




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































53. The formal picture of the trial of the leading Cultural Revolutionaries, with ten of them seated
between the court and the carefully chosen audience.




54. Zhang Chungiao (above), who did not speak during the trial.

55. Jiang Qing (below), arguing with the court during her trial.




. Victims of Cultural Revolution violence appeared in Beijing and elsewhere to claim compensation.




57. Liu Shaoqi’s widow, Wang Guangmei, receives his ashes in May 1980, eleven years after he di
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Mao Becalmed

o immediate publicity was given to the events of September 13 as the

‘ \ I leadership decided how to handle this political disaster, the “major

turning point” that “objectively proclaimed the theoretical and practical

defeat of the ‘Great Cultural Revolution,” according to Mao’s official biogra

phy.! A top-secret Notification on September 18, Zhongfa [1971] 57, began the

briefing of senior party officials. The dismissal of Lin’s four generals on Septem-

ber 24 was a signal to the upper ranks of the PLA. Disgraced members of the

old guard, including Marshal Chen Y1 and other participants in the February
Countercurrent, were briefed at a meeting that started on September 26.2

Lin’s fellow marshals quickly fell into line and denounced their former
comrade-in-arms. Their criticisms were long on history and outrage but, given
the circumstances, predictably short on observations that might just qualify as
Marxist or “theoretical” in nature. Yet they were important for Mao in shoring
up his military constituency. General Luo Ruiqing’s attempted suicide in 1966
provided a justification for hitherto-unconvinced top brass to denounce their
erstwhile colleague as betraying the party. So in 1971, Lin Biao’s flight to the So-
viet Union salved the consciences of China’s marshals as they turned on this na-
tional traitor.

Zhu De looked back at the decades he had known Lin and concluded that
“there is nothing accidental about his stepping onto the anti-party counterrevo-
lutionary road.” Liu Bocheng recalled that “Lin Biao told you one thing to your
face and then said something completely different behind your back; in all the
decades I knew him, he never spoke the truth.” Chen Y{’s characterization of Lin
was similar to Liu’s in that he too mentioned Lin’s “sinister conduct, double-
dealing, cultivation of sworn followers, and persistent scheming,” but Chen al-
lowed himself to add: “I don’t want to deny that Lin Biao previously did some
useful things, under the leadership of the Chairman and the party center.” Nie
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leave his bed to attend the memorial ceremony for Chen Yi, who had died of co-
lon cancer four days earlier.”? “He did not even bother to dress. Hastily, he
slipped on a silk robe and leather slippers and insisted that we leave immediately,
ignoring our warnings about the bitter cold and gusty wind. We managed to
cover him with a coat and hat . . . and he walked stoically to his car.” Hearing of
Mao’s decision, Zhou Enlai immediately raised the status of the ceremony by in-

viting the exiled Prince Sihanouk of Cambodia and his wife, as well as senior
Chinese leaders.”

At the memorial hall, Mao told the marshal’s widow: “Chen Yi was a good
comrade.” He appeared to be crying, but his doctor judged that he was “putting
on a good show, blinking his eyes and making an effort to wail.” In conversation
with Sihanouk, Mao exonerated Chen Yi and the February Countercurrent; the
marshal and the other veieran leaders were trying to oppose Lin Biao, Chen
Boda, Wang Li, and other subsequently disgraced leftists.** Mao also told Chen
Y1's family that the problem of Deng Xiaoping, currently in exile in Jiangxi, was
a “contradiction among the people,” and Zhou told them to spread this verdict
around.” It was these conversations that gave Zhou Enlai the signal and the per-
mit to revise policies, revive past practices, and rehabilitate earlier victims of the
Cultural Revolution.

For some it would be too late: Liu Shaogi, Tao Zhu, and Marshal He Long
had died in disgrace in 1969; and the unexpected deaths of other CC members
around this time led Zhou to order medical checkups, and hospital treatment if
necessary, for all cadres at or above the vice-minister level, regardless of their
current political status.’® But for those still living there was now a possibility of a
return to privilege if not necessarily to power, even at levels far below the CC,
because, for the first time in a long while, there was a credible scapegoat on the
very left of the political spectrum on whom those who were eager for change
could pin any number of “problems” seemingly in need of rectification. Zhou
Enlai worked hard to ensure that just such a rectification was launched, from top
to bottom.

Rehabilitation of Junior Officials

At intermediate and lower levels, the political fallout from the Lin Biao affair af-
fected the criteria used to judge the cases of some of the early victims of the Cul-
tural Revolution. In Beijing, a special tribunal was set up to reexamine the ver-
dicts on numerous municipal cadres from Peng Zhen’s city government and
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party apparatus who had been laboring in factories and rural brigades in Beijing’s
suburbs since around the time of the Ninth Party Congress. Their rehabilita-
tion—in part necessitated by an acute shortage of competent staff, identified as
early as 1970—was now significantly facilitated by the identification of Lin Biao
as an “ultra-leftist” on whom any number of errors could be blamed.

One widely accepted political practice of the Cultural Revolution was that
comments on formulations, slogans, policies, and so forth directly associated
with a specific senior leader were judged correct or incorrect depending on the
standing of that leader, rather than on any intrinsic quality of the comments.
The fall of Lin Biao and his transformation from a comrade-in-arms to an en-
emy of the people enabled the Beijing tribunal swiftly to dismiss the numerous
“errors” that had consisted of no more than a critical remark about Lin. For ex-
ample, it concluded that although a deputy director of the Beijing Municipal
Planning Commission had indeed argued against the policy of “not under any
circumstances dispensing with the daily study of Chairman Mao’s works,” it was
no longer appropriate to make a big case out of this, since “those had been the
traitor Lin’s slogans.””

Alleged attacks on Mao’s person or political comments previously judged to
have been “malicious” in intent were also reassessed and in many cases found to
have been far less serious than originally claimed. In April 1969, an entry had
been made in the dossier of a senior official in the Beijing party Organization
Department, alleging that he had “Slandered Chairman Mao’s precious red book
Quotations from Chairman Mao.” Approached by a colleague suggesting that they
go swimming, the official had agreed, responding: “I always carry my swimming
trunks and Quotations from Chairman Mao with me, just in case I should need
them.” The tribunal downgraded the accusation of “slander” to one of “flip-
pancy.”® )

In some rare cases, the tribunal went so far as to admit that it was unable to
determine what a cadre’s original “error” had actually been. A deputy director of
the Beijing Municipal Bureau of Commerce had been accused of “opposing the
study of Chairman Mao’s works”; his original accusers had cited an alleged re-
mark of his to the effect that when studying Mao’s works “one must not pursue
formalism, and not stress quantity but quality instead.” The tribunal’s conclusion
was: “In our reexamination, we have not been able to identify in what way this
remark amounted to opposition to the study of Chairman Mao’s works.” By as
early as March 1972, go percent of the altogether 6,627 department-level Beijing
cadres who had been sent down to the countryside, dismissed, and so forth in
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1969 had been “liberated.” Some central government officials became cockily
confident that soon everything would be back to normal.?! Similar processes
were at work elsewhere in the country. Even though they did not all get mean-
ingful jobs back for a year or two, they were nonetheless put back on the govern-
ment payroll. %

The Wretched of the Earth

Changes for the better came more slowly, if at all, to the high-level “counterrevo-
lutionary revisionists” and other political prisoners languishing in maximum-
security prisons like the notorious Qincheng, in Changping county, an hour’s
drive from central Beijing, controlled by the PLA since 1967. Here is how Wang
Li described the situation in Qincheng after his eventual release in 1982:

Conditions in Qincheng prison were utterly inhuman, and more fascist than
fascism! Especially during the first five years [1968-1972] when we were not
even once allowed out of our cells to get some exercise and were given nothing
whatsoever to read, not even the Quotations from Chairman Mao. Why, even in
Zhazidong prison [operated by the KMT during the Sino-Japanese War] one
was allowed to read the [KMT organ] Central Daily News . . . Especially inhu-
man was the practice of covering the windows so you could not tell if it was day
or night, keeping the loudspeakers blasting out noise for 24 hours, not letting
you see a doctor, force-feeding you a kind of drug that induced hallucinations,
and finally announcing over the loudspeaker that today you would be executed
and then calling off the execution at the very last moment.?

Mu Xin, who entered Qincheng around the same time as Wang Li, has con-
firmed the use of a variety of drugs in a harrowing account of the seven years and
four months he spent there. The prison medical staff clearly regarded inmates as
little more than human guinea pigs, and “there were certain doctors,” Mu alleges,
“who either consciously and of their own free will or because they were be-
ing forced to . . . not only did not set out to cure the sick but, on the contrary,
‘vaccinated’ the healthy with diseases and made the sick perish prematurely.
Between 1967 and 1971, more than sixty Qincheng inmates are alleged to have

724

gone insane. During the same period, an additional thirty-four were either “tor-
mented to death” and/or committed suicide.?

One of the Qincheng inmates who survived this ordeal and lived to write
about it for a foreign audience was Sidney Rittenberg. An American resident of
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China since the mid-1940s, fluent in Chinese and a member of the CCP, he had
been an early supporter of the Cultural Revolution and made quite a name for
himself as a speaker at Red Guard rallies, at which he was billed as a “staunch in-
ternationalist antirevisionist fighter.”” Rittenberg had ended up in Qincheng on
February 21, 1968, on the very day that Jiang Qing had announced in front of a
Tianjin delegation that he was a “foreign special agent” suspected of being in-
volved in the May 16 Conspiracy. Rittenberg recalls:

My interrogations had stopped after Lin Biao’s death. I should have been
relieved at the end of that type of pressure, but I wasn't. They were my only
chance at human contacts, my only assurance that my keepers had not forgot-
ten me. Now I was completely alone. How was I to live like this, perhaps for
the rest of my life? The walls were grey. The floor was grey. The door was a dull
reddish color. Sitting on the low-slung bed, staring at the wall, I felt the room
full of aloneness. It was not just the absence of other human life, but the pres-
ence of aloneness that seemed to fill the room, to shimmer between me and the
wall, to weigh down the otherwise empty air until it seemed to press in and
threaten to suffocate me.

Alone alone alone alone alone. The walls beat my solitude into my head
through aching eyes every hour of the day and night—great spots and bands of
color floating and pulsating before my eyes, silence making my ears ring.%’

In December 1972, Mao Zedong suddenly took an interest in conditions in
Qincheng. In reaction to a personal letter from the wife of a vice minister who
had been wasting away in Qincheng since 1968, he asked Zhou Enlai: “Who has
prescribed these fascist methods of interrogation?” Adding that “they should be
done away with, all of them,” Mao ordered Zhou to launch an investigation,
something the premier did immediately.®® As it happened, the PLA ended up
being given most of the blame for the “fascism” that had outraged Mao, and on
January 8, 1973, control over Qincheng reverted to the Ministry of Public Secu-
rity. Official sources all note a marked improvement thereafter in “the living
conditions of persons being interrogated,” but the extent of that improvement
should not be exaggerated.” In 1975, just before his release from Qincheng, Mu
Xin still had to suffer treatment that was, if anything, hard to distinguish from
“fascist™

They put drugs in my food and drink, tormenting my brain. Some drugs made
me hallucinate, others induced a feeling of terror. Still others created an irre-
pressible urge to talk. And then there was one drug which totally inverted the
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nature of everything I recalled. Day after day, when it was time to go to sleep,
the drug would take effect and from then on every person or thing coming to
mind would appear politically suspect. Come morning, the effect of the drug
would have worn off and my mental faculties and my memory returned to
normal.

Their intention, in tormenting me like this, was evidently to force forth
some kind of confession that would then serve as an excuse for obstructing
my release.®

By early 1975 Zhou Enlai and the CCEG would receive instructions from
Mao to the effect that the examination of the cases of the major victims of the
Cultural Revolution was to be concluded as soon as possible, and that “people are
to be let out.” In February and March that year, a series of meetings of senior
CCEG members was held, to lay down guidelines for the speedy conclusion of
the “cases” of, and the passing of an official verdict on, a number of Qincheng in-
mates.*! On March 6, 1975, CCEG members Wang Dongxing, Ji Dengkui, Hua
Guofeng, and Wu De presented Zhou with a draft report addressed to the cen-
ter in which they noted among other things that “basic clarity” had been reached
in a majority of the cases of the altogether 670 cadres being investigated by the
First and Third Offices of the CCEG and its special “May 16” Case Group.*
“An absolute majority of them,” the report proposed, could be released. In the
end, not an absolute majority, but somewhat more than 300 were released in the
late spring and summer of 1975.%

There would be an irony about the discrimination with which amnesties
were granted to prisoners across the entire political spectrum in that penultimate
year of the Cultural Revolution. The only blanket amnesty granted was to the
293 remaining KMT, Manchurian, and Xinjiang “puppet regime” war criminals
still behind bars. They were all given full citizens’ rights and jobs upon release,
and even allowed to travel to Taiwan if they wished to do so.*

On the other hand, there was no amnesty for members of the first group of
victims of the Cultural Revolution, those CCP cadres whose crimes had put
them on the revisionist end of the political spectrum, only a conditional release
on a case-by-case basis into internal exile to some remote part of the rural hin-
terland with a variety of restrictions imposed. For example, the former party
first secretary of the Northwest China Region, Liu Lantao, was released from
Qincheng in May 1975, but forcibly resettled in Anhui province without the right
to contact his family.

Worse still, the prospect of many more years in prison and a very slim likeli-
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hood of any pardon was the fate of those CCP members who were—and in
many cases prided themselves on being—on its extreme “leftist” end (for exam-
ple, the May 16 “conspirators” and the leading survivors of the Lin Biao clique).*

The Role of Zhou Enlai

In China to this day, Premier Zhou is given enormous credit for ameliorating the
impact of the Cultural Revolution, both on individuals and on the country. But
during the long-drawn-out process of rehabilitation after the Lin Biao incident,
it was clearly Mao who took the initiatives and Zhou who implemented them.
In the small number of CCEG cases for which such details are available, it was
Mao who took the final decision. There is no evidence that Zhou played any ma-
jor autonomous role in this realm. According to one leading member of the May
16 group who had to wait until 198z for his release from Qincheng Prison:

Today's historians have become partial and fail to respect history [when dealing
with this question]. Mao Zedong is given all the blame for striking people
down, while Premier Zhou is given all the credit for protecting people. This
does not accord with the facts. As far as I know, all the decisions to protect
people were taken by Mao Zedong and executed by Zhou Enlai. Had Mao
Zedong not taken the decision, Zhou Enlai would not only not have dared, but
not have been able to act either, since he was not in a position to decide what
was to be done about important cadres. One cannot separate Mao Zedong and
Zhou Enlai—make one into a bad guy, the other into a good guy; make one
into a muddle-headed person, the other into someone with a clear mind; and
say that one is wrong while the other is right.*

Yet in the immediate aftermath of the Lin Biao incident, according to one West-
ern commentator, “1972 belonged to Zhou Enlai rather than to Jiang Qing’s radi-
cals.”¥ The fundamental reason for this was the leeway provided to him by the
condemnation of Lin Biao as a leftist.

The CCP leadership’s first serious assessment of the post—“September 13”
situation took place at a five-week-long “Criticize Lin and Rectify Work-Style
Report-Back” conference in Beijing in May—June 1972, attended by 312 senior
cadres from all over China. Zhou Enlai set the agenda and delivered most of the
keynote speeches, albeit in daily consultation with Mao, who chose not to at-
tend. At the first plenary session of the conference, Zhou announced that “after
Liu Shaoqi, it was [Lin] who took the lead in opposing the Chairman.”® At the
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conference, non-Politburo members were told for the first time of the existence
of the letter from Mao to Jiang Qing, dated July 8, 1966, which showed, accord-
ing to Jiang Qing, that Mao had early on realized that Lin Biao was up to no
good, that “he didn’t discuss Marxism-Leninism, classes, party leadership, or the
broad masses; he only discussed the individual and palace coups, and he [Mao]
saw that ideologically and theoretically he [Lin] was not a Marxist-Leninist.”
The original letter had been torn up and destroyed at the time, but now an ed-
ited version, reconstructed from a copy, was circulated.* Thirty years later, Xu
Jingxian remembered that the editorial changes to the copy were no more than
one or two at most, and very minor, such as altering the reference to Chiang Kai-
shek as having in 1949 “fled [#40] to an island in the ocean,” to read “buggered off
[gun] to some islands in the ocean.”

The conference passed the verdict that “at every stage in the history of
China’s revolution, at every crucial stage in the two-line struggle within the
party, Lin Biao always stood on the side of the erroneous line, opposed Chair-
man Mao’s revolutionary line, resisted Chairman Mao’s strategic policies, and
more than once plotted to usurp Chairman Mao’s leadership.”

There were no official minutes of the conference, but participants were
expected to transmit the “spirit” of what had transpired to their respective con-
stituencies and a wider audience. A transcript of what a Sichuanese audience
was told indicates that the conference labeled virtually all of Lin's most recent
“crimes,” save that of fleeing to the Soviet Union, “extreme ‘leftist™:

In the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, Lin Biao emerged as an extreme
“leftist” and put forward a number of reactionary ideas . . . Some years ago, the
emergence of anarchism and birth of an extreme “leftist” trend of thought that
prevented many good cadres from being liberated—these were the evil conse-
quences of Lin Biao’s pernicious influence . . . Together with Chen Boda and
Huang [Yongsheng], Wu [Faxian), Ye [Qun], Li [Zuopeng], and Qiu
[Huizuo], Lin Biao wantonly preached the counterrevolutionary thesis of
“doubting everything,” stirred up an extreme “leftist” trend of thought, spread
slanderous rumors about certain leading comrades at the center, and further-
more covertly compiled sinister files on leading comrades at the center in a
conspiratorial effort to bombard the proletarian headquarters.*

The radicals perceived the danger of this ideological framework to them-
selves. After all, Jiang Qing had first come to prominence in 1966 as an arbiter of
cultural policy under the aegis of Lin Biao. Fortunately for Jiang Qing, she,

346



Mao Becalmed

Zhang Chungiao, and Yao Wenyuan were in effect running the new Central
Propaganda Group created after the 1970 Lushan plenum—making it into a
CCRG redux, according to some Chinese historians—and they were able to use
this organizational base to advantage.” Accusations of Lin’s being a rightist
emerged: “Extensive documentation shows that the bandit Lin was a Soviet revi-
sionist special agent boss who remained deeply hidden for a long time.”* Zhang
Chungiao used Lin’s treachery to try to refocus the argument: “What Lin Biao
did was betray the country and defect to the enemy: this will be obvious to the
people of the entire country right away. There’s nothing worth criticizing here.
In the future, the real danger is still that of Liu Shaoqi’s revisionist line and of a
leisurely, peaceful transition. Consequently, the emphasis should still be on criti-
cizing Liu and not Lin.”# But for most of 1972, Mao remained passive on the
left-right issue, and Zhou was able to seize this opportunity to cool the tempera-
ture of the Cultural Revolution, most notably in foreign affairs.

International Relations

The most conspicuous and lasting changes in 1972 were in China’s international
relations, though they had their origins in decisions taken by Mao earlier. The
announcement on July 15, 1971, that Nixon would visit China in February 1972
had transformed Beijing’s global standing. From the Chinese perspective, the
leader of the most powerful nation in the world was coming to Beijing like a for-
eign tributary to the emperor’s court in imperial times. Other nations got the
message. On October 25, 1971, the PRC was voted into the China seat on the
United Nations Security Council with U.S. support. The U.S. State Department
had lobbied for dual representation in the General Assembly, but with Kissinger
again in Beijing to arrange the details of the Nixon visit precisely when the votes
were being tallied, it was hardly surprising that the efforts of UN Ambassador
George Bush failed to keep the Republic of China, soon to be known almost ev-
erywhere as just Taiwan, in the UN.*

The announcement of July 15, 1971, also had an impact in major foreign cap-
itals. In London, the government of Prime Minister Edward Heath, which had
been negotiating an upgrading of existing diplomatic ties to ambassadorial sta-
tus, was furious: lack of any advance notice had undercut its own bargaining po-
sition. The Chinese government knew it had no need to make concessions. But
at least Zhou Enlai had told his subordinates that the British should be in-
formed that the attack on their mission in the summer of 1967 had not been

347



MAO'S LAST REVOLUTION

sanctioned by the party or government.” Equally, Premier Kakuei Tanaka had to
sacrifice Japan’s very close ties with Taiwan before signing a normalization com-
muniqué with Zhou Enlai in Beijing on September 25, 1972.%

These various breakthroughs, particularly the one with the United States,
ended the isolation into which China had plunged as a result of the Cultural
Revolution. For the first time, reiations with the leaders of the “imperialist camp”
had been blessed by Mao himself. Jiang Qing, whom Nixon described as “un-
pleasantly abrasive and aggressive,” escorted the president to see one of her revo-
lutionary operas, The Red Detachment of Women, and asked him: “Why did you
not come to China before now?”* What she may have subconsciously meant was
“Why did you come to China now?” For the opening to the capitalist West had
to be discomfiting to radicals, who had hitherto had the luxury of pursuing their
policies in a hermetically sealed nation. Moreover, it inevitably raised the profile
of Zhou Enlai, the master diplornat and the radicals’ main concern, as a torrent
of visitors poured into China. Jiang Qing’s consolation was that the newly estab-
lished U.S. Liaison Office in Beijing provided her with movies; her first request
was for a film about political assassination, The Day of the Jackal®® She also at-
tempted to raise her profile abroad by giving long interviews to an American
scholar, but sadly for her the biography appeared only after she had been over-
thrown.*!

The Thaw

Zhou’s achievements in 1972 should not be exaggerated. The political tempera-
ture still hovered close to freezing and was nowhere within the range within
which it had fluctuated befcre the Cultural Revolution. Take publishing. The
gradual resumption of the regular publication of books and journals with other
than purely political content had begun in the wake of a national conference on
publishing in the summer of 1971. At the time, Mao had even given the go-ahead
for a massive project to reprint China’s dynastic histories, and by 1972 the first
volumes had begun to appear. But with junior cadres in the propaganda sector
still very much concerned with not committing “errors” and worrying about
where the line would ultimately be drawn between the permissible and “spread-
ing feudal, capitalist, and revisionist poison,” the actual sale of these and other
books did not always proceed smoothly.

In February 1972, an irritated Zhou Enlai asked why only foreigners and no
Chinese were allowed to buy the copies of China’s classic novels Dream of the Red
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Chamber, Romance of the Three Kingdoms, Journey to the West, and Water Margin
on display in the largest bookstore in central Beijing. If the store had copies to
sell, it ought to sell them to Chinese as well as to foreign readers, he argued. If it
did not have copies to sell, it ought not to display the books in the first place,
since all it did was “give the enemy an excuse to spread rumors!” Zhou’s personal
intervention appears to have madz a difference, since only two months later the
first 200,000 copies of a reprint of the classic novels went on sale to readers of all
categories across China.’?

In special bookshops off-limits to foreigners and most ordinary Chinese, but
open to senior cadres and other privileged individuals, the first new translations
of foreign works in years began to appear on the shelves. In January-February
1972, Richard Nixon’s 8ix Crises and selections from his other writings were pub-
lished. Later in the year, in connection with the establishment of full diplomatic
relations, a number of histories of foreign countries appeared in translation.” By
December 1972, the first new translations of foreign fiction had appeared, three
Soviet novels. In 1973 a new “internal” journal, Translated Selections, devoted en-
tirely to the critical introduction of foreign literature, art, philosophy, and social
science and reflecting the views of the radicals, began to be distributed from
Shanghai. '

On university campuses, highly heterodox writings were once more made
available to students starved for a more varied ideological fare than Mao Zedong
Thought. At Fudan University in Shanghai, the Institute for Research into the
Economies of Capitalist Countries not only published fairly uncontroversial ref-
erence books like United States Government Organs and The Post-War Economy of
West Germany, but also put out translations of the most recent writings of West-
ern Trotskyites. Intended to be denounced for their “reactionary ideological con-
tent,” these writings may just possibly have struck a chord in the hearts of former
Red Guards when they spoke of how a “fresh generation of revolutionary youth
has come upon the world scene and is playing an ever more important part in its
politics,”*

In conversation with journalists from the Xinhua News Agency, whose in-
vestigative journalism was expected to uncover “unhealthy tendencies” among
the younger reading public and report on it to the authorities, educators soon
complained about the immense popularity of “obscene” books. Most were hardly
obscene by Western standards, including as they did Dumas’s Count of Monte
Cristo and J. D. Salinger’s Cazcher in the Rye. In Shanghai, the black market price
for a tattered copy of the former could be as high as 50 yuan, the equivalent of
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two months’ wages for a young factory worker. The price on the Shanghai black
market of anything containing images of nudes was, so the Xinhua journalists
were told, “very high.” “Obscene” books were alleged to be taking over “the cul-
tural front” not just in large and medium-sized cities but in rural townships and
villages as well. In many cases, their source was said to be Hong Kong, but
in Beijing the authorities alsc pointed the finger at the foreign residents of
the diplomatic quarter and major hotels.”> Western-language novels and maga-
zines, presumably more obscene still, remained under lock and key in university
libraries.’

But young minds could not be shackled. The demise of Lin Biao and the
opening to the United States sparked unprecedented soul-searching among
countless young people in the cities as well as among those who had been sent
“up to the mountains and down to the rural villages” to remold themselves with
physical labor. In some cases, the ferment assumed artistic forms. The first
sprouts of what eventually was to become a whole new school of genuine “un-
derground” art and literature began to germinate. In Beijing, an ex-Red Guard
by the name of Xu Haoyuan organized an informal literary “salon” among her
elite friends, which met in the homes of their various families.’” Budding singers,
painters, and poets, as well as their groupies, exchanged forbidden books, sang
banned songs, and dreamed impossible dreams. Invisible to foreign observers,
and under conditions of extreme adversity and danger, the level of intellectual
ferment in China was in fact rising, if ever so slowly.*® As one foreign political
scientist was subsequently able to illustrate, “acts of dissidence had been on the
rise already before the start of the Pi-Lin pi-Kong (Criticize Lin [Biao], Criticize
Confucius) campaign in mid-1973, and after 1973 signs of what in Eastern Eu-
rope was at this time being called a “second society” were visible.”® The catalytic
event had been the Lin Biao “affair.”

As in the past, the CCP could mobilize the full resources of the dictatorship
of the proletariat to disseminate propaganda about “orioles singing and swallows
darting,” the symbolic sign of the “excellent situation at home and abroad.” The
lone dissident, on the other hand, faced almost impossible difficulties in making
his or her views heard by more than a tiny handful, not to mention almost cer-
tain detection, arrest, and punishment of unprecedented harshness. Those who
actually dared to voice their opposition and dissent in public did not exhibit par-
ticularly profound powers of analysis or articulation, just bravery bordering on
the suicidal.

In the spring of 1973, a forty-one-year-old engineer at the Chengdu Institute
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of Telecommunications, a CCP member of twenty years’ standing named Tu
Deyong, mailed copies of his “Ten Indictments against the Great Cultural Revo-
lution” to a number of universities and revolutionary committees in different
parts of China. Arrested in 1975, he explained his action to the police, saying that
“after Lin Biao had detonated and blown himself up, I clearly realized that these
evil creatures who made their fortune in the Great Cultural Revolution. . . are all
jackals from the same lair and archcriminals and chief culprits intent on creating
chaos everywhere.”® Tu’s “Ten Indictments” included the following:

% The Great Cultural Revolution has subjected more than 9o percent of cad-
res and more than 6o percent of the masses to mindless attacks of every
possible kind, political persecution, sometimes even physical ruin. It has
seriously affected the eagerness with which cadres and the masses build
socialism as well as the loyalty they feel toward the party. . .

* The Great Cultural Revolution has had an extremely destructive impact
on industrial production, with production stagnating, financial resources
drying up, the state treasury being emptied, and people’s standard of living
declining. . .

* The Great Cultural Revolution has led to an unprecedented (since Libera-
tion) degeneration in social morals and has guided young people onto a
road of criminality. . .

On May 23, 1976, Tu was sentenced to life in prison for what was described
as tantamount to “active counterrevolution.” At one point during his interroga-
tion he noted that “if someone like me, who has never been particularly sensitive
in political matters and who has really deep feelings for the party and Chairman
Mao, is now having thoughts like these, one can easily imagine how other people
look upon the Great Cultural Revolution.”®?

One of the “other people” who Tu imagined had to be out there was a
twenty-six-year-old worker in an optical instruments factory in Changchun, the
capital of Jilin province, called Shi Yunfeng. In late October 1974, Shi sent multi-
ple copies of what according to CCP Vice Chairman Wang Hongwen was an
“extremely reactionary” pseudonymous handbill to fourteen different local gov-
ernment organs in Changchun. In the handbill, Shi subjected the Cultural Rev-
olution to a damning denunciation, insisting among other things that “after” the
Cultural Revolution, “society became increasingly chaotic as attempts were made
everywhere to turn back the clock, and unhealthy tendencies became even more
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pronounced as the standard of living declined and the supply of goods failed to
meet popular demand.” China’s universities, which in theory were now to have
become institutions of higher Jearning for “workers” like himself, had in actuality
been turned into “enter-through-the-back-door universities,” he said. He ac-
cused Jiang Qing personally of having deprived China’s 8oo million citizens of
their “national culture, traditicnal culture.” But Shi’s most damning accusation
was reserved for the CCP Chairman, Mao’s way of running the party and his
“ultra-leftist” line:

The leader of the party is an ordinary party member too. Oppose “blind faith
in the individual”! Oppose “worship of the individual”! The Communist Party
should not have a “party Emperor™ . . . To have a [ Cultural Revolution] move-
ment every seven or eight years is a line that spells the end of the party and the
end of the country . . . Advance along the line set by the center at the “Eighth
National Congress™ . . . The purge of comrade Liu Shaoqi was a conspiracy
carried out by careerists who had risen to power illegally on a tide of ultra-left-
ism! It will stand forever in history as a flagrant injustice!®

As if such “personal effrontery” was not enough, Shi had the audacity to propose
that “comrades Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping organize a temporary Central
Committee and set up a special case group to examine the errors of the Great
Cultural Revolution.”

Shi Yunfeng’s handbills were taken very seriously indeed, not just in Jilin but
also by the central authorities in Beijing. A high-powered team of investigators
from the Ministry of Public Security quickly joined more than 6,600 specially
assigned members of local security personnel in what became the biggest man-
hunt in the history of the province. The assumption of the investigators was that
they were looking for a disgruntled cadre in a leading party or government body.
Their surprise was said to have been great when they discovered that a “mere
worker” had formulated all those “reactionary” statements by himself. After two
years of interrogation and denunciation, Shi would be executed as an “active
counterrevolutionary” on December 19, 1976—after the end of the Cultural Rev-
olution—drugged and with his lips sewn together with surgical thread so he
would not confuse his executioners by shouting revolutionary slogans (for exam-
ple, “Long live Chairman Mao!”) at them.®

By far the most famous and politically most sophisticated dissident critique
of the Cultural Revolution to appear in China in the post-Lin Biao period was
the 20,000-word-long big-character poster titled “On socialist democracy and
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the legal system,” pasted up on a busy downtown street in Guangzhou in No-
vember 1974. Its authors, three former Red Guard “rebels” writing under the col-
lective pseudonym Li-Yi-Zhe, subjected what they for tactical reasons called the
“Lin Biao system,” but which every reader easily recognized as China here and
now, to a forceful critique. Unlike Tu in Chengdu and Shi in Changchun, they
succeeded in finding a wide sympathetic audience, even among moderate of-
ficials in the Guangdong party and government apparatus. After a carefully
worded assessment of the positive aspects of the Cultural Revolution, they went
on to argue:

However, the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution has not completed its task
because it has not enabled the popular masses to grasp tightly the weapon of
the broad people’s democratic dictatorship. In the summer of 1968, the rule of
law under socialism “suddenly did not operate,” and what operated in its stead
was “political power is the power to suppress.” Across the length and breadth of
the land, everywhere there were arrests, everywhere there was suppression and
imprisonment of the innocent. Where had socialist legality gone? It was said
that it was no longer of any use because it pertained to the old constitution and
the new People’s Congress was still pending. It was a time of sheer lawlessness!
This was a rehearsal for socialist-fascism in our country, and Lin Biao was the
rehearsal’s chief director.®

Though things had seemingly got better in recent years (and Li-Yi-Zhe
made particularly positive references to the situation that had prevailed in 1972),
countless problems remained. Addressing themselves to the upcoming session of
the National People’s Congress, which would be the first meeting of that assem-
bly since before the Cultural Revolution, the authors maintained:

But in many cases, among many of the genuine revolutionaries who launched a
fight against the Lin Biao system, the executed remain executed, and the im-
prisoned are still in jail. The dismissed officials are still dismissed . . . People are
not fools! . . . They demand democracy, demand socialist legality, and revolu-
tionary and personal rights that protect the popular masses.*’

At the time, these were highly provocative views. Timed to coincide with
the National People’s Congress in Beijing in mid-January 1975, the Guangzhou
Revolutionary Committee at the orders of the central authorities launched a
city-wide campaign to denounce those who held these views.%® Although Li-Yi-
Zhe were incarcerated for their dissidence, they were also able at what were
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nominally “denunciation rallies” (but in actuality resembled public lectures) to
enunciate their views further in front of wide and often secretly quite receptive
audiences.®’

Left Is Right

Whether by the mid-1970s an increasingly frail Mao still received, read, and di-
gested information about this kind of popular dissidence is not known. Rumor
has it that he did at one point read the Li-Yi-Zhe poster, or a summary thereof,
and, waving a copy of it in the air, asked the key members of the Politburo if they
thought they could write a credible refutation.” (None of them did, but the
Guangdong Revolutionary Committee at least tried, describing the poster as an
attempt to “gather together all the monsters and freaks and instigate the masses
in a vain attempt to create chaos and reenact the Hungarian uprising on China’s
soil.”)"

But it seems that in or around 1972, Mao had begun to rely even less on reg-
ular information channels than in the past. More and more, he restricted himself
to reading not the Xinhua News Agency’s current information reports and the
like, but simply letters, sent to him from people he knew, from their children,
or from the occasional ordinary citizen, and typically preselected, edited, ab-
stracted, and typed up for him by the CC’s General Office in its daily Selected Es-
sential Letters and twice-daily Summaries of Incoming Letters. Zhou Enlai, Jiang
Qing, and their colleagues, on the other hand, continued to read, react to, and
more often than not attempt to manipulate the political agenda—and Mao
Zedong—with the help of what they read in sources such as the Xinhua News
Agency’s Internal Reference Final Proofs.

The crucial task for the radicals was to rid themselves of the incubus of the
campaign against Lin Biao’s leftism. Much of what happened in 1972 would not
have been possible had it not been for Mao’s failure to define openly the “es-
sence” of Lin Biao’s “line” in terms of left or right. For months, Zhou Enlai had
used Mao’s ambiguity to push for changes that were implicitly anti-leftist. By
October, internal reference material produced for the benefit of newspaper edi-
tors in Beyjing was full of lists of suitable “formulations” to be used in a “denunci-
ation of ultra-‘left’ ideological trends.”” But behind the scenes it became in-
creasingly obvious by late autumn of 1972 that the correct positioning of Lin Biao
along the political spectrum would have to be resolved, since two diametrically
opposite views had already taken shape and were competing. Matters came to a
head in late November—early December, when Zhou Enlai declared himself “in-
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clined to agree” to a “thorough denunciation of the ultra-leftist trend of thought
and anarchism stirred up by the Lin Biao anti-party clique” proposed in a classi-
fied document from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, while Zhang Chunqiao
openly questioned the wisdom of this move and Jiang Qing announced that
“personally, I am of the opinion that we should denounce the traitor Lin’s ultra-
rightism while we simultaneously denounce him for being ‘left in form but right
in essence’ in certain matters.””

On December 5, a Peoples Daily editor, Wang Ruoshui, wrote a letter to
Mao in which he described himself as in favor of going public with Zhou’s for-
mulation “the right is bound to return, unless we thoroughly denounce the
‘left.”* Wang’s letter became the catalyst that prompted Mao to intervene. On
December 17, Zhou Enlai, Zhang Chungiao, and Yao Wenyuan were informed
by the CCP Chairman that the essence of Lin Biao’s line had been “ultra-right”
and not “ultra-left”! The extant record of what exactly Mao told them is incom-
plete and not fully coherent, but it has Mao listing Lin Biao’s alleged “revision-
ism, splittism, schemes and intrigues, betrayal of the party and of the country” in
support of his contention.”

Mao’s new authoritative characterization did not instantly surface in the
media and become consistently used.”® In most contexts, the trend was still to
avoid, whenever possible, explicit references to extremes on the “left” as well as
the “right.””” The 1973 New Year’s editorial in the national party and PLA press
spoke at some length about the need to grasp the “essence” of Lin Biao’s “revi-
sionist line” and to subject it to “in-depth denunciation,” but neglected to dub it
either “ultra-left” or “right.” Over the months that followed, the CCP’s propa-
ganda apparatus seemed concerned to explain why “ultra-left” was an izappro-
priate description of Lin’s line, rather than to show why “ultra-right” was the ap-
propriate one.”® Given how counterintuitive some of the relevant arguments
sanctioned by the party center at the time must have seemed to editors, it is per-
haps not surprising that the first half of 1973 was a time when “political typos”
appeared in great number in the party press.”” Further adding to the highly eso-
teric quality of much public political writing at the time were strictly enforced
censorship rules that

* Forbade direct references te Lin Biao and Chen Boda by name (prompting
the use of cryptonyms like “swindlers of the Liu Shaoqi kind”)

% Warned against quasi-transparent combined references to Liu Shaogi by
name and Lin or Chen by cryptonym (it was, for instance, 7o permissible
to say “swindlers of the Liu Shaoqi kind and Liu Shaoqi”)
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% Sanctioned denunciations of “real socialism,” but frowned upon public use
of the expression

* While insisting that “revisionism” was indeed “counterrevolutionary” after
May 1972, no longer favored use of the expression “counterrevolutionary

revisionism” because it might seem to imply that there existed an alterna-

tive “revisionism” that was no# “counterrevolutionary”®

Mao’s pronouncement concerning the supposed “essence” of Lin Biao’s line
could and would be interpreted as an indirect criticism of Zhou Enlai. And at
around this time, Mao was in fact already taking steps to counterbalance him.

Succession

For Mao faced a more concrete and potentially more serious problem than the
characterization of Lin Biao’s errors: who was to succeed the late marshal as heir
apparent. By the summer of 1972, the four surviving members of the PSC were in
a bad way. In quick succession, three of them received open “invitations to see
Kar]l Marx,” the news of serious medical conditions that would cut their lives
short. Mao’s collapse during treatment of his lung infection in January 1972 was
nearly fatal. Kang Sheng, already suffering from clinical depression, was found to
have developed bladder cancer. And on May 18, 1972, Zhou Enlai’s doctors told
him that he, too, was suffering from bladder cancer. Disbelieving in the efficacy
of medical treatment of cancer, Mao’s first reaction was to refuse to let either
have surgery. Only Chen Boda, languishing in Qincheng Prison, was spared
similar news, although the summer brought news of the termination of his polit-
ical life when a Central Document, Zhongfa [1972] 25, formally labeled him a
“KMT anti-Communist element, Trotskyite, renegade, special agent, and revi-

sionist, guilty of the most heinous crimes.”®

So who would run China after Mao? The Cultural Revolution had always
been about the rearing of revolutionary successors. As the CCP’s ninth polemic
against Soviet revisionism had put it in 1964: “Comrade Mao Tse-tung has
pointed out that, in order to guarantee that our Party and country do not change
their color, we not only must have a correct line and correct policies but must
train and bring up millions of successors who will carry on the cause of proletar-
ian revolution.” Indeed, as the polemic made clear, “in the final analysis” it was
the succession question rather than the question of line that would be decisive in
deciding the fate of communism in China.®? This was why Mao had begun to
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tackle the issue of his heir apparent even before he settled the question of Lin
Biao’s line. In September 1972, he moved Wang Hongwen from Shanghai to
Beijing.

Since helping Zhang Chungqiao seize power in January 1967, and with Zhang
and Yao Wenyuan at the center, Wang had become effectively the party and gov-
ernment leader of Shanghai. In April 1972, he was made political commissar
of the PLA’s Shanghai Garrison. On September 7, Wang was summoned to
Beijing, where he reportedly had several talks with Mao and was told to read lots
of books. At a central work conference in May 1973, Wang would be assigned,
along with Ji Dengkui and Wu De, to participate in Politburo work.®

Wang had a number of points to recommend him to the Chairman. He was
of peasant stock, he had served in the military, and he had become a worker. In-
deed, had he succeeded Mao, he would have been the first worker to lead the
party of the proletariat after a succession of intellectuals and peasants. Wang was
also young, probably thirty-eight. In a sense, Wang was Mao’s pledge to the Red
Guards that he had not forgotten them. If they could use their reeducation in
farm or factory to become more like Wang, their future, too, might be trans-
formed as dramatically as his. Mao had taken a risky gamble. The role of heir ap-
parent had been transferred from the “best pupil” to a revolutionary symbol. It
was a gamble that Mao would lose.
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Zbou under Pressure

ang Hongwen did not have the star power of a Lin Biao, so he
\ ; s /. would have tc understudy for the part of successor. For the moment,
Zhou had to occupy the uncomfortable role of No. 2 to which Lin’s
demise had elevated him. But Zhou’s health posed a severe problem for the
Chairman. On the one hand, since Mao could not be sure that he would outlive
Zhou, he had to find means to constrain the premier and protect the legacy of
the Cultural Revolution. On the other hand, Zhou’s illness caused uneasiness
among the elite. If Zhou were to die before Mao, who would emerge as heir ap-
parent? Wang Hongwen might seem like a comer to Mao, but to veterans of the
Long March he was but a whippersnapper, “a puppy, / Barely weaned.”™ In his
enfeebled condition Mao could not risk a backlash among the PLA generals. He
had to find somebody who could restrain Zhou Enlai and simultaneously inspire
trust among the old guard. So Mao took another, even riskier gamble. In the
spring of 1973, he recalled Deng Xiaoping to the colors.

The Return of Deng Xijaoping

The No. 2 “capitalist roader” had spent the previous three and a half years in
Jiangxi province. Like other senior cadres, he had been evacuated from Beijing in
October 1969, when Mao feared a Soviet surprise attack. Deng was moved with
his wife, Zhuo Lin, and stepmother to a small apartment on the grounds of an
old infantry school on the outskirts of the provincial capital, Nanchang. Deng
and Zhuo Lin worked mornings in a local factory that repaired agricultural ma-
chinery. Deng was found a job as a fitter, doing what he had done as a work-
study student at the Renault factory in France forty years earlier. A young soldier
was assigned to them to look after the heavier household chores. Their elder son,
Pufang, crippled as a result of a jump from a dormitory window at Peking Uni-
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versity to escape Red Guard persecution, was eventually permitted to join them.
Their other children managed to visit occasionally. For over a year Deng and
Zhuo Lin even received their full Beijing salaries, later sharply reduced to cover
only living expenses.?

On November 8, 1971, two days after learning about Lin Biao’s death at a
factory meeting of party members, Deng Xiaoping wrote to Mao expressing
support for his “brilliant leadership” in the handling of the Lin Biao affair, and
requesting that he again be allowed to “do a little work for the party. Naturally, it
would be some sort of technical job,” by which he apparently meant investigation
and research. He also asked for two of his children to be allowed to go to college.
The latter request was granted in April 1972, making it clear that Mao had re-
ceived his letter and that his rehabilitation was in process. In May, Zhou Enlai
ordered the restoration of Deng’s original salary, and in October his son Pufang
would be transferred to a hospital in Beijing for treatment at Deng’s request.

In the meanwhile, Deng was getting impatient. In early August 1972, he
again wrote to Mao asking to be returned to duty so that he could “make up for
the past to the best of my ability.”® On August 14, in a cover note to Zhou Enlai
attached to Deng’s letter, Mao explained why he had always distinguished Deng
from Liu Shaogi: Deng had been the leader of the so-called Mao faction in the
1930s, he had never surrendered to the enemy, he had proved himself in battle,
and he had done well after the revolution, notably in leading the CCP delegation
in its struggle with the CPSU.* Mao had given his imprimatur on Deng’s return.

On February 22, 1973, Deng and his family returned to the capital. On
March ¢, Mao approved Zhou Enlai’s report that the Politburo had proposed
that Deng be restored to his office of vice premier and that the party, nationally,
be so informed. Simultaneously Zhou started a brief sick leave, telling the Polit-
buro that Ye Jianying would take charge of Politburo and MAC work; Jiang
Qing and Zhang Chungiao would handle organization and propaganda; Li
Xiannian would run the State Council; and Ji Dengkui, General Li Desheng,
and Wang Dongxing would implement cadre policy. Zhou returned on March
24 with his condition supposedly stabilized, and on March 28, accompanied by
Li Xiannian and Jiang Qing, he met Deng for the first time in seven years; Jiang
Qing’s presence telegraphed to Deng the power realities to which he was return-
ing. On the following day, Zhou took Deng to see Mao, who instructed the pre-
mier that in his restored role as vice premier Deng should take care of foreign af-
fairs, and that he should sit in on Politburo meetings when important policy
issues were discussed. Thereafter Deng was in attendance whenever Mao re-
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ceived foreign visitors if Zhou was hospitalized.’ It would be Deng whom Mao
would send to the United Nations in 1974, much to the disgust of Jiang Qing and
the radicals, to expound the Chairman’s theories of international relations.® But
for the moment the Chairman proceeded with deliberate speed, perhaps to reas-
sure the radicals, perhaps to show Deng that he was on probation. At any rate,
Deng would not be returned to the Politburo on the next suitable occasion, the

party’s Tenth Congtess.

The Tenth Party Congress

The irony of having a party constitution in which Lin Biao was still inscribed
as the Chairman’s most loyal supporter, close comrade-in-arms, and successor
could not have been lost on Mao himself. Though he was clearly not a politi-
cian who bothered about legalities—except when he could twist them to his
advantage’—the constitution in its present form was an official and continuing
reminder of his folly for 28 million party members. Every new recruit would dili-
gently read it and wonder. Only a party congress could revise the constitution—
under Mao every congress produced a new constitution to reflect his changing
political priorities—so the Tenth Congress had to be convened unusually early.®
On the same day that he laid down the ground rules for Deng’s return to duty,
March 29, 1973, Mao ordered Zhou to get the Politburo moving on preparations
for the congress.” Ad hoc groups were promptly set up to supervise the selection
of delegates, draft a political report on behalf of the outgoing CC, produce a re-
port and formal resolution concerning the “crimes of the Lin Biao anti-party
clique,” and, of course, revise the party constitution. '

The Tenth Congress, held in Beijing on August 24—28, 1973, was attended by
1,249 delegates—not all of whom were party members’®—but because of his de-
teriorating health Mao was rarely in attendance. He was suffering from anoxia (a
shortage of oxygen), and his doctors had to install oxygen tanks at key places in
the Great Hall of the People to allow him to attend at all.'* During the Ninth
Congress, he had delivered a number of speeches, some of them far from brief.
On this occasion, he made no speeches, and indeed failed to produce even a sin-
gle coherent “quotable” remark for the party press. The only thing he is known
for certain to have said, during his one brief appearance presiding over the open-
ing plenary session, was “Ah! Correct!” when Zhou Enlai, delivering the politi-
cal report, had just said that since the death of Lenin, “the era has not changed”
and “the fundamental principles of Leninism are not outdated; they remain the
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theoretical basis guiding our thinking today.”? Seemingly an arcane ideological
point, Zhou'’s statement represented a repudiation of a formulation once enunci-
ated by Lin Biao to the effect that this was a new era in which the Thought of
Mao Zedong had replaced Leninism.!> Of course Lin Biao’s words then were no
more his than was Zhou Enlai’s report “his” report. Zhou told senior delegates:
“It may have my name on it, but T did not write it. It was drafted by comrade
Zhang Chungqiao in accordance with Chairman Mao’s thoughts, and has been
gone over by Chairman Mao.”* But Zhang Chungqiao, too, disclaimed author-
ship, telling a Shanghai delegate that all he had done was to string together a
number of Mao-quotes, not all of which he himself had fully understood.*

But Mao’s interventions had strongly influenced preparatory work and de-
termined the congress agenda. As on the eve of the Ninth Congress, Mao reiter-
ated the need for unity within the party, adding this time that one had to “adhere
to principles, while not ruling out the necessary flexibility.” This time, too, he
was insistent on the elevation of a new leader, Wang Hongwen. On hearing that
Deng Xiaoping had proposed that some old comrades might be employed as ad-
visers, Mao jumped at the idea, proposing the creation of an advisory commis-
sion with himself as chair, only to meet with the united opposition of his col-
leagues. Unlike at Lushan three years earlier, this time he obeyed the will of the
majority.'

The job of the Tenth Congress was to reaffirm the line of the Ninth Con-
gress, which had trumpeted the victory of the Cultural Revolution, while de-
nouncing its main beneficiary, Lin Biao. So both Zhou and Wang Hongwen,
who reported on the new party constitution, asserted that the experience of the
past four years, and the defeat of the Lin Biao “anti-party clique” in particular,
had proved the essential correctness of the line adopted by the Ninth Party Con-
gress. They cautioned party members against merely following whatever “ten-
dency” happened to be the strongest at any given moment. At some point in the
future, a new Lin Biao was bound to appear, and “independently of man’s will” a
new line struggle would then unfold. The only way to win that struggle and to
defeat new forms of “revisionism” was to act in accordance with what Mao had
already identified as a basic “principle of Marxism-Leninism,” to “dare to go
against the tide,” “fearing neither removal from his post, expulsion from the
party, imprisonment, divorce nor guillotine,” as Wangs report put it, echoing
Maoist standards that the Chairman himself would never be called on to live
up to."

The revised party constitution went beyond excising Lin Biao, inserting a
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number of passages reflecting the concerns of the radicals who had drawn it
up. Additions included criticizing revisionism, the need to train revolutionary
successors, the inviolability of party leadership over other institutions, most im-
portantly the PLA, and the impermissibility of suppressing criticism. While
the Cultural Revolution had supposedly concluded with the Ninth Congress,
Wang’s report and the general program of the new constitution asserted that
“revolutions like this will have to be carried out many times in the future.” But
Zhou Enlai quoted Mao as saying: “Probably another revolution will have to be
carried out after several years.” Did Zhou Enlai reject the new constitution’s for-
mulation in the report Zhang Chungiao wrote for him??8

Zhang Chungqiao, who had supervised the revision of the constitution, and
Yao Wenyuan, who wrote Wang Hongwen's report on it,'” were not the least bit
interested in accommodating last-minute suggestions made by delegates on its
wording. A proposal by a Qinghai delegate that a reference indirectly according
quasi-permanent status to Red Guards as an “organization of the masses” be de-
leted was rejected out of hand. Also rejected was a proposal by a delegate from a
State Council ministry that the term “arch-unrepentant capitalist roader” be de-
leted on the grounds that such people simply did not exist in real life.?°

On the final day of the congress, having unanimously endorsed a decision
taken by the outgoing Politburo, to “expel Lin Biao and the principal members
of his counter-revolutionary clique . . . from the Party forever and remove them
from all of their posts inside and outside the Party,” delegates elected a new
CC, consisting of 195 full and 124 alternate members. Mao, too frail to attend,
had Wang Hongwen put his ballot in the ballot box for him: one delegate later
described it as a brilliant exercise in symbolic politics, since “it showed that
Wang Hongwen enjoyed Chairman Mao’s trust to the fullest and that Chairman
Mao had personally picked Wang to be his successor.”

A Shanghai history reveals how the CC list was generated: on the evening
of August 27, the day before the election was supposed to take place, the dele-
gates met in regional groups. The Shanghai group was only now told that it had
been asked to add eight new members to the CC in accordance with certain cri-
teria (the need for candidates from preferred constituencies, such as workers
and peasants) drawn up by the congress screening committee led by Zhang
Chungqiao and Wang Hongwen. But the delegates from Shanghai were not given
the option of picking or proposing their additional representatives; that was be-
ing done for them by the screening committee. The outcome was that five of the
new CC members “representing” Shanghai were not even among the delegates
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attending the congress. Not surprisingly, many of the actual delegates grumbled
about this result. Some of the new CC members were awakened in the middle of
the night in Shanghai, told they had been elected to the CC, and put on a plane
to Beijing. The process gave a new meaning to the concept of the “helicopter
promotion.”?

But the key aspect of the new CC was that the number of military cadres on
the CC dropped by almost half, the majority of those who disappeared having
some form of association with the disgraced Lin Biao. The restoration of civilian
dominance of the CCP was well begun. Another important aspect was the con-
tinuing propitiation of the old guard. At least forty full members—including
Deng, Chen Yun, Li Jingquan, Ulanfu, and such February Countercurrent stal-
warts as Li Fuchun and Tan Zhenlin,? all former Politburo members—and
twelve alternates of the new CC were rehabilitated cadres who had been re-
moved from office during the early stages of the Cultural Revolution.

On August 30, the new CC held its First Plenum. Mao failed to attend,
again for health reasons.” In his stead, Zhou Enlai chaired the proceedings, lim-
ited to the election of a new Politburo and the ratification of a proposal from the
MAC for a radical increase in its membership, from an existing twenty-eight
to an unprecedented sixty-three.? Just before the plenum, Zhou and Wang
Hongwen had together written to Mao and Kang Sheng and pointed out certain
problems relating to the Politburo election procedure, arguing that it was imper-
ative that there be ample advance consultation and exchange of information;
otherwise “there can be no talk of democracy. If there are more than two hun-
dred [CC] members and none of them knows anything [in advance], it’s tanta-
mount to forcing a decision upon them.” Mao’s answer was presumably positive,
since an extraordinary “preparatory meeting” was held on the day of the plenum,
at which Zhou spoke about procedural and organizational matters.?’

The reason for the joint démarche is unclear, but if it reflected an attempt by
Zhou to revive procedures adopted at the pre-Cultural Revolution Eighth Con-
gress and abandoned at the Ninth, it would have been of little comfort to reha-
bilitated members of the old guard. The PSC was significantly enlarged, from
five to nine, of whom four—Mao, Wang Hongwen, Kang Sheng, and Zhang
Chunqiao—could be categorized as radical supporters of the Cultural Revolu-
tion; another two, Zhu De (aged eighty-six) and Dong Biwu (aged eighty-
seven), were grand old men with little clout whom Mao could count on for knee-
jerk support; General Li Desheng was a beneficiary of the Cultural Revolution,
having risen rapidly as a result of his sensitivity to radical demands. That left
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only Zhou and Ye Jianying actively representing the survivors among the old
guard and standing for moderation at the apex of the CCP. Presumably, Mao felt
that in the aftermath of the Lin Biao affair he could no longer justify a five-man
PSC of whom four were radicals, but though the appointments of Zhu and
Dong were concessions to the old guard, Mao would normally be assured of an
easy majority, even supposing anyone dared to oppose him.

Equally dismaying to the old guard would have been the ranking of the
PSC. From the CCP’s Eighth Congress in 1956 to the outbreak of the Cultural
Revolution, the practice had been to have multiple, ranked vice chairmen. After
the Ninth Congress, Lin Biao was confirmed as the party’s only vice chairman
under Mao. The First Plenum of the Tenth Congress marked a return to the
earlier practice. Zhou Enlai was inevitably the first vice chairman, but Wang
Hongwen'’s extraordinary rise was confirmed by his ranking as the second. Un-~
der them came three more vice chairmen, Kang Sheng, Ye Jianying, and Li
Desheng, the last having risen almost as meteorically as Wang Hongwen. The
three remaining members of the PSC, Zhu De, Zhang Chungqiao, and Dong
Biwu, were unranked.”® That Zhang Chungiao was unranked underlined the
galling elevation of his former subordinate over him. For the old guard, however,
the grim fact was that Mao had again chosen a radical as his ultimate successor,
and the standing of the radical group had been greatly strengthened. The old
guard could only hope that Zhou, with over half a century of revolutionary
struggle behind him, would be able to control Wang Hongwen, whose experi-
ence was only just over half a decade.

The Politburo as a whole consisted of twenty-one full and four alternate
members. Of the twelve full members outside the PSC, two were radicals (Jiang
Qing and Yao Wenyuan); five had risen to high office during the Cultural Revo-
lution and as its beneficiaries could be assumed normally to side with Mao
and the radicals: Ji Dengkui, Wang Dongxing, Hua Guofeng, Wu De, and
Chen Yonggui;?® Marshal Liu Bocheng, aged eighty-one and ailing, was another
old comrade who would normally support Mao; two regional commanders, Xu
Shiyou and Chen Xilian, were also beneficiaries of the Cultural Revolution
who had weathered the purge of their central military colleagues; and only Li
Xiannian and Wei Guoqing, the victor in the bloody battles in Guangxi in mid-
summer 1967, could be counted as active survivors from the old guard.

From the Tenth Congress on, the CCP leadership could be divided into

three groups: survivors, radicals, and beneficiaries. Since the beneficiaries were
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indebted to Mao, they were natural allies of the radicals. But the radicals were
not satisfied with being in the majority. They wanted to get rid of their potential
enemies, and so long as he lived Zhou represented a grave threat. The Tenth
Congress, far from promoting the new unity that Mao had enjoined upon his
followers, became the springboard for a new assault on the premier.

Cracks in the Fagade

The seriousness of the premier’s position was underlined at the congress by the
differences between the reports of Zhou and Wang Hongwen on issues of for-
eign policy, normally the premier’s preserve. Indeed, since Yao Wenyuan wrote
Wang'’s report, these differences are explicable only if Zhou chose to modify the
draft given him by Zhang Chungiao. Zhou stressed the need to uphold proletar-
ian internationalism and the party’s consistent policies, whereas Wang men-
tioned only proletarian internationalism, implying that other policies such as the
opening to the United States were not “consistent” and might be abandoned.
Zhou expressed solidarity with the proletariat and the peoples of the whole
world subject to imperialist aggression, but Wang vowed to stand together only
with the proletariat and the “revolutionary people” of the world. When citing the
danger of war, Zhou warned of the possibility of a surprise attack by Soviet “revi-
stonist social imperialism,” but Wang warned against surprise attacks from both
“imperialism and social imperialism.” Both men quoted Mao’s statement that
“the danger of a new war stili exists,” but Wang, unlike Zhou, omitted the opti-
mistic rider that “revolution is the main trend in the world today,” as if wanting
to emphasize the continuing need for Cultural Revolutionary policies.

Since the main substance of the differences between the two reports, other
than greater radicalism in Wang’s, was implicitly attitudes and policy toward the
United States, the way Zhou justified the policy was particularly striking. After
the announcement of the Nixon visit, the startling change of policy toward the
United States had been justified by references to a wartime article by Mao ex-
plaining that it was acceptable to ally with the imperialist powers, the United
States and Britain, against Japan, because the latter was the greater danger. But
in his report, Zhou relied instead on Lenin’s justification of making peace with
the Germans in the controversial Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in 1918.3 Had Mao be-
gun to sour on the opening to the United States? Was he offended by reading re-
ports that Western newspapers described the policy as Zhou’s?*? Only Mao
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could have authorized so flagrant an attack on Zhou’s characterizations of the
international scene.

In November 1973, after another visit by Kissinger, which included an inter-
view with the Chairman, Zhou’s handling of relations with the United States
came under fire. Mao, who had told Kissinger that he did not believe in a peace-
ful takeover of Taiwan, possibly thought that Zhou had overemphasized that
possibility. At a Politburo meeting ordered by Mao and extending over several
days, Jiang Qing and Yao Wenyuan described the criticism of Zhou as an elev-
enth line struggle. To Zhou’s evident surprise and dismay, Deng Xiaoping par-
ticipated in the meeting and also criticized him; according to Deng’s daughter,
he had no option, because Mao had “demanded that every participant criticize
Zhou Enlai.” Doubtless this was the reason why many officers in China’s For-
eign Ministry believed that Deng had been brought back specifically to check
Zhou.% But the radicals were not content with a single meeting; they launched a
campaign against the premier.

Criticizing Lin Biao and Confucius

The Pi-Lin pi-Kong (Criticize Lin, Criticize Confucius) campaign was launched
in the summer of 1973, transformed into a campaign to “criticize Confucianism,
appraise Legalism” in 1974, and remained a prominent vehicle for allegorical pol-
itics, Cultural Revolution style, until the very end. But the ultimate target of the
campaign was Zhou Enlai.

At the height of the campaign to “smash the four olds” and the denuncia-
tion of Liu Shaogi’s “Confucianist” How to Be a Good Communist in 1966—67,
China’s patron sage had not figured prominently among that which was to be
“smashed.”* In the overall scheme of things, the destruction of the Confucius
Temple in Qufu in the winter of 1966 had been but a minor episode of rendering
inoperative “Liu Shaoqi’s central command for the worship of Confucius and
restoration of the ancients.”* At the Twelfth Plenum of the Eighth CC in Octo-
ber 1968, Mao had mentioned Confucius in passing in the course of rendering
judgments on some of the PRC’s “big intellectuals,” as he called them. After ac-
cusing senior bourgeois historians Jian Bozan and Feng Youlan at Peking Uni-
versity of “spreading poison,” and then openly disagreeing with the CCP’s own
historians Fan Wenlan and Guo Moruo for their positive assessment of Confu-
cius, Mao ended by saying: “This is all archaic. I am not encouraging you com-
rades to do research on this stuff.”* Before 1973, Mao’s concern with Confucius
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and Confucianism had on the whole been peripheral to his overriding strategic
aim of dealing with enemies closer at hand, both in space and in time.

With Lin Biao, however, things may have been a little different. In 1973, re-
search on Confucius suddenly acquired a novel political dimension when it was
discovered, during an examination of the contents of Lin’s residence in Beijing,
that the disgraced CCP vice chairman had been in the possession of “material”
(for example, calligraphy, books, and index cards containing scribbled notes and
quotes) implying a secret fondness for some of the basic philosophical and ethi-
cal principles associated with Confucius. Mao Zedong, it was said at this time,
had long known that Lin had neither understood nor believed in the “isms” of
Karl Marx and V. I. Lenin. In July 1966, according to Jiang Qing, Mao had al-
ready seen that “Lin Biao was not a Marxist-Leninist.”” The newly discovered
material permitted the cential authorities to spin the Lin case in such a way as to
imply that what Lin had been “as far as his thinking and his theorizing was con-
cerned” was a closet Confucian.®

At a work conference in May 1973, called to prepare for the Tenth Party
Congress, those attending were told that Mao had recently observed that “Con-
fucius has to be criticized.” The group charged with building the case against
Lin promptly put the incriminating “material” prominently on display in Lin
Biao’s and Ye Qun’s bedrooms, so as to suggest that it had all along been an im-
portant part of their private lives; then they invited a handful of “big intellectu-
als” to inspect and develop from it an ideological critique of Lin.* Professor
Yang Rongguo from Zhongshan University in Guangzhou soon became the best
known of these “big intellectuals.” After his article (personally endorsed by Mao)
“Confucius—A Thinker Who Stubbornly Upheld the Slave System” appeared
in the Pegple’s Daily on July 7, 1973, he was inducted into the Pi-Lin pi-Kong
campaign, and received invitations to lecture on the subject of Lin and Confu-
cius to audiences all over China. Here is what he told an audience in Hubei three
months later:

I visited Lin’s sinister thief’s den in Beijing. “Dissipated and unashamed” is
how I would sum up my impression of it. It was full of espionage equipment
for use in a fascist coup d’état. He had quotations from Confucius and Mencius
hanging on his wall and wantonly advocated their Dao [way]. He also had cop-
ied down, one by one, extended passages of Confucius on filial piety. You could
see how he intended to advocate the Dao of Confucius and Mencius in his fas-

cist coup d’état and how, had he succeeded, he would have peddled their phi-
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losophy even more wantonly. So we have to understand the great and profound
significance of denouncing Confucius.”

The ideological or philosophical connection between Lin Biao and Confu-
cius was tenuous at best. As Yang Rongguo put it:

Their idea of covering for each other originated with Confucius. The members
of the Lin Biao anti-party clique covered for each other, doing a lot of bad
stuff, and they got this from Confucius. It was a concretization of his thinking
... Lin Biao picked up his scheming and craftiness from Confucius . . . and
that was also where he picked up his double-dealer workstyle . . . No sunlight
enters Lin Biao’s bedroom, it’s all gloomy. Everything about him was Confu-
cian, from his ideas to the way he lived.*?

For obvious reasons, much of the Pi-Lin pi-Kong campaign came to center
on texts and commentaries on texts. The most influential of the latter originated
with CCP-led research and writing collectives based on some of China’s fore-
most university campuses. In Beijing, a number of “worker-peasant-soldier stu-
dents” who had entered Peking University and Tsinghua University in 1970 (and
who tended to be proudly ignorant of Confucius and Confucian philosophy)
were drafted into a “Pi-Lin pi-Kong Research Group,” where they found them-
selves working alongside the same bourgeois professors whom Mao in 1968 had
accused of “spreading poison” (for example, Feng Youlan), but whose classical er-
udition was now found to be indispensable. Eventually, Jiang Qing was to refer
to the group and its successor, the “Great Criticism Group of Peking University
and Tsinghua University,” usually abbreviated to Liang Xiao (Two Schools), as
her very own “team of theorists.”

The team’s members were only too eager to please their powerful benefac-
tress. After being invited to join her on an “inspection tour” of Tianjin, the ailing
Feng Youlan presented Jiang Qing with the following poem: “Bringing unity
once more to the shattered mountains and torn rivers, the poor and common
people are made equals of the most powerful clans; [Wu] Zetian was bold
enough to declare herself empress, and since time immemorial, such have been
the women heroes of anti-Confucianism.”*

One of Liang Xiao’s first significant products was the compilation Lin Biao
and the Dao of Confucius and Mencius (Documentation I).* A slim volume of ex-
cerpts from a broad range of texts, it acquired an extraordinarily wide audience
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when, in January 1974, Mao Zedong agreed to a direct request from Wang
Hongwen and Jiang Qing to have it circulated nationwide as the first Central
Document of the new year “in order to help further deepen the present criticism
of Lin and Confucius.”® Zhongfa [1974] 1 employed the familiar Cultural Revo-
lutionary means of selective contrastive quotations to support the claim that Lin
Biao had attempted to “strike a pretentious pose, deceive and intimidate people,
prepare counterrevolutionary public opinion, conspire wantonly, and furiously
attack the proletariat.”¥ Under the heading “Modeling Himself on Confucius ‘to
Subdue One’s Self and Return to Propriety’ and Vainly Attempting to Restore
Capitalism,” it reproduced the following quotations on its first page:

Lin Biao

Of all the myriad things,

herein alone lies greatness,

to subdue one’s self and return to propriety.
Written for Comrade Ye Qun

Yurong [Lin Biao—ED.]

October 19, 1969

(Calligraphy scroll, Lin Biaos bedroom)

Confucius and Mencius
To subdue one’s self and return to propriety is perfect virtue. If 2 man can for
one day subdue himself and return to propriety, all under heaven will ascribe

perfect virtue to him.
The Anajects: “Yanyuan™

To help readers arrive at a politically correct understanding of what these
passages “really” meant, the editors included a translation into modern Chinese
of the archaic quotation from The Analects and a contextualizing exegetical note
to the calligraphy sample from Lin Biao’s bedroom. The note read in full:

Note: “To subdue one’s self and return to propriety” was the reactionary guiding
principle of Confucius’ restoration of the slave system. Between October 1969
and January 1970, in less than three months, Lin Biao and Ye Qun wrote out
the above passage [on] four [different occasions]. This fully revealed the ur-
gency with which they pursued their wild ambition to subvert the dictatorship
of the proletariat and how they regarded the restoration of capitalism as the
biggest of all things.
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The “reactionary guiding principle of restoration” mentioned here had in
fact been a key element in Professor Yang Rongguo’s pathbreaking article, which
had attacked Confucius without linking him with Lin Biao. “Restoration” be-
came one of the two major themes of the Pi-Lin pi-Kong campaign,* and ulti-
mately an allegorical vehicle for an attack on Zhou Enlai.

Professor Yang had argued that a fundamental principle of Confucius had
been to restore the disappearing slave-owning society and to suppress the new
things emerging in feudal society. Confucius’ political slogan had been “Revive
states that have been extinguished, restore families whose line of succession has
been broken, and call to office those who have retired to obscurity.” Confucius
had advocated “benevolence,” but only toward the declining slave-owners; they
should not be abandoned if they had done nothing seriously wrong, but should
be united to prevent the slaves from staging rebellions. When a disobedient dis-
ciple had helped to carry out reforms, Confucius apparently denounced him as
betraying the “code of the Duke of Zhou.” With that reference to Zhou Enlai’s
historical namesake, one of the most respected Chinese statesmen of all time,
Professor Yang hardly needed the quotation from Mao on the importance of his-
torical analysis for guiding current movements to point out the contemporary
moral, especially as in private among the elite, Zhou had sometimes been re-
ferred to as the Duke of Zhou (Zhou gong) as early as the 1950s.°° Yang’s article
was a counterattack against Zhou's rehabilitation of people and policies in 1972.
In a later Yang article linking Confucius with Lin Biao, the theme of restoring
old families disappeared.**

Since Mao and the CCP center had not given the Pi-Lin pi-Kong campaign
a more substantive target than “manifestations” of whatever reactionary ideology
Lin Biao and Confucius may have espoused, it was only to be expected that op-
portunistic political actors everywhere and at all levels would try to claim for
themselves the right to define, circumscribe, and control the concretization of
those “manifestations.” Everybody with the rhetorical means at his or her dis-
posal promptly set about turning individual targets of choice into targets of the
Pi-Lin pi-Kong campaign.

The agenda of the Liang Xiao team, for instance, was clearly to strike a fine
balance between the minimum necessary criticism of Lin Biao and a more im-
mediately relevant criticism of [other] so-called “present-day Confucians.” In
June 1974 Jiang Qing had complained to the members of the team that few arti-
cles mentioned the latter: “Are we to conclude that there are no present-day
Confucians? If that is the case, why are we criticizing Confucius? Why are we
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having this big a campaign? . . . You must not assume that once we have social-
ism we have no more Confucians; in fact our party has seen the emergence of no
small number of Confucians.”

Unfortunately for those who like Jiang Qing wished to target the Pi-Lin pi-
Kong more strongly at the “present-day Confucians,” some of the techniques de-
vised in cooperation with the CCEG made doing so difficult, for example, the
practice of anchoring key accusations in “materials” found in Lin’s home. The
latter, after all, were limited in range and volume. While compiling Lin Biao and
the Dao of Confucius and Mencius (Documentation II), which at Jiang Qing’s re-
quest was to be more openly allegorical than Documentation I and to target the
“present-day Confucians,” but which, possibly for this very reason, was never
finalized even after having gone through nineteen typed-up drafts, the Liang
Xiao team had no choice but to make the occasional false attribution.**

At one point, Jiang Qing and her team maintained that corrupt practices in
the form of gaining admission to university and avoiding being sent “up to the
mountains and down to the rural villages” by using private connections were ob-
vious choices for inclusion among those things that ought to be condemned in
the Pi-Lin pi-Kong campaign. “Then there’s the issue of ‘gaining admission
through the back door,” the head of the Liang Xiao team Chi Qun announced
at the same rally at which Jiang Qing had demonstrated machismo by bragging
about killing a local despot during land reform. He then went on to answer in
the affirmative the rhetorical question: “Should the Pi-Lin pi-Kong be linked to
it?”>* But no sooner had Mao been informed of this particular linkage (which
Jiang Qing and Yao Wenyuan appear to have endorsed) than he expressed his
firm opposition. The matter of using connections to get ahead was an issue of
major proportions that involved millions of people, Mao insisted. “Among those
who have entered through the back door there are good people, too,” he ex-
plained, “just as there are bad people, too, among those who have come through
the front door.” Those who were far from eager to see the practice of going
through the “back door” become a target of the Pi-Lin pi-Kong included Zhang
Chungiao, whose daughter had used connections not only to join the PLA
(rather than be sent down to the countryside) but also to enter university.*

As the weeks wore on, the central authorities found the progress of the cam-
paign at the local level increasingly difficult to control. In many parts of China, it
was quickly hijacked by forces whose concern was less with denouncing the reac-
tionary commonalities that may or may not have linked Lin Biao to Confucius
and Mencius than with enemies closer to home. In eastern China, CCP Vice
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Chairman Major General Li Desheng (who had moved through the ranks at
lightning speed since the beginning of the Cultural Revolution, when the 12th
Corps he commanded had been stationed in Anhui) was targeted by those who
not only disagreed with his policies, but who also believed he fitted the profile of
the “present-day Confucians” and “Confucians inside the party.”> On March 31,
a last-minute telegram from the center was all that prevented the Anhui provin-
cial trade union from denouncing Li in absentia at a mass rally in the provincial
capital of Anhui. In Zhejiang, Hunan, Hubei, Xinjiang, and elsewhere, similar
mass rallies targeting senior officials with a local connection of one kind or an-
other were either held without explicit permission or aborted at the last moment
as a result of a direct intervention by the man heading the center’s seven-man ad
hoc Pi-Lin pi-Kong monitoring group: Zhou Enlai. By mid-April, enough of a
clear trend in how the campaign was being used and abused at the local level had
taken shape for the central authorities to be able to issue the first of two rec-
tifications.*®

Beginning in June 1974, a new dimension was added to the campaign as arti-
cles appearing in Red Flag, the Journal of Peking University, and a new Shanghai-
based journal, Study and Criticism in particular began to highlight the many sup-
posedly progressive qualities of a historical alternative to Confucianism, the
philosophical school of the Legalists. In the winter of 1973, Mao had informed
the members of Liang Xiao that “all reactionary classes . . . venerate Confucian-
ism and oppose Legalism, and oppose Qin Shi Huang.”® The image of Lin Biao
slowly faded into the background as more and more energy was focused on cre-
ating a historical discourse in which a clear red thread appeared to link the post—
Cultural Revolutionary CCP to a number of “progressive” rulers of antiquity.

From now on, until the death of Mao Zedong and the definitive end of the
Cultural Revolution in the autumn of 1976, a continuous stream of articles and
books devoted to the “history of the Confucianist-Legalist Struggle” appeared
in China. Some were doubtless meant to be, and could be read as, examples
of historical scholarship, albeit of a very politicized kind. But all too many
amounted first and foremost to allegorical commentaries on the present, with
partisan commentaries on the sinister faults of particular latter-day “Confucian-
ists,” which were meant to be understood as attacks on leaders like Zhou Enlai,
Deng Xiaoping, or Ye Jianying, and as shamelessly ahistorical praise of some re-
puted “Legalists,” in reality nothing more than a cryptic affirmation of Jiang
Qing’s leadership credentials.

After the Tenth Congress, then, elite politics developed into an intense
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struggle between the radical rump and the survivors, with the succession to Mao
as the prize. Veteran leaders who had been rehabilitated after the Lin Biao inci-
dent clearly cheered silently for Zhou Enlai. The beneficiaries, sandwiched un-
easily between the two factions, doubtless hoped that obedience to Mao would
excuse them from choosing sides or would at least inform them on which side

they should be.

Meanwhile, Back on the Farm

The Aesopian language in which the confrontation was presented to the pub-
lic was above the heads of the /obaixing, the “old hundred names,” the com-
mon people. Only peasants with the Confucian surname, Kong, suffered, as in
Dachuan in Gansu province.®® But elsewhere, even if violence had by no means
ended, these obscure debates were a welcome change from the days when anar-
chic Red Guard mobs had roiled town and country. Had the lives of ordinary
Chinese changed for the better as a result of the supposed rollback of revision-
ism, feudalism, and Confucianism? All available data suggest not; rather, the
Cultural Revolution had failed miserably to benefit those for whom it was sup-
posedly launched. As one senior veteran, Chen Yun, put it dryly to the leader-
ship of the People’s Bank of China in 1973, “at this point, a considerable distance
still separates us from that era that Lenin described as one when some public toi-
lets will be made out of gold.” Chen went on to conclude that China needed to
do more research on how things were done in capitalist countries.®!

Even with a return to an apparent normalcy, life was still tough in rural
China. A nationwide survey of 27,433 rural production brigades in twenty-seven
provinces and autonomous regions carried out under the overall supervision of
the Ministry of Finance in 1974 painted a less-than-rosy picture of life in the
Chinese countryside. The commune member’s annual income in 1973 averaged
77.9 yuan in cash and 431 jin of grain, and had increased by an annual average of
1.7 yuan and 3.6 jin since 1965. A growing number of miscellaneous fees were be-
ing extracted from production brigades, amounting on average to somewhere
between 4 and 10 yuan per year per commune member (equal to the extraction of
an additional 50 to 100 percent of the state agricultural tax). A survey carried out
in 217 people’s communes in Jilin province in 1973 found that the fees were used
to pay the salaries of local teachers and “barefoot doctors” (local paramedics), to
supplement the earnings of brigade cadres, and to pay for militia training and
miscellaneous infrastructural works. Although many of these uses benefited the
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rural population, the same cannot be said about the moneys extracted in the
name of agricultural tax by county governments. According to the provincial au-
thorities in Sichuan and Hunan, county governments were putting agricultural
tax funds to illicit uses (for example, guest houses, football fields, opera stages)
on a scale unheard of before the Cultural Revolution.®?

Indigence led to migration. In theory, travel and movement, across provin-
cial borders in particular, were firmly regulated with the help of such measures as
domestic travel permits and locally issued rationing coupons with restricted va-
lidity. In reality, significant segments of the rural population, particularly in im-
poverished areas, remained largely unaffected by such regulations and migrated
as they had always done from one part of the country to another under the most
adverse circumstances in search of a better life. Between 1971 and July 1973, over
one million “floating population” entered one of the traditional destinations,
Heilongjiang province, though some “floated” out again. In January 1974, the
Heilongjiang CCP Committee called on rural people’s communes and produc-
tion brigades in the province to “take the situation as a whole into consideration,
adopt a spirit of responsibility toward the masses . . . and find ways of resolving
the problems of production and livelihood” of the new arrivals. It also noted that
since 1968, the province had succeeded in absorbing over 600,000 migrants,
though nearly 300,000 remained “unabsorbed.”®

Not all migration was voluntary. In April 1974, Hebei province reported to
the State Council that since 1968, in a mere five counties in the province, some
300 young women from two areas of Sichuan had been “abducted and sold” to
men in those five counties.®* What was done about that case is unknown, but the
problem was not limited to Sichuan and Hebei. In July 1974, the Heilongjiang
Revolutionary Committee called on public security organs and courts across the
province to intensify efforts to put a stop to the abduction of and trade in women
as part of a general crackdown on forced marriages, sexual molestation, and vio-
lence toward women.® Women'’s rights became a prominent subtheme of the Pi-
Lin pi-Kong campaign. Eventually, in February 1975, the CCP center prepared
to revive the Women’s Federation, dormant since the start of the Cultural Revo-
lution.

Poverty in the countryside impinged on the towns. A prime concern of the
central authorities was to prevent waves of unsightly beggars and petitioners
from entering major cities, where they might disrupt law and order and, certainly
in the cases of Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou, give an unfavorable picture of
China to the increasing numbers of Western visitors. After receiving a report
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from the Ministry of Public Security and the Zhongnanhai Central Guard Unit
on June 13, 1972, Zhou demanded the speedy formulation and implementation of
effective countermeasures.® In Hebei, the province surrounding the capital, the
provincial party committee immediately sent a work team to Beijing to repatriate
all petitioners who had got that far. Hebei also created four “Persuade and Pre-
vent Points” at each of the four traditional entry points to Beijing, the cities of
Tangshan, Zhangjiakou, Baoding, and Handan.®

This migration to the cities was hardly surprising. Urban living conditions
were indeed better. Untold numbers of peasants would have been overjoyed to
change their social status to that of an urban proletarian. But even for the prole-
tariat, conditions had deteriorated. At work, the number of fatal industrial acci-
dents had increased markedly. At the end of 1970, when it became possible to
start collecting national statistics again, it emerged that fatal injuries in enter-
prises above the county level had increased 2.85 times from what they had been
in 1965. The figures for the hodgepodge of small-scale subcounty rural enter-
prises, if they had been available, would almost certainly have been worse. Ef-
forts by the central authorities to alleviate the situation foundered on their desire
to keep the gravity of the figures secret.® As a result, in 1971 the number of fatal
industrial accidents rose to 4.24 times what it had been in 1965, and in 1972 it was
4.31 times greater.® Half of the ventilation machinery in China’s foundries was
inoperable, according to official figures from the early 1970s; hence it was not
surprising that the number of confirmed cases of silicosis in 1975 was double the
figure for 1963.7

There was some progress in workers’ conditions. Exactly a month before the
“Lin Biao incident,” the CCP center and State Council formally approved the
first across-the-board wage increase in years for 28 percent of the nation’s work-
ers.”" But there was pitifully little to spend the money on. At the end of 1971, the
Chongging Revolutionary Committee was forced to admit that “in recent years”
more than 500 different kinds of light industrial products for daily use had es-
sentially disappeared from the shops, mainly as a result of an enforced policy of
“self-reliance,” when in actuality no self-reliance was possible. In April 1972, the
provincial labor bureau, in a denunciation of Lin Biao, compared the conditions
of workers in capitalist countries—who lived “in hell”—to those of workers in
socialist Sichuan—who lived “in heaven.” The very same month, the Chongging
authorities began rationing liquor and pastries.”? In Heilongjiang in July 1973,
the revolutionary committee forbade all units or individuals in the province from
operating distilleries and/or trading in alcoholic beverages without permission;
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presumably bootlegging was rife because liquor was short.” In 1974, a classified
State Council document produced by the Ministry of Commerce spoke of nu-
merous instances of the “masses being instigated to make panic purchases.”
Items persistently in short supply or unavailable at this time mentioned in a his-
tory of Shaanxi province included “plain sugar, powdered milk, bicycles, sewing
machines, soap, light bulbs, various items made of chemical fibers, porcelain, or
glass, and wooden furniture.”* The Ministry of Commerce later revealed that
“because of a shortfall in industrial output, the market supply situation remained
very tense throughout the entire year, with an estimated 1.8 billion yuan discrep-
ancy between social purchasing power and market supply.””

Living conditions might have been improving, but slowly. In some respects
they had got worse. In Harbin, the average city resident now had 2.28 square me-
ters of residential space to live in, compared with 3.62 square meters at the time
of the founding of the PRC. Tn Beijing, residents were better off in absolute
terms, but here, too, life had become more crowded. City parks suffered from se-
rious neglect and had in some places shrunk dramatically since the beginning
of the Cultural Revolution. In Chongqing, 71 percent of the 81.73 hectares of
“green” urban spaces that had disappeared by 1975 had been taken over illegally
by urban families and residents desperate for additional living space.”

In Beijing, urban residents took matters into their own hands in what in
some sense must count as the very first “Tiananmen Square incident”: on Octo-
ber 31, 1972, thousands of ordinary residents of the capital descended on the
square and dug up and carted off more than 20,000 decorative flowers that had
been planted around the Monument to the People’s Heroes. Zhou Enlai, infuri-
ated that the municipal Public Security Bureau had been caught totally unpre-
pared, read the riot act to the Ministry of Public Security and the Beijing au-
thorities and invoked the same passage in “On Discerning Traitors” that Lin
Biao had used in his May 18, 1966, speech: “When a halo of color surrounds the
moon, there will be wind; and when the stone in which a pillar is set is damp,
there will be rain.” With so many “eyes and ears” out there in society, Zhou
asked, why had nobody seen this coming? He concluded that effective measures
must be put in place swiftly to prevent even more serious incidents. On Decem-
ber 22, an interim report from the Beijing authorities on the measures put in
place so far was circulated nationwide in Zhongfa [1972] 45: there had been im-
provements in the way popular petitions were being dealt with, improvements in
traffic management and firefighting capabilities, and changes relating to law and
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order, including better supervision of potential counterrevolutionaries in the na-
tional capital.”

The digging up of the Tiananmen Square flowers symbolized the disruption
of socialist controls. The Beijing /aobaixing had taken to heart Mao’s adages, and
had dared to think, dared to speak, and dared to dig. Zhou presumably under-
stood the implications, but his furv at the lackadaisical policing was undoubtedly
due in part to his begrudging the time spent moonlighting as a police inspector.
He had far larger and more serious problems to cope with.

At the end of 1971, a concerned premier announced that China had recently
achieved two simultaneous “breakthroughs,” neither of them positive from a
fiscal standpoint: the number of employees in state-owned enterprises had bro-
ken the 50 million mark, and state salaries now exceeded 30 billion yuan. Mea-
sures were needed, he insisted, to slow the further growth of these figures. Yet in
1972 the trend continued unabated: the number of employees in state-owned en-
terprises grew by 5.5 percent, to 56.1 million, and state salaries by more than 12
percent, to 34 billion yuan. In early 1973 Zhou Enlai announced yet another, even
more worrying, development: “The amount of currency issued has also made a
breakthrough. This is none too comfortable. Capitalism experiences economic
crises, and even though we are fundamentally different from them, this is still
not very comfortable.””®

One uncomfortable example was Chonggqing, possibly an extreme case but
almost certainly not an isolated one: in the first half of 1972, a number of the
city’s industrial enterprises were so beset by difficulties that they had to increase
their borrowing from the People’s Bank of China by more than 6.7 times what
the annual plan had anticipated for the entire year.” State Council officials such
as Vice Premier Li Xiannian, whose portfolio included overseeing China’s finan-
cial sector, were well aware of the extent and seriousness of this and similar na-
tional financial problems, but were unable to devise effective remedies. After
reading a report about a profoundly mismanaged and consistently loss-making
chemical plant in Harbin titled “Losing Money Is Unavoidable If a Factory Is
Run in This Fashion,” Li’s only reactions were to feel “appalled” and to call on
the provincial authorities to do something.® In October 1973, a devastating re-
port about the Heilongjiang Production and Construction Corps informed Li
that the corps had accumulated a deficit of 537 million yuan over the previous five
years and that the size of the annual deficit was growing rapidly. Li’s limp reac-
tion was to say: “I don't think the people in the corps are content to let things
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continue in this way!” and, in a blinding glimpse of the obvious, added: “The
problem is whether long- and short-term policies are correct or not; unless they
are correct, it will not be possible to mobilize people’s enthusiasm.”®! On the ba-
sis of his record as minister of finance before the Cultural Revolution, a fair
number of intermediate-level finance officials in China had long regarded Li as
“obedient, but incompetent,” and in December 1974 Mao himself concurred by
describing Li as “rather weak” by comparison with the “talented and capable”
Zhang Chungiao.®

A mortally sick premier beset with too many problems, big and small; an ex-
perienced and wimpy vice premier, incompetent or ineffective or both; a putative
heir apparent without the skill, knowledge, or authority to step into the breach:
under these circumstances, Mao decided that he had no option but to transfer
the responsibility for running China to Deng Xiaoping.
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5

f 1972 had been Zhou’s year, 1975 was largely Deng’s; or, as the radicals later
Ireferred to it, the year when “China’s Imre Nagy, that arch-unrepentant cap-

italist roader Deng Xiaoping, attempted the all-round restoration of cap-
italism”;! or, as it was redesignated after the radicals had been purged, the year
that “witnessed an unprecedented awakening among people all over China, and
the speeding up of the decline of the ‘Gang of Four.””? As in 1972, Mao was curi-
ously unresponsive to the alarm of his radical allies. Like Zhou in 1972, Deng in
1975 took advantage of the Chairman’s passivity to try to reverse the damage
caused by the Cultural Revolution.

In choosing Deng, Mao was in part pursuing his aim of reducing the role of
the PLA in civilian affairs. The “Lin Biao incident” had enabled Mao drastically
to diminish the role of the military in the central party apparatus. However, PLA
officers still ran most of the country outside Beijing. On December 12, 1973, in a
series of meetings with a Politburo work conference and the MAC, Mao com-
plained that the “Politburo did not deal with politics” and the “MAC did not
deal with military affairs,” a broad hint to the PLA to withdraw from politics.
He supported what was reportedly Ye Jianying’s proposal to order eight of the
eleven military region commanders to exchange posts, thus removing them from
areas where they were well entrenched and had long-standing ties to both civil-
ian and military cadres. The sweetener was Mao’s proposal that Deng Xiaoping
should return to the Politburo and the MAC. Since these two démarches were
simultaneous, Mao’s tactic was plain. In order to persuade the regional com-
manders to leave their bailiwicks, he was implicitly promising them that, al-
though Zhou Enlai was fading from the scene, they could be confident that his
place would be taken by a member of the old guard, a Long March veteran with
strong party and military credentials, rather than Wang Hongwen. The impor-
tance of this quid pro quo was underlined by Deng Xiaoping after the Cultural



MAO'S LAST REVOLUTION

Revolution when he hinted at his surprise that Mao’s orders had been carried out
within the time limit prescribed. After the anarchy he had inflicted upon the
country, Mao could no longer count upon the automatic obedience of the PLA
generals.’

In promoting Deng, Mao was also bowing to other forms of force majeure,
Zhou Enlai’s increasing feebleness and Wang Hongwen’s clear ineffectiveness.
Zhou Enlai’s health had by now deteriorated to the point that the meetings
of the State Council and Politburc he chaired could no longer be held in the
Great Hall of the People or Zhongnanhai, but had to take place in the hospital.
He took an active part in the preparations for the long-delayed Fourth NPC
in January 1975, and even rose from his bed to make the principal report. It was
an appropriate swan song. Zhou was permitted to reaffirm the need for the
“four modernizations”: agriculture, industry, defense, and science and technol-
ogy. These goals had been proclaimed on the eve of the Cultural Revolution, but
had been overwhelmed in the general upheaval.

Mao suggested that Zhou retire after the NPC, saying: “Your health is no
good. After the Fourth National People’s Congress you must relax and take
treatment. Leave the State Council to Xiaoping.” On February 1, 1975, Zhou
gathered the members of his cabinet by his bedside one last time to inform them
that he was in effect withdrawing from active politics. “In future meetings of this
sort [of the State Council],” he said, “comrade Xiaoping will preside.” The next
day, Zhou wrote to Mao and informed him of the new division of labor on the
State Council. Deng, he said, would be “in charge of foreign affairs” and would
be “running the State Council and sign off on major documents on behalf of the
premier.”® Mao raised no objections. It was, after all, his idea.

The other factor in the return of Deng Xiaoping was Mao’s disappointment
with Wang Hongwen.® On October 4, 1974, Mao had a staffer telephone Wang
Hongwen, who was in day-to-day charge of CC work, to tell him that Deng
should be appointed senior vice premier of the State Council. For the radicals
the writing was on the wall. Moreover, Mao was not available in Beijing for the
radicals to contact in crises as they had often done in the past. In mid-July, in
search of better health, Mao went south and stayed there until mid-April 1975.”

After a stormy Politburo meeting on October 17, 1974, at which Deng and
Jiang Qing clashed, the radicals deputed Wang Hongwen to fly to Changsha to
see the Chairman, convalescing in his home province of Hunan. Wang warned
Mao that the political atmosphere resembled that of the 1970 Lushan plenum,
and accused Zhou of plotting with Deng and others despite his illness. But in-
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stead of sharing Wang’s alarm, Mao told him to unite with Deng Xiaoping and
warned him against Jiang Qing.® Mao was well aware that to associate with Jiang
Qing and her Shanghai henchmen would be the political kiss of death for his
young protégé, because he, too, would be tarnished with the radical upheavals of
the late 1960s. But by now, the Chairman could see that, despite his high rank,
Wang was Jiang Qing’s catspaw, ard unlikely to distance himself from her and
his Shanghai patrons. Even if he did, he was unlikely to be able to carry the bur-
den of running the country. At the end of December, in conversation with Zhou
Enlai, and with Wang himself present, Mao remarked about Wang that “politi-
cally, he’s not as astute as Deng Xiaoping.” Deng, Mao insisted, was “politically
and ideologically astute” and had “rare talent.”

So feeble was Mao by this time, and so unintelligible his speech, that this
last remark did not come across; Mao was forced to try writing it down, although
he got no more than halfway, when Zhou understood what he was about to say
and filled in the rest.’ But Mao was in sufficient command of his senses to pro-
pose that Deng now be made a CCP vice chairman, MAC vice chairman, and
PLA chief of staff, the first civilian to be given the last post. It was a bitter blow
to the radicals, and to allow them to maintain some credibility and influence,
Zhang Chungiao was appointed to take over the PLA’s General Political De-
partment and to be second-ranking vice premier.™*

Even after the Fourth NPC, an increasingly frail Zhou Enlai continued to
chair meetings of the Politburo and its Standing Committee, but in practice the
day-to-day work of the party center was now also handled by Deng.*? Deng, like
Zhou before him, still did not have the power to issue Zhongfa documents on his
own say-so. Such documents, and whatever policies and decisions were con-
tained in them, had long needed the imprimatur of the party Chairman to be-
come valid.’* But with Mao still retaining that ultimate power of ratification, at
some point around the beginning of June 1975 Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai
agreed between themselves that from then on Deng Xiaoping would chair the
meetings of the party’s highest decision-making body.** Thus during much of
1975, at Mao’s orders, Deng Xiaoping had oversight of the Politburo, the State
Council, and the MAC,

Getting China Moving
The reactions of the radicals to the rise of Deng were predictable. Wang Hongwen

allegedly complained bitterly, mostly about the fact that he now clearly was no
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longer being groomed to take over from Mao: “What power do I have? The
power of the party, the power of the government, the power of the military—I
have none of it.” “All that talk about wanting me to run things: they’re the ones
who made my life a living hell!” Wang also complained about Deng’s being given
access to Mao while he himself was not.”

Jiang Qing’s complaints suggested that she was simply not able to cope with
the steamroller methods with which Deng now ran things: presumably she had
felt herself capable of manipulating the way in which Zhou handled decision-
making, but Deng was an entirely new element. This is how she eventually de-
scribed the way in which Deng operated in 1975:

He doesn't give people time to think, doesn’t circulate the documents [that are
to be discussed/approved] ahead of time, so that by the time you receive them,
you don't have time to read them. When you arrive at the meeting, there’s a
whole stack of them that you don’t have time to read through, but he [nonethe-
less afterward] says “approved by the Politburo” and passes them on to the
Chairman, forcing the Chairman’s hand. Then he utilizes his encounters with
the Chairman at meetings with foreign dignitaries and says “that’s the Chair-
man’s [opinion]” as a way of exerting pressure on the Politburo.!®

Deng’s method was to tackle problems promptly and head-on. Most formi-
dable and urgent were those affecting the state of China’s economy and armed
forces. Symptomatic of how the Cultural Revolution had affected the perfor-
mance of the economy (where roughly one-third of all enterprises were running
a deficit) was the kind of thinking allegedly common among enterprise leader-
ships, that is, that being in the red was actually safer than making a profit, since
it spared one the accusation of having “put profits in command.”” On the State
Council, Deng was aided by Li Xiannian, who by virtue of his seniority probably
commanded greater authority within the government bureaucracy than any of
the ten other vice premiers. His experience as minister of finance in the 1950s
and 1960s should have been of great help to Deng. Mao, however jaundiced his
opinion about Li Xiannian, had always been partial to having an older rather
than a younger colleague overseeing the economy. Back in 1930, he had insisted,
while commenting on what sort of person was likely to have the clearest grasp of
socioeconomic circumstances, that “as far as age is concerned, old people are the
best, because they have a wealth of experience and not only understand present
circumstances, but know about their causes.”® In dealing with the PLA, Deng
worked in tandem with Ye Jianying, who by decision of the Politburo was put in
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charge of a reconstituted MAC Standing Committee on February 5. The MAC
Standing Committee had ceased to meet soon after the “Yang [Chengwu]-Yu
[Lijin]-Fu [Chongbi] incident” in March 1968, perhaps because Lin’s generals
felt that it inhibited their control of the PLA, and had been formally abolished
as an institution by the Ninth CC. Its revival was one of many unmistakable
signs of a return to pre~Cultural Revolution order within the PLA.

The long-term objective that Deng set out to work toward was the “four
modernizations” that Zhou Enlai had spelled out in his recent NPC report.
“The entire party and nation must strive for the attainment of this great objec-
tive. This constitutes the overall national interest,” Deng maintained.” His im-
mediate short-term goal was what he called “all-round readjustment,” and his
rallying call was a simple programmatic formulation consisting of three “direc-
tives” from Mao. First, there were Mao’s words to the effect that it was necessary
to study and arrive at a better understanding of the “theory of the dictatorship of
the proletariat”™—an idea that had apparently come to Mao while lying sleepless
at the time of his eighty-first birthday on December 26, 1974?°—in order to pre-
vent the emergence of revisionism.” Then there was a remark that Mao had re-
peated a number of times, most recently while listening to Zhou Enlai inform-
ing him in Hangzhou about progress at the Second Plenum of the Tenth CC,
which he himself was too unwell to attend: China needed “stability and unity.”?
Finally, Deng brandished Mao’s instruction to Li Xiannian and Wang Dongxing
in November 1974 that it was now imperative to “boost the economy.”? Accord-
ing to Deng, these “three directives” should form “the key link in our work for

the present period.”*

For public consumption, Deng maintained that all the
quotes were equally important. In practice, he clearly gave priority to boosting
the economy.

In late February 1975, the Politburo had called a national conference of party
secretaries to tackle problems in the transport sector. Factional strife, labor un-
rest, and strikes were seriously disrupting the railways. Since this was the princi-
pal means of transport for industry, particularly for coal, China’s prime fuel, the
result was massive economic dislocation. In order to “boost the economy,” Deng
argued, one had to begin with the weakest link. “If the problems in railway trans-
port are not solved, our production schedules will be disrupted, and the entire
plan will be nullified.”® On March 3, the Politburo took a formal decision,
ratified by Mao and circulated as Zhongfa [1975] 9, to “improve railway work.”
The Ministry of Railways, just recreated after having been part of the Ministry
of Communications since June 1970, was given extensive new powers. Railway
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officials were given until the end of March to get the trains rolling again. If they
failed, Deng announced, their “misdeeds” would be treated as “crimes,” and they
would be punished accordingly. “Stop paying wages until he submits,” Deng
proposed; if someone’s real “trade” was factionalism, then “why should we keep
him on the payroll?”* Over the next couple of months, public security organs
across China came down hard on so-called counterrevolutionaries and other
criminals on the “railway front,” subjecting more than 11,700 of them to public
“denunciation and struggle,” imposing formal sentences of varying severity on
more than 3,000 “serious criminal offenders,” and swiftly executing, amid a ma-
jor propaganda blitz, eighty-five of the “criminals guilty of the most heinous
crimes.” In the words of an official source, these measures “basically put a stop to
the evil wind of theft and looting of railway shipments, and allowed some degree
of control over disturbances, including travel without tickets and clinging onto
and traveling on the outside of trains.””’ By April, all but one of China’s ma-
jor trunk lines were operating normally again.*® Deng Xiaoping had succeeded
where Wang Hongwen had failed.

Deng turned next to industry, specifically to iron and steel and the aerospace
sector. Here, too, he was not prepared to wait. “The experience gained in han-
dling the problems in railway work will be useful to the other industrial units,”
he warned relevant officials.?” By mid-May 1975, China’s steel industry was lag-
ging behind the plan target by 2.02 million tons, and Deng now called for imme-
diate and rapid changes.®® “The main cause of our sluggish iron and steel pro-
duction is the leadership, which is weak, lazy, and lax.”® In Zhongfa [1975] 13,
issued on June 4, the Politburo ordered the reorganization of “leading bodies at
all levels,” beginning with the Ministry of Metallurgical Industry. Leading cad-
res should ask themselves: “Is your ideological-political line proper? Has a pow-
erful leadership nucleus been set up? Has factionalism been overcome? Are the
party’s policies being conscientiously implemented? Has a resolute blow already
been struck at the destructive activities of class enemies?” If the answer was no,
then they should do something about it, and stop procrastinating.’* At a national
forum on the iron and steel industry, Deng told delegates to stop worrying about
accusations of capitalist “restorationism” and to act with greater determination.
In this way, they would come out on top in the end. By the end of the first six
months of 1975, China’s steel production was still lagging behind the national
plan—output had so far been a mere 42.2 percent of the target for the whole
year—but the daily output figure was up significantly.

Deng’s particular worry was the giant iron and steel complex in Anshan,
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built with Soviet assistance in the 1950s. Located in Liaoning province, where
Mao Zedong’s young nephew Mao Yuanxin had advanced at lightning speed to
the position of political commissar of the Shenyang MR and vice chairman of
the provincial RC during the Cultural Revolution, it was already 400,000 tons
behind target by the end of April 1975 and underproducing by an average of
2,000 to0 3,000 tons each day. Deng’s preferred solution to the problem was a
thorough restructuring of the complex and the creation of an Anshan Steel and
Iron Corporation resembling that which had existed before the Cultural Revolu-
tion. Mao Yuanxin and his followers, however, spoke disparagingly about how
“some old geezers at Anshan Steel are eager to set up a corporation and dream of
once more becoming managers or vice managers and of satisfying their bureau-
cratic craving!” Not until Mao Yuanxin left Liaoning for Beijing in September
1975 to become his uncle’s private liaison officer did Deng, in one of his last acts
before falling out of favor again, override local opposition and get his way. On
November 18, 1975, the CCP center called on the leadership of what was to be
the all new Angang Steel Corporation to “conscientiously implement and carry
out Chairman Mao’s three important directives.” To coincide with the establish-
ment of the corporation there was a massive clampdown on “factionalism.”*

The Seventh Ministry of Machine Building, responsible for missile and sat-
ellite development, was also riddled with problems. Disruptive factional infight-
ing had been endemic since the very beginning of the Cultural Revolution. Years
of stressing political “redness” at the expense of scientific expertise were said to
have been indirectly responsible for a failed satellite launch in November 1974.
Deng adopted the same measures he had used in the transport sector: a forcefully
worded Politburo decision, a deadline for compliance, and a visit by a high-
powered work team, this one led by General Zhang Aiping, director of the Na-
tional Defense Science and Technology Commission. At the end of May, Deng
told a meeting of the State Council:

We told the Ministry of Railways, we would wait for only one month. Now
we're telling the Seventh Ministry of Machine Building the same thing, that
we'll wait only until June 30 . . . Come July, we're not going to be polite any
more. We're not going to wait for anyone. I don’t care if you're a tiger’s arse or
a lion’s arse, I'm going to pat you anyway, fight you, and fight you resolutely.*

On June 30, the CCP center purged the ministry party committee by issuing
Zhongfa [1975] 14. In a move that symbolized Deng’s determination to put capa-
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ble officials in key jobs whatever their political past, the most senior target of
China’s first Marxist-Leninist big-character poster in 1966, Peking University
president Lu Ping, was made vice minister of the Seventh Ministry of Machine
Building subsequent to a formal rehabilitation. Meanwhile, Lu’s most senior at-
tacker in 1966, Nie Yuanzi, languished in the political wilderness, a worker in an
instrument factory on the Pexing University campus.* Factionalism remained a
problem well into the winter—on November 23, Mao himself complained to
Deng about the “waging of facticnal battles” in the ministry*—but the impact
had clearly been reduced or at least confined to nontechnical personnel and no
longer impeded “vocational work.” In the final months of 1975, four success-
ful satellite launches were carried out in quick succession. With pride, the Chi-
nese media now spoke of “three stars shining brightly from on high,” and West-
ern news sources concluded that the successful recovery of the fourth satellite
indicated that Chinese scientists were “close to test firing an intercontinental
missile.”®

The formal decisions taken by Deng and the Politburo to make changes in
the railway, iron and steel, and aerospace sectors became programmatic docu-
ments for how to proceed with readjustment elsewhere in the economy. In July,
the State Council submitted a report to the Politburo on industrial production
during the first six months of the year. It showed a constant increase in the pro-
duction of crude oil, coal, electricity, chemical fertilizer, cement, and so forth
since March. The plan for the first six months of the year had been fulfilled by
47.4 percent.”” As Deng’s “all-round readjustment” took effect, China’s economy
was beginning to recover.

Of course, readjustment was not so much a matter of fine-tuning economic
priorities and practices as of taking decisive measures to deal with striking work-
ers and procrastinating middle managers: banging heads. Here Deng was in his
element. Before Mao had put him in charge, he had praised Deng in front of the
Politburo, saying that “he scares some people, but he is quite competent.”® In
the summer of 1975, Deng showed these sides of his personality over and over
again.

When readjustment in the province of Zhejiang was being obstructed by a
radical workers’ faction on the provincial RC, Deng sent a high-powered work
team led by Wang Hongwen, Ji Dengkui, and the director of the CCP’s Organi-
zation Department, Guo Yufeng, to the provincial capital to sort out the situa-
tion.” After three weeks of heavy pressure, the radicals caved in. A predawn raid
on the headquarters of the workers’ faction was followed by the arrest of Weng
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Senhe, the factional leader known as “the Wang Hongwen of Zhejiang,” who
was caught red-handed in his residence frantically burning incriminating docu-
ments.”? The provincial RC was thoroughly reorganized. The new leadership
transferred in to replace the disgraced radicals included one Zhang Zishi, son of
the third-ranking CCP vice chairman, Kang Sheng. Zhang was promoted from
his post as secretary general of the party committee in his father’s home province,
Shandong, to become vice chairman of the Zhejiang RC and concurrently first
secretary of the Hangzhou CCP Committee. PLA units were dispatched to key
factories to forestall unrest. Implicated party leaders were relieved of their du-
ties, and the three members of the provincial RC seen as the most deeply tainted
by “bourgeois factionalism” were exiled to the countryside to engage in manual
labor and to be “reeducated by the poor and lower-middle peasants.” In August
and September, a massive campaign to denounce “factionalism” was carried out
in the province.*

Deng made a more fearsome use of the PLA to resolve ethnic conflicts. The
most flagrant case was the “Shadian incident” in the summer of 1975. Shadian
was a Muslim hamlet, a rural production team with a total population close to
8,000, in southern Yunnan province, some fifty miles from the border with Viet-
nam. Serious ethnic conflicts had first erupted there in 1968, in the course of
Cultural Revolutionary attacks on “backward” religious practices, and continued
off and on through the early 1970s. By late 1974, after an abortive public protest
by more than 800 Muslims from Shadian in the provincial capital, Kunming, de-
manding that the state honor the freedom of religion granted in the constitu-
tion—the delegation was accused of “creating a disturbance” and of “oppos-
ing the leadership of the party”—violence erupted between a locally organized
“Muslim Militia Regiment” and the non-Muslim county administration’s militia
command. In early 1975, representatives of both sides in the conflict were called
to Beijing, where a truce was negotiated, only to be broken immediately on the
ground in Shadian when confusion arose about how the handing in of illegal
arms was to be managed. Village-state relations deteriorated to the point that
the villagers protested by refusing to pay grain tax to the state. On July 5, the CC
1ssued Zhongfa [1975] 15, signed off on by Mao himself, which gave the PLA the
go-ahead to enter Shadian to bring the situation under control if all other at-
tempts to end the now increasingly tense standoff peacefully failed. With Deng
in his capacity as PLA chief of staff giving the order—and at the direct request
of the provincial authorities—the PLA was finally called in to scttle the conflict.
At dawn on July 29, Shadian and an additional half-dozen neighboring Muslim
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hamlets were surrounded. The PLA forces included a division from the 14th
Corps, soldiers from the Mengzi military subdistrict, one artillery regiment, and
people’s militia. When the fighting ended twenty-one days later, Shadian had
been razed and more than 1,600 villagers, including 300 children, elderly, and

sick attempting to flee, had been killed.*

Rectifying the PLA

Although the PLA was a key tool in Dengs struggle to restore order throughout
China, the military, too, had to undergo “rectification.” Within weeks of the
death of Lin Biao, in October 1971 Mao had announced that this process would
begin at an expanded MAC conference in early 1972. Ye Jianying had already
fixed a date for the conference to begin, prepared an agenda, and produced the
first drafts of various conference resolutions. But perhaps Mao felt that the Sep-
tember 13 incident had left him politically too exposed to undertake a frontal as-
sault on the PLA, that assembling the nation’s generals might be counterproduc-
tive, for at the last moment he aborted the conference. “We should not be in a
hurry,” he told Ye: “At this point we should concern ourselves with the super-
structure.”* The meeting was changed into the month-long “Criticize Lin and
Rectify Work-Style Report-Back” conference in the spring of 1972.

By 1975, with Deng in charge, it finally became possible to hold the long-
anticipated expanded MAC conference. It became the lead item of the work-
ing agenda of the reconstituted MAC Standing Committee from its inaugural
meeting in February until the conference opened on June 24. The conference,
which lasted exactly three weeks, was attended by more than seventy senior PLA
officers from all branches of China’s armed forces.¥ Deng Xiaoping and Ye
Jianying gave the keynote speeches and dominated the proceedings. In the wake
of the conference, there was a nationwide reshuffle of senior officers, although at
least one eagerly expected promotion failed to occur: on Army Day, August 1,
1975, the very first Xinhua News Agency dispatch from Shanghai describing the
city’s celebrations listed Wang Hongwen as a MAC vice chairman, but the error
was corrected when the text reached Beijing.*

The conference assessed the danger of war within the next three to five years
as small, but argued that ultimately the superpowers and China would become
embroiled in some form of military confrontation. This was a significant reduc-
tion in threat assessment, especially compared with Mao’s in autumn 1969. It
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permitted Deng and Ye Jianying to embark upon an ambitious program of cut-
backs in personnel, and to stress the importance of “professionalism” and modern
equipment in a way that had not been seen since before the Cultural Revo-
lution.®

In a speech on July 14, Deng Xiaoping summed up the shortcomings of the
PLA in five words, “bloating, laxity, conceit, extravagance, and inertia,” all of
which Deng saw as rooted in developments under Lin Biao and “especially in
the later period under him.” “Bloating” was of course overstaffing. At the be-
ginning of 1975, the PLA employed 1,526,000 cadres, or 467,000 cadres more
than authorized. Overstaffing had always been widespread, but this was too
much. One provincial military district boasted no less than fifty-eight district
commanders, political commissars, chiefs of staff, and political and logistics de-
partment directors. The number of active PLA soldiers was also excessive, in
view of the perceived lowered international tension. The MAC, itself “swollen”
to an unprecedented degree, from sixteen members in May 1966 to sixty-three
members in August 1973, proposed that the size of China’s armed forces be re-
duced from 6.1 million to 4.5 million within three years. Both the PLA railroad
corps and engineering corps had expanded their personnel since the beginning
of the Cultural Revolution, mainly, one suspects, as a result of the massive man-
power needs of the logistically complex Third Front relocation of entire factories
from coastal China to remote and mountainous inland regions. They were or-
dered reduced, by over 6o percent. Least affected by cutbacks in personnel were
the air force and the navy. Ye Jianying was, with Mao’s consent, made head of an
ad hoc group of six charged with reshuffling the leadership of crucial PLA bod-
ies. The group completed its task in short order by the end of August, and a
spate of dismissals, transfers, and new appointments was formally ratified by
Mao. By the end of 1976, the total number of PLA officers and men had been re-
duced by 13.6 percent.’

By “laxity,” Deng meant chiefly “factionalism and an inadequate sense of or-
ganizational discipline.” He did not cite specific examples of military districts or
army units that were affected, probably because the problem was widespread.
Since the PLA’s entry into the Cultural Revolution in 1967, far too many officers
and men had in Deng’s opinion become “embroiled in factional politics,” and
this involvement was having a serious impact on intra-army discipline. Deng’s
preferred solution was to relieve PLA officers of the civilian posts they had accu-
mulated since the beginning of the Cultural Revolution, and when necessary to
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transfer them and their units to other provinces. Such reassignments were made
in a number of provinces in 1975, including Deng’s own strife-ridden home prov-
ince of Sichuan

“Conceit,” Deng admitted, had always been something of a problem within
the PLA, but in recent years, things had gone from bad to worse, for in the
course of the “three supports and two militaries,” PLA officers had amassed
more power than ever before. “Some members of the armed forces,” Deng said,
had become “arrogant” and “overbearing.” When ordinary people complained
about themn and said: “Uncle Lei Feng isn't around any more,” they were justified
in doing so. “It would be dangerous to underestimate the gravity of these things
or to lower [our] guard against them,” Deng warned.*

Cases of intra-army “extravagance” were “increasing and have so far gone
unchecked,” Deng maiatained. Some PLA units took things from civilian units
at will, or bought them without paying the full price. Some officers “seek ease
and comfort, higher salaries, more housing space, and indeed top conditions in
every respect.” The situation had to be changed. The sanitized partial transcript
of Deng’s speech distributed nationwide in the wake of the MAC conference
had him abruptly concluding his call for a clampdown on extravagance by say-
ing: “I am sure every comrade knows of examples in the army, so I need say no

more on this point.™*

Given Deng’s bluntness, his speech may well have origi-
nally included more than one powerful and telling example. As a concrete mea-
sure, shortly after the conference, the MAC for the first time, at least since the
beginning of the Cultural Revolution, stipulated exactly how many cars, domes-
tic staff, and secretaries a high-ranking PLA officer had a right to.

“Inertia,” finally, meant an unwillingness to assume responsibilities. Some
high-ranking officers no longer put any conscientious effort into their work,
Deng maintained, nor did they lift a finger themselves, nor did they “use their
own minds.” Echoing Mao’s observations on the same subject in August 1971,
when the Chairman had complained that Lin Biao and Huang Yongsheng had
become too dependent on their secretaries,” Deng now added a note of sarcasm:
“They rely on their secretaries to do everything and even ask others to write a
five-minute speech for them, and then they sometimes read it wrong.” Mistakes
were unavoidable, he admitted, and should be criticized. “But,” he added, in a
more conciliatory mode, “once they are corrected, that should be the end of it.”*

In rectifying the PLA, Deng was doing precisely what Mao wanted: forcing
the military out of civilian politics. Wang Hongwen could never have bent the
PLA to his will in the same way. But Deng was taking a risk. In the event of
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Mao’s death, he would need the PLA generals on his side against the radicals.
Yet he was prepared to risk their anger by depriving them of power and privileges
as part of the process of restoring party control over the gun. Privately, the radi-
cals would have welcomed his efforts in the military sphere. But not so in a field
where they had held sway since the beginning of the Cultural Revolution: edu-

cation.

Educational Readjustment

Mao’s utopian ideas about changing completely “the phenomenon of our
schools’ being dominated by bourgeois intellectuals” had totally disrupted the
pre—Cultural Revolutionary order.” Attempts at creating a redder, better alter-
native in its stead had made little headway, but Deng could assume that the radi-
cals would strenuously resist any backsliding. Fortunately, Deng had staunch al-
lies willing to go out on a limb for him. In education he was backed by Zhou
Enlai’s onetime aide and secretary general of the State Council, Zhou Rongxin.
The Ministry of Education had been abolished in 1970, when some of its func-
tions were assumed by a minuscule State Science and Education Group. The
ministry staffers were “sent down” to a May 7 Cadre School in Anhui, some 625
miles from the capital, to have their “worldviews” transformed. When the minis-
try was finally recreated by the NPC in January 1975, Zhou Rongxin, who had
fallen from grace in the winter of 1966 and only just reappeared, was appointed
minister, though only after some complex negotiations and compromises among
the members of the Politburo. Zhou Enlai, Li Xiannian, and Ji Dengkui got
their way by ceding control over the Ministry of Culture and the National Physi-
cal Culture and Sports Commission to candidates put forward by Zhang Chun-
giao.”® Zhou Rongxin’s appointment came as a major disappointment to Chi
Qun, the chairman of the Tsinghua University Revolutionary Committee, who
had coveted the ministerial position for some time and had been expecting to get
it with the backing of the vice premier holding the education portfolio, Zhang
Chungiao.”

Beginning in May 1975, Zhou Rongxin set about shaking up the educational
bureaucracy. In speech after speech, he pointed at, on the one hand, the huge
distance that still separated China from the avowed goals of the four moderniza-
tions and, on the other hand, the fundamentally counterproductive policies be-
ing pursued and the inherent contradictions in them. For many years, the media,
controlled by the radicals, had been denouncing what they called the notion of
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“studying to become an official.” Zhou now asked if the assignment of a graduate
from a poor peasant background to a job as a state-employed technician also
counted as “becoming an official.” In the media, workers who “returned to pro-
duction” upon graduation were singled out for praise. Zhou asked why a worker
after having gone to university for a few years apparently no longer qualified as
someone who “returned to production” if he went on to become an engineer. In
1972, an attempt had been made to demand at least a minimum of educational
qualifications from students vying to enter university, and not to take only their
class backgrounds into account. In 1973, this attempt had backfired when de-
nounced as a “reversal.” Zhou insisted that something be done to remedy the sit-
uation that had existed since, with no clear criteria one way or the other in force.
“In 1972,” he said, “we issued a document saying that the interference exerted by
Lin Biao’s line should not be underestimated. In 1973, we issued a document say-
ing that it should not be overestimated. The linking of the criticism of Lin to
what goes on in the educational field is just one big mess.”®

Like Deng overall, in the educational sector Zhou Rongxin was calling for a
reassessment of the negative judgment passed on the “seventeen years,” the pe-
riod from 1949 to 1966. That judgment had been passed at a national conference
on education in 1971 and spelled out by Zhang Chungiao in the minutes of the
conference (Zhongfa [1971] 44): Mao’s “proletarian line in education” had on the
whole not been implemented during the “seventeen years,” and those who had
received their education then had on the whole not altered their “bourgeois
worldview.”" Zhou Rongxin wanted to see this assessment overturned in a new
policy document on education that could supersede the earlier “minutes.” Ulti-
mately, he was to fail, with tragically fatal consequences for himself.

Controversies over “Empiricism” and Factionalism

Mao’s contradictory behavior in the spring of 1975 involved backing Deng in
practical politics, but continuing to support radicals like Zhang Chungiao and
Yao Wenyuan in the ideological realm. In the same conversation with Zhou
Enlai and Wang Hongwen in December 1974 in which he had referred to Deng
Xiaoping as someone with “rare talent,” Mao also spoke of Zhang Chungqiao as
“a man of ability.”®® Zhang’s “ability,” of course, was in a different domain alto-
gether from Deng’s “talent.” The first of the trio of directives from Mao that, to-
gether, to Deng represented the “key link in our work for the present period” in-

directly acknowledged this. In the Politburo’s circular Zhongfa [1975] 5, “On
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Studying Chairman Mao’s Directives concerning Theory,” issued on February
18, 1975, Mlao was quoted as saying:

Why did Lenin speak of exercising dictatorship over the bourgeoisie? Articles
should be written. Tell Chungiao and Wenyuan to find the many passages in
Lenin’s works addressing this question. Set them in large type, and give them
to me. We should read them first, and then write articles. I want Chungjiao to
write these kinds of articles. If this question is not clarified, revisionism will
develop. The whole country must be made aware of this.®*

To alert “the whole country” to the danger of revisionism, Mao and the Politburo
launched a major movement to study the writings of Marx, Engels, and Lenin
on the dictatorship of the proletariat. Zhang and Yao put together a collection of
thirty-three relevant quotations from the Marxist classics and had them pub-
lished in the People’s Daily on February 22, 1975. Jiang Qing would later remark
sarcastically: “Don'’t tell anyone I said this, but by comparison, when it comes to
studying Marxism-Leninism—Mao Zedong Thought, the Politburo is the worst.
Of the thirty-three quotations, they studied only three, and then they stopped.
Sometimes it is just not possible to convene the Politburo, and when it does meet
there’s always a row.”® Zhang and Yao also wrote two major treatises to set forth
their own views and Mao’s. Yao’s was “On the Social Basis of the Lin Biao Anti-
Party Clique,” published in Red Flag on March 1, 1975, Zhang’s was “On Exer-
cising All-Round Dictatorship over the Bourgeoisie,” published in Red Flag on
April 1. Both articles stressed the overriding importance of class struggle and the
proletarian dictatorship, spoke of the danger that commodity exchange might
undermine the socialist planned economy, pointed at the worrying emergence of
new bourgeois elements encouraged by material incentives, urgently called for
pressing forward to higher stages of collective ownership and then to state own-
ership, and warned of the continuing danger of China’s turning revisionist.
Revisionism was the target designated by Mao for the movement to study
political theory, but Zhang and Yao managed by way of subtle shifts in formula-
tions and rhetoric to retarget the movement at a subdeviation labeled “empiri-
cism,” and more importantly at Deng Xiaoping and his praxis of “all-round read-
justment.” Addressing a PLA audience in his new capacity as director of its
General Political Department on the day Yao’s article appeared in Red Flag,
Zhang made the claim that “empiricism” should be a target of criticism by quot-
ing Mao’s preface to the book Empiricism, or Marxism-Leninism, first published
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in the aftermath of the Peng Dehuai affair in 1959 and most recently reprinted
after the death and demise of Lin Biao. There Mao had maintained that “theo-
retically, we in the past criticized dogmatism but not empiricism. Now, the
main danger is empiricism.”® “The way I see it,” Zhang explained, “the Chair-
man’s words still remain valid today . . . Very many issues, unless you clarify them
theoretically, will lead you to commit errors in policy, whereupon ideological er-
rors in turn will become political errors, resulting in capitalism’s spreading un-
checked.” Jiang Qing concurred with Zhang and Yao at a meeting in the Great
Hall of the People with workers from the Xinhua Printing Plant, insisting that
“the main danger within the party at present is not dogmatism, but empiricism.”
After the meeting; well into the night and apparently after deciding that she
might not have made her point forcefully enough and might be misinterpreted
as too moderate, Jiang Qing had her secretary phone and explain to the Liang
Xiao writing group that “the main danger at present is empiricism: it is the great
enemy, the accomplice of revisionism, and the great enemy facing us that has to
be struck down.”®

The Chinese national media were at this stage firmly in the hands of Zhang
Chungiao and Yao Wenyuan. The Central Propaganda Department was no
longer institutionally functional; most of its staff had been languishing in a
May 7 Cadre School in Ningxia since 1970, and the supervision and control exer-
cised by the central authorities over time became highly personalized. In Beijing
and Shanghaj, one newspaper article after another attacked “empiricists,” who
were “wrapped up in unprincipled practicalism, content to engage in myopic
routinism, and who conduct everything according to their own particular experi-

ence, while refusing to listen to the views of others.”®

By implication, Deng
Xiaoping, with his brusque, results-oriented style of running meetings, was just
such a person.

In April 1975, perhaps worried by the way the movement to study theory was
developing, Deng approached Mao during a reception for the visiting North
Korean “great leader” Kim Il Sung to find out where he stood. Mao not only
gave Deng his backing, but also said to Kim while pointing at Deng: “I don't
want to talk about political affairs . . . You can talk with him about them. His
name is Deng Xiaoping. He knows how to fight wars, and he knows how to fight
revisionism. The Red Guards attacked him, but now there’s no problem. He was
forced out of office for several years, but today he’s back. We need him.”” Deng’s
argument as restated a few weeks later in conversation with members of the
State Council was simple, and it hinged on the distinction in Chinese between
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the word for “empiricism” (jingyanzhuyi)—literally “experience-ism”—and plain
“experience” (jingyan). “We maintain,” Deng said, “that empiricism is bad, but
forget the two characters meaning ‘ism.” Experience is precious, and must not be
neglected.””

For once, in a matter of theoretical import, the Chairman came down on the
side of Deng Xiaoping. When the Xinhua News Agency through Yao Wenyuan
submitted a report to Mao proposing that the national media henceforth should
“propagate in particular how cadres at all levels, through study [of the theory
of the dictatorship of the proletariat] have understood and denounced the dan-
ger of empiricism, and consciously set about overcoming empiricism,” Mao re-
sponded with a strongly worded comment directed above all, but not only, at Yao
Wenyuan. First of all, Mao emphasized, the right way to state the problem was
“to oppose revisionism, which means opposing both empiricism and dogma-
tism.” Furthermore, Mao continued: “There are not many people in our party
who really understand Marxism-Leninism. Some people think they do, while in
actuality they don't really. They consider themselves always in the right, and keep
lecturing other people at every opportunity which in itself is also a sign of not
understanding Marxism-Leninism.””> Most ominously for the radicals, Mao
ended his comment by calling for the matter to be debated by the Politburo.
Jiang Qing later insisted that the succession of meetings that ensued had been
organized by Deng Xiaoping without Mao’s consent, but this claim was clearly
false. Later rumors emerging from China suggested that the meetings had been
devoted entirely to criticizing the radicals. But Jiang Qing claimed that Deng
Xiaoping and his supporters had distorted the truth about the proceedings, and
that the meetings had criticized “both” sides to the conflict.”

But as of mid-1975, one thing could not have been in doubt, even for Jiang
Qing: Deng was firmly in command.
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The Gang of Four Emerges .

eng’s position of strength in 1975 owed everything to Mao’s blessing.
D The Chairman had not just rehabilitated him and given him important

posts; Mao’s criticism of the radicals convinced party officials that he
backed the policies Deng pursued. In particular, when Mao began to label the
radicals—Jiang Qing, Zhang Chunqiao, Yao Wenyuan, and Wang Hongwen—
as a “Gang of Four,” and made particularly biting remarks about his own wife,
Deng and his colleagues could reasonably have concluded that the Chairman
was finally waking up to the depredations committed in his name over the previ-
ous decade. Mao’s new line would later prove a godsend to post-Mao historians.
If the Chairman could not be exculpated for launching the Cultural Revolution,
he could be excused from some of its horrors, just as Mao himself used Lin Biao
as a convenient scapegoat to explain why marshals and generals had been treated
badly.

For the outside observer, however, Mao'’s behavior remains a puzzle. If Mao
really had been waking up to illegitimate acts by the Gang of Four, he could have
had them purged with a snap of his fingers. But he would not, because the Gang
of Four were his ideological praetorian guard. They, and perhaps only they,
would propound and defend the ideals of the Cultural Revolution to the end. In
that case, why did he undermine them to the benefit of Deng in 1975?

At the time of previous ideological breakthroughs—collectivization in 1955
and the commune movement in 1958—Mao had stressed the need for the achieve-
ment to be sanctified by improved living standards. The notional liberation of
China from the tyranny of “revisionist” leaders during the Cultural Revolution
needed to have had the same effect. Mao had looked to Zhou and was now look-
ing to Deng to propel China toward prosperity. On those previous occasions,
however, Mao had had to intervene forcefully to prevent backsliding from the
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ideological innovations. No longer physically capable of playing that role, Mao
had to assign it to Zhang Chunqiao and Yao Wenyuan, particularly Zhang.

Jiang Qing and Wang Hongwen were less essential for that purpose, but
Mao could not cast them off. After failing to detect the turpitude of his “best pu-
pil,” Mao could hardly admit to having made the same mistake with his wife.
Equally, having chosen one disastrous successor in Lin Biao, Mao could not ad-
mit to another colossal error with Wang Hongwen. Besides, Jiang Qing, as his
wife, and Wang with his high rank, did lend cachet to Zhang and Yao. So de-
spite a series of attacks on Jiang Qing and the Gang of Four from July 1974 to
September 1975,' the Chairman did not allow the matter to get out of hand. Nor
did he allow it to rise to the top of the CC’s agenda: “I'd say it’s not a big issue,
and we should not exaggerate it, but since it is an issue we should be frank about
it. If it cannot be resolved in the first six months of the year, then let’s resolve it
in the remaining six months. If it cannot be resolved this year, then let’s resolve it
next year. If it cannot be resolved next year, then let’s resolve it the year after.”? A
senior CCP ghostwriter who worked for Deng Xiaoping in 1975 said later that
the only way to understand these words was that the CCP Chairman simply did
not intend to “resolve” the “issue.” But there must have been times when the
Gang of Four worried.

For instance, what proved to be the last Politburo meeting chaired by Mao,
on May 3, 1975, was, ironically, devoted to a denunciation of the Gang of Four,
“anti-empiricism,” and the problem of factionalism. Mao maintained that “those
who criticize others for being empiricists are themselves empiricists. They don’t
have much Marxism-Leninism. I'd say Jiang Qing is herself a tiny little empiri-
cist.” At the same time, Mzo, who had personally approved Zhang’s and Yao’s
articles after having had them read out to him before publication, blamed him-
self for “making a mistake in not spotting . . . the part in [Zhang] Chungiao’s ar-
ticle where he talked about empiricism.” Bringing up the problem of factional-
ism, Mao told Jiang Qing et al. “not to behave like a gang of four,” and reminded
them that he had criticized them on this point a few times already, but all to no
avail. “Why don'’t you unite with the over 200 members of the CC?” he asked.
“Just a small number of people is no good, and never has been.”

Lending credence to Jiang Qing’s claim that Mao also criticized other mem-
bers of the Politburo for “factionalism” is the fact that Mao by this time was con-
cerned with the emergence rot merely of a “Shanghai gang” or a “Gang of Four,”
but with other cliques as well.” Official Chinese histories merely note that on
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July 17, 1974, Mao had told Jiang Qing et al.: “You'd better pay attention: don't
let yourselves become a small faction of four.” But the full record goes on
with Jiang Qing saying cryptically that “now [Ji] Dengkui has moved in too,”
prompting Mao to continue by issuing the warning: “You be careful over there;
don’t become one of five!™ In March 1975, in conversation with some members of
the Politburo, again according to the fuller record prepared at the time but never
made public, Mao said: “you must not form any gangs, such as the Guangdong
gang, the Hunan gang.” An irritated Mao was hitting out left, right, and center
at all kinds of factionalism, not just the Gang of Four.*

It is not clear what or whom Mao had in mind: Ye Jianying (born in
Guangdong)? Hua Guofeng (a longtime Hunan official)? Or was he just ram-
bling? This was after all an occasion when Mao was so blind with cataracts that
he did not even recognize whom some of the voices around him belonged to, but
had to ask his favorite woman assistant, Zhang Yufeng: “Uhuh. Who was that?”
only to have her tell him: “Comrade Jiang Qing!” But Mao must have known
that only eliminating factionalism and hammering out some kind of unity be-
tween Deng Xiaoping and Zhang Chungiao offered any hope of China’s becom-
ing prosperous and remaining true to the ideals of the Cultural Revolution. And
he underlined for the Gang Deng’s special place in his memory by telling the
May 3 meeting that Deng was the sole survivor of the “Mao faction” that had
suffered on his behalf in the 1930s."*

At Mao’s orders, the Politburo met again, now under Deng’s chairmanship,
on May 27 and June 3 to “help” Jiang Qing and her allies to mend the error of
their ways. All subsequent official accounts of the meetings depict them as set-
tings of “battle lines clearly drawn from the outset, with the two armies facing
each other across the table.”*2 Indeed, the keynote speakers on May 27, Deng, Ye
Jianying, and Li Xiannian, subjected the Gang of Four to some very sharply
worded “help.” But again, the full record shows that Deng understood that Mao
was worried about factionalism in general and wanted him and Zhang Chungqiao
to work together to eliminate it:

Not eradicating factionalism is out of the question. 1 always agreed with
[Zhang] Chungiao’s interpretation that factionalism now is different from
what it was before. We must be on our guard and not be blind to sectarianism
or the emergence of a Gang of Four. It is not as if somebody had been provok-
ing the issue. I am a believer in what the Chairman has said. It is not simply
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the Gang of Four: We must all be on our guard. The Politburo is responsible
for putting the fine traditions of the Chairman into effect.”

In his address to the meeting on June 3, Ye Jianying elaborated on factionalism
and concurred with Deng that the situation was indeed different from “what it
was before,” a reference to the 1070 Lushan plenum and the “tenth two-line
struggle” in the history of the CCP that had ended with the fall of Lin Biao and
his cabal.** In short, neither Deng nor Ye made capital out of Mao’s attacks on
the Gang of Four. No wonder Mao’s subsequent assessment of the meetings on
May 27 and June 3 was “very good.”™ Maybe Deng and Ye could work with
Zhang Chungiao.

After the first Politburo meeting on factionalism, the one chaired by Mao,
Zhou Enlai drew up a set of formal bureaucratic rules that might in theory, had
they ever been adopted and implemented, have helped ameliorate the extremely
unregulated politics that characterized the “issue” without actually necessitating
the purge of the Gang of Four or any other faction. Nothing is known about
what happened to the rules or whether they were even shared with anyone else.’®
But the Gang played the game according to the traditional procedures.

On June 28, Jiang Qing submitted a written self-criticism to the Politburo in
which she admitted the “objective existence” of a “Gang of Four,” and said that
her own “factionalism” had indeed become so serious that it might yet threaten
to “split the party center.” She appreciated the criticisms and help she had been
given at the recent meetings of the Politburo, she said, but still had problems
seeing things the right way. The crucial passage in Zhang Chungiao’s written
self-criticism read: “I will resolutely act in accordance with the Chairman’s in-
struction not to form a Gang of Four, and do my utmost to promote unity. The
least I can do is not to give the Chairman additional burden.” Yao Wenyuan ad-
mitted in front of the members of the Politburo that it was “lopsided” to criticize
only “empiricism” and not “dogmatism” as well. After being criticized by Mao in
December 1974, Wang Hongwen had already written a 1,000-character-long
self-criticism in which he admitted that “my errors are serious.” For the next
three months, the members of the Gang of Four avoided each other’s company
to show that they no longer engaged in factionalism. Jiang Qing even managed a
polite visit to the Deng Xiaoping household upon orders by her husband, but it
did little to reduce tension. Deng later told his children that during the visit
Jiang “blew her usual trumpet. Pretty low quality stuff.”®
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Although what had transpired at the Politburo meetings in the summer was
meant to remain a closely guarded secret, news of the apparently declining for-
tunes of the Gang spread quickly within the upper echelons of the CCP and
PLA. Wang Hongwen maintained that insidious “political rumors” had spread
like wildfire after the enlarged MAC conference in July.” Jiang Qing claimed in
September that “some people spread a rumor that the Chairman had criticized
me for committing errors, but the Chairman hasn’t criticized me. Some people
on the Politburo just spend all their time spreading rumors.” In March 1976,
when the campaign against Deng was well under way, she was more explicit, in-
sisting that all the “rumors” had emanated from him and his supporters, whom
she described as the “biggest rumor mill of all.”®

Deng’s Think Tank and Policy-Making

In search of solutions to deep-seated, long-term economic problems, Deng
launched further initiatives. One was setting up his own “think tank,” the State
Council Political Research Office, in the summer of 1975 to supervise the draft-
ing of new policy documents, and to wrest control over political-ideological dis-
course from Zhang Chungiao, Yao Wenyuan, and radical ghostwriter teams
such as the Liang Xiao organization. The Research Office was headed by Hu
Qiaomu, Mao’s onetime political secretary and according to Deng Xiaoping “our
party’s number-one pen.”! This think tank produced three major policy docu-
ments in the second half of 1975, but none of them were in the end ratified by
Mao Zedong or distributed for implementation.” The first document, titled
“Some Problems in Accelerating Industrial Development,” stated that China’s
industry was doing badly because a handful of “bad people were sabotaging work
under the banner of ‘making rebellion and going against the tide,” because man-
agement was “in chaos,” and because of low productivity, low quality, expensive
maintenance, high costs, and frequent breakdowns.” The second document, ti-
tled “Outline Report on the Work of the Academy of Sciences,” pressed for
better training, higher educational standards, more expert leadership, and more
time spent on science (and, by implication, less on politics).?* In finalizing this
report, Hu Qiaomu and his colleagues solicited and received crucial input not
only from Deng Xiaoping and Li Xiannian, but also from Hua Guofeng, who la-
mented the state of China’s high-tech sector at a meeting called to discuss the
report on September 26, 1975: “Out of every 1,000 semiconductors we produce,
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only one is up to standard. In Japan, a factory of 2,000 workers produces 7 mil-
lion semiconductors in one month. With us it is entirely by chance that we make
one that is up to standard. I don't know why, but so much is being wasted.”

The third and hardest-hitiing policy document produced by the Research
Office was titled “On the General Program of Work for the Whole Party and
Nation.” As former members of the editorial committee for Mao’s Selected
Works, Hu Qiaomu and some of his fellow staffers buttressed their arguments by
quoting Mao extensively. In effect, they cited the moderate Maoism of the 1940s
and 1950s to criticize obliquely the radical Maoism of the 1960s and 1970s. To
undermine the position that stressing economics was tantamount to revisionism,
they cited Mao’s 1942 book Economic and Financial Problems, in which he had
said: “Talking of education or study separately from economic work is merely us-
ing superfluous and empty words. Talking of ‘revolution’ separately from eco-
nomic work is like making revolution against the Finance Department and
against yourselves. The enemy will not be in the least hurt by you.””” In defense
of their drive to “boost the economy” they cited Mao’s words from 1945: “In the
last analysis, the impact, good or bad, great or small, of the policy and the prac-
tice of any Chinese political party upon the people depends on whether and how
much it helps to develop the productive forces, and on whether it fetters or liber-
ates these forces.”” In conclusion, they insisted that Mao’s criterion of the pro-
ductive forces was, and should be, “the only criterion that permitted one to dis-
tinguish real Marxism from sham Marxism, correct lines from erroneous ones,
real revolutionary and socialist action from its phoney counterpart, and the true
value of the work carried out by cadres.” Yao Wenyuan commented that this for-
mulation constituted a “perversion of Marxism-Leninism, and return to the the-
ory of the productive forces.””

The finalized text of “On the General Program” was to have appeared in the
inaugural issue of a new journal, sponsored by the Research Office and tenta-
tively called Ideological Battle Lines. Though the publication of that journal had
to be aborted as the campaign against Deng gathered steam,® “On the General
Program” was published “for internal criticism” in August 1976, subsequent to
discussion and approval by the Politburo, together with the two earlier docu-
ments produced under Deng’s aegis. The publication of these texts—by then la-
beled the “three big poisonous weeds”—in the form of three little booklets and
the distribution of 81,310,000 copies nationwide (in Chinese, Mongolian, Ti-
betan, Uighur, Kazakh, and Korean) constituted a major tactical error by the
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Gang of Four, since most readers, just like Deng, found them quite “fragrant.”*
By making the content of the documents widely known, the radicals under-
mined their own position and buttressed that of their most formidable enemy.

“Criticize Water Margin, Denounce Song Jiang”

“The Chairman spent two months reading the 71-chapter edition of Water Mar-
gin, and then he made a whole bunch of comments.” That is how Deng Xiao-
ping allegedly explained what the “Criticize Water Margin, denounce Song Jiang”
campaign was all about, according to big-character posters appearing on Chi-
nese university campuses in the winter of 1975—76. The poster-writers critical of
Deng took this comment as revealing his disrespectful attitude toward Mao
Zedong and his painful ignorance of Mao Zedong Thought. The campaign was
really, they insisted, an integral part of the great Cultural Revolutionary effort
“to heighten the capacity of the people to tell correct lines from erroneous lines,
and to raise the level of their conscious opposition and resistance directed at revi-
sionism.”?

The novel Water Margin,® dating from the early sixteenth century, was one
of the handful of classical titles reprinted in 1972 during the post-Lin Biao
“thaw” in the cultural sphere. Jiang Qing had long been particularly fond of one
of the main characters in the book, the leader of a peasant rebellion by the name
of Song Jiang. When representatives of a Japanese TV company visited China in
early 1973, intent on making a TV series based on the exploits of Song and his
“heroes of the marshes,” she had done everything she could to help them. In
Jiang’s opinion, as she explained it at the time, Song was “a remarkable historical
figure, wise and resourceful, with a sense of justice, who robbed the rich and
helped the poor, knew how to unite people, and as a result enjoyed the love and
esteem of the masses.”*

What Jiang Qing clearly never anticipated was that two and a half years
later, her husband would suddenly make a number of statements concerning
Song Jiang and Water Margin that were the very opposite of her own. The good
thing about the book, according to Mao, was in fact that it taught “by negative
example” what “capitulationists” were like. Song Jiang, who in the final chapter
of the 71-chapter edition of the book accepts an imperial offer of amnesty, was,
Mao opined, “no good as the leader of a team of rebellious peasants” because “he
capitulated and practiced revisionism.” With the appearance of an editorial in
the People’s Daily on September 4, 1975, this assessment by Mao, the contempo-
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rary relevance of which was if anything obscure, became the focus of a nation-
wide campaign meant to complement the movement to study political theory.
Detailed media analyses of the principal characters in the novel immediately
gave rise to speculation among ordinary Chinese as to whether other senior con-
temporary figures besides Lin Biao and Liu Shaoqi might in due course be iden-
tified as “capitulationists”; but at first the thrust of the material was cautious.
Western students, who had begun to arrive at China’s universities in small but
growing numbers by 1975, all of them eager to understand the finer points of the
unfolding campaign, were baffled. How was the charge of “revisionism” leveled
at the leader of a peasant uprising in the early twelfth century to be squared with
the definition of revisionism in the most authoritative Cultural Revolutionary
dictionaries as a deviation from Marxism proper, when Marxism as a coherent
theoretical construct capable of “revision” had not emerged until a full seven and
a half centuries later? Their teachers responded that Mao was using the term “re-
visionism” very creatively and that, as a matter of fact, not only Song Jiang but
Confucius too had “in essence” been revisionist!

Jiang Qing stressed the importance of understanding Mao’s denunciation
of Song Jiang in allegorical terms during a visit to Politburo member Chen
Yonggui’s model agricultural brigade Dazhai in Shanxi province in September.*
Carefully not naming any specific targets, she said:

It’s not purely a matter of literary criticism, or purely a historical matter, but
something of present-day practical significance, since, in our party, we've [so
far] seen ten line errors and we're likely to see additional ones in the future.
Having altered his appearance, the enemy will continue to hide inside our party
... The foreigners call it a “Trojan Horse.” Here in China we say (Lu Xun has
said this and our Chairman has too) that the most frightening thing is to see
one’s fort being taken over from the inside. To make a long story short, the
capitulationists and revisionists in our party are doing stuff that our open ene-
mies are incapable of . . . You don’t have to look far; just look at Lin Biao!®

Zhou Enlai took this bizarre campaign very seriously and personally. Whether
Mao really regarded him as “capitulationist” in his dealing with Henry Kissinger
will probably never be known. But on September 20, as he was about to be
wheeled into the operating theater for major cancer surgery that he might not
survive, Zhou stated firmly and loudly for all to hear—Deng Xiaoping, Zhang
Chungiao, Li Xiannian, Wang Dongxing, Zhou’s wife Deng Yingchao, and a
handful of others—“] am loyal to the party, loyal to the people! I am not a
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capitulationist!”” Zhou survived the surgery, and Deng Yingchao asked Wang
Dongxing to transmit his words to Mao Zedong.

The “Criticize Water Margin, denounce Song Jiang” campaign in late
1975 was one of the more relaxed campaigns of the Cultural Revolution: no
struggle sessions, only a very limited dose of Marxism—Leninism—Mao Zedong
Thought, and instead hundreds upon hundreds of pages from a popular classical
novel that people were free to discuss at length during “political study sessions.”
But it was the stillness before the storm.

Reversal

On October 26, a senior provincial leader who had attended a recent Politburo
work conference in Beijing told his subordinates that Deng Xiaoping’s policies
of “all-round readjustment” definitely had the backing of the party Chairman. In
the course of “transmitting the spirit of speeches by leading comrades at the cen-
ter,” Jiangxi first party secretary Jiang Weiqing reported that

[Deng Xiaoping] said Chairman Mao approves of making readjustments in all
sectors . . . [Deng] said he'd reported to the Chairman about problems in the
army, and more recently in agriculture, industry, commerce, culture, and educa-
tion, and how they need to be solved one by one. The Chairman endorsed
[Deng’s views]. The Chairman said you go ahead and find ways of solving the
problems . . . It was with the Chairman’s approval that [Deng] raised, explicitly,
the subject of party rectification.®®

Jiang Weiqing was unaware that literally as he spoke, the Chairman was
having a change of heart. Within another week, he would in effect withdraw his
approval and endorsement of Deng’s policies. One reason was that he was being
fed critical accounts of what was happening outside the walls of Zhongnanhai by
his nephew Mao Yuanxin; another was an attempt, in which Deng was impli-
cated, to discredit and purge the most radical elements on the Tsinghua Univer-
sity Party Committee. Mao eventually concluded that Deng was “one, dissatis-
fied with the Great Cultural Revolution and, two, out to settle accounts, settle
accounts with the Great Cultural Revolution.”*

Mao Yuanxin had come to Zhongnanhai in September 1975 to act as a liai-
son officer between Mao and the Politburo. When asked, Mao Yuanxin fed his
uncle’s paranoia by giving him highly critical accounts of what was happening
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“out there” in society at large. “I don't worry,” he said, “about things like earth-
quakes, crop failure due to waterlogging, natural calamities, or shortcomings in
our work. I remain confident on these points.”* But in Liaoning, a “wind” of
criticism had been blowing since the start of the year, targeted against the Cul-
tural Revolution. A lot of people were asking pointed questions like these:

One, how do we judge the Great Cultural Revolution? What about the balance
between its essentials and nonessentials; should it be 30/70 or 70/30? Do we af-
firm it or reject it? Two, how do we judge the pi-Lin pi-Kong movement? . . .
Three, is it still necessary to criticize the lines of Liu Shaogi and Lin Biao? The
line of Liu Shaogi is no longer mentioned very often . . . To sum up, should we
or should we not continue to criticize the lines of Liu Shaoqi and Lin Biao,
and the revisionist lines pursued on the different fronts during the seventeen
years [before 1966], as we have done so far in the course of the Great Cultural
Revolution?

The new “wind,” Mao Yuanxin told his uncle, “appears even to be fiercer than
the 1972 criticism of ultra-leftism”; that is, whoever was criticizing the Cultural
Revolution now was doing so even more strongly than Zhou Enlai had done
then. Mao Yuanxin had no doubt about where the “wind” was actually coming
from: “I've been paying great attention to the speeches comrade Xiaoping makes,
and I see a problem in that he rarely brings up the achievements of the Great
Cultural Revolution, or criticizes Liu Shaoqi’s revisionist line.” Although Deng
claimed to be taking all three of Mao’s “three directives” as the “key link,” Mao
Yuanxin insisted, he really paid attention only to the one about “boosting the
economy.” “[I am] worried about the center,” Mao Yuanxin told his uncle, “and
fear there will be a reversal.”*

While Gang of Four supporters like Mao Yuanxin were attempting to dis-
credit Deng and his “all-round readjustment” to Mao, Deng’s supporters did not
remain idle. They wrote letters denouncing selected followers of the Gang of
Four. One obvious target consisted of Peking and Tsinghua universities and their
respective radical leaderships, not least because of their being the home bases of
the Liang Xiao group, to which Jiang Qing in particular maintained such close
ties. The radicals saw these letters as merely one part of a wider insidious cam-
paign to discredit the Cultural Revolution. In November 1975, the chairman of
the Peking University RC, Wang Lianlong, a former PLA officer with the 8341
Central Guard Unit, told a meeting of the university party’s Standing Commit-
tee: “At no point since the founding of the People’s Republic have there been
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more rumors in circulation in society than this year, especially since July—August.
How widely these rumors are spread and how frightening their malicious con-
tent is! Here at Peking University, too, we have had anonymous letters making
all kinds of false allegations!”*

In the late summer of 1975, an anonymous member of the “masses” (in all
likelihood a member of the Peking University staft) wrote a letter to the MAC
denouncing Guo Zonglin, a senior member of the Peking University leadership,
for his alleged factionalism, nepotism, and promotion of personal followers to
party membership on dubious grounds. The MAC appears to have taken the ac-
cusations seriously: its written comment on the letter called on Wang Lianlong
to have Guo transferred back to the PLA and away from the university. But in-
stead of obeying orders, the university leadership showed the original letter and
the MAC comment to Guo, who exploded, denouncing both the author of the
letter and whoever had written the MAC comment as “bastards.” In further de-
fiance of the MAC, the university leadership passed the letter on to the campus
security unit and had it conduct a secret investigation in an attempt to identify
the anonymous letter-writer on the basis of the handwriting, and to punish
him.*

This letter criticizing the radicals on the Peking University campus had only
a limited impact. But two letters denouncing Chi Qun, the most powerful party
official on the Tsinghua University campus, had serious repercussions. This let-
ter was signed by four senior members of the Tsinghua University party leader-
ship, and it was sent not to the MAC, but to Mao Zedong himself. Well aware
of the obstacles that would prevent their letter from reaching Mao if sent to him
through “regular” channels, the dissident academics used their private connec-
tions to give it to a senior official in the Ministry of Education; he in turn
handed it over to Hu Qiaomu, who passed it on to Deng Xiaoping, who gave it
directly to Mao Zedong.*

In their first letter, dated August 13, the authors accused Chi of having failed
to resist the corroding influence of an increasingly privileged lifestyle and of hav-
ing become something of an imperial overlord:

These past years, all the good publicity [that Tsinghua University has enjoyed]
has gone to Chi’s head and had a very big effect on him, ideologically. He has
become a big bureaucrat with ever wilder ambitions, imperious and despotic.
His word is law, and the way he deals with people is high-handed . . . We have
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on numerous occasions behind closed doors attempted to help him, but he re-
fuses our help and clings obstinately to his course.*

The authors described themselves in both letters as “in the midst of implement-
ing your three directives.” In the second letter, dated October 13, they not only
continued to criticize Chi but also expressed serious reservations about his close
colleague Xie Jingyi: “These past two months, he has become even worse, de-
spite our patient attempts to help him . . . We had hoped that Xie [ Jingyi] would
engage Chi in a struggle, but she is increasingly partial to and sides with him.
After the Fourth National People’s Congress, Chi grumbled [about not getting
a promotion], while Xie went down on her knees in front of him. We can’t
stand it.”¥

Whereas the first letter is not known to have prompted any immediate reac-
tion from Mao, the Chairman reacted very sharply and critically to the second.
There was no significant difference in the political content of the two letters,
but by criticizing Xie Jingyi, the authors—knowingly or not—were attacking a
young woman for whom Mao had great affection. Hence his reaction, put on pa-
per on October 19: “Their motives are impure: they wish to topple Chi Qun and
little Xie, and in their letter, they are pointing the spearhead at me!” Deng
Xiaoping at first tried to keep Mao’s comment secret, but when news of it leaked,
Jiang Qing managed to get her hands on a photocopy.*®

In response to the “worries” raised by his nephew about Deng and the “three
directives,” Mao clarified his own position, telling Mao Yuanxin: “Stability and
unity don’t mean abandoning class struggle. Class struggle is the key link, and ev-
erything else hinges upon it. Stalin made a big mistake on this point.”*® Deng,
Mao maintained, was obviously having a relapse into his old pre—Cultural Revo-
lutionary pragmatic behavior:

[Deng] Xiaoping suggested taking the “three directives as the key link,” with-
out inquiring about the views of the Politburo or conferring with the State
Council. He didn't report to me either, but just went ahead and put it like that.
He’s someone who doesn’t grasp class struggle, and who never mentions this
key link. It’s still all “white cats and black cats,” no matter if it’s imperialism or
Marxism.%

Mao insisted that the problem with Deng was a “contradiction among the peo-
ple.” He repeated his firm conviction, spelled out many times in the past, that
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Deng was different from Liu Shaogi and Lin Biao. While the latter two had
been unwilling to “engage in self-criticism,” Deng could when necessary be
counted upon to criticize his own faults. What he needed was “help.” According
to Mao, “to criticize his faults is to help him. Just yielding to him is no good, and
we are going to criticize him.” “But,” Mao added, “he must not be finished off
with one blow.” At the end of one of their conversations, Mao Zedong told his
nephew to sit down together with Deng, Wang Dongxing, and Chen Xilian
(“Tell them you're acting on my instructions,” Mao explained) and to convey to
them the gist of his own comments.*!

On the evening of November 2, the thirty-six-year-old Mao Yuanxin con-
fronted Deng Xiaoping (twice his age) with Mao’s comments. Deng Xiaoping’s
daughter’s account of the meeting (presumably retelling her father’s) suggests
that Deng was very much in control and bluntly refused to be “helped.” Once
Mao Yuanxin had spoken his part, he found that Deng Xiaoping was not pre-
pared to “engage in self-criticism,” but, rather, insisted on putting up a spirited
defense of his own actions over the past months:

You should give the matter some more thought . . . According to you, the Cen-
tral Committee has been carrying out an entirely revisionist line, it has aban-
doned Chairman Mao’s line in every respect. The Central Committee is
headed by Chairman Mao. I don't think you can say it has been carrying out a
revisionist line . . . What kind of work have we implemented in the past three
months? That’s something that can be discussed. The responsibility is mine.
Has the national situation improved, or has it become worse? Comrade
Yuanxin has his own opinion on that. The facts can show whether things are
better or worse . . . Last night . . . I asked the Chairman what he thought of
the orientation and policy of our work in this recent period. He said they were
correct.*

Two days later, Mao Yuanxin told Mao of the confrontation with Deng. The
CCP Chairman was clearly irritated by what he saw as Deng’s refusal to give
way. Had he himself rot always maintained in front of others that one of Deng’s
positive traits was his readiness to engage in self-criticism when “in the wrong”?
And yet now he seemed as dead set against backing down as had Lin Biao after
the Lushan plenum in 1970. It was time to put Deng’s loyalty to the test. The
Chairman told Mao Yuanxin to prepare for a gathering of Politburo members to
consider specifically what in their view ought to be the verdict on the Cultural
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Revolution. Mao’s aim was to have a meeting of the Politburo, chaired by Deng,
arrive at a consensus in support of his own verdict that it had been 70 percent
success, 30 percent failure. Mao also wished to see a formal resolution to that ef-
fect drafted and passed.

The Politburo duly met on November 20 to discuss and evaluate the Cul-
tural Revolution. Deng had iritially suggested to Mao that Wang Hongwen,
who had recently returned to Beijing from Shanghai, ought to chair the meeting,
but Mao had been adamant that it had to be Deng. Altogether seventeen people
attended, including what Mao at one point referred to as “old comrades . . . the
middle-aged, and the young.” No full list has ever been made public, but the
group almost certainly included Wang Dongxing, Chen Xilian, Li Xiannian,
Hua Guofeng, Ji Dengkui, Zhang Chungqiao, and Mao Yuanxin.®

As for how to evaluate the Cultural Revolution, this was not really some-
thing that the Politburo was genuinely in a position to discuss, since Mao had al-
ready made up his mind that it was to be 70/30, with the positive outweighing
the negative. The Politburo meeting was simply expected to affirm Mao’s evalu-
ation officially. In this way—so Deng’s daughter would later argue, presumably
mindful of the Leninist rules of intra-party discipline—most critics of the Cul-
tural Revolution would be effectively silenced. Mao was also providing Deng
Xiaoping with one last chance to alter his critical stance.

But Deng balked. Indeed, he refused to deal with the resolution at all, plead-
ing ignorance of what had transpired at the highest levels of the party during
much of the Cultural Revolution. “For me to supervise the drafting of such a res-
olution,” he said, “is inappropriate.” Quoting the reclusive poet Tao Yuanming
(A.D. 376—427), Deng explained: “I come from the Peach Blossom Spring, where
‘they had never heard of the Han, let alone the Wei and the Jin [dynasties].””*

Repulsing the Right-Deviationist Wind

Simultaneously with the secret Politburo meeting, the radicals—for whom even
Mao Zedong’s “70 percent positive, 30 percent negative” verdict on the Cultural
Revolution must have seemed unduly conservative—launched a public lobbying
campaign from the northwest corner of the capital, where universities and aca-
demic institutions were concentrated. In the words of one senior radical, “we
saw revisionism emerging at the center, and our aim was to break the blockade,
crush the resistance, and denounce Deng.”* On November 20, somewhere in ex-
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cess of 1,300 sheets’ worth of big-character posters went up on the Tsinghua
University campus, denouncing individuals who had the audacity to “negate the
Great Cultural Revolution” and “attack the proletarian revolution in education.”
The posters were by no means spontaneous expressions of the “indignation of
the revolutionary masses,” but part of a carefully orchestrated campaign led by
the university authorities and at first confined to a special “poster sector” of the
campus. On November 22, in step two of the campaign, that sector was made
open to the public. Over the next three months, more than 377,000 people from
all over China visited Tsinghua to read and “study” the posters. As the days and
weeks wore on, the university authorities set up the by now typical ad hoc insti-
tutions needed to run what became known as the “great farrago on the educa-
tional front,” including a dedicated reception office and editorial groups that
churned out a steady stream of inflammatory propaganda with such titles as
“Whipping Up a Storm of Verdict Reversals” and “The Capitalist Roaders Are
on the Move.”®

The campaign was sanctioned by the Gang of Four, but response outside the
immediate radical bastions of Tsinghua and Peking universities and Shanghai
was muted. To conceal this fact and make it appear that the attacks were far
more widespread than was the case, the preferred tactic was the clandestine dis-
tribution of documents that could not be traced, including unauthorized tran-
scripts of and quotations from speeches by Deng Xiaoping, Zhou Rongxin, and
other “revisionists.” At Peking and Tsinghua, massive quantities of such “materi-
als for criticism and denunciation” were compiled. In Shanghai, Fudan Univer-
sity became the key printing and distribution point for the nationwide dissemi-
nation of 760,000 items over the next nine months.*” Shanghai RC member Xu
Jingxian later testified: “When I passed them on to another university, I would
say: ‘Don’t let on that these came from me, but pretend you copied them from
somewhere else’; when I passed them on to a middle school, I would say: ‘Deny
you were given these by your superiors and say instead that you had them printed
up yourselves.”*® The obvious purpose was to fabricate a vocal majority, but
the majority remained silent—for now. When asked by one Shanghai official
whether proceeding in this fashion was really appropriate, Zhang Chungiao as-
sured him that so long as nothing could be traced back to the municipal CCP
committee, there was no problem.%

Meanwhile, on November 24 at Mao’s orders, Deng Xiaoping convened a
meeting that bore a previously unheard-of label: “Cautioning.” Its purpose was

described by a senior official:
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I've been around for twenty-some years, and rarely have I heard of a cautioning
meeting. What does it mean? From what I understand now, a cautioning meet-
ing is to caution the capitalist roaders still on the move . . . Subject them to a
bit of a drizzle, give them a prophylactic inoculation, have them sober up and
not misjudge the situation altogether, and not overrate their own abilities to a
point where they end up completely shameless.*

Deng Xiaoping simply announced that the purpose of the meeting was to help
“some comrades” avoid “making any new errors.”® The crucial points for “cau-
tion” were summed up in Zhongfa [1975] 23 on November 26, 1975, issued at first
only to senior provincial leaders, but shared with a wider audience after Decem-
ber 10.% It exhorted its readers not to believe those who (like Deng Xiaoping and
Zhou Rongxin) claimed to be concerned only with “the educational front”: their
true agenda was to settle scores with the Cultural Revolution as a whole.®® In
December 1975 and during the first weeks of 1976, the CCP Politburo met almost
daily in a tense atmosphere to criticize Deng Xiaoping. Deng himself chaired
the meetings, but according to his own subsequent account, this role involved
little more than saying: “Let’s begin!” at the start and “Meeting over!” at the end
of each session. Most of the time he remained silent. On December 20, he deliv-
ered a purported “self-criticism,” but the record suggests that he was only going
through the motions and using this opportunity to show his contempt for the
whole spectacle. Speaking without notes, his opening words seemed laced with
sarcasm: “First 1 would like to thank the Chairman for his teachings, and to
thank the comrades [present]—the younger comrades in particular—for the
help that you have given me. It’s only step by step that I myself have come to ap-
preciate these errors of mine.” Deng ended by attributing any errors he might
have committed to a profound inability to appreciate what the Cultural Revolu-
tion was all about. So unacceptable was his “self-criticism” deemed—it solicited
no response from Mao Zedong—that the Politburo made him give a “supple-
mentary self-criticism” on January 3. Though reading from a prepared text, he
simply repeated what he had said on the first occasion, but added “at the sugges-
tion of . . . other people” an admission to the effect that he had not asked Mao
for permission, or solicited the views of the rest of the Politburo, before advanc-
ing the slogan “Take the three directives as the key link.” Mao was clearly not
impressed: on January 14 he called on the Politburo to continue to “debate”
Dengs self-criticisms. Turning down calls for face-to-face encounters from Jiang
Qing as well as from Deng, Mao may have wanted to distance himself somewhat
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from what was happening. Yet he gave Jiang Qing a clear signal as to where he
stood: he ended his brief note turning down her request for a meeting with the
words “The situation as a whole is fine.”*

Mao’s interest was in maintaining the campaign’s momentum. On Decem-
ber 14, 1975, he asked the CCP center to give it a powerful positive endorsement
by distributing to party branches in schools all across China, together with a
positively worded comment, a “Situation Report from Tsinghua University on
the Great Debate on the Revolution in Education” (Zhongfa [1975] 26), in which
the minister of education was sharply denounced. He maintained the pressure
by ordering wide distribution a week later of the minutes of a conversation be-
tween Zhang Chungiao and an Albanian delegation (Zongfa [1975] 27) in which
Zhang was quoted as saying that in the educational sphere, during the seventeen
years before the Cultural Revolution “the bourgeoisie exercised dictatorship over
us.” Zhang continued: “But some people maintain that those seventeen years
were very good, that they were actually Marxist-Leninist while on the contrary,
since the Cultural Revolution, the schools haven’t been any good, quality has de-
clined, classroom hours have been reduced, and university students don't even
learn as much as high school students used to in the past.”®

The Central Document containing the Foreign Ministry’s transcript of
Zhang’s conversation was supposedly for limited, high-level distribution, but
at least in Shanghai, Zhang’s followers promptly leaked it widely to bolster
their assault on Deng.®” In his capacity as vice premier holding the education
portfolio, however, Zhang’s immediate target was the minister of education,
Zhou Rongxin. Within days of the first big-character posters’ appearing on the
Tsinghua campus, Zhang had purged Zhou by putting a “temporary leading
group” in charge of the ministry in his stead, a group led by a steel plant worker
cum workers’ militia commander from Shanghai. After months of countless
“struggle meetings” and investigations into his “wicked past,” the minister would
die at the age of fifty-nine on April 12, 1976, “persecuted to death” in post—
Cultural Revolution language.

But by then, Deng’s year was long over, and Deng himself had been purged

again.
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n the last year of his life, Mao looked back and claimed two great achieve-
I ments: conquering China and launching the Cultural Revolution.! The first

could never be denied him. The second could. Mao’s new campaign to avert
a reversal of verdicts on the Cultural Revolution was his last chance to preserve
that legacy. His rapidly declining health foreclosed any other.

In mid-1974, grumbling mightily, Mao had finally agreed to be examined by
specialists: by ophthalmologists, because cataracts had made him blind, and by
neurologists, because his speech had become virtually unintelligible. But he re-
jected the results and refused treatment. The fact that Zhou Enlai had to have
repeated operations for his cancer confirmed Mao in the belief that doctors sim-
ply could not cure people. In late January 1975, a four-day medical examination of
the CCP Chairman found that he “had cataracts, amyotrophic lateral sclerosis,
coronary heart disease, pulmonary heart disease, an infection in the lower half of
both lungs, three bullae in his left lung, bedsores on his left hip, and a shortage of
oxygen in his blood (anoxia). He also had a slight fever and a severe cough.” In
February 1975, Zhou left his hospital bed to chair a special meeting of the Polit-
buro to hear the doctors’ reports and discuss treatments for Mao.

The easy part was to deal with Mao’s eyes. With the Politburo’s agreement,
the doctors experimented on forty elderly peasant men, too poor to afford the
cataract operations they needed. Half of them underwent a less invasive tradi-
tional treatment; the other half underwent the more aggressive Western-style
surgery. When Mao was handed a report on the experiment, he opted for the
traditional method as safer, speedier, and less painful. A year after the original
diagnosis, Mao’s right eye was operated on, and soon he could read official docu-
ments with the help of glasses.

The difficult, indeed terminal, issue was that the neurologists had diagnosed
Mao as having, not Parkinson’s disease as at first thought, but Lou Gehrig’s dis-
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ease, amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (hereafter ALS). The motor nerve cells con-
trolling Mao’s “muscles of the throat, the pharynx, the tongue, the diaphragm
and intercostal muscles [between the ribs, governing breathing], the right hand
and the right leg” were deteriorating.? When a patient reached this stage, as Mao
had, he was unlikely to live more than another two years, during which period he
would require nasal feeding and a respirator just to prolong life. Rare enough in
the West, the disease was virtually unheard of in China. Mao himself believed he
had laryngitis, even though he now had to be fed a semiliquid diet, lying on his
side, by his young female attendants. He had to abandon his beloved swims be-
cause he choked if he swallowed water.

Zhou Enlai and his Politburo colleagues had difficulty absorbing the fact
that the cause and, more important, a cure for this disease were unknown.* They
expressed confidence in the doctors, but agreed that Mao have the last word on
his treatment. The PSC plus Jiang Qing took on an oversight role for Mao’s
case.’

An unexpected aspect of Lou Gehrig’s disease is that the patient retains his
mental faculties despite suffering debilitating physical symptoms. Indeed, Mao
continued to receive distinguished foreign visitors until May 27, 1976.¢ Thus Mao
can be assumed to have been aware of the ongoing political struggle, informed or
misinformed by Mao Yuanxin and the few others who had access to him. By this
time, the most important of the latter was Zhang Yufeng, the onetime railway
dining car attendant to whom Mao had first taken a fancy in October 1962. In
his present health crisis, Mao’s instinct was to trust her medical nostrums over
the considered judgment of China’s best doctors, to the latter’s frustration and
alarm. But the political question mark is over the degree to which Ms. Zhang
was able accurately to interpret the Chairman’s grunts and scrawled characters.
Since nobody else could even begin to, the Politburo had to rely on her, faute de
mieux.” Mao was increasingly isolated in a “bunker” created by his physical ail-
ments. His will was law, but his subordinates could not be sure what his will was.
Working toward the Chairman had never been so difficult. The Chinese politi-
cal system had reached an extraordinary pass.

The Death of Zhou Enlai

By the end of 1975, the contending factions of the Politburo—the survivors, the
radicals, and the beneficiaries—knew that they had a limited time in which to
establish an ascendancy that might survive Mao's death, no more than a year if
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the mid-1974 diagnosis was correct. But it was the death of Zhou Enlai that pre-
cipitated the first stage of the inevitable succession crisis.

On December 20, Zhou had his final meeting with a representative of a cen-
tral CCP department. The topic was not the revolution in education or the criti-
cism of Deng Xiaoping. The official who was called was in charge of counter-
intelligence and “work vis-a-vis Taiwan,” the head of the Central Investigation
Department, Luo Qingchang, who had worked closely with Zhou at least since
the 1940s. During their last conversation, Zhou drifted in and out of conscious-
ness and ran a high fever, but he nonetheless inquired about old KMT friends
and sent them a few parting words, like “Don’t forget to serve the people!” Zhou
had founded the CCP’s intelligence services in the 1920s; it was not an inappro-
priate way to go.?

At dawn on January 9, a solemn radio broadcast on national radio an-
nounced that Zhou had “died of cancer at ogg7 hours on January 8, 1976, in
Beijing at the age of seventy-eight.” The spontaneous reaction of one Chinese
university student awakened by the news over the campus loudspeakers was “I
bet the Chairman cried when they told him!™ In fact, Zhou’s death had little im-
pact on Mao or his inner circle of female attendants, guards, and doctors.™®

China now went into a period of nationwide mourning. A foreign news
agency reported from Beijing that the capital was “like a ghost town on 10 Janu-
ary, with almost no shopping save for silk embroideries carrying the likeness of
the late premier.” Deng Xiaoping, who had spent time with Zhou in France as a
teenage worker-student, made what was to be his last public appearance for a
year to deliver the eulogy at the memorial ceremony on January 15, paying tribute
to a man who “fought all his life for the realization of the great ideal of commu-
nism.” Zhou had been a major figure in Chinese politics for more than fifty
years. He had been premier of the PRC for the quarter-century since its found-
ing in 1949. Mourning arrangements, condolences, and assessments of the con-
tributions of this towering figure to the Chinese revolution and to world affairs
dominated the media for over a week, in unprecedented nationwide and world-
wide expressions of respect for a Chinese leader.

Yet the Cultural Revolution was not Zhou'’s finest hour. In an assessment
made four years after his eulogy, Deng said that Zhou had been “in an extremely
difficult position [during the Cultural Revolution], and he said and did many
things that he would have wished not to.” Deng excused him because by surviv-
ing he had been able to play a neutralizing role and so reduce losses and protect
people.’? The record of Zhou's effectiveness, however, is much more ambiguous;
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Deng’s assessment avoided the vital question: Would China have been better off
if the premier had used his immense prestige and influence in the CCP and the
PLA to rally his colleagues in an effort to stop the Cultural Revolution in its
tracks early on?

But for the people, Zhou was a symbol of the moderation that they had been
denied for a decade. Tens of thousands of Beijing citizens, many weeping, braved
the bitter cold and took to the streets to say farewell when Zhou's body was
transported from the hospital to be cremated in the Baobaoshan Cemetery, al-
though no announcement of the route had been made.”® Even in Qincheng
Prison, the “entire prison had melted into a paroxysm of grief. The guards and
prisoners alike were united. I could hear weeping in adjoining cells. I could hear
weeping in the hallways. Everyone was crying. From far away I could hear a pris-
oner’s voice, an elderly man, wailing. ‘China has lost her last hope. What are we
to do? What is to become of us?”¢

But for those who wept the premier’s passing, there was still one last hope:
Zhou'’s colleague Deng Xiaoping would carry on his work. He was the obvious

successor. It was not to be.

Deng Sidelined

A few days after he had read his eulogy, Deng was relieved of his duties as the se-
nior vice premier running the day-to-day work of the State Council in Zhou'’s
stead. Exactly 365 days after his informal appointment to that job, the CCP is-
sued its first Central Document of 1976, the first sentence of which read: “As
proposed by our great leader Chairman Mao and unanimously agreed by the
Central Politburo, comrade Hua Guofeng is appointed acting premier of the
State Council.”® When Mao Yuanxin conveyed the Chairman’s message to the
Politburo, Deng is said to have been the first to voice support.” But Zhang
Chungiao was outraged; as the highest-ranking vice premier after Deng, he had
expected to receive this promotion himself. In private he put his bitterness on
paper, insisting that Hua was “overestimating his own power” and predicting
that “the faster he climbs, the harder he will fall.””

But even some of Zhang’s closest supporters could sense why he had not
been promoted. Xu Jingxian eventually recalled: “In my mind, I wanted Zhang
Chungjiao to be made premier, but I sensed that he had made too many enemies,
that his qualifications weren’t sufficient, and that he wouldn’t be able to strike a
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balance.”® Ma Tianshui’s feelings were similar: “My initial reaction to the an-
nouncement that comrade Hua Guofeng had been made acting premier was sur-
prise, but later I also felt that it was appropriate and struck a balance.”® Again
according to Xu Jingxian: “Both Ma Tianshui and I were of the opinion that
comrade Hua Guofeng had positioned himself somewhere in the middle and
that consequently he would be acceptable to the left as well as to the right.”?
These two radicals had intuited Mao’s strategy. Zhang Chunqiao was unaccept-
able to the survivors of the old guard and the PLA generals. An unrepentant
Deng Xiaoping was unacceptable to the Chairman. A beneficiary had at least the
chance of bridging the divide and, more importantly, standing by the principles
of the Cultural Revolution that had brought him to power. Hua, in other words,
was the perfect compromise. Why only acting premier? Having made mistakes
with Lin Biao and Wang Hongwen, perhaps Mao was getting cautious in his
old age.

As for Deng, from this moment on he went to Politburo meetings only if
summoned. Otherwise, as his daughter later wrote, “he felt much better at home
with his children and grandchildren than having to look at the mad faces of the
‘Gang of Four.”* (At the meetings to which he was summoned, when attacked
by someone like Zhang Chungqiao, Deng claimed that his poor hearing pre-
vented him from understanding much of what was being said, which in turn in-
furiated Zhang, who insisted that Deng was not the least bit deaf: “When Hua
Guofeng way at the other end of the table in a low voice announces ‘meeting ad-
journed,” he hears it immediately and, pushing back his chair, gets up to leave!
He’s merely pretending to be deaf!”) Also “staying at home” after Mao’s de-
cision not to promote Deng was Marshal Ye Jianying. “During comrade Ye
Jianying’s illness,” the second half of Zhongfa [1976] 1 had read, “comrade Chen
Xilian will, in his stead, be managing the day-to-day affairs of the MAC.”” The
question for some was whether Ye Jianying was ill or “ill.” In conversation with a
member of the Peking University leadership, CC member Xie Jingyi, a deputy
secretary of Tsinghua University Party Committee, insisted that “Marshal Ye is
not ill! It’s because of the criticism of Deng Xiaoping; he has simply decided to
stay at home.”*

The day on which Mao signed off on Zhongfa [1976] 1 was Spring Festival—
the Chinese lunar New Year. Unlike Deng and Ye, Mao spent it neither in the
company of children and grandchildren nor feigning illness. Mao had no next of
kin by his side, and his illness was real. In her memoirs, Zhang Yufeng wrote:
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It was a cold winter night with a few dim stars in the sky. Chairman Mao’s res-
idence seemed to be shrouded in darkness. There were no visitors, no family
members. Chairman Mao spent his last Spring Festival with those who served
him. I had to feed him his New Year’s eve dinner with a spoon, since he could
not use his hands. To open his mouth and to gulp down his food also was in-
creasingly difficult for him. I helped him from his bed to the sofa in the sitting
room. For a long time, he put his head on the back of the sofa without uttering
aword . . . Suddenly, from far away, we heard firecrackers. In a low and hoarse
voice, Mao asked me to explode some firecrackers . . . A faint smile crept over
his old and weary face when he heard the firecrackers in the courtyard.?

Zhang failed to mention that the firecrackers set off a major commotion: they
had been banned in Zhongnanhai because they sounded too much like gunfire.
Mao’s residence suddenly swarmed with nervous guards. Mao’s personal physi-
cian later reported that the incident had started a rumor that the Chairman had
celebrated Zhou Enlai’s death with firecrackers.

In late February, senior provincial-level leaders from all over China were
called to Beijing for a second “cautioning meeting,” this one presided over by
Hua Guofeng. Hua announced that this “is not a meeting at which concrete
problems are to be resolved. Therefore, the earlier we can bring it to a close, the
earlier you can return home and launch a struggle to beat back the right-devi-
ationist wind to reverse correct verdicts.” “Where there are problems of one kind
or another, you should now execute a turn,” Hua said. “After this meeting, if you
still don't turn, then that’s bad. This applies equally to subprovincial leaderships
as well.” On the condition that leaderships promptly “executed a turn,” the cen-
ter was prepared to draw a line and “assume responsibility for problems predat-
ing this cautioning meeting.”?’

The “turn” was of course meant to be to the left. Jiang Qing explained infor-
mally but at great length to a gathering of delegates: “First study the Chairman’s
important instructions, and then concentrate the spearhead of struggle on the
person of Deng Xiaoping. Otherwise there’s going to be chaos. It’s time to sum
up our experiences!”® The instructions in question, which were disseminated at
the meeting, and subsequently, with Mao’s agreement, nationwide “for study” in
Zhongfa [1976] 4, had been recorded by Mao Yuanxin, presumably with the help
of Zhang Yufeng, on several occasions since the autumn of 1975. They were the
last coherent and extended dicta laid down by the Chairman, and they were ex-
plicit in their criticism of all that Deng had stood for over the previous year:
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The thinking of some comrades, mainly old comrades, has never progressed
beyond the stage of the bourgeois democratic revolution. They do not under-
stand the socialist revolution. They resent it, and even oppose it. Toward the
Great Cultural Revolutior, their attitude is either one of dissatisfaction or of
wanting to settle accounts. They want to settle accounts with the Great Cul-
tural Revolution.

Mao was directly critical of Deng Xiaoping, as we saw in the previous chapter,
and much of the following passage would be quoted extensively in big-character
posters on university campuses during the spring and summer:

The problem with Xiaoping is still a contradiction among the people, and
given proper guidance it need not become antagonistic, as happened with Liu
Shaogi and Lin Biao. There are still some differences between Deng on the
one hand and Liu and Lin on the other. Deng is willing to engage in self-criti-
cism . . . To criticize him is necessary, but he should not be finished off with
one blow.?

The Gang of Four and their closest allies were determined that Mao’s “im-
portant instructions” reach as wide as possible an audience and as quickly as pos-
sible, so they leaked them to selected cadres at Peking University and Tsinghua
University even before Mao had agreed to their wider distribution nationwide.
Members of the Liang Xiao team were told that this privileged early access to
Mao’s words equaled that normally granted only to members of the Politburo.*

Presumably the Gang of Four believed that the Chairman’s instructions
would have the same galvanizing effect on the “broad masses” as they had
on their allies. If so, they deceived themselves. Despite his access to an almost
unlimited fare of overt and covert, formal and informal domestic intelligence,
Yao Wenyuan dismissed what resistance to the criticism of Deng Xiaoping he
learned of as little more than a “frenzied counterrevolutionary countercurrent.”
Jiang Qing was also seriously divorced from reality. At one point in the “caution-
ing meeting,” she claimed that the “masses” were “happy, elated, and feel that
[Deng] should have been dragged out a long time ago.” She insisted that the
documentation she received showed that the political “consciousness of the
masses is very high, and they certainly are very sensible indeed.”? But the docu-
mentation told Jiang Qing only what she wanted to hear. It did not prepare her
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for the increasingly vocal and open public resentment toward the dismissal of

Deng and the Cultural Revolution in general.

The Consciousness of the Masses

The movement to “beat back the right-deviationist wind to reverse correct ver-
dicts” encountered particularly strong resistance in Deng’s home province of
Sichuan. The political situation there was so volatile that the entire province had
been closed to foreign visitors for years. On February 18, 1976, a thirty-one-year-
old technician named Bai Zhiqing put up a big-character poster titled “I love my
country” in the city center of Chongging, praising Deng’s “all-round readjust-
ment” policies of 1975 and asking the pointed question: “Who is it, really, who
has ruined the wealth of the nation and the prosperity of her people?” On
March 4 he put up a second poster, this time in the busiest part of the provincial
capital, Chengdu, titled “May I ask whose ‘ism’ this is>—A critique of Zhang
Chungiao’s ‘Eradicate the Bourgeoisie’s Ideology of Rights.”** The next day a
major street brawl erupted between a group of workers who attempted to tear
the poster down, a crowd that wished to see it remain, and the local police. Ar-
rested as a “counterrevolutionary,” Bai became the focus of one mass rally after
another across Sichuan in April and May, forced to stand in the airplane position
under banners that read “Denounce Deng Xiaoping! Crack down on counterrev-
olution!™

But it was not merely in places like Sichuan that the “masses” insisted on be-
ing less than what Jiang Qing had called “happy, elated.” In eastern China, in the
provinces around Shanghai that the Gang of Four tended to regard as their terri-
tory, popular resentment was also vocal. In Hangzhou, the provincial capital of
Zhejiang, a twenty-three-year-old factory worker by the name of Li Junxu con-
cocted something called “Premier Zhou’s Last Will,” and within days, copies of
this pro-Deng anti—Jiang Qing “testament” were finding an eager underground
readership all over eastern China. The Ministry of Public Security in Beijing
called for swift action against this “counterrevolutionary fabrication” and the
punishment of its author, but with limited results; the testament continued to
spread far and wide.*® In Anhui, a university student, a middle school student,
and a worker calling themselves the “children of the party” went on late-night
slogan-pasting sorties in the city of Wuhu, announcing “Chungiao, Chungiao,
farting and rumor-mongering; slandering the premier, your crimes will not go
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unpunished!” and “Jiang Qing! Jiang Qing! Poisonous snake, devil woman! You
cruelly injure the loyal, and bring calamity to the country and the people!™”

In March, the Jiangsu provincial capital of Nanjing became the scene of two
incidents involving the radical Shanghai mouthpiece Wenhui bao, in which Yao
Wenyuan’s attack on Wu Han’s play Hai Rui Dismissed from Office had kicked off
the Cultural Revolution. Kang Sheng, who had died three months earlier, once
expressed strong irritation with “people who read the newspapers as if they
were deciphering code,” and what happened on both occasions showed that the
Nanjing readers of the Wenhui bao were just such people.®® When they discov-
ered on March 5 that Zhou Enlai’s calligraphic inscription in praise of the great
paragon of proletarian virtue Lei Feng was missing from a set of inscriptions re-
printed in the paper that included Mao’s and Zhu De’s, they were incensed.
Outraged students from Nanjing University wrote to the paper demanding an
explanation for this intentional and “sinister” deletion, though not without local
opposition.® Years later, the publishers claimed, unconvincingly, that the deci-
sion to leave out Zhou'’s calligraphy had been made purely for reasons of space—
unconvincingly because if that had been the case, they should have dropped the
inscription of the lower-ranking Zhu De.®* Yao Wenyuan likened the entire af-
fair to something “about as important as a fart.”*

Three weeks later, on March 25, the Wenhui bao provoked readers even more
when it included a cryptic but unmistakable attack on Zhou Enlai in an other-
wise dull news item about the circumstances of Deng Xiaoping’s return to power
a few years earlier: “That capitalist roader inside the party [i.e., Zhou] helped
the still unrepentant capitalist roader [i.e., Deng] onto the stage.” In the final
days of March, slogans like “Down with the big careerist, big conspirator Zhang
Chungiao!” and “Down with those who oppose Premier Zhou!” appeared on
the streets of Nanjing. On the sides of trains bound for Beijing, large slogans
were painted, proclaiming: “Somebody behind the scenes is responsible for the
Wenhui bao of March s and March 25, and that somebody is at the center [in
Beijing]!” and “Whoever pointed the Wenbui bao's spearhead at Premier Zhou
on March 5 and March 25 deserves to die 10,000 deaths!”

On March 30, in conversation with a People’s Daily editor, Wang Hongwen
called the events in Nanjing “directed at the center.”® On April 1, the increas-
ingly nervous central authorities telephoned Nanjing, calling for immediate and
effective measures to curb such serious “political incidents” and to find and
punish the “behind-the-scenes plotters” responsible. Nothing of the sort hap-
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pened. On the contrary, increasingly large numbers of people, estimated to total
600,000—700,000, took to the streets of Nanjing in protest marches.* But it was
in Beijing that popular sorrow at the death of Zhou and anger at the sidelining
of Deng coalesced into the biggest seemingly spontaneous political demonstra-
tion since the founding of the PRC.

The First Tiananmen Incident

At the very beginning of the Cultural Revolution, during the high tide of “eradi-
cating the ‘four olds,” Red Guards otherwise adamant that traditional festivals
with a “feudal flavor” should no longer be observed in socialist China had never-
theless been ready to retain the Qingming Festival. “We will continue to observe
the ‘Qingming’ Festival by sweeping the graves of revolutionary martyrs—not by
visiting the graves of our ancestors.” Unfortunately for the Gang of Four, the
most prominent martyrs’ “grave” was the Monument to the People’s Heroes,
right in the center of Tiananmen Square. It provided the residents of Beijing and
visitors to the capital with a justifiable location to celebrate one of the greatest
CCP heroes and to comment on the current political situation. Nor was remem-
bering Zhou at this festival confined to Beijing,* but events in the capital be-
came the focus of domestic and foreign attention. To this day, it is uncertain
whether the movement was totally spontaneous or whether there was “back-
stage” encouragement at any point, as the radicals would suspect, “a serious class
struggle at the back of the wreaths,” as the head of the capital’s Public Security
Bureau would suggest. But the Gang of Four had only themselves to blame for
what happened. Since January, they had used their control of propaganda to sup-
press mourning for Zhou in order to maintain focus on the struggle against
Deng. At some point, popular emotions had to explode.

Cow Lane Primary School set the fuse. Its pupils laid the first wreath to
Zhou at the monument on March 19. Four days later, a man from Anhui prov-
ince laid another. Both were quickly removed by the police. But at dawn on
March 25, a middle school left its wreath, and shortly thereafter some workers
left theirs beside it; on March 30, the first group of soldiers left theirs. None were
removed. The news spread. All over the capital, schools, colleges, factories,
shops, troops, ministries mobilized. Delegations marched in single or double file,
sometimes long distances, to Tiananmen Square, headed by somebody carrying
the wreath. Often they wheeled bicycles, ringing their bells in a melancholy la-
ment. Wreaths were soon piled high immediately around the monument, so
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groups brought easels as stands for their tributes: “T'he wreaths were elaborately
wrought of homemade flowers of silk paper. White, the traditional mourning
color of China, predominated, but red and yellow, the colors in the national flag,
were also much used . . . From each wreath hung two broad ribbons of white silk
on which were brushed in black ink words of homage to Zhou and the name of
the unit that had made it.”¥ In the middle of the wreath might be a picture of
Zhou, a hammer and sickle, or a paean to the dead premier:

Qingming is not clear and bright:

Heaven weeps with unending rain.

The nation has mourned for eighty-six days
Till tears are dry and sobs are hushed. . .*

For you no monument is raised,

For you no plinth for statue laid.

Yet the monuments to you are legion,
Deeply rooted in the people’s hearts. . .#

Arriving in the square, groups held a short ceremony, dedicating themselves
to the ideals they attributed to Zhou. Then they joined the throngs reading
the individual tributes. By April 1, the tributes crowded the square: Birnam
Wood had come to Dunsinane.’® Their ranks were not serried, but in their
peaceful and massive profusion they demonstrated solidarity more impressively
than the terracotta soldiers of Xi’an.

For the Gang of Four they demonstrated something more alarming: the
people had mobilized for Zhou but equally against them. It was almost impossi-
ble to get close to the wreaths that featured condemnations of the Gang, so
mobbed were they by eager readers. All four were attacked, but Jiang Qing had
pride of place:

You must be mad

To want to be an empress!

Here’s a mirror to look at yourself

And see what you really are.

You've got together a little gang

To stir up trouble all the time,
Hoodwinking the people, capering about.
But your days are numbered. . %!
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On April 1, 1976, leaders of the Beijing city party met in expanded emergency
session. Officials were cautioned that “sweeping graves during the Qingming
Festival is an old tradition, an old habit” and were ordered to “mobilize the
masses not to go to the Monument to the People’s Heroes to deposit wreaths,
since a tiny handful of people are spreading all kinds of rumors attacking leading
comrades at the center, which is absolutely impermissible.” The municipal public
security apparatus was ordered to greatly intensify surveillance operations. On
April 4, the municipal authorities estimated that close to 2 million people had
been in the square that day.*?

On the evening of Sunday, April 4—Qingming itself, according to the tradi-
tional calendar—Hua Guofeng called a meeting of the Politburo in the Great
Hall of the People. Old guard survivors such as Deng, Ye Jianying, and Li
Xiannian were absent.”® The sole topic on the agenda was Tiananmen Square.
Having visited the square in the early hours of April 3, Wang Hongwen could
report on the flavor of the popular mood in the tributes he had managed to read
by torchlight. Wu De, in his capacity as party first secretary and mayor of the
capital, could be more precise: there were 2,073 memorials in the square, repre-
senting 1,400 units; but in the past two days alone, 927 units had brought in 1,200
tributes, an indication that the momentum was increasing. The good news for
the Gang must have been that, as of April 2, there were only 48 memorials that
slandered Mao or other leaders.” Wu said there had been no movement like this
since the start of the Cuitural Revolution. In fact there had been no spontaneous
movement like this in the capital since the Communists took over in 1949. And
if anti-Gang posters were relatively few, the juxtaposition of the wreaths with the
picture of Mao over the Tianan Gate was a stark indication of a popular prefer-
ence for Zhou's moderation over the Chairman’s class struggle. Not until stu~
dents erected a statue of the “Goddess of Democracy” in Tiananmen Square in
1989 would there again be so flagrant a juxtaposition, implicitly rejecting what
Mao stood for.

On the night of April 4, 1976, the problem for the Politburo was what to do
about all the wreaths, poems, manifestos. How to defuse the situation? In his
minutes of the meeting, delivered to Mao Zedong at dawn the following day and
meant to represent the substance of the Politburo’s deliberations, Mao Yuanxin
highlighted the following: Quite a few of the poems in the square were actually
not commemorating Zhou Enlai but were thinly disguised “attempts to split and
attack the center,” some even going so far as to “directly attack Chairman Mao.”
On no occasion since 1949 had people congregated in Tiananmen Square to hear
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what amounted to “counterrevolutionary speeches, directly attacking Chairman
Mao.” In a phrase that he knew would strike a chord with his uncle, Mao
Yuanxin claimed that the dead were being used to exert pressure on the living;
the prestige enjoyed by Zhou Enlai was being channeled into support for Deng
Xiaoping.** Anyone who dared voice criticism of Deng in the square was accused
of denouncing Zhou Enlai. That something on this scale was taking place at
Qingming was clearly the result of planning and coordination by person or per-
sons unknown. Pressing another Maoist button, Mao Yuanxin stated: “It is evi-
dent, this time, that there is an underground ‘Petsfi Club’ that is organizing this
in a planned fashion. Therefore, just in case, certain necessary measures must be
adopted.™

The most immediate of these measures, which Mao Zedong ratified ex post
facto, was the cleansing of the square.’® Between 1:00 and 2:00 a.M. on April 5,
some 200 trucks from the Beijing Garrison and municipal transport corpora-
tion came and carted off everything. All but a few were taken to Babaoshan in
western Beljing to be incinerated. Fifty-seven late-night visitors to the square,
among them people copying down poems by flashlight, were interrogated, and
seven of them were detained for further questioning. By dawn, the emptied
square had been cordoned off, and access was being denied to the public.

When people began arriving to discover what had happened, their mood
quickly turned from surprise to outrage and anger. Before long, the first scuffles
between outraged citizens and policemen erupted. When a plainclothes officer
headed for the Great Hall of the People on the west side of the square in the af-
termath of one such scuffle, the crowds concluded that it was there that whoever
was responsible was hiding. Foreigners who had been welcomed in the harmoni-
ous atmosphere of the previous few days were now summarily ejected and some-
times manhandled. “This is the business of the Chinese people; go away.”*

A few hours into the morning, a crowd of some 10,000 had gathered outside
the Great Hall shouting loudly for the return of the wreaths and their arrested
“comrades-in-arms.” In a vain effort to make the crowd disperse, the authorities
dispatched two loudspeaker vans to the square, broadcasting a message that
warned against sabotage by the class enemy and called on all “revolutionary com-
rades” to leave promptly. Nothing of the sort happened; instead, a handful of in-
furiated people immediately overturned one of the vans and smashed its loud-
speaker; the occupants of the second van were allowed to drive away after their
loudspeakers had begun instead to broadcast the simple message “Long live Pre-
mier Zhou!”%
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By noon, the attention of the crowd had been drawn to a small building in
the southeast corner of the square, where it was claimed (correctly) the forward
“joint command post” of the public security personnel, the PLA, and the work-
ers’ militia was located. In the words of one Chinese historian, “The masses,
singing ‘The Internationale,” advanced in rows, arm in arm, upon the little gray
house. Once there, they chose four representatives . . . [all of whom were later ar-
rested] to put forth three demands.”!

To no avail. The authorities refused to communicate with the protesters. At
1:00 P.M., a car parked outside the building was set on fire, and later in the after-
noon two jeeps and a minibus delivering food to the militia suffered the same
fate. Finally, at 5:00, rioters entered and looted the “command post” and pro-
ceeded to set it on fire also. The most senior and no doubt terrified occupants—
including two alternare members of the Central Committee, two deputy com-
manders of the Beijing Garrison, and two deputy directors of the municipal
Public Security Bureau—made a hurried escape through the back door.*

From behind the window curtains in the Great Hall of the People, members
of the Politburo were indeed following developments that day, in person. Two
weeks later, Zhang Chunqiao wrote to his son describing the scene:

On April 5,1 went to the Great Hall of the People, from where it was like
watching the Hungarian uprising unfold. I could see it all clearly through my
binoculars. To his face, I cursed Deng Xiaoping, calling him [Imre] Nagy. He
stuck to his odious attitude but had no choice but to nod his head in silence.
Finally, I had been able to vent some of my anger as it became my good fortune
to see this Nagy meet his disgusting end. (Don't start bragging about this, as I
have not told anyone about it.) Who will prevail has been decided, and we are
in the midst of expanding our victory.*®

The director of the Beijing Public Security Bureau, Liu Chuanxin, later claimed
that his police officers had underestimated the ferocity of the protesters and had
been taken off guard and put on the defensive.* Beijing Garrison commander
Wu Zhong admitted that his troops, too, had been unprepared and disorganized:
when the first car was set ablaze, he said, “we should have mobilized, but our ef-
forts to do so were ineffective.”® It took the authorities until late afternoon to
come up with strategy for dealing with the worsening situation.

At 6:25 p.M. on April 5, the voice of the chairman of the Beijing RC, concur-
rently first political commissar of the Beijing Garrison, Wu De, was suddenly
heard crackling from the public address system in the square. In a brief speech,
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broadcast repeatedly over the next few hours, Wu called on the “revolutionary
masses” to vacate the square immediately:

Comrades! In the past few days . . . a tiny handful of bad elements with ulterior
motives made use of the Qingming Festival to deliberately create a political in-
cident, directing their spearhead at Chairman Mao and the party center in a
vain attempt to change the general orientation of the struggle to criticize that
unrepentant capitalist roader’s revisionist line and beat back the right-
deviationist wind to reverse correct verdicts. We must clearly see the reaction-
ary nature of this political incident, expose the schemes and intrigues of the bad
elements, heighten our revolutionary vigilance, and avoid being taken in . . . The
revolutionary masses must leave the square at once and not be duped by them.®

Most people obeyed. Out of sight, the militia, police, and PLA troops were qui~
etly assembling in readiness to expel those who did not.

At 9:30 p.M., the floodlights were turned on. More than 10,000 members of
the People’s Militia, 3,000 policemen, and five battalions from the Beijing Garri-
somn, all armed with clubs, entered the square running. With the public address
system now blaring out the PLA’s “Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight
Points for Attention”—presumably to remind the forces that the “masses” were
citizens who should be treated with restraint—the slightly more than 200 people
still in the square who had not wanted or managed to escape, huddled around
the Monument to the People’s Heroes, were beaten up and dragged away by
force. But brutal as the operation may have been, it seems that no one was killed
or died from injuries sustained in the process.” Among those detained was the
son of Yao Dengshan, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs “rebel” held responsible
for the sacking of the British mission in August 1967; the father had been one of
Zhou Enlai’s bétes noires, but the son was redressing the balance.®® In the end, 59
of the people apprehended in the square that night were sentenced to jail terms
of varying lengths.®’ All but 3 were cleared after the Cultural Revolution of the
charges of “counterrevolution” made against them; the exceptions were appar-
ently pickpockets and the like, charged with ordinary criminal offenses.”

At dawn on April 6, Mao Zedong was briefed by his nephew about what
had happened in the square. “The enemy,” Mao Yuanxin insisted, had really
given himself away this time, by setting fire to a building and vehicles, beating
people up, and engaging in “counterrevolutionary propaganda.” His suppression
by a joint contingent of militia, soldiers, and public security personnel had sig-
nificantly “boosted the morale” of the revolutionary masses.” After a few hours
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of sleep, Mao delivered his first official pronouncement, at 11 A.M. It read, in full:
“Boosted the morale is good! Good! Good!” On the following morning, April 7,
Mao again called his nephew to his side.” Since their last encounter, Mao had
learned more by reading issues of Circumstances Gathered (Qingkuang huibian), a
classified news report put out by the People’s Daily and edited by Yao Wenyuan.”
Nodding in agreement when his nephew credited Zhang Chunqiao with making
a comparison between what had happened and the Hungarian uprising, and be-
tween Deng Xiaoping and Imre Nagy, Mao announced: “That’s right. This time,
one, [in] the capital; two, [in] Tiananmen [Square]; three, burning and beating.
Enough is enough. The nature has changed.” Making a gesture with his hand,
Mao added, with Deng in mind: “Therefore, throw him out!” At the end of their
conversation, Mao told his nephew that he wanted to see Hua Guofeng made
premier and ordered both his decisions to be made public as quickly as possible.”™

On April 7, at Mao’s ordeis, a frantic effort began to put together an official
version of events that could be published in the People’s Daily the following day.
With Yao Wenyuan as the chief censor still sitting in the Great Hall of the Peo-
ple, and the offices and printers of the Pegple’s Daily quite some distance away,
page-proofs were shuttled back and forth by car. So intense was the increase
in traffic that members of Beijing’s tiny foreign community “noticed a flurry of
limousines in the neighborhood of Tiananmen” without knowing what it was
about.” Chinese outside the capital were in a worse situation. Unless they had
been telephoned by friends or relatives in Beijing, or had access to foreign broad-
casts via a shortwave radio, they had no means of knowing that there had even
been an “incident” until three days later.”

When the official version of events appeared on April 8, it was headlined
“Counterrevolutionary Political Incident at Tiananmen Square.” But despite Yao
Wenyuan’s best efforts, so detailed an account inevitably revealed the popular na-
ture of the demonstration. Yao had no way to explain how “a handful of class en-

” «

emies,” “a few bad elements, sporting crew cuts,” a “bad element wearing specta-
cles” could have made so much trouble for so long had the revolutionary masses
indeed “showed their utmost hatred for this counterrevolutionary incident.”
Symptomatic of the anxiety felt by Yao and his colleagues in the Gang of
Four were three mentions of attacks on Qin Shi Huangdi, the ruthless sovereign
who founded the Chinese empire by conquest in 221 B.C., and to whom Mao was
often—and liked to be—compared. A harmless aside by Lin Biao about Qin Shi
Huangdi when talking with Mao years before the Cultural Revolution was used
as evidence to blacken him after his defection and death. According to the of-

ficial account of the Tiananmen incident, the handful of class enemies “brazenly
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clamoured that ‘the era of Chin [Qin] Shi Huang is gone.””” Clearly, Yao hoped
that by suggesting that the enemies in the square were anti-Mao, he could gen-
erate more sympathy than by quoting anti-Gang remarks, none of which were
mentioned. But the focus on the Qin emperor underlined the Gang’s fear of a
genuinely anti-Mao movement, because they were totally dependent on him for
their positions.

That same day, April 8, the formal decisions taken by the Politburo in re-
sponse to Mao’s “throw him out” also appeared in print. Hua Guofeng became
first vice chairman of the CC and premier, and as such clearly heir to Mao as
well as to Zhou.” The decision on Deng said that his problem had become an
“antagonistic contradiction” and that on “the proposal of our great leader Chair-
man Mao, the Politburo unanimously agrees to dismiss Deng Xiaoping from all
posts both inside and outside the Party while allowing him to keep his Party
membership so as to see how he will behave in the future.””

In radical strongholds like Tsinghua University, the official reaction was one
of “resolute support for the two wise decisions.” Behind the scenes, however,
there was disappointment as well. Chi Qun grumbled, saying: “Deng Xiaoping
may have been purged, but still I'm not able to attend even the meetings of the
Politburo.”® )

Should Mao really be held responsible for decisions like these? Mao’s doctor,
Li Zhisui, later maintained that in February 1976 “The Chairman’s mind was
still clear.”® As late as July, Li insisted, Mao was still “very alert. His mind was
clear. He was blind in his left eye, but he saw well with the right one. Nothing of
importance could be kept from him.”®? But in 1980 Mao’s personal attendant,
Zhang Yufeng, wrote as follows to the CCP center in a letter concerned spe-
cifically with the events on and around April 3, 1976:

Every decision at the time was taken by way of a discussion in the Politburo,
about which the Chairman would receive a report. The Chairman, too weak
to inquire about the details, was in a position only to nod his head, thereby ac-
knowledging that he had been informed. During this period, the center made
a whole series of erroneous decisions: clearly, it is not appropriate to pin the re-
sponsibility for these decisions on a dying, bedridden man who already for
some time had been unable to speak and to eat [unaided], and who was barely
able to breathe!®

Ms. Zhang almost certainly spent more time with Mao than did Dr. Li, but she
was testifying at a time when Deng and his colleagues were preparing their as-
sessment of Mao and the Cultural Revolution and wished to ensure that as much
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of the blame as possible was shifted to the Gang of Four. Dr. Li, by contrast, was
writing outside China with no political pressures upon him, so it is likely that his
assessment, in line with ALS cases elsewhere, is nearer the truth. Moreover, had
the decision been left to the dominant radicals in the Politburo, there would have
been no question of allowing Deng to retain his party membership. And if Mao
was responsible for that decision, he must be credited with the others as well.

Even without the complete disgrace of Deng, Yao Wenyuan was so elated
that late in the night of April 7, unable to go to sleep even after taking sleeping
pills, he wrote in his diary: “The three basic lessons learned from crushing this
counterrevolutionary coup d’état are to act in the interest of the proletariat, to
smash all bourgeois democratic conventions and fetters (like convening a ple-
num and having an ‘election,’ or obtaining the approval of the ‘National People’s
Congress, etc.), and to take decisive organizational action to get rid of bad
people.”®*

Some of Yao’s colleagues were energized by an idea to have Deng seized by
“the masses” on the grounds that he had masterminded the Tiananmen incident.
Wang Dongxing was deputed to ask Deng if he had visited the square. In fact,
Deng had forbidden his family to visit the square, and his one trip to the neigh-
borhood was to get his hair cut at the Beijing Hotel. But Wang’s real objective
was to prevent an attack on Deng, and on April 7, with Mao’s agreement, he se-
cretly moved Deng and his wife, Zhuo Lin, to a villa in the old legation quarter;
renovated for Zhou Enlai in the early 1970s, it had never been lived in by him
once he was diagnosed with cancer.

Deng and Zhuo Lin spent a little over three months there, separated from
their family again, under effective house arrest under the watchful eyes of the
8341 guards. From here, the day the “two decisions” appeared on the front page of
the People’s Daily, Deng wrote to Wang Dongxing and the CCP center, giving
Hua Guofeng’s appointment his backing and saying how much he appreciated
having been allowed to retain his CCP membership.® Deng could afford to be
ingratiating. He could guess that he would be protected from humiliation or
worse. He was down, but he was not out.
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esser mortals were not as lucky as Deng. The events in the provinces in

March and the “counterrevolutionary political incident” in Tiananmen

Square provoked a nationwide crackdown. Between April 4 and May 21,
the Ministry of Public Security issued five “Telephone Notifications” to its or-
gans nationwide, urging them repeatedly to strike hard against persons who
“fabricate or spread counterrevolutionary rumors,” as well as anyone caught dis-
seminating “the so-called Premier Zhou’s last will.” The intensity of the ensuing
crackdown varied greatly among localities. In Mao Yuanxin's home province of
Liaoning, a two-week-long meeting of senior party and public security officials
in the second half of April identified “counterrevolutionary rumormongers” as
key targets of a more general crackdown on “counterrevolutionary activities.” By
September, some 685 suspects had been investigated and 213 detained for what
was rarely more than an expression of guarded sympathy for Deng Xiaoping
and muted criticism of Jiang Qing et al.2 In the Hebei provincial capital of
Shijiazhuang, every urban resident known to have visited Beijing in late March/
early April was investigated, and among them some 280 (one in four) persons
who turned out to have been in the square were made to surrender 154 photo-
graphs of “activities and reactionary poetry.”

Estimates of the severity of the post-Tiananmen crackdown in China as a
whole vary tremendously. One almost certainly misleading claim by the Ministry
of Public Security has it that “within forty days, some 1,662 persons had been de-
tained and 390 arrested nationwide.”™ A detailed German study cites Hong
Kong estimates to the effect that “millions . . . were drawn in nationwide” and
Taiwan intelligence sources claiming that “close to 10,000 lost their lives, nation-
wide”; the study points out that if figures like these are to be believed, this would
have been “one of the biggest mass persecutions in the history of the PRC.” A
senior CCP historian made a soberer assessment in 1984: “How many were
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the old guard survivors, he was a puny substitute for Deng Xiaoping; for the rad-
icals, he simply was not one of them. Fortunately for Hua, he was soon able to
grasp at some straws of credibility handed him by the Chairman. When Mao re-
ceived New Zealand’s Priine Minister Robert Muldoon on the evening of April
30, Hua was able to stay behind afterward and have a rare conversation with the
Chairman. On this occasion, Mao, whose speech was increasingly incomprehen-
sible even to Hua, scribbled on scraps of paper three sentences that were to play a
crucial role in the post-Mao succession struggle. They read: “Take your time,
don’t be anxious,” “Act according to past principles,” and, most immediately rele-
vant to Hua’s purpose, “With you in charge, I'm at ease.” After Mao’s death, this
phrase became Hua’s talisman, and was used to suggest that Mao meant it for
general application. But as Hua explained to Foreign Minister Qiao Guanhua
when he (Hua) caught up with the Muldoon entourage later that evening, the
context of the remarks was only the volatile situation in southwest China, where
the campaign to criticize Deng Xiaoping continued to encounter strong resis-
tance.!* Appropriately, the very last instruction Mao handed down to Hua, when
they met on June 25, was “Pay attention to domestic affairs.””

Doubtless conscious that Wang Hongwen’s failure to handle domestic af-
fairs had led the Chairman to discard him as heir apparent, Hua tried to follow
Mao’s stricture as best he could. On June 26, he intervened in Shanxi by issuing a
sharply worded central document in an effort to quell a rapidly escalating fac-
tional/labor conflict that was threatening to disrupt railway transport in and
around the city of Datong, situated in one of the country’s major coal fields.’
Hua also attempted, without success, to bring to an end the state of near civil
war that had persisted for years in the Hebei industrial city of Baoding.”” In a
number of provinces, the situation was extremely volatile, including in Mao’s
own home province, where a riot outside the headquarters of the Hunan Party
Committee left twenty people wounded.®® Meanwhile the Ministry of Public
Security—which Hua concurrently headed—called a two-week-long conference
of public security chiefs from all over the country to discuss the domestic situa-
tion in general as well as “the machinations of the enemy at present.””

Countdown

Mao’s final instruction to Hua had been given in between heart attacks. Few
people outside the walls of Zhongnanhai knew anything about these grave threats
to the Chairman’s life. He suffered the first attack on May 11, during an argu-
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ment with his constant attendant, Zhang Yufeng.”® His condition then stabi-
lized, but on June 15 the foreign press was told by a government spokesman that
“Chairman Mao is well advanced in years and is still very busy with his work.
The Central Committee of our Party has decided not to arrange for Chairman
Mao to meet foreign distinguished visitors.”” The same message was conveyed
to the Chinese public in a Foreign Ministry “General Circular.” Then on June
26, the day after that last instruction to Hua, Mao suffered a second myocardial
infarction, more severe than the first. This prompted the issuing of a Notificat-
ion to senior party officials across the country to the effect that Mao Zedong was
indeed seriously ill. In June, planning began for the construction of his memo-
rial hall.?

For superstitious members of the Chinese public and officialdom, doubtless
a high proportion, there were other portents that the year 1976 was ending an
era. Zhou was dead. On July 6, the leading revolutionary general, Marshal Zhu
De, died at the age of eighty-nine. It had been Zhu’s loyalty that enabled the
Chairman to ensure early on that the military was subordinate to the party. Zhu’s
passing was symbolic. The generals were already contemplating their first coup
against civilian leaders.

But for traditionalists, the most potent signal of a disjuncture in human af-
fairs was the massive earthquake that shook north China on July 28. Measuring
7.8 on the Richter scale, the earthquake obliterated much of the Hebei coal-
mining city of Tangshan, killing, according to official figures, more than 242,000
people and leaving more than 164,000 seriously injured.”® In Beijing, about 125
miles away, strong shock waves caused much damage, forcing many residents of
buildings deemed unsafe in the event of aftershocks out into the streets and into
makeshift accommodations for weeks, in some cases well into the early win-
ter. In Zhongnanhai, Mao was awakened by the earthquake and agreed to be
wheeled on his hospital bed to a safer building.? In Deng Xiaoping’s compound,
frantic family members had to break down his bedroom door—always locked for
safety—and lead their groggy parents outside; sedatives had enabled the elder
Dengs to sleep through the shock.?’

For Hua Guofeng, the earthquake was an ideal opportunity to display lead-
ership. He headed a top-level investigation team and took overall charge of the
rescue operations, signaling national self-confidence by refusing foreign aid.

For the Gang of Four, by contrast, the earthquake was a political disaster.
They claimed that the rescue efforts were being used to suppress the campaign
against Deng. Arguing that the nation had other great affairs with which to be
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concerned—"“study, criticizing Deng, grasping revolution, promoting produc-
tion"—Yao Wenyuan limited the publication of articles on the relief operation.
Under his direction, the People’s Daily printed an editorial warning that when-
ever there were natural disasters, opportunists tried to use the temporary dif-
ficulties as excuses to change the direction of the revolution and restore cap-
italism %

Perhaps conscious of the bad image the Gang of Four was projecting, in late
August Chi Qun and Yao Wenyuan attempted to use the Betjing Daily to publi-
cize Jiang Qing’s recent visits to the Xinhua Printing Plant, Peking Univer-
sity, and Tsinghua University—where most of the staff were living in make-
shift tents—under the banner headline “CCP Politburo Member Comrade Jiang
Qing, Representing Chairman Mao and the Party Center, Calls on the People of
the Capital.” This mcve seems to have been too much for Wu De to stomach.
Years later he claimed that he had been reluctant to have the report and the
headline appear in the official organ of the Beijing RC, which he chaired. He de-
cided to solicit Hua Guofeng’s opinion before releasing the page-proofs for pub-
lication. Not surprisingly, Hua was even more reluctant and simply told Wu to
sit on the page-proofs for now and, should anyone inquire about them, claim
that he had handed them on to Hua.? Mao still had a few weeks to live, but the
battle to spin his legacy was in full swing.

Preparing for Anything

The events in Tiananmen Square in early April and Mao’s imminent demise
prompted concern with domestic affairs among Hua Guofeng and other Polit-
buro members. The very day Mao suffered his second heart attack, General
Chen Xilian—commander of the Beijing MR and, since February, in charge of
the day-to-day running of the MAC in place of Ye Jianying—called on Wu De
to draw up contingency plans to respond to “possible counterrevolutionary polit-
ical incidents.” Wu assigned the job of drawing up plans to a joint task force that
included the director of the Beijing Public Security Bureau, Liu Chuanxin, and
the leadership of the Beijing militia. The joint task force submitted its contin-
gency plans for approval to Wu De and Chen Xilian on July 9.%

The plans, titled “Envisaging Responses to Possible Counterrevolutionary
Political Incidents™—were three in number. Contingency plan 1 was designed to
deal with incidents “smaller than” the events in Tiananmen Square on April 5
and involved drawing on some 30,000 Workers’ Militia, 500 police officers, and
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eight companies from the Beijing Garrison. Plan 2 was designed for incidents
“comparable to” those in Tiananmen Square and involved employing 50,000 mi-
litia, 1,500 police officers, and ten battalions from the Beijing Garrison. Finally,
plan 3 was designed for serious incidents of “even greater” magnitude, and in-
volved throwing 100,000 militia, 3,000 police officers, and twenty-four PLA
battalions into the fight againsi “counterrevolution.” As for deadly force, the
general principle was to deal with unarmed rioters primarily with nonlethal
weapons, including clubs, and to deal with armed rioters with superior fire-
power.*!

Contingency plans similar to those in Beijing were being drawn up in
Shanghai. From his central vantage point in Beijing, Wang Hongwen had daily
phoned his subordinates Ma Tianshui and Wang Xiuzhen on the Shanghai RC
while the events in Tiananmen Square were still unfolding, telling them to have
the Workers” Militia “get out there” and “prevent incidents similar to that in
Tiananmen Square from happening in Shanghai.” At 3:00 A.M. on April 8,
Wang had phoned Wang Xiuzhen and shared with her (“Don’t go public with
this”) some of his own views on the none-too-efficient Workers’ Militia in the
capital. In some places in Beijing, he said, “They have the militia, but the militia
have no cars; in others they have cars, but they don't have any militia. There’s no
coordination. On top of this, they have one-way streets in Beijing that cause ad-
ditional delays.”? Implicitly, Shanghai would have to do better than that. After a
day of intense conferring about how to respond, Wang Xiuzhen and her col-
leagues hastily drew up three alternative contingency plans, codenamed “Coun-
terattacks” 1, 2, and 3, involving public security units and the Workers” Militia,
and designed to deal respectively with “localized” incidents, incidents “likely to
expand,” and “situations entering a serious state.” Exactly how many men were
meant to be called upon in each case, and what their armaments were meant to
be, are not known. As a measure intended to beef up security in general, some
200 to 300 roving Workers” Militia groups began to patrol the Shanghai streets
at night in April and continued to do so until October 1976.%

Whether similar contingency plans were being drawn up in other parts of
China at this point remains unclear. But few if any delegations from other parts
of China came to the capital to pick up “progressive experiences.” Beijing had a
“bean-curd militia,” according to Wang Hongwen. He had been outraged to
hear that some militia contingents had been unwilling to take part in the crack-
down in Tiananmen Square on April 5.** With the propaganda sector firmly
controlled by the Gang of Four, the national model for “riot control” was still
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what it had been for some time, Shanghai. In the summer of 1976, after the
Tiananmen events, six delegations from municipalities in China’s three north-
eastern provinces, the area under Mao Yuanxin’s influence, as well as neighbor-
ing Jiangsu, paid visits to study the work of the Shanghai Workers’ Militia.*

Wang Hongwen was doubtless reliving his glory days in the “January Storm,”
when he led the Workers’ General Headquarters to victory over the Shanghai
party machine. But he should have remembered that even Zhang Chungiao had
attributed the triumph to the backing of the local military commander. The dan-
ger to the Gang of Four once Mao’s protection was withdrawn by death was not
a popular uprising in the streets projected by the first two contingency plans; it
was what to do in the event of really serious firepower, that is, the PLA’s, being
used against them. Beijing’s militia might not have been up to much, but Wang
should have noted that its third contingency plan envisaged calling in twenty-
four PLA battalions. Ding Sheng, the commander of the Nanjing MR, in which
Shanghai was situated, was making supportive speeches alongside the Gang's sa-
traps in the city,* but would he rally his battalions to the radical cause in a crisis?
Without that guarantee, there was an air of unreality in Wang’s planning.

Members of the Gang were aware of their problem. Zhang Chungiao knew
how highly disliked he was by the PLA. On the evening of April 5, as he
watched the clearing of Tiananmen Square from behind the curtains in the
Great Hall of the People, his thought had been: “What if the armed forces were
to turn their guns around, at us? Then what?”

Zhang Chungiao carried pitifully little weight even in the PLA’s General
Political Department, of which he was concurrently director and party first sec-
retary. To judge from the available record, in the campaign to criticize Deng
Xiaoping and identify and punish those who were responsible for “political ru-
mors” in the spring and summer of 1976, Zhang did everything possible to make
the department toe the radical line, even going so far as to threaten it with disso-
lution if it did not come around to his stand.* Yet Zhang’s deputy Liang Biye—a
lieutenant general and Long March veteran in charge of the day-to-day opera-
tions of the department—simply disregarded most of what Zhang said. An in-
creasingly frustrated Zhang enlisted the support of Wang Hongwen (in his ca-
pacity as member of the MAC Standing Committee) to back him up and
increase the pressure on Liang. The latter in turn simply got General Chen
Xilian to back Aim up, making it possible for him to continue to resist and ob-
struct whatever wishes were voiced by Zhang. Many years after the end of the
Cultural Revolution, Liang wrote with some pride in his memoirs of how “dur-
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ing the more than ten months that the ‘criticize Deng, oppose rightism’ move-
ment lasted, the General Political Department did not issue a single ‘criticize
Deng, oppose rightism’ document.”

Underlying the Gang’s military problem was a major political miscalcula-
tion, a failure to give Mao’s game plan at least a chance of working. Members of
the Gang of Four scorned Hua Guofeng in the months after his promotion to
heir apparent. Yet the Tiananmen events had demonstrated that they had good
grounds to make common cause. When they did, they could prevail. Attacks on
the Cultural Revolution endangered beneficiaries as well as radicals. Deng was a
common nemesis. The PLA was a potential threat to both groups. Maybe the
old guard would always have won, but by failing to reach out to Hua and his col-
leagues, the Gang of Four never gave Mao’s concept a chance to succeed.

The Gangs tactics were as flawed as their strategy. Ten years as Mao’s pow-
erful courtiers generating the chaos of the Cultural Revolution from Beijing had
infected them with hubris. They had wielded power from the capital under the
admiring gaze of their political and intellectual lackeys. They had enjoyed privi-
leges and a lifestyle that the Cultural Revolution had been supposed to elimi-
nate. On the one hand, in their public attacks on “capitalist roaders” they would
accuse people like Deng Xiaoping of desiring “bourgeois rights.” On the other
hand, in closed settings, they admitted that they themselves were no different.
On March 2, 1976, Jiang Qing had told senior provincial cadres that the bour-
geoisie was no longer the surviving old capitalists from pre-Communist days.
Rather, it was the “persons in power inside the party walking the capitalist road,
big officials, with us right here! . . . Someone like me, I don’t have to even ask for
things, people will provide me with them . . . I don’t have to take the back door;
others will have taken care of all of that for me.”®

How, with Mao gone, Jiang Qing expected to survive in power for any
length of time is a mystery. The Gang controlled neither the military nor the
party organizational apparatus. The Gang had forgotten that their power in
Beijing was merely a reflection of Mao’s, not their own, authority. Shanghai,
however, was their own genuine power base, and the lesson of Mao’s revolu-
tionary struggle from the 1920s to the 1940s was that when faced with a supe-
rior force, one should relocate to a safe base area. It would surely have been
wise, as Mao’s life ebbed away, for either Wang Hongwen or Zhang Chungiao
to have returned to Shanghai to ensure that China’s major industrial city re-
mained a hefty bargaining chip in any post-Mao division of the spoils. But they
did not.
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