised 
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Liu and Deng for their self-criticism, and supported criticism of the “bour-
geois line.” In this and several other speeches he emphasized the enormous 
political and ideological significance of the work that had been accomplished. 
It was evident from his statements that he considered the conference a definite 
turning point in the development of the CCP and the PRC, and he emphasized 
the decisive importance of the tax issue. “That [tax] system, if allowed to de-
velop, would have led inevitably to capitalism, in contradiction of Marxism-
Leninism and the Party general line for the transition period,” he asserted.50 
The conference, as Mao supposed, could remove this threat from China, lead 
to the liberation from New Democratic illusions, and open the way to the so-
cialist development of the country. Mao also noted subsequently that the work 
of the conference was the most important factor in affirming the general line 
for the construction of socialism that was formulated at precisely this time: 
“But for the Conference on Financial and Economic Work held in July and 
August, the question of the general line would have remained unsettled for 
many comrades.” 51 Thus Mao imposed his views on the leadership of the CCP. 
The course for “constructing socialism on the Soviet model” was officially 
proclaimed.

30945 Mao.indd   399 7/12/12   4:56 PM



27

S o cia   l i s t 
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Stalin’s death facilitated Mao’s victory at the Conference on Financial and 
Economics Work. Only now could Mao accelerate the tempo of revolution-
ary transformation, in other words, the complete and decisive Stalinization of 
China. Naturally, he never displayed his innermost feelings. On the contrary, 
arriving at the embassy of the USSR to pay his respects to the late Kremlin 
boss, he was almost in tears. “He tried to maintain his self-control and not 
display any emotions, but he did not succeed,” recalled an eyewitness. “There 
were tears in [his] eyes.” Zhou Enlai cried along with the new Soviet ambas-
sador, Alexander Panyushkin.1

Mao, however, did not wish to attend the funeral of the “Father of Na-
tions.” Perhaps he was afraid of catching pneumonia—there was frost in Mos-
cow in early March. Perhaps it was because just two months earlier he had 
discovered that Stalin had been listening in on his conversations with mem-
bers of the Politburo in Zhongnanhai itself. At the end of 1950, Stalinist tech-
nicians from the MGB who were working in Beijing installed microphones in 
Mao’s bedroom and several other rooms in Mao’s residence, obviously with 
the help of their Chinese agents. When this was discovered, Mao was furious 
and even sent Stalin a note of protest. The latter replied disingenuously that he 
had no idea what sorts of unseemly activities these MGB agents were up to in 
China. He conveyed to Mao his formal apology.2 In his last year Stalin caused 
one more unpleasant incident that again clouded his relations with Mao. This 
resulted from the screening in the Soviet Union of Przheval’skii, a film that 
depicted the Chinese people in an unfavorable light, according to the CCP 
leadership. The screenwriters may have tried to create an objective picture of 
the great traveler Nikolai Przheval’skii who disliked the Chinese on account of 
their “hypocrisy, craftiness, and cunning.” 3 But Stalin, who was the chief cen-
sor in matters of cinematography, saw nothing amiss, and not only approved 
showing the film in the USSR, but also sent a copy to an international film 
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festival in Czechoslovakia. Dissatisfied, the Chinese requested that their Soviet 
comrades not show the film. Then Stalin, in the name of Minister of Cinema-
tography Ivan Bol’shakov, sent a sharply worded telegram to Beijing saying 
that he considered the Chinese criticism “incorrect and deeply mistaken.” The 
dictator, unaccustomed to criticism, accused the Chinese of nationalism. “It 
must be said,” he noted,

that here in the Soviet Union at a certain time among a certain num-
ber of historians and artists of a nationalist persuasion we also ob-
served and still encounter attempts to embellish history as well as 
to conceal historical truth. ​. . . ​We Russian communists view such 
persons as dangerous, as chauvinists who infect the masses with the 
poison of nationalism and undermine the bases of criticism and self-
criticism that are the foundation of the communist method of educat-
ing the masses.4

Mao was of course offended by the tone of the telegram and the reproaches it 
contained.

A meeting of the Central Committee selected Zhou Enlai to head the 
Chinese delegation to Stalin’s funeral. He would also convey the Chairman’s 
condolences to the new leadership of the CPSU. “Everyone knows that Com-
rade Stalin greatly loved the Chinese people and believed that the forces of 
the Chinese revolution were amazing,” Mao Zedong wrote. “He displayed the 
greatest wisdom on questions relating to the Chinese revolution. ​. . . ​We have 
lost a great teacher and a most sincere friend. ​. . . ​This is a great sorrow. It is 
impossible to express our grief in words.” 5

Mao was also unofficially represented by his wife, Jiang Qing, who was in 
the USSR again for rest and treatment. She was also very upset by Stalin’s death 
and visited the Hall of Columns in the House of Soviets where she was allowed 
to stand guard at the bier of the deceased.6 On March 9, Zhou marched in the 
funeral procession; alone among the foreign guests he was given the honor of 
carrying Stalin’s coffin along with the leaders of the CPSU.

On March 11, Zhou and other members of his delegation held talks 
with the new Kremlin leaders Georgii Malenkov, Lavrentii Beria, and Nikita 
Khrushchev on economic assistance to the PRC.7 These talks culminated in the 
signing on March 21 of an important protocol on the exchange of goods be-
tween the USSR and the PRC for 1953 as well as an agreement regarding Soviet 
assistance to the PRC in the construction of electricity-generating stations.8 
Then, on May 15, 1953, the USSR and China signed an even more important 
agreement, by which the Soviet Union undertook the responsibility of furnish-
ing all the technical documentation and complete sets of equipment for con-
structing ninety-one large industrial enterprises in China by the end of 1959.9
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The negotiations between Zhou Enlai and Malenkov, Beria, and Khrush-
chev also led to the acceleration of work on the construction of fifty projects 
that the Soviet side had already undertaken to build. In a telegram to Malenkov 
on this occasion Mao expressed his heartfelt gratitude to the Soviet govern-
ment for its agreement to provide economic and technical aid to China. “This 
will have extraordinary importance for the industrialization of China, for Chi-
na’s gradual transition to socialism, as well as for strengthening the forces of 
the camp of peace and democracy headed by the Soviet Union,” Mao wrote.10

The negotiations in March signified a sharp turn in the Soviet leadership’s 
attitude toward Chinese plans for socialist industrialization. In the compli-
cated post-Stalin period, the leaders of the CPSU quickly abandoned Stalin’s 
cautious policy toward the PRC. Malenkov, Beria, and Khrushchev were striv-
ing to gain Mao’s support, fearing that he might take advantage of Stalin’s death 
to cast off Soviet tutelage. Sensing danger, they went all out to indulge Mao. 
They wanted to preclude the possibility that China might go the way of Yu-
goslavia, an independent communist state. Khrushchev, at least, understood 
very well that the late dictator had pursued an imperialist foreign policy. To all 
appearances, he genuinely tried to change this.11 Beria and Malenkov probably 
were in the same boat. Unlike Molotov and Mikoyan, none of the three had 
been directly involved with Stalin’s China policy and therefore bore no respon-
sibility for Stalin’s denigration of Mao.

Moscow’s new position meant that Mao could now seriously depend upon 
wide-scale Soviet assistance for the construction of an industrialized social-
ist China. With Soviet political support and economic cooperation he could 
finally crush the intraparty opposition that had opposed his plans to abandon 
New Democracy. The discussions at the Conference on Financial and Eco-
nomic Work and its decisions reflected this new ideological-political situation.

After Mao’s victory over the “moderates” in the summer of 1953, any po-
lemic in the Chinese Communist Party could occur only within the frame-
work of the dominant ideological tendency, aimed at constructing a powerful 
socialist state. The general line of the party on constructing socialism did not 
replace the political program of the CCP, but it did define its concrete social 
and political objectives and clarified the means of achieving them.

The adoption of the general line provoked additional conflict within the 
party leadership. The discussion generated by the formulation of the new course 
clearly indicated the positions of the contending sides. Mao provided the initial 
definition of the general line in early June 1953 while familiarizing himself with 
the draft report on the relationship between the party and capitalist industry 
and commerce, prepared by Li Weihan, secretary of the State Council and head 
of the United Front Department of the Central Committee.12 During a Polit-
buro discussion of this draft on June 15, 1953, Mao said: “The general line or 
general task of the Party for the transition period is basically to accomplish the 

30945 Mao.indd   402 7/12/12   4:56 PM



	 Socialist Industrialization	 403

industrialization of the country and the socialist transformation of agriculture, 
handicrafts, and capitalist industry and commerce in ten to fifteen years, or a 
little longer.”13 Obviously, for the time being he was still rather cautious, appar-
ently trying to secure formal support of his new course from all the members of 
the Politburo. He did not want to frighten the “moderates,” and he even men-
tioned in passing a “step-by-step” transition to socialism.14 However, he severely 
criticized those who had failed to understand that a shift in the character of the 
revolution had occurred (the “right” deviation) while mildly admonishing the 
“mistakes” of those who “had gone too fast” (the “left” deviation).

The Politburo supported Mao’s ideas, but “moderates” like Liu Shaoqi tried 
to attenuate their revolutionary impulse by changing several key words in the 
text. On June 23, 1953, speaking at the Conference on Financial and Economic 
Work, Li Weihan, in the name of the Politburo, offered the following proposition:

From the time of the creation of the People’s Republic of China our 
country has entered into a transitional period, a time of gradual tran-
sition to socialist society. The general line and the general task during 
the transitional period consists of gradually achieving the basic indus-
trialization of the country and gradually achieving the basic transfor-
mation of agriculture and handicraft industry as well as of capitalist 
industry and commerce in the course of a protracted period of time.15

The new formulation did not indicate the time frame of the new course  
(“ten to fifteen years, or a little longer”) and the word “gradual,” repeated three 
times, apparently was of particular significance.

Toward the end of the conference, Mao again attempted to change eco-
nomic policy radically. On August 10, during a Politburo discussion of the 
text of the Concluding Report, which Zhou Enlai intended to deliver at the 
conference and which contained the Politburo’s formulation, he proposed a 
third formula that carefully avoided the term “gradually.” At the same time he 
agreed not to provide a specific time frame. Although the remainder of the text 
was unaltered, its general meaning changed. Mao’s new version read:

The time between the founding of the People’s Republic of China and 
the basic completion of socialist transformation is a period of transi-
tion. The Party’s general line or general task for the transition period 
is basically to accomplish the country’s industrialization and the so-
cialist transformation of industry of agriculture, handicrafts and capi-
talist industry and commerce over a fairly long period of time.16

Accepting this definition, Zhou Enlai made the appropriate corrections to his 
Concluding Report.17 On September 8, 1953, he unveiled this formulation at 
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an enlarged plenum of the Standing Committee of the All-China Committee 
of the CPPCC.18 However, other “moderates” continued to maneuver, and in 
December 1953 they presented yet another version of the general line. They 
added the word “gradually” to the verb “accomplish” in Mao’s formula, and 
this new definition of the general line was inserted into the Central Commit-
tee’s thesis for propagating the party’s general line during the transitional pe-
riod, which thesis was titled, “Struggle to Mobilize All Forces to Transform 
Our Country into a Great Socialist State.” 19 On February 10, 1954, the final 
formulation calling for the “step by step” implementation of industrialization 
and socialist transformation was adopted by the Fourth Plenum of the CCP 
Central Committee.20

Mao was absent from the plenum, resting up at Hangzhou while Liu 
Shaoqi directed the forum. Liu had to engage in self-criticism for having mis-
takenly asserted that “China was suffering from the underdevelopment of 
capitalism.” 21 Thus a compromise was achieved. Mao accepted the cautious 
formulation of the general line while the “moderates” in the person of Liu 
apologized for their “right deviation.” But as soon became evident, the Chair-
man had no intention of maintaining this balance of power. New Democracy 
became obsolete, and China began to move forward along the path of con-
structing Stalinist socialism. Moscow adopted a benevolent attitude.

Meanwhile, Mao had to resolve myriad problems, including intraparty 
ones. Chief among them in 1953–54 was “unmasking” Gao Gang, the same 
“Comrade Zhang Zuolin” whom Stalin had compromised during the Moscow 
summit. Stalin, however, would not allow anyone to get at Gao, and only the 
death of the dictator and the establishment of equal relations with the Soviet 
leadership helped Mao get rid of the traitor who “provide[d] foreigners with 
information behind the back of the Central Committee.” 22 Gao was not among 
Mao’s ideological opponents. On the contrary, he was one of the most fervent 
partisans of the leftist course. In the late 1940s, in one of his telegrams to Kova-
lev, Stalin even criticized Gao for excessive leftism, and in the early 1950s Mao 
used Gao in his struggle against the “moderates.” On February 16, 1952, for 
example, Mao published a private letter to Gao Gang in the main party news-
paper Renmin ribao (People’s daily) that contained a detailed critique of the 
“right deviation.” 23 Moreover, in private conversations with Gao, Mao often 
complained about the “conservatism” of Liu Shaoqi and Zhou Enlai.24 He was 
unwilling, however, to forgive Gao his role as an informer for Stalin.

Not suspecting Mao’s true feelings, Gao Gang treasured his “intimate” con-
versations with the Chairman as a mark of special trust. Therefore, he actively 
sought ways to eliminate the “moderates” from the higher echelons of party 
leadership. He actively circulated rumors in the party that the Central Com-
mittee contained “two groups that cannot be trusted: Liu Shaoqi heads one of 
them and Zhou Enlai the other.” 25 He succeeded in winning over Rao Shushi, 
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the head of the Organizational Department of the Central Committee, who 
had earlier been the boss of the Shanghai region, as well as several other lead-
ing officials. The conspirators had already begun to divide up the positions—
Gao Gang intended to occupy Liu’s place, and Rao Shushi the post of prime 
minister—when Mao learned of their plans from Chen Yun and Deng Xiao
ping, both of whom Gao had unwisely tried to win over to his side.26 He was 
furious. Mao had no desire to replace Liu and Zhou with Gao and Rao despite 
the differences between himself and “the moderates.” During his meeting with 
Deng, restraining his rage, Mao asked Deng what he thought about all this and 
how he would advise him to proceed. Deng, knowing of Mao’s fondness for 
classical aphorisms, replied with the words of Confucius: “If a gentleman for-
sakes humanity, how can he make a name for himself ?” 27 Mao could not but 
agree. At a Politburo meeting on December 24, 1953, Mao attacked Gao and 
Rao, accusing them of “conspiratorial” activity. On Mao’s initiative, in Febru-
ary 1954, Liu Shaoqi presented the so‑called Gao Gang–Rao Shushi Affair to 
the Fourth Plenum of the Central Committee. Both conspirators were accused 
of “sectarianism” and “factionalism,” of establishing “independent kingdoms,” 
and of organizing a plot to seize power. The Fourth Plenum censured Gao and 
Rao but did not expel them from the party. Nonetheless, Gao committed sui-
cide on August 17, 1954, apparently because he became convinced that Mao 
had betrayed him. After all, while concocting the plot against Liu and Zhou, 
he assumed he was acting with the Chairman’s tacit approval.28 In March 1955, 
the All-China Conference of the CCP considered the Gao Gang–Rao Shushi 
Affair. It expelled Gao Gang and Rao Shushi from the party and affirmed the 
political line of Mao Zedong, in effect calling for the uprooting of all of his 
enemies.29 (Rao would be imprisoned and died in his cell in March 1975 from 
pneumonia.)

Mao’s triumph in the Gao-Rao Affair, the first purge of top leaders in the 
history of the PRC, created a dangerous precedent that doomed a significant 
part of the party leadership to defeat in battles with the Chairman. The affair 
was an extraordinarily important episode. Thereafter the countrywide promo-
tion of the Mao cult constituted the basic direction of ideological work in the 
Communist Party. The campaign to exalt Chairman Mao Zedong was well 
organized and extremely effective. The Selected Works of the Leader were the 
primary means of ideological indoctrination, and studying them became the 
duty of every citizen. In 1954, it is true, Mao suggested removing the term 
“Mao Zedong Thought” from circulation. He did this for tactical reasons in the 
context of evolving active relations with the USSR. The Propaganda Depart-
ment of the Central Committee explained it as follows:

Their [Mao Zedong Thought] content and the content of Marxism-
Leninism is identical. ​. . . ​In expounding the party statutes and the 
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most important party documents that were adopted earlier, as before 
we must proceed from the original, and not substitute the latter. How-
ever, to avoid the possibility of false interpretations regarding differ-
ences in the content of both terms, it is necessary to indicate that Mao 
Zedong Thought is synonymous with the ideas of Marxism-Leninism.30

The purge of Gao, Rao, and their confederates provoked an intense and 
widespread campaign inside and outside the party to uproot “hidden” counter
revolutionaries. The politically active part of Chinese society, including many 
ganbu (party cadres) and intellectuals, could not easily accept abandoning 
New Democracy. They supported the New Democratic slogans of the CCP 
and were disoriented by the sharp turn of 1953. The party leadership resorted 
to ideological terror, employing the method of “study” that had been approved 
more than once, starting from the notorious zhengfeng (rectification of style) 
movement that had unfolded in the party in the early 1940s. During the Marx-
ist indoctrination of 1951, Mao had used these same methods. He initially 
presented each of these campaigns as “pedagogic,” supposedly directed at edu-
cating backward intellectual cadres, and afterward he resorted to repression.

The next campaign began in 1954 as a scholarly discussion of the 
eighteenth-century novel Dream of the Red Chamber (incidentally, Mao’s 
favorite novel). It quickly developed into a political witch hunt aimed at Yu 
Pingbo, a scholar who was the best-known expert on this novel. But this was 
only the beginning. Soon Mao attacked Hu Shi, a leading philosopher of prag-
matism who had fled to Taiwan. Hu, whom Mao at one time had treated with 
great reverence, was now inscribed on his enemies’ list. Hu’s liberal philosophy 
undermined the ideological bases of the communist regime. Yu Pingbo and 
other cultural figures were accused of sympathy toward Hu Shi and Western 
bourgeois ideology.31 In late 1954, a struggle unfolded against Hu Feng, a poet, 
essayist, and literary critic who was a member of the CCP and one of the lead-
ers of the League of Chinese Writers. As a well-known nonconformist among 
left-wing writers, Hu Feng, who defended freedom of speech, was accused of 
counterrevolunationary activity and of seeking to restore the Guomindang re-
gime. The Maoists were no longer willing to tolerate him or his supporters, 
who criticized their harsh methods of guiding culture. In 1955 Hu Feng and 
seventy-seven other liberal intellectuals were arrested. In all, more than two 
thousand persons in Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjin, and Nanjing were swept up in 
this affair.32 (All of them were rehabilitated only twenty-five years later.)

At the same time, a so‑called doctors’ plot was concocted involving phy-
sicians who treated the leaders of the CCP. Several doctors in Zhongnanhai 
were accused of attempting to poison high-ranking patients. In the words of 
an eyewitness, “this campaign was a hard lesson. Chinese had no rights. Every
one had to obey their ‘superiors’ unconditionally. ​. . . ​A given individual was 
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merely a tiny gear in an enormous and complicated machine. The slightest 
sign of dissatisfaction or deviation from established norms and the gear would 
be discarded.” 33

Mao’s campaign against intellectuals was merely the prologue to a nation-
wide movement against counterrevolutionaries that commenced in March 
1955 and was aimed at uprooting all those who doubted his course in con-
structing socialism. During the next two years more than eighty thousand 
“counterrevolutionaries” were subjected to repression. According to informa-
tion from a party leader in Canton that came to the attention of the Soviet 
embassy, no less than 7 percent of the officials of the local administrative and 
party apparatus were “involved in counterrevolutionary affairs to one degree 
or another.” 34 The atmosphere of terror was such that in the latter half of 1955 
more than 190,000 party members, fearing public humiliation, voluntarily ap-
peared at the security organs with false self-accusations.35 More than four thou-
sand people committed suicide. The ideological campaign among intellectuals 
also accelerated. Among the new targets of criticism was Liang Shuming, a 
leading Chinese philosopher renowned for his ideas of reforming rural China. 
Liang, who lived and worked in Beijing, supported the new government, but 
he tried to defend his independent point of view. Characteristically, he was one 
of a few social scientists who maintained his convictions in an atmosphere of 
ideological terror. Meanwhile, several other leading cultural figures, including 
Guo Moro, Mao Dun, and Zhou Yang, acted as a shock force of the ideological 
terror during these initial large-scale ideological campaigns. The wave of re-
pression reached the countryside as well when in 1954–55 a number of former 
landlords and rich peasants were subjected to preemptive repression.

Ultimately, Mao triumphed. His general line aimed at the Stalinization of 
China along a Soviet model was supported both by the party and broad strata 
of the population. This was assisted not only by the campaigns of repression 
but by the economic successes that the communist regime, aided by the Soviet 
Union, had achieved in the first half of the 1950s. By 1953 the communists 
had managed to establish order in the country, accomplish land reform, and 
recover a national economy that had been wrecked during the long period of 
wars. They increased production of steel by approximately 80  percent, coal 
and cotton by 50 percent, and grain by 25 percent over 1950–53. As a result 
they reached the levels attained in 1936. They could even tackle inflation “by 
restraining demand and by stimulating supply.” The rate of inflation “declined 
from one in the hundreds of thousands to 20 percent in 1951 and well below 10 
per cent in 1952.” 36 Mao was so enthusiastic that he even included the formu-
lation of the general line and an additional sentence regarding the significance 
for China of the Soviet experience in the Constitution of the People’s Republic 
of China, which replaced the Common Program of the Chinese People’s Politi-
cal Consultative Council, which had functioned as the basic law up until then. 
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He introduced a suitable sentence in the revised version of Liu Shaoqi’s report 
on the draft constitution.37

This constitution was adopted on September 20, 1954, by the first session 
of the new parliament, the National People’s Congress (NPC). The highest state 
organs of the PRC were reorganized and the post of chairman of the People’s 
Republic of China, in effect the president of the country, was established. Mao 
of course occupied it and Zhu De was his deputy. Liu Shaoqi was chosen as 
chairman of the Standing Committee of the NPC. Zhou Enlai was confirmed 
as premier of the State Council.38

The new parliament was chosen as a result of elections that, while not uni-
versal, were still of a mass character. (“Class enemies” of the regime, as well as 
landlords and other “counterrevolutionaries,” were denied voting rights.) Thus 
the CCP derived its power from a “popular mandate,” and that is why the event 
was greeted so ecstatically in the USSR.

Nikita S. Khrushchev, who headed the Central Committee of the CPSU 
from September 1953, played the decisive role in defining Soviet policy toward 
the PRC. While Khrushchev was fighting for power, support from China was 
essential, and Mao helped him out at critical moments. CCP leaders fully ac-
cepted the absurd accusations, arrest, and physical elimination of Stalin’s clos-
est associate, Lavrentii Beria, the minister of internal affairs. They likewise 
quickly accepted the elimination of Malenkov. Mao was pragmatic about this. 
His interpreter Shi Zhe recalled him saying, “We will support whoever comes 
out on top [in the Soviet leadership].” 39 Nevertheless, this did not diminish the 
significance of such support.

Khrushchev initially responded in kind, accepting post facto the resolu-
tion on Gao Gang and Rao Shushi. Zhou Enlai and Liu Shaoqi informed Soviet 
ambassador Yudin about this matter only in early February 1954.40 Prior to 
this, conversing in Hangzhou on January 2 with Ivan Tevosian, deputy chair-
man of the Council of Ministers of the USSR, and Yudin, Mao merely hinted 
at what had occurred. He told his guests a story about how in antiquity the 
kingdom of Qin had destroyed the kingdom of Chu. Mao noted that had this 
not happened “disorders might have arisen in China.” 41 His Soviet guests, of 
course, did not understand this ancient story, but Mao was in no hurry to 
enlighten them. He personally informed Khrushchev about the matter several 
months later, on September 1, after the death of Gao.42 Even though the Chi-
nese had acted without Moscow’s sanction, Mao was not rebuked. The Chair-
man and his associates presented the purge of Gao and Rao as a parallel to the 
Beria affair in the Soviet Union, and the Soviets did not object.43

Soon, however, Soviet-Chinese cooperation entered a new phase. After 
receiving a request from the PRC government in 1954 to increase the size 
of Soviet loans for the construction of Chinese heavy industrial enterprises, 
Khrushchev responded with such enormous enthusiasm that he directed the 
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appropriate ministries of the USSR to work up plans for furnishing such assis-
tance on an unprecedented scale. He decided to make Mao a present, offering 
him a new long-term credit and broad-scale economic cooperation in various 
fields. Aid to China was placed under the direct control of the first secretary of 
the Soviet Communist Party,44 thereby becoming a priority item.45 At the same 
time, Khrushchev began to purge Soviet-Chinese relations of all the past mis-
understandings and tried to put them on a true basis of equality. “We will live 
like brothers with the Chinese,” he reiterated. “If it comes to that, we will divide 
in half our last piece of bread.” 46 He needed Mao’s unconditional recognition 
of him as Stalin’s successor and as the most authoritative leader not only of the 
CPSU, but also of the world communist movement. The chairman of the CCP 
enjoyed an extraordinarily high reputation throughout the communist world. 
Moreover, a close friendship with Mao would strengthen the eastern borders 
of the Soviet Union, by no means insignificant in the context of a worsening 
Cold War.

In late September 1954, Khrushchev convened a special meeting of the 
Presidium of the Central Committee of the CPSU to secure approval of his 
China policy from the Soviet leadership. He declared, “We will let slip an his-
toric opportunity to build and strengthen our friendship with China if ​. . . ​
we do not help to implement the most important projects in the forthcom-
ing Five-Year Plan for the socialist industrial development of China.” 47 It was 
Khrushchev’s enthusiasm that compelled other leaders of the USSR to drop 
their objections.

Shortly after, on September 29, Khrushchev headed a Soviet party and 
government delegation to Beijing to participate in the celebration of the fifth 
anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic. During high-level meet-
ings a number of agreements were signed by which the Soviet side extended to 
China a long-term foreign currency loan equal to 520 million rubles, expanded 
technical assistance in the sum of 400 million rubles for the construction of 
141 industrial enterprises, and offered assistance in constructing an addi-
tional 15 industrial projects. Moreover, Khrushchev relinquished the Soviet 
share of four joint enterprises* and returned the Soviet naval base in Lüshun, 
where Soviet troops had been stationed, to China. (During the Korean War, 
the USSR and China had agreed on September 15, 1952, to extend the stay 
of Soviet troops in Lüshun. Their withdrawal was scheduled for completion 
by May 26, 1955.) He also annulled the secret agreements that gave the USSR 
privileges in Manchuria and Xinjiang. Finally, he agreed to help China develop 
atomic weapons and to train nuclear specialists.48 In sum, Khrushchev’s visit 

*	 The Soviet Union agreed to return its shares to China on January 1, 1955, in exchange for 
Chinese goods.
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greatly helped accelerate the implementation of Chinese plans for socialist 
industrialization.49

At first sight, Mao was pleased. As he later conceded, “[T]he first time I met 
with Comrade Khrushchev, we had very pleasant conversations ​. . . ​and estab-
lished mutual trust.”50 He also acknowledged that “[W]e are thankful to him 
for this. ​. . . ​Comrade Khrushchev abolished the [previous] ‘cooperatives.’ ”51 
Khrushchev, however, went too far in his generosity. Where he should have been 
guided by reason, he was instead ruled by emotion. He had always wanted to 
see the world, but Stalin had not allowed him to go abroad. Now, at the first op-
portunity, Khrushchev giddily plunged into this new business. He made a fatal 
mistake at the very outset. Under no circumstances should he have paid Mao a 
visit first; he should have arranged for Mao to visit him. But the opportunity to 
visit China excited Khrushchev and he was unable to suppress his playful and 
enthusiastic impulses. He was happy as a child.52 At the departure from Mos-
cow, he was making puns, teasing Mikoyan, and suggesting to Nikolai Shvernik, 
chairman of the Soviet Labor Union Association, that he “prepare himself to eat 
snake.”53 He was in the same elevated mood during his stay in China. He did not 
observe protocol, went around embracing and kissing Mao, which shocked the 
Chinese, joked around, told stories about Beria’s sexual escapades, promised a 
lot, and gave a lot in the fashion of a merchant.

His conduct, like his excessively expensive gifts, in fact provoked a nega-
tive response from Mao, who, like Stalin, respected only force. Mao was un-
able to appreciate Khrushchev’s cordiality, took it as a sign of weakness, and 
became convinced that the new Soviet leader was “a big fool.” 54 This feeling led 
Mao to believe that Khrushchev was in need of his moral support.55 During 
the summit meetings, Mao and Zhou constantly tested Khrushchev, bombard-
ing him with innumerable requests. Mao even asked him for the secrets of 
the atomic bomb and asked him to build China a submarine fleet.56 Although 
Khrushchev rebuffed most of these requests, the impression remained that he 
was a weak partner. For his part Mao was in no hurry to be effusive. He did 
not even want to introduce Khrushchev to his wife. When Zhou Enlai, follow-
ing protocol, tried to steer Jiang Qing over to Khrushchev on the rostrum of 
Tiananmen Gate during the October 1 parade, Mao quickly took her by the 
hand and led her to the far side of the platform.57

The summit meeting signified the beginning of Mao’s emancipation, of his 
deliverance from Soviet tutelage, as Khrushchev himself sensed by the end of 
his visit. Many years later he recalled:

When we made our trip to China in 1954 and held several meet-
ings with Mao, I said to the comrades afterward: “A conflict between 
China and us is inevitable.” I drew this conclusion from remarks Mao 
had made and from the way our delegation was treated. A kind of 
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Oriental atmosphere of sickly sweet politeness was created around us. 
They were unbelievably attentive, but it was all insincere. We lovingly 
hugged and kissed with Mao, swam in a pool with him, chatted away 
on various subjects, and spent the whole time like soul mates. But it 
was all so sickly sweet it turned your stomach. Some particular ques-
tions, on the other hand, that came up and confronted us put us on 
our guard. Most important, I had the feeling—and I said something 
about this to all my comrades even then—that Mao had not resigned 
himself to having any Communist Party other than the Chinese party 
be predominant in the world Communist movement, not even to the 
slightest extent. That he could not tolerate.58

For the time being, Mao’s moods did not surface. Even he could not so 
easily free himself from respecting the “elder brother.” Moreover, China still 
wanted to receive Soviet assistance in building socialism.

Yet, after returning to Moscow, Khrushchev decided in December 1954 to 
furnish China at no cost 1,400 technical blueprints of major industrial enter-
prises and more than 24,000 sets of various scientific-technical documents.59 
In March 1955, the Soviets signed a new agreement with China in which they 
promised to finance an additional sixteen industrial projects.60 A month later 
the Soviet Union and the PRC officially reached agreement on Soviet assis-
tance to China in developing nuclear technology for peaceful means.61 Soon 
afterward, in August, the Soviet government sent the PRC a memorandum in 
which it offered to help in the construction of fifteen defense industry enter-
prises and fourteen new industrial complexes. Sometime earlier, in late 1954, 
the Chinese government had directed a request to Moscow concerning the 
possibility of increasing the Soviet role in developing China’s defense and fuel 
industries.62

The Soviets continued to cooperate with the PRC in working out the final 
draft of their First Five-Year Plan, an economic program the Chinese had 
begun to discuss with them back in 1952. This draft was completed in Febru-
ary 1955, and on March 21, Deputy Premier Chen Yun introduced its main 
features to delegates at the National Party Conference. On March 31, the final 
draft was approved, and on July 5–6, Li Fuchun, chairman of the State Planning 
Commission, presented it to the deputies of the Second Session of the National 
People’s Congress. On July 30, the Second Session of the NPC adopted the 
document as the official economic development plan of the PRC for 1953–57, 
embodying the CCP’s policies of industrialization and socialist construction.63 
The plan envisioned the completion of 694 major industrial projects includ-
ing large electricity-generating stations, metallurgical enterprises, machine-
building plants, and other complexes that would lay the foundation for the 
rapid development of heavy and defense industries. The Five-Year Plan was 
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also intended to promote the cooperative movement in the countryside. The 
intention was to organize about one-third of peasant households into so‑called 
semi-socialist lower-level agricultural producers’ cooperatives by the end of 
1957. In these cooperatives peasant proprietors would work together only in 
the joint economy while preserving private property rights with respect to the 
shares of land, cattle, and major agricultural equipment they brought into the 
cooperative. Income distribution would be done according to the amount of 
labor as well as their share of property. Moreover, there were plans to organize 
about two million urban handicraft workers into cooperatives. Finally, the ma-
jority of private factories and plants as well as commercial enterprises would 
be converted into state enterprises or enterprises under the control of the state. 
The government planned to raise the pay of industrial workers by one-third.64

The close cooperation between the Soviet leadership and the leaders of 
the PRC in the post-Stalin era enabled the PRC to develop the Five-Year Plan, 
which fit the needs of the Chinese national economy as well as the economic 
capabilities of the USSR. By this time the industrialization of China was al-
ready under way, and the overwhelming majority of specialists considered that 
China could successfully achieve the objectives laid out in the plan.

The results exceeded all expectations. The rate of growth of Chinese indus-
try was much higher than what had been planned. According to various esti-
mates, the annual growth rate was actually on the order of 16–18 percent. The 
gross industrial output more than doubled while the production of pig iron 
and steel even tripled.65 Soviet aid was of enormous significance. Although di-
rect Soviet investment in the economy of the PRC was not that great—1.57 bil-
lion yuan, constituting just 3 percent of the total Chinese investment capital 
of 49.3 billion yuan66—it is difficult to overestimate the importance of Soviet 
aid. Besides providing China a certain amount of financial support, the USSR 
furnished at no cost an enormous volume of technical information that would 
have cost at least hundreds of millions of American dollars on the world mar-
ket. While helping China construct a significant portion of its key industrial 
projects, the USSR also played a vital role in training scientific and technical 
personnel for the PRC. In the 1950s China sent more than 6,000 students and 
about 7,000 workers to study in the USSR. More than 12,000 specialists and 
advisers from the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe came to China.67

Still, despite the importance of Soviet aid, it was the state investment in 
economic modernization that secured the rapid growth of Chinese industry. 
State capital investment constituted 97 percent of total investment in the basic 
branches of the economy. As in the USSR under Stalin, the countryside was 
the source for the primary accumulation of capital for financing urban indus-
trialization. In building socialism the Chinese communists made use of Soviet 
experience, which, however brutal, had demonstrated enormous economic 
effectiveness.
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Th  e  G r e a t  Tu  r n i n g  P o i n t

Achieving the First Five-Year Plan for agricultural production and the social 
transformation of the countryside was at the center of the party’s work. The 
completion of agrarian reform in 1950–53 radically changed the majority of 
peasants into middle-ranking individual peasant proprietors, a status that 
largely freed them from the arbitrariness of the authorities. The post-reform 
countryside, however, was unable to supply society with sufficient produce 
and raw materials. The basic reasons were the backwardness of production 
forces in China; agrarian overpopulation; the shortage of arable land and, as a 
consequence, the existence of small-scale households; the underdevelopment 
of the agricultural infrastructure; and archaic social relations. The social level-
ing consequent to the agrarian reform exacerbated the crisis of underproduc-
tion since it led to an increase in peasant consumption and diminished the 
marketable surplus. As Liu Shaoqi remarked to the new Soviet ambassador, 
Vasily Kuznetsov, on November 9, 1953, “if the peasants are sufficiently well-
fed, then grain production in the country suffices only to meet their needs, but 
the cities are without grain. ​. . . ​In the present circumstances we are still not in 
a position to allow the peasants to eat as much as they want.” 1

The party leadership faced the task of devising new forms of rural coop-
eration. They had already discarded a market approach. The idea of a socialist 
utopia began to guide policy. In the fall of 1953, Mao Zedong launched an 
attack against New Democratic market relations in the countryside. His goal 
was utterly clear, namely, to collectivize the peasantry and nationalize private 
property in order, on this foundation, to achieve the industrialization of an 
economically backward country. None of the Chinese leaders demurred. To 
implement this program they had established the strictest control over the so-
cioeconomic, political, and ideological life of the Chinese people. Intraparty 
discord concerned only the methods and tempo of executing this plan.

On October 16, on Mao’s initiative, the Central Committee decided to 
introduce a monopoly on grain as of November 16, 1953.2 This meant the 
compulsory purchase of grain from peasants at low fixed prices.3 Individuals 
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were forbidden to purchase grain or sell it on the market. The following year 
state monopolies were introduced on trade in cotton and cotton goods and 
vegetable oil. Peasants were thereby reduced to being tenants of the state and 
completely deprived of any property rights. These measures profoundly desta-
bilized the market economy throughout China and soon led to the introduc-
tion of rationing for basic consumer goods among the urban population. This 
made it possible to guarantee a supply of essential provisions, albeit at a low 
level. Urban residents could now purchase provisions only in state stores and 
only by presenting ration coupons.

The powerful state repressive machine tried to control the flow of all basic 
goods. If in 1952 the state stockpiled 33 million tons of grain, between 1953 
and 1955 the authorities succeeded in raising this to 48, 53, and 50 million 
tons. The grain was collected by means of a high tax in kind as well as by com-
pulsory grain purchases; the ratio between the former and the latter was usu-
ally about 2:3. In 1954 and 1955, the PRC harvested about 160 million tons of 
grain per annum. Of that amount 31 percent was extracted from the peasantry, 
which was 6–11 percent more than the peasants themselves usually sold on 
the market.4 According to the Russian economist L. D. Bony, the likely result 
was that “the physically necessary consumption level of the Chinese peasant 
must have been infringed upon, which is attested to by peasant disturbances in 
many districts around the country.” 5 Mao and Zhou Enlai later admitted that 
the communists “purchased a little more grain” from the peasants than they 
should have.6 Peasant disturbances continued in the spring of 1955.

The concentration of provisions in the hands of the state did not solve the 
problem of hunger. According to official figures, in 1952 China produced on 
average 250 kilograms of grain per person, a situation that did not improve 
in 1953 or 1954. Ten percent of peasant households were not self-sufficient 
in grain and depended upon state assistance. In reality, more than half of the 
rural population lived in a state of semi-starvation and millions of families 
could survive only with direct state support.7 The situation was paradoxical. 
On one hand, by implementing the centralized procurement of grain and 
other products the authorities controlled a significant proportion of the rural 
production and created the appearance of state economic power. On the other 
hand, they had to return almost two-thirds of the grain to the countryside to 
save millions of peasants in the poorer districts from starvation. The state’s 
capacity to assist the development of agriculture gradually diminished. The in-
crease in state requisitions undercut peasant interest in boosting production, 
and the number of those requiring state assistance constantly grew. Their own 
anti-market policy created a vicious circle in which Mao and his associates 
were trapped.

The country was deeply divided: the authorities strived to increase the 
extraction of goods from the countryside while the peasantry actively resisted. 
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Mao Zedong began to lose the support of the peasantry. In October 1955 he 
was forced to admit:

The peasants are no longer satisfied with the alliance we formed with 
them in the past on the basis of the agrarian revolution. They are be-
ginning to forget about the benefits they reaped from the alliance. 
They should now be given new benefits, which means socialism. ​. . . ​
The old alliance to oppose landlords, overthrow the local despots and 
distribute land was a temporary one; it has become unstable after a 
period of stability.8

This situation helped launch the cooperative movement.
During the period of agrarian reform from 1950 to 1953, the Chinese 

communists had done almost nothing to accelerate cooperativization. By the 
end of 1951 there were only three hundred or more so‑called lower-stage co-
operatives, with between twenty and forty households each.9 The New Demo-
cratic political atmosphere restrained the active proponents of the socialist 
transformation of agriculture. Conceptually and in practice the CCP was very 
cautious in approaching the transformation of the countryside. Typical in this 
regard was “The Resolution on Mutual Labor Aid and Cooperation in Agricul-
tural Production,” adopted by the Central Committee on February 13, 1953. 
The draft document, prepared by the Rural Work Department of the Central 
Committee, was presented to the committee by its director, the veteran com-
munist Deng Zihui, concurrently a deputy premier of the State Council. It was 
party practice to indicate the danger of both right and left policy deviations, 
but Deng pointed to the left deviation as the main danger. “At present,” Deng 
Zihui noted, “haste and racing forward are the main deviation and the main 
danger on a national scale.” 10 His report, approved by the Central Committee, 
served as the guiding document on the basis of which struggles against various 
“leftist” errors were conducted.

Meanwhile, the party accumulated experience with the cooperative move-
ment during the period of New Democracy. Supply and marketing co-ops and 
credit co-ops, which had begun during the Guomindang era, became an or-
ganic part of the development of market relations in the reformed villages. 
By the end of 1952, 40 percent of peasant households had joined mutual aid 
teams.11 These were special forms of cooperation that had first been approved 
in the communist-controlled “liberated areas” during the Sino-Japanese War 
of 1937–45. The party leadership, especially Liu Shaoqi, viewed these teams 
as the definitive organizational and economic foundation of the voluntary co-
operative movement. The semi-socialist “lower-stage” cooperatives likewise 
expanded, although in 1953 the Central Committee conducted a “massive dis-
bandment” of nonviable cooperatives that had been created by violating the 
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principle of voluntary membership. By the end of 1953, there were more than 
fourteen thousand cooperatives.

Mao’s victory over the “moderates” in the summer of 1953 encouraged 
him to force the pace of collectivization. The question of the tempo of the 
socialist transformation of the peasantry became a central theme in intraparty 
discussions. “We struck while the iron was hot,” Mao recalled later on. “This 
was a tactical necessity, it was impossible to ‘take a breather’ or to establish a 
‘New Democratic order.’ If we had undertaken to create that, later we would 
have wasted our energies on breaking it up.” 12

In the fall of 1953, Mao held meetings with officials of the Rural Work 
Department to persuade them to counteract the increasingly “dangerous” 
strengthening of “capitalist tendencies” in the Chinese countryside and to ac-
celerate socialist transformation.13 He did not succeed, however, in suppress-
ing the resistance of some party functionaries. Therefore, on December 16, 
1953, a compromise Resolution of the CCP Central Committee on Develop-
ing Agricultural Producers’ Cooperatives was adopted and briefly became the 
programmatic document for the socialist reconstruction of the countryside.14 
The resolution envisioned the planned and gradual cooperativization of peas-
ant households along with the mechanization of agriculture. Central Com-
mittee officials considered it dangerous to implement cooperativization apart 
from the technical transformation of the countryside. The document indicated 
that by the end of 1954, the number of “lower-stage” cooperatives would be 
35,800, or less than 1 percent, of all peasant households. The tasks set for the 
First Five-Year Plan were equally moderate. Initially, the draft envisioned the 
cooperativization of 20 percent of peasant households by the end of 1957;15 
later, in the final version, this was increased to 33 percent. This referred only to 
“lower-stage” cooperatives. “Higher” or “advanced” cooperative farms, mean-
ing fully “socialist” collectives, based on the complete collectivization of peas-
ant property and aggregating 100–300 households, were to be established only 
on an experimental basis.

Mao was dissatisfied with these plans. At the same time he was not both-
ered by the extreme technical backwardness of the countryside, evident in the 
underdevelopment of the forces of production. “We must carry out the so-
cialist revolution before anything else, that is, agricultural cooperativization,” 
he wrote in July 1954 to Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping. “Carrying out the 
technical revolution, that is, the gradual introduction of mechanization and 
the implementation of other technical transformations in the countryside is a 
secondary task. ​. . . ​Various possible technical changes [should be introduced] 
on the foundation of cooperativization.” 16

He continued to express dissatisfaction with the “slow tempo” despite the 
fact that by the end of 1954 the number of cooperatives had increased seven-
fold to 100,000. In October 1954, on Mao’s initiative, the Central Committee 
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adopted a resolution to further speed up the organization of cooperatives. A 
new, accelerated program was drafted calling for a leap forward in the coop-
erative movement. In 1955 the number of lower-stage cooperatives was slated 
to increase sixfold to 600,000. However, by the spring of 1955, their number 
had already grown to 670,000.17 In the province of Zhejiang alone in the win-
ter of 1954–55, 42,000 cooperatives were organized, seven times as many as 
existed before.18

Naturally, the cadres who were mobilized to achieve accelerated collectiv-
ization used violence, harsh orders, and arbitrariness in fulfilling the party’s 
tasks. In many villages peasants who refused to join the cooperatives were 
forced into the street and made to stand in the broiling sun or freezing cold for 
hours or even days until, exhausted, they agreed to submit their applications 
“voluntarily.” In many districts peasants began to slaughter their livestock and 
poultry in protest. In Zhejiang, for example, the number of hogs dropped by 
1.2  million, or 30  percent. In one region famous for its ham, the drop was 
40 percent. In other places a shortage of fodder caused an outbreak of cattle 
plague. At the beginning of 1955, a large number of rural inhabitants who 
had lost their land were starving to death. Some of the middle peasants com-
mitted suicide; others fled from their homes and headed for the cities. Many 
openly expressed their dissatisfaction. “The communist party is worse than the 
Guomindang,” they said. “The CCP has led [us] to the brink of death, the CCP 
has degenerated.” 19

Meanwhile, several party leaders were still trying to restrain the Chair-
man’s radicalism. Deng Zihui, director of the Rural Work Department of the 
Central Committee, insisted that the program of cooperativization be imple-
mented in accordance with the Five-Year Plan. His department proposed 
slowing the pace to organize no more than 350,000 cooperatives in a year and 
a half. Deng Zihui also intended to dissolve 120,000 nonviable cooperatives.20 
Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping, and many other Politburo members, especially 
Zhou Enlai, supported his position.

Mao vacillated for a while and thought that perhaps “the relations of pro-
duction must correspond to the needs of the development of the forces of pro-
duction; otherwise, the forces of production might rebel. Now the peasants are 
killing their hogs and sheep. This is a rebellion of the forces of production.” 21 
He decided to halt cooperativization for half a year, until the fall. Liu Shaoqi 
supported this decision and suggested cutting the number of cooperatives by 
170,000. In the spring of 1955, the Rural Work Department decided to dissolve 
cooperatives that had been established through administrative means rather 
than voluntarily.

This decision provoked opposition from local leaders who tried to con-
tinue forcing the pace of the movement. “There is no need,” they said, “to cur-
tail the number of cooperatives.” 22 The head of the Shanghai Bureau of the 
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CCP, the veteran Bolshevik Ke Qingshi, was particularly indignant, charging 
that as many as 30 percent of the party cadres did not support socialism, and 
expressing his dissatisfaction directly to the Chairman when he visited Shang-
hai in April 1955.23 At this time Mao went on a sixteen-day inspection tour of 
the eastern and southern provinces, during which many other provincial and 
county officials also voiced leftist sentiments.

Meanwhile, in Beijing, Deng Zihui convened a National Conference on 
Rural Work at which he advocated slowing the tempo of cooperativization. 
He and other “moderates” were out of step with the times and Mao no longer 
wanted to listen to them. The Chairman returned from his tour inspired by the 
Bolshevik mood of the provincial leaders, which revived his interest in achiev-
ing a rapid “breakthrough” to socialism. He abandoned his doubts and stood 
firm. He met with Deng Zihui and warned him, “Do not repeat the mistake 
of mass dissolution of cooperatives made in 1953, or otherwise you will ​. . . ​
have to make a self-criticism.” 24 Several days later he added, “The peasants 
want ‘freedom.’ But we want socialism. ​. . . ​There is a group of ​. . . ​officials who 
reflect the mood of the peasantry and who do not want socialism.” 25

In mid-May he held a meeting in Zhongnanhai with the leaders of fifteen 
provincial and municipal party committees to impress upon officials of the 
Rural Work Department what he believed the people wanted. He called for 
discarding “pessimistic moods” with regard to cooperativization. “If we don’t 
discard [them],” Mao gloomily observed, “we will be making a big mistake.” 26 
Soon he departed again to “conduct an investigation,” this time to Hangzhou.

Deng Zihui, however, did not heed these words and, relying on the sup-
port of Liu Shaoqi, clung to his own views. In mid-June a Politburo meeting 
chaired by Liu Shaoqi thoroughly discussed the issue and a majority of its 
members supported the proposals of the Rural Work Department. Liu Shaoqi 
noted, “By next spring [i.e., a whole year later] we will raise the number of 
cooperatives [only] to one million, i.e. we will screen access to them. This is 
good. Let the middle peasants come and knock on the door. By keeping the 
door closed, we will guarantee that middle peasants enter voluntarily.” 27 The 
Rural Work Department then disbanded more than 20,000 nonviable co‑ops 
by the middle of 1955, including more than 15,000 cooperatives embracing 
400,000 peasant households in Zhejiang alone.28

Mao had no intention of surrendering. He simply circumvented the 
Politburo, which had rebuffed him, and appealed directly to party cadres 
throughout the country. At a meeting he convened on July 31, 1955, he called 
on provincial, municipal, and district party secretaries to support his plans. 
Mao’s report, “On the Co‑operative Transformation of Agriculture,” aimed at 
convincing party activists of the need to accelerate rural cooperativization. 
Contrary to the Five-Year Plan just adopted by the National People’s Congress, 
which envisioned 33 percent of peasant households enrolled in cooperatives 
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by the end of 1957, Mao insisted on a figure of 50 percent. By the fall of 1956 
the number of cooperatives should double from the 650,000 that remained 
after the disbandment of nonviable cooperatives, to 1.3 million.29

Mao’s speech contained the usual positive assessment of the Soviet devel-
opment path, including the assertion that the Soviet experience demonstrated 
that large-scale collectivization in a short time was fully possible.30 Yet it was 
evident that while the Chairman was still inspired by the Soviet model, he had 
already begun to contemplate even higher rates of socialist construction than 
in the USSR. He condemned “several comrades” who invoked Stalin’s well-
known criticism of the errors of “hastiness” and “running ahead” committed 
in the course of Soviet collectivization and added, “[O]n no account should 
we allow these comrades to use the Soviet experience as a cover for their ideas 
of moving at a snail’s pace.” 31 Formulating the principle of building socialism 
“more, better, faster” for the first time, Mao did not yet enshrine it as the new 
general line. He still embraced the Soviet model but wanted to achieve it more 
rapidly. In irritation he told his personal physician,* “When I say ‘Learn from 
the Soviet Union,’ we don’t have to learn how to shit and piss from the Soviet 
Union, too, do we?” 32 Khrushchev asked him not to accelerate the pace of co-
operativization, but Mao had stopped listening.33 He was optimistic about the 
powerful upsurge of the cooperative movement. The conference marked the 
first time in the history of the party that Mao had appealed to local cadres over 
the head of the Politburo and had openly expressed his disagreement with its 
decisions. He would return to this practice many times.

On the whole his maneuver succeeded. Having received the support 
“from below” that he had anticipated, the Chairman was now able to com-
pel the party leadership to accept his program of accelerated Stalinization. In 
October 1955, he convened the Sixth Enlarged Plenum of the Central Com-
mittee in Beijing to secure formal support for his political course. The num-
ber of middle- and low-ranking party officials invited was ten times greater 
than the number of Central Committee members, ensuring that the plenum 
would approve his policy prescriptions, which indeed it did. “We are facing a 
steady upsurge of the movement for cooperativization in the countryside,” the 
resolution asserted, and “the task of the party is boldly to advance this move-
ment. ​. . . ​Meanwhile, some comrades persist in adhering to old ideas. ​. . . ​

*	 This physician was named Li Zhisui. He worked in Mao’s entourage for more than twelve 
years. In 1988 by some miracle he was able to leave China for the United States, where six 
years later he published his memoirs. In them he revealed many secrets of the private life 
of Mao Zedong and other leaders of the CCP, which evoked a storm of indignation in the 
PRC. Afterward, in an interview with U.S. television in January 1995, Dr. Li announced his 
intention to publish one more work of biography. He was unable, however, to carry out this 
intention. Several weeks after the interview, he died in Carol Stream, Illinois.

30945 Mao.indd   419 7/12/12   4:56 PM



420	 MAO

[T]hey do not see the activity of the majority of the peasants who want to take 
the socialist path.” 34

Deng Zihui, Bo Yibo, and Li Fuchun engaged in self-criticism while Zhou 
Enlai unconditionally supported Mao.35 The Chairman, still agitated, grum-
bled that “Deng Zihui supported us during the democratic revolution ​. . . ​
but after liberation he went another way. He is like a girl walking on bound 
feet. She walks, swaying back and forth, sometimes to the east, sometimes to 
the west.” 36 Only in retrospect did he note with satisfaction that “1955 was the 
year in which basic victory was won as regards the aspect of ownership in the 
relations of production.” 37

After the plenum Mao Zedong launched what proved to be an effective 
propaganda campaign to rally the party behind him. Rank-and-file commu-
nists actively threw themselves into the struggle to achieve the utopian plans 
of their leader. They believed in Mao, worshipped him, even deified him. A 
leader-centered party could not exist without such a cult. Mao was the em-
bodiment of New China, of the general line for constructing socialist society, 
of the bright future of equality and abundance. It is understandable, therefore, 
why participation in all-around collectivization was a matter of honor for a 
majority of ordinary communists.

By the beginning of 1956 Mao and his supporters had sharply accelerated 
the tempo of cooperativization, which now entered a new stage of basically 
completing collectivization in the first half of 1956. Local party cadres skill-
fully exploited the egalitarian mood of the poor peasants who accounted for 
the majority of small-scale households. The communists still enjoyed great 
prestige among them, and the masses of poor peasants supported the commu-
nists enthusiastically, hoping that the policy of the CCP would be to their ad-
vantage as it had been during the agrarian reform. At the same time, following 
Stalin, the Chinese government freely employed repressive methods. In 1956, 
it forcefully bound the peasants to the land by forbidding rural inhabitants to 
move anywhere outside their immediate cooperative.38 From then on peasants 
had to get permission from village authorities even to travel to a nearby city or 
a neighboring cooperative.

In sum, agrarian socialism triumphed. By June 1956, 110 million peas-
ant households (about 92  percent of the total number) had joined agricul-
tural producers’ cooperatives. Of these, 63 million had become members of 
“higher-stage” (“socialist”) cooperatives. This process continued in the second 
half of the year until practically all peasants were included in cooperatives. 
Meanwhile, small cooperatives were consolidated and primary cooperatives 
transformed into higher-stage cooperatives. By the end of 1956, there were 
756,000 agricultural producers’ cooperatives embracing 96 percent of all peas-
ant households throughout the country; 88 percent of peasant households be-
longed to higher-stage cooperatives.39
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Mao’s enormous political victory came at a great personal price. During 
the sharp conflict within the CCP, especially toward the end of 1955, Mao was 
almost unable to sleep. He had suffered before from periodic insomnia and at 
such times was simply unable to close his eyes for several days straight. “His 
waking hours grew longer and longer,” his physician wrote, “until he would 
stay awake for twenty-four or even thirty-six or forty-eight hours, at a stretch. 
Then he could sleep ten or twelve hours continuously.” He took sleeping pills 
(barbiturates) in unimaginably large doses, but they did not help. He would 
become exhausted, rock from side to side, suffer from unbearable itching, and 
grow dizzy. But his doctor was powerless to help him. His “sleeplessness ​. . . ​
was a result of ​. . . ​political battle.” 40

The triumph of collectivization had an additional cost. It made Mao and 
the entire party hostages of the unfulfilled promises of prosperity that had 
lured peasants into the cooperatives. Soon disappointed, many peasants began 
to express their dissatisfaction.41 Two years later, Mao himself acknowledged 
that cooperativization had not solved the contradiction between the CCP and 
the “great mass of intermediate elements.” 42 On the contrary, according to data 
from Soviet experts, social tensions that had begun to accumulate after the 
introduction of the grain monopoly now intensified. “The collectivization of 
agriculture [in China] encountered resistance on the part of peasants,” Soviet 
economists concluded in early 1957.43 Disturbances racked the newly formed 
cooperatives but Mao was convinced that it was impossible to build “the bright 
future” without trials and tribulations. “On this matter we are quite heartless!” 
he said. “On this matter Marxism is indeed cruel and has little mercy, for it 
is determined to exterminate imperialism, feudalism, capitalism, and small 
production to boot. ​. . . ​Our aim is to exterminate capitalism, obliterate it from 
the face of the earth and make it a thing of the past. What emerges in history 
is bound to die out.” 44 The scale of peasant resistance, however, was nowhere 
near that in the Soviet Union during collectivization. On the whole, socialism 
came rather peacefully to the Chinese countryside.

At the same time, in 1955–56, the CCP, on Mao Zedong’s initiative, car-
ried out the large-scale socialist transformation of industry and commerce. 
These reforms were the continuation of measures taken in 1951 and 1952 that 
had been directed against the urban bourgeoisie. In 1953–54 the CCP had es-
tablished state control over the sale of all important consumer goods, thereby 
sharply limiting the market economy. State industrial and commercial com-
panies squeezed out private firms. The communists made use of various kinds 
of so‑called lower forms of state capitalism. To a certain degree they repeated 
what the Guomindang regime had already done in the 1930s and 1940s. This 
included such things as the government buying up the products of private en-
terprises and state orders for the compulsory delivery of raw materials at fixed 
prices. In 1955 the state placed about 80 percent of small and medium enter-

30945 Mao.indd   421 7/12/12   4:56 PM



422	 MAO

prises under its control. The large enterprises, those employing five hundred 
workers and staff, were transformed into joint state-private enterprises by hav-
ing the state invest capital through purchasing stock in the companies. By mid-
1956 private property had been basically destroyed throughout the country.45 
Mao valued this as a victory of the socialist revolution in the economic realm, 
an early fulfillment of the party’s general line; at this time he believed that the 
general line was aimed at resolving the question of property.46

The upshot was that the CCP succeeded in radically transforming Chi-
nese society in the shortest possible time. Its tactics were effective in both the 
cities and the countryside and did not encounter significant opposition from 
wealthier Chinese. The resistance of the bourgeoisie was weakened by the de-
cision of the Chinese government to “buy out” private industrial property. On 
October 29, 1955, Mao offered the Chinese capitalists significant monetary 
compensation and full employment as well as high social status in exchange 
for their promise not to sabotage the socialist reforms. The capitalists had to 
surrender their property to the government voluntarily.47 A subsequent gov-
ernment decision established that they would be paid 5 percent annual inter-
est over a seven-year period.48 (In reality, the payments continued for an even 
longer period, up until 1966.)

It was actually the working class that demonstrated the most resistance to 
CCP policies, something that came as a shock to a party that proclaimed its 
fidelity to the cause of the proletariat. The socialist transformation, however, 
led to deterioration in the material condition of workers. They lost a number 
of privileges they had previously enjoyed while exercising control over the en-
trepreneurs. The system of workers’ control that had been introduced follow-
ing the communist victory in 1949 served to defend the interests of workers. 
But this system was short-lived. The establishment by the CCP of official trade 
unions in place of actual workers’ control, a transformation that took place 
after the state took over the means of production, led to a reduction in the liv-
ing standards of manual laborers. The official trade unions, controlled by the 
state, defended the government, not the workers. The latter began to express 
their dissatisfaction by means of strikes, which the local authorities managed 
to suppress with considerable difficulty. According to official data, between 
August 1956 and January 1957 there were more than 10,000 large and small 
strikes by workers and more than 10,000 strikes by students and pupils.49 Judg-
ing from available Chinese archives, workers in the former private companies 
in Shanghai were particularly active. In the spring of 1957, there were “large 
disturbances” at 587 enterprises in Shanghai involving about 30,000 work-
ers and less serious disturbances at more than 700 mills and factories. About 
90 percent of the incidents took place at factories newly brought under state 
control.50

By the end of 1956, as a result of accelerated industrial development and 
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forced socialist reforms, the Chinese economy began to experience a number 
of economic difficulties connected to shortages of raw materials, electricity, 
and qualified workers. At the same time a triumph of socialism strengthened 
the CCP rigid dictatorship over the society. The party bureaucracy now en-
joyed not only absolute political authority but also total economic power. 
Under these circumstances, with a national economy now completely under 
state control, the communist elite could launch even more dangerous experi-
ments in an effort to resolve all economic difficulties by its iron will. Here Mao 
still followed Stalin, who had asserted: “There are no fortresses that the work-
ing people, the Bolsheviks, cannot capture.” 51
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Th  e  Ema   n cipa    t i o n 

o f   C o n s ci  o u s n e s s

Another event in 1956 profoundly shook China and the whole world. At a 
closed session of the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union in Moscow on February 25, Nikita Khrushchev delivered a report in 
which he condemned the cult of personality of Stalin. The deceased dictator 
was accused of numerous crimes. Khrushchev asserted that Stalin had com-
mitted serious errors in the early period of World War II, had violated the 
principle of collective leadership, and had established a personal dictatorship. 
He spoke about Stalin’s errors in nationality and agrarian policies as well as in 
the international relations of the USSR. Nothing was said, however, about Sta-
lin’s mistrust of Mao Zedong; however, Khrushchev did speak of Stalin’s errors 
with respect to Tito.1

Mao was not at the congress. Zhu De, Deng Xiaoping, and some other 
party officials represented the CCP, and it was they who first informed the 
Chairman of this “staggering news.” Mao was stunned. In the name of the Cen-
tral Committee he had sent greetings to the Twentieth Congress in which, 
as always, he had sung the praises of the late Stalin. The letter spoke about 
the “invincible Communist Party of the Soviet Union, created by Lenin and 
nurtured by Stalin.” 2 The “venerable Zhu” was no less embarrassed; he had 
read the letter from the rostrum of the congress to stormy applause in the hall. 
The impression arose that Khrushchev did not care how his speech would be 
received in the communist world. He even did not give a text of his report to 
foreign communists, and Mao had to read a Chinese translation done by Xin-
hua (New China) News Agency from a copy published in the New York Times 
on March 10.3 Khrushchev simply wanted to resolve his own problems. In 
other words, in condemning Stalinism, the new Soviet leader acted like Stalin, 
doubting not at all that Moscow’s satellites would accept everything that came 
out of the Kremlin.4 They had accepted the inconceivable Molotov-Ribbentrop 
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Pact of 1939, which completely reversed relations with Hitler’s Germany and 
they would also accept the censure of Stalin.

After reflecting for a while, however, Mao suppressed his first unpleasant 
feeling. Be that as it may, the censure of the Kremlin ex‑dictator emancipated 
him once and for all. The process that had begun with Khrushchev’s visit in 
1954 had now reached its logical conclusion.5

Some time later official information arrived from Khrushchev, and Mao 
could not help notice that the “demolisher of Stalin” was not fully confident. 
He was obviously trying to elicit Mao’s favor. This pleased the Chairman; it 
confirmed his initial impressions of Khrushchev as a weak partner. Inform-
ing Mao in a private letter of the resolution adopted with respect to Stalin, the 
first secretary of the CPSU offered to help the Chinese build fifty-one military 
projects and three scientific research institutes. He also expressed willingness 
to cooperate in building a railroad from Urumqi in Xinjiang to the Soviet-
Chinese border. In other words, Khrushchev was trying to win Mao over. On 
April 7, 1956, Khrushchev’s personal representative Anastas Mikoyan and the 
Chinese signed an agreement regarding Soviet assistance in building fifty-five 
new industrial enterprises, including plants to produce rockets and atomic 
weapons.6

All of this radically altered the balance of forces in relations between 
China and the USSR. From now on Mao no longer had to look to the Soviet 
Union and feel obliged to copy its experience. If in 1955 and early 1956, while 
carrying out a Stalinist collectivization like that in the USSR, he had dared 
only to call for a faster tempo of cooperativization than the Soviets, now he 
was fully able to grope toward his own path of development. He could even 
try to catch up with and overtake the Soviet Union and turn China into the 
mightiest industrial power.

Soon after familiarizing himself with Khrushchev’s report, on March 31, 
Mao invited Soviet ambassador Yudin, who had returned to China from Mos-
cow after taking part in the Twentieth Congress, for a visit. Yudin himself had 
wanted a meeting with Mao. Khrushchev, who again badly needed the support 
of the Chinese Communist Party, had requested this of the ambassador. Mao, 
however, pleading illness, put Yudin off for a long time before he finally agreed 
to see him. The conversation lasted three hours. Mao was in an exhilarated 
frame of mind, and despite the serious subject matter he was constantly mak-
ing jokes. He wanted to give the impression of a man who had grown wise 
from his experience in life, and who calmly faced the storms of the world. It 
was obvious, however, that he found it difficult to talk about Stalin.

He started off by telling Yudin that, as before, he considered his former 
mentor “unquestionably ​. . . ​a great Marxist, a good and honest revolution-
ary.” At the same time, according to Yudin, Mao said that “the materials from 
the congress had produced a strong impression upon him.” Mao emphasized 
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that “the spirit of criticism and self-criticism and the atmosphere following the 
congress had also helped us ​. . . ​to express our view more freely on a number 
of questions. It was good that the CPSU had posed these questions. It would 
have been ​. . . ​difficult for us to take the initiative in this matter.” 7

Mao was well aware of what he was saying. As we have seen, throughout 
the entire history of the communist movement in China, its leaders, including 
Mao Zedong, had been almost invariably dependent ideologically, organiza-
tionally, and politically on Moscow. Although what Mao knew of Stalin’s per-
fidy was more than enough for him to feel relief after Stalin’s death, naturally 
he could not undertake to criticize openly his “leader and teacher.” It is true 
that he was unaware of the full scope of Stalin’s perfidy. For example, he did not 
know that in 1938 the Kremlin dictator was planning to stage a massive politi-
cal trial of Comintern officials. In this connection, pondering those to be tar-
geted, he included on the list of those who would be accused such communists 
as Zhou Enlai, Liu Shaoqi, Kang Sheng, Chen Yun, Li Lisan, Luo Fu, Wang 
Jiaxiang, Ren Bishi, Deng Fa, Wu Yuzhang, Yang Shangkun, Dong Biwu, and 
even Qu Qiubai, who had already been executed by the Guomindang in 1935.8 
NKVD investigator Aleksandr Ivanovich Langfang beat accusations against 
these persons out of an official of the Personnel Department of the ECCI, Guo 
Zhaotang, who was arrested in March 1938.9 There is no doubt that Langfang 
did not do this on his own initiative.*

Stalin proposed to stage a Comintern show trial in late spring 1938, in ad-
dition to the three that had already taken place against Zinoviev and Kamenev, 
against Radek and Piatakov, and against Bukharin and Rykov. This time the 
main accused would be the secretary of the Executive Committee of the Com
intern, Josef Aronovich Piatnitsky. Other leading targets would be ECCI of-
ficials Bela Kun and Wilhelm Knorin,10 while the Chinese were supposed to 
play supporting roles. The decision to arrest massive numbers of Comintern 
officials was taken back in May 1937. At 1 a.m. on May 26, Dimitrov was sum-
moned to the office of People’s Commissar Yezhov, who told him, “Important 
spies are at work in the Comintern.” Arrests took place during the second half 
of 1937 and the early part of 1938; however, the majority of Chinese working 
in Moscow were not arrested. There’s no way of knowing, but had Stalin not 
dropped his plan to stage a trial, it is possible that many CCP leaders would 
have become his victims. He did not include Mao Zedong on his “blacklist,” 
but who really knows how many such lists there were?

Knowing nothing about this proposed trial, in his conversation with the 
ambassador Mao devoted most of his attention to Stalin’s mistaken policy 
toward China and the Chinese communist movement. He also shared several 

*	 That NKVD investigators did not conduct inquiries on their own say-so is attested to in 
Khrushchev’s report “On the Cult of Personality and Its Consequences.”
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of the insults that had piled up during his contacts with Stalin.11 In conclusion, 
he informed Yudin of the forthcoming publication in People’s Daily of an edi-
torial devoted to the question of the cult of personality in the USSR.

This article, written by Chen Boda12 and edited by Mao himself and sev-
eral others, only some of whom were Politburo members,13 was published on 
April 5, 1956. It was titled “On the Historical Experience of the Dictatorship 
of the Proletariat,” and since it was intended for a broad audience it did not 
contain unusual criticism of the former communist idol. The leaders of the 
CCP, Mao in the first instance, did not want anyone to oppose their own dic-
tatorship by waving an anti-Stalinist banner. Later, on April 28, at an enlarged 
meeting of the Politburo, Mao Zedong acknowledged that “we do not intend 
to divulge ​. . . ​to the masses” everything “bad that Stalin and the Third Inter-
national did.” 14 For now Mao also did not want to reveal his own plans regard-
ing his search for his own development path. Stalin’s merits and demerits were 
summed up in a ratio of 70:30, but the Soviet Union was praised nevertheless 
for its “selfless criticism ​. . . ​of past mistakes.”

The next day Mao spoke on this theme to Khrushchev’s personal repre-
sentative Mikoyan, who had come to China on April 6 for a two-day visit. 
In the spirit of the article he devoted a lot of attention to criticizing Stalin’s 
“serious mistakes” with regard to the Chinese revolution; however, he noted 
that “Stalin’s achievements surpass his mistakes.” 15 In reply, Mikoyan invited 
Mao to come to Moscow. The Chairman asked, “What for?” Mikoyan parried, 
“There must be something to do there.” 16 Mao was not pleased by his guest’s 
paternalistic tone.

On May 1, during the traditional May Day parade in Tiananmen Square, 
the marchers carried giant portraits of the late head of the Soviet Union just as 
they had the year before.17 It was the same in cities all over China.

The next day, on his own initiative, Mao paid a call on Yudin. According to 
the recollections of Soviet diplomat Konstantin Krutikov, once again Mao ex-
pressed the Politburo’s position regarding the “merits and mistakes” of Stalin; 
however, he observed that after his last meeting with Mikoyan, “it had become 
clearer why Stalin did not trust him. ​. . . ​Apparently, Stalin considered even 
his closest associates Voroshilov, Molotov, and Mikoyan as scarcely better than 
foreign protégés.” 18 His main reason for coming, however, was something else. 
Mao had come to Yudin to express his disagreement with Khrushchev’s posi-
tion set forth in his report to the Twentieth Congress on “peaceful coexistence 
of the two systems” and on “the possibility of preventing war in the present 
era.” Up till then the CCP Politburo had quietly let it be known that it simply 
did not agree with the thesis contained in the same report regarding the pos-
sibility of a “peaceful transition from capitalism to socialism.” 19 In an article on 
the Twentieth Congress published in People’s Daily on February 19, 1956, this 
latter idea of Khrushchev’s had been deliberately ignored.20
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Now Mao decided to express his views on “peaceful coexistence” as well. 
He did this, to be sure, in a very circumspect manner, not making a direct at-
tack. He told the ambassador that during the period of the Three Kingdoms 
(220–280 CE), as a result of constant warfare the population of China had di-
minished by forty million people, and that during the rebellion of An Lushan 
(755–63 CE) against Xuanzong, the emperor of the Tang dynasty, it had shrunk 
even more. His meaning was that there was no need to fear a nuclear war with 
imperialism. Even if the imperialists succeeded in seizing the European part 
of the USSR and the coastal regions of China, socialism would still ultimately 
triumph. Imperialism, he concluded, was just a “paper tiger.” 21 For some rea-
son, he liked the expression “paper tiger” (in Chinese zhilaohu), and he used 
it on various occasions. He even playfully called Jiang Qing a “paper tiger.” 22 
In this instance, he was simply repeating in veiled form what he had already 
said in late January 1955 to Carl-Johan Sundstrom, the Finnish ambassador  
to China:

The Chinese people are not to be cowed by U.S. atomic blackmail. 
Our country has a population of 600 million and an area of 9,600,000 
square kilometres. The United States cannot annihilate the Chinese 
nation with its small stack of atom bombs. ​. . . ​Should the United 
States launch a third world war and supposing it lasted eight or ten 
years, the result would be the elimination of the ruling classes in the 
United States, Britain and the other accomplice countries and the 
transformation of most of the world into countries led by Commu-
nist Parties. ​. . . ​[T]he sooner they make war, the sooner they will be 
wiped from the face of the earth.23

He had expressed himself more simply on this same subject earlier, in October 
1954, in conversation with Jawaharlal Nehru, the Indian prime minister, who 
was paying a friendly visit to China. “If your government is destroyed by an 
atomic bomb,” Mao “reassured” his flabbergasted guest, “the people will estab-
lish a new government, and it will be able to conduct peace negotiations.” 24 He 
wanted now to communicate this to Khrushchev, who, from Mao’s perspec-
tive, had overestimated the power of American imperialism.

Just recently, in late April, Mao Zedong had delivered an unusual speech 
at a four-day enlarged meeting of the Politburo. Presented on April 25 and 
titled “On the Ten Major Relationships,” it had far-reaching consequences. In 
essence, this speech marked a critical turn in Mao Zedong’s entire worldview, 
reflecting a new atmosphere of the emancipation of consciousness taking 
shape in the CCP. In general terms it defined the party’s new policy with re-
spect to building socialism, a course that differed from the Soviet model. First, 
the Chairman offered a devastating critique of the Soviet experience and called 
openly for the party to take a new path:
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[T]here are some problems in our work that need discussion. Particu-
larly worthy of attention is the fact that in the Soviet Union certain 
defects and errors that occurred in the course of their building social-
ism have lately come to light. Do you want to follow the detours they 
have made? It was by drawing lessons from their experience that we 
were able to avoid certain detours in the past, and there is all the more 
reason for us to do so now.25

It was clear that he had begun to reexamine the Stalinist model, deeming it 
insufficiently radical and the Soviet pace of development too slow.

Mao did not present a detailed program for building Chinese-style so-
cialism; however, he designated a number of strategic elements and em-
phasized the need to follow the principles of “more, faster, better, and more 
economically.”* What he had in mind was a substantial increase in capital 
investment in light industry and agriculture, the rapid development of inte-
rior provinces, and curtailment of investment in the defense sector, as well as 
an acceleration of economic construction as a whole. Mao spoke also about 
strengthening spiritual rather than material incentives for work, reducing the 
scope of the economy under centralized bureaucratic administration, and de-
veloping relatively autonomous production complexes. He did not conceal the 
difference between the new strategy and the Soviet strategy:

[W]e must learn with an analytical and critical eye, and we mustn’t 
copy everything indiscriminately and transplant mechanically. ​. . . ​
Some people never take the trouble to analyze, they simply follow the 
“wind.” Today, when the north wind [i.e., the Soviet Union] is blow-
ing, they join the “north wind” school. ​. . . ​It would lead to a mess if 
every single sentence, even of Marx’s, were followed. ​. . . ​[I]n those 
cases where we already have clear knowledge, we must not follow 
others in every detail. ​. . . ​[M]any people in the Soviet Union are con-
ceited and very arrogant.26

That Mao’s speech was not published at the time is hardly surpris-
ing. The Chairman was not simply openly criticizing the Soviet Union. His 

*	 Two versions of Mao’s speech exist, the uncorrected stenographic report and a partially 
edited canonical text. A translation of the first appeared in the West and in the Soviet Union 
in the 1970s. The official document was published in the PRC in 1976. The formula “build 
socialism more, faster, better, and more economically” is only in the stenographic account. 
In a note, however, the editors of the fifth volume of the Selected Works of Mao Zedong 
confirm that in his speech Mao did indeed propose this idea as the general line for socialist 
construction.
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ideas ran directly counter to the concepts of many Chinese leaders them-
selves. Among these latter were Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai,* and Chen Yun. 
Deng Xiaoping also failed to understand it.27 In late April 1956, for exam-
ple, Zhou Enlai openly took issue with Mao at an enlarged Politburo meet-
ing when Mao called for increasing investments in capital construction by 
two billion yuan. Zhou asserted that this would make it very difficult to sup-
ply the population with essential commodities and lead to an extraordinary 
growth of the urban population. Mao was stung by this observation,28 and on 
May 2 he presented most of his new ideas to members of the Supreme State  
Council.29

In this situation, the Central Committee felt obligated to distribute the 
text of his April 25 speech, but only to upper- and mid-level party cadres.† At 
this time, Zhou Enlai, Chen Yun, and other economists were busy drawing 
up the Second Five-Year Plan, and they did not fully grasp Mao’s unortho-
dox ideas. In essence, they ignored them. Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping did 
likewise. All of them were preoccupied with daily party and government af-
fairs, and they had no time for further discussions with the “great theoretician” 
about his new ideas.

Mao was offended by the lack of response to his ideas, and in mid-1956 he 
flew from Beijing south to Canton to undertake a new inspection tour, hop-
ing, as before, to elicit support from local cadres. The heat was unbearable and 
the Cantonese were plagued by mosquitoes. There was no air-conditioning 
in the villa where Mao was staying, but he was in no hurry to return to Bei-
jing. He had to solve a pile of problems, meet with people he needed, assess 
their frame of mind, and secure their support in his ongoing struggle with 
the “die hard moderates.” These persons, taking advantage of the Leader’s ab-
sence, published an editorial in People’s Daily that criticized “voluntarism” and 
“blind advances.” Mao’s reaction was touchingly childish: “I will not read it. 
Why should I read an article in which they abuse me?” 30

How wearisome he found these “zombies with a slave psychology” who 
entirely lacked “courage and determination.” 31 No, he had to show them that 
he was more powerful than all of them put together.

Thus he decided to fulfill an old dream, to swim across three great rivers, 

*	 Zhou Enlai was the first to put forward the formula of “socialist construction according 
to the principle of ‘more, faster, better, and more economically.’ ” He did this on January 14, 
1956, in a report to a conference about intellectuals convened by the Central Committee 
at which he developed Mao’s ideas presented on December 6, 1955. However, he did not 
impart any “revolutionary” meaning to this formula.

†	 Nevertheless, it soon became known outside China. For example, members of a delega-
tion from the Yugoslavian Communist Union referred to “The Ten Major Relationships” 
during their talk with Mao Zedong in September 1956.
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the Pearl River in Canton, the Xiang River in Changsha, and the Yangzi River 
in Wuhan. He was indeed an excellent swimmer, but the idea that had entered 
his head seemed like true folly. All three of the rivers were unusually wide, and 
the Yangzi had numerous whirlpools and a swift current to boot. But trying to 
get him to change his mind was a waste of time. In late May 1956, he plunged 
into the turbid waters of the Pearl River, which was more than 1.5 miles across. 
“The water ​. . . ​was filthy,” recalled his doctor, who was duty-bound to swim 
with him. “I saw occasional globs of human waste float by. The pollution did 
not bother Mao. He floated on his back, his big belly sticking up like a round 
balloon, legs relaxed, as though he were resting on a sofa. The water carried 
him downstream, and only rarely did he use his arms or legs to propel him-
self forward.” 32 For two hours he floated with the current a distance of more 
than six miles. Soon afterward he left Canton and headed for Changsha, where 
he swam across the one-mile-wide Xiang River, which was no cleaner than 
the Pearl River, twice. His delight knew no bounds. “The Xiang River is too 
small,” he cried. “I want to swim in the Yangtze [Yangzi]. On to the Yangtze  
River!” 33

Mao finally arrived in Wuhan in early June. Soon, accompanied by his 
forty-odd bodyguards, he was on the bank of the famous river. He was un-
able, to be sure, to swim across it; that would have been a nonsensical un-
dertaking. The power of the stream was so great that Mao was simply carried 
along by the current. Therefore, as in the Pearl River, he simply let himself go 
with the flow, which carried him more than eighteen miles. Nonetheless, he 
was inexpressibly happy, the more so since the journalists, who were prepared 
for anything, immediately disseminated the “good” news of the conquest of 
the mighty river “by our beloved helmsman.” During the several days Mao 
spent in Wuhan, he swam in the Yangzi River three times.34 “There is nothing 
you cannot do if you are serious about it,” he said enthusiastically afterward.35 
It was understood that what he had in mind were the “moderates” in the  
Politburo.

Full of enthusiasm, he turned again to his Muse:

Just drank Changsha water.
Now eating Wuchang fish.
I swim across the thousands-of-miles long Yangtze [Yangzi],
looking as far as the endless Chu skies,
ignoring wind’s blowing and waves’ beating:
better than walking slowly
in the quiet courtyard.
Today I am relaxed and free.
Confucius said by the river:
All passing things flow away like the river.
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Boats sail with the wind.
Turtle and Snake mountains stay,
while great plans grow.
A bridge flies across north to south,
natural barrier turns into an open road.
High in the gorges a rock dam will rise,
cutting off Wu Mountain’s cloud and rain.
A still lake will climb in the tall gorges.
Mountain goddess—
I hope she is still well—
will be startled at a changed world.36

A new disappointment awaited him in Beijing, however. The “moder-
ates” in the Politburo who were busy making preparations for the forthcom-
ing Eighth Congress of the Chinese Communist Party were ready to place the 
question of the cult of personality on the agenda. The atmosphere in Beijing 
was supercharged, and Mao for a time stayed away from party affairs, in the 
quiet resort town of Beidaihe, on the shore of the Yellow Sea. He gave his op-
ponents carte blanche, having decided to put them to the test on the entire 
program. “Do you want to show what you are capable of ? Go right ahead, 
we’ll see!” is how he probably reasoned, again adopting his favorite tactic: “The 
enemy advances, we retreat; the enemy camps, we harass; the enemy tires, we 
attack; the enemy retreats, we pursue.” It was not for nothing that one of his 
pseudonyms was Desheng—“Retreat in the Name of Victory.” At the end of 
the summer, he declared to his associates that he intended to give up the post 
of chairman of the PRC for “reasons of health,” keeping for himself only the 
position of chairman of the Central Committee of the CCP.37

Liu Shaoqi and several other members of the Politburo, not wishing to 
ignore Mao, also went off to Beidaihe. As before, the Chairman remained their 
leader. All they wanted from him was a somewhat more collective leader-
ship. But this was precisely what Mao could not agree with. He was convinced 
that with Khrushchev’s thaw, which threatened not only China but the en-
tire socialist cause with unpredictable consequences, the CCP needed to unite 
around him as never before.

The Eighth Congress was convened in this setting of conflict between two 
points of view. Its official sessions took place in Beijing from September 15 to 
27. There were 1,026 voting delegates and 107 alternates representing almost 
11,730,000 members of the party. The formal sessions were preceded by closed 
discussions (a so‑called preparatory conference) from August 29 to September 
12. It was during these discussions that all of the basic decisions of the forum 
were made. Behind closed doors the delegates discussed and adopted drafts 
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of all the resolutions and texts of all the basic reports and speeches. They also 
settled personnel matters.

During this time Mao was extremely cautious. As before, feeling out his 
opponents, he presided over none of the sessions and made not even a single 
report. He gave the most active roles to Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, and Deng 
Xiaoping. He himself demonstrated his “modesty.” He greeted the assembled 
delegates with just two brief speeches, one at the first session of the prepara-
tory conference on August 30 and the second at the opening of the congress 
on September 15.38 At the same time, he did everything he could to popularize 
his ideas. In particular, in both of his brief speeches he returned to the ideas 
in “The Ten Major Relationships” and, correcting the draft “Political Report of 
the Central Committee” that Liu Shaoqi was supposed to deliver, he added the 
following paragraph:

The Chinese revolution and [socialist] construction in China are nat-
urally in the hands of the Chinese people themselves in the first in-
stance. It must be clear. The need for foreign assistance is secondary. It 
is completely incorrect to lose faith and suppose that you yourself can 
do nothing on your own; it is wrong to suppose that the fate of China 
is not in the hands of the Chinese themselves, and to rely wholly on 
foreign assistance.39

Consciously demonstrating his rejection of Soviet paternalism, Mao even 
refused to attend the September 17 session of the congress at which Khrush-
chev’s representative Mikoyan gave a speech.40

The basic tone of the congress was different from Mao’s intentions, how-
ever. Under the leadership of Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, and Deng Xiaoping, 
the delegates gave the Soviet model its due and supported only those social 
experiments of Mao’s that were aimed at accelerating the achievement of 
Stalinization. The congress officially proclaimed that the “proletarian-socialist 
revolution” in China was basically victorious. All the speakers enthusiastically 
praised the results of the socialist transformation of the countryside and the 
cities.

The most important thing, however, was that the congress adopted a reso-
lution that must have been particularly painful for Mao. In the new atmo-
sphere created by Khrushchev’s speech, the delegates agreed to remove from 
the party statutes the sentence that the Chinese Communist Party “guides its 
entire work” by Mao Zedong Thought.41 It was replaced with the following 
statement: “The Chinese Communist Party is guided by Marxism-Leninism.” 42 
In his report “On Changes in the Party Statutes,” Deng Xiaoping placed special 
emphasis on the need to struggle “against the intrusion of personality, against 
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its glorification.” “Our party,” he declared, “rejects the alien concept of deifying 
personalities.” To be sure, he noted that Mao Zedong was playing an impor-
tant role in the fight against the cult of personality in the CCP; however, it was 
very difficult to take these words seriously.43 The congress reinstated the post 
of general secretary of the CCP, which was also quite remarkable. Mao him-
self proposed that Deng be promoted to the position. Even though Deng did 
not understand “The Ten Major Relationships,” Mao considered him “quite an 
honest man” 44 since Deng did not display his opposition to Mao’s adventurism 
as overtly as Liu and Zhou.

The opponents of Mao’s voluntarist experiments prepared a resolution of 
the congress on Liu Shaoqi’s report, inserting in this document the thesis that 
from now on, following the construction of a socialist society,

the main contradiction inside our country has become the contradic-
tion between the demand of the people to build an advanced indus-
trial country and the backward condition of our agrarian nation, as 
well as the contradiction between the rapidly growing economic and 
cultural demands of the people and the incapacity of the contempo-
rary economy and culture of our country to satisfy these demands of 
the people.45

After the congress, in November 1956 at a meeting of officials from the 
Ministry of Trade, Deputy Premier Chen Yun and several other economists 
spoke of the need for a rational combination of economic construction with 
an improvement in the lives of the people.46

Mao was understandably dissatisfied with many of the resolutions of the 
congress. The issue of the cult of personality was among the most trouble-
some. Soon after the congress he decided to counterattack. Receiving a delega-
tion from the Yugoslavian Communist Union he noted, as if in passing, that 
“[f]ew people in China have ever openly criticized me. The [Chinese] people 
are tolerant of my shortcomings and mistakes. It is because we always want to 
serve the people and do good things for the people.” These words sounded as 
a warning to Mao’s opponents, the more so since, as the Chairman explained, 
“bossism” was not an actual problem in China. He also added, “When some 
people criticize me, others would oppose and accuse them of disrespecting 
the leader.” 47 At this time, within his close circle of intimates he began to ex-
press caustic criticism of Khrushchev’s anti-Stalin policy. Stalin should have 
been “criticized but not killed,” he complained to his interpreter Li Yueran. 
Khrushchev is not “mature enough to lead such a big country,” he said in a fit 
of temper to another interpreter, Yan Mingfu. People like Khrushchev “do not 
adhere to Marxism-Leninism,” he said to others of his associates.48

Quickly reacting to the slightest change in the political climate, on Octo-
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ber 1, Zhou Enlai expounded Mao’s new, critical position regarding the cult of 
personality to Boris Nikolaevich Ponomarev, a member of the Central Com-
mittee of the CPSU who had attended the Eighth Congress. Zhou criticized 
the CPSU for the “mistakes” it had made during its debunking of Stalin: in the 
first place, he said, “no preliminary consultation was carried out with fraternal 
parties”; secondly, “an all-around historical analysis was completely lacking”; 
and, finally, the leading comrades of the CPSU “lacked self-criticism.” 49

The anti-Stalinist events in Poland and in Hungary in 1956 greatly in-
creased the cultlike mood in the Chinese leadership and consequently 
strengthened Mao’s position. In October 1956, the new communist leader of 
Poland, Wladysław Gomułka, who had come to power on a wave of work-
ers’ demonstrations, expelled the Stalinists from the Politburo of the Polish 
Workers’ Party. Among them was Marshal Konstantin Konstantinovich Ro-
kossowski, Poland’s minister of defense and concurrently deputy chairman of 
the Council of Ministers. He had been appointed to these posts by Stalin. The 
anti-Soviet mood, which was already strong among the Poles, began to grow 
rapidly. Meanwhile, in Hungary, as a result of a democratic revolution power 
in the government passed to a popular liberal communist, Imre Nagy. The cri-
sis of socialism in Eastern Europe was undoubtedly triggered by Khrushchev’s 
speech against Stalin.

Mao understood this very well, and he did not hide his dissatisfaction 
with Khrushchev’s actions. On the evening of October 20 Mao convened an 
enlarged session of the Politburo, at which for the first time he condemned 
the Soviet Union for “great power chauvinism.” News had reached him that 
Khrushchev intended to use force against Gomułka, and he did not want to see 
this happen. Soviet intervention against Poland might explode the whole so-
cialist camp. After the session, Mao immediately summoned Soviet ambassa-
dor Pavel Yudin, whom Mao received in his bedroom dressed in his bathrobe, 
contrary to all protocol. Extremely irritated, Mao asserted, “We resolutely 
condemn what you are doing. I request that you telephone Khrushchev right 
away to convey our opinion: if the Soviet Union moves troops we will support 
Poland.” 50

Having received Yudin’s information, Khrushchev panicked and on Oc-
tober 21 decided “considering the circumstances ​. . . ​[fully] to refrain from 
armed intervention. Show patience.” 51

Mao felt victorious. Around 1 a.m. on October 23, he again summoned 
the unfortunate Yudin to his bedroom; in the presence of Liu Shaoqi, Zhou 
Enlai, Chen Yun, and Deng Xiaoping, the entire leadership of the Politburo, 
he noted with irritation that the Russians had completely discarded the sword 
of Stalin. The result, he added, was that enemies had taken up the sword to kill 
communists. This, he continued, was the same as lifting a rock and dropping 
it on one’s own feet.52
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That same night, Mao, Liu, Zhou, Chen and Deng decided to help the 
leadership of the CPSU manage the situation. They did this in response to a 
telegram about “the need for consultation,” sent to the Central Committee of 
the CCP from Moscow on October 21. Khrushchev sent similar requests to 
the central committees of the communist parties of Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, 
and the German Democratic Republic.53 Early on the morning of October 23, 
a Chinese delegation including Liu, Deng, Wang Jiaxiang, who was then the 
director of the International Liaison Department of the Central Committee, 
and Hu Qiaomu, a member of the Secretariat of the Central Committee, flew 
off to Moscow.* The delegation stayed on for eleven days. From October 23 
to 31, Liu and the others held conversations with Khrushchev, Molotov, and 
Bulganin at Stalin’s former dacha in Lipki. On several occasions Khrushchev 
invited Liu, Deng, and other members of the Chinese delegation to meetings 
of the Presidium of the Central Committee of the CPSU. On the very first 
evening Liu Shaoqi conveyed Mao’s point of view on the “discarded sword” 
and on “great power chauvinism” to Khrushchev, who was forced to swallow 
all of this.54 By this time the Soviet leadership had decided on its own not to 
intervene in Poland.55

The main thing now bothering Mao was the situation in Hungary. It had 
gotten much tenser on October 23. A genuine popular revolution had begun 
in Budapest. Thus the issue of Hungary was at the center of Khrushchev’s dis-
cussions with Liu. Liu was in constant contact with Mao, and Mao initially 
recommended to Khrushchev that he adopt the same peaceful position he had 
taken in Poland. He believed that “the working class of Hungary” would be 
able to “regain control of the situation and to put down the uprising on its 
own.” 56 But everything changed on the afternoon of October 30. It was then 
that Mao received reports from his ambassador in Hungary as well as from 
Liu Shaoqi that state security officers were being lynched in Budapest,† and 
his patience was exhausted. He decided that it was impossible just to let things 
go. The revolution in Hungary differed, it seemed, from the liberal communist 
reforms of Gomułka. It might fundamentally affect the situation throughout 
the socialist camp. Liu informed Khrushchev and other members of the Pre-
sidium of the CPSU Central Committee of Mao’s new point of view: “[Soviet] 
troops should remain in Hungary and Budapest.” 57 This was a green light for 
the suppression of the Hungarian democratic movement.

At the same time, Mao and Liu pressured the Presidium of the CPSU Cen-
tral Committee, demanding that it adopt a special “Declaration on the Foun-

*	 In his memoirs, Khrushchev mistakenly asserts that Kang Sheng was a member of Liu 
Shaoqi’s delegation.

†	 Liu learned of this from information provided him by Khrushchev, who had received it 
from Mikoyan and KGB head Ivan Aleksandrovich Serov, then in Hungary.
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dation and Further Strengthening of Friendship and Cooperation between the 
Soviet Union and Other Socialist Countries.” They did this in order to avert 
further manifestations of Soviet great power chauvinism with regard to the 
socialist countries. It was just such chauvinism they deemed one of the main 
reasons for the “unhealthy” situation that had occurred in Eastern Europe. The 
declaration stated, “The countries of the great community of socialist nations 
can construct their mutual relations only on the basis of the principles of full 
equality, respect for territorial integrity, state independence and sovereignty, 
and noninterference in each other’s internal affairs.” 58

Seeing off the Chinese delegation at the airport on the evening of Octo-
ber 31, Khrushchev, evidently heeding Mao’s changed position, informed Liu 
Shaoqi that the Presidium of the Central Committee of the CPSU had decided 
“to restore order in Hungary.” “There were no arguments,” Khrushchev re-
called later. “Liu Shaoqi said that if in Beijing it turned out people were think-
ing differently, he would notify us.” 59 But Mao did not change his position. The 
result was that the Soviet leader decided “to pull out all the stops,” especially 
since it soon became known that the Hungarian government, having declared 
its intention to withdraw Hungary from the Warsaw Pact, had turned to West-
ern countries and the Pope for aid. On November 4, Soviet tanks entered Bu-
dapest. The Hungarian popular revolution was drowned in blood.

Despite this, Mao Zedong and other Chinese leaders were profoundly 
shaken by the very fact of a liberal democratic movement in the socialist coun-
tries. In mid-November, at the Second Plenum of the Eighth Central Com-
mittee, Mao developed his idea about the “discarded sword.” His attack on 
the USSR was without precedent. Unable to restrain his indignation, he even 
asserted that a number of Soviet leaders had discarded “the sword of Lenin ​. . . ​
to a considerable extent.” Moreover, he outlined another sphere of disagree-
ment with Moscow, for the first time openly criticizing Khrushchev’s thesis 
about the possibility of a “peaceful transition from capitalism to socialism.” 
“Khrushchev’s report at the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union says it is possible to seize state power by the parliamentary 
road, that is to say,” Mao emphasized, “it is no longer necessary for all coun-
tries to learn from the October Revolution. Once this gate is opened, by and 
large Leninism is thrown away.” 60

Of course, the polemic that he unleashed was obviously contrived: after 
all, no one could predict the future. Nonetheless, from then until the late 1970s 
the Soviet and Chinese leaderships would engage in pointed discussions about 
the possibility of “peaceful transition from capitalism to socialism.”

Mao also made claims to leadership in a number of Eastern European 
countries whose basic problem, he believed, was that their communists were 
not waging class struggle properly. The result was that in these countries they 
“left so many counter-revolutionaries at large.” 61
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Taking advantage of the situation, at the same time he tried to push his 
ideas concerning acceleration of the tempo of economic development in the 
PRC by renewing his attack on the group of “moderates” who, as before, were 
oriented toward the Soviet economic experience. “Something good came out 
of the Twentieth Congress of the CPSU,” he noted in this connection on the eve 
of the plenum, “namely, that [the congress] revealed the true state of affairs, 
emancipated consciousness, and led to a situation in which people stopped 
thinking that everything that was done in the Soviet Union was the absolute 
truth which was not subject to change and must be implemented as is. We 
must use our own wits and decide questions of the revolution and construc-
tion in our country.” 62

At this same plenum, after again criticizing the “moderates,” Mao called 
for a new rectification campaign in the CCP to take place next year.63 He did 
not name these “moderates,” but the delegates understood that he had in mind 
Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, and Chen Yun, who presented key reports at the ple-
num.64 Mao’s dissatisfaction was aroused by the fact that Liu, Zhou, and Chen 
tried to set a course for “temporary retreat” in the sphere of industrial con-
struction, fearing that the “economy would overheat.” 65 What irritated him 
most of all, however, was that the reports by Liu and Zhou linked the events 
in Eastern Europe with the “miscalculations” of Polish and Hungarian leaders 
regarding the economy, in particular their persistent attempts to force the pace 
of industrialization and collectivization.66 Typically, on the opening day of the 
plenum, November 10, People’s Daily published an article that, in keeping with 
the ideas of Liu and Zhou, asserted that Hungarian leaders had mistakenly 
pushed industrialization and forcefully implemented collectivization. And al-
though everyone who spoke at the plenum, including the “moderates,” shared 
Mao’s indignation regarding the “mistakes” of the Soviet leadership, the Chair-
man remained dissatisfied.

In early November he had already voiced the need to prepare a new article 
on Stalin—“particularly in connection with the Hungarian events.” 67 In De-
cember the Politburo had assigned this task to the editors of People’s Daily. Six 
versions were prepared. All of them were discussed at an enlarged meeting of 
the Politburo. Mao made a number of revisions, the most important of which 
was deletion of the following phrase from the sixth draft: “Rapid progress in 
the matter of socialist construction in China is largely the result of learning 
from the Soviet experience.” At the same time, he wrote in the margins, “The 
future will tell whether the path taken in construction in China was correct. 
As of now it is impossible to say.” 68 The article, titled “Once More on the His-
torical Experience of the Dictatorship of the Proletariat,” was published in the 
People’s Daily on December 29, 1956. In it the criticism of Stalin was signifi-
cantly curtailed. If the initial publication in April spoke of “the great contribu-
tions” of the Soviet people and the CPSU to the history of humanity, the new 
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article emphasized “the great contributions” of Stalin “to the development of 
the Soviet Union and ​. . . ​the international communist movement.”

Following this, Mao sent a delegation headed by Zhou Enlai to the Soviet 
Union, Poland, and Hungary in January 1957.69 Its mission included cooperat-
ing in the further management of problems linked to the crisis in Eastern Eu-
rope. Zhou had to explain to Khrushchev once again that “those in the Soviet 
Union who may wish again to pursue [a policy] of great power chauvinism will 
inevitably confront difficulties.” “These people,” Mao told Zhou, “are blinded 
by their thirst for gain. The best way to deal with them is by giving them a 
dressing-down.”

Zhou energetically followed Mao’s “advice” even though up till then he 
had maintained a noncommittal stance regarding the issue of relations with 
the USSR. Meeting with Khrushchev, Bulganin, and Mikoyan, who gave him a 
“splendid grandiose reception,” on the very next day he went on the attack. He 
began with the new position of his Politburo on the question of Stalin, and he 
drew their attention to the recent article in People’s Daily. But, as he reported 
later to Mao, all three of them asserted that “the criticism of Stalin” contained 
in this article “made them displeased (or put them in a difficult position, I can’t 
remember the exact words).” 70

Nonetheless, sensing danger, Khrushchev tried to soften his position in 
relation to Stalin. On January 17, in a welcoming speech at a PRC embassy 
reception on the occasion of the arrival of Zhou’s delegation, he unexpectedly 
began to speak about Stalin. According to Lev Petrovich Deliusin, a Pravda 
correspondent who was standing not far from him, Khrushchev was quite 
drunk and often tripped over his words.71 Nonetheless, he was able to con-
vey his main thought to those around him. It was that Soviet communists, 
as before, were Stalinists. “We criticized Stalin not for being a bad commu-
nist,” Khrushchev said. “The name of Stalin is inseparable from Marxism-
Leninism.” 72 This did not move Zhou, however. This is what he reported later 
to Mao: “Spelling out a good deal of inappropriate words [we can only guess 
at what Zhou was referring to], however, he made no self-criticism. We then 
pushed him ​. . . ​how can those comrades, especially those [Soviet] Politburo 
members, who had worked with Stalin, decline to assume any responsibility?” 
At this Khrushchev and Bulganin simply replied that they were afraid of being 
shot, and therefore, “they could not do anything to persuade Stalin or prevent 
his mistakes.” However, Zhou persisted: “I ​. . . ​expressed our Chinese Party’s 
conviction that open self-criticism will do no harm to, but will enhance, the 
Party’s credibility and prestige.” Underlining everything that had been said, 
Khrushchev, arriving at the airport, explained to Zhou “that [the Soviets] 
could not conduct the same kind of criticism as we [Chinese] do; should they 
do so, their current leadership would be in trouble.” 73

Mao reacted to this in a measured fashion. And although he did not 
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change his negative opinion of Khrushchev, he issued instructions not to go 
overboard in the propaganda. “In the future,” he indicated, “we shall always 
remain cautious and modest, and we shall tightly tuck our tails between our 
legs. We still need to learn from the Soviet Union. However, we shall learn 
from them rather selectively; only accept the good stuff, while at the same 
time avoiding picking up the bad stuff.” 74 Still, in late January and early Febru-
ary he stepped up his attacks against the Soviet Union in a series of closed-
door speeches.75 At this same time, a large amount of negative information 
began to appear in classified information bulletins about life in the USSR and 
Soviet foreign policy, especially on the eve of World War II (the incursions into 
Poland, Finland, and Romania).76

At the end of February, however, Mao toned down the criticism some-
what. In an open speech “On the Correct Handling of Contradictions among 
the People,” given at an enlarged meeting of the Supreme State Conference 
on February 27, he again called for learning “conscientiously from the ad-
vanced experience of the Soviet Union.” To be sure, he made it clear that he 
had in mind only that experience that was relevant to Chinese conditions.77 
In a conversation on March 17 with top officials from Tianjin, Mao explained 
that he put special emphasis on the word “advanced.” 78 At this time, however, 
the Soviet Union was not his major theme. In his speech at the conference, 
Mao expounded the theoretical foundations of his review of the political and 
economic course set out by the Eighth Congress. Once again going over the 
heads of the higher party organs, he appealed to mid-level ganbu, the kind of 
party functionaries who attended the conference. He tried to win them over to 
his side by discussing, if briefly, the further acceleration of modernization. His 
speech was inconsistent: on one hand he affirmed the victory of socialism; on 
the other he expressed doubts about the ability of the party to transform China 
into a great military and economic power in a historically brief period of time. 
In order to reinvigorate the party, he called upon the masses of nonparty per-
sons, especially members of the “democratic” parties and other intellectuals, to 
criticize Marxism and the members of the CCP and provide bold and honest 
assessments of party policy. He called for a broad-scale ideological campaign 
directed against bureaucratism. He probably hoped to channel criticism from 
below against his opponents in the communist leadership. He proposed that 
the campaign develop under the slogan “Let a Hundred Flowers Bloom, Let a 
Hundred Schools of Thought Contend.” 79

Mao had first introduced this slogan in December 1955, at a Politburo 
meeting, but at that time it did not catch on because of opposition from the 
party apparatus and skepticism on the part of intellectuals.80 Now Mao made 
one more attempt to launch the campaign. Although his speech was not pub-
lished until June, on April 27, 1957, the Central Committee adopted measures 
to implement Mao’s instructions by making them the basis of its “Resolution 
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on a Rectification Movement.” This resolution became a program of renewal 
for the CCP, which, Mao believed, had become too conservative and bureau-
cratized and therefore incapable of adopting his radical political and economic 
principles. Intraparty bureaucratism, subjectivism, and sectarianism became 
the targets of intensive criticism.

On May 10, the Central Committee published a new resolution calling 
upon party cadres to return to the populist practices of the “Yan’an Way” in 
order to overcome “bourgeois ways.” The Yan’an Way meant harmonious re-
lations between party cadres and the masses, which, according to Mao, had 
been characteristic of the Sino-Japanese War period of 1937–45. As a means 
of reviving the “Yan’an spirit,” the Central Committee proposed that all ganbu 
regardless of their positions devote a certain amount of time to physical labor 
together with the workers and peasants.81 On the eve of the new and unprec-
edented upsurge in the realm of economic and social development that Mao 
had already anticipated, the party had to be wholly prepared to reexamine the 
traditional Soviet model of social development.

In May, the new Hundred Flowers campaign was officially launched. 
Mao, apparently, had granted complete freedom of speech to the people. He 
spoke now in favor of ideological and political pluralism. From early May and 
continuing for almost a month all Chinese newspapers and other means of 
mass propaganda were open to anyone who wanted to express critical views 
on political issues. Many, however, criticized not “individual mistakes” but 
the entire system of communist dictatorship. The very ideological founda-
tion of the CCP, namely, Marxism-Leninism, was subjected to a withering fire 
of criticism. Members of the democratic parties such as Zhang Naiqi, Zhang 
Bojun, and Luo Longji were particularly active. Their anticommunist articles 
won the sympathy of many university instructors. Unrest gripped the student 
population.

The leadership of the CCP and Mao himself had obviously not expected 
such a passionate response. They were not ready for serious discussions with 
their opponents, who, it appeared, enjoyed considerable popularity. Mao had 
apparently miscalculated. The intellectuals were not so much helping him as 
they were demonstrating their rejection of communism. There was nothing 
to do but terminate the campaign. On June 8, at Mao’s initiative, the Central 
Committee adopted an inner party directive, “Master Our Forces to Repulse 
the Rightists’ Wild Attacks.” Freedom of speech was liquidated and the com-
munists returned to their previous methods of political and ideological terror. 
On the same day, an editorial in People’s Daily tried to explain such an unex-
pected turn of events as follows:

From May 8 to June 7, our newspaper and the entire party press, upon 
orders of the Central Committee, almost without exception did not 
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speak out against incorrect views. This was done so that ​. . . ​the ven-
omous weeds could grow luxuriantly and the people could see this 
and shudder at the realization that such things existed in the world. 
Then the people would destroy such vile things with their own hands.

In essence, the paper was acknowledging a massive political provocation 
staged by the leadership.

A new campaign of repression, unprecedented in scale, was now launched 
against the intellectuals. For the first time in the history of the CCP, the label of 
“rightist bourgeois elements” was affixed to millions of educated people. About 
half a million were incarcerated in labor reform camps.82 Not all of them had 
criticized the regime; many were loyal to the new authorities but had fallen 
victim to intrigue and “the logic of class struggle.”

The atmosphere of terror enabled Mao to overcome his main opponents 
in the sphere of economic construction, Zhou Enlai in the first instance. In 
late summer 1957, Mao attacked Zhou, saying that the premier had committed 
serious errors in trying to pursue balanced economic development in China. 
The Chairman proclaimed that he himself was an adventurist at heart and that 
he was not afraid of upsetting things in order to accelerate China’s transition 
to socialism and communism.83

In the autumn of 1957 the Third Enlarged Plenum of the Central Com-
mittee summed up some of the results of the massive political campaigns. It 
assessed them as having been entirely successful. Even Mao was satisfied. “No 
one refuted me, I got the upper hand and was encouraged,” he said sometime 
afterward. “The Third, September, plenum of the CC in 1957 heartened us. The 
party and the whole people rather clearly defined the path of development.” 84 
Toward the end of the plenum Mao decided to attenuate the Rectification 
Movement. Now he could address a rhetorical question to the party: “Can’t we 
avoid the Soviet Union’s detours and do things faster and better?” The answer 
was foreordained: “We should of course strive for this.” 85

It was at this plenum that Mao first began to speak of the possibility of 
colossal growth in agricultural production, and proposed to revive the forgot-
ten slogan of “more” and “faster.” “If we carefully work the earth, our country 
will become the most productive in the world,” he asserted. “Already ​. . . ​there 
are districts where they harvest 1,000 jin [1 jin is 1.1. pounds] of grain per mu 
[0.16 acre]. Can the indicators of 400, 500, and 800 be raised to 800, 1,000, and 
2,000? I think it is possible. ​. . . ​Earlier I also believed that man could not fly to 
the moon, but now I believe.” 86

What made him believe was not only his personal bent toward adventur-
ism (“I am the kind of person who is inclined [to assess events] adventuristi-
cally,” Mao loved to say), but also the Soviet launch on October 5, 1957, of the 
first artificial satellite, Sputnik. Although Mao still believed that one should 
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not copy the Soviet Union in all respects, he was shaken by this event. To be 
sure, he saw this not so much as an indicator of the power of the USSR as of 
the superiority of socialism in general. The Americans with their 100 million 
tons of steel “have thus far not launched so much as a sweet potato into space,” 
he rejoiced, secretly dreaming of the time when his country, too, would soar 
into the cosmos.87

In the meantime, the anti-rightist movement continued to pick up steam. 
A struggle was launched against party cadres who acted according to the prin-
ciple of the “Three Many, and the Three Few.” They spoke a lot, but unmasked 
few counterrevolutionaries; they were excessively tolerant but rarely exposed 
“those who had crawled into the revolutionary ranks”; they often exposed those 
in the lower ranks, but very rarely those in the leading organs. A competition 
began in party organizations to see who could unmask the largest number of 
covert rightists. The higher party organs began to send out detailed orders 
specifying the precise number of those who had to be called to account. Post-
ers appeared all over the country demanding that the rightists be punished.

Meanwhile, Mao received an invitation from Khrushchev to attend the 
celebration of the fortieth anniversary of the October Revolution, following 
which it was proposed to convene a conference of representatives of commu-
nist and workers’ parties. Mao Zedong’s presence at both the celebration and 
the conference was of vital importance to Khrushchev. The Moscow congress 
of communists was intended to demonstrate the “monolithic unity” of the so-
cialist camp around the ideals of the Great October.

After thinking it over, Mao decided to visit the Soviet Union for a second 
time.88 Khrushchev was overjoyed and sent two TU‑104 planes to ferry Mao 
and the members of his delegation.

At 8 a.m. on November 2, Mao and his retinue, including Madame Song 
Qingling, Deng Xiaoping,89 and Peng Dehuai, and some others, flew out of 
Beijing.

On the eve of his departure Mao asked his interpreter Li Yueran:
“How do you say zhilaohu in Russian?”
“Bumazhnyi tigr [paper tiger],” Li replied.
Mao repeated the same expression in English in a heavy Hunanese accent 

and burst out laughing.90 He was prepared for the summit meeting of com-
munist leaders.

Khrushchev himself, looking hale, hearty, and sleek, greeted his guests 
at Vnukovo Airport. With him were Voroshilov, Bulganin, Mikoyan, and a 
crowd of lesser dignitaries. They all radiated cordiality. Several months earlier, 
in June, Khrushchev had smashed the “anti-party” group of Molotov; there-
fore he again was in need of Mao’s support. He knew of the Chinese leader’s 
dissatisfaction with his “arbitrariness,” but he tried not to attach too much sig-
nificance to this. He felt he could do this because just before the arrival of the 
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PRC delegation, Averkii Borisovich Aristov, a member of the CPSU Presid-
ium, had visited China in September–October 1957 and informed him that in 
their conversation Mao had emphasized the “unity of the PRC and the USSR.” 
To be sure, the head of the CCP had expressed his perplexity regarding the 
June events, but had done so only in passing. “We are always with you,” he said 
to Aristov, “but sometimes one shouldn’t hasten to resolve certain problems. 
Now, for example, we were very fond of Molotov [Stalin’s right-hand man], 
and the decision of the June plenum of the Central Committee of the CPSU 
concerning Molotov produced some confusion among us.” On this occasion 
he said nothing more on this theme,91 but, as usual, returned to the question of 
Stalin. “Today you have seen a big portrait of Stalin displayed in our square,” 
Mao said to his guest from Moscow. “Do you think we bear no grudge against 
Stalin? No, we bear him a huge grudge. Stalin was the cause of many difficul-
ties for the Chinese revolution. ​. . . ​Nevertheless, Stalin’s portrait is hung on 
the occasion of important holidays in the PRC. This is done not for the leaders, 
but for the people.” Mao added, “In my home I have no portrait of Stalin.” 92

Khrushchev was troubled by the peculiar position of the Chinese on the 
question of Stalin. Nevertheless, he probably hoped that in private conversa-
tions he would succeed in mollifying Mao.

But the Chairman had not come to the USSR to make friends with Khrush-
chev. He already understood the Soviet leader’s meaning very well. Mao felt 
that time was on his side. Socialism in China had been basically constructed, 
industry had developed, and the dictatorship of the Communist Party in the 
world’s most populous country was absolute. It seemed that Moscow, once all-
powerful, had irretrievably forfeited its authority in the communist world; the 
Polish and Hungarian events were graphic examples. Of course, Khrushchev 
possessed nuclear weapons, and in October 1957 the Russians launched Sput-
nik. Still, Mao wanted to show all these communist comrades just where the 
center of the world communist movement was now.

Khrushchev pulled out all the stops for Mao, housing him and all of the 
Chinese in the Kremlin despite the fact that a majority of the delegates from 
other communist parties were lodged in dachas outside Moscow; he called 
on the Chinese every morning, showered them with gifts, escorted them to 
all the cultural events, and held “intimate friendly” conversations. He was be-
side himself with joy and was relishing the role of chief host. But Mao was 
“reserved and even a bit cool.” 93 Of course, he was pleased to receive the royal 
treatment this time. The contrast between Stalin’s and Khrushchev’s treatment 
of him was striking. “Just look how differently they treat us,” he said with a 
contemptuous smile to his entourage.

But he did not reciprocate Khrushchev’s feelings. The more Khrushchev 
courted Mao, the more Mao thumbed his nose at him. From time to time 
he did not even bother to conceal his contempt for the leader of the CPSU 
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who was fussing over him. Thus, arriving at the Bolshoi Theater with Khrush-
chev to see Swan Lake, after the second act he suddenly got up and left. “Why 
did they dance that way, prancing around on their toes?” he said to the per-
plexed Khrushchev. “It made me uncomfortable. Why don’t they just dance 
normally?” 94

On his first visit to Moscow, he did not indulge himself like that even 
when Stalin was absent. As Shi Zhe, his interpreter on that earlier occasion, re-
called, Mao sat through the ballet Baiaderka in the Kirov Theater, and after the 
performance he even presented a bouquet of flowers to the prima ballerina.95

On occasion Mao was even quite rude. According to the reminiscences 
of his interpreter Li Yueran, once during a banquet Mao sharply interrupted 
Khrushchev, who, oblivious to the world, was enthusiastically talking about 
what a major role he had played during the war. “Comrade Khrushchev,” Mao 
said, throwing down his napkin after wiping his lips, “I have already finished 
eating, but have you finished the history of the Southwest front?” 96

But the main surprise awaited Khrushchev at the conference of represen-
tatives of communist and workers’ parties. It was not for nothing that Mao had 
asked his interpreter how to say “paper tiger” in Russian. This was the theme 
he talked about, asserting that all reactionaries were paper tigers. This would 
have been quite enough, but he then added the following:

Let’s try to suppose, how many people would die if war breaks out? 
Of the 2.7 billion people on earth, the losses might be one-third, or 
perhaps, somewhat more, say half of mankind. ​. . . ​As soon as war 
begins, atomic and hydrogen bombs will be used in abundance. I once 
argued about this with a foreign political leader. He said that in case 
of an atomic war absolutely everyone would die. I said that in the 
worst case half the people would die, but the other half would sur-
vive, and that imperialism would be wiped off the face of the earth 
and the whole world would become socialist. A certain number of 
years would pass, and the population would again reach 2.7 billion 
and most likely even more.97

Obviously, he was developing ideas that he had expressed earlier to Nehru, 
the Finnish ambassador Carl-Johan Sundstrom, and to Yudin as well in veiled 
form. On this occasion, to be sure, his figures were more concrete, and his off-
hand juggling with hundreds of millions of lives produced a horrible impres-
sion on everyone. There was silence in the hall. Everyone felt uncomfortable.

Later, at the banquet, he again turned the conversation to the utility of 
nuclear war in advancing the cause of socialism. Khrushchev did not know 
what to think. Then the head of the Italian communist party, Palmiro Togliatti, 
asked, “Comrade Mao Zedong? And how many Italians will survive an atomic 
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war?” Mao calmly replied, “None at all. But why do you think that Italians are 
so important to humanity?” 98 Oleg Aleksandrovich Grinevskii, one of Khrush-
chev’s speechwriters, who was in the hall at the time serving as an interpreter, 
recalls that Mao did not even smile when he said these words. (Grinevskii, 
who did not know Chinese, was interpreting from Russian to English for the 
English-speaking audience after a Soviet Sinologist, Vasilii Sidikhmenov, had 
first translated Mao’s remarks from Chinese into Russian.)

What did this mean? Could Mao really have been so ignorant as not to 
know that his argument was nonsense? No, of course not. He was knowledge-
able enough, at least with respect to politics and military affairs. So why did he 
say this? Many who have pondered this question have expressed the thought that 
he obviously wanted to push the USSR into a nuclear conflict with the United 
States. Others disagree: Mao was just behaving too rudely. They conjecture that 
Mao simply wished to head off a rapprochement between the superpowers. 
However, neither of these explanations of Mao’s behavior is correct. In reality, 
he was simply shocking his public, openly mocking both Khrushchev as well 
as the old Comintern warhorses who only recently had fawned upon Stalin. He 
hated all of these Togliatti types, who had once been assigned to the ECCI, where 
they had befriended Wang Ming and had sneered at the likes of Mao.* At one 
time they had been ready to applaud any stupidity on the part of the “Leader of 
Peoples” and tried to decipher his riddles and jokes. Now it was his turn.

Mao felt his greatness and wanted everyone else to acknowledge it. He 
wanted to take his revenge for all the humiliation he had endured at the hands 
of the sullen Kremlin tyrant who liked to indulge his black humor. This is 
why he tried so obviously to imitate Stalin. He spoke in a patronizing tone, 
played the role of Boss, and tried to make savage and strange jokes just like 
Stalin. Consequently, he returned to the theme of nuclear war and the pros-
pects for victory over imperialism on more than one occasion. He would also 
expound on this theme during his official talks with Khrushchev. And each 
time Khrushchev would ponder Mao’s views and “what he based them on.” 99 
Thus he never understood what Mao Zedong was up to.100

Before his departure, Khrushchev gave his guest many souvenirs as well 
as a large jar of granular caviar. It was of excellent quality, but Mao could not 
eat it since Chinese generally do not include raw fish in their diet. He took the 
jar, however, and brought it with him to Beijing. Several days later he invited 
his secretaries and bodyguards to dinner, and urged them to taste the exotic 
food, which had been carefully arranged on a porcelain plate. “Try it, try it,” he 
said laughing. “This is socialist caviar!” One of the invitees picked some caviar 

*	 Palmiro Togliatti (pseudonym Mario Ercoli) (1893–1964) was a member of the Presid-
ium of the ECCI from 1938 to 1943 and also a member of the Secretariat of the ECCI from 
1935 to 1943.

30945 Mao.indd   446 7/12/12   4:56 PM



	 The Emancipation of Consciousness	 447

up with his chopsticks and put it in his mouth. It was obvious that he was 
not eager to eat it, but he got control of himself and swallowed it. He almost 
threw up.

“Well, how is it? Delicious?” Mao asked, and a burst of laughter shook his 
corpulent body.

“It looks so beautiful,” the unfortunate one replied, “but it doesn’t taste 
good. I don’t like it, and I can’t eat it.”

“Well, okay! If you can’t gobble it down, then don’t!” Mao said to him 
simply.101

He was especially pleased that the people in his entourage found Khrush-
chev’s gift not to their liking. This was all very symbolic.

After he returned to China, Mao began to develop the ideas for a special, 
Chinese road to socialism that he had first expressed in “The Ten Major Rela-
tionships.” He pondered over and over variations of a Great Leap, a new model 
of accelerated economic development grounded fundamentally in the utili-
zation of China’s comparative advantages, in the first place its inexhaustible 
human resources. “Our country produces too little steel,” he lamented. “We 
have to do everything we can to increase our material strength. Otherwise, 
people will look down on us.” 102

In Moscow he had already begun to boast that after fifteen years China 
would overtake Great Britain in the production of metal. “England annually 
produces 20 million tons of steel,” he said to the representatives of communist 
and workers’ parties. “In 15 years it may achieve a production of 30 million 
tons of steel annually. And China? In 15 years China may produce 40  mil-
lion tons. So won’t it overtake England?” 103 Mao was inspired to such boast-
ing by none other than Khrushchev who, as is well known, was boastful by 
nature. About two weeks prior to Mao’s speech, at an anniversary meeting of 
the Supreme Soviet of the USSR, Khrushchev had loudly proclaimed that in 
the coming fifteen years the USSR would be able not only to catch up with but 
to overtake America.104 Thus Mao Zedong’s speech was a response to “Elder 
Brother.”

Mao, speaking generally, was being modest. In reality he was overcome by 
the desire to overtake the Soviet Union itself, to show everyone, and especially 
Khrushchev who had now launched two Sputniks, that he, Mao, was not born 
yesterday. Just how much sarcasm and anger permeated the words he spoke 
to his comrades in early 1957: “What is their [Soviet leadership’s] asset. It in-
volves nothing more than 50 million tons of steel, 400 million tons of coal, and 
80 million tons of oil. How much does this count? It does not count for a thing. 
With this asset, however, their heads have gotten really big. How can they be 
communists [by being so cocky]? How can they be Marxists?” 105 Thus Mao’s 
new path was fraught with the inevitable further deterioration of relations be-
tween China and the Kremlin traditionalists.
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At conferences in Hangzhou (Zhejiang province) and Nanning (Guangxi 
Zhuang Autonomous Region) in January 1958, Mao intensified his criticism of 
those who opposed “haste” and “blindly rushing forward.” He again censured 
those who followed the Soviet model. “If we did everything like the Soviet 
Union did after the October Revolution,” he declared, “then we would have no 
textiles, and we would have no foodstuffs (when there are no textiles there is 
nothing to exchange for foodstuffs), there would be no coal, no electricity, no 
nothing.” In Hangzhou he declared that the Rectification Movement, which 
he had only recently, at the Third Plenum, decided to relax, would be carried 
through to the end. In Nanning on January 18, he warned party cadres that 
the struggle against “blindly rushing forward” would inevitably “dampen the 
enthusiasm ​. . . ​of 600  million people.” 106 Moreover, he also informed Zhou 
Enlai that he and several other “comrades were only some 50 meters distance 
from the rightists.” 107 The ganbu supported Chairman Mao and the premier 
was forced to engage in self-criticism. Later Zhou explained to his secretary 
that the main reason he had made mistakes was that ideologically he lagged 
behind Comrade Mao Zedong. “I must carefully study Mao Zedong Thought,” 
he said sadly.108 However, Mao even proposed replacing Zhou with Ke Qing-
shi, head of the Shanghai Bureau of the Central Committee. Sometime later 
Zhou agreed to step down, but in the end Mao generously forgave him.109

Once more Mao triumphed. On January 31 he summed up the results of 
both conferences in an important document, “Sixty Theses on Work Meth-
ods,” which basically laid out the course for the Great Leap and put forward the 
slogan of “Three Years of Persistent Work.” 110 This became the most important 
part of his program for Chinese socialism.

Thus, Mao’s concept of a special Chinese path of development, initially 
expressed in April 1956 and subsequently developed in 1957–58, could arise 
only in the post-Stalin environment that Khrushchev created in the world 
communist movement. It was Khrushchev who stimulated Mao not only to 
accelerate Stalinization, but also, against his (Khrushchev’s) intentions, to re-
ject the Soviet path of development decisively.

The Stalinist model of socialist construction that had earlier inspired Mao 
had run out of steam. The result was that the entire epoch of Stalinization, 
beginning with the establishment of New China in 1949, had come to an end. 
From now on it was no longer appropriate to talk about Stalinization, but 
rather about the Maoization of the People’s Republic of China. At the same 
time, we should not forget that in the sphere of politics and ideology Mao-
ism itself was nothing more than a Chinese form of Stalinism, in other words 
Chinese national communism. And even though the Soviet Stalinization of 
the PRC was concluded, the influence of Stalinism as a totalitarian political 
and economic system of power remained unchanged in the PRC.
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Throughout the winter of 1957–58 Mao was elated. The trip to Moscow had 
apparently revitalized him. He had no doubts that China would soon become 
the leading country in the world. He rushed around the country, urging on the 
laggards, venting his anger at the skeptical fence-sitters, and telling off those 
who blindly imitated the Soviet Union. Even before his trip to the USSR, he 
had begun writing an article, published in People’s Daily on December 12, in 
which he called upon the party and the country to “boldly follow the course 
of ‘more, faster, better, and more economically.’ ” It was imperative to catch 
up with and overtake England as well as other leading countries in the basic 
indicators of economic development. For whatever reason he focused on two: 
steel and grain.

He knew nothing of economics, but this did not bother him. He was not 
alone in his ignorance of economics. Many other world leaders had a poor 
grasp of economics, as did almost all the members of the Chinese Politburo. 
Aware of this, the Chairman even trumpeted his ignorance. “The majority of 
Politburo members,” he said at the Nanning Conference in January 1958, “are 
‘red,’ but ‘unqualified.’ ​. . . ​I am the most uneducated, I am unsuited to be a 
member of any committee.” 1

Mao’s deficiencies, however, were more than compensated for by his enor-
mous enthusiasm, his belief in his own infallibility, his will, and his power. 
“Our method is to put politics in command,” he asserted. “Politics is the com-
manding force.” 2 This was precisely how he had acted all his life in the party: by 
relying on political and, of course, military levers. At the very beginning of the 
year he provoked a confrontation with his fellow Hunanese Zhou Xiaozhou, 
first secretary of the Hunan party committee.

“Why can’t Hunan increase its agricultural production[?] ​. . . ​Why do the 
Hunan peasants still plant only one crop of rice a year?” he asked, as if he him-
self did not know that in his native province anything more was impossible. 
“You’re not even studying other experiences. That’s the trouble.”

“We will study the matter, then,” replied Zhou, timidly.
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“What do you mean study? ​. . . ​You won’t get anywhere with your study. 
You can go now,” the Chairman roared.3 He acted like this everywhere.

Mao’s pressure and threats were effective. Zhou Enlai proposed to call 
Mao’s new course the Great Leap, and Liu Shaoqi took part in preparing the 
Sixty Theses, drafting one of the sections of this important document articu-
lating the principles of the Great Leap.4 Years later Deng Xiaoping, who also 
became excited about the Great Leap, recalled,

Comrade Mao got carried away when we launched the Great Leap 
Forward, but didn’t the rest of us go along with him? Neither Com-
rade Liu Shaoqi nor Comrade Zhou Enlai nor I for that matter ob-
jected to it, and Comrade Chen Yun didn’t say anything either. We 
must be fair on these questions and not give the impression that only 
one individual made mistakes while everybody else was correct, be-
cause it doesn’t tally with the facts.5

In January 1958, Mao began to call for the implementation of a “perma-
nent revolution” in the country. In simple terms, it meant that the people must 
advance to communism without the slightest pause, via an endless series of al-
ternating revolutionary campaigns and reforms. Otherwise, Mao said, “People 
would ​. . . ​be covered in mold.” 6 There was the scent of fear in the air; perma-
nent revolution meant the exacerbation of class conflict.

The entire party leadership became involved in the pursuit of this mirage. 
The leadership began feverishly searching for means to fulfill the plans. Com-
muniqués flew into the center reporting an unusual upsurge of popular en-
thusiasm. At an enlarged meeting of the Politburo on February 18, with the 
support of all assembled Mao proclaimed the course of “more, faster, better, 
and more economically” as the party’s new general line for socialist construc-
tion.7 The line would be officially adopted in May at the Second Session of the 
Eighth Congress of the CCP, in the following formulation: “Exerting all our 
efforts, advancing forward to build socialism more, faster, better, and more 
economically.” 8

Mao had no concrete plans for the Great Leap. He did not know how to 
increase the production of steel and grain; therefore, at all the conferences all 
he did was repeat the incantation “We can catch up with England in fifteen 
years.” He demanded that leading officials engage in experimentation, try out 
various methods, including the most improbable. He promised there would be 
no punishment for leftism or subjectivism.9 He understood that China had an 
enormous advantage compared to other countries: a huge reservoir of cheap 
labor.

As early as the autumn of 1957, at the Third Plenum, Mao had pro-
posed attracting the people with another campaign, the success of which, 
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he thought, would substantially advance agricultural production. He envi-
sioned a campaign against the so‑called Four Pests—rats, mosquitoes, flies, 
and sparrows—which harmed not only the production of grain, but also the 
health of the producers. The task of destroying these “vermin” had been posed 
even earlier, in January 1956 in the special Program for Developing Agricul-
ture in the PRC in 1956–57, but it had not taken hold.10 “I am very interested 
in the struggle against the ‘Four Pests,’ but no one shares this interest,” the 
Chairman complained.11 He returned to this issue in early December, call-
ing upon the Central Committee and the State Council to issue appropriate 
decrees and even composing a draft himself a month later. Ultimately, he suc-
ceeded in convincing everyone, and in mid-February 1958 such a decree was  
promulgated.12

Throughout the country a “hunt for pests” got under way in which both 
young and old took part. No one could dispute the need to struggle for cleanli-
ness. Most Chinese paid little attention to hygiene. They lived amid horren-
dous filth and ignored the hordes of rats that roamed the courtyards and trash 
dumps and were just as oblivious to the clouds of flies. Rats, flies, and mos-
quitoes, of course, were carriers of infections that could engender epidemics. 
Sparrows made the list of pests because they liked to eat grain in the field. 
Thus the struggle against pests was justifiable; however, the executors of Mao’s 
directives took things too far. An eyewitness provides a description of how the 
campaign proceeded:

I was awakened in the early morning by a woman’s bloodcurdling 
screams. Rushing to my window I saw that a young woman was run-
ning to and fro on the roof of the building next door, frantically wav-
ing a bamboo pole with a large sheet attached to it. Suddenly, the 
woman stopped shouting, apparently to catch her breath, but a mo-
ment later, down below in the street, a drum started beating, and she 
resumed her frightful screams and the mad waving of her peculiar 
flag. This went on for several more minutes; then the drums stopped 
and the women fell silent. I realized that in all the upper stories of 
the hotel, white-clad females were waving sheets and towels that were 
supposed to keep the sparrows from alighting on the building. ​. . . ​
During the whole day, it was drums, gun shots, screams, and waving 
bedclothes. ​. . . ​[T]he battle went on without abatement until noon, 
with all the manpower of the hotel mobilized and participating—
bellboys, desk managers, interpreters, maids, and all. ​. . . ​The strategy 
behind this war on the sparrows boiled down to keeping the poor 
creature from coming to rest on a roof or tree. ​. . . ​[I]t was claimed 
that a sparrow kept in the air for more than four hours was bound to 
drop from exhaustion.13
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The campaign against the other pests was similar. Aroused by the pro-
paganda, people rushed about after the terrified rodents, striking at flies and 
mosquitoes with rags; someone might have supposed that the entire country 
had gone mad. Tens of millions of people participated in the campaign. In 
the city of Chongqing, Sichuan province, alone, over a period of several days 
more than 230,000 rodents were killed, more than two tons of fly larvae were 
destroyed, and six hundred tons of trash collected.14 The corpses of tens of 
thousands of tormented sparrows were presented to the state.

Mao insisted that the destruction of the Four Pests would strengthen the 
health of the nation:

We will be able to open schools in the hospitals, and doctors will go 
to cultivate the land: the numbers of sick people will decrease greatly, 
this will raise the moral spirit of the people, the percentage of those 
working will increase significantly. ​. . . ​On the day the Four Pests are 
eliminated in China, there can be a celebration. These events will be 
inscribed in the chronicles of history. Bourgeois governments are un-
able to cope with the Four Pests. They consider themselves civilized 
countries, yet they have huge numbers of flies and mosquitoes.15

The results of the campaign were horrendous. The extermination of spar-
rows as well as other “vermin” destroyed the ecological balance. At a certain 
point the boundary was crossed where a reasonable beginning turned into a 
calamity. Insects began to reproduce rapidly and destroy crops. As a result, the 
Chinese even had to import sparrows from the Soviet Union. To be sure, they 
did not import rats, flies, and mosquitoes, but they slowed their persecution.

During the Nanning Conference another plan emerged: to enlarge the 
cooperatives by expanding each one to embrace ten thousand households or 
more. This expansion would enable mobilizing the masses to construct irriga-
tion projects, including reservoirs that were needed for agriculture. The idea of 
deep plowing and dense planting of grain to wrest multiple harvests from the 
land was also put forward. By these means the state could increase the amount 
of grain that it received in taxes and earn more hard currency through grain 
exports. (At this time China was one of the largest exporters of grain, mainly 
to the Eastern European countries.) The upsurge in agriculture would guaran-
tee enormous industrial growth via constantly increasing investments in steel 
mills and the machine-building industry.

The idea of establishing very large cooperatives had been first expressed 
by Mao in 1955, but it failed to gain support. It was proposed again at Nan-
ning in January 1958, but it was not until April that Liu Shaoqi and Zhou Enlai 
came up with the name of “commune” for these giant complexes during an 
inspection tour in South China.16 Everyone liked it.
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The first commune, Weixing (Sputnik), was established in April, near the 
district town of Suiping in southern Henan. It embraced twenty-seven coop-
eratives, or 43,000 people. The next one was organized in northern Henan 
in Xinxiang county. Its members, striving for originality, called it a people’s 
commune.

Once more Mao tried to use practice as his point of departure; he was 
convinced that practice was the criterion of truth. This was why he spent eight 
of the twelve months of 1958 traveling around the country.17 He familiarized 
himself with “leading” practices, conversed with party officials as well as sim-
ple peasants, and inspected reservoirs and other projects. He “conducted in-
vestigations so as to have the right to speak.” But he failed to take into account 
that since he was now the “Great Leader,” local officials did everything possible 
to create a good impression on him. They knew very well what he wanted. Mao 
himself had told them repeatedly it was better to be too leftist than rightist.

Naturally, an upsurge of popular enthusiasm was evident throughout the 
country. Millions of people believed the communists, because much of what 
they had talked about had actually come to pass. The doors of universities 
and institutes had been opened to the children of peasants and workers, free 
medical care had been introduced, a large number of factories and mills had 
been constructed, and illiteracy was being wiped out. The poor were particu-
larly happy; for the first time in their lives they felt they enjoyed equal rights. 
The rest of the population, too, demonstrated “fervent enthusiasm”; they un-
derstood very well the dangerous consequences of not participating in party 
campaigns. Nobody wanted to be branded a rightist.

Thus the “investigation” that the Chairman was conducting inevitably cre-
ated an illusory picture that strengthened his belief in voluntarism. “In my 
view, we must resort to ‘blindly rushing forward,’ ” Mao proclaimed after a 
routine inspection. “We must work energetically and joyfully, and not apa-
thetically and sullenly. ​. . . ​Everything that can be done quickly, we must do 
as quickly as possible.” 18 The phantom of the Great Leap drove him to make 
increasingly leftist adjustments in the plans and methods of socialist construc-
tion. It was as if all one had to do was mobilize the population of 600 million 
and any dream would become reality.

He was particularly interested in the experience of the communes. The 
Chinese “communards” began to organize production in new ways, shifting 
to the optimal division of labor. In order to maximize labor efficiency, Wei
xing Commune and other such cooperatives began to establish communal 
dining halls. Household kitchens were done away with. This freed up working 
women to work overtime in the fields, saved on fuel, and improved nutrition. 
Liu Shaoqi enthusiastically supported the “communards,” saying that their ini-
tiative created the opportunity to increase by one-third the number of working 
hands in the countryside. “If previously more than two-hundred [of every five 
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hundred people] were engaged in preparing food, now no more than forty do 
so,” he said.19 The “communards” also promoted communist relations by doing 
away with wage labor and dowries, introducing free dining, and adopting the 
communist principle “from each according to his ability, to each according 
to his need.” They socialized domestic poultry and even household utensils. 
“Why do we need bowls and cups now that we have communal dining halls 
where we can eat our fill?” they wondered, actually believing that free com-
munal food signified the arrival of communism. They were so eager to escape 
from poverty.

Mao was ecstatic. On July 16, in the journal Hongqi (Red flag), the new 
theoretical organ of the CCP, editor in chief Chen Boda published a direc-
tive from the Chairman: “We must gradually transform industry, agriculture, 
trade, culture and education, as well as the militia, i.e. the people’s armed 
forces, into one large commune that will form the basic unit of our society.” 20 
At the beginning of August, Mao visited a people’s commune in Henan and 
could not conceal his delight. Communism was being built before his eyes! 
“This name, ‘people’s commune,’ is great!” Mao said. “French workers cre-
ated the Paris commune when they seized power. Our farmers have created 
the people’s commune as a political and economic organization in the march 
toward communism. The people’s commune is great!” 21 At once dozens of 
newspapers and magazines printed special editions to disseminate this “won-
derful revelation,” following which a campaign to establish people’s communes 
swept the country.

A little later Mao explained the significance of people’s communes:

People’s communes are distinguished, on the one hand, by their large 
size, and on the other by their degree of collectivization. ​. . . ​In both 
the countryside and the cities we must infuse communist ideas into 
the socialist order everywhere. ​. . . ​Now we are building socialism, 
but also have the shoots of communism. We can establish people’s 
communes everywhere, in educational institutions, in factories, in 
urban neighborhoods. In just a few years everything will be united 
into one large commune.

Mao was attracted by the notion that such large complexes, with thousands of 
people, could become fully self-sufficient by virtue of their internal division 
of labor. “Such gigantic cooperatives,” he exulted, “can engage in industry as 
well as agriculture, trade, education, and military affairs, and this can be done 
in conjunction ​. . . ​with forestry, cattle-breeding, and sideline fish farming.” 22

Mao was happy that the people “grasped” his enthusiasm for the Great 
Leap. That is how it appeared on the surface, at least in the places to which he 
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traveled. Increasingly, Mao was sensing his own greatness. With a wave of his 
hand, hundreds of millions of people rushed to execute his instructions, “put 
their brains in gear,” think up new forms of organization, toil indefatigably 
night and day. He could do whatever he wanted with these poor and unedu-
cated people who were full of hope for the future. “[T]he 600 million people 
of China have one outstanding [advantage]: it is poverty and backwardness,” 
Mao said candidly. “At first glance this is bad, but actually it is good. Poverty 
arouses them to change, to action, to revolution. On a blank sheet of paper 
one can write the newest, most beautiful characters, one can create the newest, 
most beautiful pictures.” 23

In 1958 Mao suddenly sensed that communism was not something for 
the distant future. “It will not take 100 years to build communism in China, 50 
will suffice,” he declared. “The first condition of communism is an abundance 
of goods, the second is the existence of a communist spirit.” Although not 
everything was going well with respect to the first condition, the second was 
already at hand. “An era of perpetual happiness is approaching,” he argued at 
an enlarged Politburo meeting.

We will organize a world-wide committee and institute unified plan-
ning for the entire earth. ​. . . ​In about ten years there will be an abun-
dance of goods and morale will rise to unprecedented heights. ​. . . ​
In the future everything will be called a commune. ​. . . ​Every large 
commune will build a highway or a wide concrete or asphalt road. If 
trees are not planted along the sides, airplanes can use them as land-
ing strips. Here is your airport. In the future every province will have 
100–200 airplanes, each county will have an average of two airplanes.

“We are not crazy,” he added.24

The communist ideal was so good that even Mao could not fully believe 
in the capability of people to achieve it on their own without some prodding. 
For that reason he warmly welcomed the experience of those people’s com-
munes that supplemented their communist profile by introducing “a military 
organization of labor, a militarized work style, and a military discipline.” “The 
concept of ‘military’ and the concept of ‘democracy’ appear to be mutually 
exclusive,” he said, “but it is actually quite the opposite. Democracy arises in 
the army. ​. . . ​When everyone is a soldier, then people will become inspired 
and bolder.”

In response to the Leader’s call the country began to transform itself into 
a military camp. Mao continually provided inspiration: “Control is indispens-
able. One cannot simply adhere to democracy. We need to combine Marx with 
Qin Shi Huangdi.” (The latter, it will be recalled, was the notoriously cruel an-
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cient Chinese emperor whom Mao had loved to read about during his school 
years in Dongshan.) “Qin Shihuang buried alive 460 Confucian scholars,” he 
reminded people.

But he was nowhere near us. ​. . . ​We have acted like ten Qin Shi-
huangs. I assert that we are stronger than Qin Shihuang. He buried 
460 people, but we have buried 46,000, a hundred times more. To 
kill someone, then dig a grave and bury them is the same as burying 
them alive! They curse us as partisans of Qin Shihuang, as usurpers. 
We admit all this and say that we still haven’t done much along these 
lines; there’s much more we can do. ​. . . ​Earlier during the revolution 
many people perished; this was a demonstration of the spirit of self-
sacrifice. Why can’t we proceed upon the same principles now? 25

Therefore, enthusiasm was not the only basis on which the communes were 
organized. Mao himself knew that his “society of people’s prosperity” very 
closely resembled war communism, which Lenin and Trotsky had instituted in 
the early days of the Bolshevik revolution.26 But he saw nothing wrong in this 
and, like the leaders of the October Revolution, he also insisted that all white-
collar workers spend at least one month a year doing physical labor in order to 
assist the workers and peasants to carry out the Great Leap.27

With each passing day these tasks became more urgent. In May 1958, Mao 
suddenly declared that it was possible to overtake England in steel production 
in seven years rather than fifteen, and in coal production in just two or three 
years. In June he said that in the near future, specifically, in 1959, England 
would be left behind, and that in five years China would already draw close to 
the USSR in smelting steel. This meant that in 1958 the PRC had to double its 
steel production over 1957, to 10.7 million tons, and in 1959 reach 20–25 mil-
lion, and 60 million tons in 1962. A while later he revisited these figures: now 
he wanted 30 million tons in 1959, 60 million in 1960, and 80–100 or even 
120 million tons in 1962, which would overtake America. After fifteen years, 
that is, in the mid-1970s, Mao figured on annually producing 700 million tons, 
twice England’s per capita production. At this time Liu Shaoqi developed plans 
that were no less absurd.28

If one considers that the draft Second Five-Year Plan of National Eco-
nomic Development adopted by the Eighth Party Congress in September 1956 
set the target for steel production in 1962 at 10.5–12  million tons, one can 
grasp what an enormous “leap” Mao and Liu wanted to make. The spurt in 
agriculture was to be no less dramatic: in 1958 the production of grain was 
supposed to double to 300–350 million tons, whereas the First Five-Year Plan 
had envisioned a 1962 target of barely 250 million tons.29

In August Mao declared, “Industry is the main line today. The entire party, 
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the entire people must grasp industry.” 30 People were enrolled in a campaign 
“for a larger number of open hearth furnaces.” A “battle for steel” was launched 
that assumed truly monstrous forms. Everywhere, in village and urban court-
yards, in sports fields, in parks and city squares, primitive blast furnaces were 
erected. People lugged everything they could to these furnaces—scrap iron 
and steel, door handles, shovels, household utensils—entirely unaware that 
such pitifully small and primitive furnaces could not produce any real steel. 
Ignorance was exalted to a virtue.

Knowledgeable engineers kept quiet, and if they did object, no one paid 
them any heed. Mao had long found intellectuals irritating. Skeptical and con-
scientious, they aroused in him, as well as in other Bolshevik leaders, hatred 
and revulsion. Everything about them irritated Mao, not just their knowledge 
that he did not possess. After launching the Great Leap, he proclaimed, “Intel-
lectuals must bow down before the working people. In some respects intel-
lectuals are wholly illiterate.” 31 After such talk how could the engineers object?

At Mao’s request, Premier Zhou himself headed the campaign for steel 
smelting. By mid-September more than 20 million people had already smelted 
steel, and by October 90 million.* In a month the share of the metal smelted 
in backyard furnaces rose from 14 percent to 49 percent. Peasants, workers, 
teachers, students, elementary and middle school pupils, doctors and nurses, 
sales clerks and accountants all took part in the campaign. Columns of black 
smoke rose above cities and villages. The strains of the campaign song “We Will 
Overtake England and Catch Up to America” boomed out of loudspeakers.

Soon it became clear that the task assigned by the Great Helmsman would 
be fulfilled. By the end of the year China would produce 11 million tons of 
metal. Even Mao was astounded. “If these small backyard furnaces can really 
produce so much steel,” he said to his entourage, “why do foreigners build such 
gigantic steel mills? Are foreigners really so stupid?” 32 He received an answer 
to this question very soon. The metal smelted in these backyard furnaces was 
useless. Even though Mao supposed that an “uneducated person was stronger 
than an educated one,” 33 he could not deceive technology.

In pursuing the phantom of the Great Leap in industry, the Chinese 
leadership had slackened its attention to the grain problem. The harvesting 
of rice and other grains was thrust onto the shoulders of women, old men, 
and children. Although they worked without rest, they could not succeed in 
gathering the entire harvest. Meanwhile, leaders everywhere, fearing Mao’s 
wrath, were reporting amazing growth in the quantity of agricultural products 
and sending inflated figures to their superiors. “[S]ome comrades said that 
the grain output was more than 500 million tons while others said that it was 

*	 The first primitive blast furnaces were established in China in the spring of 1958. By June 
there were 12,680. But the real epidemic of steel making began in August.
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450  million tons,” recalled Minister of Defense Peng Dehuai. “Later Chair-
man suggested 375 million tons as the figure to be released.” 34 In reality, only 
200 million tons were harvested, just 5 million more than in 1957.35 When the 
time came to settle accounts with the state, almost everything was taken from 
the peasants. As in 1955, the countryside again faced famine. Mao, however, 
refused to acknowledge there was a crisis and was in no hurry to ask for as-
sistance. Therefore, all the contracts to export grain abroad were fulfilled so 
the “foreign devils” would have no reason to suspect he had erred. This had a 
serious effect on the domestic food supply.

Most of all, Mao did not want to ask help from Khrushchev. This would 
have been the most terrible “loss of face.” At the very height of the Great Leap, 
July 31, 1958, Khrushchev suddenly flew to Beijing on an unofficial visit and 
the Chairman had to receive him, making a special trip from the resort at 
Beidaihe for this purpose. This time Mao was not merely rude to Khrushchev; 
he positively radiated malice.

The reason was that ten days before Khrushchev’s arrival, Ambassador 
Yudin had transmitted to Mao a proposal from the Soviet leadership to estab-
lish a joint Pacific naval fleet with the PRC. This was in response to a Chinese 
request for Soviet assistance in developing its own naval fleet. Mao had high 
hopes that Khrushchev would respond positively to his request, but he was 
mistaken. Instead, Khrushchev offered something else. Moreover, the Soviet 
leader did not even explain to Yudin the principles on which such a joint fleet 
would be organized. When Mao expressed interest in whether the fleet would 
be some sort of Soviet-Chinese “cooperative,” and who would control it, the 
ambassador did not know the answer. Mao was indignant, especially since 
four months earlier China had received a letter from Soviet defense minister 
Malinovsky containing another appeal from the Soviet government for China 
and the USSR to establish a joint radar station in China for communicating 
with the Soviet Pacific Fleet.36

Mao and other Chinese leaders viewed these proposals as violations of 
Chinese sovereignty. Mao, recalling all the insults he had suffered at Stalin’s 
hands, told the ambassador that China would never again allow the establish-
ment of foreign military bases like Port Arthur on its territory. When Yudin 
timidly noted that it would be “desirable” under the circumstances “in view 
of the importance” of these questions for Mao and Khrushchev to speak in 
person, Mao expressed doubts about such a meeting.37

This is why Khrushchev came to Beijing, along with Malinovsky and sev-
eral leading officials in the Ministry of Defense, the Ministry of Internal Af-
fairs, and the Central Committee of the CPSU. He was very upset and could 
not understand why Mao had suddenly flown into a rage. Khrushchev thought 
that a joint fleet and radar station would be in “the common interests” of the 
USSR and the PRC.38 But grasping what was at issue, Khrushchev immediately 
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withdrew his proposals. He said, “It was a misunderstanding. ​. . . ​Let’s write: 
there neither was, is, nor will be a question.” 39 But Mao would not calm down 
for a long time and he expressed his indignation in the most capricious manner.

Characteristic of his rudeness toward Khrushchev, Mao, a chain smoker, 
smoked one cigarette after another during their conversations, and blew 
the smoke right into Khrushchev’s face. Khrushchev could not stand tobacco 
smoke. Mao tried to stay calm, but periodically he lost self-control, poked his 
finger at his interlocutor’s nose, started yelling, and during the breaks between 
sessions berated his interpreter for not conveying the whole gamut of the emo-
tions that were gripping him. Then he shifted the negotiations to his swimming 
pool. Mao was an excellent swimmer while Khrushchev, hardly a swimmer at 
all, felt quite humiliated in the pool.40 The diaries of the famous film director 
Mikhail Romm contain an interesting entry regarding Khrushchev’s revela-
tions about his reception in the pool:

“Just where do you think Mao Zedong received me?” Khrushchev 
blurted out between sessions of a regular plenum of the Central Com-
mittee. “In a swimming pool. He received me in a swimming pool!”

There was nothing he could do. Mao was the host. The head of the 
Soviet government had to strip off his suit and hand it to his body-
guard, and clad in satin swimming trunks, quite contrary to protocol, 
flop into the water. Chairman Mao was swimming, and Khrushchev 
floundered after him—“I am a miner, and, just between us, not much 
of a swimmer, and I got tired”—with the interpreter between them. 
Mao Zedong, apparently intentionally, pretended not to notice how 
difficult it was for his distinguished guest to keep up with him, and 
deliberately expounded upon current politics, asked various ques-
tions, to which Khrushchev, having swallowed some water, could 
not respond clearly. ​. . . ​Nikita Sergeevich soon got fed up with this 
situation. “I swam and swam, and was thinking, to hell with you, I 
am getting out. I climbed onto the ledge and dangled my legs. Now I 
was above and he was swimming below. The interpreter did not know 
whether to swim with him or sit next to me. He was swimming, and I 
was above, looking down on him. He was looking up at me and saying 
something about communes, about their communes. I had  already 
caught my breath and answered him about the communes. ‘Well, 
we shall see what comes out of your communes.’ I felt much better 
once I had sat down. He was offended. Comrades, that’s how we got 
started.” 41

During their exchange Mao conveyed to Khrushchev a basket of com-
plaints he had accumulated against the Soviet Union during the period of Sta-
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lin’s leadership. The list was so long that Khrushchev lost his composure. “You 
defended Stalin. I have been attacked for criticizing Stalin. And now every
thing is reversed.” But he was unable to say anything particularly good about 
Stalin. He merely noted, “We speak of Stalin’s achievements and we are also 
among those achievements.” 42 Mao, of course, agreed with this. However, his 
meeting with Khrushchev left a very bad impression that he did not hide from 
his entourage. “Their real purpose,” Mao said, “is to control us. They’re trying 
to tie our hands and feet, but they’re full of wishful thinking, like idiots talking 
about their dreams.” 43

Mao was displeased by Khrushchev’s skeptical attitude toward the peo-
ple’s communes. Popular enthusiasm for the Great Leap was at its height, but 
his distinguished Soviet guest allowed himself to express doubts. Mao told 
Khrushchev that for the first time since the establishment of the PRC he felt 
happy, and proudly informed him of the unprecedented harvest of grain that 
was waiting to be gathered. Not bothering to restrain himself he even “taunted” 
Khrushchev. Knowing there was not enough grain in the USSR, he asked him, 
as if in passing, “We have accumulated a solid surplus of wheat, and we are 
now puzzled as to what to do with it. Can you give us some helpful advice?”

“We have never had a grain surplus,” Khrushchev shot back, and suddenly 
exploded, “The Chinese are not idiots. You will think of something to do with 
it.” 44 For a moment Mao was dumbstruck, but then he composed himself and 
burst out laughing. When he soon encountered serious economic problems he 
could not help but remember Khrushchev’s wicked joke.

Another of the Soviet leader’s crude witticisms also stuck in Mao’s throat. 
During one of their conversations Khrushchev laughed that Russian engineers 
in China called the Chinese workers who carried dirt from construction sites 
in woven baskets “walking excavator[s].” Mao roared with laughter, but he 
nursed yet another grievance.45

Soon, at the end of August, Mao ordered an artillery bombardment of the 
Nationalist-held offshore islands of Quemoy and Matsu in the Taiwan Strait. 
Khrushchev immediately offered to send a “division of planes” to help the 
“Chinese brothers,” but Mao let Khrushchev know he found the offer “insult-
ing.” “We can solve our own problems,” he explained to Khrushchev.

Mao did not intend to take the islands. The presence of Chiang Kai-shek’s 
forces off the shores of the PRC was to Mao’s advantage. It could help unite the 
Chinese people in the struggle to achieve the party’s plans. The military action 
had a single goal: to demonstrate the martial spirit and growing power of the 
Chinese army to the whole world, including the leaders of the CPSU.*

Not grasping any of this,46 Khrushchev warned the American president, 

*	 The Chinese communists continued the bombardment on alternate days for the next 
twenty years.
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Dwight Eisenhower, that if he had any desire to interfere in the conflict, the 
USSR would consider an attack against the PRC as an attack upon the Soviet 
Union. He even hinted that he might not refrain from launching a nuclear 
counterattack against the “aggressor.” He so informed Mao Zedong,* and this 
time Mao expressed his “sincere gratitude.” 47

Meanwhile, in early November 1958, encountering initial economic dif-
ficulties, Mao gave the order to slow down the pace of the Great Leap. Later he 
added, “What’s the hurry? So we can report to Marx and hear praise from his 
own lips?” Now the plan was to smelt not 30 million tons of steel in 1959 but 
20 million (in May 1959 this target was further reduced to 13 million tons). 
Mao still wanted to harvest a great deal of grain, no less than 525 million tons, 
that is, two and a half times more than in 1958.48

At a regular plenum of the Central Committee held in late November 
to early December 1958, Mao submitted a request to retire from the post of 
chairman of the PRC. He could finally relieve himself of the ceremonial duties 
he had long found onerous. The plenum unanimously accepted his proposal 
that Liu Shaoqi replace him. Several months later, in April 1959, the National 
People’s Congress officially confirmed this change of leadership. Mao retained 
only the main post of chairman of the Central Committee of the CCP.49

Meanwhile, a catastrophe was brewing in the country. Serious imbalances 
were arising in the development of the economy. From mid-December 1958, 
interruptions in the food supply began to occur everywhere. Meat disappeared 
even from the state dining room in Zhongnanhai. In cities everywhere people 
were standing in line for days. In Beijing the monthly ration of peanut oil was 
just 11.6 ounces (the norm for party officials was a little more than a pound) 
and, if you were really lucky, one pound of meat per person. The rice ration 
was thirty-one pounds. A family of three received a little more than a pound 
of sugar.50 In Anhui, Gansu, and Sichuan famine had already taken hold and 
it soon had several other provinces in its grip. According to several sources, 
25 million people were starving.51 By the spring of 1959, Mao finally grasped 
that the Great Leap had failed to achieve its objectives. He angrily blamed the 
local cadres for all the misfortunes, for having misled him. “There are so many 
lies,” he said indignantly. “When there is pressure from the top, there will be 
lies from the bottom.” 52

He now cursed the party cadres for “worrying only about production, not 
about the lives of the people.” 53 He had no intention, however, of abandoning 
the people’s communes. He simply wanted a time-out so that in the new year 
of 1959 an even greater leap could be accomplished. The economic targets for 

*	 Khrushchev conveyed this information via China’s ambassador Liu Xiao, who was spe-
cially summoned to Yalta for four days where Khrushchev was resting.
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1959 remained very high: steel smelting was slated to increase by 41 percent 
and coal by 62 percent.54

At the end of June 1959, Mao decided to visit his native place of Shaoshan-
chong. He had not been there for thirty-two years. He hoped that there, among 
his fellow countrymen, he would learn what was really going on. He was not 
mistaken. He passed two days there and saw and heard things that apparently 
profoundly disturbed him. The gravestone over his parents’ grave was missing, 
and the small Buddhist temple where his mother used to pray was in ruins. 
“The tiny shrine, like the tombstone had disappeared, torn down only months 
before with the establishment of the commune,” wrote Mao’s physician, who 
accompanied him on the journey. “The bricks were needed to build the back-
yard steel furnaces, and the wood had been used as fuel.” Dropping in on his 
relatives, Mao also saw ruin. The house was completely empty. There were no 
household utensils, no clay stove. He listened to the complaints of the local 
inhabitants, looked at the chunks of misshapen metal that had been smelted 
from saucepans and iron cooking vessels, sighed, and left. “If you can’t fill your 
bellies at the public dining hall, then it’s better just to disband it,” he concluded. 
“[I]t’s a waste of food. ​. . . ​And if you cannot produce good steel, you might as 
well quit.” 55

The only thing that made him happy was the new harvest. And so before 
departing he composed the following optimistic verses:

The past is a vague accursed dream,
thirty-two years gone by since I left home.
Under the red banner slaves and peasants rose,
weapons in blackened hands they smashed the landlords.
Their sacrifice tempered our iron will
as we lit the sun and moon in a newborn sky.
How I rejoice to see endless waves of grain.
Dusk falls, smoke curls up, labor heroes homeward bound.56

But Mao celebrated prematurely. The entire country and he himself soon faced 
new trials and tribulations. Quite innocent of this, he set out from Shaoshan 
to Wuhan and from there by boat to Jiujiang (in Jiangxi province). He decided 
to convene an enlarged meeting of the Politburo at the mountain resort of 
Lushan (a “convocation of the ‘saints,’ ” as he jokingly called it).57

He arrived in Lushan on July 1 and settled into a two-story stone villa, 
Meilu (Beautiful hut), in the Gulin district (180 Hedong Street). This house 
had once belonged to Chiang Kai-shek’s wife, Song Meiling, and she loved 
to go there on holiday. Mao strolled around the vicinity, happily swam in the 
small reservoir with its crystal waters, enjoyed the beautiful mountains, and 
inhaled the pure air with pleasure. But then unexpectedly he thought of He 
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Zizhen. A long time ago, amid just such green mountains he had met her, 
youthful, willowy, like the stem of a lotus. Now more than thirty years had 
passed. How quickly time had flown by. He suddenly had a burning desire to 
see Zizhen again, but he restrained himself and only several days later did he 
order the wife of his bodyguard to go and fetch her and bring her to Lushan.

Jiang Qing was then in Beijing. For the past four years Mao had had only 
formal relations with her. They lived their own lives and did not bother each 
other. His previous attachment to his once-beloved wife had passed and all that 
remained was habit. Jiang was preoccupied with her health and spent several 
months a year in health resorts. In late 1956, it was discovered that she had 
cancer. After treatment in the Soviet Union and China she finally conquered 
the illness, but her ordeal had profoundly affected her character. She became ir-
ritable and nervous, was forever tangling with her doctors, nurses, and guards, 
and the only thing she would talk about was her illnesses.58 Mao tried not to 
cause her any stress. He satisfied his sexual needs with innumerable charming 
young women whom he encountered during his travels. Most of all he loved 
dancers from the People’s Liberation Army Song and Dance Ensemble.

His desire to see Zizhen came to him suddenly under the influence of the 
Jiangxi scenery. His former wife was living in Nanchang, a four-hour ride from 
Lushan. She did not look well, and meeting with her Mao could not conceal 
his sadness. Zizhen was obviously not herself and from time to time spoke 
in a confused manner. It is not known what they spoke about, but when her 
visit was over Mao told his bodyguard, “He Zizhen is not quite in her right 
mind. ​. . . ​We need to pay attention to her condition and tomorrow send her 
back from Lushan. ​. . . ​Until she leaves stay by her side all the time. It would 
be unfortunate if she met somebody she knows.” 59 They never saw each other 
again.

Several days later, at the conference, Mao experienced additional stress. 
On July 14, he received a letter from his minister of defense, Peng Dehuai, 
containing criticism of the Great Leap. Peng expressed himself very cautiously, 
did not deny the “great achievements,” and naturally did not directly attack 
the Chairman himself, but his obvious dissatisfaction with Mao Zedong’s 
voluntarism showed through his entire argument. He wrote about “a certain 
confusion” with respect to ownership, about “rather large losses” from “the 
nation-wide smelting of steel” (almost two billion yuan), about the “epidemic 
of bragging” that had gripped the leading cadres, and of “petty bourgeois fa-
naticism.” Summing up, he said, “All of this was a kind of leftist deviation,” and 
he called for “drawing a clear line between truth and lies.”

Mao was enraged. A hidden enemy had come out into the open! The folk 
saying Lushan zhen mianmu (Lushan uncovers the true face) was correct. Of 
course, Mao himself understood that there were many problems in the coun-
try, but the tenor of Peng’s letter was that the entire Great Leap had been mis-
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taken. “We were thinking of entering a communist society in one stride,” Peng 
wrote. “So we banished from our minds the mass line and the working style 
of seeking truth from facts. ​. . . ​In the eyes of comrades ​. . . ​everything could 
be done by putting politics in command. ​. . . ​[But] putting politics in com-
mand cannot replace economic laws, let alone concrete measures in economic 
work.” 60 This criticism was certainly targeted at the Chairman. How could 
Peng have dared to write something like this? Mao’s mood was ruined and he 
even lost his appetite.

Late on the evening of July 16, Mao convened a meeting of the Standing 
Committee of the Politburo and presented Peng’s letter to its members. (In at-
tendance were Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, Zhu De, and Chen Yun.) Everyone was 
depressed, and Mao indignantly declared that if there was a split in the party, 
he would go off to the mountains and create a new communist party and a 
new Red Army from among the peasantry.61 A decision was made to punish 
the “splittist” severely. After writing “Comrade Peng Dehuai’s opinion” on the 
letter, Mao had it delivered to the Office of the Central Committee to make 
copies and distribute them to participants in the conference.

Now it was Peng’s turn to become exasperated with the Chairman’s back-
stage maneuvering. He had written a confidential letter not intended for gen-
eral discussion and had not always been careful in his choice of words. Now 
everyone had been informed of his tactlessness. On the morning of July 17, his 
closest associate, PLA chief of staff Huang Kecheng, to whom Peng had shown 
the letter, expressed his concern about its “sharp style,” but then added, “[How-
ever], you and the Chairman are bound together by long years of struggle, so 
that you probably understand each other very well.” 62 That was way off the 
mark. The years of guerrilla “brotherhood” had long since passed, and was 
there really ever any brotherhood?

On July 18, despite protests from Peng, who had requested the Office of 
the Central Committee to withdraw the copies of the letter “written in haste” 
from circulation, the participants in the conference began discussing the mis-
sive to the Chairman. The overwhelming majority, foaming at the mouth, 
began to accuse the unfortunate Peng of all kinds of mortal sins. Everyone 
well understood what kind of mood the Great Helmsman was in.

A few voiced support for Peng, among them the first secretary of the 
Hunan Provincial Party Committee, Zhou Xiaozhou. Another was the for-
mer general secretary of the Central Committee, Luo Fu, who was serving as 
deputy foreign minister; a third was Huang Kecheng, and also the Chairman’s 
new secretary, Li Rui. They were immediately included along with Peng in an 
“anti-party group,” and on the morning of July 23 Mao, as he put it, “turned 
up the heat”; he said that his whole life he had followed the principle of “If 
someone beats up on me I will answer in kind; if they beat up on me first, I will 
give as good as I get.”
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He criticized Peng’s letter as a “program of right opportunism,” which was 
also supposedly “purposeful in design and organization.” He called the group 
of “comrades” who supported Peng a choir that accompanied the lead singer. 
“I feel as if there are two tendencies,” he declared, and this sounded like he 
was pronouncing a sentence. Once again, but this time to everyone attending 
the conference, Mao proclaimed that “if ruin is inevitable” he would go off to 
the countryside and rally the peasantry to overthrow the government. “If the 
People’s Liberation Army does not follow me,” he asserted, hinting at the fact 
that Peng was minister of defense, “then I will mobilize a Red Army. But in my 
opinion the PLA will follow me.” In this connection, to be sure, he acknowl-
edged several errors of his own, the greatest of which was calling for the smelt-
ing of 10.7 million tons of steel, but at the same time he called upon everyone 
there to be conscious of their own responsibility.

“I can hardly find suitable words to describe my heavy feelings as I listened 
to the speech of the Chairman,” Peng recalled. “I could not be convinced at all. 
My resentment was very strong.” 63

During a break in the session Mao came up to him.
“Minister Peng, let’s have another talk,” he said offhandedly.
“There’s nothing more to talk about,” replied Peng, crimson from anger 

and barely able to restrain himself. “Talk is useless.” 64 Waving his arm, he 
headed for the door. All conversations with Mao were useless.

On August 2, a plenum of the Central Committee was convened in Lushan 
to examine “the matter of the anti-party group headed by Peng.” Mao spoke 
again, subjecting the “splittists” to an even more withering critique. “We are 
talking about a struggle ​. . . ​against the rightists who have launched a perni-
cious attack against the party, against the victorious march toward socialism of 
600 million people,” he summed up.65

After this everyone knew that the careers of Peng Dehuai, Luo Fu, 
Huang Kecheng, Zhou Xiaozhou, and Li Rui were finished. Peng offered a 
self-criticism in true Chinese communist style, but he was accused of being 
“dishonest, insincere, and deceitful.” 66 The other members of the “group” also 
made self-criticisms, but also to no avail. “I advise you,” Mao said to Peng and 
his “confederates,” “that you learn to eat pepper, how else will you be able to 
understand that pepper is hot?” 67

One month after the Lushan Plenum, Peng was relieved of his post as 
minister of defense. Mao appointed Lin Biao in his place. Luo Ruiqing, until 
then the minister of public security, was appointed chief of the general staff, in 
place of Huang Kecheng. All the other “conspirators” likewise lost their posts. 
Peng addressed a request to Mao to be sent somewhere to a people’s commune, 
but the Chairman would not agree and advised him to engage in self-study. 
Mao could never forgive Peng and his supporters. After Peng’s dismissal, the 
unfortunate marshal was ousted from Zhongnanhai, not just anywhere, but to 
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the half-ruined house of the famous traitor Wu Sangui, who had surrendered 
China to the Manchus in 1644.68

For Mao, however, it was a Pyrrhic victory. He was entirely unaccustomed 
to criticism, and the thought that Peng might be correct gave him no peace. 
He clearly saw the results of the Great Leap, but he stubbornly continued to 
insist the general line was correct, the accomplishments enormous, and the 
prospects bright. Knowing there were people in the party and in the leadership 
who considered him an “ignoramus” gnawed at him. After Lushan he became 
particularly suspicious.

Conditions in the country did not help to strengthen his authority. Un-
like in 1958, the harvests were bad everywhere in 1959. The single exception 
perhaps was Shaoshan, where waving fields made Mao happy. In August Mao 
urgently revised the plans. In the current year he would now be satisfied with 
275 million tons of grain instead of 525 million, and 12 million tons of steel 
instead of 13 million.69

By now it was already too late. Famine had assumed the proportions of a 
national disaster. Something had to be done at once to avert a catastrophe, but 
Mao was now worrying only about saving face. The suffering of millions barely 
bothered him. He asserted, “When there is not enough to eat people starve 
to death. It is better to let half of the people die so that the other half can eat 
their fill.” 70 He even found time for jokes: “Sometimes ​. . . ​there are very few 
vegetables, there are no hairpins or very few hairpins, no soap, things are out 
of whack, markets are disturbed. Everyone is nervous and feels ill at ease, but 
I think there is no reason to get agitated. ​. . . ​If you are worried during the first 
half of the night, take a sleeping pill, and you’ll be fine.” 71

After the Lushan Plenum he decided to strengthen the cult of personality 
around him. “There are two kinds of personal reverence,” he believed. “One 
kind is proper, for example, reverence shown to Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Sta-
lin is quite proper. We cannot treat them with a lack of reverence. And why 
shouldn’t we revere them since they had truth on their side. ​. . . ​The other kind 
is improper reverence, blind reverence without an analytic approach. That is 
unsuitable.” 72 Naturally, he believed his cult was an example of the former.

A new outpouring of sycophantic emotions inundated China right after 
the Lushan Plenum. The loudest voices in the chorus of flatterers belonged to 
Liu Shaoqi and Lin Biao, who jump-started the unrestrained adoration of Mao 
at an enlarged session of the Military Affairs Council of the Central Commit-
tee in Beijing. “The leadership of Comrade Mao Zedong,” Liu declared, “is in 
no way inferior to the leadership of Marx and Lenin. I am convinced that if 
Marx and Lenin lived in China, they would have guided the Chinese revolution 
in just the same way. ​. . . ​The party needs an authority figure; the proletariat 
needs an authority figure. If we did not have a single figure as an authority, how 
could we accomplish our construction?” 73 Lin Biao was so obsequious that he 
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called contemporary Marxism-Leninism—not just in China but throughout 
the world—“Mao Zedong Thought.” 74 These words acted like the finest balm 
for Mao’s wounded psyche. He gradually regained his confidence.

Just then Khrushchev angered him again. In September 1959, the Soviet 
leader was intending to travel to the United States, where, in the spirit of his 
theory of peaceful coexistence, he was to hold talks with Eisenhower, whom 
Mao, quite logically, viewed as his main adversary. On the eve of his visit 
Khrushchev was trying to stabilize the world situation and to avoid damaging 
Soviet-American relations. Just then, as bad luck would have it, in late August 
an armed conflict erupted on the Sino-Indian border. The border, which ran 
through the mountains, was a fiction; it had been drawn a long time before by 
the British. The government of India did not consider it lawful, which is why 
Indian border troops crossed beyond it. Sino-Indian relations were already 
tense because of Chinese suppression in March 1959 of an uprising by Tibet-
ans demanding independence. The spiritual leader of Tibet, the Dalai Lama, 
fled to India, disguised as a common soldier, and India’s Prime Minister Nehru 
spoke out in his defense. The Sino-Indian border conflict was something that 
Khrushchev could have done without prior to his meeting with the American 
president. Nor did he wish to spend a lot of time on this complex problem. 
But since the U.S. government had come out on the side of Tibet and India he 
had to do something. He instructed the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to com-
pose the text of a TASS statement regarding the situation on the Sino-Indian 
border. The text, edited by Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko himself, turned 
out to be completely unsatisfactory since Khrushchev wanted to please both 
sides. Thus the Foreign Ministry made it clear that the USSR was maintaining 
“neutrality.” As the Soviet diplomat Konstantin Krutikov recalls, “In Beijing 
the TASS statement was judged to be unfavorable to China. They believed that 
the USSR had shifted away from supporting its ally. ​. . . ​And, of course, they 
were irritated that Khrushchev had put pressure on China while cultivating 
relations with the United States.” 75

It was obvious that the humiliation that had accumulated during his 
“swimming pool negotiations” had stretched Khrushchev’s patience beyond 
the breaking point. He began to act so crudely with respect to China that Mao 
seethed with indignation. On the eve of the Lushan Plenum, June 20, 1959, 
Khrushchev suddenly declared that he was annulling the agreement to pro-
vide China the technology to produce a nuclear weapon.76 This agreement had 
been in force since October 1957, when a Soviet-Chinese protocol regarding 
this matter was signed in Moscow. According to its terms, the USSR promised 
to furnish China a working model of an atom bomb and assign Soviet scien-
tists to instruct Chinese specialists in how to make one. In August 1958, right 
after he returned from Beijing, Khrushchev had dispatched a special delega-
tion to the PRC to make preparations for transferring the bomb.77 Suddenly he 
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backed off. Later he explained that this was an act of retaliation. “[T]hey were 
denouncing us so hard ​. . . ​how could we at a time like that supply them with 
an atomic bomb, as though we were unthinking, obedient slaves?” 78

Soon afterward, news reached Mao that on July 18, 1959, while in the 
Polish city of Poznan, Khrushchev sharply criticized the communes, saying 
that those who were playing with this idea “had a poor understanding of what 
Communism is and how it is to be built.” 79 It is difficult to say what suddenly 
got into the Soviet leader at this time. He was often tipsy, especially during 
diplomatic receptions, and therefore often talked nonsense.80 He might have 
been drunk this time, too, but Mao was not about to forgive him. Nor did 
Khrushchev wish to apologize. He had just lost patience. Arriving in Beijing 
on September 30 for the tenth anniversary of the People’s Republic of China, 
he no longer even tried to check his emotions. Following his lead, the other 
members of the Soviet delegation behaved just as crudely. Mao too began to 
display his hostility openly, as did the other Chinese leaders with him. The era 
of the Great Friendship rapidly drew to a close.81

There were two main issues during the negotiations on October 2: Soviet 
and Chinese relations with the United States, including the Taiwan question, 
and the Sino-Indian border conflict. Mao exploded when Khrushchev, who 
had just returned from America, suggested on Eisenhower’s behalf that Mao 
demonstrate “goodwill” and return to the United States five Americans whom 
the Chinese army had taken captive during the Korean War. Mao concluded 
that for the sake of improving relations with the imperialists the Soviet leader 
was ready to betray the cause of socialism.

He reacted the same way to Khrushchev’s assertion that the USSR could 
not allow a new world war to erupt over Taiwan.82 After all, it was only recently 
that Khrushchev had assured Mao that in a conflict between the PRC and the 
Chinese Nationalists he would not refrain from striking a nuclear counterat-
tack against the “aggressor” (meaning the United States) if it dared to attack 
the People’s Republic of China. Now he was suddenly going back on his word.* 
What was this if not treachery?

Khrushchev’s statement regarding India and Tibet evoked even greater 
irritation on the part of Mao and the Chinese leadership. Khrushchev said 
bluntly, “If you will allow me to say what it is not permitted for a guest to say, 
the events in Tibet are your fault.” Then he made it clear that he did not believe 
the Chinese version of the border conflict with India. PRC minister of foreign 
affairs Chen Yi responded with unconcealed hostility that the policy of the 

*	 At that time the main advocate within the leadership of the CPSU of a hard line toward 
the PRC was Mikhail Andreevich Suslov, the secretary for ideology in the Central Commit-
tee. It was he who convinced Khrushchev that the Chinese should be harshly condemned 
for exacerbating tensions in the Taiwan Strait.
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USSR was one of “opportunism and time-serving.” Khrushchev flared up and 
began shouting at Chen, “If, as you say, we are time-servers, Comrade Chen 
Yi, then don’t extend your hand to me. I will not shake it!” Little by little they 
got involved in a real verbal brawl. The Soviet guest lost his self-control and 
said something absurd, but very crude. “You,” he barked at Chen Yi, “don’t spit 
at me from the heights of your marshal’s baton! You don’t have enough spit-
tle. You can’t scare us.” 83 Chen Yi, according to Khrushchev’s memoirs, “kept 
repeating over and over, as though he had been wound up like a machine: 
‘Nehru, Nehru, Nehru!’” 84

After the meeting the Soviet leader said to the members of his delegation, 
“Our road is one with that of the Chinese Communists. We consider them our 
friends. However, we cannot live with even our friends talking down to us.” 85 
Then he suddenly began to mock the Chinese cruelly, rhyming their names 
with unprintable Russian words and calling Mao himself an “old galosh.” 86 
The mudslinging match continued the next day at the airport prior to Khrush-
chev’s departure. The Soviet leader had been in Beijing for a week, but after the 
difficult negotiations he decided to break off his visit. This time Mao did not 
get involved in the polemics. He had made up his mind that it was impossible 
to repair the broken thread. Three months later, looking back on this visit, he 
summed up:

Starting in March 1959 our friends [the Soviet leadership] began 
singing in a powerful anti-Chinese chorus along with the imperial-
ists and the reactionary nationalists as well as with revisionists like 
Tito. On one hand, China will be isolated for a long time, but on the 
other hand it will garner support of many communist parties, coun-
tries, and peoples. And after eight years, surviving every test, China 
will become a very powerful country. ​. . . ​The darker the clouds, the 
brighter the dawn.87

Once more, as he had two years earlier, he called upon the Chinese people 
to carry out “permanent revolution.” The approaching economic catastrophe, 
however, caused problems for his ambitious plans.
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F ami   n e  a n d  F e a r

Throughout the summer of 1959 drought gripped Northeast China while tor-
rential rains fell in the south. The exhausted population lost its enthusiasm for 
the Great Leap, but Mao still believed that the difficulties were temporary. He 
placed high hopes on 1960 and announced grandiose plans. “The situation in 
the country is excellent,” he insisted.1 Now he demanded 300 million tons of 
grain and 20–22 million tons of steel despite the fact that the grain harvest in 
1959 was only 170 million tons and steel 13 million tons. In the spring of 1960 
Chinese newspapers heralded a “New Great Leap.” 2

But in 1960 the entire country was in the grip of a terrible drought. There 
had been nothing like it since the beginning of the century. Rivers and canals 
dried up, and even the mighty Yellow River shrank. Following the drought 
came a period of torrential rains and typhoons. Rivers overflowed their banks. 
Weak dams collapsed and terrible flooding ensued. On more than half of the 
cultivated land the harvest either shriveled to the roots or was drowned. The 
grain harvest was a mere 143.5 million tons, more than 50 million less than 
in 1957, the year preceding the Great Leap. A humanitarian crisis unfolded 
throughout the country. China had never witnessed such a terrible famine in 
its entire history. Tens of thousands of people were dying every day in the 
countryside and in the cities.

The ones who suffered worst were peasants from whom the state had 
seized their last crumbs. In many villages there was simply nothing to eat. 
Emaciated villagers roamed the countryside, stripping off leaves and bark from 
trees, collecting worms, beetles, frogs, wild plants, and grasses. In many places 
they even ate dirt mixed with weeds, a concoction called Guan Yin tu (God-
dess of Mercy earth). Death was the result of eating such food even though in 
some places it was boiled before being eaten. An eyewitness recalled, “People 
mixed it [the Guan Yin soil] with corn flour and the bread made of this mix-
ture was ​. . . ​very filling. ​. . . ​But once in the stomach, the soil dried out all 
the moisture in the colon. ​. . . ​Many people never made it to the hospital and 
others died on the operating table.” 3
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Once more, as in 1957–58, people began to hunt for sparrows, only now it 
was to relieve their hunger. Nor were other birds spared. Another eyewitness 
related that

we began to eat anything that flew. I practiced with a sling to shoot 
sparrows. After I caught one, I would take it home to my mother, 
and she would cook some soup for my grandmother. ​. . . ​That 
is why my grandmother did not die. ​. . . ​After the birds became 
scarce, we stripped tree leaves. ​. . . ​People even drained the ponds 
and ate practically everything that could be found there, even water 
snakes. ​. . . ​When there was almost nothing left, many people starved 
to death. ​. . . ​During the great famine, it was common to have two or 
three members of the family starve to death.4

In several provinces the population of entire villages died. A doctor who 
visited western Gansu with a group of inspectors reported:

Early one morning, we stopped at a big village but found few signs 
of life around the low mud huts. A few people could be seen who 
were so weak, they could hardly beg for food. The team leader raised 
his voice, shouting “Old folks, come out now! Chairman Mao and 
the Communist Party have sent doctors to rescue you!” He shouted 
over and over again. Eventually, those still alive crawled out of their 
houses. These were people struggling on the edge of death. If they fell 
over, they were unable to get up again. The team found one group 
of dead bodies after another. I pushed open the door of one hut and 
had to draw back because of the stink. A low groan came from inside 
and I saw two or three people lying still in the darkness on a kang. At 
the front lay an old man and one of his hands pointed at something. 
Together with him lay a woman who had long been dead and whose 
decomposing body was the source of the stench. The old man’s hand 
was pointing at a small human body, four limbs spread out, mouth 
open wide. It looked as if the child was crying out but in fact the body 
had been lying dead for days.5

The situation in southeastern Fujian was no less horrifying. “We were so weak 
that we could not work,” recalled one of the local inhabitants. “Not long after-
wards my brother starved to death. I still remember what he looked like before 
his death. He was too weak to walk. He lay in bed, uttering the same word, ‘eat, 
eat, eat.’ He continued to groan until his last breath.” 6

“Is Chairman Mao going to allow us to starve to death?” asked members of 
communes in letters to their sons who were serving in the army.7 In some places 
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people rose up and attacked railroad grain cars, warehouses, and granaries, often 
under the leadership of party secretaries. Elsewhere peasants took to the roads 
and entered the cities, where they naïvely supposed the people had ample sup-
plies of rice and meat. In 1958–61 approximately 1 million people outmigrated 
from the villages of Anhui, 1.5 million from the people’s communes in Hunan, 
1.6 million from villages in Shandong. In all, more than 10 million people took 
part in this exodus. Many died along the roads, famished and emaciated. “The 
road from the village to the neighboring province was strewn with bodies,” re-
called someone from Northeast China, “and piercing wails came from holes on 
both sides of the road. Following the cries, you could see the tops of the heads 
of children who were abandoned in these holes. A lot of parents thought their 
children had a better chance of surviving if they were adopted by somebody 
else. The holes were just deep enough so that the children could not get out to 
follow them but could be seen by passers-by who might adopt them.” 8

Life was hardly better in the cities. The crowds of rural poor with glassy 
eyes and sunken cheeks elicited little sympathy from malnourished city folk. 
They, too, were stripping trees of their leaves and bark, catching birds, and 
gathering wild vegetables and grasses. The situation was no better in the capi-
tal. A Beijing resident recalled, “It was extremely hard to find anything to eat. 
But once a friend and I managed to get hold of some sugar. We were overjoyed! 
We really wanted to eat it all on the spot. However, after feasting our eyes on 
the sweet lumps, we decided to bring it to our colleague. He was in such a 
bad state that he had been hospitalized. But there was no food in the hospital 
either. He was so happy when we presented the sticky sugar to him. But he did 
not manage to eat it. He simply smiled and died.” 9

Even within Zhongnanhai the famine made itself known. “Our rations 
had been reduced to sixteen pounds of grain a month,” recalled Mao’s personal 
physician. “Meat, eggs, and cooking oil were nowhere to be had. We were al-
lowed to buy vegetables on the open market, but there were hardly any for sale. 
Some people organized expeditions to hunt wild goats, but soon goats became 
extinct too. ​. . . ​Our stomachs were always half empty.” 10

Mao resolved to suffer with everyone else. He gave up eating meat. “Every
one is starving. I can’t eat meat,” he said to those in his entourage. Zhou Enlai 
gave up meat and eggs and curtailed his monthly consumption of rice to fif-
teen pounds. Many party leaders and their wives began to grow vegetables in 
the inner courtyards of their luxurious houses, to travel outside of town to 
gather wild grasses and edible roots, and to drink tea brewed from the leaves 
of trees. None of this, of course, had any impact upon the problem of hunger.

At this point, Khrushchev recalled all the Soviet specialists from China. 
He could not have administered a heavier or more ruthless blow to a starving 
nation. The meanest enemy is he who only recently was proclaiming friend-
ship and brotherhood. Khrushchev was actually no less cruel than Stalin.
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In six weeks 1,390 Soviet engineers and technicians, scientists, industrial 
designers, and other experts left China for the Soviet Union, taking with them 
all their scientific documents, plans, and blueprints. Many building sites were 
shut down and many scientific projects were halted. This exodus exacerbated 
China’s economic crisis.

Khrushchev’s decision was made hastily, in mid-July 1960, right after the 
congress of the Romanian Communist Party at which he had clashed with 
Peng Zhen, the head of the Chinese delegation.11 During the nine months 
since Khrushchev’s last unsuccessful visit to Beijing, relations between the 
two parties and the two countries had rapidly deteriorated. Thus Khrushchev’s 
emotional outburst in Bucharest and his subsequent recall of experts from 
China were far from fortuitous. A covert sniping in the press and at various 
party forums continued throughout the winter and spring of 1959–60. Finally 
it emerged openly in late April 1960 on the ninetieth anniversary of Lenin’s 
birth, April 22. On that date Red Flag, the theoretical journal of the CCP, pub-
lished a lengthy editorial, “Long Live Leninism!” and People’s Daily published 
a somewhat shorter lead article, “Forward along the Path of the Great Lenin!” 
These polemical articles took aim against Khrushchev’s policy of “peaceful co-
existence between two systems” as well as his thesis about “peaceful transition 
from capitalism to socialism.” Mao himself had done the final editing on the 
article in Red Flag, which was buttressed with quotations from Lenin, Marx, 
and Engels. Its main point was to demonstrate that Lenin had always consid-
ered war an inevitable consequence of imperialism. The Russian response was 
drafted by the old Comintern apparatchik Otto Kuusinen, who quoted Lenin’s 
widow, Nadezhda Krupskaia, to the effect that her late husband had believed a 
time would come when wars would become so destructive it would be impos-
sible to fight them.12 The recollections of Krupskaia, however, could hardly 
persuade Mao and the other leaders of the CCP.

In June 1960, the Chinese emphasized their hard-line viewpoint at a ses-
sion of the General Council of the World Federation of Trade Unions meeting 
in Beijing. They were unwittingly assisted by the Americans, who stressed on 
the eve of the forum their continuing commitment to contain communism. 
On May 1, in the sky over Sverdlovsk, a city in the Ural Mountains, a Soviet 
rocket downed a U‑2 plane engaged in intelligence gathering. Its pilot, Gary 
Powers, wound up in the hands of the Soviet authorities. Without deliberat-
ing, the choleric Khrushchev puffed up a spy scandal, not realizing this played 
into Mao’s hands. Khrushchev wanted to confront Eisenhower, who had de-
ceived him. The Chinese took advantage of the opportunity to intensify their 
criticism of what they regarded as Khrushchev’s softheaded policy toward 
the imperialists, a policy that had brought about this situation. On May 12, 
Khrushchev, wishing to discuss this question with Mao, invited him to visit 
Moscow, but Mao refused.13
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Now in Bucharest, clashing with Peng Zhen at the Congress of the Roma-
nian Communist Party, Khrushchev exploded. He discarded his prepared text 
and suddenly poured invective on Mao personally. He called him an “ultra-
leftist, an ultra-dogmatist, indeed, a left revisionist,” “a Buddha who gets his 
theory out of his nose,” and “an old galosh.” He also accused him of being 
“oblivious of any interests other than his own.” 14 Peng responded in kind, ac-
cusing Khrushchev of blowing hot and cold in foreign policy. Khrushchev now 
switched to the subject of Stalin and the cult of personality. Fedor Burlatsky, 
who attended the congress, recalls that Khrushchev began to yell at the head of 
the Chinese delegation,* “If you want Stalin, you can have him in a coffin! We’ll 
send him to you in a special railway car!” 15 Khrushchev returned to Moscow 
greatly agitated. It is quite unlikely that he seriously considered the impact 
his decision to recall Soviet experts would have on the Chinese economy. He 
simply wanted to punish Mao.

Meanwhile, people in China were continuing to starve. Mao adopted 
extreme measures, agreeing to the purchase of grain from abroad. In 1961 
the PRC imported four million tons of grain from Australia, Canada, and the 
United States via third parties, and the next year it imported even more.16 But 
the crisis remained severe. Even Khrushchev suddenly grasped this, and on 
February 27, 1961, in a personal letter to Mao he offered to supply one million 
tons of grain—300,000 tons of wheat and 700,000 tons of rye—to China as 
well as 500,000 tons of Cuban sugar. He received a reply from Zhou Enlai who 
agreed to accept only the sugar. “The USSR itself is now experiencing difficul-
ties,” Zhou declared, “therefore we do not want to burden the Soviet Union.” 17

The Chinese authorities denied the existence of famine and did every
thing they could to conceal it. In the latter half of 1960, on Mao’s instructions 
Edgar Snow, an “old friend” of the Chinese Communist Party, was invited on a 
five-month visit to China. Mao always believed that Snow was a CIA agent, so 
he permitted Snow to visit many interior regions, including the poorest ones, 
because he wanted to use him as a channel to inform Americans and the whole 
world about the absence of famine in China. Toward the end of Snow’s visit 
he met with Mao twice and Zhou Enlai once. Mao was simple, sociable, and 
friendly, just as he had been in Baoan twenty-four years earlier. He told Snow 
about the “remarkable successes” of the Great Leap, especially in the produc-
tion of steel, but he added that China as before was still a “poor and backward 
country.” However, he expressed no anxiety about this, simply noting that 
“people must become acquainted with difficulties, shortages, and struggle.” He 
said nothing about mass famine; Mao only indulged in black humor by saying 
that “the Chinese people are mostly vegetarians, and although they eat little 
meat, there is not enough.” 18 Snow reported to the world just what the Great 

*	 Burlatsky mistakenly wrote that this was Liu Shaoqi.
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Helmsman wanted him to say. “I must assert that I saw no starving people in 
China, nothing that looked like old-time famine. ​. . . ​I do not believe there is 
famine in China.” 19

Of course, the millions of Chinese dying of malnutrition had no inkling 
of what Snow said. Neither did the starving hear Field Marshal Bernard Law 
Montgomery, who visited China twice, in May 1960 and September 1961. After 
meeting with Mao he asserted, “Talks of large-scale famine, of thousands dying 
from hunger, of grim want, of apathy, of a restless nation, are totally untrue, 
they are lies spread by those who want the regime of Mao Tse-tung [Mao Ze-
dong] and his government to fail. All such talk is nonsense, maybe even dan-
gerous.” 20 Nor did ordinary Chinese citizens know what Mao said to the French 
socialist François Mitterrand in February 1961: “I repeat in order to be clearly 
understood: there is no famine in China.” 21 All this was repeated abroad.

Only in 1980, after the death of Mao, did China officially acknowledge 
the massive loss of life from famine during and after the Great Leap. Hu Yao-
bang, the general secretary of the Central Committee of the CCP, gave a figure 
of 20 million dead; however, according to various estimates this figure is too 
low. A more realistic figure would be 30 million, perhaps as high as 40 million 
or even more. The most recent Western study of the Great Famine based on 
Chinese local archives puts the number of deaths at a minimum of 45 million 
while a book by a Chinese dissident writer indicates deaths of 36 million.22 In 
the single province of Sichuan, with a 1957 population of 70 million, one out of 
every eight persons died, and in Anhui with 33 million and Gansu 12 million, 
one out of every four perished.23 The overall economic loss from the Great 
Leap amounted to 100–120 billion yuan, which was twice as much as the capi-
tal investment in the PRC during the entire First Five-Year Plan.24

In a democratic country after such a catastrophe the entire government 
would be replaced. But in the PRC all power belonged to the party-state bu-
reaucracy, which relied upon the army, the police, and the extended bureau-
cratic apparatus. The party penetrated every cell of society, and dissenters 
were persecuted. The bureaucracy was recruited from the people itself, more 
precisely from its lowest social classes—the poorest peasantry, the Hakka, as 
well as former lumpens, paupers, and other proletarians. But the bureaucracy 
expressed its own corporate interests and cared most about protecting its own 
privileges and power. At the summit of power was a group of “old revolution-
aries” who had taken part in the class struggles of the 1920s through the 1940s. 
“Today there are about 800 survivors of all those years,” Mao said to Edgar 
Snow in October 1960. “By and large the country is still being run and for 
some time will depend upon these 800.” 25

In such circumstances opposition could emerge only from within this nar-
row stratum of the party elite. It was the mood within this group that caused 
Mao the greatest anxiety, particularly after the Peng Dehuai affair. Famine and 

30945 Mao.indd   475 7/12/12   4:56 PM



476	 MAO

economic crisis might again cause dissatisfaction among his old comrades, 
many of whom still clung to their New Democratic inclinations.

He understood that something had to be done about the economy and 
perhaps politics, too, but he refused to acknowledge his fundamental errors. 
He needed to seize the initiative, but throughout the spring and most of the 
summer of 1960 Mao was terribly depressed. Not until August was he able to 
snap out of it. By this time there were voices in the government calling for an 
end to the Great Leap. In July 1960, the head of the State Planning Commis-
sion, Li Fuchun, suggested a new economic policy of “adjustment, consolida-
tion, and raising standards.” He was supported by Zhou Enlai, who added to 
this formula one word, namely, “replenishment.” Chen Yun also expressed his 
strong approval for such a policy.26

Mao understood the need to act promptly. He insisted on investigations 
but continued to blame the famine on local cadres. “In some communes, the 
cadres went too far; they lost any concept of discipline; without authorization 
from higher authorities they engaged in egalitarianism and redistribution,” he 
said shamelessly.27 These were the cadres who needed to be investigated.

At the same time, he believed that vast numbers of city dwellers should be 
mobilized to help the peasants. Millions of industrial workers and intellectu-
als should be relocated to the countryside. During the Great Leap the urban 
population of China had doubled through an influx of working hands from 
the countryside. Now Mao decided to return at least some of them to the vil-
lages. Of course, “rightists and guilty persons” were swept up in this mobiliza-
tion; many of those sent to the countryside, including intellectuals, had never 
actually worked there before. This did not bother Mao. “Man must eat every 
day whether engaged in industry, communication, education, capital con-
struction, or any other enterprise; no one can do without grain,” the Chairman 
declared, demanding to “adopt all effective measures” in order to “strengthen 
the first line of agricultural production” by squeezing out “all of the labor force 
that can be squeezed out” for the rural people’s communes.28 His instructions 
immediately became the guide to action. Hundreds of thousands of city people 
were sent to work in the fields.

His main proposal, however, impacted basic policies. In September 1960, 
he demanded that the members of the Politburo Standing Committee make the 
“production brigade” or the “team” consisting of twenty or so households the 
basic accounting unit. The people’s communes would remain only as the basic 
administrative units as well as one of the elements in the tripartite system of 
property in the countryside. This system, which had come into effect after the 
establishment of the people’s commune, was one in which a part of the means of 
production—for example, almost all of the land—had belonged to a commune 
consisting of 40,000–50,000 persons while another part was divided up among 
the big production brigades consisting of some 6,000 persons, and the produc-
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tion brigades or teams at the lowest level consisting of some 200 or so people. 
Thus, each level of property corresponded to a certain level of collectivization.

In early November the Central Committee issued a twelve-point direc-
tive titled “Emergency Directives on Current Policies regarding Rural People’s 
Communes,” which also allowed peasants to have small personal plots and to 
engage in sideline handicraft enterprises on a small scale. Zhou Enlai authored 
this document.29

Soon, in the name of the Central Committee, Mao directed provincial, 
municipal, and district party committees to ensure that “the five epidemics be 
thoroughly eliminated,” meaning the collectivization of personal belongings, 
deception, commandism, the isolation of cadres, and blind command of pro-
duction. Emphasis was to be put on eliminating the “epidemic of collectivizing 
[personal] property.” 30

Mao’s tilt to the right was palpable, but the Chairman did not even con-
sider capitulating to the “moderates.” He simply wanted to be seen as the 
source of the reforms, and he succeeded. The next regular plenum of the Cen-
tral Committee, held in January 1961, approved the reform of the communes. 
The party retreated to the era of higher-level agricultural producers’ coopera-
tives of the mid-1950s. But Mao was satisfied because the participants in the 
plenum echoed his ideas.

At the end of the meeting he again called upon everyone to engage in 
investigations. “We must look at everything through our own eyes, not others’, 
listen with our own ears, and touch things with our own hands. ​. . . ​In all we 
must proceed from practice,” he urged them. He also gently admonished the 
Central Committee, noting that “last fall ​. . . ​it did not see the situation clearly, 
did not grasp things well and did not make full corrections.” In this way he 
underscored that he was the initiator of the new policy of adjustment, having 
sized up the situation in good time. “1961 must become the year of a realistic 
approach to our affairs,” Mao declared and added, “There is no need to be 
discouraged if you made a mistake.” 31 He easily dodged a crisis in the party.

Nevertheless, he still had a very poor grasp of economics. “There are many 
issues of economic construction I do not understand,” he said in a moment 
of frankness. “I am not well-versed in industry and commerce; I know a little 
about agriculture, but only to a certain degree, that is, I understand a little.” 32 
This is precisely why he fell into deep depression in the spring of 1960, when 
he finally understood that the famine was catastrophic. Although he resumed 
activity in the autumn, his mood remained depressed. He knew that the Great 
Leap had failed but he had no clear plan for correcting the errors. To return 
to New Democracy would have meant repudiating the entire experience of 
building socialism, to admit having been wrong in his dispute with the “mod-
erates,” and to lose face. Yet to bulldoze one’s way forward to communism was 
to risk a powerful explosion of popular indignation. “You know, we have a lot 
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of experience when it comes to policy, political directives, political methods, 
military affairs, and class struggle,” he said to Snow in October 1960, “but as 
far as socialist construction is concerned, we had never been engaged in it, and 
we still don’t have much experience. You might ask, haven’t you been doing it 
now for eleven years? Indeed, we have, but we still lack knowledge, our experi-
ence is insufficient, and one might say we have just begun to accumulate some 
experience, but it is still only a little.”

This is why the first thing he thought of was to return for a time, at least 
for the next seven years, to the pre–Great Leap forms of organizing produc-
tion. Beyond that he had no idea whatsoever. When Snow asked him about 
his long-term plans for economic development in China, Mao replied, “I don’t 
know.” Snow was astounded. “You are speaking too cautiously.” But Mao reit-
erated, “It’s not a question of whether I’m being cautious or not, it’s simply that 
I don’t know; we simply lack experience.” 33

Abandoning his ambitious Great Leap plans, he now believed it would 
be impossible to build a powerful socialist economy in China in the next fifty 
years. “In order to catch up with and overtake the most advanced capitalist 
countries,” he said entirely without enthusiasm, “it will take a hundred years 
or more in my opinion.” 34 In the middle of April 1961, he issued instructions 
to shutter the communal dining halls, which, in his words, had developed into 
“fatal tumors.” 35

Feeling dispirited, he decided to retreat to the “second line” and allow 
other members of the party to lead. He entrusted Liu Shaoqi, who of course 
was a “moderate” but still supporting Mao fanatically, to implement the new 
eight-character line, that is, “adjustment, consolidation, raising standards, and 
replenishment.” Chen Yun, Deng Xiaoping, and other members of the Polit-
buro were to help Liu, whom Mao now began to speak of as his successor. 
Several years later, he explained: “What I am responsible for is the division 
[of the leadership] into first and second lines. Why did we make this division 
into first and second lines? The first reason is that my health is not very good 
[here Mao was being cunning]; the second was the lesson of the Soviet Union. 
Malenkov was not mature enough, and before Stalin died he had not wielded 
power. Every time he proposed a toast, he [Liu] fawned and flattered. I wanted 
to establish their prestige before I died.” 36

Mao did not stop attending conferences and meetings, but his speeches 
now became perfunctory. He continued to call upon administrators to con-
duct “systematic investigations and study of reality,” and not “to view flowers 
from horseback.” He grumbled that “cadres at all levels still do not really un-
derstand what socialism is,” and he called for a struggle against the “evil wind 
of [excessive] collectivization.” 37 He could do nothing more.

Epochal events were occurring throughout the country. In Anhui and else-
where peasants began adopting so‑called household contracts that meant actually 
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dividing the land and assigning responsibility for production to families. They 
signed agreements with the local authorities to rent land de facto from the bri-
gade or the team, promising to fulfill grain quotas to the state during the harvest 
season. This happened spontaneously (“rather suddenly,” as Mao Zedong would 
say later on) and then began to spread like a chain reaction.38 Some party leaders 
perceived no danger in this undertaking. The first secretary of the Anhui party 
committee even supported it. Some believed that “[p]easants were very concerned 
about their own profit. If the profit is to be shared with ten thousand people, they 
will not work; if it is shared with one thousand, they will work a little bit; if shared 
with one hundred, they will work a bit more; if shared by ten, they will work even 
better; and if shared only by their own family, they work the most.”39

Of course, no one in the party thought of distributing land to the peas-
ants as their private property. The small sideline plots were alloted only for 
short-term use and even then not everywhere. Thus it is not surprising that the 
secretary of the Anhui party committee considered this a temporary expedient 
that would not damage socialism but would solve the short-term problem of 
hunger. By midsummer 1961, 5 percent of the land in Anhui was being culti-
vated by individual peasant households.40

Many Central Committee leaders reacted positively to the Anhui initia-
tive. “The peasants are doing nothing now but complain,” Chen Yun said in 
exasperation. “They are saying that under Chiang Kai-shek they ‘suffered’ but 
had plenty to eat. Under Mao Zedong everything is ‘great’ but they eat only 
porridge. All we have to do is give the peasants their own land. Then everyone 
will have plenty to eat.” 41 What could it mean for Mao? It doesn’t matter if it 
is socialism or capitalism as long as the economy develops and the people are 
living well?

Liu Shaoqi, who just a month before had seemed to be a fanatical sup-
porter of Mao, drew the most unwelcome conclusions from Mao’s perspective. 
Returning from a trip to his native district of Ningxiang in Hunan, at a work-
ing session of the Central Committee in May 1961 he said, “The peasants in 
Hunan have a saying, ‘Three-tenths of misfortune comes from Heaven, seven-
tenths from man.’ ​. . . ​There are some places in the country where the main 
reason [for difficulties] was natural disasters, but I’m afraid there are not many 
such places. In most places the main reason is shortcomings and mistakes in 
our work.” He went on, “There are comrades who consider this a matter of one 
finger and nine fingers. But I’m afraid that it is obvious now ​. . . ​that if we talk 
all the time about nine fingers and one finger and do not change this equation, 
this will contradict reality.” 42 This remark was essentially an attack against Mao 
since everyone knew that the Chairman loved to compare achievements and 
failures according to the principle of “nine healthy fingers and one sick one,” a 
formula he even applied to the Great Leap. But Liu could not restrain himself. 
The visit to his native village really shook him. Over the course of forty days, 
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Liu had become acquainted with conditions on the spot. Prior to his depar-
ture, on saying farewell to the peasants of his native village, he was unable to 
cover up how upset he felt. “I have not been home for forty years, and I wanted 
very much to come here and see how things are. Now that I have returned I 
can see that the lives of my fellow villagers are very difficult. We have done our 
work badly; please forgive us!” 43

At this meeting Deng Xiaoping supported Liu Shaoqi. Many others were 
similarly inclined. Not expecting such a blow, Mao looked embarrassed. Tak-
ing the floor, he acknowledged mistakes. “And now they are taking retribution 
upon us,” he said. “The soil is not fertile, people and livestock are emaciated. 
The retribution is for the policies of the past three years. And who is guilty? 
The Central Committee and I bear the heaviest responsibility. I bear the major 
responsibility.” 44 He also noted that for a long time he had “profoundly not 
understood how to build socialism in China.” 45 For a time, in mid-1961, Mao 
was even ready to recognize the Anhui experiment, but not for long.

He was greatly demoralized. “All the good party members are dead. The 
only ones left are a bunch of zombies,” he said to his physician. “What we want, 
though, is socialism,” Mao said in a moment of frankness. “We are facing dif-
ficulties in agricultural production now, so we have to make concessions to the 
peasants. But this is not the direction we should take in the future.” 46

The intraparty opposition continued to gain strength. Indirect criticism di-
rected at Mao grew continuously and once more he felt isolated as he had many 
years before in southern Jiangxi. Again he felt like chucking it all and going off 
into the mountains. Let them send messengers imploring him to return!

Meeting Field Marshal Montgomery for a second time, Mao raised the 
subject of death. Mao was then in his sixty-ninth year, his guest was seventy-
five, but the Chairman ignored etiquette. He observed that one might die at 
any moment from any number of causes, but he considered death from ill-
ness the most likely. He told the field marshal that a popular belief existed in 
China that seventy-three and eighty-four were the critical years in life. If a 
person survived these milestones he would live to be one hundred. Mao said 
that he himself had no desire to live past seventy-three. He intended “to join 
Karl Marx” since “he had much to discuss with Marx.” He again referred to Liu 
Shaoqi as his successor.47

Throughout the second half of 1961, Mao’s mood was gloomy, and it did 
not improve in 1962. At an enlarged meeting of the Central Committee in Jan-
uary and February, Mao encountered the most serious criticism he had been 
subjected to recently. More than seven thousand leaders had assembled from 
all over China. It is no wonder that some of them “went too far,” particularly 
since members of the Politburo set the tone. Peng Zhen raised the question of 
the personal responsibility of top leaders for the failures of the Great Leap, and 
suggested that blame should be put on the Central Committee, including the 
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Chairman, Liu Shaoqi, and other members of the Politburo Standing Commit-
tee if they deserved it. He even added, “If Chairman Mao’s prestige isn’t as high 
as Mt. Everest, it is certainly as high as Mt. Taishan, so much so that even if you 
remove a few tons of earth away, it is still very high. It is like the East China Sea 
(even if you remove several buckets of water, there is still a lot left). ​. . . ​But if 
Chairman Mao has committed a 1 per cent error or even a one in a thousand 
error, it would be odious to our Party if he did not self-criticize.” 48

Mao should have blamed himself. He had to be more careful in selecting 
leading cadres. After deciding that he would provoke everyone else, he deter-
mined to include in the conference agenda the question of democratic central-
ism and criticism and self-criticism, standard CCP techniques to assess the 
loyalty of party members. His intent was to test the soundness of his comrades 
by giving them a chance to “let off steam.” He wanted to lure the venomous 
snakes from their holes by once more using the tried and true tactic of “Let a 
Hundred Flowers Bloom,” but this time applied to the party.

He got more than he bargained for in Liu Shaoqi’s astounding speech. 
“Earlier we invariably said that the ratio between shortcomings and mistakes 
and successes was one to nine,” Liu began, repeating the conclusion about the 
unfavorable relationship between subjective and objective factors responsible 
for economic crisis, and then added, “Now, I’m afraid, we cannot say that this 
applies to all regions, but only to a few.” At this point Mao interrupted. “There 
are quite a few such regions,” he muttered, but Liu Shaoqi continued. “If one 
speaks of the country as a whole we cannot say that the ratio between short-
comings and successes is one finger to nine fingers. I’m afraid we have to say 
three fingers to seven fingers.”

Mao was unhappy, but Liu was not finished. “There are even some regions 
in the country,” he noted, “in which the shortcomings and mistakes outweigh 
the successes.” 49 According to an eyewitness, Liu Shaoqi’s speech completely 
ruined Mao’s mood.50

At this point local representatives entered the fray. One declared that 
subjectivism was the main problem that had arisen in recent years. Others 
questioned Mao’s thesis that shortcomings derived from lack of experience. 
Everyone knew that the CCP had also lacked much experience during the 
struggle to fulfill the First Five-Year Plan. “Why then did not as many prob-
lems arise as they have now?” several party cadres asked sharply.51

How could Mao respond? All he could say was that he was to blame. And 
he did. “I bear responsibility for all of the errors directly committed by the 
Central Committee,” he said. “I also will answer in part for the indirect errors 
of the Central Committee for I am the chairman of the Central Committee.” 
That is as far as his self-criticism went, although he also acknowledged that for 
him economics remained “an unknown realm of necessity.” Almost everyone 
knew this. Mao directed his main fire against other party leaders who, in his 
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words, “commit errors but remain silent, fearing that others will talk about 
it.” He warned such persons “the more you are afraid, the more you will be 
pursued by devils. ​. . . ​All those who shun responsibility, who fear responsibil-
ity, who do not allow others to speak out, who are afraid to stroke the tiger, all 
those who cling to such a position, will undoubtedly fail.” He even managed to 
joke to the assembled, “Are you really afraid to stroke the tiger?” adding, “In 
my speech I criticized various phenomena and criticized various comrades, 
but I did not name any names. ​. . . ​You yourselves can figure it out.” 52

Everyone laughed, although many were in no mood for humor. After the 
Chairman’s speech, numerous party leaders engaged in self-criticism, but only 
a few enthusiastically supported Mao’s speech, Lin Biao among them. He said 
that he “felt strongly that when our work was going well it was a period when 
we were implementing the ideas of Chairman Mao, a period when the ideas of 
Chairman Mao were not being obstructed. ​. . . ​If we encounter any problem, 
any difficulty, it is because we have not followed the instructions of the Chair-
man closely enough, because we ignored or circumscribed the Chairman’s 
advice. Such is the history of our party over several decades.” Based on this 
logic, Lin explained that the mistakes of the Great Leap occurred because “we 
did not heed the warnings of Chairman Mao.” The secretary of Mao’s native 
county party committee, the able and efficient Hua Guofeng, also delivered 
a panegyric to the Chairman. Mao remembered this fine fellow from his trip 
to Shaoshan in 1959. He had liked him then and he liked him now. But it was 
Lin’s speech that was balm to his wounded soul. This was hardly an accident 
since Mao had edited the speech himself.53

The Great Helmsman was irritated by most of the other speeches and in-
creasingly disappointed with his associates. He was tired, looked somewhat 
pinched, and had aged a lot. The atmosphere in the Politburo sickened him. 
On February 8, the day after the forum, he turned daily affairs over to Liu 
Shaoqi and left Beijing, intending not to return for a long time. He wanted to 
see how these “big headed know-it-alls” would cope with running the state. He 
did not view them as enemies, of course, but his resentment toward them was 
constantly growing. He had intentionally relinquished his power, retreated to 
the “second line” in order to bolster their influence in the country prior to his 
death, and now suddenly everything moved “in the opposite direction.” 54 Let 
them suffer without him!

That same evening his associates convened a working meeting, chaired 
by Liu Shaoqi, at which they analyzed the economic situation in the coun-
try. The budget deficit was more than 300 million yuan and prospects for the 
future were disturbing, to put it mildly. Chen Yun, who was considered the 
best economist among the members of the Politburo, shouldered the task of 
working out concrete proposals for dealing with the situation. In essence, his 
plan, presented two weeks later, was to curtail the urban population, the army, 
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and the administrative apparatus significantly, and to shift the center of grav-
ity of economic construction from industry to agriculture. That is as far as he 
went. He offered no radical ideas. Liu Shaoqi warned that China might be on 
the threshold of civil war if the leadership did not promptly adopt concrete 
measures to improve the food situation. They all recognized the gravity of the 
economic situation.55

Meanwhile, after withdrawing to Hangzhou, Mao was nursing his wounds. 
On February 25, he instructed his secretary, Tian Jiaying, to assemble a small 
commission and travel to the same places in Hunan where Liu Shaoqi had 
recently been. They should also visit Shaoshan and the neighboring village of 
Tangjiatuo, the birthplace of Mao’s mother, to talk with the people and assess 
the situation. Liu’s assertion that people, that is, the Chairman himself, were 
chiefly responsible for the failure of the Great Leap gnawed at Mao. He wanted 
to refute this calumny. Tian Jiaying suited this purpose better than anyone 
else. Mao recalled how Tian had sharply condemned the contract system in 
March 1961 after a trip to Anhui, where, on assignment from Mao, he had 
conducted his first investigation of this innovation. Tian had considered the 
contract system inhumane because there was no place in it for widows and or-
phans. Just thinking of what would become of the latter if the contract system 
was extended throughout the whole country distressed Mao’s good-hearted 
secretary.56 Now he was charged with collecting material that would enable the 
Chairman to refute his associates.

Arriving in Hunan, Tian was genuinely shocked by what the peasants told 
him. Most of them cursed the Great Leap and praised the contract system. 
Some even wished to return to New Democracy. The secretary had no choice 
but to report all this to Mao, who made a wry face and said, “We are among 
those people who follow the mass line, but sometimes it is impossible to lis-
ten to everything that the masses say. For example, it is impossible for us to 
listen to what they say about the contract system.” 57

Tian also spoke with Chen Yun and Liu Shaoqi and was pleased that they 
took the side of the peasants. Deng Xiaoping also supported the contract sys-
tem. Liu, Deng, and Chen worked hard all spring to restore the economy. 
Slowly the situation began to improve due to extension of the contract system. 
By the summer of 1962, between 20 and 30 percent of the land was in the 
hands of the peasants.58 This was enough to enable the country gradually to 
overcome the profound food crisis. In 1961, the production of grain increased 
by 4 million tons, and in 1962 by 12.5 million tons.59 Liu, Deng, and Chen 
concluded that without the widespread division of land among households, 
there would be no way to secure steady economic growth. Chen was particu-
larly radical in this respect. “This is an emergency measure for an unusual 
time,” he said. “You may call it ‘household division of land,’ or ‘assignment of 
tasks by household,’ either way is fine. ​. . . ​The state has encountered colossal 
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disasters brought about both by nature and by man, and we must let all the 
peasants, following the words of The International, ‘save’ themselves and ‘de-
cree the common salvation.’ They will restore production faster than anyone 
else.” 60

Liu and Deng supported Chen. Deng even asserted by using an old Si-
chuan and Anhui proverb, “It does not matter if it is a black cat or yellow cat, 
as long as it catches mice it is a good cat.” 61 Zhou Enlai offered no objections. 
Deng Zihui, head of the Central Committee’s Rural Work Department, did all 
he could to promote the contract system.

Moreover, in March, Liu and Deng had begun working to rehabilitate the 
hundreds of thousands of so‑called rightists targeted by the purges of the late 
1950s. “Beginning in 1959,” Liu wrote to the minister of public security, “many 
local organs of the Ministry of Public Security and even communes and bri-
gades, using methods of long-term detention and lengthy reeducation through 
labor, actually deprived a large number of people of their freedom, some of 
whom died of hunger or were tortured to death. ​. . . ​This was not stopped com-
pletely even in 1961. I encountered such a situation last year in Hunan. You 
must seriously investigate, disclose, criticize, and correct this lawlessness.” 62 
Neither Liu nor Deng spoke of rehabilitating Peng Dehuai and his “confeder-
ates.” These men were too important. They did succeed in vindicating more 
than 3,500 rank-and-file rightists.63

Buoyed by support from Liu and other leaders, Tian Jiaying told Mao that 
if peasants were allowed to choose, the number of households on the contract 
system would soon grow to 40 percent, and only 60 percent of families would 
remain in the cooperatives. He cautiously added that when production was 
restored at a later date, the peasants might be induced to return to the collec-
tives. Mao calmly inquired, “Is this only your personal opinion or do others 
also think this way?” Tian replied, “It’s just mine.” 64 He did not want to betray 
Liu and Chen. But Mao knew very well what was going on in his absence. He 
understood that the loyalty the “moderates” showed him was just a formal-
ity. He now decided to strike the intraparty opposition a crushing blow from 
which it would never recover.

He returned to Beijing in early July 1962 and immediately summoned Liu, 
Zhou, Deng, and Tian. He also invited Chen Boda, the editor in chief of Red 
Flag, knowing that Chen would always take his side. Mao raged against the 
contract system and instructed Chen Boda to prepare a draft Central Com-
mittee resolution to strengthen the collective economy of the people’s com-
munes.65 Chen Yun was absent from this meeting. Mao had met with Chen 
earlier and expressed his indignation at his plan to divide up the land. “Com-
rade Mao Zedong was incensed,” Chen Yun subsequently recalled.66

All of Mao’s associates retreated. Chen Yun complained about his poor 
health. Deng Xiaoping, who just the day before had repeated his favorite 
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phrase about different-colored cats at a Communist Youth League meeting, 
urgently called the first secretary of its Central Committee to demand that his 
unfortunate remark be deleted from the stenographic record of his speech.67

As always, the cautious Zhou Enlai supported Mao. The Great Helms-
man said that Zhou had been taught a lesson when he had opposed “blindly 
rushing forward” back in 1956–57.68 Liu Shaoqi also tried to alter course; he 
began defending collective property passionately just a few days after the “cold 
shower” that Mao Zedong had administered. On July 18, the Central Commit-
tee issued a circular prohibiting propagating family contracts.69

Mao continued to rage. He repeatedly summoned first Liu and then Zhou 
and vented his anger upon them. “I feel that the situation is very serious!! Very 
unsettled!” one of the Central Committee leaders wrote in his diary in these 
days, and he underlined these words.70

Mao sharply criticized Chen Yun, Deng Zihui, Tian Jiaying, and other 
Party cadres. “Are you for socialism or for capitalism?” he shouted. “Now some 
people speak out in favor of introducing the contract system on a national 
scale, including even dividing up the land. Is the communist party in favor of 
dividing up the land?” 71

From the end of July to the end of August, Mao held another Central 
Committee work conference and tongue-lashed the terrified party officials. 
“You have also pressured me for a long time,” he said menacingly. “Since 1960, 
one may say, that is, for more than two years. I can also pressure you in re-
turn.” 72 He simply seethed with rage. “Some persons are suffering from ideo-
logical confusion; they have lost their way, they have lost their faith. This is no 
good,” he fulminated. At this conference he raised for the first time the issue of 
antagonistic classes in socialist society, interpreting the disagreements within 
the party in class terms. This made his speech truly ominous.

Mao apparently achieved his goal of inspiring terror in his auditors. In 
his struggle against the “moderates,” he had seemingly gone as far as he could 
go. Now they were all his class enemies, and settling scores with them was just 
a matter of time. He wanted to warn the waverers just how dangerous a road 
they were treading in arguing about contracts and other “bourgeois things.”

He was incredulous that other communists did not see that the family 
contracts had resulted in “polarization, corruption, thievery, speculation, the 
taking of concubines, and usury. On one hand is the growth of wealth, on the 
other the poverty of the families of military men, heroes who fell in battle, 
workers, and cadres. ​. . . ​Even Khrushchev did not dare to disband the collec-
tive farms.”

“Counterrevolution still exists,” Mao summed up, even raising the specter 
that the Communist Party might be overthrown if it continued to pander to 
the bourgeoisie within its ranks. “If people became too choosy,” he gloomily 
concluded, “revolution is necessary.” 73
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He had arrived at these conclusions after lengthy deliberation, influenced 
not only by what had recently occurred in his country and party, but also by 
growing tension in the international situation. An important factor that had 
helped shape these views was the Sino-Soviet split. Naturally, Mao blamed the 
leadership of the CPSU, which he believed had simply degenerated or, to be 
more precise, had undergone a bourgeois transformation. This was the source 
of all of Khrushchev’s “revisionist” talk about peaceful coexistence between 
two systems, the possibility of averting war in the present epoch, and peaceful 
transition from capitalism to socialism. It also explained his flirtation with the 
American imperialists and the Indian “reactionaries.” “The Soviet Union has 
already existed for several decades,” he declared to the participants in the work 
conference, “and yet revisionism, which serves international capitalism and is, 
in essence, a counterrevolutionary phenomenon, has appeared there. ​. . . ​The 
bourgeoisie may revive. This is what has happened in the Soviet Union.” 74

Such talk scotched any hope of improving relations with the CPSU. In 
Mao’s mind the USSR now represented what might happen to China if it did 
not permanently uproot the sprouts of capitalism. In August 1962, he sanc-
tioned the initiation of a massive propaganda campaign against the “Soviet re-
visionists,” the central argument being that the universal striving for material 
well-being in the USSR had wholly extinguished the revolutionary enthusiasm 
of the masses. After this, the severance of ties with the CPSU was inevitable.

At the next regular meeting of the Central Committee, which quickly 
followed the work conference, Mao also raised the possibility that the Com-
munist Party might degenerate. This time, however, he did not loose any 
thunderbolts and even graciously observed, “If the comrades who have com-
mitted mistakes will understand their deficiencies and return to the positions 
of Marxism-Leninism, we will close ranks with them. ​. . . ​There is no need to 
resort to chopping off heads.”

Once more he felt in control since he had chased the opposition into a 
corner. All that remained was to create a supercharged atmosphere, educate 
the cadres in an antirevisionist spirit, and administer a decisive blow against all 
his “enemies” at a time of his choosing. “One can say now with assurance that 
classes exist in socialist countries,” he continued.

After the overthrow of feudalism there was restoration everywhere. ​. . . ​
This sort of recidivism can occur in socialist countries, too. Thus, Yu-
goslavia has degenerated, and become revisionist ​. . . ​a state ruled by 
reactionary nationalist elements. In our own country we must grasp, 
understand, and study this problem. It is necessary to recognize 
that ​. . . ​reactionary classes can bring about restoration. ​. . . ​There-
fore, starting today we must speak of class struggle every year, every 
month, every day, at meetings, party congresses, at plenums, at every 
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session, so that with regard to this issue we have a more or less clear 
Marxist-Leninist line.75

This became the main theme of his speeches. Following the plenum, Mao 
launched a new campaign: fan xiu, fang xiu (oppose revisionism from abroad, 
guard against revisionism at home). It became a component of the mass move-
ment for socialist education.

The countryside became the primary arena for the movement. Because of 
the contract system, it was there, Mao believed, that the threat of restoration 
originated. But the urban population was also targeted. Everywhere, both in 
the provinces and at the center, it was necessary to reject money-grubbing 
and to substitute moral and revolutionary incentives in place of material ones. 
Only then, according to Mao, would an inspired people be able “to move 
mountains.”

His immediate circle fully shared his ideas, first among them Jiang Qing, 
who understood that only by unconditional devotion to Mao could she retain 
her spouse, who no longer was interested in her as a woman. In late Septem-
ber 1962, Mao first allowed her into the political arena by entrusting her with 
control over the sphere of culture. Jiang enthusiastically assumed her new role, 
resolved, like Ibsen’s Nora, to strike another blow against bourgeois society. 
Her goal was to achieve the total revolutionary transformation of “rotten” lit-
erature and “degraded” art.

Again, as during the Yan’an period, Kang Sheng became an intimate of 
the Chairman, who once again assigned him the job of vetting cadres. Mao 
also relied upon the fanatically loyal Chen Boda, who was ready to provide a 
Marxist foundation for whatever the Chairman said, no matter how absurd. 
He found faithful assistants in Shanghai, among them Ke Qingshi, whom Mao 
had wanted to install as premier back in 1958. In early 1965, he was designated 
Zhou Enlai’s deputy, but this dedicated anti-rightist warrior soon died of pan-
creatic cancer. But Ke’s people were still in Shanghai, including two talented 
journalists, one of whom, the forty-eight-year-old Zhang Chunqiao, was sec-
retary of the Municipal Committee in charge of propaganda, and the other, the 
thirty-four-year-old Yao Wenyuan, on the staff of the local party newspaper 
Jiefang ribao (Liberation daily).

Even though he had opposed Mao in the past, Zhou Enlai now demonstrated 
his selfless devotion to the Chairman. Zhou must have been pleased that the 
Leader’s ire was directed against Liu Shaoqi and his assistants. He bore an ancient 
grudge against Liu, rooted in jealousy. Each of them had wanted to be second 
in the pecking order under Mao. Sometimes their rivalry assumed comic form. 
Ivan Kovalev, Stalin’s former representative in China, recalled, “Zhou Enlai and 
Liu Shaoqi really disliked each other. ​. . . ​It was rather comical: if I toasted Liu at a 
banquet after Mao then Zhou would stalk out of the hall, and vice versa.”76
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Everyone on Mao’s team occupied a definite place. First in the lineup was 
Lin Biao, the minister of defense, who since the late 1950s had been turning 
the army into a “School of Mao Zedong Thought.” In 1961 the PLA newspaper 
Jiefangjun ribao (People’s Liberation Army daily) began to publish a quotation 
from Mao every day as an epigraph. Soldiers were ordered to cut out these epi-
graphs and compile their own collections of Mao quotations, which they then 
studied assiduously. In January 1964 the General Political Administration of 
the PLA issued the first mimeographed book of quotations, a little red book or, 
as it was called in China, the hongbaoshu (the precious red book). It included 
200 quotations arranged in twenty-three sections. Then in May 1964, a new, 
expanded edition was published with 326 quotations in thirty chapters, and in 
August 1965, yet another edition with 427 quotations grouped in thirty-three 
chapters. The third edition became a classic and more than a billion copies 
were printed in the next eleven years. The dimensions of this 270-page pocket-
sized book were 4.1 by 3 inches. (Some editions were slightly larger, 5.1 by 
3.5 inches.)

Other forms of Maoist propaganda were developed in the army, including 
the cult of the rank-and-file model soldier, the communist Lei Feng, whose 
core virtue was his boundless loyalty to Chairman Mao. Orphaned as a child, 
Lei owed everything in his life to the Communist Party. Entering the army, 
he became a model soldier and ideal citizen. In August 1962, at the age of 
twenty-two, he died as the result of an accident. To enumerate his “feats” 
would exhaust our patience. Among them were remitting his scanty salary to 
the parents of his comrades in arms, serving tea to officers and new recruits, 
and washing the feet of his comrades who were tired out from long marches, as 
well as washing and darning their socks and bedclothes. Above all, what made 
him a national hero was the diary in which he poured out his deep feelings of 
love for his motherland, the party, and most of all for Chairman Mao. From his 
earliest childhood he had dreamed of the “great friend of all orphans,” and the 
first five Chinese characters that Lei learned in school were Mao zhuxi wansui 
(Long live Chairman Mao).

Deeply moved when he was told about the diary, on March 5, 1963, Mao 
ordered everyone to learn from Lei Feng and from the PLA.77 He was satisfied 
with Lin Biao, who had transformed the army into the most reliable strong-
hold of the Chairman. The life of the country became militarized. Political de-
partments modeled on those of the army were set up in various institutions.78

Jiang Qing also scored some great successes. The “revolutionary operas” 
and “ballets” that had been created and then imposed on the artistic bureau-
crats squeezed out the “wretched feudal” productions. The “progressive” 
movement for “socialist education” continually gathered steam, while in the 
economy, thanks to the efforts of Zhou and Chen Boda, collective property 
was once more strongly affirmed. No more leaps were attempted and there 
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were no more natural disasters, but the peasants, now aggregated in produc-
tion brigades rather than the mammoth communes, apparently were recon-
ciled to their fate. For three straight years (1962–64) the grain harvest was 
fairly good. In 1964 an epochal event occurred that signaled China’s debut as 
a potential world power. A successful test of a nuclear weapon was carried out 
at 3 p.m. on October 16 at the Malan Testing Ground, in the Lop Nor desert of 
Xinjiang. The entire country celebrated this great victory.

Now everything seemed to be going Mao’s way. The country was develop-
ing, if slowly, and the masses were immersed in the struggle against the danger 
of capitalist restoration. The “moderates,” whom the Leader now called “the 
capitalist roaders,” were fast losing ground. With Mao’s encouragement, the 
cult of the Chairman was in full flower, especially after the inglorious fall of 
Khrushchev, who had been ousted in October 1964 at a plenum of the Central 
Committee of the CPSU. Mao thought that one of the reasons for Khrush-
chev’s downfall was that, unlike Stalin, the Soviet leader had no cult of per-
sonality at all.79

In these eventful years Mao experienced ever-growing psychological 
agitation. Like a beast tirelessly tracking its prey, he burned with lethal de-
sire. That Liu, Deng, and other apostates had done nothing “wrong” for a long 
time only strengthened his fervor. He viewed their loyalty as a sign of weak-
ness and therefore he did everything in his power to isolate his former friends. 
Each of their initiatives, even if it was in accord with his own views, he looked 
upon with a jaundiced eye as an attempt by his “enemies” to strengthen their 
authority.

During this tempestuous period he made a new personal conquest of last-
ing importance. At the end of 1962, in the compartment of his special railroad 
car he met a young woman who soon became his closest lover, and then his 
most trusted secretary. Her name was Zhang Yufeng (“Jasper Phoenix”), and 
she was then just eighteen years old. Mao generally loved young girls, but he 
was particularly taken by her. There was something unusual about her. She was 
naïve and shy like many young Chinese girls, yet she possessed a very strong 
character and was quick-witted and sharp-tongued. Most of all, she was a real 
beauty. She melted the heart of the old man.

She came from the town of Mudanjiang in the north of China and served 
as a conductor on Mao’s special train. She was introduced to Mao by his head 
bodyguard, who knew of his chief ’s passion for young girls. The Chairman 
asked her to write her given name and family name, but Yufeng’s hand trem-
bled from agitation. So he wrote the characters himself and showed them to 
her. She blushed. Then the chief bodyguard asked the Chairman whether he 
would like Comrade Zhang to service his compartment. Mao nodded. The 
affair quickly assumed the form of an impetuous romance.80 There can be no 
doubt whatsoever that the eighteen-year-old girl was flattered. Could such a 
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thing be imagined? She had become the lover of the Great Helmsman himself! 
So what if he was nearing seventy and false iron teeth glittered in his mouth? 
His sexual energy was enormous.

In May 1965, reinvigorated by his love, Mao decided to embark on a jour-
ney by rail to the places from his heroic youth. Preparing for his final battle 
against the “moderates” whom he found increasingly irritating, he set off for 
the Jinggang Mountains, where thirty-eight years earlier he had led a guerrilla 
war.81 The journey clearly had symbolic significance for him. Gazing at the 
eternal green mountains, he ecstatically composed some new verses:

A long-time cherished hope:
to fly through clouds
and once more visit Chingkangshan [Jinggang Mountains].
Coming a thousand miles
to search for the old place,
all changed by a new look.
Orioles singing, swallows dancing, everywhere,
flowing water bubbling,
tall trees climbing into the sky,
Huangyangchieh [Huangyangjie]’s paths, then deadly,
now not even steep.

Wind and thunder were violent,
powerful flags were waving.
Now unshakeable on the earth,
the passing of thirty years
a moment’s snap of the thumb.

Now we can pick up the moon
in the nine-leveled sky,
and catch turtles in all five oceans.
Triumphant return with talk and laughter:
nothing difficult in this world
if you can keep climbing.82

Mao had reason to be proud. He had become the ruler of a great country. 
With a snap of his fingers he could command the obedience of hundreds of 
millions of people. But the higher he reached on the pinnacle of power the less 
peace of mind he enjoyed. He was incapable of understanding the wisdom 
of the Daoists, who said that only “emptiness and stillness reached through-
out ‘Heaven and Earth.’ ” As the ancient Daoist philosopher Zhuangzi said, 
“[T]he kings of the world in ancient times ​. . . ​though their abilities outshone 
all within the four seas ​. . . ​did not of themselves act.” 83
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“Th  e  Di  s mi  s s a l  o f 

H ai Rui       f r o m  Offic     e”

Returning to Beijing in June 1965, Mao encountered disorder. The Socialist 
Education campaign uncovered scandalous instances of “bourgeois degenera-
tion” in most party organizations. In at least half of them “class enemies” had 
seized power. Mao loyalists had been informing him of the “threatening situa-
tion” at the local levels since late 1964, and now it had come to a head. This was 
inevitable since every party official able to fathom the Helmsman’s mood re-
ported up the chain of command only that information he knew Mao wanted 
to hear. Such was the totalitarian system Mao himself had created. By an irony 
of fate he became its greatest victim.

The world of terrible illusions in which he lived aroused him to real ac-
tions. Even though he was past seventy, he was quite unlike Confucius, who 
said, “At seventy, I follow all the desires of my heart without breaking any 
rules.” This was not the only way in which Mao differed from the great sage. 
Confucius had also said, “At sixty, my ear was attuned.” 1 The Chairman was 
unable to do this to the end of his days.

In Beijing he had a long conversation with Jiang Qing about cultural affairs. 
Earlier she had already convinced him of the need to unmask as “counterrevo-
lutionary” a play by Wu Han about a courageous and noble sixteenth-century 
official, Hai Rui, who had dared to speak the truth to a depraved Ming dynasty 
emperor. Wu Han had written this play in January 1961, and it had been play-
ing to small audiences in China ever since. In it Hai Rui addressed these words 
to the emperor: “In the past you did some good things, but what are you doing 
now? Rectify your mistakes! Let the people live in happiness. You have com-
mitted too many mistakes, yet you believe that you are always correct and 
therefore reject all criticism.” Jiang Qing believed that Wu Han was drawing 
a parallel between the cases of Hai Rui and Peng Dehuai. The purpose of his 
“malicious” play was to strike at the authority of the Great Helmsman. Other 
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Chinese theatergoers, however, saw no “criminal” intent in the play and did 
not consider Wu Han, a loyal follower of Mao, perfidious.

Jiang Qing had early doubts about the play, but neither Mao nor anyone 
else supported her initially. Even Kang Sheng was skeptical of Jiang’s claim. 
Everyone knew that Mao was fond of Hai Rui. In Hai Rui he saw himself, “an 
honest and upright revolutionary” who fought against the vices of the degen-
erate classes. In late 1961, Mao even presented Wu Han an autographed copy 
of the third volume of his Selected Works.2

By 1965, however, Mao had begun seeing enemies everywhere; now Jiang 
Qing succeeded in arousing his suspicions about Wu Han. The scholar and 
playwright was also the deputy mayor of Beijing and a direct subordinate of 
Peng Zhen. Peng, in turn, was one of the closest associates of Liu Shaoqi and 
Deng Xiaoping. In the Chairman’s fevered brain, all four of them—Wu Han, 
Peng Zhen, Liu Shaoqi, and Deng Xiaoping—were united in a single “malevo-
lent band.”

At the very end of December 1964, Mao had vented his discontent with 
Liu and Deng at a Politburo Work Conference. His emotional outburst was 
occasioned by the fact that on the eve of the conference Deng had suggested 
Mao not take part in it. There was nothing unusual about this suggestion, since 
at the time Mao was feeling indisposed and Deng felt sorry for him. But Mao 
had shown up in the conference hall anyway and had spoken, as always, about 
class struggle. He had even said that at present the main contradiction in the 
countryside was the one between those in authority taking the capitalist road 
on one hand, and the broad masses on the other. Liu attempted to oppose this 
view because he had long since feared that the struggle against revisionism was 
exceeding all limits and that he himself might be targeted. He sensed that the 
Leader was turning against him. Mao became so incensed that he decided to 
make a scene. In a few days he arrived at the meeting with the texts of the Con-
stitution of the PRC and of the Party Statutes and shouted at his comrades that 
he had here two books and they both granted him the right to express himself, 
one as a citizen and the other as a party member. But, according to Mao, “one 
of you” (Deng Xiaoping) did not allow him into this meeting, and the other 
(Liu Shaoqi) did not let him speak.3

Soon after this he recalled Jiang Qing’s comment about Wu Han. Finally, 
everything fell into place. Wu Han wrote a play on orders from Peng Zhen, 
Liu Shaoqi, and Deng Xiaoping, who were dreaming of crushing me! he must 
have thought. Several years later he would tell Edgar Snow that the decision to 
replace Liu was made in January 1965, because Liu “had strenuously opposed” 
the ongoing Socialist Education campaign aimed at the removal of “those in 
the Party in authority” who were “taking the capitalist road.” At this time, based 
on what Mao had told him, Snow wrote, “a great deal of power—over propa-
ganda work within the provincial and local party committees, and especially 
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within the Peking [Beijing] Municipal Party Committee—had been out of his 
control.” Therefore, he decided “there was need for more personality cult, in 
order to stimulate the masses to dismantle the anti-Mao Party bureaucracy.” 4

In February 1965 Mao sent Jiang Qing to Shanghai “to arrange for the 
publication of an article criticizing the play The Dismissal of Hai Rui from Of-
fice.” 5 His faithful wife carried out her assignment with help from local party 
journalist Yao Wenyuan. The article went through eleven drafts that Jiang 
Qing and the Shanghai leftist Zhang Chunqiao had secretly delivered to Mao 
in Beijing by special courier.6 Only toward the end of the summer did he find 
“it mostly to his liking.” He delivered the final text to Jiang Qing and suggested 
that other leading figures on the Central Committee read it, but his wife said, 
“It’s better to publish the article as is. In my opinion, it’s just as well if Com-
rades Zhou Enlai and Kang Sheng are not given a chance to read it.” Jiang was 
afraid that if Zhou and Kang got hold of the article then Liu Shaoqi and Deng 
Xiaoping would also want to read it.7 They decided to proceed as Jiang sug-
gested. The article, which appeared on November 10, 1965, in the Shanghai 
newspaper Wenhui bao (Literary reports), initiated a new mass movement that 
was soon dubbed the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.

Mao had conceived the idea of a radical revolution in the sphere of cul-
ture in December 1963 while reading a report by Jiang Qing’s confederate 
the Shanghai leader Ke Qingshi, who painted a dire picture of the cultural 
situation. Mao drafted a resolution asserting that “scoundrels” in the cultural 
realm were propagating feudal and bourgeois rather than socialist values.8 He 
had earlier expressed his dismay that creative intellectuals, including party 
members, were avoiding class struggle. Not until early July 1964, however, did 
he demand that a special Five-Member Group be organized in the Central 
Committee to deal with cultural revolutionary affairs.9 Wishing to avoid con-
flict with the Chairman, the “moderates” backed this idea, and the group was 
headed by Peng Zhen, a supporter of Liu Shaoqi; Kang Sheng represented the 
hard-line Maoists. However, Mao was dissatisfied with the group. Peng and his 
associates tried to limit party interference in the sphere of culture by organiz-
ing academic discussions, but the Chairman was convinced that a class purge 
of the creative circles was imperative.

All summer Mao had kept the draft article about Wu Han a secret. He did 
not consider publishing the article in Beijing because he did not yet want to 
precipitate an open conflict. He intended to strike Wu, Peng Zhen, and their 
behind-the-scenes supporters Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping on the sly. Liu 
and Deng seemed oblivious to the Great Helmsman’s mood and may have 
considered themselves invulnerable. In late September, at the new meeting 
of the cultural affairs group, Peng Zhen declared, “In truth, all persons are 
equal, regardless of whether they are on the party Central Committee or [are] 
the Chairman.” 10 Mao could not forgive this. He soon signaled Yao Wenyuan 

30945 Mao.indd   493 7/12/12   4:56 PM



494	 MAO

to publish the article. Yao condemned Wu Han’s drama as a weapon in the 
struggle of the bourgeoisie against the dictatorship of the proletariat and the 
socialist revolution. In Mao’s China such an accusation was the equivalent of 
a death sentence.

In November 1965, two days after publication of the article, Mao set out for 
Shanghai, the leftist fiefdom, stopping in Tianjin, Jinan, Xuzhou, Bengfu (Anhui 
province), and Nanjing. He was very dissatisfied with the local leaders whom 
he met en route. Everyone enthused over the “enormous successes” achieved 
during the Socialist Education movement. No one was gripped by the struggle 
against revisionism or worried about the danger of capitalist restoration.

Only in Shanghai was the air saturated with radicalism. Yet even there he 
could not slacken his efforts. The news from Beijing was alarming. Peng Zhen’s 
first response to the article in Literary Reports was to prohibit its republica-
tion in the central press and reframe the discussion of the play as an academic 
matter. Wu Han replied to the Shanghai journalist’s critique by pointing out a 
number of factual inaccuracies in the Literary Reports article. “I am not afraid 
of Yao Wenyuan’s criticism,” Wu Han wrote, “but it seems to me that pseudo-
criticism of this sort, which is decked out with false labels, is an improper form 
of behavior. Who [after this] will be bold enough to write anything? Who will 
dare to study history?” 11

After reading this response, Mao could not fall asleep. Peng Zhen and the 
Beijing Municipal Committee, which controlled the central press, refused to 
surrender. The struggle was intensifying. “I could do nothing in Peking [Bei-
jing],” Mao later recalled.12 Peng Zhen and his supporters failed to understand 
who was actually behind Yao Wenyuan. But Zhou Enlai intervened in the mat-
ter, informing Peng that Mao intended to publish Yao’s work as a separate bro-
chure if Beijing’s mass media continued to ignore it.13 Only then, on November 
29, did People’s Daily reprint the malicious libel, adding its own commentary, 
which, in the spirit of Peng Zhen, referred to it as part of a polemic among 
scholars.

Now Mao celebrated. He composed heroic verses about a bird that yearns 
for the storm.

Unfurling his wings Kun Peng*
traverses ninety thousand li,†
lets loose a whirlwind everywhere he goes.
Gripping Heaven in his talons
the giant bird surveys the world below.

*	 Kun Peng (the roc) is a gigantic bird referred to in Chapter One of Zhuangzi.

†	 Li is a traditional Chinese unit of distance, an equivalent of 1,640.42 feet.
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The roar of cannons shakes the earth.
Swirling crows blacken the sky.
A frightened sparrow cowers in a bush,
“A holocaust! What’s going on?” she cries.
“I really must fly off.”
“And may I ask, where to?”
“To the Fairyland above
where three drew up a pact last fall.*
Besides, there’s much to eat,
Potatoes roasted with a side of beef.”†
“You’ve farted quite enough you clown,
do you not know the world is turning upside down?” 14

Indeed, in the world that Mao inhabited, heaven and earth had really changed 
places. He desired to turn the whole country upside down.

His mood uplifted, Mao set out from Shanghai for Hangzhou, where, on 
the banks of placid Xili Lake, he could finally relax. Now everything was going 
his way. After ten days, however, he took to the road again, unable to sit still. 
He thirsted for combat. In Shanghai he held another meeting of the Politburo 
Standing Committee, then returned to Hangzhou, where Chen Boda, Kang 
Sheng, and other close confidants awaited him. Then he traveled to Lushan, 
Canton, and Nanning before returning to Hangzhou after New Year. In early 
February he left for Wuhan via Changsha.15

There, in the Donghu Guest House on the shore of East Lake in Wuhan, 
he received four members of the Five-Member Cultural Revolution Group: 
Peng Zhen, Kang Sheng, Lu Dingyi, head of the Propaganda Department of 
the Central Committee, and Wu Lengxi, director of the Xinhua News Agency 
and the editor in chief of People’s Daily, who brought him their “Outline Re-
port Concerning the Current Academic Discussion.” One of the participants 
described the meeting:

Mao asked Peng Zhen a question, “Is Wu Han really an anti-party 
and anti-socialist [element]?” But before Peng Zhen could reply, Kang 
Sheng jumped in, saying that Wu Han’s play was an “anti-party, anti-
socialist venomous weed.” No one dared contradict him. “Of course, 
if anyone has a contrary point of view, they should express it,” Mao 

*	 Mao is referring to the treaty banning nuclear testing in the atmosphere, outer space, and 
under water signed in Moscow by the U.S., USSR, and Great Britain on August 5, 1963.

†	 Mao is mocking Khrushchev’s description in April 1964 that communism is a plateful of 
goulash for everybody.
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said in the silence that followed. ​. . . ​Finally, Peng Zhen spoke. He 
wanted to defend the document that he had brought with him.16

He said, “I think that we must proceed from the Chairman’s instructions to let 
one hundred schools contend and one hundred flowers bloom when it comes 
to discussing the academic issues raised in the play.” Lu Dingyi supported Peng 
Zhen. Mao summed up: “You people work it out. I don’t need to see it.” 17

Neither Peng nor Lu nor Wu, believing that Mao approved their theses, 
was aware this was a trap. Right after their conversation with the Chairman, 
with light hearts they made their way to the antiquarian bookshops for which 
Wuchang and Hankou were famous.18 Several days later the Central Commit-
tee adopted and disseminated the theses classified “top secret.”

Now Mao, again seized by a passion for combat, sprang into action. In 
mid-May, piqued at Peng Zhen, he approved a “Summary of the Army Forum 
on Literature and Art Work” prepared by Jiang Qing, based on a February PLA 
conference that Lin Biao had sanctioned.19 Unlike the theses in Peng Zhen’s 
report, this document spoke of the “anti-party, anti-socialist black line” op-
posed to Mao Zedong Thought, propagated by literature and art officials since 
the founding of the PRC. “Such theories as ‘Write the Truth’ are characteristic 
of this line,” the “Summary” emphasized. It called for “resolutely carrying out 
a great socialist revolution on the cultural front to liquidate this black line 
completely.” 20

In mid-March, Mao held an enlarged meeting of the Politburo Standing 
Committee to which he invited Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, and provincial, au-
tonomous region, and province-level municipal first party secretaries. Some 
Central Committee members also attended. Many were shocked by what they 
heard. Not only did Mao attack Peng Zhen, Wu Han, and Wu Lengxi for dis-
seminating bourgeois culture, but he also called for unleashing class struggle 
in all of the universities, high schools, and primary schools throughout the 
whole country. “Let the students ​. . . ​make a ruckus. We don’t need blind faith 
or restraint. We need a new intelligentsia, new points of view, a new creative ap-
proach. What we need, then, is for the students to overthrow the professors.” 21

A week later, in Hangzhou, Mao Zedong told his closest collaborators, 
including Jiang Qing and Kang Sheng, that the Beijing Municipal Committee 
and the Propaganda Department of the Central Committee were defending 
bad people and not supporting the leftists. “The situation in the Beijing Mu-
nicipal Committee is well-described in the proverb, ‘A needle can’t be stuck 
into it nor a drop of water permeate it,’ ” he said. “It needs to be dissolved. 
As for the Propaganda Department, it is the ‘Palace of the King of Hell.’ We 
need to overthrow the King of Hell and set the little devils free.” Again he 
branded Wu Han “anti-party and anti-socialist.” He also criticized Deng Tuo, 
the former editor in chief of People’s Daily, and Liao Mosha, the former head of 
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the United Front Work Department of the Beijing Municipal Committee, for 
publishing satirical feuilletons in the capital press, many of which, incidentally, 
were coauthored with Wu Han.22

Pressured by Mao, the Central Committee circulated Jiang Qing’s “Sum-
mary.” Six days later the Chairman convened an enlarged plenum of the Stand-
ing Committee of the Politburo in Hangzhou at which he demanded that Peng 
Zhen’s report be repudiated and the Five-Member Cultural Revolution Group 
be disbanded, to be replaced by a new group attached to the Politburo Stand-
ing Committee.23 Wang Renzhong, the first secretary of the Hubei Party Com-
mittee, who participated in the meeting, wrote down the Chairman’s angry 
words in his diary: “Revisionism has surfaced not only in the cultural sphere, 
but also in the party, the government, and the army. Revisionism is particu-
larly rife in the party and the army.” 24

Mao had no intention of returning to Beijing now, so he asked Liu Shaoqi 
of all people to convene an enlarged plenum of the Politburo in Zhongnanhai 
to implement these decisions. “The west wind [from the ‘revisionist’ Soviet 
Union] is blowing fallen leaves into Chang’an [the capital of ancient China, 
in the given situation a reference to Beijing],” he said to his associates. “If we 
don’t sweep them up, the dust will not disappear by itself.” 25 Trying to protect 
himself, Liu betrayed Peng; in May his loyal associate was removed from all 
his posts and accused of disseminating the “bourgeois” slogan of “Everybody 
is equal before the truth.” In late April Peng was placed under house arrest.26

Lu Dingyi was simultaneously purged, not only because he had supported 
Peng Zhen in Wuhan during the discussion of the April theses. In early 1966, 
Ye Qun, Lin Biao’s wife, discovered that Lu’s spouse, Yan Weibing, whom she 
had long considered a “comrade in arms,” actually hated her with a passion. 
Whether this hatred derived from envy or some other reason is unknown. 
(Later Lu Dingyi would assert that his wife suffered from schizophrenia.) Be-
ginning in 1960, right after “Comrade Ye” became the head of her husband’s 
office in the Ministry of Defense, “Comrade Yan” began to inundate her and 
other members of Lin Biao’s family with anonymous letters. Most asserted that 
Ye Qun had always been dissolute and had repeatedly cuckolded Lin Biao. In 
letters to Lin Biao’s daughter Doudou, Yan Weibing asserted that Ye Qun was 
not her biological mother.

Infuriated, Ye Qun and Lin Biao demanded that the responsible authori-
ties punish the slanderer and handed over several dozen of these anonymous 
letters to the Ministry of Public Security, which initiated a criminal case against 
Lu Dingyi’s wife. On April 28, 1966, she was arrested on charges of “counter-
revolutionary activity.” After several days the unfortunate Lu, like Peng Zhen, 
was put under house arrest.27

At Mao’s insistence they were lumped together in a single “anti-party” 
group along with Luo Ruiqing, the chief of the General Staff, and Yang Shang-
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kun, head of the General Affairs Department of the Central Committee, who 
had been fired earlier for entirely unrelated reasons.28 Aggregating them was 
intended to demonstrate that the unfolding Cultural Revolution was aimed 
not only at bureaucrats in the fields of culture and propaganda, but also against 
other “representatives of the bourgeoisie who had infiltrated the party, the gov-
ernment, and the army,” in other words, against everyone who was prepared 
“to seize power at the first convenient opportunity and transform the dictator-
ship of the proletariat into a dictatorship of the bourgeoisie.”

On May 16, at the enlarged Politburo meeting, Lin Biao grilled Lu Dingyi: 
“You and your wife conspired for a long time and slandered Comrade Ye Qun 
and my whole family, inundating us with anonymous letters. What were you 
trying to accomplish? Speak!”

Everyone present turned toward Lu. Before the session had begun, each of 
them had found on the table in front of them a sheet of paper written in Lin’s 
hand: “I certify that (1) when she and I got married, Ye Qun was a pure vir-
gin, and she has remained faithful ever since; (2) Ye Qun and Wang Shiwei [a 
writer executed in Yan’an] had never been lovers; (3) Laohu [a son of Lin Biao] 
and Doudou are Ye Qun’s and my own flesh and blood; and (4) Yan Weibing’s 
counterrevolutionary letters contain nothing but rumors. Lin Biao, May 14, 
1966.” 29

The terrified Lu Dingyi hastened to disown his once greatly beloved wife: 
“Yan Weibing [indeed] wrote anonymous letters, but I knew [nothing of this]. 
She did not discuss them with me, did not give them to me to read, and I sus-
pected nothing.”

“You are lying,” Lin Biao exploded, banging his fist on the table. “How 
could you not know what your wife was up to?”

“Is it really so unusual for husbands not to know what their wives are up 
to?” Lu Dingyi, perplexed, finally blurted out, barely conscious of what he was 
saying.

Everyone sat rigidly, but Lin Biao lost his head entirely. “I will shoot you!” 
he roared. Following this Kang Sheng pronounced the verdict “Lu Dingyi is 
a spy.” 30

Kang also accused Peng Zhen, the main figure among the “four traitors,” 
of espionage, asserting that Peng had maintained secret ties with Chiang 
Kai-shek’s agents throughout the entire existence of the PRC. He also listed 
Peng Zhen’s father-in-law as “a big traitor.” 31

On May 16, the same enlarged meeting of the Politburo, acting in the 
name of the Central Committee, adopted the text of a special communiqué 
to party organizations throughout the country announcing the disbanding of 
the Group of Five and the establishment of a new Cultural Revolution Group 
directly under the Standing Committee of the Politburo. This communiqué for 
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the first time called upon the entire party to “hold high the great banner of the 
proletarian cultural revolution.”

A few paragraphs of this communiqué, including that on the establish-
ment of a new Cultural Revolution Group directly under the Standing Com-
mittee of the Politburo, were written by Mao himself. The most important was 
the following:

Those representatives of the bourgeoisie who have sneaked into the 
Party, the government, the army and various cultural circles are a 
bunch of counter-revolutionary revisionists. Once conditions are 
ripe, they will seize political power and turn the dictatorship of the 
proletariat into a dictatorship of the bourgeoisie. Some of them we 
have already seen through, others we have not. Some are still trusted 
by us and are being trained as our successors, persons like Khrush-
chev, for example, who are still nestling beside us. Party committees 
at all levels must pay full attention to this matter.32

This communiqué invited popular involvement in the Cultural Revolution, its 
distinguishing characteristic. Heretofore all party purges had occurred behind 
tightly closed doors.33 Now the Chairman had granted the people the right to 
judge “revisionist party members,” including “big party tyrants.” Yet no one 
knew just whom the Great Helmsman had in mind when talking about per-
sons like Khrushchev who “are being trained as our successors” and “who are 
still nestling beside us.”

Everyone knew that Mao’s heir was Liu Shaoqi, but no one imagined him 
to be a traitor, except, perhaps, a few persons from the Chairman’s inner circle. 
Kang Sheng recalled: “On May 16, 1966, Chairman Mao stressed: revision-
ists, reactionaries, and traitors are hiding among us and enjoying our friends’ 
trust. At that time, many cadres did not understand what Chairman Mao really 
meant, thinking that the allusion was to Luo [Ruiqing] and Peng [Zhen]. But in 
fact, Peng Zhen had been exposed. No one dared to think of who were traitors 
among us.” 34 “I,” Kang Sheng added, “did not sense [either] that the reference 
was to Liu Shaoqi, but had only a very superficial understanding of this impor-
tant instruction from Chairman Mao.” 35 Zhang Chunqiao, the Shanghai leftist, 
said the same: “When the movement began, quite a few people had a very poor 
understanding of—and responded very ineffectively to—the Chairman’s words, 
in particular the passage about ‘persons like Khrushchev, for example, who are 
still nestling beside us.’ At that time, I did not really understand this passage. I 
could only think of Peng Zhen and did not fully anticipate Liu Shaoqi.” 36

Mao considered his thesis about “China’s Khrushchev” the main point 
of the communiqué and quickly informed Kang Sheng and Chen Boda. He 
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wanted his communiqué to “explode” not only the party but Chinese society 
as a whole.

Kang Sheng, enlightened by Mao, later explained:

The Great Cultural Revolution originated from the idea that classes 
and class struggle still exist in the socialist system. This idea is both 
theoretical and empirical. Experiences have shown that even in the 
Soviet Union—the homeland of Lenin—the Bolshevik party adopted 
revisionism. Our experiences over the past 20 years in building a pro-
letarian dictatorship, and especially the recent incidents in Eastern 
Europe where bourgeois liberalism and capitalism were restored, also 
pose the question of how to conduct a revolution in the context of the 
proletarian dictatorship and under socialist conditions. To solve the 
problem, Chairman Mao himself initiated the Great Cultural Revolu-
tion in China.

According to Kang Sheng, the Great Helmsman initially proposed a three-
year plan for the Cultural Revolution. The task of the first year (June 1966–
June 1967) was “mobilization of the people,” that of the second year (June 
1967–June 1968) was “to gain significant victories,” and that of the last year 
(until June 1969) was “to conclude the Revolution.” “As for a great revolution 
like this,” the faithful adherent of Mao claimed, “three years is not a long pe-
riod of time.” 37

At a Politburo meeting on May 18, 1966, Lin Biao delivered a major re-
port on the Cultural Revolution. For the first time he implied criticism of 
Liu Shaoqi, “who has never publicized the thoughts of Mao Zedong.” 38 Kang 
Sheng raised the question of changing the term “Mao Zedong Thought” to 
“Mao Zedongism.” However, Mao again rejected this change.

The country plunged into chaos, yet Mao was unconcerned. On the con-
trary, he himself stirred the pot. Apparently the aging Leader was energized by 
directing the mass movement. He staked everything on this game, feeling that 
he was surrounded by enemies. In order to crush the “conspirators” he again 
turned to the people. This time he issued the call to the inexperienced youth—
students in colleges and technical institutes as well as middle schools—who 
were fanatically devoted to him. In mid-March 1966, he had already concluded 
that students should “overthrow their professors.” Now, after “unmasking” 
Peng Zhen and other intraparty capitalist roaders, he clearly sensed that the 
enthusiasm of the youthful students was higher than ever before. All he had 
to do was give the signal and a revolutionary conflagration would envelop the 
educational institutions. He received daily reports from the omniscient pub-
lic security organs, the Shanghai branch of the Central Cultural Revolution 
Group, headed by Zhang Chunqiao, and from student activists. One student 
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who, incidentally, was the son of a cadre, wrote: “Who could have supposed 
that such old party stalwarts such as Peng Zhen and Luo Ruiqing, were actu-
ally dangerous persons? Now I feel that we can trust only Chairman Mao, only 
the Central Committee (I am talking about the Party), we must suspect every
one and everybody, and if someone fails to carry out Chairman Mao’s direc-
tives, that person must be attacked.” 39 This “cannon fodder” would become his 
new guard. Not a single bureaucrat “taking the capitalist road” could possibly 
withstand their powerful pressure.

For a long time he had been pondering the need to draw young people 
more deeply into “a genuine socialist revolution.” He considered “class strug-
gle” the main focus and most of the subjects taught in higher educational in-
stitutions “harmful.” Therefore, the number of classroom hours devoted to 
lectures should be sharply curtailed and instead of having students “listen to 
all kinds of rubbish,” they should spend their time actively participating in 
“class battles.” “The present method [of education] cripples talent, cripples the 
youth,” he asserted indignantly. “I do not approve of this. A stop must be put 
to reading so many books!” He also disliked the system of academic exams. 
“The current method of conducting exams [treats students] like the enemy,” he 
said, referring to the method of administering tests according to the rule “If I 
can’t do it, you can write, and I will copy it from you. There’s nothing terrible in 
that.” Some exams, he believed, should be done away with entirely. “The cur-
rent system of education, of programs, methodology, methods of administer-
ing exams all need to be changed, because they cripple people,” he summed up 
at a meeting more than two years before the Cultural Revolution.40

He also broached this theme in a letter to Lin Biao dated May 7, 1966, nine 
days before the Politburo’s communiqué announcing the beginning of the Cul-
tural Revolution.41 In sum, purging educational institutions of the “capitalist 
roaders” and mobilizing youth to take part in “class struggle” became one of 
the main tasks of the newly organized Central Cultural Revolution Group. As 
its head, Mao appointed Chen Boda, with Jiang Qing as a deputy. Kang Sheng 
was an adviser to the group.

Kang dispatched his wife to Peking University, where one of her acquain-
tances, Nie Yuanzi, served as secretary to the party committee of the Depart-
ment of Philosophy. Kang’s wife incited Nie to mobilize several students to 
criticize the Municipal Party Committee and the party leadership of Beida, as 
Chinese habitually referred to Peking University. The forty-five-year-old Nie 
jumped at the chance and on May 25, with six students, she posted a dazibao 
(big character poster) on the dining room wall. She accused several leaders of 
the University Work Department of the Beijing Municipal Committee as well 
as the rector of Beida, who was also the secretary of the Beida party commit-
tee, of “carrying out a revisionist line that was aimed against the Central Com-
mittee and Mao Zedong Thought.” 42 In terms of the prevailing party norms, 
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this was an insurrection. But Nie and her students, of course, had nothing to 
fear; they were backed by the Cultural Revolution Group.

As soon as he received the text of the dazibao Kang Sheng immediately 
printed and sent it to Mao, who was still in Hangzhou. Mao immediately 
praised this calumny as “the first Marxist-Leninist dazibao,” ordering Kang 
Sheng and Chen Boda to disseminate it via the mass media. He wrote to them: 
“To Comrades Kang Sheng and Boda! It is very important that this text be 
broadcast in its entirety by the Xinhua News Agency and published in all the 
nation’s newspapers. Now the smashing of the reactionary stronghold that is 
Peking University can begin. Mao Zedong. June 1.” 43 A couple of hours later, 
he phoned both of his confederates in Beijing to add that the dazibao was 
a manifesto of the Beijing Commune of the 1960s and was “even more sig-
nificant than the Paris Commune.” 44 By then Chen had already dispatched a 
so‑called work team to the editorial offices of People’s Daily to take over the 
newspaper. Mao had long expressed dissatisfaction with this paper, saying that 
no one should read it because it was under the influence of Liu Shaoqi, Deng 
Xiaoping, and Peng Zhen.45 Now, finally, it was in the hands of orthodox Mao-
ists who also began to exercise control over the Xinhua News Agency. So Chen 
had no problem implementing the Leader’s instructions.46

Liu, Deng, and many other Politburo leaders were nonplussed. In the 
Chairman’s absence, they simply did not know what to do. Their consterna-
tion was increased by the fact that upon Mao’s demand the Beijing garrison 
had been bolstered with two more divisions from the Ministry of Public Se-
curity that Lin Biao had ordered not to confront the revolutionary students.47 
The armed forces wholly supported the Chairman, and the leftist youth had 
nothing to fear.

Meanwhile, marking time, Liu and Deng slowly reorganized the Beijing 
Municipal Committee and replaced the rector of Beida. These actions imme-
diately echoed throughout the whole country. Students at many institutions of 
higher education followed Nie Yuanzi’s example by attacking their own rectors 
and party committees. The universities were seized by an epidemic of dazibao 
and students stopped attending class.

Regaining a grip on themselves, on June 9, Liu and Deng along with Zhou, 
Chen Boda, Kang Sheng, and Tao Zhu, the new head of the CC Propaganda 
Department, left for Hangzhou to persuade Mao to return to Beijing. But 
Mao refused. Then they sought his permission to send party work teams to 
all universities throughout the country to “reestablish order,” 48 a suggestion 
that Chen Boda, who was taking part in the conversation, opposed. Mao was 
noncommittal. He behaved exactly as he had in his meeting with Peng Zhen 
in Wuhan. “[T]hey may be sent, they may not be sent. But they should not be 
dispatched hastily,” he asserted inscrutably.49 As before, he simply wanted to 
provide his “enemies” an opportunity to emerge in the open. He acted accord-
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ing to the old principle “Let everything repulsive crawl completely out since if 
they come out only half-way, they can hide themselves again.” 50 It is amazing 
that such experienced politicians as Liu and Deng did not see through this.

Perplexed, they returned to Beijing, where they immediately took two 
contradictory decisions: on one side, they “temporarily, for six months” termi-
nated study at all schools and universities throughout the country, canceling 
academic exams, and on the other, they acknowledged as correct the dispatch 
of work teams to all the universities to “restore order.” “The CC considers that 
the measures adopted by the work team at Peking University with regard to the 
disturbances are correct and timely,” they asserted. “The same measures ad-
opted at Beida may be applied in any organization where similar occurrences 
appear.” 51 Soon more than ten thousand persons were included in work teams 
in Beijing and other districts throughout China.52

They could not have committed a greater mistake. This is precisely what 
Mao Zedong needed in order to accuse his “enemies” of “suppressing” the 
masses. He understood that no sooner would the work teams appear on cam-
puses than the rabble-rousing leftists would stage provocations, after which 
clashes between the two sides would develop into bloody encounters. Antici-
pating this, from his lofty heights he observed the events unfolding below. “A 
single dazibao at Peking University ignited the conflagration of the Cultural 
Revolution!” he exulted.53

In the middle of June he left Hangzhou for his ancestral home, Shaoshan, 
but he spent only eleven days there. By the end of the month he was already back 
in Wuhan, where he again lodged at the Donghu Guest House on the shore of 
East Lake. It was there amid the peace and quiet, under the shade of the cherry 
trees, enjoying the cool light breeze, that he finally decided the time had come 
to strike a decisive blow against the “black gang of capitalist roaders who were 
ensconced in the leadership of the communist party.” On July 8 he revealed his 
rebellious thoughts in a letter to his wife in which he welcomed “chaos”:

Complete disorder under Heaven will lead to universal order. This 
repeats itself every seven or eight years. All sorts of vermin will crawl 
out into the open. They cannot help doing this, because it is deter-
mined by their class nature. ​. . . ​Our task now in the whole party and 
the whole country is to basically overthrow the rightists (it is impossi-
ble to do it completely). After seven or eight years we will again start a 
movement to clean out the vermin. It will be necessary to clean them 
out many times.54

He sent this letter to Jiang Qing in Beijing and then wanted once more to sur-
prise the Chinese people and indeed the whole world. In his seventy-second 
year he decided to take one of his periodic swims in the Yangzi River.
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He entered its waters on July 16. Of course, he did not try to swim across 
the great river, but as he had done before he swam with its mighty current, 
which carried him a distance of some nine miles. The whole “swim” took 
just one hour and five minutes. But it made millions of Chinese immeasur-
ably happy. The Xinhua News Agency reported: “On July 16, 1966, the Great 
Leader of the Chinese people Chairman Mao Zedong with a favoring wind 
rippling the waves took a swim in the Yangzi River. In an hour and five min-
utes he swam about fifteen kilometers. ​. . . ​The joyful news ​. . . ​quickly flew all 
over Wuhan. The whole city was overjoyed, and the news passed from mouth 
to mouth. The people said, ‘Our Beloved Leader Chairman Mao Zedong is so 
healthy. This is the greatest happiness for the entire Chinese people. This is the 
greatest happiness for the revolutionary peoples of the whole world.’ ”

On the day Mao chose to swim

a forest of colorful flags lined the banks of the Yangzi, large posters 
with slogans were hung, exultant crowds of people milled around, 
loudspeakers broadcast the majestic strains of The East Is Red, singing 
the praises of our Beloved Leader Chairman Mao Zedong. ​. . . ​Thun-
derous joyful exclamations and sirens merged into a single sound. 
Chairman Mao Zedong, looking healthy and radiant, stood on the 
deck of the motor-launch. ​. . . ​On the river one could see red flags 
held aloft, and enormous banners bearing quotations from the works 
of Chairman Mao, “Unity, Intensity, Seriousness, and Liveliness,” “The 
imperialists condescend toward us; we must take this very seriously,” 
“Filled with resolve, we fear no sacrifice, we shall overcome all diffi-
culties to achieve victory.” ​. . . ​Chairman Mao Zedong waved his hand 
at the enthusiastic masses ​. . . ​[and] responding to their reception he 
said loudly, “Hello, comrades! Hooray, comrades!” A detachment of 
more than two hundred young swimmers, primary school pupils, es-
pecially drew Chairman Mao’s attention. These Pioneers who were 
eight to fourteen years old [were swimming and holding] in their 
hands signs saying “Learning is good, every day we make progress!” 
and they sang a song, “We are the communist successor generation,” 
demonstrating the revolutionary enthusiasm of the Pioneers of the 
era of Mao Zedong. ​. . . ​The cutter approached the great Wuchang 
dike. Chairman Mao Zedong entered the water and swam. It was pre-
cisely eleven o’clock in the morning. During the summer the currents 
of the Yangzi are swifter. Chairman Mao swam first using one stroke 
and then another. He swam on his side, then on his back. ​. . . ​When 
the hands of the clock showed that one hour and five minutes had 
passed ​. . . ​Chairman Mao Zedong climbed on board; he was hale and 
hearty, and showed no trace of fatigue.55
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News of Mao’s triumphal feat also astonished many persons abroad. But 
not everyone believed the propaganda that the seventy-two-year-old Mao had 
covered a distance of nine miles in a little over an hour. No one had publicized 
the fact that Mao had simply been carried along by the current.

Professional swimmers made particular sport of the leader of the CCP. 
The president of the International Swimming Association (FINA), William 
Berge Phillips, even wrote Mao Zedong a letter inviting him to take part in 
two competitions in Canada. “We have been told that on July 16, you swam 9 
miles in the brilliant time of one hour and five minutes,” he wrote sarcastically. 
“This would give you the opportunity to take part in these two competitions 
since the record for swimming ten miles, established last year in a traditional 
competition in Quebec by one of the fastest swimmers in the world, Herman 
Willemse (Germany)* was 4 hours and 35 minutes.” The president further 
noted that in February 1966 Giulio Travaglio (Italy) established a new record 
on Lake El Quillén in Argentina, but even his time of 3 hours and 56 minutes 
was not as impressive as the result achieved by the Chairman. The time at-
tributed to Mao indicates that on average he swam 100 yards in 24.6 seconds, 
whereas even today no one has yet succeeded in swimming that distance any 
faster than in 45.6 seconds. “Perhaps Mao Zedong would like to represent Red 
China at the next Olympic Games before turning professional,” the president 
wrote tongue-in-cheek. “But if he would like to earn some easy money, I sug-
gest that he take part in the professional swimmers’ competitions this summer 
and give some swimming lessons to Willemse, Travaglio, and others who obvi-
ously cannot hold a candle to him.” 56

On July 18, Mao returned to Beijing and immediately showed Liu and 
Deng who was boss. When he returned, he temporarily settled into the for-
mer diplomatic residence Diaoyutai (Fishing pavilion) on the western edge of 
the city. He deliberately refused to live in Zhongnanhai, where Deng and Liu 
dwelled. Liu immediately rushed over, but Mao did not want to receive him. 
“The Chairman is resting,” Mao’s secretary said to the dumbfounded Liu. In 
reality, Mao was talking behind closed doors to Kang Sheng and Chen Boda, 
who, of course, used the opportunity to depict Liu’s and Deng’s actions in the 
darkest hues. Not until the following evening was Liu able to see Mao. For Liu 
the meeting was rather unpleasant. Mao came down hard, asserting that his 
“work teams were completely unsuitable, that the former [Beijing] Municipal 
Committee was rotten, that the Propaganda Department of the Central Com-
mittee was rotten, that the Ministry of Higher Education likewise was rotten, 
and that People’s Daily was good for nothing.” Liu was like an ant in a frying 
pan. Meanwhile, Mao pressed on, skillfully playing the role of the Great Leader 
whose hopes had been deceived. In eight days he convened seven conferences 

*	 This was mistaken. Herman Willemse was actually from Holland.
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in which he demanded that the work teams, which “are actually acting like 
a brake and helping the counterrevolution,” be recalled.57 “Who suppressed 
student movements?” he raged. “Only the northern warlords did. ​. . . ​We must 
not restrict the masses. ​. . . ​Those who suppress the student movement will 
come to no good end!” 58

Under pressure from the incensed Chairman, who accused the Politburo 
leadership of sabotaging the Great Cultural Revolution, Liu and Deng, with 
the help of Zhou Enlai and the new leaders of the Beijing Municipal Com-
mittee, convened a large-scale meeting of activists from student organiza-
tions on July 29, in the Great Hall of the People on Tiananmen Square. More 
than ten thousand persons were present. Liu and Deng had to try to justify 
their actions, which they did rather awkwardly. Liu was particularly pitiful; 
he acknowledged that “I ​. . . ​honestly ​. . . ​don’t know ​. . . ​how to carry out the 
proletarian ‘Cultural Revolution.’ ” 59 There was dead silence in the hall. Deng 
Xiaoping’s daughter, who was present, began to sob.

“The childish babble” of his “enemy,” however, only inflamed Mao, who 
now smelled the scent of blood. While Liu was speaking, Mao stayed behind 
the scenes out of sight. He was also hiding while listening to Deng and to 
the loyal Zhou. Only when everyone had finished did he part the curtain and 
to everyone’s surprise step to the podium. The crowd let out an ecstatic roar, 
“Long Live Chairman Mao! Long Live Chairman Mao!” He walked back and 
forth along the stage, waving his arm in greeting.60

A great performer was giving a premier performance. The disgraced Deng 
and Liu had no choice but to take part in the spectacle, applauding their tor-
mentor with all their strength.
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The work teams were withdrawn, but Mao did not calm down. “The dispatch 
of work teams was in fact an act in opposition to the proletarian revolution 
from the bourgeois stand,” he thundered, demanding that the Cultural Revolu-
tion be carried out only with the support of the young people and revolution-
ary teachers. “If we cannot rely upon them, then on whom can we rely?” he 
inquired.1

On August 1, he sent a greeting to one of the youth organizations that had 
been founded on May 29, in a middle school attached to Tsinghua University. 
This organization called itself hongweibing (Red Guards), a name Mao liked 
very much. He praised its members: “No matter where they are, in Peking 
[Beijing] or anywhere else in China, I will give enthusiastic support to all who 
take an attitude similar to yours in the Cultural Revolution movement.” 2

When the letter was made public, Red Guard groups were organized 
among young students all over the country. Mao rubbed his hands with glee: 
with such an army he could “storm Heaven.” “We believe in masses,” he ac-
claimed. “To become teachers of the masses we must first be the students of the 
masses. The present great Cultural Revolution is a heaven-and-earth-shaking 
event. Can we, dare we, cross the pass into socialism? This pass leads to the 
final destruction of classes, and the reduction of the three great differences.” 3

In early August he convened an enlarged regularly scheduled plenum 
of the Central Committee, to which he invited “revolutionary teachers and 
students” from various institutions of higher education. In all there were 188 
persons present, among them 75 Central Committee members and 67 alter-
nates. The author of the “first Marxist-Leninist” dazibao, Nie Yuanzi, also  
attended.

The plenum, which opened on August 1, had been scheduled for five days 
but stretched to thirteen. Mao, who was responsible for extending the plenum, 
cursed the work teams, accusing them now of “terrorism.” At the first session 
he rudely interrupted Liu Shaoqi, who was making a political report. Mao said 
that 90 percent of the teams had made mistakes of line, had stood on the side 
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of the bourgeoisie, and opposed proletarian revolution.4 That same day, Au-
gust 1, he distributed his letter to the Red Guards at the middle school attached 
to Tsinghua University.

Trying to calm the enraged Chairman, the next evening the terrified Liu 
visited one of the universities in Beijing to see what the work teams were up 
to. He continued his investigation the following two evenings, and invited the 
members of the work team to visit him in Zhongnanhai, where he mildly criti-
cized them. “If you don’t permit them [students] to rebel, they will get rid of 
you for sure.” 5 Meanwhile, at the plenum on August 2 and 3, his supporters 
timidly tried to soften the extremely harsh criticism Mao had leveled at Liu 
and the work teams.

The Great Helmsman, however, became even more furious. On August 4, 
he abruptly interrupted the plenum and hastily convened an enlarged meeting 
of the Politburo Standing Committee. There he castigated Liu and the other 
“capitalist roaders,” comparing them not only with the northern militarists, 
but also with the CCP’s main enemy, the Guomindang, which had also sup-
pressed the students. He told the cowed members of the Standing Committee 
and the others, “There are monsters and demons among the people present 
here!” He said this in response to a rejoinder by the party veteran Marshal Ye 
Jianying: “We have a multi-million man army, and we are not afraid of evil 
spirits.” To Liu Shaoqi, who took responsibility for everything that had hap-
pened in Beijing, Mao irritably noted, “You have established [here] in Beijing 
your own dictatorship. Good for you!” 6

The following day, at Mao’s behest, Zhou Enlai informed Liu that he was 
no longer to appear in public or receive foreign guests as head of the PRC. 
Afterward Liu called the first secretary of the Beijing Municipal Party Com-
mittee, Li Xuefeng, and told him he was no longer to visit higher educational 
institutions. “[I]t seems that I am not qualified to lead the Cultural Revolu-
tion,” he said.7 Obviously Liu felt very bitter and realized he was doomed.

What he did not yet know was that on the same day, August 5, while 
the plenum was in session, Mao wrote his own dazibao titled “Bombard the 
Headquarters—My Big Character Poster,” which caused many party officials 
to tremble in fear.8 Everyone now understood that the Cultural Revolution 
was aimed against Liu Shaoqi. Revising its agenda, the plenum investigated the 
personal affairs of Liu and his closest associate, Deng Xiaoping.9

On August 8, the plenum adopted a special “Decision of the Central Com-
mittee of the Communist Party of China Concerning the Great Proletarian 
Cultural Revolution” (the so‑called Sixteen Points). Chen Boda and his Cen-
tral Cultural Revolution Group had drafted the text in July, but Mao approved 
it only during the plenum after having corrected it thirty times. Its key para-
graph said:
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Although the bourgeoisie has been overthrown, it is still trying to 
use the old ideas, culture, customs and habits of the exploiting classes 
to corrupt the masses, capture their minds and endeavor to stage a 
come-back. The proletariat must do just the opposite: it must meet 
head-on every challenge of the bourgeoisie in the ideological field and 
use the new ideas, culture, customs, and habits of the proletariat to 
change the mental outlook of the whole of society. At present, our 
objective is to struggle against those persons in authority who are tak-
ing the capitalist road, to criticize and repudiate the reactionary bour-
geois academic “authorities” and the ideology of the bourgeoisie and 
all other exploiting classes and to transform education, literature and 
art and all other parts of the superstructure that do not correspond to 
the socialist economic base, so as to facilitate the consolidation and 
development of the socialist system.10

The exhilarated Red Guards memorized this excerpt.
The resolution did not pass without some opposition. As Mao subse-

quently recalled, “[O]nly after discussion did I succeed in gathering scarcely 
more than half of the delegates. It goes without saying that, as before, many did 
not accept this point of view.” 11

Striving to eliminate resistance from Liu’s supporters, Mao reorganized the 
leading organs of the Politburo and added his associates Lin Biao, Kang Sheng, 
and Chen Boda to the Politburo Standing Committee. Lin filled the post of 
the sole deputy chairman* and became Mao’s newly designated successor in 
place of the discredited Liu Shaoqi.12 In order to weaken Deng Xiaoping’s in-
fluence the post of general secretary of the Central Committee was abolished 
and the Secretariat itself was shorn of any influence whatsoever in the party. 
After the plenum its functions were given to the Cultural Revolution Group.

On August 18, five days after the plenum, standing on the rostrum of the Gate 
of Heavenly Peace (Tiananmen Gate), Mao, Lin Biao, and others greeted hun-
dreds of thousands of ecstatic Red Guards assembled on the square below. Many 
of the students, overcome with emotion, began sobbing with joy. Enthusiastic 
shouts of “Long Live Chairman Mao!” and the songs “The East Is Red,” “Sailing 
the Seas Depends on the Helmsman,” and “I Love Chairman Mao’s Books Best 
of All” floated across the square. Many young men and young women, bearing 
bouquets and garlands of flowers, danced together. Red banners fluttered above 
the sea of people and gigantic portraits of the Leader were held aloft.

The greatest outburst of emotion occurred when a young female Red 

*	 Prior to this, besides Lin Biao there were four other deputy chairmen: Liu Shaoqi, Zhou 
Enlai, Zhu De, and Chen Yun.
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Guard, invited onto the rostrum, tied a scarlet armband with the inscription 
“Red Guard” around the Leader’s left arm. The crowd roared. Numerous cam-
eras snapped pictures and television and movie cameramen recorded this his-
toric moment. Mao, smiling slightly at the slender girl with big glasses, softly 
asked, “What’s your name?”

“Song Binbin [“Well-mannered Song”],” she replied, and froze on the spot.
Mao raised his eyebrows. “You must become a warrior [yao wu ma],” he 

said and burst out laughing.
The embarrassed young girl became completely tongue-tied. But after her 

historic meeting with the Great Helmsman, she changed her name to Song 
Yaowu (“Song Who Will Be a Warrior”).13 Her comrades took the Chairman’s 
words as a direct summons to more resolute actions.

That same day, Mao met with Peng Xiaomeng, an eighteen-year-old fe-
male student at the middle school attached to Peking University, renowned 
throughout China for having beaten the leader of the work team, the party vet-
eran Zhang Chengxian, with a copper-buckled leather belt. The fifty-one-year-
old Zhang was deputy director of the Propaganda Department of the North 
China Bureau of the Central Committee, but neither his age nor the lofty posi-
tion of her victim bothered the girl. Mao was immediately informed of Peng’s 
“feat” and was delighted by this hooliganism. On August 1, 1966, in his afore-
mentioned letter to the Red Guards of the middle school attached to Tsinghua 
University, he referred to “little” Peng, giving her “enthusiastic support.” 14

The meeting with Peng on August 18 was brief but significant. Mao was in 
excellent spirits; he was making jokes, and teasing Peng Xiaomeng, he taught 
her how to swim by making comical swimming motions with his arms in 
the air. But suddenly, at an instant, he turned serious when Peng asked him 
what the Red Guards should do from now on. He responded passionately, “Of 
course, rebel! Without rebellion nothing that is bad can be fixed. First you 
must struggle, second you must criticize, and third you must carry out trans-
formation. All this must be done in accordance with the Sixteen Points.” 15 The 
political crisis further intensified, and the Cultural Revolution was increas-
ingly stained blood red. After the parade in Tiananmen on August 18, 1966, 
the Red Guards emerged from the university and school campuses onto the 
streets of the cities.

A wave of violence swiftly inundated the country. In this bloody drama 
the main role was not played by university students, but by juveniles, middle 
school and even primary school kids who were delirious from the atmosphere 
of total permissiveness.16 These were children who had not yet grown up, wolf 
cubs who scented the smell of blood, ignorant fanatics who fancied themselves 
titans rebelling against the “Four Olds” behavioral norms—old ideas, culture, 
customs, and habits—and the capitalist roaders. There were some thirteen 
million of them throughout the country. It was on them that Mao placed his 

30945 Mao.indd   510 7/12/12   4:56 PM



	 To Rebel Is Justified	 511

immoral wager in fanning the wild conflagration of the Cultural Revolution. 
With his “directives,” appeals, and dazibao he poisoned the souls of these chil-
dren and committed the most egregious of crimes. What could be more crimi-
nal than the molestation of the young?

In Beijing in just two months (August–September) the crazed youngsters 
killed 1,773 persons suspected of being capitalist roaders. In Shanghai during 
the same period 1,238 people perished, of whom 704 took their own lives, 
unable to bear the insults of the juvenile Red Guards. The Ministry of Public 
Security did not intervene. “In the final analysis, bad people are bad people, 
so if they are beaten to death it is not a tragedy!” the minister of public secu-
rity, strictly following the instructions of the Great Helmsman, informed his 
subordinates.17 On August 21, 1966, the CCP Central Committee adopted a 
resolution prohibiting the Ministry of Public Security from interfering with 
the actions of the “revolutionary students.” A similar resolution with respect 
to the PLA was confirmed that same day by the General Staff and the General 
Political Administration of the Chinese army.18

The young people persecuted their teachers as their primary targets. In 
some schools individual classrooms were turned into prisons, where the stu-
dents tormented teachers they had arrested on the charge of belonging to the 
“black gang of bourgeois reactionary authorities.” These teachers were humili-
ated, beaten, and tortured, many to the point of death. One such jail was di-
rectly across the street from Zhongnanhai, in the music classroom of Beijing 
No. 6 Middle School. On the wall they wrote with the blood of their teachers: 
“Long live the red terror.” 19 This is how the youth understood the slogan “In 
this great cultural revolution, the phenomenon of our schools being domi-
nated by bourgeois intellectuals must be completely changed.” 20

Excited by the impunity they had been granted, starting in September 
1966 the Red Guards of the capital and other cities began to spread out around 
the country, sowing misfortune and terror everywhere. In their travels they 
invariably visited Shaoshanchong and Jinggang, Zunyi and Yan’an to pay their 
respects to these “sacred places.” They saw their main objective everywhere as 
enlightening the backward masses and uprooting capitalist-road vermin. Mao 
was overjoyed to hear of these “revolutionary initiatives”:

Let them travel about! They can relieve each other, taking turns look-
ing after their parents [who remain at home]. They should be given 
letters of introduction, let them all travel about. The members of the 
Cultural Revolution Group can give them permission to travel. ​. . . ​
The departing students should be given provisions. Some people say 
the students have nowhere to sleep. Where are there places without 
lodging? There are homes everywhere. This is just a pretext [not to 
allow the students to go].
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Animated by the good news, at the end of August he observed to the staff 
of the People’s Daily, “It is not necessary to wrap up the Cultural Revolution by 
the end of the year. At first we’ll keep it going until lunar New Year [i.e., the be-
ginning of February 1967], and then we’ll talk about [ending] the revolution.” 21

The “revolutionary students” were enormously enthusiastic about the 
Great Helmsman’s support. “We were not tourists,” one participant recalls. 
“We were soldiers going out to war against an old world. ​. . . ​From now on, 
we no longer need envy our parents for their heroic deeds in revolutionary 
wars and feel sorry because we were born too late. ​. . . ​We will enlighten and 
organize the masses, dig out hidden enemies, shed our blood, and sacrifice our 
lives for the final victory of the Cultural Revolution.” 22 In 1966, the author of 
these reminiscences was barely fifteen years old, so it is impossible to doubt 
that her juvenile outburst was sincere. However, she did not have to shed her 
own blood, unlike those whom she and her comrades consigned to the ranks 
of capitalist roaders. It was useless for these people, like all the others who were 
“adherents of old culture,” to beg for mercy. The young “missionaries” of the 
new were proud that their revolution was no less merciless than their parents’ 
revolution before them.

In cities and hamlets across China, the Red Guards mounted didactic per-
formances in which the leading actors were the “capitalist roaders” they had 
arrested. Terror-stricken elderly people, their arms broken, were led along the 
streets to the jeers and malicious shouts of the mob. They were crowned with 
dunce caps just as the village extremists in the 1920s had done to their targets. 
Placards were hung around their necks reading, “Counterrevolutionary revi-
sionist element so‑and-so,” and “Member of the anti-party black gang so‑and-
so.” The victims’ faces were smeared with tar or ink, their clothes ripped, and 
they were forced to bow before the “revolutionary masses,” confessing all of their 
“sins” until they were exhausted. Meanwhile, the gawking onlookers shouted 
imprecations and thrust their clenched fists in the air to shouts of “Down with!”

The hearts of those crushed under the “Red Wheel” were filled with terror. 
If those doomed to such tortures managed to survive, the dismal pictures of 
these tribunals remained in their memories for the rest of their lives:

Fiery red armbands set flames to young hearts. Resounding quota-
tions urged children to fight. Charge, fight, smash, go out with red in 
your eyes and build a red, red world. But they still didn’t know who 
their opponents were. . . .

“Answer: you hate the Party, don’t you? What kind of dreams do 
you dream about recovering your lost paradise?”

“Answer: what kind of anti-revolutionary plots have you hatched? 
How are you now preparing to overthrow the Party?”

“Answer: what kind of old documents have you kept, hop-
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ing to get back all your old property? You want Chiang Kai-shek to 
come back to power so you can get revenge and kill off the Party,  
don’t you. . . .”

A leather belt snapped, a chain clanked, and an anguished cry 
rang out.

“Answer, answer, answer!”
“I love the Party!”
“Bullshit! How could you love the Party? How could you possi-

bly love the Party? How dare you say you love the Party? How could 
you deserve to love the Party? You’re a stubborn mule with a head of 
granite!”

Swish, clank, belt and chain, fire and ice, blood and sweat.23

Robbery, too, was an indivisible component of the red terror to which the 
“backward” teachers and “black” party officials were subjected. All movable 
property was dragged from the homes of the “evil” person, and what could not 
be moved was destroyed. In Beijing alone, in late August and early September 
the Red Guards pillaged 33,695 homes from which they carried off 5.7 tons of 
gold, more than 19 tons of silver, about 55.5 million yuan in cash, and 613,600 
jade objects. During this same time the “bearers of the new culture” in Shang-
hai robbed 84,222 homes; in addition to a large number of precious stones 
and metals they confiscated $3.24 million in American dollars, $3.3 million in 
other currencies, 2.4 million in Chinese Nationalist currency, and 370 million 
in PRC currency. Throughout China, by October 1966 about 65 tons of gold 
alone had been confiscated. (Of course, these figures do not give a complete 
picture of the scale of the theft; they represent only the amounts that the Red 
Guards surrendered to the Bank of China. No one knows how much they ap-
propriated for themselves. Nonetheless, even the volume of stolen goods that 
was reported impressed the leaders of the CCP. In October 1966, a regular 
working session of the CCP Central Committee showered praise upon the new 
“heroes of the Liangshanbo.”)* 24

It was not only the homes of ordinary citizens that were pillaged and 
robbed; state institutions—cultural institutions in the first instance such as 
museums, libraries, and exhibition halls—also fell victim to the Red Guards. 
Wherever possible, historical monuments were destroyed. In November 1966, 
students from Beijing Normal University, who traveled to the birthplace of 
Confucius in the city of Qufu, Shandong province, destroyed roughly seven 
thousand monuments, including a thousand ancient stone steles, and smashed 
two thousand graves. They defiled the burial place of the great philosopher. 
Three months earlier, a group of Red Guards in Shandong defiled the grave of 

*	 This was the name of the base of the rebellious peasants in the novel Water Margin.
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Wu Xun, a nineteenth-century Confucian educator. The remains of the scholar 
were exhumed and burned while the crowd whooped and hollered. The bones 
of Hai Rui, exhumed from his grave on Hainan, were likewise destroyed.25

Not all party leaders welcomed the Red Guards. Many, including quite a 
few members of the Central Committee, were dismayed. A struggle within the 
party leadership continued throughout September. Those who still managed to 
preserve their reason tried to contain the chaos in the hope of avoiding another 
economic crisis. In mid-September, sober-minded Central Committee officials 
headed by Zhou Enlai convinced Mao to approve a prohibition against worker 
and peasant involvement in the Red Guard movement.26 But soon the orthodox 
Maoists administered a new blow against Liu’s group. At a Central Committee 
work conference in mid-October, Lin Biao attacked Liu and Deng by name, ac-
cusing them of pursuing “a line of repression of the masses and opposition to 
the revolution.” 27 His speech was obviously vetted by Mao. Jiang Qing took part 
in the conference even though she was not a member of the Central Commit-
tee. Starting in late August she functioned as head of the Cultural Revolution 
Group, in place of Chen Boda, who was overloaded with work.28

Liu had to engage in self-criticism. On October 23, at the work confer-
ence he delivered a speech that ended his political career. Deng followed, also 
acknowledging his mistakes.

Mao did not attend the first two weeks of the conference, but he controlled 
its proceedings through Lin, Zhou, Chen, and Kang Sheng. It was not until 
October 25, two days after Liu’s and Deng’s self-flagellation, that he appeared 
in the hall. He began circuitously, even mildly criticizing himself for “not pay-
ing attention to day-to-day affairs” since he was not on the front line, but on 
the so‑called second line in the rear for a long time. Then he took the offensive.

This meeting has had two stages. In the first stage the speeches were 
not quite normal, but during the second stage, after speeches and the 
exchange of experience by comrades at the Centre, things went more 
smoothly and the ideas were understood a bit better. It has only been 
five months. Perhaps the movement may last another five months, or 
even longer. ​. . . ​[T]he five months of the Great Cultural Revolution, 
the fire ​. . . ​I kindled. It has been going on only five months, not even 
half a year, a very brief span compared to the twenty-eight years of 
democratic revolution and the seventeen years of socialist revolution. 
So one can see why it has not been thoroughly understood and there 
were obstacles. ​. . . ​I think that there are advantages in being assailed. 
For so many years you had not thought about such things, but as soon 
as they burst upon you, you began to think.29

Some time later, after the conference, Mao, obviously savoring his victory 
over the silenced Central Committee, added:
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The babies want to rebel—we must support them. Let them make 
their own way; we should not be afraid they will make mistakes. ​. . . ​
If we don’t start to learn from the little generals, then we are done 
for. ​. . . ​As soon as the masses come on the scene, the evil spirits will 
vanish. Strictly speaking, there are no evil spirits; it is only in the ce-
rebral cortex of certain people that an evil spirit dwells, and the name 
of this evil spirit is “fear of the masses.” ​. . . ​Disorders are caused by 
people, and those who create disorder are not guilty of any crimes. ​. . . ​
The young create great things in the world.30

We already know just how great these things were, but Mao evidently hoped 
for even more. He seemed unconcerned that the wild outbursts of the Red 
Guards would threaten China’s economy.

But the economic situation began to suffer when young workers in Shang-
hai and other cities ignored the Central Committee’s September resolution 
prohibiting workers and peasants from getting involved in the movement. 
They began to organize revolutionary groups spontaneously. In early Novem-
ber, delegates of working youth from seventeen industrial enterprises formed 
the so‑called Shanghai Workers’ Revolutionary Rebels General Headquarters 
(Shanghai gongren geming zaofan zong silingbu), with a young guard at one 
of the textile plants by the name of Wang Hongwen as the leader. He had al-
ready come to the attention of the Maoists in June 1966, when he became the 
first Shanghai worker who posted an extremist dazibao criticizing the factory 
administration. This militant and energetic young man fulfilled all the revo-
lutionary criteria. By his thirty-first year, he had already served in the army, 
fought in Korea, and joined the party.

Wang Hongwen’s organization, however, was not recognized by the Shang-
hai Municipal Party Committee, which had not yet reoriented itself and viewed 
the actions of Wang and his comrades as harmful to production. Then, Wang, 
acting impetuously, had provoked an incident at the Anting railroad station in 
suburban Shanghai that shut down the rail line to Nanjing for thirty hours. His 
followers, numbering more than two thousand, lay down on the tracks, demand-
ing they be provided a train to take them to Beijing to meet the Great Helms-
man and inform him of the “outrages” committed by the municipal authorities. 
Wang Hongwen’s “revolutionary action” was supported by Zhang Chunqiao, 
Jiang Qing, and Yao Wenyuan, who, after condemning the Shanghai Munici-
pal Committee, began to make use of the workers. Thereafter, all across China 
organizations of young workers and employees were established parallel to the 
Red Guards. These were called zaofan (Rebels), after the Shanghai organization.

This appellation was borrowed from a famous phrase Mao had formulated 
in Yan’an when speaking on the occasion of Stalin’s sixtieth birthday. “The laws 
of Marxism are intricate and complex, but in the final analysis they boil down 
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to one thing: ‘To rebel is justified’ (zaofan youli).” 31 On June 5, 1966, People’s 
Daily reminded its readers of this phrase, after which the same Red Guards 
from the middle school attached to Tsinghua University used the expression 
“To rebel is justified” in their dazibao. They sent these publications to Mao, 
who, in his reply that we have already noted, exclaimed, “You say it is right 
to rebel against reactionaries; I enthusiastically support you.” 32 Thereafter, 
the expression “To rebel is justified” became the main slogan of the Cultural 
Revolution.

In early December an enlarged Politburo plenum chaired by Lin Biao re-
pudiated the September resolution that prohibited Red Guards from expand-
ing into people’s communes and industrial enterprises. China’s economy was 
once again threatened. The transportation system was in crisis. Inspired by 
Mao’s greetings to the Red Guards on August 18, fanatical youth and ado-
lescents jammed onto trains bound for Beijing. Every Red Guard and Rebel 
wanted to see the Great Helmsman. Mao welcomed this, explaining to the 
Central Cultural Revolution Group that the more people would see him the 
better for the revolution. “One of the reasons why the Soviet Union had dis-
carded Leninism was that too few people had seen Lenin alive,” he said.33

By the end of November he had presided over eight receptions cum 
parades on Tiananmen Square involving more than 11  million people. The 
largest were those of November 25 and 26 in which 2.5 million revolutionary 
students took part.

It is impossible now to read the Xinhua News Agency reports of these 
parades with a straight face.

“Yesterday at 11:30 a.m.,” an anonymous correspondent reported breath-
lessly,

to the solemn strains of The East Is Red our Great Teacher, Great 
Leader, and Great Commander, the Great Helmsman Chairman 
Mao Zedong and his close comrade-in-arms Lin Biao mounted the 
central rostrum on Tiananmen Square. ​. . . ​At this moment all of 
Tiananmen Square and the streets adjoining it on the east were trans-
formed into a triumphal human ocean. ​. . . ​Everyone jumped up and 
down from excitement and joy. Waves of never ending exclamations 
of “Long live Chairman Mao! A long life to him! A long, long life 
to him!” rolled through the human sea. ​. . . ​Then to the tune of Sail-
ing the Seas Depends on the Helmsman more than 600,000 youthful 
revolutionaries passed through Tiananmen Square. ​. . . ​They con-
tinuously declaimed the slogan in honor of the Great Leader, “Long 
Live Chairman Mao!” ​. . . ​On November 25, the temperature in the 
capital fell to minus seven Celsius. Nevertheless, our most respected 
and most beloved Great Leader Chairman Mao Zedong, coatless, in 
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a khaki-colored uniform, ascended the central rostrum from which 
he cordially waved his hand and applauded the young revolutionar-
ies, inspiring them to carry out the Great Cultural Revolution to the 
end. ​. . . ​On the afternoon of November 26 Chairman Mao Zedong 
reviewed a parade of more than 1.8 million revolutionary teachers, 
employees, and Red Army men who had gathered on Tiananmen 
Square. ​. . . ​To the sound of ardent and joyful exclamations, Chair-
man Mao Zedong, his close comrade-in-arms Comrade Lin Biao, and 
other leading comrades from the party center set out in open cars 
from Tiananmen Square to the west, into the heart of the army of the 
Cultural Revolution.34

Among those present on the rostrum of Tiananmen were both Liu and 
Deng who were still included among the party leadership. But their days were 
already numbered. As early as October 21, dazibao had been posted at Beida 
that openly proclaimed: “Liu Shaoqi is China’s Khrushchev!” On October 24, 
the day after Liu’s and Deng’s self-criticism, a dazibao saying “Deng Xiaoping 
is also China’s Khrushchev!” appeared at the Central Committee’s Organiza-
tional Department. It asserted for the first time that in the early 1960s Deng 
Xiaoping had proclaimed: “The color of the cat does not matter, as long as it 
catches mice.” 35

On December 18, one of Jiang Qing’s deputies, the Shanghai leftist Zhang 
Chunqiao, instructed the leader of the Tsinghua University Red Guards: “You, 
the little revolutionary generals, must unite, fill yourselves with revolution-
ary spirit, and beat the dog in the water, dethrone them [Liu and Deng], and 
do not stop at half measures.” He added that Liu and Deng, “these two up-
holders of the bourgeois reactionary line in the Central Committee, have 
still not surrendered.” Seven days later a five-thousand-person demonstra-
tion took place in Beijing under the slogan of “Down with Liu Shaoqi! Down 
with Deng Xiaoping! Carry out the bloody battle against Liu and Deng to  
the end!” 36

Soon similar demonstrations were being held throughout the country. Liu 
and Deng instantly disappeared from the political stage. On January 1, 1967, 
on the wall of Liu’s house in Zhongnanhai appeared the inscription “Down 
with China’s Khrushchev Liu Shaoqi!” Two days later a “criticism and struggle 
meeting” was organized at the offices of the Central Committee, where Liu 
and his wife were subjected to public censure. Subsequently such “meetings” 
became commonplace. One of the participants described the meeting:

Soldiers and officers from the Central Garrison Corps were there, too, 
watching. No one was offering even the slightest help to Liu Shaoqi. 
Liu and his wife Wang Guangmei were standing in the center of the 
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crowd, being pushed and kicked and beaten by staff members from 
the Bureau of Secretaries. Liu’s shirt had already been torn open, 
and a couple of buttons were missing, and people were jerking him 
around by the hair. When I moved closer for a better look, someone 
held his arms behind his back while others tried to force him to bend 
forward from the waist in the position known as “doing the airplane.” 
Finally, they forced him down and pushed his face toward the ground 
until it was nearly touching the dirt, kicking him and slapping him in 
the face. Still the soldiers from the Central Garrison Corps refused to 
intervene. I could not bear to watch. Liu Shaoqi was already an old 
man by then, almost seventy, and he was our head of state.37

After numerous requests for an audience, on January 13, Mao finally re-
ceived his defeated enemy. Liu asked only that he be allowed to resign and to 
withdraw to the countryside to live out his life as an ordinary peasant. But Mao 
turned him down.38

By then the Cultural Revolution had entered its bloodiest phase. On De-
cember 27, 1966, Jiang Qing dispatched Red Guards from Beijing to Sichuan, 
where the disgraced Peng Dehuai was living. A band of thugs burst into his 
house, seized him, and brought him to the capital, where he was thrown into 
prison. Peng was tortured and beaten more than a hundred times, his ribs were 
broken, his face maimed, and his lungs damaged. He was repeatedly dragged 
to criticism and struggle meetings. The elderly marshal groaned continuously 
and could barely speak. From prison he wrote to Mao, “I send you my final 
greeting. I wish you a long life!” In 1973 he was transferred to a prison hospi-
tal. He died on November 29, 1974.39

Another hero of the Chinese revolution, Marshal He Long, was also sub-
jected to horrible tortures. A convivial jokester and ladies’ man, he was one of 
the few who had gladly supported Mao when he began living with Jiang Qing 
in Yan’an. His earlier friendship with the wife of the Leader did not save him. 
In the early 1960s he fell out with Lin Biao, openly expressing his contempt 
for Lin, whom he considered an ignoramus in the sphere of modern weap-
onry. This is what led to his downfall. On December 30, 1966, Jiang Qing sum-
moned students at Tsinghua University to strike a blow at He Long. He Long 
sought protection from Zhou Enlai, asking the premier to give him shelter 
in Zhongnanhai. But the frightened premier replied, “Even in Zhongnanhai 
the situation is tense. You need to find a quiet place farther away to rest up.” 
But there were no longer any such places in China. Several months later the 
exhausted marshal was arrested and passed through the circles of hell. Tired of 
trying to vindicate himself, he finally stopped eating and died on June 9, 1969. 
Not long before he died he said to his wife, “I have only one wish, that Chair-
man Mao would pronounce a single sentence, ‘He Long is our comrade.’” 40
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Not long after He died, on June 22, Li Lisan, who had been terribly per-
secuted by the Rebels, took his own life. This was the same Li Lisan who had 
headed the Communist Party in the early 1930s. He had returned to China 
from the Soviet Union in early 1946, served on the Central Committee, and 
had held leading posts in the party, the trade unions, and the government. 
In late 1966, young people dragged him to a criticism and struggle meeting, 
then left him alone for a time, but in late January 1967 he was picked on again. 
He was beaten and tortured for two and a half years, until he could no longer 
endure it and took a large dose of sleeping pills. “My spiritual and physical 
tortures are unbearable,” he wrote to Mao.41 The day after Li’s death, his Rus-
sian wife and their two daughters, who had also gone through countless “criti-
cism and struggle meetings,” were arrested.42 Li’s widow recalled that when she 
found herself locked in a quiet cell she was so relieved after all the stress that 
she thought to herself, “I am free, I am saved.” 43

On August 24, 1966, Li Da, the rector of Wuhan University and one of the 
founders of the CCP, died, unable to endure the torture to which he had been 
subjected. That same year, Tian Jiaying, Mao Zedong’s secretary who had once 
told the Leader the truth about the mood of the peasantry, committed suicide. 
On September 19, 1966, Wang Xiaotang, first secretary of Tianjin Municipal 
Committee, died soon after the Red Guards forced him to stand for several hours 
under the scorching sun. In January 1967, Zhang Lingzhi, minister of the coal 
industry, died under torture during an interrogation. At the same time Zhao Erlu, 
deputy director of the Defense Industry Committee of the Central Committee 
Military Council, and Wei Heng and Yan Hongyan, first secretaries of the Shanxi 
and Yunnan provincial party committees respectively, committed suicide.

Liu Shaoqi, too, succumbed to persecution. Throughout most of 1967 he 
was mocked at meetings both in Zhongnanhai and elsewhere in Beijing. In 
mid-September his wife was imprisoned, after which the grief-stricken Liu 
suffered from hypertension and elevated blood sugar levels. This was accom-
panied by disruption in the functions of his autonomous nervous system. 
Then he came down with pneumonia. Terribly ill, he was kept under house 
arrest and practically refused any medical attention. In mid-October 1969 he 
was secretly transported to Kaifeng under the fictitious name of Liu Weihuang 
and left there to die, completely without hope, in a building belonging to the 
local “revolutionary” authorities. There was no furniture in the room where he 
was put except the dirty stretcher on the floor that served as his bed. A month 
later, at 6:45 a.m., the former chairman of the PRC expired. An ambulance 
arrived two hours after he died.44 On his death certificate in the space for “Oc-
cupation,” the doctor wrote, “unemployed.” The cause of death was listed as 
“illness.” Many other lesser-known CCP leaders also became victims of the 
Red Guard and Rebel terror. The Cultural Revolution spread across the coun-
try like a firestorm.
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Did Mao know about all of this? Did the groans of his former comrades 
reach his ears? There can be no doubt about this. It was he who made the ul-
timate decisions regarding the fate of individual party leaders. It was he who 
removed them from their government and party positions. It is true that un-
like Stalin, he did not personally sign their death warrants. But isn’t driving 
someone to suicide the equivalent of execution? And wasn’t his connivance 
with the fiends who tortured and brutalized the arrested likewise the equiva-
lent of issuing a death sentence? Is it possible that Mao could not conceive of 
the scale of the lawlessness, that he could have failed to understand where the 
universal permissiveness would lead? No, he understood everything perfectly, 
and that is why he bears responsibility for the miserable fates of the victims. 
He was the chief culprit of the senseless and merciless mass terror. More than 
a million persons were tortured, shot, or driven to suicide during these years 
of “complete chaos under Heaven,” 45 and a hundred million suffered to one de-
gree or another. Only a small fraction of them were party members or cadres. 
Mao knew everything and understood everything.

Over a long period not only did Mao fail to try to stop the outburst of 
anarchy; on the contrary he encouraged it any way he could. An irrepressible 
lust for violence, clearly evident as far back as his Report on an Investigation of 
the Peasant Movement in Hunan, was never extinguished in Mao. How could 
it have slackened when it was constantly reinforced by revolutionary struggles 
and reading of Marxist literature? All his life Mao believed in the false for-
mula that “without destruction there can be no creation.” He was unaffected 
by the life-and-death dramas of the victims of the Cultural Revolution. Even 
when his daughter Li Min complained to him that the insane warriors against 
revisionism were beginning to level idiotic accusations against her and her 
husband, Mao did not lift a finger. He simply laughed and replied, “There’s 
nothing terrible about it, you’re just gaining some experience.” 46 On December 
26, 1966, celebrating his seventy-third birthday with his inner circle, Mao gave 
a toast: “To the unfolding of nationwide all-round civil war!” 47

He lived in his own world, where there was no place for human suffering. 
He spent his free hours in the company of pretty seventeen- and eighteen-year-
old girls; from time to time he traded them in for Zhang Yufeng, whom he still 
found attractive. At night he shut himself in with them in the spacious and 
well-furnished Room 118 in the Great Hall of the People, and from late 1966 
he began to hold group “pajama parties” in Zhongnanhai in a building with an 
indoor swimming pool. He now preferred this to his study in the Pavilion of 
Chrysanthemum Fragrance.48 Meanwhile, he constantly kept his hand on the 
pulse of the enormous country. Not a single important question was decided 
without his knowledge. He, the Chairman, was the ultimate arbiter of truth. 
Acting on a whim he alone could save someone who had been condemned.

This is how he dealt with Deng Xiaoping, whose “case” he finally dis-
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tinguished from that of Liu Shaoqi. Although Mao cursed him repeatedly at 
various meetings, grumbling that for six years “starting in 1959, [Deng] had 
not reported” to him “about his work,” he would not allow anyone to destroy 
Deng. No matter how angry he was at the “diminutive Deng,” he still valued his 
phenomenal organizational abilities. “When Deng Xiaoping was denounced 
and overthrown, he was protected by Mao, both physically and politically,” his 
younger daughter, Deng Rong (Maomao), wrote. In July 1967 he even blurted 
out to one of his comrades in arms, “If Lin Biao’s health gets worse I intend to 
call Deng back. I’ll make him at least a member of the Standing Committee of 
the Politburo.” 49

The former general secretary experienced the horrors of privileged im-
prisonment. He was forced to engage in self-criticism, to wear a dunce cap, 
and get down on his knees, but he was not killed. On October 22, 1969, to-
gether with his wife and stepmother, Deng was sent to Jiangxi province, where 
he spent three and a half years in a labor reform school for cadres. Meanwhile, 
his spiritual sufferings were immense. It was not so much because he had 
been deprived of his positions and his power. The Cultural Revolution struck 
a heavy blow at Deng Xiaoping’s family. At the end of August 1968, his eldest 
son, Pufang, a student at Peking University, unable to endure the mockery 
directed at him, jumped out of an upper-story window in one of the university 
buildings. Miraculously, he did not die, but he broke his spine and remained 
paralyzed the rest of his life.

Liu Shaoqi’s son, Yunpin, was not as fortunate; he succeeded in his attempt 
at suicide. The ferocious explosion of terror in 1966–68 prompted many people 
to commit suicide. Artists and writers, university professors, and officials in 
party organizations unable to endure inhumane treatment resorted to suicide. 
At the end of August 1966, following a savage criticism and struggle meeting, 
Lao She, a brilliant writer, drowned himself in Taiping Lake in Beijing.

In late December 1966, egged on by Zhang Chunqiao, the Red Guards 
and Rebels of Shanghai stormed the headquarters of the Shanghai Municipal 
Party Committee and in early January 1967 occupied it. This uprising was led 
by the head of the Shanghai Rebels, Wang Hongwen. The battle for the com-
mittee lasted more than four hours and caused lots of casualties. The Maoists 
celebrated victory. As Zhang Chunqiao said, after the “revolutionary” actions 
of Wang Hongwen and his fellows “the Municipal Party Committee was para-
lyzed and toppled and nobody will listen to it anymore.” 50

Mao was ecstatic upon learning of the seizure of the Municipal Party 
Committee in Shanghai. “This is one class overthrowing another,” he asserted. 
“This is a great revolution.” 51 The only thing that worried him was the relative 
weakness of the Red Guards and the Rebels; so he ordered Lin Biao to send 
PLA troops to aid the “leftists.” After this the seizure of power by young rascals 
from ultrarevolutionary organizations accelerated everywhere.
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The January revolution in Shanghai led to the creation throughout China of 
new organs of power, the so‑called revolutionary committees including repre-
sentatives of three sides: Red Guard and Rebel leaders, PLA officers, and some 
“revolutionary” old cadres who survived. Local party organizations stopped 
functioning. Friction that not infrequently escalated into bloody confronta-
tions developed between the military and the radicals regarding the division 
of provincial and municipal portfolios. In some places army units suppressed 
the leftists instead of supporting them at the same time that the Red Guards 
and the Rebels were trying to “revolutionize” the army by inciting the youthful 
soldiers against their commanders. Particularly heated clashes took place in 
Chengdu (Sichuan province) and Xining (Qinghai province), where about two 
hundred people died. More than ten thousand Sichuanese Red Guards and a 
sizable number from Qinghai were imprisoned.1

The first provincial revolutionary committee was established in Heilong
jiang on January 31, 1967, but efforts to form new organs of power elsewhere 
dragged on for a long time. The Rebels and the Red Guards were unable to 
create anything new; all they could do was destroy. Thus revolutionary stu-
dents from several universities in Beijing seized control of the Municipal Party 
Committee in January, but all they could do was to carry out a pogrom. Not 
until three months later, on April 20, 1967, did the CCP Central Committee 
and the Cultural Revolution Group succeed in establishing a Beijing Revolu-
tionary Committee.2 The Great Helmsman appointed Xie Fuzhi, the minister 
of public security, to head it.

Mao was probably unconcerned, believing that everything would take 
care of itself. The people would sort out who was right and who was guilty. 
However, the radicals’ attack on the army, the crisis in the party, and the Red 
Guards’ seizure of power everywhere distressed a group of veteran Politburo 
members, including five deputy premiers, Tan Zhenlin, Chen Yi, Li Fuchun, 
Li Xiannian, and Nie Rongzhen, as well as Xu Xiangqian, deputy head of the 
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Military Committee of the Central Committee, and Ye Jianying, the secretary 
of the Military Committee. Four of them—Chen, Nie, Xu, and Ye—were also 
marshals. At two meetings of the central leadership that included both Po-
litburo members and members of the Central Cultural Revolution Group in 
early and mid February 1967 they sharply criticized the seizures of power and 
the Cultural Revolution as a whole.

Mao was responsible for creating this opportunity to criticize the Cultural 
Revolution. On the eve of the “anti-party” speeches of the Politburo members, 
he personally criticized Chen Boda and Jiang Qing at one of the meetings of 
the Cultural Revolution Group. He had long ago noticed that instead of ef-
ficiently handling the tasks assigned to them, the members of the CRG were 
perpetually squabbling with each other. Kang Sheng never agreed with Chen 
Boda, who in turn could not stand the “honorable” Kang. Jiang Qing often 
tried to bring Chen around but frequently failed. The imperious and hysteri-
cal Jiang was no diplomat, and she was not well versed in politics, let alone 
economics. Mao was also annoyed that Jiang and Chen sometimes took mat-
ters into their own hands and did not always consult with him. Irritated, he 
shouted at his instantly cowed associates.

“You, Chen Boda,” he flung at Chen. “In the past, as far as relations be-
tween [Liu] Shaoqi and myself have been concerned, you’ve always been an 
opportunist. As many years as I know you, you’ve never sought me out unless 
the matter involved you personally.”

The mortified Chen immediately asked permission to speak in order to 
engage in self-criticism, but Mao waved him off and attacked his wife.

“As for you, Jiang Qing, you have grandiose aims but puny abilities, great 
ambition but little talent. You look down on everyone else.”

Then, turning to Lin Biao, he added, “See, it’s still just like it was before! I 
don’t get reports. Things are being kept secret from me. The sole exception is 
the premier. Whenever there’s something important going on, let it be not so 
important, he always reports to me.” 3

Li Fuchun and Ye Jianying, who were present at this meeting, reported this 
outburst to their comrades in the Politburo. Because of this scent of change in 
the air, they spoke out against the Cultural Revolution.

At the following meeting of the central leadership in Zhongnanhai on 
February 11, 1967, the day after the Chairman’s blow-up against Chen Boda 
and Jiang Qing, the party veteran Ye Jianying attacked the unfortunate Chen, 
whom he considered a convenient target. (Mao normally did not attend such 
meetings, although he followed them through trusted confidants.) Ye accused 
Chen of “making a mess of the party, a mess of the government, a mess of fac-
tories and the countryside,” and “still you’re not satisfied. You insist on making 
a mess of the army as well! What are you up to, going on like this?”
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Xu Xiangqian supported Ye Jianying: “The army is a pillar of the dicta-
torship of the proletariat, but the way you’re making a mess of it, it’s as if you 
didn’t want this pillar. Are you suggesting that none of us are worth saving? 
What do you want? For people like Kuai Dafu [the Red Guard leader at Tsing
hua University who in December 1966 organized the first mass demonstra-
tion against Liu Shaoqi] to lead the army?” Zhou Enlai, chairing the meeting, 
became nervous, and the initiative passed to Kang Sheng: “The army does 
not belong to you, Xu Xiangqian.” He wanted to add something, but he was 
cut off by Ye Jianying: “Can the revolution do without the party leadership? 
Does one not need an army?” He was backed by Nie Rongzhen: “Only per-
sons with despicable intentions could persecute veterans and strike them from  
behind.”

An oppressive silence hung over the hall. Kang Sheng, Chen Boda, and 
Wang Li, another member of the Cultural Revolution Group, looked daggers 
at the party veterans sitting across from them. Zhou Enlai abruptly ended the 
session, after which Deputy Premier Chen Yi whispered to Ye Jianying, “My 
duke, you are truly courageous!” Zhou resumed the discussion five days later, 
after emotions had supposedly cooled. It was a huge mistake. Party veteran 
Tan Zhenlin immediately attacked Zhang Chunqiao and defended the first 
secretary of the Shanghai Municipal Committee, who had been overthrown 
by the Rebels. Zhang calmly replied that the masses would sort out this ques-
tion by themselves. Tan interrupted, “What masses? Always the masses, the 
masses. There’s still the leadership of the party! [You] don’t want the leadership 
of the party, but keep talking from morning till late about the masses liberat-
ing themselves, educating themselves, and making revolution by themselves. 
What is this stuff? It’s metaphysics!”

Taking a breath, he continued with increasing agitation:

Your aim is to purge the old cadres. You’re knocking them down one 
by one, until there’s not a single one left. ​. . . ​The children of high-
level cadres are all being persecuted, every one of them. ​. . . ​Of all the 
struggles in the history of the party, this is by far the cruelest. ​. . . ​Had 
I known at the outset that we would live to see something like this, 
I would never have joined the revolution or entered the communist 
party. I would not have had to live till 65 and follow Chairman Mao 
for forty-one years.

He wanted to leave, but Chen Yi spoke out: “Don’t go. We must fight!”
For the next three hours, the veterans and the members of the Cultural 

Revolution Group yelled at each other while the powerless Zhou vainly tried 
to make them come to their senses. Chen Yi was the most aggressive. He told 
the snarling radicals:
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If you seize power you will be practicing revisionism. Already back 
in Yan’an Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping, and Peng Zhen ​. . . ​pretended 
to be the most energetic bearers of Chairman Mao Thought! They 
never came out openly against Chairman Mao. ​. . . ​It is we who came 
out against Chairman Mao for which we were criticized. Wasn’t the 
premier likewise criticized? Didn’t history [in the end] prove who 
[in reality] opposed Chairman Mao!? The future will prove it again. 
Khrushchev seized power soon after Stalin’s death. But didn’t he vi-
ciously attack Stalin once he himself was in power? 4

Chen had gotten carried away. None of the other Politburo members engaged 
in such sharp criticism. Again, Zhou had to terminate the meeting. Zhang 
Chunqiao, Yao Wenyuan, and Wang Li hastened to inform Jiang Qing, who 
immediately ordered them to report everything to Mao. Zhang Chunqiao con-
tacted the Leader and requested an audience.

Mao listened attentively but apparently did not attach great significance to 
the rebellion of the Politburo members. He even laughed several times, finding 
some of the veterans’ words amusing. His mood darkened only when he heard 
what Chen Yi had said, but it was not merely the insult that ruined his mood. 
He suddenly realized that he was confronting the most implacable opposition, 
and that it would be difficult to crush it.

But his long experience of political intrigue made it virtually impossible 
to gain the upper hand over him. He understood that he could conquer the 
Oppositionists by dividing them, which is exactly what he did. He instructed 
Zhou Enlai to publish an editorial in People’s Daily and Red Flag stating that no 
blows should be directed against any of the veterans. “Cadres must be handled 
properly,” the article said. Then he invited Zhou Enlai, Kang Sheng, minister 
of public security Xie Fuzhi, Lin Biao’s wife, Ye Qun (Lin was again unwell), 
and three of the “disturbers of the peace,” namely, Li Fuchun, Ye Jianying, and 
Li Xiannian, to his private quarters late at night.5 Quite a scene ensued. Mao 
began shouting at the top of his lungs:

The CCRG [Central Cultural Revolution Group] has been imple-
menting the line adopted by the Eleventh Plenum [i.e., the August 
(1966) plenum]. Its errors amount to 1, 2, maybe 3 percent, while it’s 
been correct up to 97 percent. If someone opposes the CCRG, I will 
resolutely oppose him! You attempt to negate the Great Cultural Rev-
olution, but you shall not succeed! Comrade Ye Qun, you tell Lin Biao 
that he’s not safe either. Some people are trying to grab his power, and 
he should be prepared. If this Great Cultural Revolution fails, he and 
I will withdraw from Beijing and go back to the Jinggang Mountains 
to fight a guerrilla war. You say that Jiang Qing and Chen Boda are 
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no good; let’s make you, Chen Yi, the head of the CCRG, and arrest 
Chen Boda and Jiang Qing and have them executed! Let’s send Kang 
Sheng into exile! I’ll step down, too, and then we can ask Wang Ming 
to return to be Chairman.6

Not until dawn did Mao calm down. He ordered Zhou Enlai to force Chen Yi 
to engage in self-criticism, Li Fuchun and Xie Fuzhi to pressure Tan Zhenlin, 
and Ye Jianying, Li Xiannian, and Xie Fuzhi to lean on Xu Xiangqian. He did 
not ask for any apologies from Li Fuchun, Ye Jianying, or Li Xiannian.

Thus Mao aimed his blows at the most active of the “plotters” of division. 
Chen, Tan, and Xu found themselves in a crossfire. On one side were Li Fu
chun, Ye Jianying, and Li Xiannian, who had betrayed them; on the other side 
were the members of the Cultural Revolution Group. Naturally, Jiang Qing, 
Kang Sheng, and Chen Boda were the most vicious, labeling their enemies as 
“capitalist roaders.” No less aggressive was Zhang Chunqiao, who labeled the 
veterans’ attacks as the “February reverse current.” Tan, Chen, and Xu, totally 
isolated, had no recourse but to admit their guilt. Zhou Enlai also engaged in 
self-criticism for failing to control the refractory members of the Politburo.7

The Politburo and State Council practically ceased to exist. The Chair-
man assigned their functions to the Cultural Revolution Group.8 Jiang 
Qing, triumphant, could not resist taking a jab at Zhou: “You, Zhou Enlai, 
also have to come over to our meetings, because your meetings do not work  
anymore.” 9

Rumors about the statements of the marshals and major party leaders 
against the Cultural Revolution loudly echoed throughout the country and 
evoked an upsurge of resistance against the Red Guards and the Rebels on the 
part of the military and civilians who were indignant at the hooliganism of the 
leftists. Consequently, a real civil war erupted in 1967 between the radicals and 
members of the Cultural Revolution Group and those who were trying to rein 
in Red Guard outrages. Anti-extremist groups emerged in all the cities.

Such organizations had also surfaced in 1966 but at that time had not 
enjoyed popular support. One such anti-leftist organization was the United 
Action Committee, established in Beijing by the children of high-ranking cad-
res. Members of the committee swore loyalty to “Marxism-Leninism and Mao 
Zedong Thought prior to 1960” and called for the “complete destruction of left 
opportunism.” In late January 1967, 139 members of this organization were 
arrested on charges of slandering Jiang Qing and Chen Boda and defending 
Liu Shaoqi, but they were freed three months later on Mao’s orders, because he 
feared a massive outburst of dissatisfaction from party cadres.10

In the spring of 1967, similar organizations sprang up everywhere. Their 
members attacked Red Guards and Rebels, arrested and beat them up, and 
sometimes even killed them. They reviled the leaders of the Cultural Revolu-
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tion, Jiang Qing, Zhang Chunqiao, Yao Wenyuan, and others, but they excepted 
Mao, whom they continued to regard as the great and infallible helmsman. The 
situation was complicated by the fact that the Red Guard movement had long 
since splintered into a multitude of mutually hostile groups and factions that 
accused each other of being capitalist roaders and revisionists.

Mao continued to believe that everything was going in the right direction. 
“You are constantly talking about disorders,” he observed to one of his body-
guards. “But you did not see what is most important, that this is a movement, 
a revolution taking place under the leadership of the proletariat. There’s no 
need to be afraid of it. ​. . . ​Let the masses learn something in the course of the 
movement, acquire experience.”

He offered the same explanation to foreign guests.

Disorders are a result of class struggle, struggle between two fac-
tions. The leftist faction is struggling against the rightist faction. The 
disorders are not a calamity; the sky will not fall down. I once told 
some other foreign friends, “First, the sky will not fall down, second, 
the grass and the trees on the mountain slopes will continue to grow 
as before, if you do not believe, go up there and you will see, third, 
fish will continue to swim in the rivers, fourth, women will continue 
to give birth to children.” ​. . . ​Our government depends upon the 
masses. One can do nothing without the masses.11

By early summer, the Chairman’s insouciance notwithstanding, the civil 
war intensified. (Mao acknowledged this fact only six months later, in Decem-
ber 1967, when in a conversation with one of the foreign delegations, he inad-
vertently let slip, “Armed conflict employing fire-arms began [in our country] 
in June 1967.”) 12

The focal point of clashes was Wuhan, where in late May, fifty-three 
anti-extremist organizations united to form an organization called A Million 
Heroes. It had a large and very militant membership. Eighty-five percent of 
them were party members, and in turn many of them were simultaneously 
part of the so‑called Red People’s Militia—armed workers’ detachments in 
Wuhan. Chen Zaidao, commander of the Wuhan and Hubei military districts, 
a straight-talking warrior who was a hero of the anti-Japanese and civil wars, 
provided direct moral and material support to the alliance.13 In the summer of 
1967, the Million Heroes instigated a series of bloody incidents in which more 
than a hundred Red Guards and Rebels were killed and about two thousand 
seriously wounded.

Mao decided to intervene. In mid-July he traveled to Wuhan, against the 
objections of most party leaders, who were unsure his safety could be guar-
anteed in the turbulent city. Mao brushed off their doubts. “I’m not afraid of 
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disturbances,” he declared. “I will go.” 14 On the eve of his departure he sent the 
faithful Zhou to Wuhan to make arrangements for his visit.

He stayed in his beloved Donghu Guest House, but this time he did not 
feel quite himself. The situation in Wuhan was complicated and the city had 
slipped out of his control. Here and there posters plastered on the walls pro-
claimed, “Down with Chen Zaidao, the old Wuhan Tan [Zhenlin]! Let us 
completely liberate the Central plain!” Bitter clashes among the warring sides 
continued. On the day following Mao’s arrival a bloody fight took place be-
tween the radicals and the moderates in which ten people were killed and 
forty-five wounded. Zhou increased the guard in the hotel, although the situ-
ation there was itself cause for alarm as the hotel staff was divided into two 
factions.15

After analyzing the situation Mao understood that “[a]t present the party 
and the government are powerless; only the army can resolve the task [of re-
storing order].” On the evening of July 18, meeting with Chen Zaidao and the 
political commissar of the district, Zhong Hanhua, he was much more pa-
tient than during his conversation with the February Oppositionists. It might 
be dangerous to yell at Chen and Zhong. Might they arrest him, as Zhang 
Xueliang had done with Chiang Kai-shek? He had to act cautiously.

He focused on the unification of the army with the revolutionary students, 
and chastised both the military and the insurgents for committing mistakes. 
He even condemned the Red Guards of the capital for their excessively rough 
treatment of Liu Shaoqi, which elicited sympathy on the part of the politi-
cally inexperienced generals. Only once during the conversation did he play 
with fire. “Why can’t we arm the workers and students?” he suddenly asked his 
nonplussed guests, and not waiting for a reply, he said, “I say we should arm 
them!” 16 Then, turning to the attendants in the room, some of whom were 
Red Guards, he laughed, “You won’t try to overthrow your commander again, 
will you? I personally have no intention of doing so.” 17 Toward the end of the 
conversation he gently but firmly persuaded the generals to engage in self-
criticism, which they did the next morning at the headquarters of the Wuhan 
Military Region.

Their self-flagellation, however, angered not only the Wuhan Heroes but 
also many army officers who despised the leftists. Early on the morning of July 
20, about two hundred Heroes burst into the Donghu Guest House, where 
Wang Li and Minister of Public Security Xie Fuzhi, radicals from Beijing who 
had just arrived in town, were staying. (They did not know that Mao was also 
in the hotel, since the Chairman’s visit to Wuhan was a secret.) Loudly shouting 
and gesticulating, they seized Wang Li and dragged him to their headquarters. 
There they cruelly beat him, breaking his leg in the process.18

Mao, incensed, ordered Chen Zaidao to return Wang Li. Then he hur-
riedly flew to Shanghai, not entirely certain that the general would execute his 
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orders, since he did not yet know whether Chen himself was behind the arrest 
of Wang. The situation was critical. Arriving in Shanghai and lodging at one 
of the best hotels in town, the Hongqiao binguan (Rainbow), he stayed up all 
night, discussing the crisis with the officials who had accompanied him. He 
vacillated between the supposition that Chen himself had raised the rebellion 
and his feeling that General Chen was actually a good comrade.

“Could he have acted against me?” he anxiously asked Yang Chengwu, 
chief of the general staff.

Yang emphatically argued against the worst-case scenario.
“Chairman, no one could oppose you. The army, the cadres, the party 

members and the people all view you as their great liberator. All the old com-
rades in the army made the revolution with you.”

“That’s true. That’s what I also think,” Mao agreed. “If Chen and Zhong 
had wanted to have done with me, they wouldn’t have allowed us to leave 
Wuhan!” 19

He calmed down only two days later after deciding to disband the Mil-
lion Heroes immediately as well as the Wuhan garrison that had supported 
them. Then he promptly demanded that Zhou Enlai summon Chen Zaidao 
and Zhong Hanhua to Beijing.

Meanwhile, General Chen, who had no intention of rebelling against the 
Great Helmsman, succeeded in freeing Wang Li, who returned to the capital. 
On July 25, a mass rally against capitalist roaders in the army was organized by 
Jiang Qing in Beijing.20 Afterward, Chen Zaidao and Zhong Hanhua, who had 
come to Beijing, were reprimanded at an enlarged meeting of the Politburo 
Standing Committee chaired by Zhou.21 On July 27 they were removed from 
all their positions, and soon thereafter troops dispatched by Lin Biao forcibly 
disarmed the Wuhan garrison. The arrested soldiers and officers were sent to 
labor camps. Next the Million Heroes were smashed.22

Emboldened, on July 31, Zhang Chunqiao requested Mao’s permission to 
establish a workers’ militia in Shanghai to defend the leftists. Assenting, Mao 
promptly wrote to the other members of the Cultural Revolution Group as well 
as Lin Biao and Zhou Enlai, welcoming Zhang’s initiative. Then, on August 4, 
he sent another letter to Jiang Qing expressing his conviction that 75 percent 
of the officers in the PLA were unreliable because they stood on the side of the 
rightists. He called for establishing a dictatorship of the masses in the country, 
seizing power in the organs of public security and justice, establishing “revo-
lutionary” courts and arming the leftists everywhere. Jiang quickly passed this 
message to the Politburo Standing Committee and soon armed Red Guard 
units were formed throughout the country.23

Before three weeks had passed, Mao, to his own surprise, understood 
he had gone too far. Buoyed by his support, the most frenzied members of 
the Cultural Revolution Group, Wang Li and a certain Guan Feng, had ini-
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tiated the seizure of power in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, where armed 
Red Guards had destroyed valuable diplomatic papers. Then the same two had 
provoked rebels to storm the Beijing office of the British chargé d’affaires. The 
more than ten thousand young anti-imperialist warriors beat up the diplomats 
in the building, smashed precious furniture, and burned the office and car of 
the chargé d’affaires. This is how they expressed their protest against the Brit-
ish occupation of Hong Kong.24

The formation of armed Red Guard detachments did not put an end to 
civil war. On the contrary, it only exacerbated the conflict. On average in Au-
gust around thirty bloody clashes between the radical and the moderate rebels 
occurred daily in the provinces.25 Both radicals and moderates continued to be 
involved in conflicts with the army.

Grasping that the Red Guards would not calm down on their own, Mao fi-
nally initiated action against them. In late August 1967, at the request of Zhou 
Enlai, who was mortified by the attacks on the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
the office of the British representative, Mao ordered the arrest of Wang Li and 
Guan Feng. Six months later, Qi Benyu, another ultraleftist member of the 
Cultural Revolution Group, was taken into custody. At Mao’s request, an inves-
tigation into their “counterrevolutionary activity” revealed that all three were 
supposedly Guomindang and Soviet spies.26 Indignant at this “revelation,” 
Mao wrote on a document related to the Wang Li affair, “Big, big, big poison-
ous weed!” Afterward he carried out a sweeping purge of leftist organizations 
as well as another periodic purge of all state and public institutions. This time, 
on his orders, extremists were ferreted out and held to account. 

Now Mao’s rhetoric changed sharply. He asserted that “[t]he overwhelm-
ing majority of our cadres are good and only a tiny minority are not. True, 
those persons in power taking the capitalist road are our targets, but they are 
a mere handful.” 27 In early September 1967, Mao began to mention the pos-
sibility of rehabilitating the majority of repressed party cadres, and in mid-
September, setting out from Shanghai to Beijing, he elaborated this theme in all 
the places he visited en route.28 In Wuhan he even hinted at the likely return of 
Deng Xiaoping to high office. “Do we need to protect Deng Xiaoping?” He ad-
dressed this provocative question to the perplexed new leaders of Wuhan and, 
as if thinking out loud, he continued, “First, he has already endured a number 
of blows, second, he is not a Guomindang agent, third, he does not harbor any 
black thoughts.” 29 He said nothing more specific, but everyone supposed that 
the Chairman was thinking about “pardoning” Liu Shaoqi’s main associate. 
In mid-October, the Chairman ordered the prompt resumption of studies in 
schools and universities. At the end of October he ordered the Central Com-
mittee and the Cultural Revolution Group to issue a directive reviving the party 
organizations in all places where Revolutionary Committees existed.30

By this time, revolutionary committees had been formed in only seven 
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of the twenty-nine provinces, autonomous regions, and provincial-level mu-
nicipalities. By March 1968, they would be established in an additional eleven 
provinces. The process of forming revolutionary committees did not conclude 
until September. (The last Provincial Revolutionary Committee was set up in 
Xinjiang.) The army took the lead in the creation of new organs of power and 
sought to establish its control in the revolutionary committees. There was no 
equality in the participation of the “three sides.” The overwhelming majority of 
the 48,000 members of the new organs of power above the district level were 
serving PLA officers. Six of the twenty-nine chairs of provincial-level revolu-
tionary committees were colonel generals, five were lieutenant generals, and 
nine were major generals. The rest were political commissars. Twenty-two of 
the twenty-nine first secretaries of the newly reorganized provincial, autono-
mous region, and provincial-level municipal party committees were likewise 
high-ranking PLA officers.31

Since the fall of 1967, after returning to Beijing from Shanghai, the Chair-
man also began to talk about “Grasping Revolution and Stimulating Produc-
tion.” 32 The faithful Zhou and the former Oppositionist Li Fuchun, who were 
responsible for working up the Third Five-Year Plan (1966–70), regularly de-
livered reports about the catastrophic fall in production, caused not only by 
the “sabotage of the capitalist roaders” but by the idleness of the “revolution-
ary” workers.33

Calming the impassioned young people turned out to be difficult. Having 
tasted “freedom,” no one wanted to return to the “kingdom of necessity.” De-
tachments of young people marched through the cities and villages shouting, 
“Long Live Chairman Mao!” “We Will Smash the Dog’s Head of Liu Shaoqi, 
Chief of the Black Gang!” and “Down with Revisionism!” They continued to 
drag out the “capitalist roaders” and their families, set up kangaroo courts, 
shouted, and created an uproar. They dragged elderly professors and party offi-
cials from their apartments and paraded them in front of improvised tribunals 
under the burning sun or the fierce cold, crowned them with dunce caps, and 
hung humiliating placards around their necks. The ignorant youngsters were 
still battling the Four Olds—old ideas, culture, customs, and habits. In many 
cities the leftists introduced new rules, for example, crossing the street when 
the light is red, because red is the color of revolution. Ancient monuments 
were demolished; archives destroyed; veteran specialists, including medical 
personnel, engineers, and technicians, not allowed to work. The mass chaos 
increasingly threatened catastrophe.

On July 3, 1968, Mao demanded that disturbances cease immediately. On 
July 27 more than thirty thousand workers from more than sixty industrial 
enterprises in Beijing, organized into so‑called Mao Zedong Thought Pro-
paganda Teams, entered into Tsinghua University. Clashes occurred and ten 
people were killed, but the frenzied Red Guards refused to surrender.
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Mao was infuriated. The next day he convened a meeting of the party 
leadership in the Great Hall of the People, including Lin Biao, Zhou Enlai, 
Jiang Qing, Kang Sheng, Chen Boda, Xie Fuzhi, and the new chief of the gen-
eral staff of the PLA, Huang Yongsheng. The Red Guard chiefs of Beijing were 
summoned to serve as scapegoats.

Mao seemed outwardly calm, and he even tried to crack jokes, but his 
humor was sinister.

“Kuai Dafu,” he began,

wants to seize the black villain. After all so many workers “suppress” 
and “oppress” Red Guards. But just who is this black villain? This 
black villain has still not been captured. This black villain is none 
other than I. ​. . . ​I am the one who dispatched the guard regiment of 
the CC and the Xinhua typographers and the knitwear factory work-
ers. I said, “Go, do your work, observe, and figure out how to resolve 
the question of armed struggle in the higher education institutions.” 
Thus, 30,000 persons set out.

“Peking University [also] wants to seize the black villain,” he said, turning to 
Nie Yuanzi, the author of the “first Marxist-Leninist dazibao,” “but this black 
villain is not I but Xie Fuzhi. I do not suffer from such ambition.”

The Red Guard leaders listened, their heads downcast. Mao continued:

You have been engaged in the Cultural Revolution for two years by 
now. With respect to struggle, criticism, and reforms, first, you do 
not struggle, second, you do not criticize, and third, you have not 
achieved any reforms. It’s true that you struggle, but you conduct 
armed struggle. The people don’t like this, the workers don’t like this, 
the peasants don’t like this, the people of [Beijing] don’t like this, the 
majority of students at educational institutions don’t like this, and 
even some people in groups that support you don’t like this. And is 
this how you wish to unite our country?

“Important events are taking place in the country,” Lin Biao observed por-
tentously and then paraphrased the beginning of the Romance of the Three 
Kingdoms: “That which was long broken up must be united; and that which 
was long united must be broken up.34 The fortifications that were built for 
armed struggle [in the higher education institutes must] be completely dis-
mantled; all firearms and side-arms, knives, and rifles [must be] handed over 
to the depots.”

The Red Guard leaders understood this was the end. None of them, ex-
cept for Kuai Dafu, who began sobbing, even tried to justify themselves. Nie 
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Yuanzi, who had suddenly seen the light, even asked the Chairman to dispatch 
the PLA to Peking University.

Mao concluded:

Confusion and bitter struggle are rife. ​. . . ​Perhaps this time you will 
expel me from the party? Expel me for bureaucratism, moreover I am 
a black villain and I suppress the Red Guards. ​. . . ​The masses do not 
like engaging in civil war. ​. . . ​We must address ​. . . ​an appeal ​. . . ​to 
the whole country. And if anyone continues to destroy order, attack 
the Liberation Army, destroy communications, kill people or commit 
arson, then he will be treated as a criminal. If a handful of people do 
not heed these warnings, and stubbornly refuse to mend their ways, 
they will turn into robbers and Guomindang elements, and they will 
have to be surrounded on all sides. If they resist they will have to be 
destroyed.

“Progress cannot be achieved instantaneously, history always takes a zigzag 
path,” he added, ending the meeting.35

In August, PLA troops went into action. Only they were able to restore 
order and gain control of the universities, which, in the Chairman’s words, had 
become “ ‘independent kingdoms,’ big or small.” 36

Of course, there were now new victims. Sensing the Chairman’s inclina-
tions, the military began to suppress the Red Guards in the cruelest manner. 
The clashes that took place in August 1968 between the army and young peo-
ple in Nanning, the capital of the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, were 
particularly bloody. The streets of the city literally ran in blood; the urban dis-
tricts controlled by the young people’s organizations were wiped from the face 
of the earth. The number of victims was 2,324; about 10,000 were imprisoned 
and more than 50,000 people were left homeless.37 Hearing of this, Mao placed 
all the responsibility on the extremists among the Red Guards and Rebels, as-
serting that their uprising against the army was “a kind of death throes of the 
class enemies.” 38

Beginning in the second half of 1968, some twelve million disillusioned 
youth were deported to the countryside over the next seven years, most of 
them to education-through-labor camps where the overwhelming majority 
remained until the death of the Great Helmsman in 1976. Theirs was a bitter 
education. Many of them could have spoken the words of the hero of one of 
the writer Wang Meng’s stories: “It’s just rotten luck to be born Chinese. ​. . . ​
The Chinese race, so great and yet so tragic.” 39

In October 1968, the next enlarged plenum of the Central Committee 
summed up the period of Sturm und Drang. By then more than 70 percent 
of the members and alternate members of the Central Committee had been 
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labeled “anti-party elements,” “traitors,” and “spies” who were “maintaining se-
cret ties with abroad.” Ten of the ninety-seven members of the Central Com-
mittee had died since August 1966.

Only 40 members and 19 alternates of the 87 members and 96 alternates 
chosen at the Eighth Party Congress were present at the plenum. To attain a 
quorum, Mao gave full voting rights to 10 alternates from the Central Com-
mittee, of which 9 were high-ranking military officers. He also granted vot-
ing rights to 74 members from the Cultural Revolution Group, the Military 
Commission of the Central Committee, as well as leaders of provincial revo-
lutionary committees and military regions together with a number of Central 
Committee officials. The plenum expelled Liu Shaoqi “forever” from the party 
and emphasized that the “unmasking” of his “counterrevolutionary physiog-
nomy” was a “great victory” for Mao Zedong Thought. The former head of 
state was called a “hidden provocateur and scab, a running dog of imperial-
ism, contemporary revisionism, and Guomindang reaction who had commit-
ted egregious crimes against the masses.” 40

Yet, under pressure from Mao, the plenum allowed Deng Xiaoping to 
remain a member of the party. “You all want to kick him out, [but] I’m not 
keen on the idea,” Mao Zedong said.41 This was enough. Mao also did not allow 
the radicals to expel the former February Oppositionists, the marshals and 
party officials who had opposed Red Guard mayhem in February 1967. More-
over, he insisted they be “chosen” as delegates to the party congress scheduled 
for the following year. This despite the considerable attention devoted at the 
plenum to criticism of the February reverse current. “Comrade Chen Yi,” Mao 
said to the “ideologue” of the February Oppositionists, “you will participate 
[in the congress] as the representative of the Right.” 42 No sooner said than 
done. The plenum enthusiastically supported Chen.

The battle first with the “moderates” and then with the Red Guards was 
practically over. Mao now decided to convene a new party congress, the Ninth, 
which took place April 1–24, 1969, in Beijing. It was attended by 1,512 del-
egates representing almost 22 million communists. It resulted in the unani-
mous adoption of new party statutes in which Mao Zedong Thought was 
again declared to be the theoretical foundation of the CCP. Now it was called 
“Marxism-Leninism of the era in which imperialism is heading for total col-
lapse and socialism is advancing to world-wide victory.” 43

The composition of the leading organs of the CCP underwent a radical 
change. The new Central Committee, consisting of 170 members and 109 al-
ternates, followed the principle of combining “three sides,” namely the leading 
figures of the Cultural Revolution, the main commanders of the PLA, and the 
“revolutionary” party leaders who were the most loyal to Mao. He also re-
tained on the Central Committee several former opponents, including Deng 
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Zihui, and the February Oppositionists—Chen Yi, Ye Jianying, Xu Xiangqian, 
Nie Rongzhen, Li Fuchun, and Li Xiannian. All the “comrades” named by the 
Leader received the requisite number of votes.

At the First Plenum of the newly chosen Central Committee, the power-
hungry wives of Mao and Lin Biao, Jiang Qing and Ye Qun, were included 
in the Politburo, as were the heroes of Shanghai, Zhang Chunqiao and Yao 
Wenyuan. Chen Boda, Zhou Enlai, and Kang Sheng were included in the Po-
litburo Standing Committee along with Mao and Lin. Lin Biao was returned as 
the sole deputy chairman, and the entire country began to learn from the army 
with renewed enthusiasm, especially since it was PLA troops that ultimately 
had restored order in the country.

The plenum concluded with stormy applause. The cries of “Long Live the 
Victory of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution,” “Long Live the Chinese 
Communist Party,” “Long Live Invincible Mao Zedong Thought,” “Long Live 
Chairman Mao, Wan sui! Wan wan sui! (10,000 years, 100  million years!)” 
long echoed in the hall.

One of the important themes emphasized at the congress and the plenum 
was the struggle against Soviet revisionism. Mao said:

The Soviet revisionists now attack us. Some TASS broadcast or other, 
the Wang Ming material, and the long screed in Kommunist [a Soviet 
Party journal] all say we are no longer a party of the proletariat, and 
call us a “petit-bourgeois party.” They say we have imposed a mono-
lithic order and have returned to the time of the bases, which means 
we have retrogressed. What is this thing they call becoming mono-
lithic? They say it is a military-bureaucratic system. ​. . . ​I say let them 
talk. They can say whatever they want. But their words have one char-
acteristic: they avoid branding us a bourgeois party, instead they label 
us a “party of the petit bourgeoisie.” We, on the other hand, say that 
they are a bourgeois dictatorship, and are restoring the dictatorship of 
the bourgeoisie.44

The Central Committee report that Lin Biao delivered at the congress was also 
sharply anti-Soviet. In 1969 the polemics that had ignited in the early 1960s 
reached their apogee.

In March, on the eve of the congress, armed clashes occurred on the Far 
Eastern border between the USSR and the PRC. Soviet and Chinese border 
troops fought over Damansky (Zhenbao) Island in the Ussuri River. There 
were dead on both sides: on the first day alone, March 2, twenty-nine soldiers 
and two officers on the Soviet side and seventeen servicemen on the Chinese 
side. Forty-nine persons were wounded and one Soviet soldier was taken pris-
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oner and later died in captivity.45 Some in the West exulted over the “first so-
cialist war.”

Relations between China and the USSR had gone steadily downhill after 
the sudden withdrawal of Soviet specialists in 1960. At various meetings Soviet 
and Chinese representatives engaged in sharp exchanges regarding the nature 
of the current era and the question of Stalin’s cult of personality. The Chinese 
accused the leaders of the CPSU of being “social democrats,” while the Soviet 
communists screamed about the “ultra-leftism” of the CCP leaders.

Finally, in 1963, Khrushchev had had enough. In response to a letter from 
the Central Committee of the CCP, dated June 14, 1963, and titled “A Proposal 
Concerning the General Line of the International Communist Movement,” the 
Central Committee of the CPSU on July 14 sent an open letter to all com-
munists in the Soviet Union. It referred to the “erroneous and fatal” policy of 
the Chinese Communist Party, the “glaring contradiction” in the actions of 
the Chinese leadership “not only to the principles of mutual relations among 
socialist countries, but, in a number of cases, to the accepted rules and norms 
all states should abide by.” 46

In response, People’s Daily and the journal Red Flag erupted with a joint 
editorial in which they excoriated the shameful united front of Moscow, 
Washington, New Delhi, and Belgrade “against socialist China and against all 
Marxist-Leninist Parties.” “Khrushchev revisionists” were condemned as be-
trayers “of Marxism-Leninism and proletarian internationalism.” 47 The Chi-
nese press then published eight more so‑called critical articles developing this 
theme. In May 1964, at one of the meetings of the Chinese leadership, Mao, 
making no attempt to check his anger, asserted, “In the Soviet Union there is 
now a dictatorship of the bourgeoisie, a dictatorship of the big bourgeoisie, a 
German-fascist dictatorship of the Hitler type. This is a gang of bandits who 
are worse than De Gaulle.” 48

At the same time, both sides raised contentious new issues. The Chinese 
asserted territorial claims vis-à-vis the Soviets. “In discussions with our advi-
sors in China, the Beijing leadership stated in a very hostile way that the Rus-
sians had taken what was then the Soviet Far Eastern region from China, along 
with other adjacent territories,” Khrushchev recalled.

Some misunderstandings arose between us in regard to the border 
along the Ussuri River and along some other rivers. As is generally 
known, rivers tend to change course over time, and new islands are 
sometimes formed. Under the treaty signed between China and the 
tsarist government, the Chinese bank of the river formed the border, 
not the middle of the river channel, as is the usual practice under 
international law. Thus, if new islands were formed they were consid-
ered Russian. ​. . . ​Later the situation became more strained.49
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In 1962 Moscow agreed to secret border talks with Beijing which began 
in February 1964. Khrushchev broke them off in October, however, because 
the Chinese, in addition to the question about the river channel, insisted on 
discussing the problem of czarist expansion in Siberia and the Far East. Nev-
ertheless, the Soviet side agreed that a new border treaty with the PRC should 
replace the czarist one. According to this treaty, Damansky Island should go 
to the Chinese since it was west of the main channel of the Ussuri River. In 
other words, if one followed international practice, it was in Chinese territo-
rial waters. A treaty was not signed, however, but the Chinese, noting that the 
USSR had agreed to conclude it according to international principles, began to 
consider Damansky theirs.50

For a time, following Khrushchev’s ouster in October 1964, there was hope 
that a constructive dialogue might be revived. In early November, a Chinese 
delegation headed by Zhou Enlai came to Moscow by invitation of the Soviet 
side to celebrate the anniversary of the October Revolution. It was greeted by 
the Soviet premier Alexei Kosygin, the most active supporter of normalizing 
ties with China. However, the chance to arrange even normal businesslike re-
lations with what had once been a good neighbor collapsed. In the words of 
Andrei Aleksandrov-Agentov, an assistant to Khrushchev’s successor, Leonid 
Brezhnev, this occurred because of “an absurd incident or under the influence 
of the military leadership which was infuriated at the Chinese. In any event, 
at a festive banquet in the Kremlin, a highly intoxicated Marshal Malinovsky, 
the minister of defense, approached the Chinese premier and in the hearing 
of everyone said, ‘Well, we have done our part, we got rid of our old galosh 
Khrushchev. Now if you will chuck out your old galosh Mao, then our problems 
will be over.’ Outraged, Zhou Enlai immediately stalked out of the banquet.” 51 
The following day Brezhnev tried to smooth over the matter: “Malinovsky is 
not a member of the Presidium [of the CPSU], he drank too much and blurted 
out something. Moreover, the translation was imprecise. We are prepared to 
apologize.” 52 But Zhou said, “There is nothing for us to talk about.” 53

Kosygin and several other members of the Soviet leadership who favored 
improving relations with China were shaken by this. They advised Brezhnev 
to pay a visit to Mao, but Brezhnev was obdurate. Finally, he challenged Kosy-
gin: “If you consider this so essential, then go yourself.” Kosygin actually did. 
In February 1965, he met in Beijing with Zhou and then with Mao and Liu. 
“The conversation was pointed and rather unpleasant,” writes Aleksandrov-
Agentov. “Our comrades were reminded of all the injustices Khrushchev 
committed vis-à-vis China, and the accusations about the CPSU’s ‘revision of 
Leninism’ were repeated. In a word, it became clear that there was no pos-
sibility of returning to the former ‘fraternal friendship,’ and that China would 
never again play the role of ‘younger brother’ to the Soviet Union.” 54 Mao ex-
pressed his wish to continue the polemics with the CPSU even if they lasted 
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another ten thousand years, and only when he was wrapping up the talks did 
he soften and shorten this by one thousand years.55

A year later, however, when the Cultural Revolution commenced, Mao 
sharply intensified attacks on the USSR, even accusing the Soviet leadership of 
wishing to unleash a war against China. “The Soviet Union is planning ​. . . ​to 
violate the state border in Siberia and Mongolia, to carry out incursions into 
Inner Mongolia and Northeast China and to occupy China,” he declared to the 
whole world. “This may result in a situation in which the People’s Liberation 
Army and the Soviet Army will face each other across opposite sides of the 
Yangzi River.” 56

Attempting to force the government of the USSR to sign a border treaty, 
the Chinese side began acting in an increasingly threatening manner. From 
1964 to 1969, there were 4,189 incidents—not armed, it is true—along the 
Soviet-Chinese border. The situation deteriorated sharply after the dispatch 
of Soviet troops to Czechoslovakia in late August 1968, and the assertion by 
the Soviet leadership of the so‑called Brezhnev Doctrine, which stated that the 
USSR had the right to intervene in the internal affairs of any socialist country 
where socialism was in danger. In October 1968, PRC minister of defense Lin 
Biao put the armed forces of the PRC on alert. Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai 
were initially skeptical of Lin Biao’s anxiety, but they raised no objections to 
these precautionary measures.57

Thus the gunfire on Damansky was no accident. Who fired the first shot 
is still not known to this day. Most likely everything happened spontaneously. 
Someone’s nerves simply snapped. But the incident brought Sino-Soviet rela-
tions to a new level. The gunshots echoed in both capitals. Each side loudly 
accused the other of provocations. According to several sources, the Soviet 
government was in a state of panic. Minister of Defense Andrei Grechko was 
insisting on an atomic attack against the PRC’s industrial centers. Others sug-
gested blowing up Chinese atomic sites. Instead Brezhnev authorized a mas-
sive strike on Chinese territory with Grad rockets to a depth of 20 kilometers. 
This was done on the night of March 14–15 in the same vicinity of Damansky. 
More than eight hundred Chinese died.

Speaking soon afterward at the First Plenum of the Ninth Central Com-
mittee, Mao devoted a significant portion of his speech to the question of 
preparing for war with the USSR.58 He really thought a Soviet armed attack 
against China was likely. After the plenum he even issued secret instructions 
for preparing to evacuate the majority of party leaders from Beijing.59

If only he had known that in late January 1967, in a conversation with of-
ficials of the Department of Socialist Countries of the Central Committee of 
the CPSU, Wang Ming, who lived in the Soviet Union, had advised the Soviet 
leaders to carry out armed intervention in the affairs of the PRC. “The current 
situation in China is even more dangerous for the socialist camp and the in-
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ternational communist movement than the events in Hungary in 1956,” Wang 
said. “We cannot let the opportunity pass by ​. . . ​we [must] provide them [the 
healthy forces in the Chinese Communist Party] not only political, but also 
material support via arms and possibly by sending a force composed of the 
proper nationalities from Central Asia and the Mongolian People’s Republic.” 
Wang was even prepared to hold secret talks with the leaders of Xinjiang and 
Inner Mongolia, whom he considered his secret supporters.60

Of course, no such incursion took place. In April, May, June, and Au-
gust 1969, however, new clashes occurred both in the Far East and along the 
Xinjiang sector of the border. The situation was soon brought under control 
during another meeting between Kosygin and Zhou Enlai at the Beijing air-
port on September 11.61 Following this, negotiations over the contentious bor-
der issues commenced. The Soviets had to give up Damansky. Yet until his 
death Mao continued to view the Soviet Union as China’s worst enemy. The 
uncompromising struggle against “frenzied” revisionism continued at home 
and abroad.
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On December 10, 1970, when Edgar Snow interviewed Mao Zedong for the 
fifth and final time, Mao was two weeks shy of his seventy-seventh birthday. 
Snow found him in reasonably good physical condition. Mao seemed to be 
suffering from a cold but otherwise looked quite well. He had even lost weight 
since their last meeting, in January 1965. Of course, his age was showing, but 
the Chairman’s mind was still lively. The Great Helmsman observed to his 
guest that he would “soon be going to see God,” but he did not seem upset. 
It was inevitable, Mao said: everyone eventually had to see God. Snow knew 
that even earlier Mao had liked to speak about death. The Chairman had been 
talking about going to see Marx ever since 1961, when he spoke with Field 
Marshal Montgomery. On the eve of the Cultural Revolution in 1965, he had 
talked about the approach of death with Snow and first said that “very soon” 
he would meet with God. (No one knows why he no longer referred to Marx, 
but rather to the Almighty.) 1 Old age and death had long since become favorite 
themes of his.

Of course, there was a significant element of intrigue in this. Mao loved to 
pretend that he was sick or unwell in order to gauge the impression this would 
produce upon his entourage.2 In February 1963, for example, he played the 
role of a seriously ill old man before Stepan Chervonenko, the Soviet ambassa-
dor. “He first rehearsed his act several times in front of me and other members 
of his staff, covering himself with a terry-cloth blanket, feigning lethargy and 
pain,” his physician recalled. “ ‘Do I look like I’m sick?’ he wanted to know. 
Then he called the Soviet envoy to his bedside and staged an excellent dramatic 
performance.” 3 The Soviet representatives were truly stunned:

We were struck by an unexpected contrast: in the middle of the poorly 
lighted room stood a tall bed on which Mao Zedong was half-lying. 
Around it sat Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, Deng Xiaoping, and the inter-
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preter in respectful poses. ​. . . ​The Chairman said that he could no 
longer decipher small characters and that large character texts were 
specially printed for him; he asserted that he no longer presided over 
sessions of the Politburo and did not read all the important papers. 
“Now they are the ones conducting the affairs of the party,” Mao Ze-
dong said, pointing to the leaders of the CCP who were sitting in his 
bedroom.4

In December 1970, Mao really felt unwell. It took a considerable effort for him 
to appear healthy to Snow. On the eve of their meeting he had barely begun to 
recover from a serious bout of pneumonia that had confined him to bed for 
almost two months. That is why he looked thinner.

Eventually he regained his full strength. Parting with Snow, Mao left him 
with the words that he was “a monk holding an umbrella, without hair, without 
sky.” 5 This meant that he was subject neither to the laws of man nor those of 
heaven. In other words, he lived as he liked, and he would live as long as he 
desired. (The words for “hair” and “law” are pronounced similarly in Chinese 
[ fa], although the tones differ.)

Snow understood none of this, because the young interpreter, Nancy Tang 
(Tang Wensheng), born in America and unfamiliar with classical philosophy, 
translated the expression as if Mao were “only a lone monk walking the world 
with a leaky umbrella.” 6 No one knows how she came up with this phrase, but 
Snow trusted her implicitly and conveyed Mao’s message to the whole world. 
People everywhere tried to guess just what he had in mind. Why was he so 
alone?

Mao boasted in vain about living as long as he liked. At his age pneu-
monia was very dangerous. Previously he had suffered only from bronchitis, 
which he could not fully overcome because he continued to smoke two packs 
of cigarettes a day. His favorite brands were no longer Chesterfields or 555s, 
but domestic cigarettes like Zhonghua (China), Xiongmao (Panda), and Luo-
jiashan (Mount Luojia). Possibly he chose these for patriotic reasons. Shortly 
before Snow’s arrival, Mao switched to Northern Star, a higher-quality ciga-
rette manufactured in Canton from foreign tobacco.7

Mao’s health was also compromised by his abnormal habits. He went to 
bed well past midnight, often around 5 a.m., and slept only until 11 a.m. He ate 
just twice a day, around 2 or 3 p.m. and again between 8 and 9 p.m. His favorite 
dish was fatty roast pork cut into small pieces and prepared with hot Hunan 
pepper sauce. However, he drank in moderation, on rare occasions allowing 
himself some Chinese grape wine. Only on major holidays did he drink a little 
maotai, a pungent rice liquor.

The unrelenting political struggle also had a devastating impact on his 
health. After the Red Guards were crushed, political struggle shifted from the 
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streets back to the party. The sharply increasing role of the leading generals in 
the army, who were directly responsible for restoring order, provoked dissatis-
faction on the part of those in Jiang Qing’s faction who were the main leaders 
of the Cultural Revolution. Relations among the various factions of the once-
united left became increasingly strained. Jiang Qing and her associates began 
to express indignation at the actions of the PLA. Lin Biao and his generals, as 
well as his wife, Ye Qun, who had an enormous influence on her husband and 
his entourage, reacted irritably. They believed that the era of Sturm und Drang 
was over and that production and military modernization were the top priori-
ties. Zhou Enlai supported them.

The first signs of conflict had already appeared in late 1967. This is how So-
viet intelligence reported the situation to the Central Committee of the CPSU:

Information from Comrade TSVIGUN* Entry No. 4761 from Decem-
ber 7, 1967. ​. . . ​Inside the new ruling group [in the Chinese Commu-
nist Party our agents] have witnessed a growing strain in relations 
between ZHOU ENLAI and LIN BIAO on one hand, and the leaders 
of the CC Cultural Revolution Group, especially KANG SHENG and 
JIANG QING on the other. The criticism and sidelining of many fig-
ures who are representatives of the “new forces,” supported by KANG 
SHENG and JIANG QING, indicates that the position of these latter 
figures has become somewhat weakened at present. The termination 
of the purge in the army, the reining in of the Red Guards and the 
Rebels with respect to seizing power by force, the refusal to arm them, 
and the greater attention paid to economic questions, all these actions 
undoubtedly have increased the authority of ZHOU ENLAI and LIN 
BIAO.8

This information was accurate. Jiang Qing was encouraging anti–Lin Biao sen-
timent within the party leadership in an increasingly open manner. Initially 
she was unable to lure Mao into her intrigues. He continued to trust his close 
comrade in arms (such was Lin’s official title). At the Ninth Party Congress a 
statement that Lin Biao was Mao Zedong’s successor was even included in the 
party’s statutes.9

Mao refused to hear anything bad about Lin, whom he had known since 
April 1928, when Zhu De’s forces, in which Lin Biao served, joined with Mao’s 
insurgents in the Jinggang Mountains. They had been introduced by Chen Yi, 
the chief political commissar in Zhu De’s army who had described Lin as a 

*	 Semyon Kuz’mich Tsvigun (1917–1982) was first deputy chairman of the KGB from No-
vember 1967.
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brilliant officer that knew how to rout the enemy. Mao was ecstatic. “You’re so 
young and you fight so boldly. That’s great!” he exclaimed.10

Lin then was just going on twenty-one. He had been born on December 5, 
1907, in Huanggang county, Hubei, into a family of weavers. He had a middle 
school education and in 1924, under the influence of two communist cousins 
joined the Socialist Youth League. In the winter of 1925 he was admitted to 
the Whampoa Academy in revolutionary Canton and found his career. He 
joined the Communist Party in late 1925 and was sent to the communist regi-
ment of Ye Ting. Lin Biao participated in the Nanchang Uprising of August 1, 
1927, along with Ye Ting and Zhu De. After its defeat he went to the Jinggang 
Mountains.11

He quickly fell under the influence of Mao, whom he began to treat with 
filial deference. The older man valued his junior acolyte. For Lin Biao, who was 
weak in Marxist theory, Mao was an encyclopedia of knowledge, a genius of 
science and politics as well as a military leader. Modest and shy, Lin was not 
a natural leader although he was a talented military commander. Among the 
leaders of the Chinese Communist Party he was called “the Maiden.” 12 Thin 
and diminutive with thick, almost astonishingly raised eyebrows, he reminded 
one of a beauty from some Beijing opera in which men play the female roles. 
The name Lin Biao, which means “Forest Snow Leopard,” did not fit well with 
his looks and behavior.

His obedience, devotion, and lack of ambition, combined with his bril-
liant military abilities,* impressed Mao Zedong, who easily bent Lin to his own 
strong will. Mao began to nominate Lin to leading positions, because he did 
not discern a rival in this taciturn and unassertive military commander who 
was always ready to execute his orders. By 1949 Lin was already a member of 
the Central Committee and commander of the Fourth Field Army. That year 
he was chosen as a member of the Central People’s Government Council as 
well as deputy chairman of the People’s Revolutionary Military Council of the 
PRC. In 1954 he was made deputy premier of the State Council. A year later, 
Mao brought Lin into the Politburo and awarded him the rank of marshal. In 
May 1958, he became a member of the Politburo Standing Committee and one 
of Mao’s deputy chairmen. Following the dismissal of Peng Dehuai in 1959, 
Mao quickly appointed Lin Biao as his new minister of defense.

The one thing that occasionally annoyed even Mao was the extraordinary 
adulation Lin accorded him. “I never believed that several of my little books 
could possess such great magical power,” Mao wrote to Jiang Qing in July 1966. 
“Now, after his [Lin Biao’s] laudatory words, the entire country has begun to 

*	 Even Otto Braun, who despised Lin Biao, was compelled to point out in one of his reports 
to the ECCI that “I personally consider him [Lin Biao] to be the best field commander in 
the Eighth Route Army.”
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extol them; this is truly a case of ‘Old Woman Wang sells her pumpkins, and 
says how good they are.’ ​. . . ​He [Lin Biao] spoke even more forcefully in the 
press. He worshiped me as if I were like the holiest of the saints. So, I just 
have to play along. But ​. . . ​the higher the praise, the more painful the fall.” 13 
Lin Biao’s toadying, however, was not a significant transgression. Although 
Mao might grumble over this, it also pleased him. Moreover, there were any 
number of people prepared to idolize the Chairman, so many that by the late 
1960s the aging Leader himself began to feel he was a god. The number of cop-
ies of the Quotations was exceeded only by the number of Bibles, and People’s 
Daily and other newspapers were constantly writing about inconceivable mir-
acles wrought by Mao Zedong Thought. Correspondents of the Xinhua News 
Agency reported the resurrection of the dead after physicians uttered quota-
tions from the Great Helmsman over their bodies, the blind recovering their 
sight and the dumb their ability to speak as well as other absurdities.14 Lin Biao 
was not responsible for such nonsense. Jiang Qing and Chen Boda controlled 
the mass media.

Much more inconvenient for Mao was that his future successor was al-
ways ill. The nature of his illness remains a mystery. We know only that it was 
psychological rather than physical in nature. Possibly it was the consequence 
of the four wounds he had suffered during the civil war and the Sino-Japanese 
War. As early as his first trip to Moscow in 1939–41, Lin Biao complained 
about severe headaches, vomiting, heart palpitations, insomnia, and nervous 
disorders.15 He was treated at Monino and Kislovodsk, but to no avail. In his 
own words, every time he did a “little mental labor” he developed severe head-
aches and insomnia.16 From July to October 1951, he and his wife, Ye Qun, 
and their daughter Liheng—her pet name was Doudou, a diminutive from the 
word for “bean”*—sojourned in the Soviet Union, where he again underwent 
treatment that was ineffective. He stopped trusting in doctors and developed a 
serious persecution complex. He believed that his doctors were plotting to kill 

*	 Lin Biao was married twice. His first wife, Liu Xingmin (she was also known both as Liu 
Xinmin and as Zhang Mei), was twelve years younger than he. She was a simple, unlettered 
girl from northern Shaanxi. In 1939 she went with her husband to the Soviet Union. But 
after two years, Lin broke with her. He returned to China in August 1941, leaving her preg-
nant in Moscow. Liu gave birth to a daughter, whom she named Xiaolin. Until September 
1948 Liu worked in the International Orphanage in Ivanovo, where, it will be recalled, Mao’s 
former wife Zizhen was for a time. Then she returned to China. Xiaolin was able to leave 
for China only in 1950 after Lin Biao himself interceded on her behalf. However, he saw 
this daughter only rarely. He now had a different family. During the anti-Japanese war he 
married a native of Fujian named Ye Qun, who was also twelve years his junior. He had two 
children from this marriage: Lin Liheng (Doudou), the daughter born in 1944, and a son, 
Lin Liguo, born in 1946.
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him by poisoning the baths they prescribed for him. He stopped seeing them 
and thereafter his wife became his physician.17 She was a woman of amazingly 
strong character, so it is not surprising that the weak-willed Lin was completely 
under her power. She did not love her husband, who was constantly languish-
ing in depression, especially since Lin, who cycled through his illnesses, had 
lost any interest in sex. The marriage was her springboard to higher power, 
which is why she tried her utmost to indulge her sick spouse.

Meanwhile, Lin Biao’s psychological attacks worsened with each passing 
year. Although he formally held various leading positions, for months at a time 
Lin was absent from work.18 Mao’s personal physician, who was asked to visit 
Lin in his residence, described one of these attacks: “When we were escorted 
into his room, Lin Biao was in bed, curled in the arms of his wife, Ye Qun, 
his head nestled against her bosom. Lin Biao was crying, and Ye Qun was 
patting him and comforting him as though he were a baby.” Lin’s wife told 
the doctor that in the 1940s her husband had become addicted to opium and 
had then switched to morphine. He had been cured of this habit in the Soviet  
Union, but

his behavior continued to be strange. Lin Biao was ​. . . ​so afraid of 
wind and light that he rarely went outside, often missing meetings. 
His fear of water was so extreme that even the sound of it would give 
him instant diarrhea. He would not drink liquids at all. Ye Qun made 
sure he received liquid by dipping steamed buns in water and feeding 
them to her husband. That and the water in his food were the only 
liquids he got.

Lin Biao never used a toilet. When moving his bowels, he would 
use a quilt, as if it were a tent, to cover himself, and would squat over 
a bedpan that his wife would place on his bed.

I was astonished. Lin Biao was obviously mentally unsound.19

Another Chinese physician who examined the minister of defense gave a simi-
lar diagnosis. He “could find nothing functionally wrong” with him, but he 
recognized “a plenitude of symptoms of psychological disorientation and plain 
evidence of drug usage.” 20

According to the reminiscences of Lin Biao’s daughter Doudou and his 
son-in-law, Zhang Qinglin, the sick marshal invariably took some kind of 
“medicine” before he dared to venture out of his house, which was surrounded 
by a high stone wall, to attend public events during the Cultural Revolution. 
This “medicine,” which was kept in ampules labeled as vitamin C, could keep 
him going for several hours, but afterward the wretched man’s illness would 
get worse for weeks at a time.21

This was precisely the kind of “close comrade in arms” that Mao, who 
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feared strong individuals, needed. Or might the Chairman simply have pit-
ied the unfortunate Lin, and cut him the slack to be sick? In any case, he did 
not wish to listen to Jiang Qing and her confederates slander the minister of 
defense.

But flowing water sculpts even the hardest rock. Ultimately the perfidious 
Jiang succeeded in toppling the sick marshal. In the deadly struggle for power 
between the two factions the aging Helmsman supported his wife. In early 
May 1970, while resting in Hangzhou, Mao thought of changing the constitu-
tion of the PRC by deleting the Second Article, which designated the chairman 
of the People’s Republic of China as the formal head of state. Following the 
purge of Liu Shaoqi this post had remained vacant; now Mao decided it was 
superfluous. He informed the members of the Politburo, adding, however, that 
if they wanted to preserve this position they should know that he (Mao) did 
not wish to be the chairman of the PRC. “If [the Politburo] decides to maintain 
such a position, it is Lin Biao who should hold the position,” he summed up.22 
Many years later this is how General Wu Faxian, commander of the PLA Air 
Force and a member of the Politburo, recalled Mao’s instructions.23

After this communication, the members of the Politburo established a six-
member commission that soon began drafting a new constitution. Meanwhile, 
Lin Biao, who had not attended the Politburo meeting, informed both Mao 
and the others that he did not wish to become the chairman of the PRC. How-
ever, he thought it “would be wrong for such a large country” like China “not 
to have a symbolic head to represent it.” Therefore, he insisted that Mao himself 
should accept this position. Possibly, Lin did not understand what the Great 
Helmsman actually wanted, and decided to flatter him just in case. Of course, 
according to the rules of proper Chinese behavior, he should decline even if he 
really wanted the position. But he actually was horrified at the thought of the 
numerous duties, of the need to attend diplomatic events and to travel abroad 
frequently. For someone in his condition this would be an inordinate burden.

Mao, it seems, understood Lin Biao’s fears or toadying. At any rate, he 
informed Lin that the post of chairman of the PRC could be maintained in the 
constitution. But he added, “I will not hold the position, and neither will you. 
Let Old Dong [Biwu]* be the state chairman and, at the same time, put several 
younger people in the position of vice-chairmen.” 24 There, it seems, the matter 
might have ended.

Just then, however, heated disputes flared up among the members of the 
commission preparing a draft constitution over how to fathom the intentions 
of the Great Helmsman. Kang Sheng and Zhang Chunqiao argued that Mao 

*	 It will be recalled that in the early 1930s Dong Biwu (1886–1975) was the secretary of 
the Party Control Commission. From 1959 on he and Song Qingling were vice chairmen of 
the PRC.
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really did not want the post of chairman of the PRC, while Wu Faxian and 
another general from Lin Biao’s faction thought the opposite. Moreover, there 
was disagreement over whether to include in the text of the constitution the 
sentence “Mao Zedong Thought is the guiding force of our country.” The gen-
erals favored this, but their opponents were against it. The latter were prob-
ably just egging on Lin Biao’s supporters, trying to provoke a scandal. Zhang 
Chunqiao even said, “There are some people who are constantly mouthing off 
about Marxism and Mao Zedong Thought. But this doesn’t mean that they are 
actually Marxists.” He was obviously hinting at Lin Biao and alluding to Mao’s 
grumbling about flattery. Chen Boda, who was also participating in the work 
of the commission, defended the generals. The sixth member of the group 
kept mum.

The apostasy of Chen Boda, who had been one of the closest confederates 
of Jiang Qing and Kang Sheng, was deeply rooted. Chen had long conceived a 
dislike for Mao’s wife. He had even confided to several friends that he wanted 
to do away with himself because he could no longer tolerate this hysterical and 
power-hungry woman. By switching to the side of Lin Biao and Ye Qun he 
chose betrayal rather than suicide. In late 1968 he had begun to openly support 
Jiang Qing’s rivals, which step, of course, she could not forgive.25

In these circumstances the Second Plenum of the Central Committee con-
vened in Lushan in August–September 1970. The issue of a new constitution 
was on the agenda. Lin Biao took advantage of this to strike a blow against 
Zhang Chunqiao and the entire Jiang Qing faction. Zhou supported him, and 
then Mao, indicating his agreement, merely advised Lin not to criticize Zhang 
by name. “It must be Jiang Qing who backed Zhang Chunqiao,” he noted.26

Lin did everything that he had agreed to with Mao. He did not name Zhang 
but he asserted that the Great Helmsman was a genius, which justified insert-
ing a passage about Mao’s Thought in the constitution. Then the participants 
in the plenum divided into small groups to discuss Lin’s speech. Then some-
thing happened that Lin would soon have occasion to regret. Many of those 
speaking, the generals in the first instance, enthusiastically supported their 
commander, especially when they grasped that his speech was aimed against 
Zhang, Jiang Qing, and their ilk. The Long March veterans also supported Lin.

Jiang Qing’s tragedy was that few people in the party liked her. The enmity 
of many party leaders and their wives pursued Jiang throughout her marriage, 
which she repaid with malice, envy, and hatred. It was a vicious circle. The 
more they despised her, the more she hated them all; the more keenly she 
persecuted her enemies, the more fiercely they despised her. When she headed 
the Cultural Revolution Group she conceived a particular hatred for the party 
veterans. Now those who had managed to survive the Red Guard terror were 
savoring revenge. They willingly began singing the praises of Lin to spite Jiang. 
Chen Boda plunged into this effort.
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The discussions continued for two days. Jiang, Zhang, and the other left-
ists were terribly frightened. So they did the only thing they could do: they 
turned to Mao for help. One can only imagine what dark hues they used to 
paint Lin Biao, Ye Qun, and the generals. Judging by what was to come, they 
must have presented their opponents as “plotters” seeking to undo the Cul-
tural Revolution. Moreover, because Lin thought it necessary to preserve the 
post of chairman of the PRC, they accused him of an attempt to seize power in 
the state. They were not at all dissuaded by the fact that the naïve marshal had 
suggested that Mao be given this position. They interpreted everything their 
enemy had said as a vile attempt of this “inveterate intriguer” to deceive the 
Leader. The Great Helmsman could not abide this.

He reacted instantaneously by convening a meeting of the Politburo 
Standing Committee, at which he firmly took Zhang’s side. Then he aborted 
the plenum and prepared to deliver a counterblow against Jiang Qing’s en-
emies. He followed through six days later, concentrating all his critical fire on 
Chen Boda, who had betrayed Jiang and, by association, the Cultural Revolu-
tion. Mao wanted to force Chen to make a self-criticism.

Lin had not expected such a gambit from the Great Helmsman. This 
was the first occasion during their “friendship” that Mao had so shamelessly 
betrayed him. Departing Lushan, Lin gloomily told his colleagues, “We are 
generals, and we only know how to fight wars,” meaning neither he nor his 
subordinates had ever learned how to engage in political intrigues.27

Lin, who had really been offended by Mao, ordered his generals not to 
engage in self-criticism. He realized he had lost a power struggle with Jiang 
and Zhang but he did not want to take part in this dirty brawl anymore. Mao, 
however, could not calm down. As had happened repeatedly before, he was 
gripped by the passion of the hunt. Sensing this, the bloodthirsty Jiang Qing 
fed Mao’s rage by hammering home to him the idea of a military plot. Feeling 
the ground slipping from under his feet, Lin reluctantly gave permission to his 
generals to make self-criticisms in front of the Leader. He did not admit any 
fault of his own. He simply hid his head in the sand.

Ye Qun understood the urgency of finding a way out of this dangerous 
situation. The most active and strong-willed of those in Lin Biao’s entourage, 
she was the first to contemplate countermeasures. The fate of Liu Shaoqi and 
his wife haunted her. Knowing what could happen to her, Lin, and their family 
if the Leader continued to listen to Jiang Qing, she could not sit idly by. Her 
son, Liguo, shared her anxiety. He was an air force officer, and although he was 
very young (in 1970 he was just twenty-four years old), he enjoyed great influ-
ence in the PLA Air Force. Since October 1969 Liguo had served as deputy 
director of the Operations Department of the air force and concurrently as a 
leading staff member in the office of the air force chief of staff Wu Faxian. Not 
surprisingly, he was extremely vain and cocky. From childhood he had been 
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treated like a prince by his mother, who loved him so much that she had no 
love left for her firstborn child, Doudou. The daughter grew up a pariah, did 
the heavy housework, and endured constant humiliation from her mother. She 
accumulated these insults in her heart.

In October 1970, Lin Liguo and several of his closest comrades who re-
vered him and addressed him as “commander” in English formed a secret 
group they called the Joint Fleet.28 This organization aimed to seize power in 
the country. Ye Qun became the éminence grise. (The members of the group 
called her the viscountess.) 29

The plotters began to discuss several variants of a rescue plan. Lin Liguo, 
extremely decisive, was even more radical than his mother. With his approval, 
in March 1971, one of the air force officers drafted several versions of a plan 
to assassinate Mao Zedong. Liguo was ecstatic when he saw it. He promptly 
named the document “Theses of Project 571.” (In Chinese this number is pro-
nounced wu qiyi. The words for “armed rebellion” are pronounced the same 
though with somewhat different tones.) Mao appeared in the draft plan under 
the code name B‑52 after the famous American bomber. These were naïve chil-
dren playing at war.

Of course, they were doomed. Not a single version of their plan was real-
istic. For example, one of the means for getting rid of Mao was to send aloft an 
entire air corps to bomb the Great Helmsman’s special train. Another entailed 
blowing up an oil storage tank in Shanghai at the moment the Chairman’s 
train approached. A third was to arrange an accident on a bridge between 
Shanghai and Nanjing.30 The conspirators were convinced a surprise attack 
was essential.31

The plotters were racing against time, lacking the leisure to work out a 
detailed plan for a putsch. They expected to be arrested at any moment. “[W]e 
must use a violent, revolutionary coup,” wrote the author of the plan. B‑52 “is 
wary of us. It is better to burn our bridges behind us rather than to sit and wait 
to be captured. ​. . . ​This is a life-or-death struggle—either we devour them, or 
they devour us.” 32

Meanwhile, Mao, who suspected nothing, increased the pressure on Lin 
Biao. In his own words, he used three methods: “throwing stones,” “mixing 
sand into soil,” and “undermining the wall.” 33 In other words, he criticized, 
brought his own people into the Military Commission, and restructured orga-
nizations loyal to Lin. In late 1970 and early 1971 he reorganized the Northeast 
Bureau of the Central Committee and the command of the Beijing Military 
Region, purging from them well-known supporters of Lin and Chen Boda. 
At the same time a hysterical campaign spread across the country to criticize 
Chen, who was accused of “treason and espionage.” (No one in the country ex-
cept for Mao and the members of the Cultural Revolution Group understood 
what these crimes were actually about.) Meanwhile, Mao let Lin know that he 
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had better come crawling to him on his knees. But his mentally ill comrade 
in arms was depressed and aggrieved. He no longer had the strength to pull 
himself together. Even when, at Mao’s request, Zhou Enlai visited him and 
informed him of the Leader’s mood, Lin could only mutter through clenched 
teeth a single sentence: “One often harvests what he did not sow.” 34 He did not 
move from his place.

Mao assumed that the marshal, who was avoiding him, would make a self-
criticism at the forthcoming Central Committee Work Conference on educa-
tion, scheduled for April–June. But Lin, pleading illness, ignored this event. By 
now the Chairman had run out of patience. In July 1971, barely containing his 
rage, he told Zhou Enlai, “Their mistakes are different from your past mistakes 
because they were conspirators.” 35

Less than a month later, on August 14, Mao secretly departed the capital 
to feel out the mood in the provinces. From August 15 to September 11, he 
visited Wuhan, Changsha, Nanchang, Hangzhou, and Shanghai, meeting with 
regional party officials and military commanders. Prior to his departure he 
observed to his doctor, “I don’t think the regional commanders will side with 
Lin Biao. The People’s Liberation Army won’t rebel against me, will it? Any-
way, if they don’t want my leadership, I’ll go to Jinggangshan and start another 
guerrilla war.” 36

Now things began to take an abrupt turn. It is not entirely clear whether 
Mao by this time knew about the real plot by Lin Liguo and Ye Qun. Some eye-
witnesses answer in the affirmative; others express doubt. Most likely he was 
unaware, and by “conspirators” he supposed that Lin Biao and his support-
ers were simply engaging in intraparty intrigues. Otherwise, it is unlikely he 
would have allowed the conspirators to remain at liberty while he left Beijing. 
Nevertheless, at every meeting with local cadres he openly attacked the “new 
Lushan conspirators,” even naming them. His words sounded like a death 
sentence.

At the 1970 Lushan Conference they [Lin Biao and the others] made a 
surprise attack and carried out underground activity. Why didn’t they 
dare to act openly? Clearly they had something to hide. So they first 
dissembled and then made a surprise attack. They concealed things 
from three of the five members of the Standing Committee of the Po-
litburo. They also concealed things from the great majority of com-
rades on the Politburo. ​. . . ​They said not a word and then launched a 
surprise attack.

Mao was furious. Red-hot with rage, he continued: “A certain person was 
anxious to become state chairman, to split the Party and to seize power. The 
question of ‘genius’ is a theoretical question. Their theory was idealist aprior-
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ism.” At this point, the majority of his auditors sighed deeply and no longer 
doubted the “counterrevolutionary” essence of the heretofore respected “close 
comrade-in-arms of the Great Leader.” One wonders if any of them understood 
the meaning of the awful-sounding word “apriorism.” Yet Mao was not done. 
“Comrade Lin Biao did not discuss that speech of his with me,” Mao shame-
lessly prevaricated. He also demonstrated his contempt for Lin as a worthless 
man and father. “I never approved of someone’s wife [Mao used the colloquial 
expression lao po (old woman)] becoming the office manager in one’s own 
work unit,” he flung at Lin. Regarding Lin Biao’s son Liguo, Mao said: “It does 
a person under thirty no good at all if you call him a ‘super-genius.’ ”

After such words, the only options remaining to Lin’s family and his gen-
erals was to beg for forgiveness, shoot themselves, or rise in rebellion. Mao 
provided them an apparent opportunity to turn over a new leaf by repeating 
his familiar formula, “We should still operate a policy of educating them, that 
is, ‘learning from past mistakes to prevent future ones and curing the disease 
to save the patient.’ We still want to protect Lin.” Yet he characterized his dis-
agreements with his new “enemies” as a struggle between two lines and two 
headquarters, placing the “new Lushan conspirators” on the same footing not 
only with Peng Dehuai, but also with Liu Shaoqi.37

Ye Qun and Lin Liguo were promptly informed of Mao’s speeches. They 
panicked and could not decide what to do. They did have sufficient wit to real-
ize that launching Project 571 was impossible. The only thing left was to flee 
for their lives. Tension built as Mao traveled from one city to another. Finally, 
on September 12, when he returned to Beijing, they had arrived at the critical 
point. Ye and Lin Liguo suggested to Lin Biao that they flee. They did not want 
to take Doudou with them. Ye Qun’s relations with her daughter remained 
venomous. Lin Liguo was also on very bad terms with his sister. She repaid 
him in kind, and was sometimes so deeply depressed that once, during her 
early adolescence, she had even attempted suicide. She persisted in thinking 
that Ye Qun was not her biological mother, a suspicion that grew into certainty 
when the poor girl began receiving anonymous letters confirming her fears.

In September 1971 the entire family was vacationing in the resort of Bei
daihe. At the nearby airport of Shanhaiguan a Trident No. 256 was at the dis-
posal of the minister of defense. It was on this plane that Lin Biao, Ye Qun, and 
Lin Liguo finally decided to flee the country. All their conversations were held 
behind closed doors, but on the evening of September 12, Liguo divulged their 
intentions to his sister. Doudou did not hesitate to denounce her parents and 
brother. At 10 p.m. she barged into the guardhouse to inform the deputy com-
mander of the PLA unit 8341, which served the high-ranking party leaders, 
about everything she knew. She was absolutely convinced that her mother and 
brother had decided to “kidnap” her father.

The deputy commander quickly contacted his superior in Beijing, who 
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informed Zhou Enlai. The premier rushed to Zhongnanhai to inform the 
Leader. Mao grimaced in fury. Zhou advised the Chairman to leave his resi-
dence at once and move to the Great Hall of the People, where he would be 
more secure.38

Meanwhile, Lin Biao and his wife and son grabbed their porcelain ware, 
place mats, cameras, and tape recorder and rushed to the airport in an ar-
mored car. Once on board, they ordered the pilot to take off, without check-
ing on how much fuel was in the tank. There was barely a ton. In their haste, 
they did not take a copilot, navigator, or radio operator. On takeoff their plane 
grazed a fuel tanker, resulting in the undercarriage tearing away, an inauspi-
cious beginning to a doomed flight.

An eyewitness informs us of what was going on at this time in Room No. 
118 of the Great Hall of the People, where Mao, his mistress Zhang Yufeng, 
and others of his entourage were gathered:

Zhou Enlai suggested to Mao that they order a missile attack against 
the plane. Mao refused. “Rain will fall from the skies. Widows will 
remarry. What can we do? Lin Biao wants to flee. Let him. Don’t 
shoot,” he said. We waited. ​. . . ​Chinese radar was tracking the plane’s 
route. ​. . . ​It was heading northwest, in the direction of the Soviet 
Union. ​. . . ​At about 2:00 A.M. word came that Lin Biao’s plane had 
left China and entered Outer Mongolian airspace. The plane had dis-
appeared from Chinese radar. Zhou Enlai reported this to Mao. “So 
we’ve got one more traitor,” Mao said, “just like Zhang Guotao and 
Wang Ming.” The next big news came that afternoon, when Zhou 
Enlai received a message from Xu Wenyi, the Chinese ambassador 
to Outer Mongolia. A Chinese aircraft with nine persons on board—
one woman and eight men—had crashed in the Undur Khan area of 
Outer Mongolia. Everyone on board had been killed. ​. . . ​“That’s what 
you get for running away,” Mao said.39

The Mongolian and Soviet investigators working at the crash site con-
cluded that the airplane had exploded while attempting a crash landing. On 
touching down it became unbalanced, dragged its right wing along the ground, 
and caught fire. Its remains were scattered across an area of four square miles. 
Ambassador to Mongolia Xu Wenyi, who arrived in Undur Khan on Septem-
ber 15, described the scene of the accident:

Most of the corpses were laid on their backs, their arms and legs apart, 
the heads were so burned that the corpses could not be identified. 
We laid out all nine corpses from north to south, numbered them, 
and photographed them from various positions in order to try and 
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identify them later on. According to a subsequent inquest, Lin Biao 
was identified as corpse No. 5. A small bald patch was preserved, the 
skin on the head was abraded, the bones stuck out, the eyebrows were 
scorched, and the eyes transformed into dark orifices. Corpse No. 8 
was Lin Biao’s wife Ye Qun. ​. . . ​She had been burned relatively little, 
her hair was almost totally preserved, her left side was injured. Corpse 
Number 2 was Lin Biao’s son, Lin Liguo: tall, the face was charred and 
had a look of excruciating torture as if it had gone through flames. 
Among the items belonging to the deceased was uncovered pass No. 
002 for the Air Force Academy in the name of Lin Liguo.

Per agreement with the Mongolians, Soviet representatives severed the heads 
of Lin Biao and his wife and brought them to Moscow for forensic examina-
tion.40 The remains of the deceased were buried at the site of the accident.

On that same night of September 13, three of Lin Liguo’s assistants tried to 
flee the PRC in a helicopter, but they were forced to land not far from Beijing. 
Two of them committed suicide after first shooting the pilot. The only surviv-
ing member of the plotters soon began to give evidence.41

The flight and death of Lin Biao shook the members of the Chinese leader-
ship. No matter how hard Mao tried to stay calm, he also was deeply affected. 
His first reaction was to keep the betrayal of his “close comrade-in-arms” a se-
cret. After instructing the faithful Zhou to investigate what had happened, he 
shut himself up in Zhongnanhai. He became apathetic. He stopped doing any-
thing, lapsed into silence, and did not emerge from his bedroom for days on 
end. Two months later, when he finally reappeared in public, everyone noted 
how he had suddenly grown infirm. He shuffled around the house, constantly 
coughing and spitting on the floor. He complained about headaches and heavi-
ness in his legs. His blood pressure was elevated—180 over 100—and he suf-
fered from arrhythmia.

Meanwhile, Zhou’s people uncovered details of the plot. During their 
search of the home of one of the conspirators they found a notebook outlin-
ing the “Theses of Project 571.” Not until twenty days after the accident were 
the top PLA commanders and high-ranking party officials informed of the 
betrayal by “the close comrade-in-arms of the Leader” at closed meetings.42 
Afterward came the turn of ordinary party members and only then finally 
the broad masses. A new hysterical campaign to criticize Lin Biao unfolded 
throughout the country. The Chairman’s former “close comrade-in-arms” now 
was criticized as an “ultra-leftist.” 43

Mao continued to feel awful. He was often feverish, his pulse rate increased 
to 140 per minute. Unexpectedly he became sentimental. He was drawn to the 
friends of his youthful struggles, many of whom had been in disgrace during 
the Cultural Revolution because of his own will. He was extremely distressed 
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when he learned of the death on January 6, 1972, of Marshal Chen Yi, his com-
rade from the Jinggang Mountains and his minister of foreign affairs. On Janu-
ary 10, the day of Chen Yi’s funeral, despite his own poor health and the bad 
weather, Mao went to express his condolences to Chen Yi’s widow. Afterward 
he ordered Zhou to rehabilitate those party veterans, victims of the Cultural 
Revolution, who could still be saved.

His condition deteriorated by the day. Mao’s doctors diagnosed congestive 
heart failure. His brain was getting insufficient oxygen, he gasped for breath, 
periodically opening his mouth, greedily inhaling air, and then noisily exhal-
ing. “The Chairman’s life was in danger,” writes his former physician. “His 
arms and legs were sprawled motionless on the sofa, as though paralyzed.”

On the night of January 21, he felt worse than ever. In the presence of sev-
eral persons from his entourage, he turned to Zhou Enlai. “ ‘No. Cannot make 
it. I cannot make it. You take care of everything after my death. Let’s say this 
is my will.’ ” Jiang Qing turned pale. “Her eyes opened wide, her hands curled 
into fists.” But Mao was adamant. “ ‘It’s done now,’ Mao finally said. ‘You can 
all go.’ ” 44 Although he did not die then, he was unable to make a full recovery 
from his illness. During his last five years his life gradually ebbed away.

The system of barracks communism was dying with him. Its collapse was 
still some time off, but the political crisis of the early 1970s demonstrated with 
exceptional clarity the bankruptcy of the Maoist system of power. An ever 
larger circle of people in China began to lose faith in its rationality. The era of 
Mao Zedong was drawing to a close.
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D e a t h  o f  Th  e 

R e d  Emp   e r o r

Why did Mao choose Zhou Enlai? Why did he not appoint Kang Sheng or 
Zhang Chunqiao as his successor? Or Jiang Qing herself? It is difficult to say. 
Probably influenced by the funeral of the disgraced Chen Yi, Mao felt irri-
tated toward the leftists. The old cadres who had been at his side for decades 
were gone. He alone remained. He was at the pinnacle of power, but now he 
was truly alone, having severed his ties with many comrades who had been 
devoted to him. Among those with whom he had started out only Zhou still 
had regular access to him. The others he had either brought down or alienated.

Mao did not want to blame himself. It was simpler to vent his bad mood 
on those who on his orders or of their own free will had entered the front ranks 
of the pioneers of “universal disorder.” Thus he had attacked Jiang Qing to let 
her know what her place would be.

But his solitude grew increasingly acute and not even the beautiful Zhang 
Yufeng could relieve it. Perhaps solitude was the fate of all Great Helmsmen? 
The postulates of socialism, including class warfare and settling accounts, were 
designed to inspire fear and terror by setting people against each other. Is it any 
wonder that Lenin, Stalin, and Mao were so isolated? How could it have been 
otherwise if in the mind of their type of radical revolutionaries, as Dostoevsky 
wrote, “[t]he spiritual world, the higher part of man’s being” was “rejected al-
together, dismissed with a sort of triumph, even with hatred”? 1

Throughout his life in the revolution Mao manipulated the basest of 
human emotions. It was not brotherly love that he conveyed, but rather enmity 
and universal suspicion. “Down with landlords!” “Down with rich peasants!” 
“Down with the bourgeoisie, merchants and intellectuals!” “Down with those 
who are not like us!” “Down with the educated, with businesspersons, with the 
talented!” Down with all of them, down with them, down. Class struggle has 
not ended. “Dragons beget dragons, phoenixes beget phoenixes, and rats beget 
rats” was a common saying in Maoist China. Mao proclaimed that there was 
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no end to struggle. “When we reach Communism will there be no struggles?” 
he asked, and replied, “I don’t believe that. Even when we reach Communism 
there will still be struggles, but they will be between the new and the old, the 
correct and the incorrect. After tens of millennia have passed by, the incor-
rect will still be no good and will fail.” 2 Thus the lonely and sick emperor was 
forced to partake of the fruits of his own tyranny.

But Mao still clutched at life and tried to control everything. There was 
still much to accomplish. China had not achieved world recognition. In the 
UN, China was represented by Taiwan, backed by the United States. Mao 
needed a diplomatic breakthrough in the early 1970s after the border war with 
the USSR. Relations between China and the Soviet Union—the erstwhile Elder 
Brother—turned out to be very dangerous; improving relations between the 
PRC and America could go a long way toward changing the balance of power 
in East Asia. Rapprochement with the United States and entry into the UN 
became another idée fixe for Mao. He took the first steps to achieve this result 
in the second half of 1970 when Snow arrived in China, as it turned out for 
the last time. As we remember, Mao always believed that Snow was a CIA 
agent, although he was mistaken. On this occasion, too, he resorted to this 
same “channel of communication.” On October 1, 1970, he invited Snow and 
his wife to stand beside him on the rostrum at Tiananmen Gate during the 
celebration of the founding of the PRC and was photographed with them. No 
other American had ever been accorded this honor. Mao was obviously send-
ing a signal to Washington.

But he got no reply to his message. The White House simply did not un-
derstand. Several years later President Nixon’s national security advisor Henry 
Kissinger wrote, “Eventually, I came to understand that Mao intended to sym-
bolize that American relations now had his personal attention, but it was by 
then a purely academic insight: we had missed the point when it mattered. 
Excessive subtlety had produced a failure of communication.” 3

Leaders in Washington still remembered Mao’s words just six months ear-
lier, in May 1970, after U.S. troops had made an incursion into Cambodia. 
Mao had called Nixon a “fascist” and asserted that “American imperialism kills 
people in foreign countries” as well as “whites and Negroes at home.” “Nixon’s 
fascist crimes ignited the raging flames of a mass revolutionary movement in 
the U.S.,” he proclaimed. “The Chinese people firmly support the revolution-
ary struggle of the American people. I am certain that the heroic struggles of 
the American people will ultimately achieve victory, and that fascist rule in the 
U.S. will inevitably collapse.” 4 But now Mao wanted Nixon to come to China. 
A visit by the president would serve to vastly elevate the prestige of the PRC as 
well as of the Chairman himself.

Until the early 1970s Chinese officials had only intermittent contact with 
Americans, via ambassadorial meetings in Warsaw that yielded little. After 
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Nixon’s inauguration in January 1969, however, the meetings continued on the 
suggestion from the PRC. Mao knew that in August 1968, right after he was 
nominated, Nixon had declared, “We must not forget China. We must always 
seek opportunities to talk with her. ​. . . ​We must not only watch for changes. 
We must seek to make changes.” 5

Nixon was genuinely interested in negotiations with Mao for his own rea-
sons. By the early 1970s, the American war in Vietnam had reached a stale-
mate. Nixon badly needed the Chairman’s help to enable him to withdraw U.S. 
troops from Indochina while avoiding the appearance of defeat. He wanted 
Mao to lean on his Vietnamese comrades to make concessions. Thus there 
was a reciprocal aspiration to improve relations between the two countries. In 
an interview with Time magazine in early October 1970, Nixon expressed his 
desire to visit the PRC. “If there is anything I want to do before I die, it is to go 
to China,” he said. “If I don’t, I want my children to.” 6 In early December, Zhou 
Enlai sent a letter via a Pakistani intermediary inviting Washington to send a 
“special envoy” to Beijing “to discuss the subject of the vacation of Chinese ter-
ritories called Taiwan.” The White House understood correctly that raising the 
question of Taiwan was of no significance; it was simply a “standard formula.” 
This was really a question concerning Nixon’s visit. Kissinger responded, 
“[T]he meeting in Beijing would not be limited only to the Taiwan question.” 7

Meanwhile, Mao invited Snow, who was still in Beijing, for breakfast, dur-
ing which he said, in part, “between Chinese and Americans there need be 
no prejudices. There could be mutual respect and equality.” He expressed his 
respect for the people of the United States and said that he placed his hopes 
on them. Then he said straight out that he “would be happy to talk” with Rich-
ard Nixon.8 On December 25, People’s Daily published a photograph of Mao 
and Snow taken on October 1 on the rostrum of Tiananmen Gate during the 
celebration of the founding of the PRC. A quotation from Mao Zedong was 
printed on the upper right-hand corner of the page: “The people of the whole 
world, including the American people, are our friends.”

Mao was certain that Snow would immediately transmit this invitation 
for Nixon to the CIA, but, of course, he did not. He did not publish the inter-
view until April 1971, by which time it was no longer of any use to Nixon and 
Kissinger.9 By then an American table tennis team, responding to an invitation 
from the Chinese, had come to China from Nagoya, Japan, where the 31st 
World Table Tennis Championship had taken place. Obviously, the decision 
to invite these athletes had been taken at the highest levels. On April 14, the 
Americans, as well as table tennis champions from other countries, were re-
ceived at the Great Hall of the People. Zhou Enlai said to the president of the 
American table tennis association, Graham B. Steenhoven, “To have friends 
come from afar; is this not a delight?” 10 This famous quotation from Confu-
cius, coming from the lips of the premier, did not pass unnoticed by the for-
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eign journalists who began predicting the possible establishment of “friendly 
ties” between the PRC and the United States.

Soon after, on July 9, Henry Kissinger, Nixon’s special representative, ar-
rived in Beijing via Pakistan. He held three days of intensive talks with Zhou 
and officials in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC. Mao, naturally, 
did not meet with Nixon’s envoy and not merely for protocol reasons. At the 
time he had a very low opinion of the former Harvard professor. “Kissinger 
is a stinking scholar,” he said to Pham Van Dong, one of the leaders of North 
Vietnam, several months before Kissinger’s visit to Beijing.11 Kissinger’s visit 
was secret, but both sides agreed to issue a communiqué on the results of the 
talks. In Zhou’s words, it would “shake the world.” 12

And so it did. An announcement concerning Kissinger’s trip was made si-
multaneously in both capitals on July 15. President Nixon emphasized that his 
national security advisor had brought him an invitation from Premier Zhou 
that he gladly accepted.13 The whole world held its breath.

Finally, on October 25, 1971, the United States removed all obstacles to 
the PRC taking its place in the UN. On February 21, 1972, the president of the 
United States and his wife arrived in Beijing. They were met at the airport by 
Zhou Enlai. Mao was impatiently awaiting Nixon in his own residence. In the 
three weeks leading up to Nixon’s arrival he had been undergoing intensive 
medical treatment. By the time of the historic meeting he was feeling much 
better. “His lung infection was under control, and his heart irregularities had 
subsided,” writes his doctor. “His edema was better. ​. . . ​His throat was still 
swollen, and he had difficulty talking. His muscles had atrophied from weeks 
of immobility.” 14 Mao was very anxious prior to the meeting, and he greed-
ily devoured telephoned reports of the progress of the president’s cortège that 
came constantly to his office. The medical equipment was removed from his 
room to the foyer, and the oxygen cylinders and anything that he might need 
in case of emergency were concealed either in an enormous lacquer trunk or 
behind large potted plants.

At 2:50 p.m., Nixon arrived at Zhongnanhai accompanied by Zhou and 
Kissinger. Kissinger’s assistant Winston Lord (a future U.S. ambassador to 
China), Mao’s grandniece Wang Hairong, who, at the time, was deputy chief 
of the Protocol Department in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the inter-
preter Nancy Tang entered Mao’s study. Nixon and Kissinger found the room 
to be untidy. “Several of the books were open to various pages on the coffee 
table next to where he was sitting,” Nixon later noted in his diary.15 “Mao’s 
study ​. . . ​looked more the retreat of a scholar than the audience room of the 
all-powerful leader of the world’s most populous nation,” Kissinger recalled.16 
Supported by Zhang Yufeng, Mao rose to greet his guests and with difficulty 
took several steps toward them.17 He took Nixon’s hands in his and squeezed 
them. “I can’t talk very well,” he said.18 “Words seemed to leave his bulk as 
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if with great reluctance,” Kissinger wrote. “They were ejected from his vocal 
cords in gusts, each of which seemed to require a new rallying of physical 
force until enough strength had been assembled to tear forth another round of 
pungent declaration.” 19 He looked swollen, whether from dropsy or something 
else. In reality, he was suffering from congestive heart failure.

Nonetheless, one could sense that Mao was pleased by the meeting. He 
was cracking jokes nonstop and trying to create a relaxed atmosphere. At all 
of Nixon’s attempts to turn the conversation toward business Mao waved his 
hand in the direction of Zhou. “These are not questions we need to discuss 
here. They should be broached with the premier. I discuss philosophical is-
sues.” Nixon thrice tried to draw Mao into a discussion of the Soviet threat to 
China, but the Chairman deflected him each time.

Consequently, the conversation skipped from one extraneous topic to 
another. Mao was particularly tickled by Nixon’s joke about Kissinger’s “girl-
friends.” The president recalled:

Mao remarked on Kissinger’s cleverness in keeping his first trip to 
Beijing secret.

“He doesn’t look like a secret agent,” I said. “He is the only man 
in captivity who could go to Paris twelve times and Peking [Beijing] 
once, and no one knew it—except possibly a couple of pretty girls.” 
[Zhou laughed.]

“They didn’t know it,” Kissinger interjected. “I used it as a cover.”
“In Paris?” Mao asked with mock disbelief.
“Anyone who uses pretty girls as a cover must be the greatest dip-

lomat of all time,” I said.
“So you often make use of your girls?” Mao asked.
“His girls, not mine,” I replied. “It would get me into great trouble 

if I used girls as a cover.”
“Especially during an election,” Chou [Zhou] remarked as Mao 

joined in the laughter.20

Such was their joking on “philosophical issues.” Several of the remarks, how-
ever, were serious. “Our common old friend, Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek, 
doesn’t approve of this,” said Mao, sweeping his arm in a circle. “He calls us 
communist bandits.” 21 He wondered what Nixon would answer, but the presi-
dent parried: “Chiang Kai-shek calls the Chairman a bandit. What does the 
Chairman call Chiang Kai-shek?” In such a casual fashion was the Taiwan 
question set aside. The president made it clear that he would not abandon old 
friends for the sake of new ones.

The meeting lasted sixty-five minutes instead of the scheduled fifty. The 
Chairman was showing signs of fatigue, and Zhou was glancing impatiently at 
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his watch. Nixon noted this and wrapped up the conversation. Mao stood up 
to see off his guests. On parting Nixon said that Mao looked good. “Appear-
ances are deceiving,” Mao replied.22

After this Nixon held talks with Zhou, at the end of which a joint commu-
niqué was published on February 28. In addition to setting forth the positions 
of the two sides on various international issues, it emphasized that “progress 
toward the normalization of relations between China and the United States is 
in the interests of all countries.” 23 Subsequently, during regularly scheduled 
talks with the Vietnamese communists on July 12, 1972, Zhou Enlai skillfully 
pressed the leaders of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (North Vietnam) 
to make concessions to the Americans by withdrawing their demand that Sai-
gon’s president, Nguyen Van Thieu, be removed from power.24 A wave of dip-
lomatic recognitions of the PRC by Japan, West Germany, and many other 
countries followed. Official relations with the United States at the ambassado-
rial level took longer but were accomplished on January 1, 1979.

Mao was ecstatic about Nixon’s visit and even began to recover more 
quickly. “His edema subsided, his lungs cleared, and his coughing stopped,” 
writes his doctor. “He had given up smoking during his illness, and his cough-
ing and bronchitis did not return.” Of course, he was still weak, he walked 
slowly, his hands and feet trembled, and he sometimes drooled uncontrol-
lably.25 Nevertheless, his mind remained clear, and his power unlimited. He 
continued to control the party and the state and was ready for a new battle.

Once again Jiang Qing, who now saw Zhou Enlai as her main enemy, tried 
to take advantage of Mao’s “fighting” mood. She could not reconcile herself 
to Mao’s designation of Zhou as his successor, and wanted the Chairman to 
appoint to leading positions in the leadership, including the premiership, 
persons who were loyal to her. Toward this end she used an old and tested 
method, namely, blackening the name of her enemy in the Chairman’s eyes as 
a “counterrevolutionary” and “traitor” who was “intriguing” behind his back. 
She also struck a new blow against Zhou’s supporters, the old party officials 
who had survived or had been rehabilitated following the high tide of the Cul-
tural Revolution.

Her first step was to champion the young Shanghai radical Wang Hong
wen, the leader of the Rebels, as Mao’s successor. Wang was loyal to a fault, 
young and energetic, and also within easy reach so that Jiang could easily rule 
China through him. He was already a member of the Ninth Central Commit-
tee, but Jiang wanted him elevated to deputy chairman. In September 1972, 
she convinced Mao to assign Wang to work in the Central Committee head-
quarters.26 This marked the beginning of his rapid ascension. The denizens 
of Zhongnanhai took to calling Jiang’s favorite “the Rocket.” Jiang’s closest 
confederates—Zhang Chunqiao and Yao Wenyuan—supported all of her un-
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dertakings. Kang Sheng, already ill with terminal bladder cancer, also sup-
ported Mao’s wife.

Chance favored Jiang Qing. Not long after Kang had been diagnosed with 
cancer, cancerous cells were detected in the premier’s urine and doctors said 
that Zhou did not have long to live. At this point the Chairman’s wife went into 
high gear. She could not rest even when Mao appointed Wang Hongwen as his 
successor on December 28.27 She wanted to finish off the enfeebled Zhou by 
depriving him of the premiership and awarding it to her faithful confederate 
Zhang Chunqiao.

There were quite a few obstacles, however, on Jiang’s path. Zhou Enlai was 
supported by many in the party leadership, among them the powerful Marshal 
Ye Jianying, a longtime member of the Politburo and one of the leaders of the 
Military Committee. Moreover, the Chairman himself was not prepared to in-
dulge her every whim. In the summer of 1972 Mao began seriously thinking 
about rehabilitating the disgraced Deng Xiaoping, someone Jiang loathed. On 
August 3, Deng had sent a letter to the Chairman in which as usual he en-
gaged in self-criticism, but also asked to be given some work to do even if only 
technical in nature. Eleven days later, Mao drafted a resolution saying, “Com-
rade Deng Xiaoping committed serious mistakes, but he is different from Liu 
Shaoqi. ​. . . ​He ​. . . ​won distinction.” 28 Jiang could only grind her teeth.

Zhou, sensing an opportunity, went on the offensive. In early October he 
made two speeches in which he sharply criticized ultraleftism. He spoke gen-
erally about Lin Biao but many of his more engaged listeners knew clearly 
whom he had in mind. Several days later, on October 14, People’s Daily, sup-
porting Zhou’s positions, published three articles opposing anarchism in 
which it labeled this tendency as a “counterrevolutionary weapon of fraudu-
lent pseudo-Marxists.” Jiang and her confederates immediately turned to Mao. 
They succeeded in browbeating Mao so that the Great Leader had to intervene. 
In his wheezy voice, he proclaimed that Lin was an “ultra-Right who practiced 
revisionism, tried to split the Party by means of conspiracy, and betrayed the 
Party and the nation.” 29 Now everyone was properly placed.

However, Mao did not back away from his plan to rehabilitate Deng and 
return him to power. On March 9, 1973, he appointed Deng as Zhou’s deputy. 
Later Mao explained this to his colleagues on the Military Committee, “We 
had persons in the party who did nothing yet still managed to commit mis-
takes, but Deng Xiaoping made mistakes while actually doing things. ​. . . ​In 
my opinion, he appears to be soft like cotton, but he is actually sharp as a 
needle.” 30 At this same meeting, Mao observed that Deng’s actions “should be 
thought of as three and seven fingers.” He meant that only 30 percent had been 
erroneous and 70 percent successful.31

Jiang now understood that she had to act more energetically. In May 1973 
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the leftists succeeded in obtaining Mao’s agreement to have Wang Hongwen 
and Wu De, the mayor of Beijing, who was also a radical, take part in the work 
of the Politburo. Another person granted this privilege was Hua Guofeng, the 
former secretary of the party committee in Mao’s home county, whom the 
Chairman had kept in mind ever since his fiery speech glorifying the Leader 
and Teacher at the Seven Thousand Cadre Conference in the winter of 1962. 
At the outset of the Cultural Revolution Mao had elevated Hua to secretary of 
the Hunan Provincial Party Committee. Hua was then appointed acting chair-
man of the Hunan Revolutionary Committee. In 1969, at the Ninth Congress, 
Mao included him in the Central Committee, and in 1971 he was transferred 
to work in the State Council.

Jiang decided to intensify her struggle for power in anticipation of the 
Tenth Party Congress, scheduled to take place in late August 1973. Six weeks 
prior to it, on July 4, Wang Hongwen and Zhang Chunqiao paid a visit to Mao, 
having secured permission from Zhang Yufeng. A meek-looking but very 
strong woman, Zhang had by then turned into the main intermediary between 
the Chairman and the outside world. Even Jiang could not see her husband 
without Zhang’s approval. The importance of Xiao Zhang (“Little Zhang,” as 
the residents of Zhongnanhai called her) grew especially in early 1973, when 
the Great Helmsman’s speech became almost inarticulate. Mao wheezed ter-
ribly and periodically gasped for breath so that it was difficult to understand 
what he was saying. But Zhang understood him very well, which added to her 
political influence.

The first subject of conversation was Zhou Enlai. The leftist leaders drew 
the darkest picture of Zhou’s activities in international relations. Mao agreed 
with them despite the fact that China was doing very well diplomatically. He 
noticed that Zhou was not “firm enough” in dealing with Americans. At the 
end of the conversation, Mao irritably remarked, “[Zhou] no longer discusses 
big issues with me; every day he drags in trivial matters. If the situation does 
not change revisionism will inevitably appear.” This was all that Jiang Qing’s 
comrades in arms needed to hear. They immediately switched the conversa-
tion to what seemed to be a “philosophical” topic, telling Mao that during a 
search of Lin Biao’s house an entire index file of quotations from Confucius 
had been found. Who would have imagined that the half-mad Lin Biao was 
attracted to ancient Chinese philosophy? Mao knew about this, but only now 
did he express interest in this discovery. He compared Lin to the Guomindang 
leaders who, like his former marshal, revered Confucius. They “worshiped 
Confucius and opposed the Legalist School,” he said contemptuously.32 Wang 
and Zhang departed completely satisfied.

Prior to their visit they and Jiang Qing had had a long talk about how to 
mobilize the people for an open struggle against the “new capitulationists” in 
the party leadership. It would be dangerous to finger the influential Zhou and 
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Deng by name, as Mao was not yet ready to cast them aside. Therefore, they 
cunningly resolved to unleash a campaign of criticism ostensibly against Lin 
that was really directed against Zhou. The discovery in Lin Biao’s home of quo-
tations from Confucius was opportune.33 Mao’s grumbling about Lin and the 
Nationalists both worshipping Confucius was another stroke of good fortune. 
Now they could easily weave a new theme into the old anti-Lin campaign, one 
aimed against Confucius, and direct it against the unsuspecting premier.

To understand their strategy one must recall that Confucius (551 BCE–
479 BCE) lived at the end of the Zhou dynasty, a time of great social and eco-
nomic crisis. Traditional social relations were rapidly disintegrating, many 
people were questioning the cult of ancestors, and a class of nouveaux riches 
had emerged that disregarded the communal clan laws and the authority of the 
dynasty. China was rent by civil wars. The humanist philosopher Confucius 
spoke in defense of the fading order, saying, “Let the lord be a lord; the subject 
a subject; the father a father; the son a son.” 34 In this order he discerned the 
essence of proper rule. From his perspective, relations within the clans should 
remain unchanging and any attempt to destroy the balance of social forces 
could only exacerbate chaos. His teachings were opposed by the Legalists, the 
followers of Shang Yang whom Mao Zedong had once admired. They reflected 
the interests of the wealthy landowners and they had contempt for the mori-
bund clan aristocracy.

Jiang Qing and her confederates extrapolated this ancient situation onto 
China in the early 1970s. Since Confucius defended the old society, it followed 
that he was “reactionary.” Since the Legalists opposed him, obviously they 
were “progressives” or even revolutionaries. This was from the perspective of 
Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought. Thus the past struggle between 
the Legalists and Confucius was merely an episode in the eternal struggle be-
tween revolutionaries and reactionaries. The battle between good and evil was 
ongoing and in China, and in the CCP in particular, there were still many 
“Confucians” who dreamed of turning back the clock.

Of course, Jiang and her leftist allies could apply the label of contemporary 
Confucian to whatever enemy they chose. Their main objective was to evoke 
a negative reaction among the popular masses toward Zhou Enlai, whose sur-
name was written with the same character as the name of the “reactionary” 
Zhou dynasty whose interests Confucius had supposedly defended. For most 
Chinese in the 1970s, the Chinese character “zhou” in newspapers and maga-
zines signified the premier in the first instance. Therefore, the constant rep-
etition of this character in a negative context constituted a well-veiled attack 
against Jiang’s main enemy.

The intrigues of the leftists, however, failed. Among most people their ab-
struse and tedious articles about the struggle between the Legalists and the 
Confucians evoked only boredom and apathy. The image of the beloved pre-
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mier not only remained untarnished, it in fact shone even brighter as worri-
some rumors about his terrible illness circulated around the country.

The Tenth Party Congress, which took place in Beijing on August 24–28, 
1973, was likewise not a triumph for the leftists. Attending the sessions were 
1,249 delegates representing 28 million party members. Only some of them 
belonged to Jiang Qing’s faction. Zhou’s supporters still retained a lot of influ-
ence. It was the premier whom Mao entrusted with delivering the main report. 
At the same time, Wang Hongwen’s star was shining brightly. The Chairman 
seated him to his right (Zhou sat on Mao’s left), and after the premier finished 
his speech, Wang delivered a report on the party constitution. The Congress af-
firmed all of the directives of the Cultural Revolution, lauded the Great Helms-
man, condemned Lin Biao and deleted his name from the party constitution, 
and chose a new Central Committee. In the main elected organ, the Politburo, 
the two factions were represented in roughly equal proportions. A majority of 
the nine members of the Politburo Standing Committee were on Zhou’s side.35 
Of course, this meant nothing. One man alone still made the major decisions.

Soon after the congress, Mao again put Zhou in his place.
On the evening of November 10, Henry Kissinger, who had just been ap-

pointed the U.S. Secretary of State, arrived in Beijing for a three-and-a-half-
day official visit. He was greeted by Zhou and Ye Jianying. Mao also met with 
him (once, on November 12), but basically followed the negotiations by means 
of stenographic reports. Then, after the negotiations had concluded, Mao sud-
denly suspected the premier of having concealed something from him, some 
details of his conversations with the American envoy. This accusation was 
concocted, since at the time Zhou had come to report to Mao (according to 
other information he had tried to call him), the Chairman, who was not feel-
ing well, was asleep, and his lover cum secretary Zhang Yufeng did not want 
to disturb him. After waking up, Mao was very displeased and immediately 
suspected the premier of engaging in some intrigue. He became even more 
incensed when just a bit later he looked through the final stenographic reports 
and again noted that Zhou had been insufficiently firm in dealing with the im-
perialists. Kissinger had tried in every which way to win Beijing over to a mili-
tary alliance against Moscow, but Zhou had not resolutely defended the PRC’s 
independent policy.36 (In this case, the premier really was excessively diplo-
matic, and rather than put the exceedingly importunate Kissinger in his place, 
gave him to understand “that the proposal would have to be implemented in 
‘a manner so that no one feels we are allies.’ ”) 37 Mao, via his closest collabora-
tors, his grandniece Wang Hairong and Nancy Tang, who were serving as his 
intermediaries with other leaders, at once informed the members of the Po-
litburo that in his view Zhou had entered into military collaboration with the 
United States, having agreed that the Americans would place China under its 
“nuclear umbrella.” Of course, Zhou had done nothing of the sort (he gener-
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ally was unable to make decisions on his own), still Mao was terribly irritated. 
“Some people,” he grumbled, “want to lend us an umbrella, but we don’t want 
it.” 38 Mao was also displeased with Zhou’s spinelessness regarding the Taiwan 
question. It seemed to Mao that the premier was ready to agree to the United 
States maintaining special relations with Chiang Kai-shek and company.

Always suspicious, now that he was sick Mao no longer trusted anyone. 
At Mao’s request, Zhou’s conduct was scrutinized in the Politburo, where Jiang 
and her followers did not hesitate to slander the premier. There the matter 
ended. Mao cooled off; his rage turned to mercy.39 In December he voiced the 
thought that he wanted to see Deng Xiaoping as chief of the General Staff of 
the PLA. (He did not officially make this decision until January 1975.)

Moreover, after the congress, Mao, with increasing frequency and insis-
tence, criticized Jiang Qing for attempting to sow discord in the Politburo, ad-
vised her not to “blow up trifles,” and even accused her—publicly at a session 
of the Politburo—of cobbling together a “Gang of Four” consisting of herself, 
Wang Hongwen, Zhang Chunqiao, and Yao Wenyuan.40

Obviously Mao was tacking from side to side. But this was not a chaotic 
movement. Mao consciously did not want to yield excessive power to one fac-
tion or the other. Even in his difficult physical condition, he had not lost the 
capacity to control the balance of forces in the leadership, maintaining a rela-
tive balance between the rival sides. He was such a master of political maneu-
vering that the leaders of the different factions were compelled to seek the 
truth in him alone. Even an experienced politician like Kissinger, meeting with 
an ill Mao, sensed the powerful magnetic field of his will.41

The only factor that worked against him was time. From 1974 on he was 
no longer able to attend all the meetings of the Politburo. At the beginning 
of the year, Mao lost sight in both of his eyes due to cataracts. He could dis-
tinguish only between light and dark. But this was only a minor misfortune. 
Far worse was that in the summer of 1974 he began to show symptoms of 
Lou Gehrig’s disease, or amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS). This fatal disease, 
caused by sclerosis of the nerve cells of the spinal cord, initially manifests itself 
via weakness in the wrists or legs and then gradually spreads through the en-
tire body. Its victims lose their ability to move, to speak, to swallow, and finally, 
to breathe. In Mao ALS first appeared in the progressive paralysis of his right 
arm and right leg, and after a while it affected his throat, larynx, tongue, and 
intercostal muscles. According to his doctors the Chairman had less than two 
years to live.42

In addition, Mao continued to suffer from congestive heart failure. Both 
of his lungs were badly infected, and he also developed emphysema in his left 
lung. His blood oxygen level was low. Mao coughed constantly and could lie 
down only on his left side. He could no longer swallow solid food, and Zhang 
Yufeng fed him chicken or beef bouillon.
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Yet the Great Helmsman clung to life. His brain still worked energeti-
cally, and the world continued to pay heed to his maxims. The concept he an-
nounced in February 1974 that all of humanity was divided into three worlds 
produced a particularly deep impression. Mao assigned the two superpowers, 
the United States and the USSR, to the First World; Japan, Europe, Australia, 
and Canada to the Second World; and all the other countries to the Third 
World. Calling upon the peoples of the Third World to unite, Mao asserted 
that China also belonged to the Third World.43 At Mao’s behest, Deng Xiao
ping elaborated this concept in some detail at a session of the UN General 
Assembly on April 10, 1974.44

Mao’s bursts of activity were not infrequent, but they could not wholly 
deaden his suffering. In the summer, no longer trusting in his doctors, Mao 
decided to cure himself. “He said that one could ‘trust the doctors’ words only 
one-third of the time or at most half,’ ” recalled Zhang Yufeng. “He believed 
that he could cope with the blows of his diseases by relying on his own powers 
of resistance that were in his own body.” 45 He wanted to change his surround-
ings and breathe in the fresh air of the provinces. In mid-July, right after the 
Politburo meeting at which he had tongue-lashed Jiang Qing, Mao set out on a 
new trip around the country. It turned out to be his last. On July 18 he arrived 
in Wuhan, where he stayed until mid-October. Afterward he went to his native 
Changsha, where he spent the entire winter. There he even tried swimming in 
a pool, but could not.

In addition to the devoted Zhang, who could understand the decrepit 
Chairman only “by reading his lips and ​. . . ​gestures,” two other women con-
tinued to help him during this period. One was his grandniece Wang Hairong, 
then a deputy foreign minister; the other was his English-language interpreter, 
Nancy Tang, who already headed one of the departments in the Foreign Min-
istry.46 They shuttled back and forth between Beijing and Wuhan, and then 
Beijing and Changsha, bringing the Chairman information from Zhou Enlai 
and Deng Xiaoping, and sometimes from Jiang Qing as well. Their sympathies 
were entirely with Zhou and it was he whom they consulted on each of their 
trips even though on June 1, 1974, the premier entered the hospital. He faced 
a difficult operation for cancer, which had invaded his bladder, large intestine, 
and lungs.

Realizing that Zhou had little time left, Mao decided to appoint Deng to 
the post of first deputy premier. At the same time, faithful to his principle of 
balancing the factions, he entrusted the day-to-day running of the party to 
Wang Hongwen. Neither faction was satisfied. Jiang Qing felt the need to act 
quickly. On the evening of October 17, she convened a secret meeting of her 
closest confederates at which it was decided to send Wang Hongwen to Mao 
without informing the other members of the Politburo. Wang was to inform 
the Chairman that “[t]he atmosphere in Beijing now is very much like that at 
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the Lushan Meeting [of 1970].” 47 What was being suggested was that Zhou 
Enlai, Marshal Ye Jianying, and Deng Xiaoping were ready to go the way of Lin 
Biao. In such circumstances, the Gang of Four thought it impossible to award 
the post of first deputy premier to the “counterrevolutionary” Deng.

Wang carried out his assigned mission flawlessly. According to Zhang 
Yufeng’s recollections, which Wang himself confirmed, he said to Mao, “Al-
though the Premier is ill and hospitalized, he is busy summoning people far 
into the night. Almost every day someone goes to his place.” 48 But Mao be-
came enraged, and Little Zhang conveyed his words to the frightened Wang. 
“If you have an opinion, you should say it directly to one’s face, but this way 
is no good. You must unite with Comrade Xiaoping.” Then Mao added, “Go 
back and talk things over with the premier and Comrade Jianying. Don’t act 
together with Jiang Qing. Be on guard with her.” 49

Later, in mid-November, he explained indignantly to Wang Hairong and 
Nancy Tang, who were visiting him, that “Jiang Qing is ambitious. She’d like to 
make Wang Hongwen Chairman of the Standing Committee [of the National 
People’s Congress] and make herself Chairman of the Communist Party.” 50

Possibly Jiang really did nurture such hopes at this time. But in January 
1975, the Second Plenum of the Tenth Central Committee, acting on a pro-
posal by Mao, who was still in Changsha, chose Deng Xiaoping as one of the 
deputy chairmen of the Central Committee and a member of the Politburo 
Standing Committee. At a subsequent meeting of the NPC, Deng was con-
firmed as first deputy premier. On April 18, Mao, who had returned to Beijing, 
said to Kim Il Sung, the head of North Korea who was paying him a visit,

I am 82, this year ​. . . ​I don’t want to talk about political affairs. You 
can talk with him [Mao waved his hand in the direction of Deng, 
who was taking part in the meeting] about them. His name is Deng 
Xiaoping. He knows how to fight wars, and he knows how to fight re-
visionism. The Red Guards attacked him, but now there’s no problem. 
He was forced out of the office for several years, but today he’s back. 
We need him.51

From July 1975 on, Deng, with Mao’s blessing, became the leader in the 
Politburo. Jiang Qing and her confederates were beside themselves. But they 
had no intention of giving up. After their torpid campaign to criticize Lin Biao 
and Confucius revealed their ideological bankruptcy, they initiated several 
more ideological movements: to study the theory of the dictatorship of the 
proletariat, against empiricism, and, finally, against “capitulationism,” which 
was supposedly exemplified by the classical novel Water Margin. None of these 
ideological campaigns, however, could change the balance of power in the Po-
litburo 52 as long as the Chairman himself did not want this to happen. Thus 
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all the efforts of the “leftists” aimed at mobilizing the masses against the intra-
party “revisionists” led nowhere.

Jiang Qing had to conquer Mao. But access to Mao was limited by Zhang 
Yufeng, who, toward the end of 1974, was officially named by the Politburo as 
the Chairman’s Secretary for Essential and Confidential Matters. Moreover, 
the inseparable Wang Hairong and Nancy Tang, supporters of Zhou, served as 
links between Mao and the Politburo. Jiang attempted to win over Yufeng by 
giving her gifts, ingratiating herself with her, and trying to strike up a friend-
ship, but she failed. Little Zhang did not indulge her very much. Then a new 
young woman made her appearance in Mao’s entourage, Meng Jinyun, who 
assumed the duties of assistant to Yufeng. Stunningly beautiful, she had no 
reason to love the “leftists.” She had been imprisoned from 1968 to 1973 after 
being slandered by the Red Guards. With Yufeng’s help she came to Mao seek-
ing rehabilitation. At one time, in the 1960s, she had danced in the PLA Air 
Force Song and Dance Ensemble, and had first met the Great Helmsman at 
one of its performances. Mao took an immediate fancy toward her and wanted 
to dance with her. During their dance he asked her “not to be so prim,” and 
after a few steps he took her off to his bedroom. Their affair did not last long, 
and Zhang Yufeng was not jealous. Quite the opposite—she sympathized with 
Meng, who was four years her junior. Afterward, Meng Jinyun worked as a 
nurse in Wuhan, and was then arrested.

Meeting Yufeng again at the very end of May 1975, Meng asked her help in 
arranging an audience with Mao. Mao was saddened to hear about the misad-
ventures of his former lover, “rehabilitated” her, and kept her by his side. Jiang 
Qing was unhappy but had to reconcile herself to it.53

Suddenly, in early October, Jiang and her confederates got lucky. For some 
reason, the decrepit dictator decided to make his nephew Mao Yuanxin his 
go‑between with the Politburo in place of Wang Hairong and Nancy Tang. 
Apparently, he simply missed him. The clever and cunning Yuanxin, however, 
knew how to take advantage of the situation to pressure his uncle to tilt in the 
direction Jiang Qing desired. He was her ardent supporter and made no at-
tempt to conceal this.

The leftists got a second wind. Through Mao’s beloved nephew, they began 
an intensified effort to turn the Chairman against Deng. “I am worried about 
the Central Committee. I’m afraid some of them will want to go back to the 
way things were before,” Yuanxin whispered to his uncle. “I’ve been paying 
close attention to the speeches of Comrade Xiaoping. I sense a question. He 
rarely mentions the accomplishments of the Cultural Revolution. He rarely 
criticizes Liu Shaoqi’s revisionist line. This year I haven’t once heard him talk 
about how to study theory [of the dictatorship of the proletariat], or criticize 
Outlaws of the Marsh [Water Margin], or criticize revisionism.” 54 And further, 
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“There are two attitudes towards the Cultural Revolution: one is to complain 
about it and the other is to settle accounts with it.” 55

This softening up lasted for a month. Finally, Mao succumbed. He became 
enraged and began to be exasperated by Deng. At his request, members of the 
Politburo began to criticize Deng. In the country as a whole a new campaign 
to “criticize Deng Xiaoping and struggle against the right deviationist wind to 
reverse correct verdicts” began to gather steam. Deng Xiaoping was relieved 
of most of his duties, allowed only to open and close meetings of the Politburo 
and deal with foreign policy matters.

At the very height of this struggle, Zhou Enlai passed away at 9:57 a.m. on 
January 8, 1976. Many mourned his passing. The majority of Chinese remem-
bered the premier as wise, honest, and humane. Very few persons in China 
were interested in whether he really was or not. The image of a noble leader 
reigned in the minds of the masses. On January 11 a funeral cortège with his 
ashes made its way to the cemetery of revolutionary heroes, accompanied 
by the lamentations and mournful cries of the inhabitants of Beijing. Every
one who braved the frost that day on the central thoroughfare of Chang’an 
Avenue—and there were more than a million—remembered for the rest of 
their lives the white and blue bus carrying the beloved Zhou to eternity.

Soon rumors floated around the city that the premier had fallen victim to 
the leftists who hated him. These rumors intensified in March after the Shang-
hai paper Literary Reports hinted that Zhou had been a “capitalist roader.” Im-
mediately, handbills and big character posters appeared in Nanjing calling on 
people to protest. This quickly became known in Beijing. People began stream-
ing into Tiananmen Square to lay flowers and wreaths in Zhou’s memory at the 
Monument to Revolutionary Heroes. This action occurred spontaneously over 
a period of two weeks, and finally on April 4, on the traditional day of remem-
brance of the dead, the square filled to overflowing. The people were very in-
dignant. Here and there were shouts of “Defend Premier Zhou with our lives!” 
“Long live the great Marxist Zhou Enlai!” “Down with all those who oppose 
Premier Zhou!” Many sang the “Internationale.” 56

Jiang Qing and her retinue were frightened. They feared an uncontrolled 
mass movement. Their opponents were no less anxious. They were all unac-
customed to democracy. At an emergency session of the Politburo on the eve-
ning of April 4, they adopted a joint resolution to suppress the unsanctioned 
meetings. “A batch of bad people had come up with writing, some directly 
attacking Chairman Mao,” asserted Hua Guofeng, who on Mao’s orders was 
serving as acting premier, “while many others attacking the Central Commit-
tee.” 57 On April 5, the police attacked the demonstrators. From the Great Hall 
of the People on the western side of the square, Jiang observed through bin-
oculars the assault against the crowds.
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Mao too supported the suppression of this “counterrevolutionary upris-
ing,” which he learned of “objectively” via Yuanxin, who placed all the blame 
for these popular demonstrations on Deng Xiaoping. The Great Leader be-
came resolute after hearing his nephew’s report. “Bold fighting spirit. Good, 
good, good.” Then he issued a directive: “Remove Deng from all posts.” 58 With 
this same order he appointed the fifty-five-year-old Hua Guofeng first deputy 
chairman of the Central Committee and premier of the State Council. Three 
weeks later, no longer able to speak, he wrote the following to his final succes-
sor: “Go slowly, do not be anxious. Keep on course. With you in charge, I am 
at ease.” 59

Jiang and the other radicals exulted while the majority of people in Beijing 
grieved. As a sign of silent protest, people began to display small bottles in the 
windows of their homes. This was because the characters xiaoping in Deng 
Xiaoping’s name are homonyms for the characters xiaoping, meaning “small 
bottle,” while the tai in the word chuangtai (windowsill) can be translated as 
“the top.” By placing small bottles in their windows, opponents of the Gang of 
Four were signifying that “Deng Xiaoping is still on top!”

Thus the campaign to criticize Deng, lacking support from the people, was 
doomed to failure. The majority of party cadres only went through the mo-
tions of taking part in it. Mao’s last flash of political activity fizzled out.

But it is doubtful that the Great Helmsman was fully aware of his actions. 
He already had one foot in the grave. His terrible physical condition weighed 
upon his mood. Mao was constantly irritable and excitable. He had great dif-
ficulty breathing. His lungs, heart, and kidneys failed to function normally. He 
was perpetually bathed in sweat and greedily gulped for air. He was in constant 
need of oxygen. Since he always lay on his left side, he ultimately developed 
bedsores.

The only improvement was in his vision. On July 23, 1975, he had had a 
successful operation on his left eye. In order to ensure that all went smoothly, 
several ophthalmologists practiced on forty old men who were used as experi-
mental subjects. Only after they had settled on the correct method did they 
operate, with considerable trepidation, on the Great Leader.60 Zhang Yufeng 
recalled, “When . . . the gauze bandages were removed from the Chairman’s 
eye, he opened his eyes and glanced around. Suddenly, excitedly pointing to 
one of his attendants, he correctly indicated the color and pattern of her cloth-
ing. Similarly, pointing to the wall, he said, ‘It is white.’ ” 61

But there were no other positive changes in the progression of his ill-
ness. Some days he was so weak that, according to Zhang’s reminiscences, “he 
found it very difficult even ‘to open his mouth when he was being fed,’ and 
to swallow.” 62 At other times, however, he felt somewhat better. He even had 
the courage to greet foreign guests. On April 30, 1976, for example, Mao met 
with Robert Muldoon, the prime minister of New Zealand. Of course, he did 
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not discuss any serious issues with him; he only complained about his health. 
“My feet are bothering me,” he said. Then after a moment of silence, he added, 
“There is great disorder in the world.” 63

On May 11, he suffered his first heart attack. Zhang Yufeng and Meng 
Jinyun did not leave his side. The doctors did all that they could, but it was two 
weeks before Mao felt a little better. On May 20, he wanted to meet with Lee 
Kuan Yew, the prime minister of Singapore, who was visiting China, and on 
May 27 with Ali Bhutto, the prime minister of Pakistan, and his wife. But after 
ten minutes of small talk on both occasions, he became very tired and had to 
terminate the conversations.* Nevertheless, his guests were not disappointed. 
“He is not a young man,” Bhutto informed the journalists. “I was not expect-
ing to meet Tarzan.” 64 Afterward, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC 
officially announced that the Chairman would no longer meet with foreign 
visitors since he “is very busy now, and has a lot of work.” 65

In mid-June, Mao summoned Hua Guofeng; the Gang of Four, headed 
by Jiang Qing; and his grandniece Wang Hairong. Lying in bed, he wheezed:

Since ancient times, it has been rare for a man to live to seventy. I am 
now more than eighty. In my old age I have thought often of death. In 
China it is said, “You can judge a man only after they close the lid of 
his coffin.” Although my “coffin lid” is not yet closed, it will happen 
soon, so it is a time to sum up. During my life I have accomplished 
two things. First, over the course of several decades, I fought against 
Chiang Kai-shek and chased him to the islands. During eight years 
of the war against Japan, I requested that the Japanese soldiers re-
turn home. We conquered Beijing and ultimately seized the Forbid-
den City. There are few people who do not acknowledge this. And 
there are only a few people who buzz into my ears that I should retake 
these islands quickly. The second thing you all know about. This is the 
launching of the Great Cultural Revolution. There are not many who 
support it, and not a few who oppose it. Both of these tasks are un-
finished. This “legacy” must be handed down to the next generation. 
How should that be done? If it can’t be done peacefully, then it must 
be done via shock tactics. If we really do not engage in this, then “the 
wind and rain will turn red with blood.” How will you deal with this? 
Only Heaven knows.66

Zhang Yufeng had great difficulty conveying this monologue.

*	 At a press conference Bhutto said the meeting had lasted twenty-one minutes, but the 
Chinese said later that Mao met with the Pakistani premier for no more than ten minutes. 
This is just how long he spoke with Lee Kuan Yew.
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On June 26, Mao had a second, more serious heart attack. He was in such 
a bad state that he could no longer eat on his own. He began to be fed through 
a tube inserted in his nostril. Four members of the Politburo, headed by Hua 
Guofeng, designated as a commission to oversee the doctors, took turns keep-
ing vigil by the bed of the Leader. In early July the famous Austrian nephrolo-
gist Walter Birkmayer came to examine Mao, but he too was unable to help the 
Chairman.67

Mao was dying, but even in this condition he tried to hold on to power. 
Barely having come to, he would ask Zhang Yufeng to read him party docu-
ments, if only for a few minutes a day. On July 6 he was informed of the passing 
of Zhu De, his old comrade in arms. He took the news calmly.

He often watched Taiwanese and Hong Kong films with Little Zhang. They 
distracted him and enabled him to doze off. He did not alter this routine even 
after he was transferred on the night of July 27–28 to an earthquake-proof 
building near the Swimming Pool Pavilion in the wake of a terrible earthquake 
(7.8 on the Richter Scale) that completely destroyed the city of Tangshan, not 
far from Beijing. More than 240,000 persons died in the ruins, and more than 
160,000 were injured. The shocks were so strong they were felt in Zhongnan-
hai. Even the bed on which Mao was lying in the Swimming Pool Pavilion 
shook.

The new building to which the Chairman was moved was quickly refitted 
and Mao’s room filled with medical equipment. A room for viewing films was 
set up with a projector and a television. Thus Mao spent his last days watching 
“enemy” films and taking nourishment through a tube.

On September 2, he suffered a third heart attack. This was the most se-
rious one. The doctors were no longer able to battle to save his life, but his 
powerful will to live would not let go. Mao constantly asked his doctors how 
serious was his condition.68 They tried to console him, but they no longer held 
out any hope.

Just after 8 p.m. on September 8, his face began to turn noticeably blue. In 
another few minutes, he lost feeling in his extremities, and he became groggy. 
The doctors tried to pump out the fluid through his nose, but there was no 
response. By 9:16 p.m. his tachycardia increased, and a half hour later his blood 
pressure fell perilously. At 10:15 p.m. he slipped into a coma. Soon afterward 
his pupils dilated widely, and he no longer responded to light. At 12:04 a.m. 
on September 9 he began to have convulsions. Two minutes later he stopped 
breathing on his own. At ten minutes after midnight, Mao’s heart ceased beat-
ing. The great dictator, revolutionary, and tyrant had died in his eighty-third 
year.
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Chinese are famous for their energy and industriousness. In a country with 
just one time zone, hundreds of millions of people wake up at the same time, 
at 6 a.m., perform qigong breathing exercises, eat breakfast, and go about their 
daily business to offices, to shops, to fields, to schools.

The people of Beijing arise before dawn and crowd onto the subway, 
buses, and trains. Bells ringing, they pedal along on their bicycles while the 
richer among them ride in taxis or private automobiles. They mill about nois-
ily on the shopping streets, stare at foreign tourists, and fly dragon kites above 
Tiananmen Square.

From early in the morning, city markets seethe with activity, and the 
aromatic odors of marvelous dishes waft from innumerable hole-in-the-wall 
restaurants. In the lanes, the hutong, that have miraculously survived, old 
men and old women warm themselves in the morning sun, and children play 
nearby. One can hear the sharp sounds of Beijing speech and the cries of ped-
dlers shouting their wares.

On the stretch of Wangfujing, one of the main shopping streets, recently 
turned into a pedestrian mall, there are especially large numbers of people. 
Crowds move about in every direction, but if you walk south you will come 
out onto the broad avenue of Chang’an, the main street of the city. Turn right 
and you will pass the massive Beijing Hotel, and in ten minutes you will come 
to the historic center of Beijing, Tiananmen Square. On the right is the Forbid-
den City, and on the left is the square itself.

The first thing that strikes your eyes is an enormous portrait of Chairman 
Mao adorning the entrance to the former palace of the emperor, the Gate of 
Heavenly Peace. There are his penetrating eyes, the domed forehead, and the 
distinctive mole under his lower lip. The Great Helmsman looks calm and dig-
nified. It seems that for a long time he has no longer been concerned with what 
is going on in the Chinese Communist Party, the country, and the world. He is 
not bothered by the fact that contrary to the wishes he expressed in April 1956, 
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his body was not cremated, but instead embalmed shortly after his death. It 
reposes right there on the square in a majestic mausoleum in the Chairman 
Mao Memorial Hall. The white and sand-colored building is 110 feet high and 
covers 300,000 square feet. The body of Mao Zedong rests in the central hall, in 
a crystal coffin set on top of a pedestal of black Shandong granite. The Chair-
man is dressed in a grayish-blue jacket and covered with a red flag with the 
hammer and sickle. Around the pedestal are fresh flowers in white porcelain 
vases with blue patterns. At the head of the coffin, inscribed on a white marble 
wall are the gold characters “Eternal Glory to the Great Leader and Teacher 
Chairman Mao Zedong!”

The renascence of a market economy in the PRC in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s, facilitated by the “reincarnation” of the “moderate” faction soon 
after Mao’s death, and most of all the return to power in July 1977 of Deng 
Xiaoping, led to the commercialization of the Mao cult. Hawkers and sell-
ers in the souvenir shops in various parts of the city, including Tiananmen, 
do a brisk trade in kitsch: Mao badges and posters, busts, and Quotations of 
Chairman Mao. The transformation of the former leader into a souvenir of 
history was aided by the more than condescending assessment of his rule by 
the new leaders of the CCP. “Comrade Mao Zedong was a great Marxist and a 
great proletarian revolutionary, strategist and theorist. It is true that he made 
gross mistakes during the ‘cultural revolution,’ but, if we judge his activities as 
a whole, his contributions to the Chinese revolution far outweigh his mistakes. 
His merits are primary and his errors secondary,” the party leaders asserted in 
1981.1 Since then they have not revisited this assessment, which, incidentally, 
fully accords with China’s cultural tradition. Chinese, like Japanese, Vietnam-
ese, and many other peoples of the East, lack a concept of “repentance.” For the 
West this is a great Christian sacrament without which there can be neither 
absolution nor purification. But for those who dwell in All-Under-Heaven, the 
main thing is not to lose face.

In Mao’s case, a number of other factors likewise explain this attitude. Un-
like Lenin and Stalin, who destroyed a great and powerful Russia that prior to 
the October Revolution had been one of the leading world powers, Mao trans-
formed China from a semi-colony into an independent and powerful state. 
He was not only a revolutionary who transformed social relations, but also 
a national hero who brought to fruition the mighty anti-imperialist revolu-
tion begun by Sun Yat-sen, compelling the entire world to respect the Chinese 
people. He united mainland China after a long period of disintegration, power 
struggle, and civil wars. It was during Mao’s rule that China was finally able 
to become one of the main geopolitical centers of the world, politically equi-
distant from both superpowers, and, therefore, attracting increased attention 
from world public opinion. Of course, during Mao’s rule the Chinese people 
remained poor, and the Chinese economy backward, but it was precisely dur-
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ing this time that Chinese began to take pride in their country’s present as 
well as its past. This is why the Chinese people will never forget the “Great 
Helmsman.”

Mao brought to the Chinese not only national liberation, but social ser-
vitude. It was he and the Chinese Communist Party he directed that, through 
deceit and violence, imposed totalitarian socialism upon the long-suffering 
people of China, driving them into the abyss of bloody social experiments. The 
lives of hundreds of millions of people were thereby maimed, and several tens 
of millions perished as a result of hunger and repression. Entire generations 
grew up isolated from world culture. Mao’s crimes against humanity are no less 
terrible than the evil deeds of Stalin and other twentieth-century dictators. The 
scale of his crimes was even greater.

Still, Mao is distinguished from the ideologists and practitioners of Rus-
sian Bolshevism even in his totalitarianism. His personality was much more 
complex, variegated, and multifaceted. No less suspicious or perfidious than 
Stalin, still he was not as merciless. Almost throughout his entire career, even 
during the Cultural Revolution, in intraparty struggle he followed the principle 
of “cure the illness to save the patient,” compelling his real or imagined oppo-
nents to confess their “guilt” but not sentencing them to death. This is precisely 
why the “moderate” faction, despite the repeated purge of its members, was 
ultimately able to stand its ground and come to power after the Chairman’s 
death. Mao did not cure the “illness” of Deng Xiaoping and his supporters, 
but neither did he eliminate them physically. He did not even order the death 
of Liu Shaoqi. The chairman of the PRC was hounded to his death by enraged 
Red Guards. Moreover, Mao did not take revenge on his former enemies. He 
neither killed Bo Gu, nor Zhou Enlai, nor Ren Bishi, nor Zhang Guotao, nor 
even Wang Ming. He tried to find a common language with all of them after 
forcing them to engage in self-criticism. In other words, he forced them to 
“lose face” but also kept them in power.

In all of this, Mao was an authentically Chinese leader and ideologist who 
was able to combine the principles of foreign Bolshevism not only with the 
practice of the Chinese revolution, but also with Chinese tradition.

A talented Chinese politician, an historian, a poet and philosopher, an 
all-powerful dictator and energetic organizer, a skillful diplomat and utopian 
socialist, the head of the most populous state, resting on his laurels, but at the 
same time an indefatigable revolutionary who sincerely attempted to refashion 
the way of life and consciousness of millions of people, a hero of national revo-
lution and a bloody social reformer—this is how Mao goes down in history. 
The scale of his life was too grand to be reduced to a single meaning.

And that is why he reposes in an imperial mausoleum in the center of 
China, in the square adorned with his gigantic portrait. He will be there for a 
long time, perhaps forever. In essence, the phenomenon of Mao reflects the en-
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tire trajectory of twentieth-century China in all its complexity and contradic-
tions, the trajectory of a great but socially and economically backward Eastern 
country that made a gigantic break from the past to the present over the course 
of eight decades.

The achievements of Mao Zedong are indisputable. So are his errors and 
crimes. However, the Chinese poured out all of their righteous anger vis-à-vis 
Mao’s dictatorial socialism against the closest comrades in arms of the Great 
Helmsman. His wife was arrested one month after the Chairman’s death by 
Hua Guofeng, who “betrayed” her. Jiang Qing and other leaders of the Cul-
tural Revolution were brought before a court in late 1980 and early 1981. Jiang 
did not confess her guilt, and she loudly declaimed before the whole world: 
“Everything I did, Mao told me to do. I was his dog; what he said to bite, I bit.” 2 
She was given a death sentence, suspended for two years. The same verdict was 
handed down to Zhang Chunqiao. The other leftist leaders, Wang Hongwen, 
Yao Wenyuan, and Chen Boda, received respectively life, twenty years, and 
eighteen years in prison.3 After two years, however, the death sentences for 
Jiang Qing and Zhang Chunqiao were converted into life sentences.

Jiang was imprisoned until early May 1984, after which she was held 
under house arrest. But in 1989, after the suppression of the student protests 
on Tiananmen Square, she was returned to prison, this time for having criti-
cized Deng for the killing of students. Yet she was soon let out again and placed 
under guard in a two-story villa in Jiuxianqiao, in the northeast section of 
Beijing. In mid-March 1991, when her health deteriorated, Jiang was taken to 
a hospital operated by the Ministry of Public Security. There, tiring of a mean-
ingless life, she committed suicide late on the night of May 14, 1991. She made 
a rope out of handkerchiefs she had knotted together and hanged herself in her 
bathroom. Before doing this she penned a note, “Chairman, your student and 
co‑fighter is coming to see you now.” 4

Mao’s previous wife, Zizhen, had passed away several years earlier, on 
April 19, 1984, in Shanghai. His sole surviving son, Anqing, died in Beijing on 
March 23, 2007. Mao’s daughters Li Min and Li Na are still living in the Chi-
nese capital. Mao’s children have long since had their own children. Anqing 
and Li Na had sons, and Li Min had both a son and a daughter. Mao’s niece 
Yuanzhi and his nephew Yuanxin also have children. The grandchildren are 
already grown up and among them is a direct descendant—Dongdong, An
qing’s grandson. He is already nine years old. Symbolically, he was born on De-
cember 26, 2003, the 110th anniversary of the birth of his great-grandfather.

New life swirls around them. Chinese society is rapidly modernizing. 
Many young Chinese are acquiring the latest technology; they engage in busi-
ness, and go abroad for their education. Mao’s heirs are no exception. Li Min’s 
daughter, Kong Dongmei, received an M.A. in the United States in May 2001. 
Li Min’s son, Kong Jining, is a businessman.
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None of the reformers of the post-Mao era is still among us, yet China 
continues to push forward. The era of social experiments is long since gone. 
China is developing a new society with a mixed economy. The face of this 
enormous country is changing with astonishing speed. The reforms begun 
after Mao’s death stimulated an outburst of activity on the part of the Chinese 
people. The success of these reforms is a sign that the influence of Maoism on 
the political and ideological life of China, which is still rather strong for now, 
will not last long.

H

At the start of the Cultural Revolution, Mao sent Jiang Qing a letter in which 
he welcomed “complete disorder under Heaven.” At that time, he wrote,

I believe in myself, but in some things I don’t believe. In my youth I 
said, “A human life will last two hundred years, and the waves cre-
ated will roll on for three thousand years.” That is more than enough 
arrogance, but at the same time I am unsure of myself, I always have 
the feeling that if there is no tiger on the mountain, then the monkey 
will become the king of the beasts. I have become such a king, but this 
is not a case of eclecticism. I have the spirit of a tiger, this is primary, 
and the spirit of a monkey is secondary. In the past I made use of the 
following several sentences from a letter by Li Gu, who lived during 
the Han dynasty, to Huang Qiong [the biographies of both men are 
included in the 5th century CE chronicle of the Later Han dynasty]: 
“Solid things are easily broken, light things are easily soiled. He who 
can sing the yangchun baixue [an ancient melody that was very dif-
ficult to perform] may easily wind up in solitude. Will he merit great 
fame?” The last two sentences apply directly to me.5

Was Mao’s self-analysis correct? Or was he simply playing his usual role? Per-
haps he was sharing his innermost secrets with his wife? This we cannot know. 
The Chairman has long since gone to speak with Marx.
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A pp  e n d i x  1

M a o  Z e d o n g ’ s 
C h r o n o l o g y

1893, December 26—a son Zedong (his second, unofficial name is Runzhi) is 
born into the family of a prosperous peasant Mao Yichang and his wife, Wen 
Qimei, in the village of Shaoshanchong, Xiangtan county, Hunan province.

1913, Spring–June 1918—attends the Provincial Fourth (later First) Normal 
School in Changsha.

1918, April—takes part in organizing the educational liberal-democratic Renova-
tion of the People Study Society.

1918, October–March 1919—works as an assistant to the librarian of Peking Uni-
versity. First becomes acquainted with Marxism-Leninism.

1921, January 1–3—founds a communist organization in Changsha.
July 23–31—takes part in the First Congress of the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) in Shanghai and Jiaxing as a representative of the Hunan organization.

1923, June 12–20—takes part in the Third Congress of the CCP in Canton. He is 
elected as a member and secretary of the CEC and director of the Organiza-
tional Department of the CEC. After the congress, in keeping with the united 
front policy, he joins the Guomindang.

1924, January 20–30—takes part in the sessions of the First Congress of the 
Guomindang in Canton. He is chosen as a candidate member of the CEC 
Guomindang.

1925, February–August—takes leave due to illness, leads the movement of the 
poorest peasants and paupers in Shaoshan and neighboring villages.

1925, October–May 1926—serves as acting director of the Propaganda Depart-
ment of the Guomindang CEC in Canton. He edits the Guomindang journal 
Zhengzhi zhoubao (Political Weekly).

1927, January 4–February 5—undertakes research on the peasant movement in 
Hunan, after which he calls for a radical agrarian revolution.
April 12—Chiang Kai-shek unleashes a bloody white terror in Shanghai and 
other regions in eastern China.
April 27–May 9—takes part in the Fifth Congress of the CCP in Wuhan. He is 
chosen as a candidate member of the Central Committee.
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July 15—Wang Jingwei, the leader of the Guomindang leftists, breaks the 
united front with the communists.
August 7—takes part in an emergency conference of the CCP Central Com-
mittee in Hankou. He is chosen as a candidate member of the Provisional 
Politburo of the CC.
September 9–19—organizes a communist uprising in eastern Hunan, and, after 
its failure, goes to the high mountain area of Jinggang on the Hunan-Jiangxi 
border, where, with the help of local bandits, he founds the first soviet area.

1928, April 20 or 21—Zhu De’s forces and Mao’s detachments unite in eastern 
Hunan and soon are designated the Fourth Corps of the Chinese Worker-
Peasant Revolutionary Army. In June 1928, Mao founds the Red Army.
June 18–July 11—at the Sixth Congress of the CCP he is chosen in absentia as 
a member of the Central Committee.

1929, January–February—leads troops to the Jiangxi-Fujian border region.
1930—Mao becomes the general political commissar of the First Front Army and 

twice attacks Changsha.
September—at an enlarged plenum of the Central Committee in Shanghai he 
is co‑opted as a candidate member of the Politburo.
October—establishes a guerrilla base in south Jiangxi; it is called the Central 
Soviet Area (CSA).
December—provokes the Futian Incident.

1930, end–September 1931—Mao’s forces repel Chiang Kai-shek’s three punitive 
expeditions against the CSA.

1931, November 7–20—Mao presides over the First All-China Congress of Soviets 
in Ruijin. He is chosen as chairman of the CEC and head of the Council of 
People’s Commissars of the Chinese Soviet Republic (CSR).

1931–1932—is subjected to single-minded attacks from the CCP Central Com-
mittee that he rejects. He is stripped of all his positions in the Red Army.

1933, February–October 1934—the Red Army of the Central Soviet Area fights 
against Chiang Kai-shek’s fourth and fifth punitive expeditions.

1934, January 15–18—on Moscow’s insistence he is transferred from a candidate 
member to a member of the Politburo at an enlarged plenum of the CCP 
Central Committee.
January 22–February 1—takes part in the work of the Second All-China 
Congress of Soviets. He is reelected chairman of the CEC of the CSR, but is 
stripped of his post as head of the Council of People’s Commissars.
October—departs on the Long March with troops of the Red Army.

1935, January 15–17—takes part in an enlarged Politburo meeting at Zunyi. He 
criticizes the party and army leadership. He is co‑opted into the Politburo 
Standing Committee and is appointed assistant to the general political com-
missar of the Red Army.
March 4—appointed front political commissar of the Red Army.
July–August—Stalin starts to promote Mao’s cult of personality.

1935, September–November 1936—split with Zhang Guotao, who establishes a 
second “CCP Central Committee.”
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1935, October—completion of the Long March. Mao begins to establish a soviet 
area in northern Shaanxi.

1937, July 7—Japan launches a full-scale war against China.
September 22–23—formation of a new united front with the Guomindang.

1938, July—Georgii Dimitrov, general secretary of the Executive Committee of 
the Comintern, transmits to the CCP Central Committee Moscow’s decision 
to recognize Mao Zedong as the leader of the Chinese people. The Comintern 
insists that Chinese communists unite around Mao.

1939, December–January 1940—formulates his theory of New Democracy.
1942, February—begins a wide-scale purge in the party, the zhengfeng campaign.
1945, April 23–June 11—presides over the Seventh Congress of the CCP in Yan’an. 

The congress adopts new party statutes that say “Mao Zedong Thought” 
“guides its entire work.” He is chosen as a member of the Central Committee, 
and at the First Plenum as chairman of the Central Committee, of the Polit-
buro, and of the Secretariat of the Central Committee.
August 14 (15)—Japan surrenders.
End of August–mid-October—conducts peace talks with Chiang Kai-shek 
and other Guomindang leaders in Chongqing.

1946, June—start of a new civil war with the Guomindang.
1949, January 31—PLA troops enter Beiping (Beijing).

September 30—chosen as chairman of the Central People’s Government.
October 1—proclaims the founding of the People’s Republic of China.

1949, December 16–February 17, 1950—pays an official visit to the Soviet Union. 
He conducts negotiations with Stalin and signs a Treaty of Friendship, Alli-
ance, and Mutual Assistance with the USSR.

1950, June—starts the New Democratic agrarian reform.
October 19—sends PLA troops to Korea to take part in the war against United 
Nations forces.

1953, January—start of implementation of the First Five-Year Plan.
Summer—formulates the party’s general line to build socialism on the Soviet 
model.

1953–1954—concocts the Gao Gang–Rao Shushi Affair.
1954, September 15–28—presides over the First Session of the National People’s 

Congress, which adopts the Constitution of the People’s Republic of China. 
He is chosen as chairman of the PRC.

1955–1956—the socialist transformation of agriculture, industry, and commerce.
1956, April 25—delivers a speech at an enlarged plenum of the Politburo, “On 

the Ten Major Relationships,” which lays the foundation for the new policy 
of the CCP regarding socialist construction distinct from the Soviet model.

1957, February 27—delivers a speech at an enlarged meeting of the Supreme State 
Council, “On the Correct Handling of Contradictions among the People,” in 
which he calls for a campaign, “Let a Hundred Flowers Bloom, Let a Hundred 
Schools of Thought Contend.” The campaign is cut off on June 8 and followed 
by a struggle against “rightist bourgeois elements.”

1958, February 18—at an enlarged meeting of the Politburo he announces the 
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policy of “more, faster, better, and more economically” as the new general 
line of the party in socialist construction. Three months later the Second Ses-
sion of the Eighth Congress of the CCP confirms this policy. The Great Leap 
Forward begins.
November–December—submits request to the plenum of the CCP Central 
Committee that he be relieved of his post as chairman of the PRC. Four 
months later his request, approved by the plenum, is confirmed by the Na-
tional People’s Congress. Liu Shaoqi replaces him.

1959, July 2–August 16—presides over the Lushan enlarged meeting of the Polit-
buro and the plenum of the CCP Central Committee. Unleashes a campaign 
against Peng Dehuai and his supporters, who had criticized the horrendous 
results of the Great Leap Forward.

1960, April—the beginning of public polemics between the CCP and the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union.

1961, Spring—Mao retreats to the “second line,” transferring daily leadership of 
the Central Committee to the “moderate” Liu Shaoqi, who implements a pro-
gram of “adjustment.”

1962, January–February—at an enlarged meeting of the Central Committee at-
tended by seven thousand cadres in Beijing, Mao’s policies are subjected to 
criticism. He makes a self-criticism.
July—returns to the “first line” and initiates a struggle against the “moderates” 
in the party.

1965, November 10—on his initiative the Shanghai newspaper Literary Reports 
publishes Yao Wenyuan’s critical article about Wu Han’s play The Dismissal of 
Hai Rui from Office.

1966, May 16—on Mao’s initiative an enlarged plenum of the Politburo acting in 
the name of the Central Committee adopts the text of a special communiqué 
to all party organizations throughout the country calling for the entire party 
to hold high the banner of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.
August 5—writes a dazibao, “Bombard the Headquarters,” directing the Red 
Guards to strike against the “moderates” in the highest echelon of the party 
leadership.
August–November—greets parades of Red Guards on Tiananmen Square.

1967, February—a group of Politburo members come out in opposition to the 
Cultural Revolution.
May–July—mass disturbances in Wuhan directed against Red Guard extrem-
ists.

1968, July 3—demands the prompt cessation of Red Guard outrages. Over the 
next two months the PLA restores order.

1969, March 2–15—armed conflicts occur on Damansky (Zhenbao) Island be-
tween Soviet and Chinese border guards.

1970, August 23–September 6—a new Lushan plenum of the CCP Central Com-
mittee takes place. Mao strikes a blow against minister of defense Lin Biao and 
his subordinates.
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1971, September 13—an airplane carrying Lin Biao, his wife, and son crashes in 
the territory of the Mongolian People’s Republic. All aboard die.
October 25—the PRC becomes a member of the United Nations.
Autumn—Mao is seriously ill. His doctors diagnose congestive heart failure.

1972, February 21—receives President Richard Nixon on an official visit to the 
PRC and has a “philosophical discussion” with him lasting sixty-five minutes.
February 28—a joint Sino-American communiqué is published in Shanghai 
signifying progress toward the normalization of relations between the two 
countries.

1974, January—Mao loses his vision because of cataracts on both eyes.
February—formulates the theory of the “Three Worlds.”
Summer—doctors diagnose him with Lou Gehrig’s disease (amyotrophic lat-
eral sclerosis).

1976, January—after the death of Zhou Enlai, he names Hua Guofeng acting 
premier and entrusts him with daily leadership of the work of the Central 
Committee.
March 19–April 5—demonstrations and meetings on Tiananmen Square. 
Chinese citizens express grief at the passing of Zhou Enlai. The Politburo de-
ploys the police against the demonstrators and disperses them. Mao supports 
the suppression of the “counterrevolutionary rebellion.”
April 7—appoints Hua Guofeng first deputy chairman of the Central Com-
mittee and premier of the State Council.
September 9, 12:10 a.m.—Mao dies.
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M a o  Z e d o n g ’ s 
G e n e a l o g y

P a r e n t s

Father (nineteenth generation of the Mao clan named “yi”—“bestowing”)—Mao 
Yichang (October 15, 1870–January 23, 1920).

Mother—Wen Qimei (February 12, 1867–October 5, 1919)

W iv  e s

First wife—Luo Yigu (October 20, 1889–February 11, 1910). Married in late 
1907 or early 1908.

Second wife—Yang Kaihui (November 6, 1901–November 14, 1930). Married 
in December 1920.

Third wife—He Zizhen (September 1909–April 19, 1984). Married either 
May 25 or May 26, 1928.

Fourth wife—Jiang Qing (March 1914–May 14, 1991). Married November 19, 
1939.

C hi  l d r e n

First child ( from his second wife)—a son Mao Anying (twenty-first generation 
of the Mao clan named “yuan”—“remote”) (October 24, 1922–November 
25, 1950)

Mao Anying’s wife—Liu Enqi, who later changed her name to Liu 
Songlin (born March 2, 1930). Married October 15, 1949.

Second child ( from his second wife)—a son Mao Anqing (twenty-first gen-
eration of the Mao clan named “yuan”—“remote”) (November 13, 1923–
March 23, 2007).
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Mao Anqing’s wife—Zhang Shaohua, who later changed her name to 
Shao Hua (October 30, 1938–June 24, 2008). Married in 1960.

Third child ( from his second wife)—a son Mao Anlong (twenty-first generation 
of the Mao clan named “yuan”—“remote”) (April 4, 1927–May 1931).

Fourth child ( from his third wife)—a daughter Mao Jinhua (late May 1929–?).
Fifth child ( from his third wife)—a son Mao Anhong (twenty-first generation of 

the Mao clan named “yuan”—“remote”) (early November 1932–?).
Sixth child ( from his third wife)—a son (twenty-first generation of the Mao clan 

named “yuan”—“remote”) (late autumn 1933 or early winter 1933–?).
Seventh child ( from his third wife)—a daughter (February 1935–?).
Eighth child ( from his third wife)—a daughter Jiaojiao; Mao Zedong later 

changed her name to Li Min (born January 1937).
Li Min’s husband—Kong Linghua (1934–January 20, 1999). Married 
August 29, 1958.

Ninth child ( from his third wife)—a son Lyova (twenty-first generation of the 
Mao clan named “yuan”—“remote”) (April 6, 1938–December 1938).

Tenth child ( from his fourth wife)—a daughter Li Na (born August 3, 1940).
Li Na’s first husband—Xu Ning (?–?). Married in 1970. The marriage 
ended in either 1974 or 1976.

Li  Na’s second husband—Wang Jingqing (born 1932). Married in 
early 1984.

G r a n d s o n s  a n d  G r a n d d augh    t e r

Grandson ( from Mao Anqing)—Mao Xinyu (“New world”) (twenty-second 
generation of the Mao clan named “shi”—“dear”) (born January 17, 1970).*

Mao Xinyu’s first wife—Hao Mingli (January 1972–December 29, 
2003). Married December 7, 1997. Marriage ended in May 2002.†

*	 The name was created by Mao Zedong, who did not want to give his grandson one more 
name, which would meet the requirements of the genealogical chronology of his clan. In 
general, after the communist takeover the tradition to name children in accordance with 
the clan chronologies disappeared. For a long time the Mao family called the little boy Mao-
mao (“Fine Hairs”). As we know, it was also an informal name of one of Mao Zedong and 
He Zizhen’s sons, Mao Anhong.

†	 Hao Mingli passed away in Qincheng municipal prison (Jiangxi province). She had been 
imprisoned in May 2002, when she began to quarrel with Mao Xinyu after learning that he 
wanted to divorce her.
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Mao Xinyu’s second wife—Liu Bin (born early 1977). Married in  
2002.

Grandson ( from Li Min)—Kong Jining (“Successor to Lenin’s Cause”)* (born 
October 27, 1962).

Kong Jining’s wife—Shen Rong (birth and marriage dates unknown).

Granddaughter ( from Li Min)—Kong Dongmei (“Eastern Plum Blossom”)† 
(born 1972).

Grandson ( from Li Na and Xu Ning)—Xu Xiaoning; later, after Li Na and Xu 
Ning divorced, his name was changed to Li Xiaoyu, but after Li Na mar-
ried Wang Jingqing in 1984, his name was changed again to Wang Xiaozhi 
(“Modeled on Mao Runzhi,” i.e., Mao Zedong)‡ (born 1972).

Wang Xiaozhi’s wife—Married in 2007.

G r e a t - g r a n d s o n s  a n d 
G r e a t - g r a n d d augh    t e r s

Great-grandson ( from Mao Xinyu and Liu Bin)—Mao Dongdong (literally: 
“Winter East”); later the name was changed to Dongdong (“Inheritor of 
Mao Zedong’s Legacy”), because a sister of his grandmother, Li Na, ob-
served that Winter East was a very “cold name” (twenty-third generation of 
the Mao clan named “dai”—“epochal”) (born December 26, 2003).

Great-granddaughter ( from Kong Dongmei)—(born 2005).
Great-grandson ( from Kong Dongmei)—(born October 2007).

B r o t h e r s

(Twentieth generation of the Mao clan named “ze”—“benefactor”)
Brother—Mao Zemin (April 3, 1896–September 27, 1943).

Mao Zemin’s first wife—Wang Shulan (February 5, 1896–July 7, 1964). 
Married in 1919 or 1920.

Mao Zemin’s second wife—Qian Xijun (1905–September 11, 1989). 
Married in 1926.

*	 The name was devised by Mao Zedong and the infant’s paternal grandfather.

†	 Mao named her. He took the character dong (east) from his own name and combined it 
with the character mei (plum blossom). He had a lifelong love for plum blossoms.

‡	 Li Na came up with this name.
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Mao Zemin’s third wife—Zhu Danhua (December 26, 1911–May 29, 
2010). Married in May 1940.

Younger brother—Mao Zetan (September 25, 1905–April 25, 1935).
Mao Zetan’s first wife—Zhao Xiangui (September 5, 1905–June 1932). 
Married in 1924.

Mao Zetan’s second wife—Zhou Wennan (October 1910–September 
1992). Married in late 1926.

Mao Zetan’s third wife—He Yi (1910–November 22, 1949). Married 
July 20, 1931.

F o s t e r  Si  s t e r

Mao Zejian (October 1905–August 20, 1929).
Mao Zejian’s first husband—Married in 1919 (?). Marriage ended in 
1920.

Mao Zejian’s second husband—Chen Fen (1903–May 1, 1928). Mar-
ried in 1925.
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