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Preface: In Search of Deng

In the summer of 2000, relaxing after a leisurely outdoor supper on Cheju
Island, South Korea, I told my friend Don Oberdorfer, one of America’s
greatest twentieth-century reporters on East Asia, that I was retiring from
teaching and wanted to write a book to help Americans understand key de-
velopments in Asia. Many people said that my 1979 book, Japan as Number
One, helped prepare some U.S. leaders in business and government for Ja-
pan’s rise in the 1980s, which had shocked many in the West. What would
best help Americans understand coming developments in Asia at the start of
the twenty-first century? Without hesitation, Don, who had covered Asia for
half a century, said, “You should write about Deng Xiaoping.” After some
weeks of reflection, I decided he was right. The biggest issue in Asia was
China, and the man who most influenced China’s modern trajectory is Deng
Xiaoping. Moreover, a rich analysis of Deng’s life and career could illuminate
the underlying forces that have shaped recent social and economic develop-
ments in China.

Writing about Deng Xiaoping would not be easy. When carrying on un-
derground activities in Paris and Shanghai in the 1920s, Deng had learned to
rely entirely on his memory—he left no notes behind. During the Cultural
Revolution, critics trying to compile a record of his errors found no paper
trail. Speeches prepared for formal meetings were written by assistants and
recorded, but most other talks or meetings required no notes, for Deng could
give a well-organized lecture for an hour or more drawing only on his mem-
ory. In addition, like other high-level party leaders, Deng strictly observed
party discipline. Even when exiled with his wife and some of his children to
Jiangxi during the Cultural Revolution, he never talked with them about
high-level party business, even though they were also party members.
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Deng criticized autobiographies in which authors lavished praise on them-
selves. He chose not to write an autobiography and insisted that any evalua-
tion of him by others “should not be too exaggerated or too high.”" In fact,
Deng rarely reminisced in public about past experiences. He was known for
not talking very much (bu ai shuohua) and for being discreet about what he
said. Writing about Deng and his era thus poses more than the usual chal-
lenges in studying a national leader.

I regret that I never had the chance to meet and talk with Deng personally.
When I first went to Beijing in May 1973, as part of a delegation sponsored
by the National Academy of Sciences, we met Zhou Enlai and other high of-
ficials, but we did not meet Deng. One of my strongest impressions from the
trip was the buzz in high circles about the recent return of Deng to Beijing
from his exile during the Cultural Revolution and the high expectation that
he would play some important role that would bring great changes. What
role? What changes? We Westerners speculated, but none of us could have
predicted the sea change in China that was to occur over the next two de-
cades, and how much China’s future would be advanced by the efforts of this
singular leader.

The closest I ever came to Deng was a few feet away at a reception at the
National Gallery in Washington in January 1979. The reception was a grand
gathering of American China specialists from government, academia, the
media, and the business world to celebrate the formal establishment of U.S.-
China relations. Many of us at the reception had known each other for years.
We had often met in Hong Kong—the great gathering spot for China watch-
ers when China was closed to most Westerners—where we would share the
latest news or rumors in our efforts to penetrate the bamboo curtain. It had
been a long time since some of us had last seen each other, however, and we
were eager to catch up. Further, the National Gallery, where the reception
was held, was not meant for speeches: the acoustics were terrible. Unable to
hear a thing that Deng and his interpreter were saying through the loud-
speaker, we, the gathered throng, continued talking with our fellow China-
watcher friends. Those close to Deng said he was upset about the noisy, inat-
tentive crowd, but most of us watching were impressed with how he read his
speech as if delivering it to a disciplined Chinese audience sitting in reveren-
tial silence.

I have therefore come to know about Deng as a historian knows his sub-
ject, by poring over the written word. And there are many accounts of various
parts of Deng’s life. Despite Deng’s admonitions to writers not to lavish
praise, the tradition of writing an official or semi-official history to glorify
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one hero and downplay the role of others remains alive and well in China.
Since other officials have been glorified by their secretaries or family mem-
bers, the careful reader can compare these different accounts. And among
party historians, there are some who have, out of a professional sense of re-
sponsibility, written about events as they actually occurred.

There will be more books about Deng written in the years ahead as addi-
tional party archives become available to the public. But I believe there will
never be a better time than now for a scholar to study Deng. Many of the
basic chronologies have now been compiled and released, many reminis-
cences have been published, and I have had an opportunity that will not be
available to later historians: I met and spoke with Deng’s family members,
colleagues, and family members of these colleagues, who gave me insights
and details not necessarily found in the written records. In all, I spent roughly
twelve months in China (over several years), interviewing in Chinese those
who had knowledge about Deng and his era.

The single most basic resource for studying the objective record of Deng’s
activities is Deng Xiaoping nianpu (A Chronology of Deng Xiaoping). The
first publication, a two-volume, 1,383-page official summary of Deng’s
almost-daily meetings from 1975 until his death in 1997, was released in
2004; the second, a three-volume, 2,079-page description of his life from
1904 to 1974, was published in 2009. The teams of party historians who
worked on these volumes had access to many party archives and were consci-
entious in reporting accurately. The chronology does not provide explana-
tions, does not criticize or praise Deng, does not speculate, does not mention
some of the most sensitive topics, and does not refer to political rivalries. Yet
it is very helpful for determining whom Deng saw and when and, in many
cases, what they talked about.

Many of Deng’s major speeches have been compiled, edited, and published
in the official Selected Works of Deng Xiaoping. The three-volume work pro-
vides a useful account of many of his major policies, although it is critical to
interpret them in the context of national and world events at the time. Chro-
nologies about and key speeches and writings by Chen Yun, Ye Jianying,
Zhou Enlai, and others are similarly useful.

The books that offer the most in-depth understanding of Deng’s per-
sonal thinking are the two by Deng Rong (Maomao), his youngest daughter,
about the period before he came to power. The books draw on her own recol-
lections, her visits with people who knew Deng, and party archives. After
1989, when Deng’s health began to deteriorate after the Tiananmen incident,
Deng Rong usually accompanied her father whenever he went outside of his
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home. Although Deng Xiaoping did not talk with members of his family
about high-level politics, they knew both him and the country’s situation
well enough to perceive and understand his concerns and perspectives, some
of which only they could see. One volume (My Father, Deng Xiaoping) is
about Deng’s life before 1949, and the other (Deng Xiaoping and the Cultural
Revolution) describes the time when Deng Rong accompanied her parents in
exile away from Beijing in Jiangxi province from 1969 to 1973. She displays
obvious affection and respect for her father and presents a highly positive
picture, but she also provides details that reveal much about his personal
qualities and attitudes. In fact, considering the constraints of party policy
and her efforts to paint a positive picture, she is remarkably frank, open, and
concrete. In writing these volumes, Deng Rong was assisted by party histori-
ans, who have checked the dates, names, and events. She is continuing to
write about some of Deng’s activities in the early post-1949 period, but she
has not written about the years after 1973, which are still more controversial.
She has kindly granted me several long interviews supplementing what she
has written.

There are several works in English that provided me with a good start for
studying the Deng Xiaoping era before I plunged into the Chinese sources,
but with the exception of Sun and Teiwes they were written before the chro-
nologies and the reminiscences on the hundredth anniversary of his birth
became available. I found especially useful the works by Richard Baum, Rich-
ard Evans, Joseph Fewsmith, Merle Goldman, Roderick MacFarquhar and
Michael Schoenhals, Maurice Meisner, Qian Qichen, Robert Ross, Ruan
Ming, Harrison Salisbury, Frederick Teiwes and Warren Sun, and Yu
Guangyuan.

Ambassador Richard Evans, a wise and seasoned British diplomat and am-
bassador to Beijing from 1984 to 1988, drew on his own meetings with Deng
and the resources of the British government to write Deng Xiaoping and the
Matking of Modern China, a highly literate, brief overview for the educated
public that is mostly about Deng’s years prior to 1973. Among Western po-
litical scientists, Richard Baum has done the most detailed study of the poli-
tics of the Deng era, which he reports in Burying Mao. He draws on materials
from China available before his book’s publication in 1994 as well as works
by Hong Kong analysts. He uses Hong Kong reports with discretion, but I
have chosen to rely even less on these Hong Kong sources because it is hard
to trace the origins of their information and therefore to assess their reliabil-
ity. In The Deng Xiaoping Era, Maurice Meisner, a thoughtful scholar deeply
knowledgeable about Marxist theory, presents Deng in the context of Marx-
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ist theoretical issues. In preparing Sowing the Seeds of Democracy in China:
Political Reform in the Deng Xiaoping Era, my longtime Fairbank Center col-
league Merle Goldman traces the changing intellectual currents during the
Deng era, drawing not only on publications but also on discussions with
many of the intellectuals, especially dissidents, about whom she writes. Ruan
Ming, author of Deng Xiaoping: Chronicle of an Empire, was a researcher at
the Chinese Communist Central Party School until he was removed by party
conservatives in 1983. Finding refuge in the United States, Ruan Ming pre-
sents a passionate critique of the conservative ideologues who dragged their
feet on reforms.

Qian Qichen, author of 7en Episodes in Chinas Diplomacy, was foreign
minister and vice premier during much of Deng’s era and has written a bal-
anced, informative work on the foreign policies of the era. Yu Guangyuan,
who helped Deng prepare the text of his speech for the Third Plenum, de-
scribes this historical turning point in Deng Xiaoping Shakes the World. Be-
cause I helped edit the English translation of these two volumes, I had the
opportunity to have supplementary discussions with the authors, both of
whom, as former officials, had worked closely with Deng,.

The late Harrison Salisbury, a journalist and the author of 7he New Em-
perors: China in the Era of Mao and Deng, was given access to several key lead-
ers soon after Mao’s death. Although some of his descriptions, such as those
of Dengs relation to third-front industries, show serious misunderstandings,
he was given much better access than most journalists and he relates fresh
views that were not available to others at the time.

David Shambaugh, editor of The China Quarterly when Deng came to
power, brought together a group of scholars to assess Deng and his era shortly
after Deng withdrew from power in 1992. The articles were reprinted in the
book Deng Xiaoping, edited by Shambaugh.

Frederick Teiwes and Warren Sun have done the most exhaustive reading
of Chinese sources of any Western scholars for the period from 1974 to 1982
in preparation for a projected three volumes. They have published the first,
spanning the years 1974 to 1976. They aim to get the basic facts straight in a
highly detailed way, by carefully evaluating different interpretations of vari-
ous events. Warren Sun, who has been more persistent for two decades in
tracing every important fact about the era than anyone I know, later spent
more than two months checking through various drafts of my manuscript,
correcting errors and suggesting supplementary interpretations and key
works.

Joseph Fewsmith has written the best book in English on the economic
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debates of the era: The Dilemmas of Reform in China. Robert Ross has written
excellent works that examine the foreign relations issues during the period.
Roderick MacFarquhar, who has spent several decades studying Chinese elite
politics and the Cultural Revolution, has written a three-volume set on 7%e
Origins of the Cultural Revolution and, with Michael Schoenhals, Maos Last
Revolution, about the Cultural Revolution. I have known all these authors
and talked with all of them about Deng and his era. They have been generous
in supplementing what is in their publications and giving me a clearer sense
of some of the important issues about which they write.

In Chinese so much has been released that even the best Chinese scholars
have not been able to read all of it. Beginning in the 1990s an explosion of
information became available on the Chinese Internet. I have been assisted
by many research assistants, but particularly by Ren Yi and Dou Xinyuan.
Ren Yi's grandfather, first party secretary of Guangdong province Ren
Zhongyi, was the great reform leader of Guangdong. Dou Xinyuan, who
served for many years in the Economic Commission of Guangdong, com-
bines personal experience with a scholar’s determination to get at deeper
truths within historical documents. Ren and Dou each spent over a year
working full-time to help me cover vast amounts of material and to try to
think through how Chinese people in various positions felt and acted. Yao
Jianfu, an official in the Rural Development Institute under Zhao Ziyang,
also spent several weeks going over my drafts of the chapters on economics.

The Chinese Internet is an extraordinary source for tracing names, dates,
and the like, but beyond these specific issues it is often difficult to distinguish
fact from fantasy or interesting storytelling. When articles on the Internet
present important information without detailing the source, I have tried to
track down the original sources, or at least compare them with other sources
before using them. In doing so, I have found that China Vitae in particular
is a very useful English-language website on Chinese officials who are still
alive.

There are a great many reminiscences by officials who worked with Deng,.
The three-volume collection Huiyi Deng Xiaoping (Remembering Deng Xiao-
ping) is one of the best, though a similar series is the three-volume collection
Deng Xiaoping: Rensheng jishi (Record of the Actual Events in the Life of
Deng Xiaoping). Two excellent journals that contain many articles by those
who worked with Deng are Yanhuang chunqiu and Bainianchao. Yanhuang
chunqiu is edited by former high-level officials who are knowledgeable and
reform-minded. A different view can be found in the book Shierge chungiu,
1975-1987 (Twelve Springs and Autumns, 1975-1987), written by the con-
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servative official Deng Liqun and published in Hong Kong, as well as in
Deng Liqun’s unpublished talks at the Contemporary China Research Insti-
tute (Dangdai Zhongguo Yanjiusuo), the research center he founded that has
paved the way for many of the histories on post-1949 events.

There are also many accounts, often written by able Chinese journalists, of
all the key figures of the era, including Chen Yun, Gu Mu, Hu Yaobang, Wan
Li, Ye Jianying, and Zhao Ziyang, that provide varying perspectives. The best
journalist’s account of Deng is Yang Jisheng, Deng Xiaoping shidai: Zhongguo
gaige kaifang ershinian jishi (The Age of Deng Xiaoping: A Record of Twenty
Years of Chinas Reform and Opening). Official histories, like Chen Yun
zhuan (Biography of Chen Yun), are carefully edited and based on documen-
tary sources. Zhu Jiamu’s book on Chen Yun (Zhu Jiamu, Chi Aiping, and
Zhao Shigang, Chen Yun), although brief, benefits from Zhu’s five years’ ser-
vice as an assistant to Chen as well as careful research. In addition to the Deng
Xiaoping nianpu, there are also official chronologies (nianpu) for Chen Yun,
Zhou Enlai, Ye Jianying, and a number of other officials who worked closely
with Deng.

Another valuable resource is the national history (Guoshi) of China since
1949, seven volumes of which have already appeared, with three more forth-
coming. Written by mainland scholars, including Gao Hua, Han Gang, Shen
Zhihua, and Xiao Donglian, among others, this monumental work is being
published by the Research Centre for Contemporary Culture, the Chinese
University of Hong Kong. The volumes set a new standard of objective over-
all scholarship for the era.

The Chinese government has greatly increased the scope of what people
can write about, but some works by well-informed insiders on the mainland
are still considered too controversial to be published in Beijing. Hong Kong
publishing, however, is much more open, so many of these books have been
published in Hong Kong. Some of the most informative are those by Deng
Liqun, Hu Jiwei, Yang Jisheng, Zhao Ziyang, and Zong Fengming. Among
the reformers who have written their reminiscences is Hu Jiwei, former editor
of the Renmin ribao (People’s Daily), who authored Cong Hua Guofeng xiatai
dao Hu Yaobang xiatai (From the Fall of Hua Guofeng to the Fall of Hu Yao-
bang).

Although chronologies of Hu Yaobang have not been published in the
mainland, his mainland friends have published two lengthy two-volume
chronologies in Hong Kong. One, edited by Sheng Ping, is Hu Yaobang si-
xiang nianpu (A Chronology of Hu Yaobang’s Thought) and a second, edited
by Zheng Zhongbing, is Hu Yaobang ziliao changbian (Materials for a Chron-
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ological Record of Hu Yaobang’s Life). There is also a three-volume biogra-
phy by Zhang Liqun and others—Hu Yaobang zhuan (A Biography of Hu
Yaobang)—that remains unpublished. Hu’s friends have collected four vol-
umes of recollections, Huainian Yaobang (Remembering Yaobang), which
have been edited by Zhang Liqun and others and published in Hong Kong.
And on the mainland, Hu’s daughter, under the name Man Mei, published
Sinian yiran wujin: Huiyi fuqin Hu Yaobang (Longing without End: Memo-
ries of My Father, Hu Yaobang).

Zhao Ziyang, while under house arrest after 1989, found a way to record
in his own words an account of his history and personal views, a work that
has been translated into English as Prisoner of the State: The Secret Journal of
Premier Zhao Ziyang, and edited by Bao Pu, Renee Chiang, and Adi Ignatius.
After 1989, the outside person with whom Zhao spoke the most is Zong
Fengming, who wrote Zhao Ziyang, Ruanjinzhong de tanhua (Conversations
with Zhao Ziyang while under House Arrest). Zhao did not authorize the
reminiscences by Zong, but he authorized and personally reviewed three re-
corded, highly focused conversations with journalist Yang Jisheng, published
in Zhongguo gaige niandai zhengzhi douzheng (Political Struggle in the Period
of Chinese Reform). These works, including some very critical of some of
Deng’s activities, offer valuable alternative perspectives to those given in the
mainland publications.

I have also viewed Chinese documentaries showing Deng giving speeches,
meeting people, visiting various sites, and relaxing with his family. At my di-
rection, research assistants translated materials from the Russian.

In addition to general works on much of the Deng era, I have made use of
many more specialized materials on specific subjects covered in this volume
(see materials in English, Chinese, and Japanese that are included in the on-
line bibliography and glossary at http://scholar.harvard.edu//ezravogel).

Apart from various short trips to China, when I was in Beijing for longer
periods—five months in 2006, one month in 2007, several weeks in 2008,
one month in 2009, and several weeks in 2010—I had an opportunity to in-
terview in particular three categories of knowledgeable people: party histori-
ans, children of top officials, and officials who worked under Deng. Except
for several English-speaking Chinese who preferred to speak in English, the
interviews were conducted in Chinese without an interpreter. In particular, I
have benefited from extensive interviews with Zhu Jiamu, Cheng Zhong-
yuan, Chen Donglin, and Han Gang, all outstanding historians specializing
in party history. I also conducted interviews with two children of Deng
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Xiaoping (Deng Rong and Deng Lin), two children of Chen Yun (Chen Yuan
and Chen Weili), and two children of Hu Yaobang (Hu Deping and Hu De-
hua). In addition, I have interviewed children of Chen Yi, Ji Dengkui, Song
Renqiong, Wan Li, Ye Jianying, Yu Qiuli, and Zhao Ziyang. They are all
bright, thoughtful people. Discreet and filial, they shared concrete reminis-
cences that gave a flavor of their parents and their parents’ colleagues.

The former officials I interviewed range from those who are great admirers
of Deng Xiaoping to severe critics who feel both that Deng did not fully sup-
port Hu Yaobang and the intellectuals and that he tragically missed opportu-
nities to push for political reform. Some are well-known officials who had
worked with and under Deng, including former foreign minister Huang
Hua, former president Jiang Zemin, former deputy head of the Organization
Department of the party Li Rui, former vice premier Qian Qichen, and for-
mer first party secretary of Guangdong Ren Zhongyi. All of these officials
had retired, allowing us to have a more leisurely conversation than would
have been possible while they were still working.

I also benefited from interviews with a talented group of retired officials
who worked under Deng, some of whom now write articles for the journal
Yanhuang chunqiu, including Du Daozheng, Feng Lanrui, Sun Changjiang,
Wu Mengyu, Yang Jisheng, and the late Zhu Houze. Some are occasionally
criticized or warned for their outspoken comments, but generally they have
been given freedom to express their views. In addition, I had a chance to in-
terview scholars at research centers and universities in China. Scholars tend
to be not as well informed on inner-party workings as those who served in
the government and party under Deng, even if they are party members, but
they often have had opportunities to know key people and some have read
broadly and researched available documents with great care.

Although there are several institutions where specialists are doing research
on party history, including the Central Party School, several universities, and
the Contemporary China Research Institute, the institution with the greatest
number of researchers, the greatest resources, and the best access to party
materials is the Central Party Literature Research Center (Zhonggong Zhong-
yang Wenxian Yanjiushi), which is operated under the purview of the Central
Committee. Some fifteen people at this center worked on compiling Deng
Xiaoping nianpu. In addition, about fifteen are now working on an official
biography of Deng that they hope to complete within the next several years.

At Harvard, I have had the opportunity over the years to exchange views
with many visiting Chinese officials and scholars, some of whom are very fa-
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miliar with the politics of Beijing. A number are prominent political dissi-
dents—very able, dedicated, and idealistic people who ran afoul of party or-
thodoxy in the 1980s. I particularly benefited from talks with Chen Yizi, Dai
Qing, Gao Wenquan, the late Liu Binyan, Ruan Ming, and the late Wang
Ruoshui. I have talked with Wang Dan, a student leader during the Tianan-
men incident, and Wei Jingsheng, whose famous 1978 wall poster on De-
mocracy Wall, “On the Fifth Modernization,” led to a sentence of fifteen
years imprisonment. I have also talked with younger former officials such as
Wu Guoguang, Wu Jiaxiang (who has since returned to Beijing), and Yu Qi-
hong, all of whom worked in central party organs. And I have learned from
economic specialists whom I knew in Beijing and at Harvard, particularly
Fan Gang, Lu Mai, and Qian Yingyi.

In addition to those mentioned earlier, I have interviewed Bao Pu, Chris
Buckley, Anson Chan, Chen Guangzhe, Chen Haosu, Chen Kaizhi, Chen
Weili, Chen Xiankui, Chen Xiaolu, Chen Yuan, Chen Zhiya, Cheng
Zhongyi, Chung Jae Ho, Deng Yingtao, John Dolfin, Peter Drysdale, Du Pu,
Du Ruizhi, Du Runsheng, Gao Hua, Gao Shangquan, Gao Xiqing, the late
Gong Yuzhi, Leo Goodstadt, He Fang, He Liliang, Hu Xiaojiang, Huang
Ping, Huang Renwei, Ji Humin, Jiang Mianheng, Jin Chongji, Larry Lau,
Leng Rong, Leung Chun-ying, Li Dequan, Li Jie, Li Junru, Li Pu, Li Seng-
ping, the late Li Shenzhi, Li Xiangqian, Li Yu, Lin Jingyao, Liu Shuqing, Liu
Yawei, Christine Loh, Long Yongtu, Lu Yaogang, Luo Yuan, Ma Liqun, Ma
Peiwen, Charles Martin, Dede Nickerson, Chris Patten, Mario Pini, Sha Zu-
kang, Shang Yuan, Shen Shaojie, Shen Zaiwang, Song Kehuang, Song Yi-
ping, Sun Gang, Donald Tseng, Wan Shupeng, Wang Jian, Wang Juntao,
Wang Yannan, Wang Yi, Wu Jinglian, Wu Nansheng, Xiao Donglian, Xie
Mingang, Xiong Huayuan, Yan Jiagi, Yang Chengxu, Yang Qixian, Yang
Tianshi, Ye Xuanji, Ye Xuanlian, Regina Yip, Yu Xiaoxia, Zeng Yanxiu, Zhai
Zhihai, Zhang Baijia, Zhang Guoxing, Zhang Xianyang, Zhang Xingxing,
Zhang Xinsheng, Zhang Ying, Zhang Yunlin, Zhao Shukai, Zheng Bijian,
Zheng Zhongbing, Zhou Mingwei, Zhou Muzhi, Zhou Qi, and Zhu Qi-
zhen. I am indebted to all my Chinese friends and acquaintances who tried
to help a foreigner understand. But none bears any responsibility for the
views I present, which are my own best judgments from the various sources I
have seen.

To get a better sense of the environment that Deng experienced, I spent
several days each in locations that were important to Deng during his life-
time: his birthplace in Guang’an county in Sichuan; the Taihang Mountains
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in Shanxi where Deng spent eight years as a guerrilla fighter; Chongqing and
Chengdu, Deng’s base when he was in charge of the Southwest Bureau from
1949 to 1952; and Ruijin, Jiangxi, where he lived for several years during the
early 1930s. I also visited Chen Yun’s birth site in Qingpu, on the outskirts of
Shanghai. In each of these places, local scholars and officials were helpful in
supplementing the materials in museums, giving me a sense of Deng’s role in
the local setting.

I traveled to Singapore to talk with former prime minister Lee Kuan Yew,
who perhaps knew Deng Xiaoping as well as any foreign leader, former prime
minister Goh Chok Tong, former adviser on the Chinese coastal areas Goh
Keng Swee, President S. R. Nathan, and other officials. I also had long dis-
cussions with scholars, especially Wang Gungwu, John Wong, and Zheng
Yongnian. In Hong Kong I met Yang Zhenning and Edgar Cheng, who met
Deng many times when traveling with his father-in-law, Y. K. Pao, the lead-
ing Hong Kong shipping magnate who had more meetings with Deng than
anyone else living outside mainland China.

In Australia, I had a chance to talk with former prime minister Robert
Hawke, former ambassador to Beijing Ross Garnaut, former foreign ministry
official Richard Rigby, Roger Uren, and others. In addition, I traveled to
Moscow, where I met Lev Deliusin who spent many years in China, headed
the Oriental Institute in Moscow, and wrote a book on Deng. I have bene-
fited especially from discussions with Alexander Pantsov, a meticulous scholar
now teaching in the United States, who is knowledgeable about Russian
sources on Mao and Deng, and Sergei Tikhvinsky.

My visits to England in search of greater insights on Deng led to discus-
sions with former ambassador Sir Alan Donald, former ambassador Richard
Evans, and former Hong Kong governor David Wilson—and while in Bei-
jing, I met former British ambassador Sir Anthony Galsworthy. I also talked
with former Hong Kong chief executive Tung Chee Hwa and spent many
sessions with Sin Por Shiu, a member of the Hong Kong negotiating team
with Beijing.

While in Japan, I talked with former prime minister Nakasone Yasuhiro;
former ambassadors to Beijing, including Anami Koreshige, Kunihiro Michi-
hiko, and Tanino Sakutaro; other former China specialists in the Japanese
Foreign Ministry such as Hatakenaka Atsushi, Kato Koichi, and Shimokouji
Shuji; and generalists who know a great deal about Japanese foreign policy,
including Kawashima Yutaka, Togo Katsuhiko, and Watanabe Koji. I have
also talked with Japanese scholars who specialize in China’s relations with
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other countries, particularly Hirano Ken'ichiro, Kawashima Shin, Kokubun
Ryosei, Mori Kazuko, Soeya Yoshihide, Takagi Seiichiro, Takahara Akio,
Tanaka Akihiko, Tsuji Kogo, Yabuki Susumu, and Yamada Tatsuo. I am in-
debted especially to two Japanese scholars of China, Masuo Chisako and
Sugimoto Takashi, who are translating this book into Japanese. Masuo, who
wrote an excellent book on Deng’s foreign policy, assisted me in collecting
Japanese materials, including some that have been declassified by the Japa-
nese government.

I have had the chance to talk with a number of American officials who met
Deng, including former president Jimmy Carter and former vice president
Walter Mondale, who had key visits with Deng in 1979; as well as Henry
Kissinger and Brent Scowcroft. I also talked with Zbigniew Brzezinski and
the late Michel Oksenberg, who were the key White House officials who
managed the normalization talks. Edward Cox, a son-in-law of President
Richard Nixon who visited Deng with the president, shared his recollections
with me. I talked with several former U.S. ambassadors to Beijing, including
the late Arthur Hummel, the late Jim Lilley, Winston Lord, Joe Prueher,
Sandy Randt, Stapleton Roy, Jim Sasser, and the late Leonard Woodcock.
Ambassador Woodcock’s widow, Sharon Woodcock, kindly shared with me
her husband’s papers. I have also had an opportunity to talk with other China
specialists who served in the White House, the State Department, or other
parts of the U.S. government, particularly Mike Armacost, Chris Clarke,
Richard Fisher, Chas Freeman, David Gries, Charles Hill, Don Keyser, Paul
Kreisberg, Herb Levin, Ken Lieberthal, Bill McCahill, Doug Paal, Nick Platt,
Alan Romberg, Stapleton Roy, Richard Solomon, Doug Spelman, Robert
Suettinger, Roger Sullivan, Robert Sutter, Harry Thayer, and John Thomson.
Two former students, Susan Lawrence and Melinda Liu, who spent many
years reporting from Beijing, have been extraordinarily generous with their
time and insights. Jan Berris of the National Committee on U.S.-China Re-
lations has been a wonderful source of information about people and events.
I have also interviewed four of Dengs interpreters: Ji Chaozhu, Shi Yanhua,
Nancy Tang, and the late Zhang Hanzhi.

I have benefited from the careful reading of drafts of the entire manuscript
by Paul Cohen, Joseph Fewsmith, Merle Goldman, Charlotte Ikels, Don
Keyser, Andrew Nathan, Tony Saich, and David Shambaugh. I have also been
fortunate to have had parts of the manuscript read carefully by John Berning-
hausen, Ashley Esarey, Mel Goldstein, Arthur Kleinman, Mike Lampton,
Diana Lary, Susan Lawrence, Cheng Li, Edwin and Cyril Lim, Perry Link,
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Bill McCabhill, Lawrence Reardon, Robert Ross, Stapleton Roy, Richard Sam-
uels, Richard Solomon, Mike Szonyi, Martin Whyte, Dalena Wright, and Ye
Nan. (Those who read Chapter 18 are listed in the notes to that chapter.) A
number of party historians in China were kind enough to read through an
earlier draft of this manuscript that had been translated into Chinese to help
correct errors and misunderstandings: Chen Donglin, Cheng Zhongyuan,
Han Gang, Qi Weiping, Shen Zhihua, Xiao Yanzhong, Yang Kuisong, and
Zhu Jiamu. Only I, however, can be held responsible for any errors not cor-
rected and for those that have crept in since they read the manuscript.

I have benefited greatly from discussions with colleagues at Harvard, in-
cluding William Alford, Peter Bol, Julian Chang, Paul Cohen, Tim Colton,
Nara Dillon, Mark Elliott, Joe Fewsmith, Merle Goldman, Steve Goldstein,
Rowena He, Sebastian Heilmann, William Hsiao, lain Johnston, Bill Kirby,
Arthur Kleinman, Rod MacFarquhar, Suzanne Ogden, Bill Overholt, Dwight
Perkins, Liz Perry, Robert Ross, Tony Saich, Mike Szonyi, Tam Tai, Tu Wei-
ming, Ning Wang, James L. Watson, John and Anne Watt, Martin Whyrte,
Jeff Williams, Endymion Wilkinson, and David Wolff. I have discussed is-
sues with scholars elsewhere including John Berninghausen, Tom Bernstein,
Chen Guangzhe, Deborah Davis, John Dolfin, Tom Gold, Mel Goldstein,
Gui Benqing, Mike Lampton, Perry Link, Richard Madsen, Jean Oi, Jona-
than Pollack, the late Lucian Pye, Dick Samuels, David Shambaugh, Susan
Shirk, Dorie Solinger, Ed Steinfeld, and Andrew Walder.

I have also been assisted by Holly Angell, Deirdre Chetham, Jorge Espada,
Shenpeng Gao, Elizabeth Gilbert, Anna Laura Rosow, Kate Sauer, Shi Wen-
ying, and Zhang Ye. Like all other scholars working on post-1949 Chinese
materials at Harvard, I am greatly indebted to the Fairbank Center librarian
in the Fung Library, Nancy Hearst, who combines an intimate knowledge of
source materials with a seemingly boundless passion to help scholars locate
the information they need. She corrected my notes and proofread the manu-
script several times. As China grows increasingly important in the twenty-
first century, we are privileged at Harvard to have access to a special collection
of materials in the Fairbank Collection of the Fung Library that are an in-
valuable resource for research on contemporary China. Not only are many of
these materials unavailable in other Western libraries, they are inaccessible in
Chinese libraries as well.

I am also indebted to Jean Hung, who has, with equal passion to help
scholars, assembled and creatively organized the most complete collection of
materials on this period outside mainland China, at the Universities Service
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Centre of The Chinese University of Hong Kong. I was also fortunate to re-
ceive assistance from the librarians at the Carter Library in Atlanta, who
helped me find and use documents from the Carter administration. My con-
scientious editor Earl Harbert worked line by line to make the manuscript
clear to those who are not China specialists. Julie Carlson, my copyeditor,
has been creative, thorough, and tireless in helping me shape the manuscript.
Kathleen McDermott, editor at Harvard University Press, has been the cre-
ative, diligent, enthusiastic manager who oversaw every aspect of the pub-
lication.

My wife, Charlotte Ikels, a specialist on the anthropology of China, has
been a constant intellectual companion at all stages of this work. She pa-
tiently tried her best to provide balance and spiritual support to a driven
workaholic.

Although I served as a U.S. national intelligence officer for East Asia from
1993 to 1995, I have not had access to classified materials in the course of
this research. All statements of fact, opinion, or analysis expressed are those
of the author. The materials presented here do not reflect the official posi-
tions or views of the CIA or any other U.S. government agency. Nothing in
the contents should be construed as asserting or implying U.S. government
authentication of information or endorsement of the author’s views. This
material has been reviewed by the CIA to prevent the disclosure of classified
information.



Introduction: The Man and His Mission

In March 1979 Sir Murray MacLehose, the widely respected Chinese-
speaking British governor of Hong Kong, flew to Beijing to explain Hong
Kong’s problems. Told in advance only that he would meet a high official,
MacLehose was delighted to learn after he arrived that he would be meeting
Deng Xiaoping, who had just been named China’s preeminent leader.! Dur-
ing an intimate meeting in the Great Hall of the People, MacLehose told
Deng about the growing difficulties confronting Hong Kong. As both men
well knew, the British had ruled the colony of Hong Kong since the Opium
War, but the lease from China for most of the land that was now part of
Hong Kong would expire in 1997. Governor MacLehose was measured and
diplomatic as he talked of the need to reassure Hong Kong people deeply
worried about what might happen after 1997. Deng listened attentively to
Governor MacLehose’s concerns and then, as they rose after their talk and
moved toward the door, he beckoned to MacLehose. The governor, well over
six feet tall, leaned over to hear the words of his five-foot host: “If you think
governing Hong Kong is hard, you ought to try governing China.”

Deng was acutely aware that China was in a disastrous state. At the begin-
ning of the previous decade, during the Great Leap Forward, more than thirty
million people had died. The country was still reeling from the Cultural Rev-
olution in which young people had been mobilized to attack high-level offi-
cials and, with Mao’s support, push them aside as the country of almost one
billion people was plunged into chaos. The average per capita income of Chi-
nese peasants, who made up 80 percent of the population, was then only
US$40 per year. The amount of grain produced per person had fallen below
what it had been in 1957.
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Military officials and revolutionary rebels had been moved in to replace
the senior party officials who had been forced out, but they were unprepared
and unqualified for the positions they had assumed. The military had be-
come bloated and was neglecting the military tasks, while military officers in
civilian jobs were enjoying the perquisites of offices without performing the
work. The transportation and communication infrastructure was in disarray.
The bigger factories were still operating with technology imported from the
Soviet Union in the 1950s, and the equipment was in a state of disrepair.

Universities had been basically closed down for almost a decade. Educated
youth had been forcibly sent to the countryside and it was becoming harder
to make them stay. Yet in the cities there were no jobs for them, nor for the
tens of millions of peasants wanting to migrate there. Further, the people
who were already living in the cities, fearing for their jobs, were not ready to
welcome newcomers.

Some officials were bold enough to suggest that the real cause of the prob-
lems China was facing was Mao Zedong himself, but Deng believed that a
single person should not be held responsible for the failures of the previous
two decades. “We are all to blame,” he said. Mao had made huge mistakes,
certainly, but in Deng’s view the larger problem was the faulty system that
had given rise to those mistakes. The effort to gain control of the political
system down to the household had overreached, creating fear and lack of ini-
tiative. The effort to gain control of the economic system had also over-
reached, causing rigidities that stymied dynamism. How could China’s lead-
ers loosen things up while keeping the country stable?

For more than a decade before the Cultural Revolution, no one had greater
responsibility for building and administering the old system than Deng Xiao-
ping. During his three and a half years in the countryside from 1969 to 1973,
no one who had held high positions had thought more deeply about what
went wrong with China’s old system and what needed to be done than Deng
Xiaoping,.

In 1978, Deng did not have a clear blueprint about how to bring wealth to
the people and power to the country; instead, as he confessed, repeating a
widely used saying—he “groped for the stepping stones as he crossed the
river.” But he did have a framework for thinking about how to proceed.

He would open the country wide to science, technology, and management
systems, and to new ideas from anywhere in the world, regardless of the coun-
try’s political system. He was aware that the new dynamos of Asia—Japan,
South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore—were growing faster than
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any countries ever had. But Deng realized he could not simply import an
entire system from abroad, for no alien system could fit the unique needs of
China—which had a rich cultural heritage but was also huge, diverse, and
poor. He realized what some free-market economists did not, that one could
not solve problems simply by opening markets; one had to build institutions
gradually. He would encourage other officials to expand their horizons, to go
everywhere to learn what brings success, to bring back promising technology
and management practices, and to experiment to see what would work at
home. He would help pave the way by developing good relations with other
countries so they would be receptive to working with China.

To provide order during this rebuilding, he believed there was only one or-
ganization that could manage the process—the Communist Party. The most
experienced leaders available in China in 1978 were the party leaders who
had risen to levels of responsibility in the 1950s and early 1960s. They needed
to be brought back and young people had to be trained overseas and bring
back the best ideas, the best science, the best technology, from anywhere.
Bringing in new ways would be terribly disruptive. Even the Communist
Party would have to change fundamentally its goals and its methods of opera-
tion.

As the paramount leader, Deng did not see his role as coming up with new
ideas. He saw his job as managing the disruptive process of devising and im-
plementing a new system. He would have the ultimate responsibility and he
needed to make sound judgment calls. He would need to select a core of co-
workers who could share responsibility for guiding the system and he would
have to set up quickly an organization so they could work together effectively.
He needed the best information he could get about what was actually going
on in the country and what was happening abroad. He needed to provide
hope without raising expectations that were unrealistic, as Mao had done in
1958. He would have to explain the situation to his officials and to the public
and pace the changes so that people could accept them and the country
would not split apart. Although he had considerable power, he knew he had
to be sensitive to the political atmosphere among his colleagues if they were
to implement what he directed. He needed to allow a measure of stability
in employment and daily life even as the system underwent fundamental
changes. In short, Deng faced a tall order, and an unprecedented one: at the
time, no other Communist country had succeeded in reforming its economic
system and bringing sustained rapid growth, let alone one with one billion
people in a state of disorder.
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The Man: Deng Xiaoping

Despite Deng’s diminutive stature, once he became the preeminent leader,
when he appeared in a room he had a commanding presence that made him a
natural center of attention. More than one observer commented that it was as
if the electricity in the room flowed to him. He had the concentrated inten-
sity of someone determined to resolve important matters. He possessed the
natural poise of a former wartime military commander as well as the self-
assurance that came from half a century of dealing with life-and-death issues
near the center of power. Having faced ups and downs, and been given time
to recover with support from his wife, children, and close colleagues, he had
become comfortable with who he was. When he did not know something, he
readily admitted it. President Jimmy Carter commented that Deng, unlike
Soviet leaders, had an inner confidence that allowed one to get directly into
substantive issues. He did not dwell on what might have been or who was at
fault for past errors; as in bridge, which he played regularly, he was ready to
play the hand he was dealt. He could recognize and accept power realities and
operate within the boundaries of what seemed possible. Once Mao was no
longer alive to look over his shoulder, Deng was sufficiently sure of himself
and his authority that with guests he could be relaxed, spontaneous, direct,
witty, and disarmingly frank. At a state banquet in Washington in January
1979, when told by Shirley MacLaine about a Chinese intellectual who was
so grateful for what he had learned about life after being sent to the country-
side to raise tomatoes during the Cultural Revolution, Deng’s patience was
soon exhausted. He interrupted her to say, “He was lying” and went on to tell
her how horrible the Cultural Revolution had been.

For someone who turned seventy-four in 1978, Deng was still vigorous
and alert. He still took his morning break with a fast-paced half-hour walk
around the garden of his home where he also kept his office. Many Chinese
leaders, when seated next to their guest in comfortable chairs that were placed
aside each other, would look straight ahead when they talked, but Deng liked
to turn and look directly at the person he was talking with. He had an in-
quisitive mind and was a good listener. When he objected to the policies of
foreign nations, foreign officials described him as feisty and “tough as nails.”
Having observed nations pursuing their self-interest through imperialism,
colonialism, and the use of military force abroad, Deng was never naive about
what to expect from foreign leaders professing goodwill. But even when they
did not like what he had to say, foreign visitors, from different social posi-
tions and different parties, from large countries and small, ended up feeling
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comfortable with him. They felt he was someone with whom they could do
business.

Some Westerners were so impressed with Deng’s directness and pragma-
tism that they mistakenly thought he was a capitalist at heart and that he
would lead China toward a Western-style democracy. He was always ready to
learn, but in the end he believed he knew better than they what was good for
China and it was not capitalism and Western-style democracy.

By 1978, Deng was hard of hearing in his right ear, and it was awkward for
him to take part in group meetings where various people expressed their
views. He much preferred to read papers, and he spent every morning sitting
by himself reading reports; his office director each day brought him fifteen
newspapers and all the important reports; Deng would choose which ones to
spend time on. In some ways it was easier for him to meet foreigners, for the
interpreter could speak directly in his good left ear, making it natural as he
exchanged views with his guests. Deng spoke Mandarin with a strong Sichua-
nese accent, but it was intelligible to other Mandarin speakers and did not
slow him down. The responsibilities Deng faced were daunting, but it is dif-
ficult to imagine how anyone could have been much better prepared for the
tasks or better suited for them by temperament and habit.

Deng had an instinctive patriotism and commitment to the Communist
Party that inspired the confidence of his fellow officials. The patriotism that
underlay Deng’s lifelong activism had jelled at age fourteen, just when popu-
lar nationalism took hold in the country, as he took to the streets of Guang’an
county where he was attending middle school. Five years later in France, dis-
appointed with the dirty and difficult factory work assigned to Chinese and
the withdrawal of the promise of opportunities to study, Deng joined the
French branch of the Chinese Communist Party. He would remain a com-
mitted Communist until his death more than seven decades later.

From his five years in France and one year in the Soviet Union, Deng ac-
quired a far better understanding of developments around the world and far
more perspective on China than Mao had garnered. Deng had a chance to
see industry and commerce in a modern country, and his year in the Soviet
Union gave him a chance to see how the first Communist country had tack-
led modernization.

Already while in France, Deng had an opportunity to take part in the small
groups of intellectuals considering overall strategy for the Communist youth
movement. From that time on, Deng’s association with the grand strategists
of the Chinese revolution gave him a unique view, from “commanding
heights,” of how these theories took hold and influenced events on the
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ground. In France, Deng quit his factory jobs and did odd jobs around the
tiny Chinese Communist Party office led by Zhou Enlai, who was six years
older than Deng. Deng, known then as “Dr. Mimeograph” for his role in
producing the simple propaganda pamphlets that publicized the leftist cause
to Chinese students in France, became in effect an apprentice where he could
observe how Zhou Enlai, already a leader among fellow Chinese youth, with
experience in Japan and England, went about building an organization.
Though one of the youngest in the group, Deng soon was on the executive
committee of the Communist youth organization in Europe. At Sun Yat-sen
(Zhongshan) University in Moscow where the Soviets were just beginning to
train Chinese for the international communist movement, Deng was selected
for Group No. 7, in which the highest level of Chinese leaders were trained
for the international Communist movement. At Sun Yat-sen University Deng
had an opportunity to understand how the Soviets had built their Commu-
nist movement and to learn their views on how to build a movement in
China.

For his entire career, with brief interruptions, Deng had been close enough
to the top seat of power that he could observe from the inside how the top
leaders responded to different situations. Not long after he returned to China
in 1927, he was again under Zhou Enlai, in the Shanghai underground, as
the party tried to devise survival strategies while Chiang Kai-shek, their for-
mer colleague, tried to wipe them out. Not only did Deng take part in the
planning to create urban insurrections, but at age twenty-five he was sent to
Guangxi province to lead urban insurrections. As Mao began to build up the
Jiangxi Soviet base, Deng went there where as head of the party in Ruijin
county, he learned how Mao was building up his rural base. On the Long
March, Deng got to attend the crucial Zunyi conference where Mao began to
emerge as leader. Before the Long March had ended Deng had the opportu-
nity to become a confidante of Mao’s. Not long after Mao set up his base in
northwest China, Mao entrusted Deng with major responsibilities as a polit-
ical commissar, providing political leadership within the military. Later in the
civil war, he was given responsibility for taking over Shanghai and guiding
the transition to Communist rule and was then sent to the Southwest where
he was given responsibility for leading one of the six major regions of the
country.

Above all, it was at the center of power in Beijing, from 1952 to 1966, that
Deng had the opportunity to work closely with Mao to consider strategies for
China’s development and for dealing with foreign countries. Mao had identi-
fied Deng as one of his potential successors, and Deng had taken part in
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Politburo meetings and after 1956 in its Standing Committee, along with the
other five highest-ranking officials in the country. Deng also became a central
participant in the planning and creation of a socialist structure that featured
agricultural collectivization and nationalization of industry, and played a cen-
tral role in land reform in the Southwest. In 19591961, he had played a
major part in guiding the adjustments to the socialist structure after the fail-
ures of the Great Leap Forward. In short, Deng in 1978 had half a century of
experience in thinking about strategies used by China’s top leaders in guiding
the country.

Deng was a military leader for twelve years, and even later described him-
self as a soldier. He was a political commissar rather than a military com-
mander, but he was party secretary and had responsibility for approving mili-
tary actions. Working closely with a military commander, he fought first in
small guerrilla activities, but then in huge battles in the civil war. During the
Huai Hai military campaign in late 1948, he ended up as the party secretary
of the front command, responsible for coordinating half a million soldiers in
one of the largest battles in military history and one of the key turning points
in the civil war.

Throughout his career, Deng was responsible for implementation rather
than for theory. His responsibilities had grown from leading a small county
in the Jiangxi Soviet to leading the work of several counties in the Taihang
Mountains as political commissar in World War II, to leading a border area
where several provinces intersected after World War II, to leading the entire
Southwest after 1949, to leading the country.

In the 1950s, Deng was responsible for guiding the Chinese Communist
Party’s relations with other Communist parties, at a time when China had
few relations with the West. After he was allowed to return from the Cultural
Revolution, Deng served as an apprentice to Zhou Enlai as he accepted re-
sponsibilities for leading China’s work in foreign relations.

Some say Deng had little experience in economic affairs, but economic
activities were always an important responsibility of party generalists. Fur-
thermore, from 1953-1954 Deng had served for a year as finance minister at
a crucial stage as China was building its socialist economic structure.

An important part of Communist activity was always propaganda. In
France, Deng had been responsible for putting out a propaganda bulletin. In
the Jiangxi Soviet, after undergoing criticism, he was put in charge of propa-
ganda for the entire soviet area, and on the Long March he again had respon-
sibilities in the area of propaganda. As a political commissar in the military,
Deng found that he was most persuasive when he was direct and gave his
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troops a broad perspective, connecting their efforts to the overall situation
and mission.

In short, Deng had an enormous range of governing experiences at the lo-
cal, regional, and national levels that he could draw on. For half a century he
had been part of the broad strategic thinking of party leaders. He had held
high positions in the party, in the government, and in the army. In the 1950s
he had taken part in bringing in new industries and new technology from the
Soviet Union, just as he would have responsibility for bringing in new indus-
tries from the West in the 1980s.

Deng was very bright, always at the top of his class. He was the youngest of
eighty-four students to have passed the examinations to be sent from Sichuan
to France in 1920. He had been good at one of the main tasks in his early
Confucian training, learning to recite long passages of texts by memory. In
the underground he had learned not to leave a paper trail, but to keep in-
formation in his mind. Deng could deliver well-thought-through and well-
organized hour-long lectures without notes. Mao once called him a walking
encyclopedia. Before important events, Deng liked to spend time thinking
quietly by himself as he considered what to say so that when the time came,
he could give clear and decisive presentations.

Deng had been hardened by seeing comrades die in battle and in intra-
party purges. He had seen friends become enemies, and enemies become
friends. Three times Deng had been purged, in the Jiangxi Soviet, in 1966 in
the Cultural Revolution when he was subjected to blistering criticism, and in
1976. Deng had developed a steely determination. He had disciplined him-
self not to display raw anger and frustration and not to base his decisions on
feelings but on careful analysis of what the party and country needed. Mao
once described Deng as a needle inside a cotton ball, tough on the inside, soft
on the outside, but many of Deng’s colleagues rarely sensed a ball of cotton.*
His colleagues did not believe he was unfair: unlike Chairman Mao, Deng
was not vindictive—though when he judged that it was in the interest of the
party, he would remove even those who had dedicated themselves to him and
his mission.

During difficulties, Deng was sustained partly by the warm and close rela-
tions with his wife and family and by a certain inner confidence that came
from overcoming past hardships. But until 1976 he was also sustained by a
special relationship with the dominant figure of China’s revolution, Chair-
man Mao. Mao destroyed many of his comrades, but he had a special rela-

tionship with Deng from the 1930s after Deng’s first purge for being a part of
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the Mao faction. Mao twice purged Deng, but he never destroyed him. He
set him aside for possible use later.

Deng’s colleagues understood that he regarded ruling China as serious
business, and although he could be witty, with colleagues he was usually for-
mal. He did not take an interest in their personal lives. He was above petty
concerns and instead focused on providing the firm leadership that most felt
China needed, as well as a sense of direction for their shared cause. He was
clear, logical, and predictable. He was known for thinking about the big is-
sues, and for leaving details to others. He was not a micromanager.

With ordinary citizens, however, Deng was far more approachable than
the godlike Chairman Mao; people spoke reverently of “Chairman Mao,”
but they could call Deng by his first name, “Xiaoping.” Deng was also relaxed
about his vices, of which, he told visitors, he had three—smoking cigarettes,
drinking alcohol, and spitting into the spittoon that was placed on the floor
beside him. And he enjoyed them all.

Deng was determined to do what was good for the party and the country,
not what was good for his friends. After leaving his home at sixteen, Deng
never again visited his parents or his hometown. He made it clear that he did
not represent one locality, one faction, or one group of friends. His closest
colleagues were comrades working for a common cause, not friends whose
loyalty extended beyond the needs of the organization. Though he was un-
usually close to his wife and children, Deng kept to the code of party disci-
pline: he never revealed high-level secrets to his family, even though his wife
and four children were all party members. As a disciplined military officer,
when given orders, Deng was known for charging boldly ahead, even when
he knew that there would be heavy casualties.

Deng was not admired by all Chinese. Some considered him too auto-
cratic, too ready to take charge and to disregard what others had to say. Intel-
lectuals were unhappy with how he cracked down on outspoken people in
the anti-rightist campaign of 1957. Some considered him too rash, too ready
to charge ahead, too willing to impose discipline. Like any good military offi-
cer, he expected his subordinates to carry out orders. And although he wel-
comed what he considered constructive suggestions to resolve problems, he
bristled when foreigners and political dissidents criticized the party. He viv-
idly remembered the chaos of the civil war and the Cultural Revolution and
believed that social order in China was fragile; when he judged that it was at
risk, he would respond forcefully. As paramount leader, he was also prepared
to undertake bold reforms and opening on his own timetable. In short, by
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the time he emerged as the preeminent leader, Deng was a disciplined, expe-
rienced official determined to serve the needs of his party and his country.

The Mission: Making China Rich and Strong

For almost two centuries before 1978, other leaders of China, like Deng, had
been trying to find a way to make China rich and powerful.” The imperial
system, which had been established at roughly the same time as the Roman
Empire, had been extraordinarily successful. With some interruptions and
modifications, it had not only enabled Chinese leaders to govern a larger
population for a longer time than any other government on earth, but also
produced a great civilization. In such a vast country, where it took a month
to get from one end of the empire to the other, officials in the capital could
not supervise closely how every town and village was implementing national
laws and rules. The leaders had developed a remarkable system of selecting
able officials by examination, training them, and providing some supervision
while giving them great local autonomy.

By the end of the eighteenth century, rapid population growth, the ex-
panded commercial developments in local areas, and the arrival of imperialist
Western powers on the China coast were straining the imperial system. By
then each of the roughly 1,500 counties had an average population of about
200,000 and was governed by a single small office. New advances in mili-
tary, communications, manufacturing, and transportation technologies—
gunpowder and ships, for example—gave rise to economic development and
social forces that the thin layer of bureaucracy could not contain. In earlier
centuries, rulers had limited the growth of local economies in an effort to
keep them within the bounds of imperial control, but now rulers in Beijing
struggled to adapt the imperial system to cope with the changes.

Complicating their efforts was the sheer size of China. At this point, China
had the world’s largest population, which had doubled in size in the previous
two hundred years and was continuing to grow rapidly, and its geographical
area had expanded in those years to the west and northeast. Along the coast
and even along some of the land borders, the Chinese military could not stop
the advance of foreigners, and civilian leaders could not halt the expanded
commercial activities.

As the challenges to the system grew more severe, it remained difficult to
convince the rulers in Beijing that their system, which had survived for al-
most two millennia, was under serious threat. Between 1861 and 1875, just
at the time when Deng’s frugal grandfather was saving to increase the size of
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the family’s landholdings, a group of officials under the Tongzhi Emperor was
working to overcome growing social turmoil. Failing to realize the depth of
change required to cope with the new social forces at home and with the for-
eigners at their gates, they endeavored to keep the past on its throne. While
sending troops to quell the rebellions, they sought to reinvigorate the existing
institutions—by strengthening the examination system and the teaching of
Confucianism, and by spending lavishly on rebuilding the palace.

The Tongzhi Emperor’s successors had their faith in the traditional system
shaken, above all, by their shocking military defeat at the hands of their small
island neighbor, Japan, in the sea battles of 1894-1895. In 1898, with the
support of China’s twenty-seven-year-old emperor, reform-minded officials
rushed to introduce within one hundred days some forty edicts to create a
new order. They opened modern schools and universities and prepared to
send people abroad to learn modern Western subjects. But whereas the Japa-
nese had spent decades studying the West and crafting their own new sys-
tems, China’s 1898 reformers had not built a political or institutional base to
support reform. The Empress Dowager, threatened by the changes, placed
the emperor under house arrest and stopped the reforms. She later abolished
the traditional examination system, tried to modernize the military, and pre-
pared to write a new constitution. But she too failed to forge an effective sys-
tem. Instead of putting money into building naval ships, she built a marble
boat and an expensive summer palace. It was not easy to change the complex
and intricate imperial system with its established customs and institutions.

By the time Deng Xiaoping was born in 1904, China’s last dynasty, the
Qing, was already irreparably weakened by its inability to respond effectively
to both interior rebellions and intrusions of foreign powers along the coast.
In 1911 a small group of rebels in Wuhan who took control of the office of
a Qing governor-general and military commander set off a chain reaction,
bringing the imperial institutions to an abrupt end. The events of 1911 are
called the “1911 Revolution,” but it would be more accurate to describe them
as a collapse. They were not the result of a well-organized revolutionary force
but instead a response to the failure of the imperial system. Several brilliant
Qing officials had thoughtfully analyzed the problems China confronted and
had made creative proposals, but overall the rulers failed in their mission to
adapt the imperial system to meet the challenges.

In 1911 China, unlike Japan which kept the emperor and Great Britain
which kept the king, completely abolished the imperial system and created,
on paper, a republic. In fact there was no effective governmental structure to
replace imperial rule. Instead, after 1911, a series of leaders—Yuan Shikai,
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Sun Yat-sen, Chiang Kai-shek, and Mao Zedong—all tried to build a new
system to make the country rich and powerful.

Yuan Shikai, the most respected military leader at the time of the 1911
revolution, tried to unify the country militarily. But he was unable to win the
support of civilian leaders and failed to overcome all the regional military
leaders across the country who had taken up arms to bring order to their local
areas as the imperial system had weakened.

Sun Yat-sen, who as a schoolboy had spent many years living with an elder
brother in Hawaii, became a great publicist and fundraiser, first promoting
the revolution and then trying to create a unified government. He has been
called the father of the Chinese republic for his initial role in working with
Yuan Shikai to establish a government after 1911, but he quickly lost out to
Yuan Shikai. When Yuan Shikai’s efforts failed, Sun in 1923 set up a govern-
ment in Guangzhou that he hoped would become a national government.
He formed a political party, the Guomindang (Nationalist Party) to provide
political leadership, and on paper set up a national government with the out-
lines of a democratic structure. Sun attracted promising patriotic youth to
Guangzhou, including those who later became Communist leaders—Mao
Zedong, Zhou Enlai, Ye Jianying, Lin Biao—who were then also members of
the Guomindang. Sun helped strengthen the base of popular nationalism,
encouraged young people to go abroad to study, and promoted the mass me-
dia. But he confronted a chaotic environment and lacked both the organiza-
tional skills and the base of support necessary to build an effective political
system. He died in 1925 with his dreams unfulfilled.

Chiang Kai-shek, then a young military official trained in Japan, was
brought to Guangzhou by Sun Yat-sen to be commander of the newly estab-
lished Whampoa (Huangpu) Military Academy. There he was to train a new
national military officers’ corps that would lead the military unification of
the country. Chiang inherited Sun’s mantle in 1925, but he had difficulties
controlling growing rivalries within the Guomindang between the Commu-
nists and the right wing of the party. The rivalry grew into enmity, and in
April 1927 Chiang moved peremptorily to attack and kill those who would
not give up communism and declare allegiance to the Guomindang. Chiang
Kai-shek was a general of considerable talent, but to govern he needed to
work with the power holders—big businessmen, landlords, and warlords—
who had alienated the common people. He became head of the Chinese gov-
ernment with the support of a shaky coalition of warlords, but he lost sup-
port as he proved unable to contain the corruption and inflation that wracked
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the country. He lost the ensuing civil war to the more unified Communists,
who during the anti-Japanese war had built a strong party, army, and base of
support by exploiting the fears of city dwellers panicked from rampant infla-
tion and by appealing to the hopes of peasants expecting to receive their own
land from redistributed landlord holdings.

Mao Zedong, a charismatic visionary, brilliant strategist, and shrewd but
devious political manipulator, led the Communists to victory in the civil war
and in 1949 unified the nation and eliminated most of the foreign-held ter-
ritories. The military forces he had accumulated during the civil war were
sufficiently strong that with the Communist Party’s organizational discipline
and propaganda, he was able to establish in the early 1950s a structure that
penetrated far more deeply into the countryside and into urban society than
had the imperial system. He built up a unified national governing structure
led by the Communist Party and, with Soviet help, began to introduce mod-
ern industry. By 1956, with both peace and stability at hand, Mao might
have brought wealth and power to China. But instead he plunged the coun-
try into an ill-advised utopian debacle that led to massive food shortages and
millions of unnatural deaths. In his twenty-seven years of rule, Mao destroyed
not only capitalists and landlords, but also intellectuals and many senior offi-
cials who had served under him. By the time he died in 1976, the country
was in chaos and still mired in poverty.

When Deng ascended to power in 1978, he had many advantages that his
predecessors lacked. In the mid-nineteenth century, few people had under-
stood how deeply the new technology and developments along the coast were
challenging the Chinese system. In the last years of the empire, the reformers
had little idea of the institutional developments required to implement pro-
gressive new ideas. At the time of Yuan Shikai and Sun Yat-sen, there was no
unified army and no governmental structure capable of uniting contenders
for power. And after coming to power, Mao, who had no foreign experience,
could not receive help from the West due to the Cold War.

By the time Deng came to power, Mao had already unified the country,
built a strong ruling structure, and introduced modern industry—advantages
that Deng could build on. Many high officials realized that Mao’s system of
mass mobilization was not working, that China was lagging far behind the
foreign countries in science and technology, and that it needed to learn from
the West. More fundamental change was called for, and Deng could rely on
help from disgraced former senior officials who had been removed from
power but not eliminated. These returning revolutionaries stood ready to
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unite under the leadership of Deng and the Communist Party, providing a
ready resource of skills and energy, a useful transition to a new generation
better trained in modern science, technology, and administration.

In 1978, because of the Soviet Union’s aggressive behavior following the
American withdrawal from Vietnam, Western countries were receptive to
helping China loosen its ties with the Soviet Union. With the global expan-
sion of trade that followed, China had access to new markets and advanced
technologies—]Japan, Taiwan, South Korea, Hong Kong, and Singapore—
and nearby examples for how latecomers to the international scene could
modernize quickly. And unlike the Communist countries of Eastern Europe,
China was already completely independent from the Soviet Union, which
meant that its leaders were free to make decisions based on what they be-
lieved to be China’s best interests.

Yet all the favorable conditions that China enjoyed in 1978 would have
been insufficient to transform the huge, chaotic civilization into a modern
nation without a strong and able leader who could hold the country together
while providing strategic direction. Deng was far better prepared for such a
role than Yuan Shikai, Sun Yat-sen, Chiang Kai-shek, or Mao Zedong had
been. It was he who would finally realize the mission that others had tried for
almost two centuries to achieve, of finding a path that would make China
rich and powerful.

In pursuing this mission, Deng’s role changed fundamentally from one
period to the next. Before 1949, he was a revolutionary, and after 1949 he
became a builder helping to create a socialist state. From 1969 to 1973, dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution, he used his time while banished to the country-
side to reflect on the need for change. Then, during 1974-1975, while Mao
was still alive, he was allowed to help bring order to China, thereby laying the
groundwork for what he later achieved. When he returned to work in 1977
he became a reformer, first under Hua Guofeng, and after 1978, as preemi-
nent leader.

While hosting a delegation of U.S. university presidents in 1974, Deng
said, “I have never attended a university, but I have always considered that
since the day I was born, I have been in the university of life. There is no
graduation date except when I go to meet God.”® Throughout his life, Deng
kept learning and solving problems. In the process, stepping stone by step-
ping stone, he guided the transformation of China into a country that was
scarcely recognizable from the one he had inherited in 1978.



Deng’s Background






From Revolutionary to Builder
to Reformer
1904-1969

Deng Xiaoping was born in 1904 in Paifang, Guang’an county, Sichuan.
Though born to a small landlord family in a rural village, his village glorified
the example of a relative, Deng Shimin, a member of the Deng extended
family who had become a high official in imperial China and risen so high
that he had written secret memos for China’s top leaders.! The village was re-
named “paifang” (“memorial arch”) since a memorial arch had been erected
in Shimin’s honor after he returned there in 1774. The accomplishments of
Shimin and his brothers were truly extraordinary. At a time when only a few
thousand people each year passed the imperial examinations, and in a coun-
try inhabited by over 300 million people, Shimin as well as two of his broth-
ers all passed the difficult test. In fact, Shimin went on to pass the second ex-
amination and then the third, the top level, and was appointed a high official
in Beijing.?

In his brief autobiography, written when he was in Moscow in 1926-1927,
Deng Xiaoping wrote that his father had had dreams of Xiaoping, too, be-
coming a high official—dreams that perhaps had been reinforced by Deng’s
mother, since some of her relatives had also passed examinations and become
county magistrates. In imperial China, many families with a very bright
child, especially families in which another relative had become an official,
were willing to sacrifice to educate that child in the hope that he too might
become an official, bringing honor and wealth to the family. Xiaoping was
such a bright child, and although Deng Xiaoping’s father, Deng Wenming,
spent little time with his son, he made great efforts to further his education.

15
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Deng Xiaoping’s father participated actively in affairs beyond their village,
but gave little attention to matters at home. His first wife died without chil-
dren and he then married Xiaoping’s mother, two years older than himself,
when he was sixteen years old. She gave birth first to a daughter, then to
Xiaoping, then to two more sons and another daughter, who died at age ten.
Wenming added to the family a third wife who died shortly after giving birth
to a son, and then a fourth wife, Xia Bogen, who gave birth to three daugh-
ters. Deng Xiaoping’s father, at his peak, owned nearly forty mou of land (6.6
acres) and had several laborers who helped with the farm work and with rais-
ing silkworms.

Over his lifetime, Wenmings fortunes declined. He was head of the secret
society, Gelaohui, in his village, but he spent most of his time in the nearby
market town, Xiexing, a little more than a mile from Paifang, in the county
capital six miles away, and in Chongquing. In 1914 he became head of the
county police office. At one time, Wenming owned a small restaurant in
Xiexing and was one of the elders supporting a school there that his son,
Xiaoping, attended. But because he gambled and lost, he had to sell some of
his land and almost went bankrupt, and due to bad relations with a higher
official, he fled to other localities. Still, he continuously helped with Xiao-
ping’s education.

Deng Rong reports that Deng’s mother was very devoted to her son Xiao-
ping. Deng Xiaoping later recalled that he greatly respected his mother, who
died in 1926 at age forty-two, for her efforts, with an absent husband, to
look after the family. Mao Zedong was rebellious toward his father. Deng did
not rebel; he was simply distant. In later years, Deng Rong would recall that
her dad never talked about his own father who died in 1936.

When Deng Xiaoping was growing up, it was not clear what kind of
schooling would best prepare a child for the future. The imperial examina-
tions had been abandoned the year after Xiaoping was born, and Xiaoping
was only seven years old when the 1911 Revolution brought an end to impe-
rial officialdom. Yet the school system to replace Confucian training was just
beginning. So like many of the more privileged youth in Chinese villages of
the day, Xiaoping began his education at age five with standard Confucian
training at the home of an educated relative in Paifang. The next year he
transferred to a larger school in Xiexing, where he continued the study of the
Confucian classics and cultivated his skills in memorizing texts. At the time,
in Guang’an county, which had a population of over 200,000, there was only
one public primary school to train promising youth in modern subjects. He
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must have learned these subjects well: when he was eleven, Xiaoping passed
the highly competitive examinations to enter the upper primary school and
with his father’s financial support boarded there, in the town of Guang’an, six
miles away from Paifang village. At age fourteen, he also passed the entrance
examinations to Guang’an’s one public junior middle school (comparable to
an American high school). By age fifteen when he left that school to go to
Chongging, he had acquired a good grounding in the Confucian classics, in
modern subjects including mathematics, science, history, and geography, as
well as reading and writing the Chinese language.’

Some progressive schoolteachers heightened Deng’s sense of patriotism; al-
ready, in 1919, at the tender age of fourteen, he took part in the demonstra-
tions as part of the May Fourth Movement. The movement began when
Western leaders, who were assembled at Versailles to define the shape of the
postwar world, decided that the eastern portion of Shandong province, for-
merly a German concession, would be passed on to Japan rather than re-
turned to China. Students at Peking University and Yenching University were
outraged, and on May 4, 1919, they took to the streets of Beiping (renamed
Beijing when it became the capital in 1949) to demonstrate not only against
the Western powers for disregarding China, but against the Chinese govern-
ment for being too weak to stand up for China’s interests.

News of the May Fourth demonstrations spread quickly to universities and
to some high schools throughout the country, helping to fan the flames of a
new awareness of international developments and a new popular nationalism
among China’s educated youth. Guang’an was much more in touch with out-
side developments than more remote areas of China: the Qujiang River, more
than a hundred meters wide as it ran through the county seat at Guang’an,
was connected by two other rivers to Chongging, some sixty miles away, and
Chongging was only five days by steamer from Shanghai. Xiaoping, a preco-
cious teenager, joined the movement and with other students demonstrated
on the streets of Guang’an. He also paraded in the anti-Japanese boycotts in
Chongging in the fall of 1919. The birth of Deng Xiaoping’s personal aware-
ness of the broader world coincided precisely with the birth of national aware-
ness among educated youth. From this moment on, Deng’s personal identity
was inseparable from the national effort to rid China of the humiliation it
had suffered at the hands of other countries and to restore it to a position of
greatness, to make it rich and strong.*

Deng Xiaoping’s nascent understanding of the wider world was to expand
further when Deng Wenming found an opportunity for his son to go abroad
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for more education and training. During World War I, when many young
Frenchmen were off to fight the war, there was an acute labor shortage in
French factories, and tens of thousands of Chinese laborers were recruited to
go there to work. At the time there were virtually no scholarships available in
Western countries for bright Chinese students. An exception was offered by
a national organization established even before the war by some prominent
Chinese who hoped to enable Chinese students to go to France for “diligent
work and frugal study”; they would work part-time to earn a living as well as
attend French universities part-time to study modern science and technology.
France was then known in China for its high level of culture and it became
the favorite destination of Chinese students going overseas. A rich business-
man from Sichuan who had studied in France established a special scholar-
ship fund to enable Sichuan students to take part in the work-study program
in France. A year-long preparatory school was established in Chongging, and
Xiaoping took the entrance examination, passed, and spent the 1919-1920
school year there preparing to go abroad. At the end of the year, a few schol-
arships were made available to help some students travel to France. Xiaoping,
never particularly skilled in foreign languages, did not pass the French-
language examination; his father Wenming paid for his passage. One of Xiao-
ping’s classmates, an uncle three years older than him, made the journey with
Xiaoping and remained his constant companion during their first months in
France.

Birth of a Revolutionary: France and the Soviet Union, 1920-1927

When in 1920 the sixteen-year-old Deng Xiaoping boarded a steamer from
Chongging to Shanghai on the first leg of his journey to France, he was the
youngest of eighty-four students from Sichuan to participate in the student-
worker program. His journey itself would prove formative. During his week-
long layover in Shanghai, Deng Xiaoping saw white people treating Chinese,
in their own country, as if they were slaves. And when the refurbished cargo
ship Lebon, which transported the group to France, stopped in Hong Kong,
Vietnam, Singapore, and Ceylon (Sri Lanka), similar interactions between
white masters and local laborers left a deep impression of unfairness on Xiao-
ping and the other youths on board.

When the Chinese students arrived in Marseilles on October 19, the local
paper reported that they wore Western-style clothes with broad-brimmed
hats and pointed shoes; the students were immobile and silent, but appeared
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very intelligent.” They were bused to Paris and the next day dispersed to sev-
eral middle schools that had arranged special training programs in the French
language and other subjects. Deng was sent as part of a group of nineteen
students to Bayeux Middle School in Normandy.

Some 1,600 Chinese student workers arrived in France between 1919 and
1921 through joint arrangements made by Chinese leaders and their French
counterparts, but their arrival was ill-timed. By 1919 the young Frenchmen
who had survived the war had returned to work, so jobs in France were hard
to come by and inflation was severe. On January 12, 1921, less than three
months after Deng and his fellow student-workers arrived in France, the Si-
chuan foundation, strapped for funds for a program that had quickly out-
grown its resources, announced that it was breaking relations with the “dili-
gent work, frugal study” program and that no funds would be available to
students after March 15.¢ The French government urged the school at Ba-
yeux to find a way to continue the program, but the school reported that it
could not locate sufficient funds. On March 13, Deng and his eighteen Chi-
nese fellow “worker-students” left Bayeux; three weeks later he found a job in
the southern city of Creusot working at Schneider & Cie, France’s largest
ordnance factory.

Meanwhile, Chinese students in Paris, also deeply distressed that they
could not continue their studies, demonstrated in front of the Chinese gov-
ernment’s office in Paris, insisting that the government find some way to help
them since they were acquiring scientific and technical knowledge for China’s
future. The Chinese government in Paris announced that it was not possible,
and the French police arrested the leaders of the demonstrations. Through-
out France, Chinese students, outraged that their opportunities to study had
disappeared, responded by strengthening their contacts with each other and
creating their own organizations to protest to both the Chinese and the
French governments. Some leaders of the Chinese student demonstrations in
France, such as student activist Cai Hesen and Chen Yi, who later served as
mayor of Shanghai and as foreign minister, were expelled from France in the
summer of 1921 for taking part in such protests.

While the Chinese student-workers in France scrounged for menial jobs
that could provide them a subsistence wage, and as factory workers toiling
long hours in poor working conditions, they observed rich French business
families living lives of comfort far beyond what Deng had known in Si-
chuan.” The Chinese students, mostly from more affluent Chinese families,
had been selected because of their academic achievements; they were among
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the elite selected to learn modern technologies to bring back to China. The
jobs they were able to find, however, were those that French workers tried to
avoid; they worked as unskilled laborers in heavy and chemical industry fac-
tories and mines. Moreover, Deng and the other Chinese workers generally
began as apprentices with salaries that were even lower than those of ordinary
workers.

The Chinese student-workers in France, despite their humiliating circum-
stances, took pride in Chinese civilization and saw themselves as future lead-
ers. They formed their own separate communities; Deng never became fluent
in French. They also split into various groups to discuss why the Chinese
government was so weak and how the world had become so unjust. Some of
these group members would go on to become anarchists, whereas Deng and
others sought to build a movement to replace the weak and cowardly Chinese
government.

Deng arrived in France three years after the Russian Revolution, and what
he learned from his more studious fellow workers in discussion groups about
capitalism, imperialism, and the Soviet Union gave a deeper meaning to what
he had seen and experienced while traveling to, and living in, France. Eu-
ropean imperialists were humiliating China, the bourgeois were exploiting
workers, and Chinese workers were treated worse than local workers. A van-
guard of elites was needed to organize movements to change the situation.
Just as young Chinese in France were beginning to work in factories in late
1921, word came of the founding of the Chinese Communist Party in July of
that year. The initial party was small: in 1921, there were only fifty some
members of the Communist Party in China, and in 1922 there were still
fewer than two hundred. Its presence, however, was to have a profound effect
on the Chinese student-workers in France. In 1922 an organization was
formed in France that members referred to as Communist, and in November
1922, one of the student leaders, Li Weihan, was dispatched from France to
China to seek approval for affiliating this young Communist organization
with the Chinese Communist Youth League. Permission was granted, and
in February 1923 Deng took part in a congress of European young Com-
munists who formally declared themselves part of the Chinese Communist
Youth League; Zhou Enlai was named party secretary.®

The job Deng had been assigned at the Schneider ordnance factory in-
volved using large metal pincers to pull a large mass of molten steel out of
blast furnaces with flames pouring out. Deng, not yet seventeen and just five
feet tall, left the job three weeks after taking it and made his way back to Paris
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to look for other work. (His uncle lasted at his job at Schneider a month
longer.) After some weeks of searching, Deng found a temporary job in a
small factory in Paris making paper flowers, then landed a steady job in
Hutchison Rubber factory (which then employed about a thousand people,
mostly foreigners), located in the small town of Chélette-sur-Loing. There,
with a brief interruption, he worked making rubber overshoes, one of the less
physically demanding jobs in the factory, from February 13, 1922, until
March 7, 1923. After a brief apprenticeship, Deng, like the other workers,
was paid by the piece: he thus learned to work quickly and for long periods,
logging in fifty-four hours a week. On October 17, having saved some money
from his job and having received a small sum from his father, he resigned
from the factory and tried to enroll at a nearby college, the College de
Chatillon-sur-Seine; it turned out, however, he did not have enough funds.
Three months later he returned to work at Hutchison. After he left the com-
pany a second time, in March, the company records report that he “refused
to work” and that he “would not again be given work there.”

After his last effort to find an opportunity to study failed, Deng devoted
himself to the radical cause. While at Hutchison the second time, he took
part in study groups established by cells of secret Chinese Communist mem-
bers in nearby Montargis, many of whom had been his classmates at the pre-
paratory school in Chongqing. Some of the students had been radicalized
even before the Chinese Communist Party was formed. Deng was especially
moved by the magazine New Youth (Xin qingnian), which was inspiring stu-
dents in China to join the radical cause; the magazine was led by Chen Duxiu,
who had two sons then among the students in France.

Deng remained in Chalette-sur-Loing until June 11, 1923, when he went
to Paris to work at the tiny office of the European Communist organization.
His coworkers at Hutchison and fellow radicals there and at Montargis had
been mostly fellow Sichuanese, but in Paris Deng joined in the national
movement with Chinese from other provinces. Upon his arrival in Paris,
Deng performed miscellaneous jobs at the office under the direction of Zhou
Enlai. Printing the group’s ten-page mimeographed journal was a key part of
his work, and Deng, skilled at handwriting, cut the stencils and came to be
known as “Doctor of the Mimeograph.” In February 1924, the name of the
journal was changed to Red Light (Chi guang)."® The journal announced the
editors’ opposition to warlord rule and to imperialism. Its intended reader-
ship was Chinese students in France, some of whom were still pursuing anar-
chism or more right-wing conservative policies. Deng worked under office
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director Zhou Enlai, six years his senior, who had met radicals in Japan and
England, and was the natural leader among Chinese youth for his sense of
strategy and his ability to get diverse people to work together. Under Zhou’s
tutelage, Deng acquired a broad understanding of the Communist move-
ment, and he too became involved in devising strategies for their movement
while cutting stencils for and printing Red Light."!

Having proved himself in the office, Deng was brought onto the execu-
tive committee of the Chinese Communist Youth League in Europe. At their
meeting in July 1924, in accordance with a decision by the Chinese Com-
munist Party, all of the members of this executive committee, including
Deng, automatically became members of the Chinese Communist Party. At
the time, the entire Chinese Communist Party, in China and France to-
gether, had fewer than a thousand members and Deng was not yet twenty
years old.

The political struggles among Chinese students in France paralleled those
among young political leaders in China. As soon as the Communists in China
in June 1923 announced that they would join the Guomindang under the
leadership of Sun Yat-sen, the young Communists in France announced that
they too would join the Guomindang in Europe. Deng himself joined and by
1925 he had already become a leader of the European branch of the Guo-
mindang.”? In articles in Red Light, Deng argued against more conservative
Guomindang supporters in favor of more radical revolutionary change.

Two French scholars who carefully traced the activities of Deng during
these five years in France conclude: “Here in France, Deng discovered the
West, Marxism, the world of work, the organizational work of the party, the
place of China, social and regional diversity, and his place in the world.”"
France also affected his taste: for the rest of his life, Deng enjoyed drinking
wine and coffee and eating cheese and bread. More important, by the time he
left France at age twenty-one, Deng had become a hardened and experienced
revolutionary leader, and his personal identity had become inseparable from
that of the party and his Communist comrades. From that time until his
death seven decades later, Deng’s life was focused on the Chinese Commu-
nist Party.

In the spring of 1925, having proved himself able and reliable, Deng was
assigned to Lyon as head of the party organization there. After demonstrators
in China took to the streets on May 30, 1925, to protest that British police in
Shanghai had fired into a large crowd of Chinese student demonstrators,
Deng joined other Chinese students in France to protest France’s continued
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cooperation with the oppressive Chinese government.' In November 1925,
Deng was assigned to work in the Renault car factory in Paris, where he also
carried on propaganda work in an effort to organize workers. It was in late
1925, when top Chinese student leaders of the demonstrations were de-
ported, that Deng, then twenty-one, assumed an increasingly important role
in the group, giving major speeches and chairing meetings. On January 7,
1926, Deng, alerted that he too had been targeted for arrest, escaped by train
to the Soviet Union, by way of Germany.

In no country outside China did the Chinese Communist Party play a
greater role than in France. After 1949, these returnees from France played a
unique and important role in building the Chinese state. The French return-
ees were far more cosmopolitan than the vast majority of Chinese Commu-
nist leaders, including Mao, who before 1949 had never left China. Although
the French returnees did not necessarily hold high positions in the revolu-
tionary struggles from 1937-1949, from 1949-1966, as the Communists
were building the country, not just Premier Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping
but other French returnees as well would play leading roles in economic plan-
ning (Li Fuchun), foreign affairs (Chen Yi), science and technology (Nie
Rongzhen), and even united front propaganda (Li Weihan). The Commu-
nist Party abhorred factions, and the French returnees were careful not to
behave as a faction, but they shared a special understanding of what China
needed to do.

After escaping from Paris, Deng arrived in Moscow on January 17, 1926,
and two weeks later was admitted to the first class at Sun Yat-sen University.
Eight months after Sun Yat-sen died in March 1925, the Comintern had es-
tablished Sun Yat-sen University in Moscow for the sole purpose of training
members of the Guomindang and the Communist Party.

Within a week after his arrival in Moscow, Deng wrote a self-criticism.
Like all Chinese expatriates in Moscow, he was considered a petit-bourgeois
intellectual; in his self-criticism, he vowed to give up his class origins and to
dedicate his life to being a disciplined, obedient member of the proletariat
class. His abilities were soon recognized by officials at the university. The stu-
dent body of some three hundred students was divided into thirteen groups.
Deng was assigned to Group 7, the “theory group,” which consisted of those
students who were considered especially promising as future political leaders.
His group also included Chiang Ching-kuo, son of Chiang Kai-shek, as well
as two daughters and a son of the Chinese warlord Feng Yuxiang, an unusu-
ally progressive regional leader who at the time was working with and receiv-
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ing funds from the Comintern. Within his group, Deng was selected by his
fellow students as the Communist Party representative.”

The Chinese students at Sun Yat-sen University were organized under the
leadership of a fellow student whom Deng had known in France, Ren Zhou-
xuan (better known as Ye Qing). Ren demanded strict obedience and military-
style discipline, an approach that caused a backlash among many of the Chi-
nese students and the school leadership; in fact, by the summer of 1926, Ren
had been removed from the school. Shortly thereafter, the Comintern an-
nounced that foreign students while in the Soviet Union would not be al-
lowed to hold meetings of the Communist parties of other countries and in-
stead would become apprentice members of the Soviet Communist Party,
with the possibility of becoming full members within five years.

Many Chinese complained about the cancellation of meetings of the Chi-
nese Communist Party. Not Deng. In the reports filed with the Soviet Com-
munist Party at Sun Yat-sen University, Deng was praised for his strong sense
of discipline, for acknowledging the need to obey the leaders. He had fol-
lowed the leadership of Ren, but when Ren had been removed, he followed
the leadership of the Soviet Communist Party. On November 5, near the end
of his stay, the party evaluated Deng Xiaoping: “As someone who is both dis-
ciplined and consistent, as well as capable in his studies, he has accumulated a
lot of experience from his organizational work in the Communist Youth
League Bureau and greatly matured. He takes an active part in political work.
He acts like a comrade in his relations with others. He is among the best stu-
dents.”

In Moscow, Deng attended classes eight hours a day, six days a week. He
took a full schedule of courses that included study of works by Marx, Engels,
and Lenin, as well as classes on historical materialism, economic geography,
the history of the Soviet Communist Party, and the history of the Chinese
revolutionary movement. The Comintern, which hoped to develop good re-
lations with potential leaders of the Chinese Communist movement, pro-
vided far better living conditions for the Chinese students than ordinary Rus-
sians enjoyed.

While Deng was studying in Moscow, the Soviet Union had not yet built
its socialist structure. The Soviet Union was still under the National Eco-
nomic Policy (NEP). Under the NEP, independent farmers, small business-
people, and even larger businesses were encouraged to prosper while the so-
cialist economy was beginning to develop heavy industry. Foreigners, too,
were invited to invest in the Soviet Union. Deng believed, as did others at
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that time, that such an economic structure—whereby private enterprise was
allowed and foreign investment was encouraged, all under Communist Party
leadership—promoted faster economic growth than could be achieved in
capitalist economies.'” The fundamentals of the NEP, a market economy un-
der Communist leadership, were similar to those of the economic policies
that Deng would carry out when he was in charge of China’s Southwest Bu-
reau in 1949-1952 and those that he would reintroduce in the 1980s.

Some ideas Deng espoused in Moscow, at age twenty-two, were unusually
developed for someone so young, and remained unchanged throughout his
life. To take just one example, in an August 12, 1926, class composition, he
wrote: “Centralized power flows from the top down. It is absolutely necessary
to obey the directions from above. How much democracy can be permitted
depends on the changes in the surrounding environment.”"®

Resisting the Guomindang, 1927-1930

Although the training at Sun Yat-sen University was designed to last two
years, on January 12, 1927, after only one year, Deng, along with some
twenty young Communist political instructors, was sent by the Comintern
to take advantage of an opportunity provided by the warlord Feng Yuxiang,
whose base was in the Yellow River valley in Shanxi. As the split within the
Guomindang between the Communists and the Guomindang right wing was
growing more intense, the Communists, weak militarily compared to their
right-wing Guomindang adversaries, sought military alliances to brace against
a split that was beginning to seem inevitable. Feng Yuxiang, who had visited
Moscow’s Sun Yat-sen University while his three children were studying in
Moscow, offered just such a relationship. Feng believed that Communist po-
litical instructors could help instill a purpose in his troops, and he used prom-
ising leaders like Deng to help give them a sense of what they were fighting
for. When the Guomindang and the Communists split in April 1927, Feng
Yuxiang, who enjoyed good relations with Deng and his Communist col-
leagues, realized that the Guomindang had far more military power than the
tiny band of Communists and concluded he had no choice but to ally with
the Guomindang. Feng bade Deng and his comrades a cordial goodbye and
sent them on their way.

From Shanxi, Deng, following party orders, reported to the Communist
Party headquarters in Shanghai to take part in underground work. Chiang
Kai-shek, aware of the growing gulf with the Communists and fearing an at-
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tack by them, had moved first, in April 1927, to destroy the Communists,
immediately killing many of their leaders. In Shanghai, the Communist Cen-
tral Committee, in constant danger of exposure by former allies who were
now deadly enemies, carried on underground activities. To avoid being dis-
covered, Deng took on various disguises and honed skills that would remain
with him his entire life: he never passed on clues of Communist activities to
outsiders and never left a paper trail that might implicate other party mem-
bers. Indeed, from this time on, he always kept the names and locations of
key members in his head, not on paper.

Deng went to Shanghai with his new wife, whom he had first met as a fel-
low student in the Soviet Union. Soviet supervisors had observed then that
Deng was fond of a young woman named Zhang Xiyuan, but unlike most of
his peers who were constantly pestering women students, Deng had not made
advances; instead he concentrated on his studies and party work.” It wasn’t
until Deng returned to China and met Zhang Xiyuan again at a meeting in
Wuhan that the two began a brief courtship and were married. In Shanghai
Deng and Zhang Xiyuan lived next door to Zhou Enlai and his wife, Deng
Yingchao, with whom they shared their underground work.

On August 7, 1927, twenty-one Communist Party leaders assembled for
an emergency meeting in Wuhan to respond to the widespread slaughter of
Communists by the Guomindang. The twenty-two-year-old Deng, who was
not a regular member of the group, served as note-taker and processed the
documents. (In later Communist history, Deng was given the august title of
“head of the secretariat” for his modest role of taking notes for this small
band of Communists.) At that meeting he first met the tall, confident, and
forceful Mao Zedong, who had not yet risen to the position of supreme
leader.

In 1929, the party dispatched Deng from Shanghai to Guangxi, a poor
province west of Guangdong where, at age twenty-five, he was to lead an alli-
ance with some small local warlords and establish a Communist base. Deng’s
selection for this task reflected the high regard that party leaders had for his
commitment to the revolution and for his ability to manage complex rela-
tions with warlords, local people, and the party center in a rapidly shifting
political environment. After the party’s split with the Guomindang, the party
Central Committee, under orders from the Comintern, had directed local
Communists to lead urban insurrections.

The small number of Communists working with Deng in their South
China Bureau in Hong Kong and in Guangxi built a base of cooperation
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with some small local military officials in Guangxi (Li Mingrui and Yu
Zuoyu) who had broken with Chiang Kai-shek and the larger, more powerful
Guangxi warlords who had joined the “northern march” by which Chiang
hoped to unify China. In Guangxi, Deng played an essential—if behind-the-
scenes—role in achieving some short-term success. Deng and his allies man-
aged to take over two localities, Baise and Longzhou, in western Guangxi,
near the Yunnan border.

These developments are celebrated in Communist history as Communist
uprisings. But when Guangxi warlord Li Zongren left the northern march
and returned to the province, his far more powerful forces quickly overran
Deng’s forces in Baise and Longzhou. Many of Deng’s allies were killed, and
the rest, several hundred men of the Seventh Red Army, fled—first to the
north with the help of Zhuang minority allies, and then eastward along hun-
dreds of miles of mountains of northern Guangxi and Guangdong. In their
retreat they were almost completely devastated in a series of battles with re-
gional military forces. After one of the battles in which he was separated from
his troops, Deng left the Seventh Red Army and returned to the party center
in Shanghai. Upon his arrival, Deng submitted a written self-criticism of his
failures in Guangxi. In it, he explained why he had left his military post, writ-
ing that the leaders of the Seventh Red Army had agreed that he should re-
port to the party center in Shanghai, and that it was officially permissible to
do so. Yet he confessed that he had exercised poor political judgment in leav-
ing his troops while they were still in trouble. During the Cultural Revolu-
tion, he was accused of having deserted the Seventh Red Army to return to
Shanghai.

In Guangxi, while in his mid-twenties, Deng received his initial military
training not at a military academy like a number of his comrades, but through
sharing battles with comrades who had military training and fighting experi-
ence. In his year in Guangxi, Deng had been given an enormous range of
important responsibilities—building military alliances, getting provisions to
the troops, escaping from better-armed warlords, and cooperating with local
Zhuang minority leaders. But like all Communist urban insurrections of the
time, including the far more famous Communist-led Nanchang and Guang-
zhou uprisings, the Guangxi uprising ended in total failure. Most leaders who
cooperated with Deng were killed, either in battle or as part of internal purges
within the Communist movement, whose own leadership became suspicious
that they had cooperated with the enemy.

After Deng left the Seventh Red Army and returned to Shanghai, he vis-
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ited his wife in a Shanghai hospital as she prepared to give birth. It was one of
their last times together. Conditions in the hospital were poor; during the
birth she contracted puerperal fever and she died several days later. Shortly
thereafter, the infant also died. Deng was reported to have been deeply sad-
dened by these deaths, but he returned to work immediately. Within a year of
the tragedy, in Shanghai where he awaited reassignment after Guangxi, he
began pairing up with a bright, free-thinking Shanghai revolutionary, Ah Jin
(Jin Weiying).

Jiangxi, the Long March, and the Northwest Base, 1930-1937

In Shanghai the Central Committee was slow in giving Deng a new assign-
ment, but after some months it agreed to his request to go to the Central So-
viet in Jiangxi. There, beyond the mountains, the military under Mao had
captured several counties and had set up a haven, a Soviet base area with its
own local government where they were carrying out land reforms. They
hoped to build up their forces until they were strong enough to assault the
Guomindang and the warlords. The Central Soviet stretched several hundred
miles, from the beautiful but inhospitable Jinggang Mountains in the north-
west region of the province to the flat farmland in the southeast. Deng was
assigned to report to Ruijin county, in the southeast, where Deng and his
second wife, Ah Jin, arrived in August 1931.

Within weeks after his arrival in Ruijin, Deng’s immediate superiors in
Jiangxi decided to make Deng the party secretary in charge of Ruijin county.
He began the job at a time when the Guomindang was trying to kill off
Communists and each side attempted to have spies in the other’s camp. After
the 1927 split with the Guomindang, Communist officials were terrified that
some party members were secretly providing information to the enemy, and
in fact, before Deng arrived in Ruijin, several hundred Communists in Rui-
jin were suspected of spying and had been jailed or executed. But Deng, who
began his work after several weeks of careful investigation of the situation,
concluded that the suspects had been wrongly accused. Consequently, those
in prison were freed and the leader who had persecuted the local party mem-
bers was himself executed. Deng’s decision was very popular among the local
Communists, and enabled him to maintain their strong support throughout
his year in Ruijin.

In Jiangxi, Deng developed an enormous admiration for Mao Zedong,
who led a small band of followers as they fled from warlords in his native
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Hunan eastward across the mountainous area into the neighboring province
of Jiangxi. As someone who had struggled to build and maintain a Commu-
nist base in Guangxi and failed, Deng understood the scope of Mao’s achieve-
ment in building a base. Not only did Mao need to find adequate provisions,
he also had to keep the enemy at bay and win the support of the local popu-
lation.

While Deng was the party secretary of Ruijin, central party officials de-
cided to establish the national capital there. Before the capital was established,
a large congress of representatives from the Communist bases throughout
China was held in the county. Although Deng was not one of the 610 dele-
gates to the congress, he played a key role in laying the groundwork for the
meeting and for establishing the new capital on the outskirts of the county.
After a year in Ruijin, Deng was transferred to become acting head of Hui-
chang county, south of Ruijin; there he was also responsible for Communist
activities in Xunfu and Anfu counties.

Like Mao, Deng believed the Communists had to build up a rural base
until they were strong enough to challenge their opponents. But central party
officials accused Deng of following the defeatist policy of Luo Ming (a Fujian
official), and of not being aggressive enough in attacking enemy troops. In
what would later be called “Deng’s first fall,” he was removed from his post
as head of Huichang county, and, along with three other officials (Mao’s
brother, Mao Zetan, and Gu Bo), subjected to severe criticism, then sent
away for punishment. Indeed Deng was bitterly attacked for being the leader
of a “Mao faction.” Moreover, Deng’s second wife, Ah Jin, joined in the
attack, left Deng, and married one of his accusers, Li Weihan, whom Deng
had known in France. Fortunately, another acquaintance from France, Li
Fuchun, then Jiangxi provincial party secretary, brought Deng back from his
several months of punishment to work as the head of Jiangxi province’s pro-
paganda department.

Deng Rong reports that friends of her father regarded him as a cheerful,
fun-loving extrovert before the heavy blows of 1930-1931: the death of his
first wife and child, serious criticism and demotion in the party, and divorce
by his second wife. After the string of tragedies and setbacks, he became more
subdued, less talkative. He couldn’t know then that in the long run, being at-
tacked and punished as the head of a “Mao faction” would prove to be a
blessing for his career, because it gave Mao lasting confidence in Deng’s loy-
alty. Even when Mao directed the radicals to attack Deng in later years, he
never allowed Deng to be expelled from the party.
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As the Communists built up their Soviet base, Chiang Kai-shek, worried
about the Communist threat, sent his troops to encircle and destroy the
Jiangxi Soviet. In four of these campaigns, the Communists were able to drive
away the Guomindang, but during the fifth encirclement, the strong Guo-
mindang routed the Communists from their base. In making their escape,
the Communists embarked on what would become known as the “Long
March,” a brutal six-thousand-mile trek that lasted slightly over one year,
until the Communists settled in a new base area in northern Shaanxi. The
journey took a terrible toll on the fleeing Communists. They started the Long
March with roughly 86,000 troops, but because many died on the trek and
others deserted, fewer than 10,000 made it all the way to the Shaanxi-Gansu-
Ningxia border area, where in October 1935 they were welcomed by a small
band of local Communists. Although there is no record of contacts between
Mao and Deng during the Long March, as the number of surviving troops
grew smaller, Deng, who was responsible for propaganda to help sustain mo-
rale during the march, had, as his daughter writes, many opportunities to talk
with Mao.

A few weeks into the Long March, a critical January 1935 meeting was
held in Zunyi, Guizhou province, that gave Mao authority over the military
and paved the way for him to become the top leader of the Chinese Commu-
nist Party. Deng was not a formal participant, but he was able to attend as a
note-taker; although no records from the meeting remain, Deng was later
given the glorious title of “secretary general” of the meeting.

During the first few weeks of the Long March, Deng was in charge of put-
ting out a propaganda sheet called “Red Star.” Within a few weeks, as trans-
porting supplies became more burdensome, the mimeograph machine was
cast aside. As a propaganda official, however, Deng continued to rally the
troops orally to continue the struggle. Deng contracted typhoid on the jour-
ney and nearly died; he made the Long March, he later explained to a visitor,
half on horseback, half on foot. While the Communists were establishing
their base in the Northwest, the invading Japanese rather than the Guomin-
dang became the main enemy, and an appeal to patriotism was added to the
appeal against despotic landlords.

In December 1936, an opportunity emerged for the Communists when
troops belonging to the warlord Zhang Xueliang kidnapped Generalissimo
Chiang Kai-shek in Xi’an. To win his release, Chiang was forced to agree to a
new period of cooperation between the Guomindang and the Communists
to fight the Japanese. To take advantage of this new agreement, which re-
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moved the pressure from Chiang’s forces, the Communists in January 1937
moved to a larger base area, located in Yan’an, in northern Shaanxi province.
There, as head of the propaganda department of the First Corps, Deng
guided the development of musical and drama teams in addition to deliver-
ing speeches to instruct the troops and party officials. Deng developed his
characteristic approach to giving propaganda messages: he was brief and to
the point, presenting the broad international situation and relating it to pres-
ent responsibilities. By the time he ended, listeners had a clear notion of what
their responsibilities were.

Later that year, as the Japanese moved beyond Manchuria to invade all of
China, they captured all the major cities and transport routes. Only rural ar-
eas and cities in the Southwest remained under Chinese control. Skirmishes
continued, but the Japanese became an army of occupation.

Attacking the Japanese, 1937-1945

After the Communists agreed to unite with the Guomindang to fight the
Japanese, their forces were reorganized as the Eighth Route Army, part of the
overall Chinese forces officially under the direction of Chiang Kai-shek. In
fact the Guomindang and the Communists remained deeply suspicious of
each other and had little contact.

The headquarters of the Communist’s Eighth Route Army was located in
Shanxi, a fertile area hundreds of miles east of Yan’an where the troops had
access to adequate grain provisions and were close enough to Japanese forces
that they could harass them with guerrilla attacks.

In 1937, Mao assigned one of his ablest generals, Liu Bocheng, as com-
mander of the 129th Division, a major unit in the Eighth Route Army.
Shortly thereafter, in January 1938, as in other units, Mao paired the com-
mander with a political commissar: Deng Xiaoping. But unlike other politi-
cal commissars, Deng was made first party secretary and Liu was named sec-
ond party secretary, giving Deng added authority, including the right to make
judgments about the political readiness of the troops and the surrounding
communities before they engaged in a battle. Liu Bocheng was a head taller
and a decade older than Deng, and blind in one eye from a battle injury. The
two men would work together closely. When Deng first arrived in the Taihang
Mountains where the 129th Division was located, he immediately established
his authority: Liu was away on a trip and Deng took over in his absence.

From 1937 to 1949, Deng and Liu formed a team against the Japanese,
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and after World War II, in the civil war against the Guomindang. They
worked so closely together that the name “Liu-Deng” was used as a single
word. Liu was considered more kindly toward the troops than Deng, who
demanded more of his charges and was ready to be bold in advancing to fight
the enemy. Liu was also more reluctant than Deng to execute soldiers sus-
pected of spying for the Guomindang.

From 1937-1945, to evade the Japanese, the base of the 129th Division
occasionally moved to various spots within the Taithang Mountains in eastern
Shanxi, but it always stayed no more than a day’s horseback ride from the
Eighth Route Army headquarters so that the leaders could easily attend im-
portant meetings. From wherever they were located, they occasionally car-
ried out guerrilla attacks on the better-armed Japanese forces, concentrating
greater numbers on small groups of the enemy that was stretched to maintain
control of the towns and major transport lines. Yan'an was a large enough
base, and far enough from the enemy, that Mao had time to indulge his inter-
ests in history, philosophy, and poetry even as he worked on developing
Communist theory and an overall strategy. By contrast, Deng, as political
commissar in the smaller base in the Taihang Mountains located closer to
Japanese lines, had little time for theory. He was responsible for practical is-
sues in dealing with the local population. In effect, during those eight years
Deng became the top political official on the Shanxi side of the Taihang
Mountain area, with responsibility for developing a self-sufficient economy
to produce adequate food for the tens of thousands of local people and troops,
and enough commercial crops to support the local industries that made cloth
and other daily goods. Deng was also in charge of recruiting soldiers for the
regular army and evaluating the political implications of military actions,
tasks that he had learned well while in Guangxi. As part of his efforts to spur
the area’s economy, Deng devised a system of taxation to encourage local pro-
duction. He wrote: “people should be taxed according to the average produc-
tion of recent years and any amount exceeding that average should entirely
belong to the producer.”' To keep the local militias that supported the regu-
lar army ready to attack the Japanese, he traveled secretly within the region.?

In 1939, on one of his two trips back to Yan’an, Deng married Zhuo Lin,
one of three bright, leftist daughters of a well-to-do businessman famous for
making Yunnan ham, who was later killed during land reform. At a time
when fewer than 1 percent of people in Zhuo Lin’s age group had attended a
university and an educated woman was a rarity, the sisters had all studied at
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universities, where they had joined the revolution. Zhuo Lin in particular
was admitted to the highly competitive Peking University, where she studied
physics. She once commented that Deng stood out from most Communist
officers, whom she thought were not well educated.

The simple, rustic wedding of Deng and Zhuo Lin, who was twelve years
his junior, took place in front of Mao’s cave in the presence of Mao, Liu
Shaogi, Li Fuchun, and a handful of others. Although there is no reliable re-
cord of what were probably many meetings between Mao and Deng in north-
west China, they clearly had bonded by the time of Deng’s wedding. Mao
later referred approvingly to Deng’s suffering in Jiangxi (for having been a
member of the “Mao faction”), and he was undoubtedly impressed not only
by Deng’s abilities and readiness to take action, but also by his deep respect
for Mao’s early achievement in establishing a Communist base in rural China,
which Deng himself had tried and failed to accomplish.

Deng and Zhuo Lin eventually had three daughters (Lin, Nan, and Rong,
all named for trees) and two boys (Pufang and Zhifang). Except for separa-
tions when Deng was fighting in dangerous areas, the two remained together
until Deng’s death fifty-eight years later, making theirs one of the more sta-
ble families among the Communist leadership. Although Deng was not close
to his own father, his wife and children were a haven for Deng as he faced
the pressures of his weighty responsibilities. Their intimacy did not extend to
political matters, since he did not share high-level party discussions with his
family.

The Civil War, 1946-1949

After World War II ended, Deng was in fact the highest-ranked Communist
official in Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu, a border region of several million people that spanned
four provinces—Hebei, Shanxi, Shandong, and Henan. There in the moun-
tainous areas, away from the urban areas where Guomindang troops were lo-
cated, he helped prepare troops for the inevitable war with the Guomindang.
A key responsibility was to identify and cultivate promising young Commu-
nist organizers, two of whom, Zhao Ziyang and Wan Li, would play a large
role after 1978.

Scarcely a year after the end of World War II, and shortly after the civil war
between the Guomindang and the Communists broke out, Liu Bocheng and
Deng were ordered to lead their troops southwest to the Dabie Mountains
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located on the edge of the large plains of central China. Mao’s immediate
goal in ordering the move was to help pull Guomindang troops away from
the Northwest, where they were threatening the Communist headquarters in
Yan’an. Beyond that, however, Mao was hoping to establish a base on the
edge of the central plain where, throughout Chinese history, final showdowns
between contending forces had usually taken place. The march to the Dabie
Mountains was certain to involve heavy casualties, because the Liu-Deng
forces lacked supplies, including warm clothing for the harsh winter, and be-
cause enemy forces were strong in the region.

Deng, ever the tough, disciplined soldier, did not hesitate to charge ahead,
despite the certainty of heavy losses. Many of the Liu-Deng troops were in-
deed killed or died from the cold or from food shortages, and the surviving
soldiers remained in a precarious position, vulnerable to attacks by the enemy
and to further losses from the cold and lack of provisions. Despite these diffi-
culties, the remnant forces and newly recruited troops, as Mao had envi-
sioned, were able to establish a base overlooking the central plain. Unlike the
guerrilla fighting in World War 11, in the civil war massive armies on the two
sides engaged in large pitched battles. This base would prove critical for the
forthcoming Huai Hai campaign, one of the three decisive campaigns in the
civil war.

The Huai Hai campaign, which lasted from early November 1948 to Janu-
ary 1949, was one of the largest campaigns in military history, involving
roughly 600,000 Guomindang troops, some led by very able generals, and
about 500,000 Communist troops. The Communists also mobilized over a
million peasants to carry food and other supplies to the troops, and requisi-
tioned more than 700,000 draft animals to help with transport. The Com-
munist strategy of engaging the Guomindang north of the Yangtze River to
fight a war of annihilation, so that they could then cross the wide Yangtze
River with less resistance, was proposed by the able general Su Yu, deputy to
Chen Yi, then commander of the East China Army (later the Third Field
Army). Although Deng kept in close touch with Yan'an during the Huai Hai
campaign, Mao gave far more leeway to his local Communist commanders to
make their own decisions than Chiang Kai-shek gave to his generals. Already
at this time Chiang Kai-shek was keenly worried about the superior morale
of the Communist troops who, as poor peasants, expected that their families
would be given their own land after victory. After his troops were defeated
by the Communists in the northeast on the eve of the Huai Hai campaign,
Chiang became pessimistic about the outcome of the war.”
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The East China Army, led by Su Yu, was larger and, during the initial bat-
tles of the campaign, more successful in routing its opponents than were the
Liu-Deng troops, which were under siege by larger enemy forces. The Liu-
Deng forces, then called the Central Plain Army (soon to be renamed the
Second Field Army) charged into battle but suffered heavy casualties and re-
quired the assistance of troops and artillery from Su Yu’s East China Army
forces. In the final stages of the Huai Hai campaign, Mao ordered the es-
tablishment of a “front” organization that unified all 500,000 Communist
troops under Deng as general secretary.

Deng’s leadership during the Huai Hai campaign was not without contro-
versy. Liu Bocheng, worried about the safety of his troops, sought to build
more trenches for protection from the superior Guomindang firepower, but
Deng insisted on charging ahead. Deng was later criticized for exposing his
troops to greater danger, causing more casualties than necessary early in the
campaign, as well as for not digging more of these defensive trenches.

In the last stages of the campaign, however, the half million Communist
forces, unified under Deng as the general secretary of the front command,
prevailed. The campaign was a great moral victory as well as a military vic-
tory, and from then on Chiang’s forces remained on the defensive as the
Communists pushed southward and westward. In fact, after the Huai Hai
campaign, the Guomindang had difficulty assembling large forces to resist
these Communist advances. The Communist army easily overcame the resis-
tance to crossing the broad Yangtze River and continued its rapid march
southward and westward. In 1984, Deng, when asked by Prime Minister Na-
kasone what was the happiest time of his life, replied that it was the three
years when they overcame the dual obstacles of smaller numbers of troops
and poorer equipment to win victory in the civil war. He particularly high-
lighted the crossing of the Yangtze River.*

As the Communist troops advanced, taking over cities one by one, some of
the troops remained behind in each city and town, both to set up the Mili-
tary Control Commission that would administer the city and to begin the
transition to Communist rule. After the Communist military victory in
Shanghai, Deng was for several weeks personally in charge of the Military
Control Commission that took over the various branches of the Shanghai
government. Communist Party members, who until then had kept their
membership secret, as well as “progressive” youth in Shanghai who favored
the Communists, assisted in the takeover. Deng met with various local lead-
ers, explained Communist policies, and selected and assigned subordinates
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to provide additional local support beyond the brief transition. He also ex-
panded the recruitment of new party members to provide leadership in the
Shanghai area. The local citizenry, alienated from the Guomindang because
of its well-known corruption and the rampant inflation, generally welcomed
the Communists, but it would take several years to overcome the damage and
chaos generated by the civil war. After guiding the transition to Communist
rule in Shanghai, Deng left Shanghai and rejoined his forces as they marched
into the Southwest.

Establishing Communist Rule in the Southwest, 1949-1952

It took the Communists more than two years, from 1947 when they captured
the northeast, until 1949, to gain control of the entire country. As they took
over each of the six major regions of China, they set up a regional bureau to
rule that region; until 1952 the six regional bureaus together had the major
responsibility of ruling the country while the central party and government
were gradually built up in Beijing. To establish these bases of Communist
rule, Mao usually chose leaders for a region who were from that region. Liu
Bocheng, like Deng, was from Sichuan, by far the largest province in the
Southwest. In wartime, the political commissar was expected to yield to the
commander, but in peacetime, the commander was expected to yield to the
commissar. Deng Xiaoping was thus made first secretary of the Southwest
Bureau, representing the last of the six major regions, with its population of
100 million, to come under Communist control. Deng was to remain in this
position until 1952, when major regional leaders, and their responsibilities,
were transferred to Beijing.

While first secretary of the Southwest Bureau, Deng was in charge of paci-
fying the area, managing the transition of governance from the Guomindang
to the Communists, recruiting and training party members to lead the gov-
ernment and society, overcoming the chaos of the wartime years, and guiding
the region’s overall economic development.” As the Communist Party ex-
tended its roots into society, Deng took on responsibility for every aspect of
public life—security, the economy, industry and commerce, transportation
and communication, culture and education, and health.

Pacifying the countryside was more difficult in the Southwest than in some
other regions because Guomindang supporters had remained there since
World War II, when it had been their headquarters, and because for Guo-



From Revolutionary to Builder ro Reformer, 1904—1969

37

mindang soldiers the Southwest was the end of the line, where they either
deserted or blended into the local populations. Some continued to resist
Communist rule, passively or actively. To ensure that these troublemakers
were rounded up or pacified at last, General He Long and his First Field
Army came from the Northwest region to reinforce commander Liu Bo-
cheng’s troops. The last province to come under Communist control was Ti-
bet. In 1951 Deng drew from troops based in both the Southwest and the
Northwest to gain control and establish order there. The Tibetans did not
have strong military forces, and their losses in western Sichuan before the in-
vasion made the military conquest of Tibet relatively easy.

Deng realized that long-term success or failure in the Southwest depended
on his ability to recruit and retain talented subordinates. He drew heavily on
the political commissars from the Second Field Army, who had experience in
keeping up the morale of the troops and managing relations between the
troops and the local population, to staff high party and government posi-
tions, while allowing many government officials who had served under the
Guomindang to remain if they were prepared to cooperate with the Commu-
nists. He then supervised his subordinates as they recruited and trained able
youth to staff the local party and government.

Deng gave great attention to gaining the cooperation and support of the
people in the region. In speeches and in articles in the press, Deng explained
Communist rule to local government officials and the people. He also orga-
nized the recruitment and training of officials to administer the land reform
that would wipe out the landlord class and pass control of the land to the til-
lers. Unlike Ye Jianying in south China, who was criticized for being too soft
on local landlords, Deng was praised by Mao for his success in land reform
by attacking landlords, killing some of the landlords with the largest hold-
ings, allocating their land to peasants, and mobilizing local peasants to sup-
port the new leadership.

Deng also pushed hard to realize the project that he regarded as the most
crucial for development of the Southwest, one that Deng’s father and his ac-
quaintances had envisioned a generation earlier: construction of a railway
between the region’s two largest cities, Chongging and Chengdu. The task
was formidable, given the primitive construction equipment then available.
Nonetheless Deng and the workers persevered, and in 1952, just before Deng
left the Southwest to take up his position in Beijing, he proudly joined the
celebration for the completed railway project.
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Building Socialism, 1952-1959

In 1952, when regional leaders were transferred to the central government
that now ruled the country, Deng was appointed vice premier in the central
government. Not long thereafter, Mao wrote a note indicating that gov-
ernment documents going to the party center should first be cleared by
Deng Xiaoping. It was a measure of Mao’s deep confidence in Deng and in
the central role Deng had in coordinating activities from the time of his ar-
rival in Beijing. In 1956 Deng was made secretary general of the party, the
key position for administering the daily work of the party, and a member of
the Standing Committee of the Politburo. He took part in meetings with
Mao to discuss the establishment of the First Five-Year Plan and to plan for
“socialist transformation,” which involved organizing individual farms into
collectives, collectivizing small enterprises, and nationalizing large enter-
prises.

In 1953, when Bo Yibo lost his position as finance minister because Mao
complained that he had been too soft in assessing taxes on the capitalists,
Mao appointed Deng to replace him. Deng’s year as finance minister coin-
cided with the first year of the First Five-Year Plan; he thus supervised the
political process of negotiating with the provinces to determine how much
grain and how much tax revenue each would pass on to higher levels and how
much the government would disburse to the various provinces. Deng did not
make final decisions, but at a time when the country was very poor, he had to
make judgments with great consequences and report to Mao and Zhou about
the capacity of the provinces to meet grain quotas and to pay taxes.” In those
days Mao often met with his top officials; Deng attended meetings with him
as often as several times a month. In 1953, Deng and Chen Yun (see Key
People in the Deng Era, p. 717) went to Mao to inform him of the biggest
personnel problem facing China in its early years of Communist rule: the
threat that Gao Gang might split the party. Mao heeded their warning, and
Deng and Chen Yun played a central role in managing the case.”

While playing the central role in leading the daily work of the party, Deng
could see firsthand how Mao weighed the issues facing China and how he
made decisions affecting the country. In his later years Mao was to commit
devastating errors, yet he remained a brilliant political leader with deep in-
sight and bold strategies. In addition, as Kissinger was later to consider Pre-
mier Zhou Enlai one of the greatest leaders he ever encountered, Deng could
see how this great master, whom he had known well in Paris and Shanghai,
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dealt with foreign relations and with managing overall government activity.
By taking part in top-level meetings with both Mao and Zhou, Deng had an
opportunity to learn how China’s two greatest leaders of their generation as-
sessed the major issues facing the country. Further, as a participant in the
building of new organizations, Deng had the chance to see the logic of major
decisions and to consider the broader framework of fundamental changes,
experiences that would serve him well as he endeavored to rebuild China’s
economic and political framework in the 1980s.

Mao in 1960 split with the Soviet Union and kept China a closed country,
but he spent a great deal of time considering how to deal with the great pow-
ers. Deng, as vice premier in the government from 1952 to 1955, was in-
cluded in discussions on foreign relations. As general secretary of the party
from 1956 to 1966, he dealt with relations with other Communist parties
(not with non-Communist countries), at a time when most of China’s im-
portant foreign relationships were with these Communist countries. In Feb-
ruary 1956, for instance, he was the political leader of the Chinese delegation
to Moscow for the 20th Soviet Party Congress, when Khrushchev denounced
Stalin. Like other foreign comrades attending the congress, Deng was not al-
lowed to attend the session in which Khrushchev made his speech, but he
was allowed to read the text of that speech the next day. Deng, who was
shrewd enough to recognize immediately that the speech had not just domes-
tic but also international implications, assigned two interpreters to work all
night to translate the speech, even as he also carefully avoided addressing the
content of the speech until Mao decided how to respond. He therefore re-
turned to Beijing and reported on the speech to Mao (who was vulnerable to
many of the same criticisms made of Stalin), and Mao made the decisions
about how to proceed.” Deng was immediately aware that the massive criti-
cism of Stalin would affect those who worked with Stalin and weaken the
authority of the Soviet Communist Party.

From September 15-27, 1956, after China’s agriculture and handicrafts
had been collectivized and its industry had been nationalized, the Chinese
Communist Party held its 8th Party Congress, the first party congress to be
held since the 7th Party Congress in 1945 that had set out the tasks on the
eve of the civil war. The congress was comprehensive and carefully prepared;
it offered a vision of a party with responsibility for governing a great nation.
The early stage of socialism had arrived, five-year plans had been introduced,
the bourgeois and landlord classes no longer existed, and class warfare had

ended. Zhou Enlai, Deng, and others hoped that the party could thereafter
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concentrate on strengthening regular procedures and advancing orderly eco-
nomic growth.”

Deng played a central role at the 8th Party Congtress; he was promoted to
general secretary of the party, making him, as a member of the Politburo
Standing Committee, one of the top six leaders of the party (after Mao, Liu
Shaogi, Zhou Enlai, Zhu De, and Chen Yun). His 1954 position of secretary
general had been one of an office manager, albeit a strong one who was deeply
involved in the decision-making process for all major decisions. In 1956,
however, as general secretary—a position he continued to hold until the Cul-
tural Revolution—he became the leader in charge of daily party work. He
was responsible for supervising the party leadership organs in Beijing and in
dealing with provincial party leaders. Under Mao’s overall leadership, Liu
Shaogj, as first vice chairman of the party, provided guidance to the Standing
Committee of the Politburo, which made the decisions that were then imple-
mented by Deng.

When Deng traveled with Mao to Moscow in November 1957, Mao was
extremely pleased with Deng’s fierce and effective arguments with Mikhail
Suslov, the great Soviet theorist. Toward the end of the meetings in Moscow,
Mao pointed to Deng and said, “See that little man there? He’s highly intel-
ligent and has a great future ahead of him.”® As Khrushchev recalled, “Mao
regarded him as the most up-and-coming member of the leadership.”

Beginning in the spring of 1957, many intellectuals and leaders of the mi-
nority parties, who had been encouraged to speak out in the campaign to “let
a hundred flowers bloom and a hundred schools of thought contend,” sur-
prised Mao with the depth of their criticism. Mao lashed back at those “bour-
geois intellectuals” who could not erase their class origins even though cap-
italism had already been eliminated. In the summer of 1957, Mao launched
the “anti-rightist campaign” to discredit all those who had been so critical of
the party. During the campaign, which Mao tapped Deng to manage, Mao
led a vicious attack on some 550,000 intellectual critics branded as rightists.
Deng, who during the Hundred Flowers period had told local party officials
to listen to criticism and not to fight back, was disturbed that some intellec-
tuals had arrogantly and unfairly criticized officials who were trying to cope
with their complex and difficult assignments. During the anti-rightist cam-
paign, Deng strongly supported Mao in defending the authority of the party
and in attacking the outspoken intellectuals. These attacks, and Deng’s role
in them, would not be forgotten by China’s intellectual elite.



From Revolutionary to Builder ro Reformer, 1904—1969

41

The anti-rightist campaign destroyed many of China’s best scientific and
technical minds and alienated many others. Critics who might have restrained
Mao from launching his Great Leap Forward, a utopian ill-conceived and
brutally implemented effort to transform the economy and society of China
within only a few years, were too frightened to speak out. Beginning with the
Great Leap Forward, Mao consulted his officials less often than previously.
Many loyal Maoists were also silenced.

Deng, the implementer, had always been more practical and realistic than
Mao, the philosopher, poet, and dreamer, but Mao valued Deng and others
like Lin Biao in part because they would freely express their views to him,
while speaking little in public. Deng, like many other party loyalists, aware of
Mao’s unwillingness to tolerate dissent during the Great Leap Forward, re-
strained himself from criticizing Mao. Furthermore, he and others believed
that Mao’s decisions during the civil war and during the unification of the
country had so often proved correct that they should suspend their doubts
and just carry out his orders. Deng Xiaoping later told his daughter Deng
Rong that he regretted not doing more to stop Mao from making such griev-
ous errors.

The misguided Great Leap Forward caused devastation throughout China.
Starvation was widespread. After peasants were organized in huge communes
with mess halls so that more of them could work on large poorly planned
construction projects or in the fields, they could see that those who performed
no work were fed as well as the others and they lost any incentive to work,
causing a great drop in the size of the harvests; many mess halls ran out of
food.

Environmental degradation was also a problem. Local areas that were en-
couraged to build “backyard furnaces” deforested their own natural areas to
find firewood and exhausted their own people in producing substandard
metal. Large new construction sites also depleted supplies of cement, leaving
lictle for better-planned projects, and local party secretaries, pressured to
make unrealistic promises for grain production, later drained local store-
houses to meet promises of grain delivery to higher levels, even though their
own people were starving from lack of grain. Although it is impossible to
measure the number of fatalities from famine over the three worst years, 1959
to 1961, statistics compiled by mainland officials estimate that about 16 to
17 million people died from unusual causes, and estimates by foreign analysts
run as high as 45 million.”



42

DENG’S BACKGROUND

Until 1959, Deng was an obedient official carrying out Mao’s plans for the
Great Leap Forward. As the disastrous effects of the utopian experiment be-
came apparent, however, Deng had the unenviable task of containing the
chaos and providing direction to local party officials trying to cope. Deng’s
daily work schedule generally included relaxing with his family in the eve-
nings, but during the turmoil of the Great Leap Forward it was difficult to
find time to rest. In the summer of 1959, a year after the launch of the Great
Leap Forward, Deng slipped and broke his leg while playing billiards. Doc-
tors testified that he would not be able to return to work for some months;
some knowledgeable insiders believe Deng purposefully avoided the meet-
ings because he knew he would be asked to support Mao’s unrealistic efforts
to keep the Great Leap alive and he wanted to avoid being put in such a posi-
tion.

Deng’s perspective had changed by the time his medical leave of absence
began.*® After returning to work several months later, he continued to follow
Mao’s orders and declare his loyalty to Mao. But the disasters of the Great
Leap Forward had widened the gap between the unreconstructed romantic
visionary and the pragmatic implementer. Although complying with Mao’s
orders, Deng expanded his range of freedoms by not seeking Mao’s direction
as much as he had earlier. And in 1960-1961 Deng played an active role in
making realistic adjustments in industry, agriculture, education, and other
sectors to retrench from the excesses of the Great Leap. At the time, Mao did
not criticize these realistic adjustments, but later he complained that when he
was talking, Deng would sit in the back of the room and not listen. Mao
grumbled that the officials under him were treating him like a departed an-
cestor, offering respect but not listening to what he said.

As much as the gaps between the revolutionary romantic and the prag-
matic implementer over domestic issues caused strains in the early 1960s,
Mao remained totally supportive of Deng in the strong role he then played in
China’s dispute with the Soviet Union. Deng led the Chinese delegation to
the Soviet Union in August 1960 and again in October—November 1960,
arguing for more freedom for China within the Communist movement. He
also supervised preparations on the Chinese side for the exchange of nine
nasty letters with the Soviet Union. In July 1963, Mao was so impressed with
Deng’s performance in the bitter exchange with Mikhail Suslov—an interac-
tion so acrimonious that it weakened the international Communist move-
ment—that he did Deng the rare honor of going to the Beijing airport to
welcome him home. Indeed, Mao’s confidence in Deng surrounding the anti-
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Soviet dispute helped keep their relationship strong despite the awkwardness
of their differences on domestic policy.**

After Nikita Khrushchev was overthrown in a coup by his colleagues in
October 1964, Mao, already concerned about underlings who did not whole-
heartedly follow his wishes, talked more about cultivating successors and be-
came even more insistent in his demands for total personal loyalty. In Febru-
ary 1965 Mao sent his wife Jiang Qing to stir up criticism of party officials
not fully supporting Mao’s revolutionary views, and in mid-May 1966 he
launched the Cultural Revolution attack on “those in authority pursuing the
capitalist road.” For Mao a “capitalist roader” was someone who was thinking
and acting independently, not fully following his leadership. Mao mobilized
the Red Guards and older rebels to attack those in positions of authority. By
skillfully splitting high officials from one another and relying on Lin Biao to
control the army, Mao was able to remove vast numbers of senior officials
from positions of leadership and to send them away for physical labor and
reeducation.

Fueling much of Mao’s anger was public dissension over his pursuit of the
Great Leap Forward. He was furious, for instance, that Liu Shaogi in the
1962 meeting of seven thousand officials had blamed Mao for the failures of
the Great Leap and had refused to accept full responsibility for his own initial
support; consequently Mao was determined to remove him from office. Mao
was also upset that after that meeting, Deng continued to work closely with
Liu Shaoqi. Therefore in 1966 when Mao attacked Liu Shaoqi, he targeted
Deng, too, as the “number-two person in authority pursuing the capitalist
road.”®

Mao’s attack was vindictive and fierce. Beginning in late 1966, day after
day for months, the media blasted out criticisms of Liu Shaoqi and Deng
Xiaoping. Liu Shaogi, who had been vice chairman of the party and Mao’s
designated successor, died under house arrest in Kaifeng without needed
medical care and away from his family while his wife languished in prison.

In 1967, Mao had Deng and his wife placed under house arrest in their
home in Zhongnanhai (the compound next to Tiananmen where the top
party officials lived and worked). After their children were sent away that
same year, they had no contact with the outside world and for two years had
no news of their children. They spent their time reading newspapers and
books and listening to the radio; they swept the front walk every day. Their
situation was far better than many officials being criticized. In Zhongnanhai
they were protected from assaults by the Red Guards, they were allowed to
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keep their cook and an orderly, and they could withdraw funds from their
salaries to buy necessities. Mao was teaching Deng a lesson about personal
loyalty but he was keeping open the option of using him at a later time.

Deng’s children were not similarly protected. They were assaulted by Red
Guards and pressed to give information about the crimes of their father. Lin,
the oldest daughter, was under attack at her art academy while Pufang and
Nan were subjected to attacks at Peking University, where they were studying
physics. In 1967, the two younger children, Rong and Zhifang (and Deng’s
stepmother Xia Bogen) were sent away to live in ordinary crowded workers’
housing in Beijing and allowed no contact with their parents. There Red
Guards would sometimes barge unannounced into their home, forcing them
to stand with heads bowed while the Red Guards grilled them for informa-
tion about the crimes of their father, shouted at them, pasted slogans on their
walls, and occasionally smashed things. Later, the three sisters and Zhifang
were all sent off to perform labor in the countryside.

In 1968 a “special case team” was established to investigate the “crimes” of
Deng Xiaoping. The team questioned those who knew Deng and investi-
gated his desertion from the Seventh Red Corps; his continuing good rela-
tions with Peng Dehuai, whom Mao had criticized; and other crimes. As part
of the investigation, Deng was made to write his history since age eight, list-
ing all his personal connections. He was fortunate that early on he had learned
to leave no notes and that his work had never brought him into close contact
with Guomindang officials. At the 9th Party Congress in 1969, Jiang Qing
demanded that Deng be expelled, but Mao refused and continued to protect
him from the radicals.

In 1969, after the first military clash with the Soviet Union, Mao directed
that a number of high-level leaders be sent to the countryside so that if the
Soviets were to invade, they could organize local resistance. Accordingly, Zhu
De and Dong Biwu were sent to Guangdong; Ye Jianying to Hunan; Nie
Rongzhen and Chen Yi to Henan; and Chen Yun, Wang Zhen, and Deng
Xiaoping to different parts of Jiangxi. In fact, when they arrived in the coun-
tryside, they did not play any role in organizing local defense preparations.
Some astute Beijing observers believe that Lin Biao, worried about possible
rivals, used the danger of Soviet attack to persuade Mao to exile other high-
level officials in Beijing who might have threatened his power. Indeed, after
Lin Biao died in 1971, the leaders in the regions were allowed to return to
Beijing.

By the time Deng left for Jiangxi, he was already convinced that China’s
problems resulted not only from Mao’s errors but also from deep flaws in the
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system that had produced Mao and had led to the disastrous Great Leap For-
ward and Cultural Revolution. In 1949 when the Communists took over,
Deng, who had been a revolutionary, became a builder, helping to establish a
new political system and a socialist structure. By the time he left for Jiangxi,
he was already beginning to think about what kind of reforms China needed.
By then he had accumulated an extraordinary depth of experience at the
highest levels in the military, the government, and the party, spanning all
major domestic and foreign policy issues, on which to base his ruminations
about how China should proceed with reforms.






Deng’s Tortuous Road to the Top
1969-1977






Banishment and Return
1969-1974

On October 26, 1969, Deng Xiaoping, along with his wife, Zhuo Lin, and
his stepmother, Xia Bogen, left Zhongnanhai, where they had lived for more
than a decade. They were taken by special plane to Nanchang in Jiangxi prov-
ince where Deng was to engage in physical labor and be reeducated in Mao
Zedong Thought. They were allowed to take along personal belongings and
several cases of books. Deng’s request to see Mao before leaving was not
granted, but he was told he could write letters to Wang Dongxing, head of
the party’s General Office, and it was reasonable to expect that Wang Dong-
xing would show the letters to Mao. As he boarded the plane, Deng had no
way of knowing how long he would remain in Jiangxi.

In Jiangxi, Deng was not allowed to see classified materials or to have
contact with officials other than specially designated local officials, but he
was permitted to remain a party member, which gave him hope that Mao
would someday allow him to return to work. In April 1969, shortly be-
fore he left Beijing, after he completed his self-criticism, Deng and his family
were no longer treated as class enemies, even though Mao still insisted that
Deng needed reeducation. A conversation with Wang Dongxing on the eve
of Deng’s departure from Beijing offered another ray of hope: Wang Dong-
xing told Deng that he and his wife could eventually return to their original
home in Zhongnanhai, which would remain vacant during their absence. All
of this must have offered him hope, for when he arrived in Nanchang, Deng
told the local representatives of the special team investigating his case: “I'll be
coming out eventually. I can still work for the party for another ten years.”!
As it happened, when Deng returned to Beijing he served the party for al-
most twenty more years.

49
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Before Deng was sent to Jiangxi, Zhou Enlai phoned local Jiangxi officials
with directions for preparing Deng’s living arrangements. To ensure security
against attacks by radicals, the Deng family was to be located in a military
compound. The home was to be near the city of Nanchang, where they could
have quick access to transport if necessary. There was to be a factory nearby
where Deng and Zhuo Lin could engage in manual labor. Local officials
chose the two-story house previously occupied by the superintendent of the
Nanchang Infantry School. Deng was to live on the second floor with his
family, while security and other officials lived on the first floor. By the stan-
dards of the day, the house was appropriate for a high official: modest, but
comfortable and adequate. As it turned out, the house was only several miles
from the site of the much celebrated Nanchang Uprising, the birthplace of
the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), where on August 1, 1927, the Commu-
nists (including Zhou Enlai, Zhu De, Chen Yi, Liu Bocheng, He Long, and
many other later leaders) had engaged in their first armed resistance against
the Guomindang,.

Once settled in their home in Jiangxi, each day Deng and Zhuo Lin rose
at 6:30 a.m. In his military years, Deng had begun each day by dumping a
bucket of cold water over his head. In Jiangxi, Deng doused a small hand
towel in icy water, then washed his head and face with it, believing this would
help build resistance to the cold weather. As part of their reeducation pro-
gram, Deng and Zhuo Lin then engaged in an hour of supervised compulsory
reading of the works of Chairman Mao. Deng did not discuss politics with
local officials except during their instructions on Mao Zedong Thought.

After breakfast, Deng and Zhuo Lin walked to the small county tractor-
repair station, where they worked in the morning. Deng was employed as a
machinist performing low-level manual tasks, much as he had done in the
French factories half a century earlier. The repair station was located only a
kilometer from the house, and local people had made a special secure path
from the home to the station so that Deng and Zhuo Lin could walk to and
from work each day without encountering other people.” Fellow workers
were aware of Deng’s identity, but Deng told them simply to call him “Old
Deng,” the familiar term for a senior colleague. While at work, Deng did not
talk with the workers about anything beyond the immediate work and his
local living arrangements.

At home, Deng’s stepmother, Xia Bogen, prepared their food and was in
charge of keeping house. After lunch, Deng and Zhuo Lin took naps, then
read from among the books they had brought with them—some classic Chi-
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nese history books, novels like Dream of the Red Chamber and Water Mar-
gin, and translations of Russian and French literature. Television was not yet
available, but they listened to the evening news on Central People’s Radio
and at 10 p.m. read in bed for an hour before going to sleep. After their chil-
dren finally arrived, one by one, they brought news of the outside world.
When Pufang arrived in the summer of 1971, he repaired a radio so they
could listen to shortwave broadcasts.

In addition to their factory work, Deng and Zhuo Lin worked in their
vegetable garden. Deng also helped at home by washing the floor and split-
ting firewood.? Deng’s and Zhuo Lin’s salaries were lower than their previous
ones, and their life was spartan. Xia Bogen raised chickens so they could have
eggs and meat. Deng cut down on his smoking to one pack every several
days: he gave up smoking in the morning while in the factory and smoked
only a few cigarettes each afternoon and evening. He also gave up wine, ex-
cept for one glass of inexpensive local wine at lunch.* Once they arrived,
daughters Deng Lin and Deng Nan, who still received meager salaries from
their work units, shared their salaries with their unemployed siblings.

As distressed as Deng was about the Cultural Revolution and what it
meant for China, for himself and for his family, according to Deng Rong—
who was with her parents much of the last two years they were in Jiangxi—
her father “never let his emotions run away with him. He did not become
depressed; he never gave up hope.” In this way he was unlike some of his
compatriots. Marshal Chen Yi, for instance, mayor of Shanghai from 1949 to
1958 and foreign minister from 1958 to 1972—whom Deng knew in France
and as a partner in the Huai Hai campaign—became depressed and listless
while enduring his forced rustication in Henan.®

Li Shenzhi, once an assistant to Zhou Enlai, later an official at the Chi-
nese Academy of Social Sciences and an adviser who accompanied Deng on
his trip to the United States, said that Mao did not realize how much Deng
had changed as a result of his time in Jiangxi.” Upon his return to Beijing,
Deng would do what was necessary to work under Mao, but he had come to
the conclusion that China needed deeper changes and he had a clearer view
about what directions he believed China should take.

Time to Ponder

Whatever Mao intended for Deng in Jiangxi, it proved to be an opportunity
for Deng to gain distance from the intense political turmoil in Beijing when
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those under suspicion were preoccupied with how to defend against the next
unpredictable and potentially devastating attack. Like Churchill, de Gaulle,
Lincoln, and other national leaders who fell from high positions and then
spent time in the wilderness before returning to high office, Deng found that
the time away from daily politics enabled him to achieve clarity about major,
long-term national goals. It is hard to imagine that after 1977 Deng could
have moved so deftly and forcefully had he not had a considerable length
of time to ponder the nature of the reforms that China needed and how to
achieve them. Just as Mao drew on his time in isolated Yan’an to consider
overall strategies to pursue when the Communists took over the country,
so Deng used his time in Jiangxi to consider directions he would pursue to
achieve reform. But Mao in Yan’an, in formulating his policies, held daily
discussions with his comrades and his assistants and with their help wrote
essays. Deng in Jiangxi thought through things alone and kept his ideas to
himself.

The withdrawal to Jiangxi enabled Deng quickly to regain his emotional
calm. Although Deng did not easily display his feelings, his daughter Deng
Rong reports that he was in fact an emotional person. She reports that her
father, who had lost weight and seemed tired during the three years he was
under attack in Beijing, in Jiangxi began to gain weight and regain his health.
For many years he had taken sleeping pills, and during the Cultural Revolu-
tion he increased his dosage. On January 1, 1970, scarcely two months after
he arrived in Jiangxi, he stopped taking sleeping pills altogether.® Deng Rong
reports that each afternoon while in Jiangxi, her father would take a walk of
about five thousand paces, some forty times around the house on a garden
path. She reports that he would “circle the house with quick steps . . . deep in
thought. . . . He walked around and around, day after day, year after year.”
The prospect that he would again play an important role in Beijing gave pur-
pose to his ruminations. Although Deng did not talk about high-level party
business with his wife and children, his wife and daughter Deng Rong, living
with him every day and knowing a great deal about Beijing politics, could
observe his moods and sense his concerns.” Deng Rong reports they could
tell that as her father paced about he was thinking especially about his fu-
ture and China’s future, and about what he would do after he returned to
Beijing."

There was no way to anticipate when Deng would return to Beijing, what
responsibilities Mao might give him, nor the precise circumstances China
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would face at that time. He could reflect on how he might regain Mao’s favor
to return to office and he could go over in his mind all the dramatic life-and-
death struggles of people with whom he had worked. But he could also think
about some fundamentals—about how the party could deal with the legacy
of Mao, who was already in his last years, and how he could maintain the
people’s respect for the party while allowing Mao’s successors to pursue a dif-
ferent direction. From his vast personal connections with all the party lead-
ers, Deng could evaluate the roles the various leaders might play. He could
consider how to realize the goal of four modernizations that Zhou Enlai had
enunciated and that he and his closest associates had already worked so hard
to realize.

One of the first things China needed to do was to restore order after the
disastrous Cultural Revolution. Deng Pufang was the last of Deng Xiaoping’s
five children to be allowed to visit in Jiangxi. In 1968, Deng Pufang had been
under such constant torment from the Red Guards that he fell from a high
window and broke his spine. Initially, hospitals were afraid to treat him since
his father was being criticized and his condition grew worse. He was finally
admitted to Beijing No. 3 Hospital, where doctors found that he had frac-
tured his spine and suffered compound fractures of his chest vertebra; he was
also running a high fever. At the hospital, Pufang went in and out of con-
sciousness for three days. Doctors kept him alive but did not perform the
surgery that would have prevented the severe paralysis that was to leave him
with no sensation from the chest down and with no control over his urinary
and bowel functions. He was then transferred to Peking University Hospi-
tal, but still the surgery that would have helped his condition was not per-
formed. Pufang’s sisters Deng Rong and Deng Nan moved near the hospital
so they could take turns caring for him. In mid-1969 when Deng Nan was
allowed to visit her parents while they were still in Beijing, she told them
what had happened to Pufang. Deng Rong reports that when her parents
learned of their son’s permanent paralysis, Zhuo Lin cried for three days and
nights while Deng sat in silence, smoking cigarettes one after another.'

When Pufang, who had been the closest of all the children to his father,
was finally allowed to join his parents in Jiangxi in June 1971, because he
could not move his body on his own, he was given a room on the first floor of
the home so he could be easily moved. He was also required to rest on a hard
bed and his body had to be rotated every two hours to avoid sores. Deng
Xiaoping, with help from Deng Rong, Zhuo Lin, and Xia Bogen, was re-
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sponsible for rotating him during the day. Deng also helped to wash and
massage him. When a foreigner would later raise the topic of the Cultural
Revolution, Deng passionately described it as a disaster.

Mao was so powerful as a personality and as a leader—with his enormous
contributions, ruthless devastation of good comrades, and brilliant use of
stratagems—that it was difficult for anyone to be neutral about him. It was
especially difficult for Deng, whose life had been so deeply intertwined with
Mao’s. Deng had great admiration for Mao’s spectacular achievements and
served him faithfully for almost four decades. Yet Mao’s policies had devas-
tated the country. And Mao had launched the Red Guards to attack not only
Deng as the nation’s number-two enemy but also, by extension, the entire
Deng family. It would have been inhuman not to feel betrayed, and Deng
was very human. Deng had to consider how to get along with Mao if given a
chance to return to high office. The question for Deng became not only how
to work with Mao while he was still alive—since as long as Mao was alive,
Mao would still dominate—but also how to maximize any decision-making
leeway that Mao might tolerate. When Deng was sent to Jiangxi, Mao was
already seventy-five years old and not well. He would not live forever. It was
essential to begin to think through how to handle Mao’s reputation and what
directions to pursue after he departed from the scene.

Having been in Moscow in 1956 when Khrushchev denounced Stalin,
Deng was fully aware that Khrushchev’s emotional attack had devastated the
Soviet Communist Party and all those who had worked with Stalin. Although
the Chinese press was filled with criticisms of Deng that portrayed him as
China’s Khrushchev, long before he was sent to Jiangxi Deng had already de-
cided that he would not be China’s Khrushchev. The question was how to
manage the awe and respect that Mao evoked from the masses, the fury of
those whose careers and lives had been ruined by Mao, and the awareness
among many party officials of the severity of Mao’s errors. How could Deng
preserve the party’s aura of providing correct leadership and avoid tainting
those who had worked with Mao, even as he changed Mao’s economic and
social policies?

All evidence points to Deng’s having resolved in his own mind by the time
he returned from Jiangxi the basic approach he would take for dealing with
the problem. Chinese leaders should praise Mao and keep him on a pedestal.
But they also should interpret Mao’s teachings not as a rigid ideology, but as a
successful adaptation to the conditions of the time—an interpretation that
would give Mao’s successors the leeway to adapt to new conditions.
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By the time Deng was sent to Jiangxi, he could already sense the dawning
of a sea change in China’s relationship with the West. Ever since the Korean
War, and even in the early 1960s when Deng had supervised the exchange
of nine hostile letters with the Soviet Union, China had remained closed to
the West. But given the threatening Brezhnev doctrine of September 1968
that justified interfering in the internal affairs of Communist countries when
their basic system was threatened, and the fighting with the Soviets along the
Ussuri River, China needed the cooperation of other countries against the
Soviet threat. When Mao asked four marshals—Chen Yi, Nie Rongzhen, Xu
Xiangqian, and Ye Jianying—to recommend a response to the dangers from
the Soviet Union, they responded, as they knew Mao wanted them to, by
suggesting that China initiate overtures with the West.

While in Jiangxi, Deng could receive newspapers and, after Pufang arrived,
listen to foreign radio broadcasts. In 1970 Deng learned that China and Can-
ada had normalized relations. He immediately understood what Kissinger
later admitted U.S. officials did not understand at the time: Mao’s invitation
to Edgar Snow to attend the National Day celebrations in 1970 signaled a
readiness to expand relations with the United States. In 1971 Deng, still in
Jiangxi, learned that Beijing had replaced Taiwan as representative of China
in the United Nations, that eleven additional countries had formally recog-
nized China, and that Kissinger had visited Beijing to prepare for Nixon’s
1972 visit. The next year he learned that Japan had formally recognized
China.

Knowing how assistance from the Soviet Union had helped upgrade Chi-
nas economy and technology in the 1950s, Deng would naturally begin to
think about how to expand this opening to the West to help modernize
China. He would think through how to manage the domestic conservative
opposition as China opened up and how to preserve a political structure that
was both strong and flexible.

One Asian country that had already benefited from closer ties to the West
was Japan, and by the time Deng left for Jiangxi, he knew that Japan was
completing a decade-long period of double-digit increases in personal in-
come—while China, behind closed doors, had fallen only further behind.
The West’s willingness to transfer technological know-how and equipment
had been central to Japan’s modernization. How could China develop a rela-
tionship with the United States so that it could reap similar benefits?

By 1969 other Asian countries were also beginning to take off economi-
cally, including not only South Korea, but also places with ethnic Chinese



56

DENG’S TORTUOUS ROAD TO THE TOP, 1969—1977

populations—Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore. Some Chinese, seeing
how far China had fallen behind Europe, expressed doubts that the Chinese
tradition was compatible with modernization. But if people who were ethni-
cally and culturally Chinese could modernize, why couldnt China grow just
as quickly?

Deng’s time in Jiangxi strengthened his convictions about how far behind
China was and how much it needed to change. His experiences gave him in-
sights into the extent of the Great Leap’s failure that other party leaders, who
were continually reading exaggerated reports of local achievements, had diffi-
culty evaluating. Deng Rong reports, for example, that when Pufang arrived
in Jiangxi in June 1971, her father, looking for something helpful that Pufang
could do, asked his fellow workers if they had any radios to repair. A worker
replied that there was no way any of the workers made enough money to buy
radios. Deng Rong commented that her father was sick at heart to learn that
after twenty years of socialism a worker’s family still could not even afford a
radio.”

Other insights came by way of Deng’s children’s experiences. All of the
children, except for Deng Pufang who was paralyzed, were sent to the coun-
tryside to engage in manual labor and to be reeducated. When Deng Rong
returned to Jiangxi from her assignment in the northern Shaanxi country-
side, she told her family that the rural areas still lacked toilets and pig pens.
Further, all of the children reported to their parents that the peasants did not
have enough to eat or wear. They described the devastation of the economy
and the destruction of the party organization that Deng had worked so hard
to build. Deng, obviously moved by what he was hearing, listened to his chil-
dren but said nothing."*

The first friends allowed to visit the Deng family in Jiangxi were three chil-
dren of Li Jingquan, who were permitted a five-day visit during the Spring
Festival of 1972. Li Jingquan had served as a deputy political commissar un-
der Deng in the Southwest Military Region and had succeeded Deng as head
of the Southwest Bureau in 1952. At the time of their visit, Li’s three chil-
dren were working in Jiangxi, Li Jingquan’s original home province. They
told Deng that their father had been attacked and removed from his post and
that their mother had been driven to suicide. Deng, who had always sought
to learn the truth, took great interest in the details of the struggles under the
Red Guards in the Southwest and in the observations about the rural area
where one of the three Li children had been sent. He made almost no com-
ment at the time except to say that the people in the countryside needed
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more education.” By the time Deng left Jiangxi, he had no illusions about
the seriousness of China’s problems and about the depth of change that was

needed.

Deepening Family Bonds

For several years after Deng was attacked during the Cultural Revolution,
his five children were all subjected to frequent criticism by the Red Guards.
Deng Lin and Deng Nan were attacked in their work units, and the others
were attacked in their schools. When they ventured from their home, they
were likely to be recognized, detained, and verbally assaulted by the Red
Guards. The family was close even before the Cultural Revolution, but when
the children came under attack they bonded even more tightly, never waver-
ing in their belief that their father was innocent and that they would endure
this terrible experience as a united family. Deng was acutely aware that his
children had suffered because of him. With officials outside the family, Deng
remained a comrade, and party policies took precedence over personal rela-
tions. But Dengs relations with Zhuo Lin and their children were not con-
tingent on policy; they had a deep loyalty and affection, and they were always
in it together. Deng never broke off relations with any of his children, and
none of them ever broke off relations with him. He also maintained close
friendships with the household help—the driver, the cook, the orderly, and
the director of his personal office, Wang Ruilin. Indeed, Wang Ruilin, except
when separated from Deng from 1966 to 1972, served as Deng’s office di-
rector from 1952, when Wang was just twenty years old, until Deng’s death
in 1997. He was regarded by Deng as more like a family member than a
comrade.

During the Cultural Revolution, problems for the children began with the
October 1, 1966, editorial criticizing the number-two person following the
“capitalist road”—for although Deng’s name was not mentioned, it was clear
that he was the target. His three daughters immediately knew that the charges
were false, and they never provided any new information to the Red Guards
or anyone else that could be used as evidence against their father.'® Zhuo Lin
later praised all the children for not denouncing their father even when pres-
sured to do so.

Most of the letters Deng wrote from Jiangxi were requests that their chil-
dren be allowed to visit, that they be given work assignments closer to Nan-
chang, and that Pufang receive the medical care he needed. Deng Rong re-
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ports that never in his life had Deng written so many letters as he did on
behalf of his children."” The letters, which Deng assumed would be shown to
Mao, also provided a way of reminding Mao that Deng was in Jiangxi and
was ready to accept any assignment he was given, but the letters themselves
were all about the children. There were sometimes long delays before re-
sponses came from Beijing, but eventually all of Deng’s children were allowed
to visit Deng in Jiangxi, for at least two weeks each. Deng Rong was allowed
to stay much longer. In December 1969, first Rong and then Zhifang were
allowed to stay during the agricultural winter break, but they were sent back
to their rural brigades when the spring planting was about to begin. Next to
visit were Nan and her husband; she was then working for the Science and
Technology Commission and the two were allowed to visit for the New Year
holiday season in 1971. While in Jiangxi, Nan gave birth to a girl, Deng’s first
grandchild. Lin, the eldest, was also allowed to visit during the New Year
break. These visits were possible because Mao still felt closer to Deng than to
Liu Shaoqi and other officials.

Of the five children, Pufang was best informed about higher-level political
developments.'® Pufang’s presence in Jiangxi gave his father an opportunity
to hear more details of the students” political struggles and to get a sense of
the political situation in Beijing. Later on, people who knew Deng would say
that although he did not let personal emotions influence his decisions in met-
ing out punishments for most people, he was especially severe in insisting
that Nie Yuanzi be imprisoned for ten years for launching the political attacks
at Peking University that culminated in Pufang’s paralysis and the death of
some sixty people at the university.

After the Cultural Revolution and even after Deng’s death in 1997, all five
children, along with their spouses and children, kept their residences in the
same compound. Pufang devoted himself to the cause of the handicapped
but also engaged in business. Nan went into science administration and rose
to become vice minister of the Science and Technology Commission. At
Deng’s request his daughter Rong studied medicine in Nanchang, not far
from where Deng was living, and Zhifang, who took up physics, also studied
in Nanchang. Rong later served in the Chinese embassy in Washington for
two years beginning in 1980, doing consular work and promoting cultural
exchanges. As part of this effort, she became the family historian, led a foun-
dation to promote exchanges with leaders of other countries, and helped
sponsor concerts of Western music. For eight years Zhifang studied in the
United States, receiving a Ph.D. in physics from the University of Rochester.



Banishment and Return, 1969—1974

59

He then joined a company engaged in importing and exporting technology
and later branched out into real estate and communications equipment. Af-
ter 1994 Deng Xiaoping was no longer mentally alert; it is reported that
Zhuo Lin, upset when Zhifang was criticized for corruption, took drugs to
attempt suicide. She was saved and in the end Zhifang was not punished.

By the time Deng returned from Jiangxi, in 1973, his hearing was becom-
ing more difficult, and he did not join in regular group conversations with
his children and grandchildren. He did, however, take great joy in watching
the grandchildren and in watching television. To the extent he did take part
in conversations with the children speaking directly into his ear, his children
offered their observations and their opinions, but Rong reports that their fa-
ther had sufficient confidence in his own experiences and judgments that he
was rarely influenced by their opinions."

Lin Biao’s Crash and Deng’s Letter to Mao

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, Mao regarded Marshal Lin Biao and Deng
as two of the most promising candidates for succeeding him.** Indeed, in
the fall of 1965, Zhou Enlai told a confidante, Wang Jiaxiang, that Mao was
considering two possible successors: Lin Biao and Deng Xiaoping.?' It is un-
derstandable, then, that the two saw each other as rivals for Mao’s highest
blessing.

Deng Rong said that her father got along with all ten marshals except one,
Lin Biao. Mao himself noticed the conflict; Deng reports that in 1966 Mao
summoned him and asked him to meet with Lin Biao and to cooperate with
him. Deng agreed to the meeting, but the talk failed to resolve the problems
between the two; it led them to go their separate paths.?? In 1966, Mao chose
Lin Biao as his “comrade-in-arms” and as his successor, thereby also ensuring
the cooperation of the PLA, which Lin had led since 1959 when he replaced
Peng Dehuai. Even so, in 1967, Mao confided privately that if Lin Biao’s
health were to fail, he would bring Deng back.?

Lin Biao, a reclusive hypochondriac after his head injury in World War II,
was aware of the risks in getting close to Mao and three times he refused the
position before Mao in effect ordered him to take it. Once he became Mao’s
“comrade-in-arms,” Lin was filled with anxiety about his relations with the
mercurial Mao—and for good reason. By 1970, the ever-distrustful Mao sus-
pected that Lin Biao might be planning to usurp power while he was still
alive. Consequently, in the late summer of 1971 Mao began preparing to
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push him aside, meeting first with leading military officials under Lin Biao to
ensure their loyalty. In early September 1971, as Mao was returning by train
from Hangzhou to Beijing, the train stopped in Shanghai. Especially cau-
tious about personal security given his heightened suspicions of Lin, Mao did
not get off the train but had Wang Hongwen, a former rebel leader who had
become deputy head of the Shanghai Revolutionary Committee, and Xu Shi-
you, the head of the Nanjing Military Region who was close to Lin Biao,
board the train. Mao secured their support and told them he would deal with
the problem of Lin Biao when he returned to Beijing. On September 12, as
soon as Lin Biao’s son, Lin Liguo, heard that Mao was back in Beijing, the
Lin family became concerned; Lin Liguo hired a pilot and their plane took
off that very evening, carrying Lin Biao, his wife, Lin Liguo, and a small
group of followers toward the Soviet Union. But the plane never made it to
its destination; it crashed in Mongolia and there were no survivors.*

Deng first learned of the plane crash from his son Deng Pufang, who had
heard the news on his shortwave radio. Yet he waited almost two months,
until the news became official, before he took any action. On November 6,
when the announcement of the crash reached down to county levels, Deng
and Zhuo Lin, along with some eighty workers in the factory where they
worked, were told to listen to a two-hour reading of the Central Committee
documents concerning Lin Biao’s crimes. Because he was hard of hearing,
Deng was allowed to sit in the front row and to take home a copy of the
documents to review. After Lin Biao’s death, many assumed that Mao would
soon be calling on Deng Xiaoping to assume a major position. Deng must
have thought so too. Two days after he heard the official report on Lin, even
though he had been told not to send any more letters to Wang Dongxing,
Deng was emboldened to send off a letter to Chairman Mao.”

Deng knew well what kind of letter would be most appealing to Mao. So
in addition to asking Mao to let his two youngest children live near him in
Jiangxi, he wrote:

The revelations about Lin Biao were very sudden. I was shocked and
angered to learn of the despicable crimes. . . . Had it not been for the
brilliant leadership of the Chairman and the Central Committee and
the early exposure and quick disposition, the plot might have suc-
ceeded. . . . In keeping with your instructions I have been reforming
myself through labor and study. . . . I have no requests for myself, only
that some day I may be able to do a little work for the Party. Naturally, it
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would be some sort of technical job. . .. I am longing for a chance to
pay back by hard work a bit of what I owe.?

Despite the humility of his statement, Deng was aware that Mao would be
unlikely to place a bold seasoned leader like himself in anything less than a
high position.

For some months, Deng did not receive a reply and even when Deng did
hear back, Mao had not yet made a decision as to whether or when to allow
Deng to return, let alone what position he would be asked to fill. Mao was
exhausted and what energy he had was devoted not to preparing his post-Lin
team but to making preparations for the Nixon visit of February 1972.

Mao Turns to Zhou and Party Elders, September 1971-May 1973

Had Mao been able to control the pacing of his plan to depose Lin Biao,
he would have prepared his replacement. The sudden plane crash, however,
upset Mao’s plans to win acceptance in high party circles for his decision
to depose Lin. When the person whom Mao had embraced as his successor
and “closest comrade-in-arms” was suddenly recast, after his still-mysterious
death, as a renegade trying to usurp power, even ordinary people had ques-
tions about Mao’s judgment. Mao, sick and depressed, scarcely rose from his
bed for two months.” Afterward he did gradually begin to get up, but on
February 12, 1972, he fainted. His lung problems had already affected his
heart. They also made sleeping difficult due to frequent coughing, so Mao
slept on a sofa. Though he could not move easily, at least at some points, on
the big issues, his mind remained clear.”®

Officials who had suffered under Mao and who grieved over the disasters
he had perpetrated understood that the cult of Mao was so powerful that
the country would be thrown into even greater chaos if Mao were attacked
directly. In December 1958, when his errors in charging ahead during the
Great Leap Forward had become all too obvious, Mao had made policy con-
cessions and granted other leaders more leeway to make decisions—even as
he maneuvered to remain at the helm. After Lin’s death, Mao again made
concessions in policies and gave others more decision-making authority, but
remained in charge.

Mao needed to move quickly to establish a new post-Lin party leadership
and the 10th Party Congress was not scheduled until 1974—five years after
the 9th Party Congress. Mao, however, put the new leadership structure in
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place in less than two years, enabling him to hold the 10th Party Congress in
August 1973, one year ahead of the scheduled date. To make this happen,
Mao had to reach beyond his closest inner circle, for although he could rely
on his wife, Jiang Qing, and her associates to criticize others, they lacked the
experience, good judgment, and the ability to gain the cooperation of others
to govern the country. Mao had no realistic choice but to turn to experienced
senior officials, most of whom had been victims of his Cultural Revolution.
They had risen to their positions before the Cultural Revolution at least in
part because of their proven abilities to lead, and Mao once again needed
their seasoned managerial skills.”” When Zhou Enlai reported to Mao on the
fate of many of these senior officials, Mao said he had been unaware that
many had been so badly treated.

At this point, there was in fact only one person in place who could manage
the party and the government and who, due to deeply ingrained attitudes,
would not threaten Mao’s power: Zhou Enlai. Of the five people who had
been on the Politburo Standing Committee in August 1970, Lin Biao was
dead, his ally Chen Boda was in prison, and Kang Sheng was incapacitated
by cancer, thus leaving only Mao and Zhou. With so few alternatives, Mao
allowed Zhou Enlai more leeway to restore order to the party and the govern-
ment; he assigned Zhou to chair not only the Politburo, but also the govern-
ment and the party structure.

Some observers thought Zhou Enlai would have been jubilant over the
death of Lin Biao, but in fact Zhou was deeply upset. Zhou was known to
have powerful control over his own emotions, but shortly after Lin Biao’s
crash, when he explained the country’s difficult predicament to Vice Premier
Ji Dengkui (see Key People in the Deng Era, p. 730), he not only wept but
had to pause to try to regain control; despite his efforts, he continued sob-
bing as he spoke. It is said that Zhou cried only three times in his life: when
he was belatedly told of his father’s death; after the death of Ye Ting, a fellow
revolutionary from the 1920s; and after the death of Lin Biao.

There were probably several reasons for Zhou’s emotional reaction to Lin’s
death. Zhou knew that despite Lin’s reputation as a radical, he had been prag-
matic, concerned about order, and, for Zhou, easy to work with. In addition,
Zhou, who had exhausted himself for decades trying to manage affairs under
Mao, grieved for the country, which after the devastation of the Great Leap
Forward and Cultural Revolution was now confronting yet another upheaval.
He was acutely aware that any move forward would be a monumental task.*
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Some believed that Zhou also wept for himself. Until that point, he had been
able to avoid the suspicion and wrath of Mao that had led to the death of two
number twos, Liu Shaogi and Lin Biao. He had managed to remain number
three, but now he was number two, and he knew Mao would be suspicious.
Indeed, within two years Mao would attack him.

In addition to relying on Zhou, Mao called on Ye Jianying, a respected se-
nior military statesman who was not personally ambitious, to bring order to
the military. Without fanfare, Mao also began to allow some of the others
who had been pushed aside in 1966-1967 to return to work. While resting
during the two months after Lin Biao’s crash, on several occasions Mao ac-
knowledged that many senior officials had suffered too much. He explained
this mistake by claiming that he had wrongly heeded allegations made by Lin
Biao.”!

On November 14, 1971, two months after Lin’s crash, there were more
signs of Mao’s shift in perspective. On that day, he received a delegation that
included Marshal Ye Jianying, who was already beginning to rebuild the army
leadership structure. In a gesture that was an encouraging signal to high-
ranking victims of the Cultural Revolution, Mao pointed to Ye Jianying and
said to the delegation, “Don’t call him part of the February Counter-Current
[when three vice premiers and four marshals in February 1967 had criticized
and tried to stop the Cultural Revolution].”** He further said that the unrest
had been directed by Lin Biao and that the term “February Counter-Current”
should no longer be used.* In this way, Mao tried to distance himself from
the 1967 attacks on those accused of taking part in the “February Counter-
Current.” He also issued directives to correct the treatment of Tan Zhenlin,
Chen Zaidao, and other leading officials who had been criticized in 1967.

The memorial service held on January 10, 1972, for Marshal Chen Yi pro-
vided Mao an excellent opportunity to reconnect with some senior officials
who had suffered during the Cultural Revolution. A few hours before the
memorial service was to take place, Mao let it be known that he would at-
tend. It was his first public appearance since the Lin Biao crash four months
earlier. Chen Yi, Deng’s partner in the Huai Hai campaign, the first mayor of
Shanghai during the early days after the Communist takeover, and a one-
time foreign minister, was one of the nation’s most beloved leaders. Years
later, his statue, erected on the Bund in Shanghai, would symbolize the pub-
lic’s high regard for him. Yet during the Cultural Revolution, he was brutally
attacked. Although he did finally receive medical care at a military hospital, it
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was too late: he died from a lack of proper medical attention. Further, many
of China’s leading military leaders had visited Chen Yi during his last days
and knew well how Mao’s Cultural Revolution had contributed to his death.

At the memorial service, Mao bowed three times to show his respect for
Chen Yi and said, “Comrade Chen Yi was a good man, a good comrade. . . .
If Lin Biao had succeeded in his plot, he would have destroyed all of us veter-
ans.” Thus Mao passed on responsibility for the mistreatment of Chen Yi to
his one-time “closest comrade-in-arms.” Mao, dressed in pajamas, covered by
an overcoat, on a cold day, was obviously ill and his legs wobbly. His frailty
and message were compelling for those attending the service. What better
way for Mao to pave the way for reconciliation with the victims of the Cul-
tural Revolution attacks than by coming in such a condition to offer apolo-
gies and pay his respects to a favorite comrade?

All of the Chinese high officials knew that Chen Yi would not have been
criticized without Mao’s approval. But for the time being, they were willing
to accept the fiction that it was Lin Biao who had caused Chen’s problems.
They could not expect Mao to acknowledge his errors, and it was in their in-
terest to take advantage of Mao’s changed stance toward his old comrades.
Mao put politics before economics, but he never gave up wanting to improve
the nation’s economy. Moreover, he may have had an extraordinary emotional
hold over the Chinese people, but he still needed competent party leaders.
Even the leaders whom Mao had retained throughout the Cultural Revolu-
tion recognized that, for stability and growth, the country would need the
firm hand of those officials who had served before the Cultural Revolution.
By 1972, Mao was ready to bring back these experienced senior officials—
and to start returning to their barracks the military officers, most of whom
had been ineffective in the civilian positions they had occupied during Lin
Biao’s tenure in the late 1960s. Soon thereafter, in March 1972, Zhou Enlai
submitted a list of more than four hundred senior officials to the party Orga-
nization Department to be rehabilitated, and Mao promptly approved their
return.** In 1975, and again in 1978, these senior officials would play a key
role in helping Deng to restore order and unity.

In May 1972, Zhou was diagnosed with bladder cancer, but for the re-
mainder of 1972 and into early 1973, he continued his heavy work sched-
ule.* During the chaotic period after Lin Biao’s crash, Zhou had used his
unparalleled close relations with other officials to keep the country from fall-
ing more deeply into chaos.* Extremely knowledgeable and virtually tireless
in spite of early stage cancer, Zhou continued to find ways for people of di-
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verse backgrounds to work together. In situations requiring delicate personal
diplomacy, no one could achieve more than Zhou.”

Zhou continued to seek Mao’s approval on major appointments and sen-
sitive issues, and he tried to make decisions that Mao would support. But
Mao’s withdrawal and recognition that a readjustment was required allowed
Zhou to resolve a larger range of issues more forcefully than before. He threw
himself into managing the relationships among senior officials, restoring or-
der to the economy, curbing leftist excesses in the countryside, and expand-
ing diplomatic contacts with the West.** He even made it possible for the
distinguished physicist and president of Peking University, Zhou Peiyuan, to
put forth plans to promote theoretical research.” These efforts by Zhou Enlai
to craft order from chaos foreshadowed the broader initiatives that Deng
Xiaoping would launch in 1975. It should have come as no surprise, then,
that Mao’s criticism of Zhou in late 1973 foreshadowed his criticism of Deng
in early 1976.

Unlike Deng, who focused on the important and put aside the less impor-
tant, Zhou Enlai, with his amazing command of details, dealt with matters
both large and small. When Mao gave him the leeway, he used his prodigious
memory to show extraordinary consideration to many who had been victim-
ized in the Cultural Revolution. Those victims and their families remained
enormously grateful to Zhou Enlai for saving their lives and easing their pain.
Zhou extended this same interest to Deng Xiaoping and his family. In De-
cember 1972, when Zhou felt Mao would allow it, he prodded Wang Dong-
xing to speed up the process of giving Deng an assignment.

Zhou’s attempts to help the victims of the Cultural Revolution, however,
were limited by his fear of enraging Mao. His concern seems to have been
well founded. After a Politburo meeting in 1956, Zhou upset Mao when he
told him privately that he could not in good conscience support some of his
economic policies. After being criticized then, Zhou went to extraordinary
lengths for the next fifteen years to give Mao no reason to doubt his total
commitment to carry out the Chairman’s wishes.*’ Even so, in January 1958,
Mao exploded at Zhou, saying Zhou was only fifty meters away from being a
rightist, an accusation that led Zhou to back down.

Zhou had exhausted himself during the Cultural Revolution by painfully
carrying out Mao’s directives, while also trying to shield those whom he felt
he could protect.”’ He was a virtuoso at balancing these competing interests
in an emotionally charged environment. Perhaps no one was better than
Zhou in intuiting what Mao was thinking but did not say. Some lionize Zhou
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for his combination of political skills, tireless dedication to the party and
country, unfailing poise and gentlemanly demeanor, and devotion to assist-
ing victims. Many who knew the situation well believed that Zhou did every-
thing he could to moderate Mao’s excesses. Not everyone, however, felt that
Zhou Enlai was a hero. Chen Yi’s family members, for example, were upset
that Zhou did not protect Chen Yi, and families of other victims who had
not received help from Zhou expressed similar sentiments. Still others con-
sidered him an accomplice who was in a pact with the devil, implementing
the Cultural Revolution with all its horrors. Is it not possible, some asked,
that the horrors would have ended sooner had Zhou Enlai not prevented the
regime from falling apart?

Regardless of one’s views on Zhou and the Cultural Revolution, it was
clear that no one else could have so skillfully managed what was then high
on Mao’s agenda—the opening of relations with the United States. Zhou
first met U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger on July 9, 1971, just two
months before Lin Biao’s crash. In October 20-26, 1971, only a month after
the crash, Kissinger returned to Beijing to plan for the visit, which took place
the following February. Kissinger later wrote that he considered Zhou to be
one of the two or three most impressive men he had ever met. John Hol-
dridge, a Kissinger aide, described Kissinger’s mood before meeting Zhou as
the anticipation of one of the world’s two grand chess masters on his way to
the championship match.*

Mao and Zhou, Nixon and Kissinger

In 1969 China and the United States, which had been trading partners for
two centuries, World War II allies for four years, and Cold War enemies for
two decades, began to consider rekindling a diplomatic relationship. Mao,
concerned about the risk of Soviet invasion after the 1969 border clashes, had
for the first time since the Korean War decided to increase contacts with the
West, and had assigned Zhou Enlai to carry on the negotiations. Nixon, who
was looking for a way to resolve the Vietnam conflict and was seeking long-
term cooperation against the Soviet Union, assigned Henry Kissinger to be
Zhou’s counterpart in negotiating the new overtures to China. Kissinger’s
dramatic trip from Pakistan to Beijing in 1971, to prepare for the Nixon
visit, and the Nixon visit in February 1972 were breathtaking events that
helped set the stage for the rapid expansion of U.S.-China contacts during
the Deng era.
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Deng had nothing to do with the 1966-1969 deterioration in Sino-Soviet
relations that had led to the 1969 conflict. But he had led the team that
drafted the famous nine polemical letters to Moscow from 1961 to 1963, and
he had personally delivered the last major Chinese speech in Moscow in 1963
that had capped those angry exchanges. Deng also had nothing to do with
the opening to the United States that took place while he was still in Jiangxi,
although by late 1973 he was at Zhou's side, helping to carry on negotiations.
No, Deng’s contributions would come later.

Restoring Deng Slowly, January 1972-April 1973

Not until February 1973, sixteen months after Lin Biao’s death, did Mao
invite Deng Xiaoping to return to Beijing. Having criticized Deng so severely
in 1966, Mao could not expect others to be ready to accept Deng quickly,
and he had not yet decided how to use him. Deng had been attacked so vehe-
mently for taking the “capitalist road” that it was a challenge for Mao to ex-
plain to others why he would welcome him back. Mao’s strategy was to ex-
plain that Deng, the highly respected general secretary, had been “mistreated
by Lin Biao.” At the memorial service for Chen Yi in January 1972, Mao said
to Chen Yi’s family that Deng was different from Liu Shaogi: his situation
was less serious. Zhou Enlai then suggested to Chen Yi’s family that they
should let Mao’s appraisal of Deng be more widely known.* When word of
Mao’s comments reached Deng, it was the first indication that Mao had re-
ceived his letter of September 1971. More hints were coming, however. In
early April 1972, Deng was informed by the Jiangxi Provincial Revolutionary
Committee that, in line with his wishes expressed in the letter to Mao, his
youngest son, Zhifang, had been admitted to Jiangxi College of Science and
Technology and his youngest daughter, Rong, would be allowed to enter
Jiangxi Medical University.*

With these positive signals, on April 26, 1972, Deng was emboldened to
write to Wang Dongxing, explaining that since his two children had gone off
to college, he wondered if he might be allowed to hire someone to help Zhuo
Lin and him to look after Pufang. He concluded the letter saying, “As for
myself, I am still awaiting instructions from you allowing me to do a few
more years of work.” Deng received no direct response or communication,
but within a month the salaries of both Deng and Zhuo Lin were restored to
their original levels.*

Deng Rong later wrote that these signs that Deng’s political situation had
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improved were enormously encouraging for the entire family. The extent to
which the Deng family waited for any positive signal reveals how completely
Mao Zedong, even when he was sick and disheartened by Lin Biao’s crash,
could control the fate of the people under him. Indeed, Chen Yun had been
allowed to return to Beijing from Jiangxi on April 22, 1972, yet Mao kept
Deng in Jiangxi for almost another year.

On August 3, 1972, after several months with no response from Mao or
Wang Dongxing, Deng again wrote to Mao, trying to clear up the doubts
that he suspected Mao might be harboring about him. Deng began by writ-
ing that he had just heard the reports given to all workers in his factory about
the crimes of Lin Biao and Chen Boda. He reported that although Lin was a
shrewd general, on the Long March he had once teamed up secretly with
Peng Dehuai against Mao and recalled that Lin Biao had refused Mao’s re-
quest to lead the army during the Korean War. Deng confessed that Lin Biao
was better than he was at understanding Mao’s wishes, but that he could not
agree with the way Lin had simplified Mao’s thinking by stressing only three
articles, because more of Mao’s works should be used. Deng also wrote that
both Lin Biao and Chen Boda would be happy only if Deng were dead, and
Deng therefore thanked Mao for protecting him during the Cultural Revolu-
tion. Deng had no compunctions about telling Mao what he thought Mao
wanted to hear.

In his letter, Deng reinforced the message that everything he wrote in his
self-criticism of June and July 1968 was correct. In addition to explaining
again his error in leaving the Guangxi troops in 1931, he also admitted that
there were weaknesses in his performance as general secretary of the party
because he sometimes failed to seek Chairman Mao’s opinion. In 1960-1961
he had not been able to eliminate his capitalist thinking. He had also failed to
implement effectively Chairman Mao’s decision to build up the “third front”
by moving defense-related industries inland. And he did not in a timely fash-
ion ask Chairman Mao’s permission before making reports. Deng acknowl-
edged that it had been correct for the Cultural Revolution to have revealed
his errors. In the letter he also tried to relieve Mao’s worries about one critical
issue: he wrote that he would never reverse the verdicts on people criticized
during the Cultural Revolution. He also indicated that he would return to
the Chairman’s proletarian revolutionary line.””

This message from Deng was apparently what Mao was waiting to hear.
On August 14, 1972, only a few days after receiving Deng’s reassurances,
Mao wrote Premier Zhou Enlai, instructing him to arrange Deng’s return to
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Beijing. Mao reiterated that Deng’s case was different from that of Liu Shaoqi.
Deng had never surrendered to the enemy and he was never suspected of
passing on secrets to the Guomindang. In addition, Deng had supported
General Liu Bocheng in battle and had made many other contributions to
the party and the country.® The very day Zhou received Mao’s memo, he
circulated it to the Central Committee.” But because Jiang Qing, Mao’s wife,
dragged her feet on bringing Deng back, at that point no action was taken.*

In September 1972, Deng, sensing he might be allowed more freedom,
asked for and received permission to visit the old Jiangxi Soviet base areas,
including Ruijin. It was the first time he left his house in three years. He vis-
ited for five days, and was hosted with the same courtesy given a provincial
leader. Deng also received permission to spend two days visiting Wang Rui-
lin, his office director since 1952, who was then in Jinxian county, Jiangxi,
performing physical labor at a “May 7 Cadre School” for reeducating offi-
cials. Later, when Deng returned to Beijing, Wang was allowed to return as
well, to serve Deng as before. On December 18, 1972, Zhou Enlai asked
Wang Dongxing and Ji Dengkui why Mao’s August instruction regarding
Deng had not been carried out, and on December 27, after checking with
Mao, they responded that Deng could return to Beijing at last.’' The next
month, in January 1973, Bai Dongcai, party secretary of the Jiangxi Provin-
cial Revolutionary Committee, brought Deng the good news, and on Febru-
ary 20, after workers from Deng’s factory came to bid him farewell, Deng
and his family were driven by car to Yingtan, where they boarded a train for
Beijing.”? As he left Jiangxi, Deng said, “I can still work for twenty years.”
Indeed, it was not until nineteen years and eight months later, after the 14th
Party Congress, that Deng would retire from the political stage.

Deng Returns to Beijing, 1973

When a person who had been criticized was to take on an important position
in the Chinese leadership, it was standard practice first to hint that he was
once again in good favor: that way, others would have an easier time accept-
ing the new appointment. After Deng returned from Jiangxi on February 22,
1973, he was not immediately given an assignment, even though his appear-
ance in Beijing implied that he would again play a major role. As word of his
return began to spread, Deng visited some old acquaintances but for some
weeks he still did not attend any formal meetings or assume any responsibili-
ties, nor did he meet with either Mao or Zhou.
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Mao gave Zhou the task of convening a series of Politburo meetings to
discuss Deng’s future. Members of the Cultural Revolution Small Group—as
well as Zhang Chungiao, a potential rival for succeeding Zhou as premier,
and Zhang Chungiao’s supporter Jiang Qing—strongly opposed Deng’s be-
ing given a major role. But Mao insisted that Deng should return to work
and participate in regular party meetings.”* At the end of the deliberations,
the Politburo proposed that Deng be assigned to the yewuzu, the leadership
group under Zhou Enlai and vice head Li Xiannian that had maintained reg-
ular government functions during the chaos of the Cultural Revolution, and
that he be allowed to attend regular weekly party meetings.”> On March 9
Zhou forwarded to Mao a document summarizing these decisions, Mao ap-
proved it, and the document was distributed to Deng and party committees
down to the county level and to military officials down to the regimental
level.>

Deng’s first meeting with Zhou after his return to Beijing occurred on
the evening of March 28, 1973, and was also attended by Li Xiannian (see
Key People in the Deng Era, p. 731) and Jiang Qing. Immediately after the
meeting, Zhou reported to Mao that Deng was in good spirits and in good
health, and seemed ready to return to work. The very next afternoon, Mao
met with Deng for the first time in six years, telling Deng, “Work hard. Stay
healthy.” Deng responded that he had remained healthy because he had faith
in the Chairman and had been awaiting his call.”” That evening, Zhou, at
Mao’s behest, chaired a Politburo meeting during which it was announced
that Deng would be made vice premier and take part in foreign affairs activi-
ties. Deng was not yet to be made a regular member of the Politburo, but he
was to attend its meetings when important matters were to be discussed.
Zhou sent a letter to Mao summarizing the Politburo discussions, Mao ap-
proved it, and Deng formally took on the position.*®

Dengss first official appearance after 1968 was on April 12, 1973, at a ban-
quet for Prince Norodom Sihanouk of Cambodia. There he was introduced
as vice premier. Deng and others acted as if his attendance were perfectly
natural, though some remained reserved as they greeted him. Following his
appearance there was a great buzz among officials and foreign correspondents
about what role Deng might play.”

Clearly, Mao wanted Deng to be given important work. During 1973, as
we will see, Deng gradually became a more prominent leader, first by being
allowed to attend high-level meetings, then by being apprenticed to Zhou
Enlai, next by becoming a member of the Central Committee at the August
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10th Party Congress, and then, in December, after proving his loyalty to
Mao, by becoming a member of the Politburo and a member of the Central
Military Commission (CMC).

As an apprentice to Zhou Enlai, beginning in April 1973 Deng would ac-
company Zhou when greeting guests from Cambodia, Mexico, Japan, North
Korea, Mali, Nepal, Congo, Philippines, France, Canada, Australia, and else-
where at the airport, welcoming them and then seeing them off. He did at-
tend some of the meetings with foreigners, but as yet he still was not respon-
sible for carrying out any discussions with them.®

Mao Cultivates Wang Hongwen, 1973-1974

Mao, like all other senior Chinese leaders, devoted great attention to cultivat-
ing young leaders as successors. After the death of Lin Biao and with Mao’s
own health declining, the issue of a successor became more pressing. Mao
drew on his deep knowledge of how Chinese leaders throughout the centu-
ries had dealt with succession when crafting his own strategy. That is, Mao
kept his options open: while giving hints and signs of his intent, he contin-
ued to observe, maintain his own authority, and ensure that he could always
change his mind. Between 1971 and September 1972, Mao brought three
promising young officials to Beijing to work at the party center: first Hua
Guofeng, then Wang Hongwen and Wu De. By late 1972 he had singled out
as especially promising Wang Hongwen—a young, strong rebel with a fierce
loyalty to Mao and the Communist Party. Mao liked Wang’s worker back-
ground, his service as a soldier, and his bold confident leadership style (see
Key People in the Deng Era, p. 738).

Mao knew that Wang Hongwen did not have the knowledge or back-
ground to lead the government, but he believed that Wang’s proven radical
commitment and leadership potential made him a prime candidate to be-
come a high-level party leader. Indeed, Mao began to lean toward the idea of
keeping Wang as a party leader while at the same time finding someone else
to replace Zhou Enlai as head of the government.

Mao Makes Deng an Apprentice to Zhou

Throughout Chinese history, as emperors aged and their energy declined,
they often stopped seeing a broad range of officials and narrowed their con-
tacts to an inner cabinet of fawning eunuchs. After Lin Biaos death, Mao
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similarly rarely saw any officials, including Deng, and relied primarily on
three women to keep him posted about the outside world: Zhang Yufeng, an
assistant who lived at his residence, and the “two ladies,” that is, Tang Wen-
sheng (“Nancy”), his interpreter, and Wang Hairong, Mao’s “niece” (actually
his cousin’s granddaughter). Mao had met Zhang Yufeng when she was as-
signed to be an assistant on his special train. She was attractive, intellectually
sophisticated, and politically astute, although she did not have the depth of
experience to understand all the complexities of high-level politics. The “two
ladies” had originally been sent by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to assist
Mao when meeting foreign guests. Mao conversed with them before and af-
ter he met the foreign visitors, and the two gradually acquired a broader role
as go-betweens with the outside world. Whatever their personal views, they
had no choice but to be thoroughly loyal to Mao in their dealings with out-
siders, who came to regard them as representatives of Mao’s leftism. When
Mao was attacking Zhou Enlai, for instance, the two ladies were responsi-
ble for conveying Mao’s views. This situation posed a serious problem for
their relationship with Zhou when Mao became critical of Zhou, for the
two ladies became in effect Mao’s mouthpiece in dealing with Zhou, and
they were expected to report to Mao any possible problems in his behavior.
By 1973, Mao, suffering from Lou Gehrig’s disease, had difficulty hold-
ing his head up straight and mumbled. In February 1972 he once fell uncon-
scious, but he was still able to meet Nixon nine days later. Mao was pre-
occupied with stories from Chinese history and literature. But on issues
he cared about, like major personnel appointments, his reputation, and man-
aging relationships, he was as shrewd, devious, and cunning as ever. On
those issues, he remained firmly in charge and made calculating use of go-
betweens.

Beyond planning their successors, aged emperors also tended to focus on
ensuring their historical legacy. Mao had always been concerned about his
place in history. In 1945, when he went to meet Chiang Kai-shek, Mao wrote
what would become one of his most famous poems. In it he asked: Who was
the greatest leader in Chinese history? Was it one of the great emperors Qin
Shihuang, Han Wudi, Tang Taizong, or Song Taizu? Mao’s answer: “To find
the greatest leader one must look to the present.” In megalomania and lust
for power, Mao ranked high among world leaders. At his zenith, Mao was
involved in a broad range of activities, but with his health waning and his
years numbered, Mao began to focus even more on his place in history and
on successors who would honor his legacy.
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Mao also ranked high among world leaders in paranoid suspicions of oth-
ers plotting to usurp power, but it was not unreasonable to worry that if
Zhou Enlai were to survive him, he might abandon Mao’s commitment to
class struggle and the continuing revolution and reduce the glorification of
Mao in the official history of the era." For his extraordinary skills and pro-
digious memory in managing government activities and foreign relations,
Zhou was by then almost indispensable, especially to China’s emerging re-
lationship with the United States and other Western countries. It was well
known in high circles that Mao did not like Zhou, but he needed him. Zhou
Enlai had developed a large number of internal spies who worked under him
in Shanghai in the 1930s and whose identity remained secret; they remained
intensely loyal to Zhou, and Mao was cautious about removing someone who
commanded such a large secret network of supporters. Zhou Enlai, unlike
Liu Shaoqi and Lin Biao, had taken extraordinary care over the years not to
threaten Mao’s power. Nonetheless, by 1973, although it could not be said
publicly, it was not difficult for Mao to discern that among many high-level
officials, Zhou was thought of as the good leader—the one who struggled to
keep order, show consideration for others, and rein in the wild schemes of the
bad leader.

Mao’s problem with Zhou was less a concern that Zhou might try to seize
power, and more that Zhou’s reputation might rise at the expense of his own
and that Zhou might be too soft on the United States. These problems would
be especially severe if Zhou were to survive him. Consequently, when Nancy
Tang and Wang Hairong reported to Mao the lavish praise that the foreign
press was heaping on “Zhou Enlai’s foreign policy” for improving U.S.-China
relations, Mao was livid.®* It should be known as Mao’s foreign policy, not
Zhou’s. Starting around this time, then, Mao began finding ways to weaken
Zhou’s reputation and to ensure that the person who took over Zhou’s work
as his cancer advanced would be loyal to Mao, not to Zhou.®

Regardless of Mao’s megalomania, eccentricities, and policy errors, his un-
derlings acknowledged that in addition to being a brilliant national strate-
gist he had a good eye for talent. The one political leader other than Zhou
Enlai who in Mao’s eyes had proven that he could skillfully manage a host of
complex issues, including foreign relations, was Deng Xiaoping.® Deng had
worked closely with Zhou since their time in France half a century earlier,
when Zhou had supervised his work. But Deng had bonded with Mao in the
Jiangxi Soviet in the early 1930s and risen over the years because he was Mao’s
man, not because he was Zhou’s man.® In 1973, Zhou managed a broad
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range of extraordinarily complex foreign policy issues. Deng thus had much
to learn from Zhou Enlai when he became his apprentice in the spring of
1973. Mao, having been disappointed that Deng had grown distant from
him and too close to Liu in the early 1960s, had reason to wonder whether
Deng, if given an important position, would be less responsive to Mao than
he had been in the years immediately before the Cultural Revolution and
more responsive to Zhou. Was there a danger that Deng might criticize the
Cultural Revolution, replace Mao’s key appointments, and leave to history
an evaluation of Mao that emphasized his errors?® Throughout 1973, then,
Mao observed Deng very closely.

The 10th Party Congress, August 1973

The 10th Party Congress, held August 24-28, 1973, was the first high-level
large meeting since 1949 at which Mao, already seriously ill, did not per-
sonally make a speech. The First Plenum, held as usual immediately after
the congress to announce the personnel appointments, was the last Central
Committee meeting that Mao would attend. During the congress Mao could
scarcely stand, and waited until the participants had left the hall before he
himself departed so they would not see how difficult it was for him to move.
Mao retained the power to set the overall direction and to approve important
personnel appointments, but with Mao’s illness, participants could not help
but think about succession.

At the congress, Wang Hongwen, then thirty-eight years old, was cata-
pulted to leadership, making it clear to leaders at home and abroad that Mao
had chosen him to be the leading candidate to succeed him as head of the
party.”” Wang’s importance had already become obvious to party leaders two
months earlier, when Wang had been named head of the Election Prepara-
tory Committee that would nominate the new members of the Central Com-
mittee. He had also been put in charge of preparing a new constitution and
at the congress he delivered the report on it, a responsibility that Deng had
held at the 8th Party Congress in 1956, when he was the promising candi-
date to succeed Mao as party leader.®® At the First Plenum, Wang Hongwen
was also named vice chairman of the party, ranking him third in command
behind Mao and Zhou. Other leaders, foreign diplomats, and the foreign
press also began to treat him as Mao’s likely successor.®

Deng’s role at the party congress could not compare with Wang’s. He was
readmitted as a member of the Central Committee, but he played no leader-
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ship role. Compared to a usual party congress, this 10th Party Congress
was rushed in order to provide the new leadership structure after the death
of Lin Biao and the elimination of his closest followers. The congress lacked
the comprehensive overview of issues discussed at the 8th Party Congress
of 1956 and even of the 9th Party Congress, where Lin Biao played the
key role. It lasted five days compared to the twenty-four days of the 9th
Party Congress, and the two major speeches, by Wang Hongwen and Zhou
Enlai, together lasted less than one hour, far shorter than a typical party con-
gress speech.”” This congress represented the end of the Lin Biao era with
a new Central Committee membership but not yet a new program. The
congress focused on three topics—criticism of Lin Biao, the rectification
campaign following the fall of Lin, and the 1973 economic plan.”" Almost
half of Zhou Enlai’s political report criticized Lin Biao. The economic plan,
however, was not discussed in detail because the economy was still in a cha-
otic state and the leadership did not have time to make a detailed presen-
tation of the remaining two years, 1974 and 1975, of the current five-year
plan.

Perhaps the most important change at the party congress was the return to
the Central Committee of so many senior officials, for they would provide
the backbone of support for Deng when he was given more power at the end
of 1973. They replaced the many military officials who had been brought
in at the 9th Party Congress led by Lin Biao. Among the 191 members of
the new Central Committee, some forty were senior officials who had been
brought back after being criticized during the Cultural Revolution.”” Among
those whom Mao allowed to return were vice premier Tan Zhenlin, one of
the commanders under Deng Xiaoping’s front command during the Huai
Hai campaign, who in February 1967 had boldly objected to the Cultural
Revolution; Wang Zhen; and Deng Xiaoping. Already by mid-July Deng,
who until then was only allowed to sit in on meetings with foreigners, had
begun participating in the discussions.”

Mao’s decision to elevate a rebel leader as young and inexperienced as
Wang Hongwen was an outrage to senior officials. On August 21, during the
last Politburo meeting prior to the congress, senior officials dared to raise ob-
jections to Wang Hongwen’s appointment. General Xu Shiyou spoke for less
daring senior officials when he said that one vice chairman, Zhou Enlai, was
enough. When pressured, Xu responded that Kang Sheng and Marshal Ye
Jianying could be added.” In the end, however, Mao persisted; Wang Hong-
wen was appointed and so was Kang Sheng, who had played a sinister role in
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selecting high officials for attack during the Cultural Revolution. The other
two vice chairman, however, Zhou Enlai and Marshal Ye Jianying, could pro-
vide experienced and moderate leadership.

Although Zhou Enlai was allowed to present the political report to the
congress, it was drafted by two of Jiang Qing’s supporters, Zhang Chungqiao
and Yao Wenyuan, who had also drafted key documents for the 9th Party
Congress. Therefore, while the documents criticized Lin Biao, they basically
affirmed the radical outcome of the 9th Party Congress, when Lin Biao was
in charge. Indeed, Politburo membership after the 10th Party Congress was
still dominated by the radicals. There were four radicals on the new twenty-
one-member Politburo—Wang Hongwen, Zhang Chungqiao, Jiang Qing,
and Yao Wenyuan; they were not working together as a team but their views
were similar and later they became infamous as the “Gang of Four.” Other
Politburo members—including Wu De, Chen Xilian, and Ji Dengkui—al-
though less radical, still leaned toward the left. Mao tried to balance the
senior officials who were returned to the Central Committee with “mass rep-
resentatives,” peasants and worker representatives. Even if, as Mao acknowl-
edged, “their intellectual level was a little lower,” they could be counted on to
support the radicals who favored continuing the revolution.

Deng was not yet given responsibilities to go with his new position, but to
shrewd political observers it was clear that Mao was beginning to think of
Deng and Wang Hongwen working together. Mao sent them together on an
inspection trip so they would get to know each other.”

Mao Attacks Zhou Enlai, November—December 1973

In February 1973, when Henry Kissinger met Mao for the first time, he
found Mao upset with the United States for cooperating with the Soviet
Union at the expense of China. By November of that year, when Kissinger
again went to Beijing, Mao not only complained about U.S. cooperation
with the Soviet Union but also about Zhou Enlai for being too soft in dealing
with the United States. During the summer months, Mao complained bit-
terly that the United States was “standing on China’s shoulders,” using China
to get agreements with the Soviet Union. Mao’s suspicions heightened fur-
ther in June 1973 when Brezhnev visited the United States and met with
Nixon in San Clemente, California, to celebrate ratification of the Treaty for
the Prevention of Nuclear War. Immediately after Brezhnev’s U.S. visit, the
Chinese delivered a formal note to the White House complaining that by
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helping the Soviets present a posture of peace, the U.S. was enabling the So-
viet Union to mask its expansionism.”® Mao suspected that the United States
and the Soviet Union were forging an agreement that would leave the Soviet
Union free to aim its weapons toward China without any response from the
United States.

Mao accused Zhou Enlai and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of being too
conciliatory toward the United States, allowing China to be used to improve
relations with the Soviet Union. Mao was also upset that the United States
was doing nothing to weaken ties with Taiwan or to normalize relations with
China. Nixon had promised to normalize relations with China in 1976 and
now, whatever the explanation (that the Watergate investigation weakened
Nixon’s power so he could not get normalization through Congress), the
United States was using China to improve relations with the Soviet Union.

When Kissinger arrived in Beijing in November 1973, he found Zhou’s
power much reduced by Mao. Zhou was so sensitive to accusations of being a
Confucian (being too moderate, not fighting for China’s national interests)
that when Kissinger said China was still influenced by Confucius, Zhou flew
into a rage, the only time that Kissinger recalls Zhou becoming angry in all
their dozens of hours of meetings. Clearly Zhou was under pressure, and the
two ladies would report his behavior to Mao. By the time Kissinger arrived,
the United States had just appointed a new high-level ambassador, Leonard
Unger, to Taiwan and had agreed to supply Taiwan with new military tech-
nology. Mao was furious.

In November, after the first day of discussions between Zhou and Kissinger,
Zhou and Nancy Tang reported to Mao. Zhou told Mao of Kissinger’s sug-
gestion that Washington might be able to win Congressional approval to ad-
vance toward normalization of the U.S.-China relationship if the Chinese
could be somewhat more flexible than in the Japan formula and allow Wash-
ington to maintain closer relations with Taiwan. Nancy Tang chimed in at
that point, telling Mao that it sounded like a “two-China policy.””” (Zhou
later confessed to Kissinger that “when we were with the Chairman, I dared
not explain the statement, but she dared to make an explanation.”) When
Mao heard that Zhou was seriously listening to Kissinger’s proposals allowing
the United States to keep a stronger relationship with Taiwan as well as with
the mainland, Mao, the elemental patriot, was furious at Zhou.

Kissinger told Zhou that “the growth of Chinese nuclear capability was
unacceptable to the Soviet Union.””® Kissinger also proposed the establish-
ment of a hotline so the United States and China would immediately ex-
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change information in case of possible Soviet action (“to lessen the vulnera-
bility of your forces and to increase the warning time”). Zhou told Kissinger
that if an agreement were reached on the sharing of intelligence, “it would be
of great assistance to China” and on the last morning of Kissinger’s visit (No-
vember 14) they exchanged drafts of documents about the sharing of intelli-
gence.”

To Mao, hearing reports of Kissinger’s discussion with Zhou, the proposal
had overtones of the Soviet Union’s proposal in the late 1950s to provide a
collective defense for China, which had led Mao to break off relations with
the Soviet Union for fear of granting powers to the Soviet Union that would
have compromised Chinese sovereignty. Now, in Mao’s view, Zhou was ready
to grant the United States power over intelligence-gathering that would com-
promise China’s independence.

Jiang Qing, sensitive to Mao’s moods and always seeking opportunities to
criticize Zhou Enlai, saw her moment and launched an attack on Zhou for
being too eager to yield to the United States. She called him a capitulation-
ist.** Mao, who wanted a firmer backbone in China’s foreign policy, was ready
to allow a vigorous attack on Zhou Enlai.

From November 25 to December 5, 1973, immediately after Kissinger’s
visit, Mao organized a series of Politburo struggle sessions against Zhou Enlai
in the Great Hall of the People. After Lin Biao’s death, Mao had taken little
interest in the details of daily work, but he micromanaged the criticism of
Zhou by selecting who would attend, outlining what they would say, and
setting the overall tone of the meetings. In his view Zhou was close to be-
ing a rightist capitulationist.®! All of the Politburo members were required to
publicly criticize him. Zhou wrote a detailed self-criticism, but Mao judged
it inadequate, demanding that Zhou compose another one that condemned
his own actions even more strongly. After the November 1973 meetings,
Kissinger was able to visit Zhou, but never again, as Zhou made clear to
Kissinger, was he allowed to negotiate with him.

Mao Passes Responsibilities to Deng, December 1973

After Kissinger's November visit, for dealing with the United States Mao
turned to the person who had proved absolutely firm in standing up to the
Soviet Union: Deng Xiaoping. In December 1973 Deng was directed to at-
tend the Politburo meetings to criticize Zhou. Zhou had been like an elder
brother to Deng in France, in the underground in Shanghai, and in their
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work in Beijing in the early 1950s. Yet Mao had reason to hope that Deng
would choose to side with him rather than with Zhou. During the rectifica-
tion campaign of the 1940s, Deng had been on Mao’s side while Zhou had
not. Deng had bonded with Mao since being accused of leading the Mao
clique in 1931, and he had been promoted in the 1950s by Mao. After 1956,
when Deng had become general secretary of the party, his relations with
Zhou were sometimes awkward regarding party matters: Zhou, who re-
mained senior in rank, had to report to and receive instructions from Deng,
who managed daily party affairs.* And during the Cultural Revolution, Zhou
did not defend Deng.*

Deng knew very well that what he said at the meetings to criticize Zhou
would be reported to Mao by the two ladies. Near the end of the meetings,
Deng said to Zhou, “You are only one step away from the Chairman. Others
could hope for such a position, but it would be unattainable; for you it is
attainable. I hope you will take this as an adequate warning.”®* On the sur-
face Deng’s words may not have seemed vicious, but in the context they were
damning. In effect, Deng had implied that there was a danger Zhou might
try to upstage Mao and usurp his role. When the two ladies reported Deng’s
comments to Mao, Mao was thrilled, and immediately invited Deng in for
a talk.

Several days later, Mao called a meeting of the Politburo, asking the mem-
bers to make Deng a full member as well as a member of the CMC. This was
the first time in history that Mao had rushed through such an appointment
without having it cleared by a plenary session of the Central Committee.®
Zhou officially remained on as premier, but Deng began attending his meet-
ings with foreign officials. Indeed, although he was still physically able seven
months later to take the plane flight and possibly represent China in May
1974 at the United Nations, Mao chose Deng to attend in his stead. And af-
ter Zhou entered the hospital on June 1, 1974 for surgery, Deng began host-
ing the visits with foreign dignitaries.*

Firming up the Military, 1971-1974

After Lin Biao’s death in the plane crash en route to the Soviet Union, Mao
needed to ensure that his military leadership was loyal and united. Before the
plane crash, Mao had already taken precautions to firm up support against
Lin Biao. In August 1971, for instance, Mao took a personal tour of mili-
tary bases in central and south China and talked openly of differences with
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Lin Biao. He also replaced a number of military leaders, which weakened
Lin’s base of support.” Immediately after the crash, the four military offi-
cers on the Politburo—Huang Yongsheng, Wu Faxian, Li Zuopeng, and Qiu
Huizuo—were given ten days to declare their distance from Lin. Those who
failed to do so were arrested within a matter of days and released in the late
1980s.

Just as Mao turned to Lin Biao in 1959 to unify the military after he
had removed Peng Dehuai, so too did he need someone after Lin’s death to
strengthen the military’s central command. Mao turned first to Marshal Ye
Jianying, who was widely respected in the military, had no enemies, and, be-
ing a decade older than Lin Biao, had no leadership ambitions (see Key Peo-
ple in the Deng Era, p. 740). At the end of 1973, however, when Mao began
to rely on Deng Xiaoping to manage U.S. relations with a firmer hand, he
turned to Deng to help strengthen control over the military as well.

Notlong after the 10th Party Congress, Mao reportedly tested Wang Hong-
wen and Deng by asking what might happen after his death. Wang replied
that the Chairman’s revolutionary line would continue. Deng, acutely aware
of the power of the commanders in the military regions, said that warlords
might emerge and the country might sink into crisis. Mao thought Deng
gave the better answer, and by the end of the year the military commanders
had been rotated yet again.®

Also shortly after the 10th Party Congress, Mao learned that when Lin
Biao was still alive, Li Desheng, a military leader who had recently risen to be
a party vice chairman, had signed a letter of loyalty to Lin that in Mao’s view
went further than necessary. It was a great shock to Mao. Fearing that other
regional commanders might have been too close to Lin Biao, Mao decided to
rotate them; to reduce the risk that they might organize people in their new
posts, they were transferred without their staff.

After discovering other letters of loyalty by military leaders to Lin Biao,
Mao also became more suspicious of the political leadership in Beijing that
had worked with Lin and decided to bring to Beijing new regional officials
who had not worked closely with the former “comrade in arms” who proved
unfaithful. Because Deng had spent his time in Jiangxi while Lin Biao was at
the helm, Mao knew that Deng could not possibly have had close relations
with Lin. He also knew that two of the key military leaders—Li Desheng,
who was being sent to the Shenyang Military Region, and Chen Xilian, who
was brought in to take the most sensitive position, head of the Beijing Mili-
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tary Region—had both served in Deng’s Second Field Army. Mao could be
confident that Deng would keep them in check.

Soon after the rotation of the regional military commanders, then, Mao
announced that a military officer, Deng Xiaoping, would be a member of the
Politburo and of the CMC. As Mao put it, “I am thinking of making him
secretary general of the Politburo. If you don't like that title, we'll call him
chief-of-counsels.” Deng, always more concerned about actual authority
than titles, politely refused those titles. Mao knew that the senior military of-
ficers would be relieved by Deng’s appointment, not only because he had
military credentials, but also because they knew he would not take part in
any vindictive purges. So although Deng had to show his loyalty to Mao by
severely criticizing the eight military commanders who had been influenced
by Lin, the experienced senior officials knew Deng did this because he was
required to do so. After his appointment, it was not entirely clear whether
Marshal Ye outranked Deng or Deng outranked Marshal Ye, but each was
deferential to the other and they cooperated effectively in working with the
regional commanders.

While curbing Lin Biao’s influence in the military, Mao also launched a
political campaign among the general public to criticize those who had been
close to Lin. It was discovered that Lin Biao had written notes in the mar-
gins of things he had read, showing he had great respect for Confucius; the
campaign against him and someone else accused of being too Confucian,
Zhou Enlai, was therefore called “Ciriticize Lin, criticize Confucius” (pi-Lin,
pi-Kong). The campaign began with editorials on January 1, 1974, and con-
tinued throughout the first half of 1974. It initially targeted Li Desheng
and others in the military who appeared to be too close to Lin Biao. By late
January, however, Jiang Qing was using the campaign to criticize Zhou Enlai.
In addition to criticizing Lin Biao and Confucius, it took aim at “the duke
of Zhou.” Zhou was damaged, but he weathered the storm. He continued
on as premier and even chaired meetings during which he was being criti-
cized, though he was removed from sensitive negotiations with the United
States.

At the end of the campaign in August 1974, Mao the instigator became
Mao the magnanimous. He blamed the two ladies for acting like little gener-
als when criticizing Zhou Enlai, and he criticized Jiang Qing for overdoing
the criticisms in the campaign to criticize Lin Biao and Confucius. He went

as far as to tell Jiang Qing that she should stop attacking people and that she
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did not represent his views. She was wrong, Mao asserted, to declare that
Zhou’s problems were so serious as to be called an eleventh-line strug-
gle, and she was wrong to have accused Zhou of being impatient to seize au-
thority.”

At a July 17, 1974, Politburo meeting, Mao warned Jiang Qing, Wang
Hongwen, Zhang Chungiao, and Yao Wenyuan that they should not be a
“Gang of Four.” It was the first time the term was used to describe these four
radical members of the Politburo Standing Committee. Although these four
had not operated as a tightly organized and well-planned clique, they had
played a central role in attacking Zhou.

The name “Gang of Four” would catch on—as would the idea that they
were dangerous. As Jiang Qing continued to attack Zhou and senior officials,
she and the other three in turn became the target of intellectuals and senior
officials who attacked this Gang of Four. It was not yet possible, however,
to push back against the one who made it possible for the Gang of Four to
launch their attacks, Chairman Mao. Indeed it was only in private conversa-
tions that some brave people, with friends they thoroughly trusted, would
hold up four fingers and wiggle their thumbs, indicating that it was not just a
Gang of Four but there was a fifth as well: Mao Zedong.

While under criticism, Zhou Enlai’s cancer continued to advance. On June
1, 1974, he entered the No. 301 Hospital for an operation and remained liv-
ing there in an attractive suite of rooms for much of the time until his death
in January 1976. Zhou was seasoned enough to know that Deng’s criticism
in late 1973 had been made under pressure from Mao. By early 1974 Zhou
and Deng were working together closely on foreign policy issues, with Deng
in effect serving as acting premier under the personal guidance of the hospi-
talized Zhou, who officially kept his post.”’ Deng may have been returned to
office by Mao, not by Zhou, but in 1974 and 1975 Zhou and Deng were
once again collaborating as closely as they had in France, in the Shanghai
underground, and in Beijing before the Cultural Revolution.

Deng knew that Mao wanted him also to work with Jiang Qing, and he
tried to do so. But as Zhou became weaker, Jiang Qing began to worry about
Mao’s willingness to give more responsibilities to Deng and began redirecting
her criticisms toward him.” Jiang Qing was right that Deng was rising in
prominence within the party. The most striking sign of Mao’s growing trust
in Deng was Dengs selection as the first Chinese leader to make a major pre-
sentation at the U.N. General Assembly.
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Deng’s Historic U.N. Address

In the spring of 1974, Deng was elevated to international prominence when
Mao designated him to make the presentation for China at the Sixth Special
Session of the U.N. General Assembly. Since 1971, when mainland China
had replaced Taiwan in the China seat at the United Nations, no Chinese
leader had addressed the General Assembly.

Months earlier it was expected that the maiden speech by a Chinese repre-
sentative would focus on economic issues. The Ministry of Foreign Trade,
not the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, was assigned to prepare the speech for a
Chinese leader and Li Qiang, in charge of trade policy, was to make the
presentation. Shortly before the event, when it become apparent that
the United Nations would focus on China’s international relations, responsi-
bility for preparing the speech was handed over to the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs.

In making the decision to send Deng to New York, Mao took into consid-
eration that Zhou was too soft to be a reliable representative. Wang Hong-
wen, with his lack of seasoning, would have been an embarrassment. Above
all, Mao wanted a senior leader who would stand up to the United States.

To put his plan into action, Mao, the wire puller, had Wang Hairong and
Nancy Tang approach their ministry, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, to ask
that Deng be made head of the delegation to the United Nations. The minis-
try quickly obliged. Jiang Qing, unaware that Mao had been behind the deci-
sion to send Deng to the United Nations, bitterly opposed the selection. She
knew that the visit would strengthen Deng’s influence at home and abroad
and that Deng, whose firm resolve had inspired the nickname the “steel fac-
tory,” might well place limits on her activities.”” On March 27, 1974, Mao,
who by this time was living apart from Jiang Qing, warned her by letter not
to attack Dengs selection because he himself had made it. Except for Jiang
Qing, the Politburo unanimously supported the selection of Deng as head of
the Chinese delegation.”

Mao’s decision to send Deng to the United Nations was made at the last
minute. Foreign Minister Qiao Guanhua was given scarcely a week to pre-
pare the speech. When Qiao, who was thoroughly familiar with Mao’s views,
completed a draft of the speech, he sent it to Mao, who wrote, “Good. Ap-
proved.” Qiao’s speech, which Deng read to the United Nations, basically
represented Mao’s new view of the world as one in which nations were al-
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lied not by their commitment to the Communist revolution, but by their
economic development: he described them as first-world, second-world, and
third-world countries. Against this background, Mao, through Qiao and
Deng, described how although he had hoped the United States would join
China to oppose the Soviet Union, recent setbacks—notably, the Brezhnev
visit to Washington—convinced him that the United States and the Soviet
Union were scheming together. Mao was now hoping to unite the devel-
oped countries of the second world and the developing countries of the third
world against the two superpowers.

Officially, Foreign Minister Qiao, the sophisticated, knowledgeable diplo-
mat whose family was rich enough to have supported his university training
in philosophy in Germany, was head of the delegation. Knowledgeable peo-
ple at home and abroad, however, understood that Deng held the real power.
Chinese leaders saw the trip to the United Nations as a major breakthrough,
a coming-out party in the council of nations. Though ill, Zhou Enlai and an
estimated two thousand others went to the airport to send off the delegation.
Zhou also joined the large crowd at the airport that welcomed the delegation
back on April 6.7

Deng’s speech to the United Nations was received with an unusually long
period of applause. Because of its size and potential, China was seen as a ral-
lying force among the developing countries. The delegates of the developing
countries were especially pleased with Deng’s statement that China would
never become a tyrant and that if it were to ever oppress or exploit others,
then the rest of the world, especially the developing countries, should expose
China as a “social imperialist” country and, in cooperation with the Chinese
people, overthrow the government.

While at the United Nations, Deng held side meetings with leaders from
various countries. He was cautious in answering questions and making com-
ments because he had witnessed Mao’s severe criticism of Zhou and he had
had only a week to prepare for the visit. Instead, he referred the difficult ques-
tions to Foreign Minister Qiao Guanhua. Personally, Deng was well received
by other foreign leaders and by the foreign press.” Since the basic ideas in his
speech about the third world came from Mao and because Americans were
not happy to be linked with the Soviets, the speech is not among Deng’s
speeches included in his Selected Works.”®

In New York, Deng and Kissinger met for the first time a few days af-
ter the speech. At their initial meeting, Kissinger was somewhat taken aback
by Deng’s direct, blunt style. Deng was courteous but he had a tough mes-
sage from Mao: knowing how Zhou Enlai had been criticized for being soft
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on the United States, he ensured he would not be made vulnerable to such
charges. Deng conveyed Mao’s displeasure at the United States for standing
on China’s shoulders to reach détente with the Soviet Union through agree-
ments on missile control. He also repeated Mao’s view that the Soviet Union’s
strategy was to “feint toward the East” in order to strike the West, that is,
that the United States should be on its guard against the Soviet Union. The
Soviet Union, Deng told Kissinger, was then anti-Chinese but its real tar-
get was the West.” Deng also expressed the fear that the United States no
longer regarded the Soviets as its key adversary and might encourage China
to fight the Soviet Union, thereby weakening both socialist adversaries.'”
Kissinger later compared Dengs direct style with the subtle, polished, and
urbane manner of Zhou Enlai. Noting Deng’s unfamiliarity with some of the
global issues raised in the discussion, his frequent references to Mao, and his
passing questions on to Qiao Guanhua, Kissinger said that Deng seemed to
be on a “training mission.” Deng’s cautious manner in 1974 was to be in
striking contrast to his confidence in meetings with foreigners beginning in
mid-1978 after he was more experienced in meeting foreign leaders and Mao
was no longer alive to receive reports of Deng’s comments.

Kissinger also observed that compared to Mao and Zhou, who sought to
improve relations with the United States primarily for security reasons, Deng
focused on domestic developments and was already thinking about what
improved relations with the United States could do for China’s moderniza-
tion."”" Kissinger later came to have high regard for Dengs abilities in repre-
senting China.'”?

Zhou’s name was never mentioned by any member of the Chinese delega-
tion to the United Nations. In fact, several friendly references from Kissinger
to Deng concerning Zhou went unacknowledged. When Deng said that
Confucius was conservative and that to emancipate people’s thinking, Con-
fucius needed to be criticized, Kissinger asked if that view had any practical
relevance for contemporary individuals. Deng replied that criticism of a con-
servative ideology does in fact have implications for those individuals who
represent those ideologies.'”® The message, though indirect, was loud and
clear. Deng was not assisting Zhou but replacing him.'*

On Sunday, when Deng’s schedule in New York allowed some free time,
his staff inquired what he would like to do. Without hesitation, Deng said,
“Visit Wall Street.” To Deng, Wall Street was the symbol not only of Ameri-
can capitalism but also of American economic might. Deng had an instinct
for finding the source of real power and wanting to understand it. Although
Wall Street was closed on Sundays, Deng still had his staff take him there, so
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at least he could get an impression of the place.'” Deng was allotted only a
few dollars to spend on the trip, and his personal office director, Wang Rui-
lin, was sent off to buy some thirty-nine-cent toys at Woolworth’s for Deng’s
grandchildren. Tang Minzhao, Nancy Tang’s father (who was also the editor
of a leftist Chinese-language newspaper in New York), with his own funds
purchased for Deng a doll that could cry, suck, and pee. When Deng took it
home, it was a great hit.'*

Deng flew home from New York by way of Paris, where he stayed several
days in the Chinese embassy. It was his first visit to France since leaving there
in 1926. While there, he enjoyed coffee and croissants, as he had half a cen-
tury earlier. For security reasons, he was not allowed to walk around the city.
His staff tried to locate the places where he had lived, but they found no
trace. Before flying home Deng bought two hundred croissants and some
cheese, which, upon his return, he divided up and distributed to Zhou Enlai,
Deng Yingchao (Zhou Enlai’s wife), Li Fuchun, Nie Rongzhen, and other
fellow revolutionaries who had been with him in France in the 1920s.

Mao considered Deng’s visit to the United Nations a great success and
continued to assign him the major role in welcoming foreign visitors. Mao
allowed Wang Hongwen to sit in on meetings with foreign visitors, but he
did not participate actively in the discussions. In fact, before 1973, Wang had
never met any foreigners.'"’

On June 1, only a few weeks after Deng’s speech at the United Nations
in New York, Zhou Enlai entered the hospital for another operation and
stopped meeting foreigners. At this point Deng met most of his foreign visi-
tors in one of the provincial rooms in the Great Hall of the People, and they
were housed in the gracious Diaoyutai guest facilities. Like Zhou, he enter-
tained guests in a style that had caused Kissinger to comment, only half-
jokingly, “I come from a country undeveloped in hospitality.”

In the fall of 1974, Deng met with officials from all major continents,
including from countries as diverse as Japan, Pakistan, Iran, Yemen, Congo,
Romania, Yugoslavia, Vietnam, North Korea, Turkey, Germany, France,
Canada, and the United States. The meetings included political leaders, busi-
ness leaders, journalists, scientists, and athletes. Certain themes came up re-
peatedly in his discussions. In particular, he was interested in how Japanese
leaders had led Japan’s economic development and how Japan had modern-
ized its science and technology.

With some foreign leaders, Deng engaged in broad discussions on world
affairs, especially in the context of the competition between the Soviet Union
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and the United States. He strongly approved of efforts by the European coun-
tries to strengthen cooperation with each other and with the United States,
which he saw as a bulwark against the Soviet Union, and he expressed skep-
ticism about the ability to contain Soviet military growth by arms control
agreements. He encouraged Turkey to resolve its problems with Greece, to
avoid letting the “big fishermen,” the Soviet Union and the United States,
take advantage of the conflict between the fish. He explained that China had
difficulties with the Soviet Union because Khrushchev had tried to exert too
much control over China. He also made clear to U.S. businesspeople that
economic exchanges could progress more rapidly with formal diplomatic re-
lations, and that in turn would depend on the United States ending its for-
mal relations with Taiwan.

The Americans he met included George H. W. Bush, then head of the
U.S. Liaison Office in China; Senators Mike Mansfield and Henry Jackson;
and a delegation of university presidents.'®® He exchanged views with Mans-
field and Jackson, kindred souls, on how to resist Soviet advances. When he
met the university presidents, he told them that scholarly exchanges would
continue and increase.'”

Mao Calls for Stability and Unity

Mao was a bold revolutionary who could ignore realities in the short run, but
even he could not be impervious to serious problems forever. He had over-
powered resistance to the Great Leap Forward, but in late 1958 and again
after 1960, he had allowed some adjustments to deal with the disaster. By
1974, the chaos from the Cultural Revolution was so widespread that even he
realized that something needed to be done. The economy was not really mov-
ing ahead and by mid-1974 reports were coming in that the campaign to
criticize Lin Biao and Confucius had created even further disorder. Steel pro-
duction had declined, and railway transport was down. Mao, thinking about
his legacy, did not want to be remembered as the one who left the economy
in a disastrous state.

In August 1974 Mao called the regional military commanders and the
heads of their political departments to his residence in Wuhan’s Donghu
Meiling (East Lake in the Plum Mountain Range), one of his favorite loca-
tions. He told them that “The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution has al-
ready gone on for eight years. Now it is time for stability. The whole party
and the whole army should now unite.”"'® Mao was mercurial, but in late
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1974 he consistently supported the need for unity and stability. When he
met Zhou Enlai in December 1974, Mao approved the use of the expression
“stability and unity” (anding tuanjie) as a keynote for the Second Plenum that
was to be held January 8-10, 1975.

The Implementer and the Watchdog Clash

By late 1974, it was becoming clear that Mao wanted Deng to play a major
role in restoring stability and unity.""" On October 4, 1974, Mao announced
that he was appointing Deng Xiaoping first vice premier of the State Coun-
cil. The appointment reflected Mao’s satisfaction with Deng’s performance; it
was the first clear indication to party leaders that Mao intended for Deng to
take over Zhou'’s responsibilities as premier.

Mao’s decision to wind down the turmoil of the Cultural Revolution and
appoint Deng to bring stability and unity was as disturbing to Jiang Qing
and her radicals as it was exhilarating to pragmatic senior officials. Mao asked
Wang Hongwen, as head of daily party work, to announce the appointment,
but Wang stalled long enough to convey the news to Jiang Qing, which gave
her time to prepare a response. Other high-level political leaders knew that
Jiang Qing and Wang Hongwen were promoting Zhang Chungiao for the
position. But Jiang Qing was unsuccessful in her attempt to persuade Mao to
change his mind about Deng’s appointment. Two days later, after delaying
the announcement more than he should have, Wang had no choice but to
follow Mao’s order and announce Deng’s promotion.'

Even though Mao had sent Jiang Qing off to live separately, until the end
his life he regarded her as faithful to his cause of promoting the revolution
and the only one both tough and determined enough to stand up to other
high-level party officials, including the most resolute of them all, Deng Xiao-
ping. Yet Mao was upset at signs that she was scheming to seize power after
his death. As recently as 1972, he had been unhappy that she had spent a
week talking with an American scholar, Roxane Witke, who was planning to
publish a book about her (just as Mao had talked to Edgar Snow to publicize
his personal rise to power).'"?

The issue of Deng’s promotion further soured their relationship. In her
later recollections, Jiang Qing said that when Deng first returned in the
spring of 1973, the problems between Mao and herself were not as serious
as they later would become. This may have been due in part to Mao: in mid-
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1974 as Mao sought to restore unity and stability, he told Jiang Qing to calm
down and Wang Hongwen not to pay so much attention to her.

Two weeks after Deng was formally named vice premier, Jiang Qing, al-
ways on the lookout for ways to arouse Mao’s suspicions of Deng, chanced
upon a newspaper article that praised the Chinese-built ship the Fengginglun.
At this point, Deng, eager to increase foreign trade, had supported the Min-
istry of Transportation’s conclusion that China was not yet up to produc-
ing large transport ships and that in the short run, to increase trade, it was
necessary to purchase foreign vessels. Jiang Qing, drawing on the newspaper
article she read, wrote comments to praise the 10,000-ton Fengginglun and to
protest that Zhou Enlai and Deng were wasting the country’s money buying
foreign ships. Further, she declared that Deng’s interest in buying the foreign
ships showed that he, as well as officials in the Ministry of Transportation,
had a comprador mentality and worshipped things foreign. Domestic vessels,
she wrote, are just as good: “We can build even 10,000-ton ships like the
Fengqinglun.”"*

The next volley came at a Politburo meeting on October 17, when Jiang
Qing again attacked Deng, this time verbally, for supporting the purchase of
foreign ships, and for being a slave to the West. China, she repeated, could
produce its own excellent ships. Deng was ordinarily able to keep his cool,
but under Jiang Qing’s continued attacks, he lost it. Deng, who was then also
angry at Jiang Qing for trying to promote her ally Yang Chengwu to be chief
of staff, replied angrily that when he had traveled abroad a half-century ear-
lier, he had traveled on a 40,000-ton ship made in the West and that even
then a ship of that size was not unusual. In short, China was far behind in
shipping and Jiang Qing was out of touch. After Deng exploded, at Li Xian-
nian’s urging, he left the room, red-faced with anger.'® Deng later confessed
to Zhou Enlai that Jiang Qing had attacked him seven or eight times during
Politburo meetings and he could no longer stand it."'¢

The day after Deng’s October 17 outburst at the Politburo meeting, Wang
Hongwen, on behalf of the Politburo, flew to Changsha. Echoing Jiang
Qing’s comments, he tried to raise doubts in Mao’s mind about Deng’s abili-
ties to play such an important leadership role. The meeting, however, only
increased Mao’s doubts about whether Wang was the best person for his
job."” Two days later, on October 20, when Mao met Danish prime minister
Poul Hartling in Changsha, Deng Xiaoping was invited to join the recep-
tion.
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By this time, the two ladies, Wang Hairong and Tang Wensheng, had
briefed Mao on the confrontation between Jiang Qiang and Deng Xiao-
ping in Beijing. Mao was furious at Jiang Qing, who was clearly continuing
to carry on political attacks when he wanted her to quiet down."® During
the next month Mao criticized Jiang for interfering, for criticizing govern-
ment documents (like the decision to buy foreign ships), for issuing docu-
ments without consultation, and for trying to form her own leadership team
against the wishes of the majority. Alluding to characters in a play by Xi
Xiangji, Mao told Jiang to act like a kind old lady, not a scheming match-
maker. Mao did not dismiss her. She had proved to be a determined ally in
attacking whomever Mao wanted to be attacked, and he might again need
those skills. At least for the moment, however, as he began to prepare for the
forthcoming 4th National People’s Congress, he held her back while encour-
aging Deng to take on a greater role.'”



Bringing Order under Mao
1974-1975

In December 1974, Zhou Enlai left his hospital bed and flew to Changsha to
meet Mao. The two men were convening to decide on appointments for the
key leadership positions in Beijing, and because they knew that neither had
long to live, their work had great urgency. Following a major cancer opera-
tion on June 1, Zhou Enlai was so frail he could not carry on his daily work,
and his plane carrying him to Changsha was like a small hospital, with doc-
tors on board.! Mao, suffering from heart trouble and from amyotrophic lat-
eral sclerosis (ALS, also known as Lou Gehrig’s disease), had been told that he
had less than two years to live. His eyesight had deteriorated and his slurred
speech was difficult to understand. But despite their health problems, both of
the leaders’ minds remained clear. Mao and Zhou, despite their differences,
shared a commitment to choosing leaders for the party and the government
who would continue their life’s work.

In Changsha they were joined by Wang Hongwen, then thirty-nine, who
was in charge of the daily work of the party. Although it was not formally
stated, the expectation was that if those whom they selected performed well,
they would continue to serve after Mao and Zhou had left the scene. The
party appointments they decided on were to be officially approved at the Sec-
ond Plenum, scheduled for January 8-10, 1975, and the government ap-
pointments were to be officially approved at the National People’s Congress
(NPC) that would be held immediately thereafter. Zhou’s physical condition
prevented him from long daily sessions, so the three stretched their meetings
out over five days, with ample time for rest. They met daily from December
23 to December 27, except on December 26, Mao’s eighty-first birthday,
when Mao and Zhou met alone.

91
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In preparation for the meetings in Changsha, Zhou had consulted with
government leaders for several weeks, winnowing down the list of names of
those they considered best for the top positions. After Zhou and his staff
worked through three drafts of the list of proposed appointments and the
agenda for the NPC, the final versions, which were forwarded to Mao a few
days before their meetings, became the basis for discussion.

Mao, though aged and infirm, still possessed the power to shake up the
country. In December 1974, however, his top priority was stability and unity.
His sharp attacks on Zhou during the campaign to criticize Lin Biao and
Confucius had ended, and the two towering leaders now worked together
as before.? In their meetings, Mao expressed his continued dedication to
the revolution, but in fact he approved the selection of experienced officials
whom Zhou and his underlings in Beijing considered most able to lead the
government and guide the economy.> Buoyed by Mao’s support for high of-
ficials who would provide a more stable political environment—one that
would promote orderly economic growth—Zhou Enlai returned to Beijing
exhausted, but exhilarated.

The Mao-Zhou Succession Plan, December 1974

Before Mao and Zhou met, it was already assumed that Wang Hongwen
would remain as first vice chairman of the party. They also agreed that major
responsibility for leading government work would officially be assigned to
Deng Xiaoping. Deng had capably filled in for Zhou after his June 1 opera-
tion, and Mao announced his support for Deng to be the first vice premier in
October. At the NPC meeting, it would become official. In addition to his
major responsibility for leading the government, Deng was to be promoted
to high positions in both the party and the military.

Wang Hongwen and Deng Xiaoping would formally carry on the work as
top leaders in the party and government, but they remained in effect appren-
tices to Mao and Zhou, who retained the titles of chairman and premier until
their deaths. Wang and Deng would continue to receive directions from the
two senior leaders, and Mao retained the power to replace them at any time if
he was dissatisfied with their performance.

On January 5, 1975, then, Central Committee Document No. 1, the first
document of the year, listed Mao as chairman of the party and the Cen-
tral Military Commission (CMC) and named Deng as vice chairman of

the CMC and chief of the General Staff. At the Second Plenum of the 10th
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Party Congress, held January 8-10, Wang Hongwen was confirmed as the
first vice chairman of the party Central Committee (ranked after Mao and
Zhou), and Deng was named a vice chairman of the party Central Commit-
tee and a member of the Standing Committee of the Politburo. And at the
NPC meeting, held January 13-17, 1975, Deng officially became first vice
premier.

To Mao, the team of Wang and Deng was a promising combination.
Wang, a former rebel leader completely beholden to Mao and with no inde-
pendent power base, could be counted on to lead the party along Mao’s revo-
lutionary path and would display ample respect for Mao’s personal legacy.
Deng, meanwhile, with his wide knowledge, experience, and proven leader-
ship abilities, would direct foreign affairs and the complex work of the gov-
ernment.

Anyone who knew Wang and Deng realized that Wang, with so little expe-
rience in high positions, would in fact wield far less power than Deng, who
had mastered the workings of the party and government during his ten years
as general secretary and who was not bashful in exercising power. But by
placing Wang Hongwen in the higher position, and by giving responsibility
for propaganda to the radicals, led by Jiang Qing, whatever tendencies Deng
might have had to depart from Mao’s legacy (like those he had displayed in
the early 1960s) could be kept under control. Mao had criticized Jiang Qing
for her excesses and her ambition, but he knew that she was tough and thor-
oughly reliable in supporting his propaganda line.* Furthermore the radicals,
under Jiang Qing and with the help of Yao Wenyuan, took charge of the
party newspaper, the Peoples Daily, and its theoretical journal, Red Flag, while
Zhang Chungqiao, also a radical, took charge of the Political Department of
the People’s Liberation Army.”

Zhou’s Farewell, January 1975

On January 13, 1975, when the NPC convened for its first meeting since
January 1965, Mao remained in Changsha. Zhou, drawn and pale from
late-stage cancer, in his last major public appearance, presented the govern-
ment’s work report. Behind the scenes, Deng had supervised preparation of
Zhou’s speech. So as not to exhaust Zhou, Deng had told the drafters to keep
it to fewer than five thousand characters, much shorter than a typical work
report. Deng, acutely aware of Mao’s remaining power and determination,
filled the report with Cultural Revolution rhetoric. In the speech, Zhou
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praised the Cultural Revolution and its models, Dazhai and Dagqing, and
said, at one point, “Our primary task is to deepen, broaden, and persevere in
the movement to criticize Lin Biao and Confucius”™—a moment that must
have struck the audience as especially poignant because Zhou himself was
one of the main targets in that campaign.®

When he finished speaking, the NPC members, many of whom had been
tearful during Zhou’s painful performance, gave him a standing ovation for
several minutes. This emotional response showed their respect for a dying
leader who had dedicated his life to the party and the country, who had
served with such distinction and had protected so many of them during the
Cultural Revolution, but yet had suffered unfairly at the hands of Mao. Look-
ing forward, many hoped that the devastation of the Cultural Revolution
would soon be over, and that the country could finally take on the task that
Zhou had first enunciated eleven years earlier and again spelled out in his re-
port—achieving the four modernizations (of agriculture, industry, national
defense, and science and technology) by the end of the century.”

On February 1, 1975, at a smaller meeting of leaders of the various min-
istries and commissions associated with the State Council, Zhou explained
that in the future he would no longer attend their meetings. “The Chairman
directed that the first vice premier is Deng Xiaoping. The Chairman said that
Deng is an able person with a strong political ideology and a rare talent. . . .
I cannot ordinarily take part in these meetings. In the future, I asked Deng
Xiaoping to chair such meetings.” In fact, for almost a year, beginning with
his trip to the U.N. meetings in May 1974, Deng had been hosting foreign
visitors and performing other duties as a substitute for Zhou Enlai, but in
February 1975 authority was firmly passed to Deng, allowing him to take
full charge as long as Mao was not too upset. Deng, respectful of Zhou, often
visited Zhou in the hospital and explained with appropriate modesty that
he was helping the premier because of his illness.® In fact, Deng had taken
charge.

Consolidating Party Leadership Teams

For Deng, the issue in 1975 was how to retain Mao’s support while restoring
order and setting China on a path for growth. To help himself stay on Mao’s
good side, Deng paid great attention to his favorite themes. He repeatedly
praised Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought and avoided criticism
of the Cultural Revolution. In early 1975, too, Deng creatively combined
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several of Mao’s expressions to support his own agenda. The “three direc-
tives,” which Mao himself had never linked, were first presented together in a
speech Deng gave on May 29, 1975. They were, first, to oppose revisionism;
second, to promote stability and unity; and third, to improve the national
economy.” The inclusion of the first statement, about revisionism, provided
public reassurance to Mao that Deng was determined not to follow the bour-
geois path for which he had been criticized during the Cultural Revolution.
But it was also meant as sugar for helping the medicine go down. For by em-
phasizing in the same breath Mao’s support for stability and unity, and for
improving the national economy, Deng made it difficult for Mao to oppose
the rather dramatic steps he was taking to both stabilize and reinvigorate a
China weary from the excesses of the Cultural Revolution.

With Mao’s “three directives” as cover, warrior Deng, boldly swinging his
broad sword and axe (dadao kuofir), set out to eliminate chaos and to put
the country on a path to modernization. The problems he faced were monu-
mental. Like leaders of other countries after a civil war, he had to unite the
perpetrators and victims of the Cultural Revolution. Meanwhile, the Chinese
economy was stagnant, planning was in disorder, and statistical reports were
unreliable. Agricultural production was not enough to feed the population,
let alone produce industrial crops like cotton and flax. Transportation sys-
tems had broken down, keeping resources in one locality from reaching the
industrial producers in other localities. The military, overstretched from the
countless political struggles and its limitless responsibilities running civilian
work units throughout the country, had neglected training and fallen far be-
hind possible adversaries in terms of military technology: China simply was
not prepared for armed conflict. And because Chinese intellectuals had been
decimated during the Cultural Revolution, virtually no technical specialists
had been trained for an entire decade. Deng thus lacked the trained man-
power needed to guide the work on the four modernizations.

Since 1941, Mao had used “rectification” (zhengfeng) campaigns to bring
unity to the Communist Party. The campaigns were a powerful weapon
for attacking those who were not sufficiently committed to Mao’s personal
leadership and what he stood for. During lengthy inquisitions, the victims
were required to give detailed protestations of loyalty that would convince
colleagues of their sincerity. Psychological pressures on those being criticized
were enormous, and the results were ugly: some were killed or sent to engage
in physical labor, and others, unable to stand the intense pressure, committed
suicide. The discipline gained through such rectification during the 1940s
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and early 1950s had been critical for enabling the Communists to defeat the
Guomindang during the civil war and unify the country. The rectification
campaigns after 1956, however, were so severe that they had alienated many
intellectuals and party members who previously had been loyal.

The term Deng used in 1975 to describe his efforts to achieve unity was
zhengdun (consolidation), a term long used in the Chinese Communist mili-
tary that Zhou Enlai had adapted in 1972 to describe an initiative similar
to Deng’s. Among soldiers, zhengdun described how after a battle or a cam-
paign, the surviving troops in various units would regroup to prepare for the
next battle. A key part of regrouping was identifying and empowering a new
leadership team in each unit, to replace those who had been injured or killed.
During consolidation, errors in the previous battles were criticized but the
main focus was on rebuilding the supply lines and reorganizing the leader-
ship to face the next battle.

In 1975, in carrying out consolidation, it was not easy to prevent lower-
level officials from reverting to the more vicious attacks they had come to
know during the rectification campaigns—especially when they found op-
portunities to settle accounts with those who had earlier destroyed their
friends and relatives. Deng sought to end the cycle of retribution in political
campaigns of the previous twenty-five years; he continued to reiterate that
the purpose was not to settle old scores but to regroup to prepare for a new
round of challenges.

The key to organizing an effective national government, Deng believed,
was not changing laws and rules but locating and empowering a team of lead-
ers in every administrative unit. To provide capable direction based on good
grassroots information, it was essential that, at each level, officials would
choose able and reliable leaders for the next level below. In Deng’s view, for
organizational reliability, a team of leaders was better than a single leader, no
matter how able. Something might happen to one leader, but if there were
a small team, then others would be ready to take over if problems arose. Ide-
ally, these leadership team members would not only be able to provide overall
leadership when needed but would also develop specialized knowledge in the
areas to which they were assigned—for example, industry, culture, or politi-
cal-legal work. In larger units as many as seven or eight leaders might consti-
tute the team, in smaller units perhaps only two or three. The leaders would
be given great leeway in how they went about their work as long as they met
the goals set by the next higher-level units.

During his work in 1975, Deng made identifying team leaders in units
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throughout the country a top priority. Until October 1975, Deng enjoyed
Mao’s full support in this effort, which at times included clamping down on
former revolutionaries and replacing them with experienced officials who had
been attacked during the early years of the Cultural Revolution. In late 1974
and 1975, Mao supported the rehabilitation of more than six hundred lead-
ing senior officials.

Taking a long-term view, in late 1975 Deng began to improve the educa-
tional system so that at some point in the future, new officials would be cho-
sen based on their knowledge and ability to manage, not just on whom they
knew. By necessity, this was a distant dream. The system Deng inherited in
1975 was in shambles and many of the most able officials had not had any
opportunity to study. Their experiences were so varied that even standardized
tests could not be useful. It would take another decade before schools and
universities would produce enough graduates so that one’s level of education
could be a useful criterion for selecting team leaders, even for mid-level units.
Instead, for many years the government had to continue to rely primarily on
personal evaluations for the selection of officials.

For the official chosen or not chosen, the stakes were high. Those chosen
received not only employment but also perquisites and honor, as well as im-
proved job prospects and the possibility of better housing and education for
their families. Moreover, given the divisive legacy of the Cultural Revolution,
the process of selecting team officials was contentious. To make the system
more meritocratic, Deng would have to start at the top with proven senior
officials who would choose team leaders, who in turn would pick those at the
next level down, all the way down to the lowest levels. Deng began his con-
solidation with the military.'

Consolidating the Military

When he was named chief of the General Staff, Deng wasted no time in get-
ting to work on what he considered the most important steps toward consoli-
dation in the PLA: restoring discipline, downsizing, improving training, and
establishing a new team of leaders in each unit. On January 25, 1975, with
Mao’s full support, Deng called together officials at the regimental level and
above. Former political commissar Deng did not mince words as he spelled
out what was wrong with the military. The PLA had become overextended
as it took on civilian functions during the Cultural Revolution. In addition,
many officials had become “bloated, disorganized, arrogant, extravagant, and
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lazy” (zhong, san, jiao, she, duo). A lack of discipline at the top, Deng said,
had resulted in factionalism. Officers had become arrogant because of their
power over civilians during the Cultural Revolution and many used this
power to enjoy luxurious housing, expensive banquets, and lavish entertain-
ment, as well as to shower extravagant gifts on their friends. High officials
had become lazy in attending to the problems at lower levels, lax in carrying
out orders, and reluctant to undertake bold initiatives." Consequently, the
military, despite its huge size, was in a poor position to defend the country.
Many military units behaved like the groups of guerrillas on separate moun-
taintops during the anti-Japanese struggle.

Deng, the “steel factory,” made it clear how he would treat those who dis-
obeyed orders to end factionalism: “People guilty of factionalism,” he said,
“will all be transferred out. We won't leave a single officer or enlisted man.”
This threat, he made clear, included people at the very top. He vowed to
“carry it out no matter how many would be involved. . . . We are the PLA.
Our job is to fight.””* Many still involved in factionalism had taken part in
Red Guard and revolutionary rebel activity, but he did not attack them for
having taken part in those organizations in the past. The important thing was
what they were doing now. Whatever the past battles, all those who were
ready to work with their new leaders were welcome.

Fortunately for Deng and Marshal Ye, their effort to restore discipline and
plain living in the military was supported by a solid majority of the eleven
members on the Standing Committee of the CMC. The CMC, ofhicially re-
stored on February 5, 1975, provided leadership over the daily work of mili-
tary affairs. The radicals on the Standing Committee (Wang Dongxing, Wang
Hongwen, and Zhang Chungiao) were completely outnumbered by the sup-
porters of Deng and Marshal Ye.

With the support of the Standing Committee and with Mao’s approval,
the two leaders continued to bring back many of the 25,000 former military
officers whom Deng said had been falsely accused during the Lin Biao pe-
riod. Deng directed that those people wrongly accused should be allowed to
return to work and receive necessary medical treatment. Investigations, he
said, should be carried out quickly and without publicity.™

Before he took on his new responsibilities, Deng had clearly been thinking
about what it would take to modernize the military. On January 14, 1975,
after scarcely a week in his new position, Deng directed his staff to begin
working on five- and ten-year visions for upgrading military equipment and
munitions.” The conceptual plans would address repairing and upgrading



Bringing Order under Mao, 1974—1975

99

old equipment and manufacturing missing parts, areas badly neglected dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution, as well as the development of missiles and other
modern equipment.'®

Like Mao, Deng bristled as he talked about the growing threat of the So-
viet Union after the United States pulled out of Vietnam. He worried about
the loss of public support in the United States for remaining firm against the
Soviets. He worried that President Ford, who had replaced President Nixon
in August 1974, lacked Nixon’s deep understanding of strategic issues and
his sure-footed readiness to respond to any new Soviet threat. Because the
United States would not press the Soviet Union, the Soviets were left free to
advance in Asia, where a million Soviet troops were already stationed not far
from the Chinese border.

Knowing that the United States was the only power capable of pressuring
the Soviet Union on a broad scale, Deng, in all his meetings with American
officials, pressed them to take a stronger stance against the Soviets. Mao did
not need to worry that Deng would be as soft as Zhou Enlai in dealing with
the United States. When Deng met Kissinger in April and November 1974,
he not only called attention to the Soviet Union’s aggressive actions, but kept
needling Kissinger for being too timid in responding to the Soviet threat."” In
fact, Deng instructed his foreign ministry officials, particularly Foreign Min-
ister Huang Hua, to complain to the Americans at every meeting that the
United States was not standing firm enough against the Soviet Union.

The military issue that occupied most of Deng’s time in 1975 was down-
sizing. The huge size of the military strained the budget; more than six mil-
lion people were serving in the military, over 20 percent more than in 1966."
China needed to reduce the number of less-educated senior officers and train
a new, better-educated generation of leaders to handle modern technolo-
gies. Downsizing was a critical first step for the long-range development of a
modern sustainable military. But Deng knew he could not undertake a dis-
ruptive downsizing if war were imminent. Although Mao had said that war
was inevitable, and Deng did not yet challenge this view, Deng did say that
China could reduce the risk of a conflict occurring over the next several
years."

No military issue aroused more serious resistance than downsizing, and
a leader without Deng’s military stature and toughness would have found
the task nearly impossible. Every year, many soldiers who completed their
terms in the military were unable to find civilian jobs. New market op-
portunities were not yet available and the government budget was lim-
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ited. Placement services were in shambles, too, causing groups of discharged
veterans to protest that they had not been given appropriate work assign-
ments.

The essence of Deng’s approach to downsizing was to develop new tables
of organization that reduced the targeted number of soldiers to be allotted to
the various units throughout the military. As early as January 14, 1975, at a
forum of officials from the General Staff Department, Deng announced that
new tables of organization were to be drawn up. When the new tables of or-
ganization were completed, the air force and navy did not lose slots, but the
army did. In addition, the number of positions for technical specialists was
not reduced. In some locations troop numbers could be substantially reduced
but in sensitive regions like Xinjiang, the targeted number of soldiers was in-
creased.”’ After the new tables were completed, the units were responsible for
managing the concrete reductions within their units, selecting who was to be
retained and who was to be discharged.”’ As always when dealing with con-
troversial issues, Deng not only issued directives but also presented his ratio-
nale: he explained that with a limited national budget, the only way China
could find money to invest in modern weapon systems was to cut personnel
costs. Even those who worried that they themselves might be retired found it
difficult to disagree with Deng’s logic.

Deng tried to reduce the resistance to downsizing by strengthening the ef-
fort to find work for those who would be pushed to retire. Positions in local
party or government units or state enterprises were sought for the retiring se-
nior officers. Ordinary soldiers, meanwhile, were to be assigned primarily to
the countryside as commune officials, with some transferred to factories.”
Government officials were assigned responsibility for finding jobs for veter-
ans within their respective localities.

Deng used an enlarged CMC meeting—held June 24 to July 15, 1975 af-
ter a four-year postponement due to Lin Biao’s defection—to seek support
for his downsizing plan. Some officers made special appeals to avoid reduc-
tions in their sectors, but few changes were made.” The meeting set the tar-
get of reducing military positions by 1.6 million, including by some 600,000
officers, within three years.

Once the new organization tables had been drawn up, the military began
selecting the leadership teams at each level. Deng set the tone for what this
new leadership should look like, saying that the selected officers should be
able to use new technologies to improve both their conventional equipment
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and their advanced weapons, as well as to conduct scientific analyses to en-
hance their command and administrative skills. Additional training and ma-
neuvers were needed to enhance the quality of officers and to help them de-
velop strategies appropriate to future conditions. Able political officers who
could respond to the personal concerns of their troops and improve relations
with the public were also needed.” Although China’s weapons were badly
outdated and few funds were available, Deng wanted to make the best use of
the funds they had. From July 20 to August 4—that is, immediately after the
enlarged CMC meeting—leading officials from more than four hundred ma-
jor defense industry factories met to review their responsibilities in line with
the new priorities for upgrading technologies.”

A few weeks after the enlarged CMC meeting, the new membership of the
CMC was announced. Mao still allowed the radicals to dominate propaganda
work. Zhang Chungiao, the most experienced official among the Gang of
Four, was head of the General Political Department of the PLA. But Deng
remained chief of the General Staff, Marshal Ye retained leadership of the
CMC, and most of the Standing Committee members of the CMC were ex-
perienced military officials who could work with Deng and Ye: Nie Rong-
zhen, Su Yu, Chen Xilian, and Liang Biye.

Deng and his allies were effective in controlling the radicals. During the
enlarged CMC meeting, the highest-ranking radicals, Wang Hongwen and
Zhang Chungiao, made no public presentations. The Gang of Four tried but
failed to gain control of personnel appointments and to obtain dossiers they
could later use to attack their opponents. Zhang Chungiao had leverage over
propaganda, but he never controlled the personnel decisions. And Deng and
Marshal Ye, who enjoyed far more support in the military than Zhang, deter-
mined the agenda and played the major role in guiding appointments at the
lower levels.”

Deng also revived military training programs. Most of the 101 training
institutions that existed in 1966 had been closed down during the Cultural
Revolution. Some were in such bad shape that they were not fit to reopen. At
others, however, the faculty, although no longer teaching, had remained liv-
ing in the school compounds. Now experienced faculty members still able to
teach were invited to revise their teaching materials and reopen their class-
rooms.

Compared to the schools, the high-level military technology research cen-
ters had been protected during the Cultural Revolution. (Even some civilian
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research centers had been protected by being placed under the National De-
fense Technology Commission.) But without support from universities and
new graduates, without civilian research centers to provide related support,
and without access to foreign technology, Chinese military technologies had
fallen farther behind those used by their potential adversaries. The research
centers needed revamping, and by 1975 Marshal Ye had persuaded Zhang
Aiping, an able high general experienced in organizing military research, to
return from the sidelines and help in this effort.

In two research and development centers, factionalism was so serious as to
require special attention—the No. 2 Ministry of Machine Building, which
focused on nuclear development, and the No. 7 Ministry of Machine Build-
ing, which was devoted to ballistic missile technologies. In 1974, three at-
tempts to fire intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) had all failed. The
failures made it easy to win political support to criticize the current leader-
ship of those ministries, but support for the radicals was not dead.”® Followers
of the Gang of Four, still active in a factory under one of these ministries, put
up posters denouncing Zhang Aiping for his emphasis on production.

On May 19, the day after Deng returned from his state visit to France,
Deng joined Nie Rongzhen, China’s leading official concerned with military
technology (and one of Deng’s comrades since their days in France in the
1920s), at a meeting at the No. 7 Ministry of Machine Building. In his
speech, Deng, with steely resolve, said that the government would no longer
tolerate factionalism. Leaders had until June 30 to eliminate all factions; by
July 1 everyone should be working together. If not, the government would
not be polite: punishments would be meted out.

With approval from Mao and Zhou Enlai, Deng and Marshal Ye saw that
the two troubled ministries carried out consolidation, eliminating workers
still taking part in factions and setting up a new leadership team to organize
research.”’” During the last quarter of 1975 and into 1976, as part of the
downsizing, some 464,000 positions were officially removed from the orga-
nization tables. No one was surprised when some people in those positions
found ways to continue working in their jobs. But Marshal Ye and Deng
did all they could to see that their plans for downsizing were implemented
and that new leadership teams were selected that would be able, when the
time came, to incorporate modern technologies into their departments and
groups.*

In short, Deng and Marshal Ye, with the support of Chairman Mao and a
solid majority on the CMC, were able in 1975 to make considerable progress
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in restoring discipline, downsizing, and paving the way for improving the
education and technical levels of their troops.

Strategic Civilian Consolidation: Xuzhou Railway Center

For his civilian breakthrough in consolidation, Deng chose to focus on a
project that would quickly both increase production and inspire others. Ever
since his guerrilla days, he had believed in fighting small battles that he was
sure to win, as a way of encouraging his troops as they prepared for larger
battles. In 1975, many of the factories criticized for failing to meet produc-
tion targets complained that they lacked adequate supplies. Transportation
was an obvious bottleneck. Could a success in transportation provide an early
victory that would both increase production and demonstrate possibilities for
success in other areas?

In the mid-1970s, China lacked a modern highway system, so goods over-
whelmingly were transported by rail. In his quest to improve transportation,
then, Deng chose to focus his attention on Xuzhou, a railway junction in
northwest Jiangsu, where a major east-west railway, the Long-Hai, crossed a
major north-south railway, the Jin-Pu. During the twenty-one months prior
to March 1975, the Xuzhou Railway Bureau had never once met its quota for
loading or dispatching railway cars. Since January 1967, there had been al-
most continuous fighting there between rebel factions.

The situation in 1975 looked both ugly and entrenched. Gu Binghua, a
rebel leader who headed the Xuzhou Railway Bureau, had access to arms and
stubbornly resisted outside attempts at control. Since 1966 Gu and the rebels
occupied the Materials Bureau building next to the railway station, which
they treated as their personal storehouse for materials and supplies. When
Public Security Bureau officials arrested some workers, Gu’s allies forcefully
detained the officials. Gu’s allies were even brazen enough to take over the
Xuzhou municipal party offices and detain city party officials.’

Mao strongly supported Deng’s efforts to bring order to the railways, in
part because he had personally experienced a railway delay due to the tur-
moil. On February 3, 1975, Mao was supposed to travel from Changsha to
Hangzhou by special train, but security officials could not ensure its safety, so
the trip was put off until February 8.3 Wang Hongwen, former rebel leader,
was now ready to put down the rebels. He supported a crackdown at Xuzhou:
as deputy head of the Shanghai Revolutionary Committee, he knew that
Shanghai needed supplies by rail.
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The support of Mao and Wang allowed Deng to move quickly and force-
fully in Xuzhou. By this time Wan Li (see Key People in the Deng Era, p. 736)
was on board as minister of railways. One of Deng’s first steps, which he took
even before his new position began in January 1975, was to recommend that
Wan Li, who had a great reputation for breaking through bottlenecks, be ap-
pointed minister of railways. Mao had earlier praised Wan Li for the excellent
job he did in overcoming obstacles when he was in charge of the construction
projects around Tiananmen Square, including the Great Hall of the People,
the Museum of Chinese History, and the Museum of the Chinese Revolu-
tion.” Indeed, the characters for Wan Li’s name mean 10,000 / (one / is half
a kilometer), and Mao had joked that Wan Li was a man who could run
10,000 /. When Mao and Zhou met in Changsha in December 1974, they
had quickly approved his appointment.

When Wan Li took up his new post in January 1975, Deng told him to
improve the situation in the railways “as fast as possible by the most effective
means.” Deng asked Wan Li, as new minister of railways, to prepare a re-
port immediately on the Xuzhou problem, and ten days after he became vice
premier, Deng received Wan Li to hear it. Wan Li reported that the key prob-
lem was factionalism and that the issues were so complex that they would
take six months to resolve. Deng responded that the situation was too serious
to wait that long.

Several weeks later, on February 6, Deng summoned Ji Dengkui and Wang
Zhen to hear Wan Li’s plans to resolve the Xuzhou issue more quickly. At
this meeting, General Wang Zhen, rough, ready, and loyal to Deng, offered
to send in troops. Wan Li reported that many officials in Xuzhou, worried
that an oral directive might soon be reversed, had requested a written order
from the central government granting him the authority to crack down on
the revolutionary rebels who controlled the Xuzhou railway junction. Deng
ordered that such a document be drawn up immediately.

From February 25 until March 5 the party secretaries in charge of industry
and transport from all twenty-nine provincial-level governments (including
the autonomous regions and the cities directly under the central government)
were gathered together in Beijing to respond to Deng’s call to draw up a writ-
ten document to prepare to break through the railway bottlenecks. The par-
ticipants agreed that the Xuzhou problems were the most serious and should
be dealt with first. They hoped that by the second quarter of the year freight
traffic on the railways would be flowing smoothly.*® Immediately after the
meeting and drawing on these discussions, Central Party Document No. 9
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(that is, the ninth of the important documents promulgated that year), was
issued, titled “The Decision of the Central Committee of the Communist
Party of China on Improving Railway Work.”* This document, approved by
Mao, provided a systematic analysis of the problems and outlined the solu-
tion. Above all, it showed that the leadership in Beijing, including Chairman
Mao, fully backed Wan Li’s efforts in Xuzhou.

Document No. 9 resolved the nightmare of overlapping jurisdictions by
centralizing all political and military authority for Xuzhou in the hands of
Wan Li and the Ministry of Railways. Until this point, operation of the Xu-
zhou railway junction, in the northwest corner of Jiangsu close to the borders
of Shandong, Anhui, and Henan provinces, had involved officials from all
four provinces, who handled various parts of the operation, from security to
railway management and railway maintenance.

Document No. 9 further decreed that factions were to be abolished and
that railway ministry officials would be held responsible for any accidents.
Anyone found to be opposing these measures (those engaged in factional ac-
tivities, work stoppages, or destruction of property) was to be punished im-
mediately. Deng captured the ideological high ground by declaring that any-
one who resisted the leadership of the Ministry of Railways—even those who
had joined radical groups—was to be labeled “bourgeois” for pursuing an in-
dividualistic path of resisting organizational discipline. In addition, anyone
who destroyed railway property was to be labeled a “counter-revolutionary”
and punished severely and quickly.”

Deng Xiaoping’s speech at the end of the conference of provincial secretar-
ies®® was brief and to the point. It showed his firmness of purpose and was
presented in a way that made it difficult for Mao to disagree even though
Deng was constraining some revolutionaries. He quoted Mao by saying it
was necessary “to make revolution, promote production, and other work and
to ensure preparedness in the event of war.” If there were a war, transporta-
tion would be essential and at present the system did not function properly.
To reassure those leaders who feared that they would continue to be attacked
for paying too much attention to the economy, as they had been during
the Cultural Revolution, Deng said, “Some comrades nowadays only dare to
make revolution but not to promote production. They say that the former is
safe but the latter is dangerous. This is utterly wrong.” He made it clear that
Mao now supported the focus on the economy: “How can we give a boost to
the economy? Analysis shows that the weak link at the moment is the rail-

ways.”%
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Since railways were to be the model for civilian consolidation, Deng per-
sonally plunged into the details of the national railway problem. He stated
that the estimated loading capacity nationally was 55,000 rail cars per day,
but only a little more than 40,000 cars were being loaded daily. “The present
number of railway accidents is alarming. There were 755 major ones last year,
some of them extremely serious.” (By comparison, in 1964 there had been
only eighty-eight accidents.) Discipline was poor and rules and regulations
were not enforced: “Train conductors go off to eat whenever they like, and
therefore the trains frequently run behind schedule,” for instance, and rules
against consuming alcohol on duty were not strictly observed. In addition,
“if we don’t take action now [against bad elements who speculate, engage
in profiteering, grab power and money] . . . how much longer are we going
to wait? . . . Persons engaging in factionalism should be reeducated and their
leaders opposed.” To those participating in factions but who correct their
mistakes, Deng said, “[We can] let bygones be bygones, but if they refuse to
mend their ways, they will be sternly dealt with.” Meanwhile, “active faction-
alists must be transferred to other posts,” and if a factional ringleader refuses
to be transferred, “stop paying his wages until he submits.” Switching to a
more positive tone, Deng proclaimed, “I think the overwhelming majority”
supports the decision. Railway workers are “among the most advanced and
best organized sections of the Chinese working class. . . . If the pros and cons
are clearly explained to them, the overwhelming majority of railway person-
nel will naturally give their support. . . . [and] the experience gained in
handling the problems in railway work will be useful to the other industrial
units.” This was vintage Deng. Paint the broad picture, tell why something
needed to be done, focus on the task, cover the ideological bases, and seek
public support for replacing officials who were not doing their jobs.

To implement Deng’s plan, the day after the meeting concluded, Wan Li
held a mass meeting of all the units under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of
Railways in the Beijing area. A summary of the key points in Document No.
9 and Deng’s speech were distributed to the participants. The next day, in a
telephone conference of railway units around the country, local officials were
briefed on the significance of the document and Deng’s speech. Wang Zhen
spoke on the phone, saying he would be sending work teams from the Minis-
try of Railways to areas where blockages seemed serious. Officials knew that
General Wang Zhen’s work teams would include troops ready to use force if
necessary.”! Sending work teams from higher levels had been a basic approach
for imposing national policies on local areas ever since land reform.
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Armed with national support for cracking down on railway stoppages, in-
cluding a written document, on March 9 Wan Li, accompanied by a work
team from Beijing, met party and government leaders of Jiangsu province
and Xuzhou City.*? Upon his arrival, it was announced that Gu Binghua, the
leader of the Xuzhou Railway Bureau, whom Deng had criticized by name
four days earlier, had been arrested on a warrant personally approved by
Deng.® Wan Li knew that if Gu had not been arrested, some officials, still
intimidated by Gu, would be cautious about sticking their necks out to criti-
cize him. He also knew that others would still be frightened, as Deng had
said in his speech, of being labeled rightists. An experienced revolution-
ary leader, Wan Li knew that for people to feel secure in denouncing Gu, a
mass meeting would have to be held that displayed overwhelming support
and that showed prominent people publicly denouncing Gu. The issuance of
Document No. 9 was critical because it made clear that his crackdown was
not just an expression of one leader who might soon be transferred but had
the full support of the central party and government.

The day after he arrived in Xuzhou, then, Wan Li spoke at a huge (“10,000
person”) meeting for employees and their families in the Xuzhou Railway
Bureau. He spelled out the content of Document No. 9 and urged them to
make the bureau a model for promoting the smooth flow of transportation
by the end of the month. The next day, at the Xuzhou gymnasium, Wan Li
and others addressed a large meeting of Xuzhou City party officials. Wan Li
passed on Chairman Mao’s three directives as highlighted by Deng and re-
peated Mao’s call for “stability and unity.” After Wan Li spoke at another
mass meeting, this time of maintenance workers, their leaders guaranteed
that freight would flow smoothly.*

After Gu’s arrest, his closest associates continued to resist until they too
were arrested. Wan Li and the work team from Beijing, like other work teams
sent down to manage such occasions, distinguished between large-scale trou-
blemakers, who were arrested or at least removed from their office, and those
who with “education” could still cooperate with the new leadership team.
Lower-level leaders were told to disband the factions and admit their errors;
many did and were allowed to stay on. Then, in small groups, each individual
declared that he or she would not take part in factions and would help ensure
the smooth flow of freight.

To strengthen support for the new leadership strategy, to help put the area’s
tumultuous history behind them, and to assure the local public that followers
of the radical left would not easily return, past verdicts on some six thousand



108

DENG’S TORTUOUS ROAD TO THE TOP, 1969—1977

people in the Xuzhou area who had been persecuted early during the Cul-
tural Revolution were declared unjust and those people still under detention
were freed. Apologies were offered to the relatives of those who had been
killed in the factional fighting and living victims were compensated. Em-
ployment opportunities were found for many who had been unjustly pun-
ished.” To motivate railway workers to meet their targets, Wan Li encouraged
the local leadership team to help improve the workers’ living situations. After
Wan Li met with the newly selected leadership teams, he and his work team
left Xuzhou, just twelve days after their arrival, leaving the local leadership
team to follow up and send reports. By the end of March the average number
of railway cars handled per day in Xuzhou had increased from 3,800 to 7,700
and those loaded per day had doubled from 700 to 1,400.%

In introducing new programs throughout the country, Communist leaders
talked of moving from the point (dian) to the line (xian), and from the line
to the whole surface (mian). Deng, after having made a great breakthrough in
Xuzhou, built on that “point” experience to consolidate other railway centers
and then to use the railway experience to consolidate other sectors. By late
March, officials had moved from Xuzhou to railway centers in Nanjing and
then elsewhere in Jiangsu.*” Deng first concentrated his efforts on the rail-
way centers that exhibited serious problems, at Taiyuan, Kunming, and Nan-
chang. When he heard that a Taiyuan vice party secretary was interfering
with progress in opening rail transport in his locality, Deng directed that the
case be investigated immediately. If such a report was confirmed, the vice
party secretary and any superiors who supported him were to be transferred
by the end of the month.*

Wan Li continued to travel to railway trouble spots and followed up with
visits to all the railway car factories—in Loyang, Taiyuan, Chengdu, and Liu-
zhou—to ensure the availability of railway equipment. On April 22, when
Deng accompanied Kim II Sung to Nanjing, Wan Li went to Nanjing to re-
port to Deng on the progress on the railways.’! In other railway bottlenecks,
Wan Li followed the same strategy used in Xuzhou: he met with small groups
to hear reports on local conditions, publicized Document No. 9, reiterated
Mao’s commitment to stability and unity, and held mass meetings to get a
broad public commitment to the changes, an effort that, if necessary, was
backed by force. New leadership teams were selected and put in place. Not
surprisingly, those who were replaced had been revolutionary rebels.

From June 30 to July 7, a work meeting was held in Beijing under Wan Li’s
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leadership to summarize the experiences of the previous few months follow-
ing issuance of Document No. 9. Clearly the changes had been a great suc-
cess. Wan Li reported that nationwide in the second quarter, rail freight
transport had increased by 19.8 percent over the first quarter and in the same
period some 18.4 percent more rail passenger cars were in use.”

Deng could not spend as much time on other cases as he did on resolv-
ing the Xuzhou railway blockages, but the case illustrates Deng’s approach to
overcoming chaos and the example others were to follow: he did what he
could to make sure Mao remained on his side; he relied on officials with a
proven record of success; he provided documents, held large mass meetings,
and assigned troops to assure local people that there would be no easy return
to Cultural Revolution policies; he arrested those who blocked progress; and
he supervised the establishment of new leadership teams. Further, he did all
this quickly and with a firm hand.

Extending the Xuzhou Model to Coal and Steel

After the great victory in Xuzhou, Deng used the Xuzhou model to drive
consolidation elsewhere. On March 25, Deng had Wan Li report on progress
in Xuzhou not to railway officials, but to a large meeting of all State Council
employees. Deng usually listened quietly during such reports, but he became
so intense that several times he interrupted Wan Li to amplify his comments.

Officials under Deng thus moved from attacking factionalism in Xuzhou
to attacking factionalism in all of Xuhai prefecture, where Xuzhou was lo-
cated, then in the rest of Jiangsu province. In 1975, Jiangsu was one of the
most troubled provinces in the nation. By the end of 1974, national GNP
had increased, but Jiangsu productivity had decreased by 3 percent. Wan Li
was given support to move beyond railways to carry out overall consolida-
tion in Jiangsu province, as he had in Xuzhou, by attacking factionalism and
selecting new officials who seemed promising to bring order and growth.
Within three months, Wan Li was reporting substantial progress in consoli-
dating a new leadership in Jiangsu, and on June 2, Beijing issued Document
No. 12, which in effect adapted Document No. 9 to report on progress made
in Xuzhou, Haizhou, and other parts of Jiangsu. Deng praised the report,
saying that Jiangsu’s experience could be used as a guide for other localities.”
Indeed, from Jiangsu, the reforms moved on to Zhejiang. Although Zhejiang
posed special problems because rebel resistance remained strong there, by
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July 17 those problems essentially had been resolved, and Document No. 16,
based on the Zhejiang experience, was drawn up as a model for consolidation
in other provinces.**

On July 4, Deng outlined the tasks of extending consolidation from
the points and lines to the whole surface, from railways and local govern-
ments to other sectors—first, coal and steel; next to other industries and
other forms of transportation; then to commerce, finance, and agriculture;
and finally from the economic sector to culture and education, from defense
technology to technology in general, and from the military to local govern-
ment.

The key to China’s energy supply was coal, which was used to heat build-
ings, generate electricity, and power factories. Distribution was essential:
roughly 40 percent of the total freight carried by the railways consisted of
coal. But when during the Cultural Revolution transportation systems lagged,
coal simply piled up near the coal mines and there was no incentive to mine
more.

By mid-1975, as the railway bottlenecks began to be opened, Beijing be-
gan to pay more attention to coal production. Indeed, when Document No.
9 appeared, Deng encouraged Xu Jinqiang, minister of mining, to use the
prospect of improved transportation to spur increases in coal mining. In the
spring of 1975, Xu focused his attention on coal mines with access to rail
transportation: in Shaanxi, Hebei, Henan, Anhui, and the Northeast.

Under Deng’s leadership, Xu waged war on factionalism, focusing on prov-
inces where the problems seemed especially severe. These mines, which pro-
vided about 40 percent of the coal for eastern China, played a key role in
supplying steel plants in those provinces. Consolidation made a huge differ-
ence to their productivity: coal production expanded rapidly in the second
quarter of 1975, so that by the end of the first half of the year, 55.5 percent of
the new annual coal-transport quota had been achieved.”

During this time, improvements were also made in the production of fer-
tilizer, light industrial goods, and electric power. Steel manufacturing, how-
ever, continued to lag. Steel production had peaked in 1973 at 25.3 million
tons, but fell to 21.1 million tons in 1974, as a result of the disruptive cam-
paign to criticize Lin Biao and Confucius. In early 1975 the annual target
was set at 26 million tons.>® At the State Council meeting that Deng chaired
on March 25, after Wan Li reported on how to use the Xuzhou example in
other sectors, Deng said that “solving the steel problem must now occupy the

top position in our work.”’
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In a speech at a forum on steel that same month, Vice Premier Yu Qiuli
declared bluntly: “There have been twenty-six years since the founding of
our nation. We have invested over 50 billion yuan, we employ over 3 mil-
lion people [in the steel industry] and we are still scarcely producing 20 mil-
lion tons a year.” Yu stated that to increase steel production the government
needed, first, to assure the long-term transportation of coal and to have the
needed supply of heavy oil and electricity; second, to mobilize the masses
and place in responsible positions good managers who understood the tech-
nology; and third, to deal with the weak links, especially the four large steel
plants at Angang, Wugang, Baogang, and Taigang. If people did not perform
their jobs, they were to be fired. They should “shit or get off the pot hole”
(buyao zhan maokeng bu lashi).>®

In early May, Vice Premier Li Xiannian assembled the party secretaries
of twelve leading steel plants and of the local governments supervising these
plants for a forum on the steel industry.”® There the leaders of steel plants that
did not meet their targets had to explain to a critical audience why they were
still underperforming. They explained that the officials who had been criti-
cized during the campaign against Lin Biao and Confucius feared making
political errors. They were afraid that there would be a reversion to Mao’s
policies and that they would be punished for promoting economic expansion
and productivity rather than emphasizing politics.

On May 21, three days after he returned from his week-long state visit to
France, Deng chaired a forum sponsored by the State Council to discuss the
steel problem.® Deng could not discuss openly the underlying worry of many
officials—that Mao might change his mind and again attack those who were
paying close attention to the economy, as the Gang of Four was urging him
to do. In March and April 1975, articles by Zhang Chungiao and Yao Wen-
yuan publicly attacked “empiricism,” the focus on economic production, and
the neglect of ideology. What Deng knew but could not say publicly at the
time was that Mao had reassured him on April 18 and had written a note on
an article by Yao Wenyuan on April 23 that further confirmed both his cur-
rent opposition to such attacks on empiricism and his solid support of Deng’s
efforts to achieve order.

What Deng did say at the May State Council forum was, “Now that trans-
portation has been restored, it exposes our problems in metallurgy, electric
power, and other specific sectors. Each ministry must calculate again how to
resolve the most difficult long-term problems. The core of our next phase
should be how to resolve the steel problem.” Gu Mu began to speak to the
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group about the seriousness of the steel problem, but Deng interrupted: “He
didn’t put it strongly enough. If we continue in the way we are going, it will
be a disaster.” He went on, “Gu Mu said it shouldn’t be a problem to increase
2.5 million tons a year. I say it shouldn’t be a problem to increase 3 million
tons a year. . . . It doesn’t matter what your rank is, you can’t always be afraid
of this and that. Among officials, a major problem is ‘fear itself.” Some are
afraid of stroking the tiger’s rear end. We will support you.”*

Deng explained that it didn’t matter if they were forty- or even fifty-year
veterans. “If there is a faction, we don’t care if it’s at a tiger’s rear end or a lion’s
rear end. We aren’t afraid of stroking it. . . . If people transferred out because
of factionalism form factions again, they will be transferred again. If neces-
sary we will transfer them 360 days a year. We will give you until July 1. ... If
necessary, we will transfer you to Urumgqi [in the far West where most offi-
cials dreaded being sent]. If the wife threatens divorce, maybe then he will
listen.”® He added, “We have to be very strict . . . those who deserve it will be
attacked in criticism sessions. You can't just stand around and wait. In the
railways people took solid steps, but here I don’t see many people like that.”
And, he continued, “Perhaps some of you will commit errors. We need to
find people who arent afraid of being knocked down, who dare to accept re-
sponsibility. We want in the leadership teams those who dare to struggle. I
myself am like a young Uighur girl with lots of braids [vulnerable to being
yanked, that is, criticized].” Deng said that a large plant like Angang was
complicated to run, but that senior managers should not be concerned only
with the minutiae of keeping the technology going day to day. Instead, “We
need a group with overall responsibility for production.”®

In his remarks at a meeting on the steel industry on May 29, Deng stressed
the need for a strong leadership team in every enterprise. He focused on the
eight large steel plants that produced half the steel in China, complaining
that each of the top four steel mills—Angang, Wugang, Taigang, and Bao-
gang—was behind in meeting its targets. The biggest problem, Deng said,
was at the huge steel complex at Angang, where the key issue was leaders who
were soft, lazy, and disorganized (ruan, lan, san).

On June 4, 1975, Document No. 13, which was analogous to Document
No. 9 on the railways, was issued and distributed to the local authorities to
deal with the steel issue. The document, which had been cleared by the Polit-
buro and approved by Mao, reiterated a target output of 26 million tons for
1975. The State Planning Commission set up a small group from various
ministries that would answer directly to the State Council and would guaran-
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tee that the steel quota would be met. Ministries concerned with electric-
ity, coal, transport, electric power, and petroleum represented in this group
were expected to assure that necessary supplies were available to the steel
plants. Provincial and municipal party committees were told to exercise lead-
ership over the steel plants and to make sure they were meeting their
targets.®

To implement the directives of Document No. 13, the major steel fac-
tories all organized mass meetings, some with as many as 40,000 people in
attendance.”” At the top, the small group under the State Council met weekly
to review individual plans and to ensure that targets were being met.® By
August 1, however, when the small group was holding a conference to as-
sess steel production, participants were acknowledging difficulties in meeting
their previously high targets. One setback was the sudden illness of Yu Qiuli,
who had boldly led the effort to promote steel in the spring, but was unable
to provide his usual firm leadership after he became ill during the summer.
Officials were still afraid that if they neglected leftist politics in favor of pro-
duction they might later be in trouble. Indeed, the Gang of Four was then
criticizing Deng for making just such an error.

In 1975, China produced 23.9 million tons of steel—a significant increase
over the 21.1 million tons produced in 1974, but still short of the goal of 26
million tons. Deng accepted the improvement and declared victory. But from
December 15 to December 23, 1975, when criticism of Deng was already
beginning in small circles at the top, Gu Mu chaired a meeting of provincial-
level officials responsible for steel production to discuss the problems. De-
spite the bravado at the meeting, top officials already knew that in the new
political atmosphere, with Deng Xiaoping under siege, local officials had
become more cautious about continuing their single-minded efforts to in-
crease production. Indeed, in 1976—after Deng fell from power for the third
time and was removed from all his positions—production fell to 20.5 million
tons.

The improvement in Chinese steel production in 1975 was infinitesimal
compared with Japan’s steel production at the time, as Deng would see for
himself three years later when he was shown a modern Japanese steel plant
that by itself produced several times as much steel as all of China’s increased
steel production in 1975. In fact, Deng’s 1975 efforts marked his last attempt
to increase steel production by political mobilization. After he visited a large
modern Japanese steel plant in October 1978, he took a very different ap-
proach to increasing steel production, focusing on science and technology
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instead of consolidation. The payoff for that revised strategy would be huge.
In the 1980s, with imported modern steel technology from Japan, Chinas
steel production would leap from 37.2 million tons in 1982 to 61.2 million
tons in 1989, and then to 101 million tons in 1996, when China became the
world’s largest steel producer.®” By 2010 as steel plants with modern technol-
ogy were being duplicated in various localities, China, without political mo-
bilization, would produce 600 million tons per year, almost thirty times what

it had produced in 1975.

Zhejiang and the Fall of Wang Hongwen

In 1975 Mao supported Deng’s effort to select new leadership teams that
could get people who had formerly fought against one another to work to-
gether. No province was then more divided and in need of such efforts to
bring unity than Zhejiang.” In 1974 all provinces except Jiangsu and Zhe-
jlang had recorded economic growth as a result of the partial restoration of
order. Zhejiang was a populous, relatively advanced coastal province with a
large industrial base. Yet its problems continued into the first quarter of 1975
when industrial production fell 20 percent below that of the first quarter of
1974 and provincial revenue was down 28.5 percent. Due to efforts by Deng,
Wan Li, and others, compared to the previous year, industrial production in
the first eight months of 1975 across the nation rose by an average 17 per-
cent. But in Zhejiang it was down by 6 percent.”

Mao took a special interest in Zhejiang when, on February 8, 1975, he
moved from Changsha to the beautiful West Lake area of Hangzhou, in Zhe-
jlang province, and remained there until mid-April, when he returned to Bei-
jing to host North Korean leader Kim Il Sung. While in Hangzhou, Mao had
ample opportunity to talk with Zhejiang provincial officials, particularly Tan
Qilong, a senior party official, and Tie Ying, a senior military official, who
had been attacked during the Cultural Revolution. In his current mood to
restore order, Mao found them able leaders. Conversely, while in Hangzhou
he formed a negative impression of Weng Senhe, the former rebel leader who
had been supported by Wang Hongwen in 1973 and 1974. The problems in
Zhejiang had grown worse during the campaign to criticize Lin Biao and
Confucius in 1974, when Wang Hongwen had supported the rebels and Tan
Qilong had been unable to bring them under control. The falling out be-
tween Mao and Wang Hongwen had already begun in 1974, for when Wang
flew to Changsha on October 18, 1974, Mao was displeased that he was fol-
lowing Jiang Qing too closely.
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By the spring of 1975, Mao’s doubts about Wang Hongwen had grown.
The seriousness of the problems in Zheijiang was receiving attention in Bei-
jing and Wang Hongwen, who was assigned to meet with Zhejiang leaders to
resolve the problems in November 1974 and March 1975, failed in his as-
signment. In a series of Politburo meetings from April 27 to June 3, Wang
Hongwen was criticized, along with Jiang Qing, in part for his inability to
resolve the Zhejiang problems. Wang undertook a self-criticism.”

After Wang was arrested in October 1976 as a member of the Gang of
Four, he was criticized as an incompetent radical, bold and coarse, who had
begun to enjoy the high life of fancy banquets and elegant clothes. In fact
Wang did make a serious effort to carry out his responsibilities leading the
daily work of the party; indeed, some who knew him felt that he should not
have been implicated in crimes committed by the others in Gang of Four.
But in Beijing, a city of many proven officials with great experience, Wang, a
young upstart who suddenly catapulted ahead of more experienced and more
skilled officials, failed to win the respect needed to provide high-level leader-
ship.

In late June 1975, it was announced that Wang Hongwen would tempo-
rarily give up his responsibilities leading the daily work of the Central Com-
mittee in Beijing to take an assignment in Shanghai and then in Zhejiang.
Mao supported the recommendation by Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping that
Wang Hongwen be sent to Zhejiang as part of a work team led by Vice Pre-
mier Ji Dengkui to deal with the problems there. Wang was sent, in effect, for
training and reform and was in the awkward position of joining Ji in criticiz-
ing the Zhejiang rebels whom he previously had supported. His presence was
helpful in resolving the Zhejiang problem because the radicals whom he had
supported could see that even Wang Hongwen, with his august titles and
radical credentials, was unable to help them.”

The work that Ji Dengkui did in Zhejiang was similar to what Wan Li did
in Xuzhou. Ji and his work team met with local officials to understand the
problems, held mass meetings, selected a new leadership team led by Tan Qi-
long and Tie Ying, and used formal documents to support their efforts. Al-
though Deng was centrally involved, Mao, having just been in Zhejiang and
having talked with those who would now take charge, played a more active
role in resolving the Zhejiang problem than the Xuzhou problem. Zhou En-
lai, whose family had originally come from Zhejiang and who took a deep
interest in Zhejiang affairs, was also consulted.

In Ji Dengkui’s last days in Zhejiang, he worked with the leaders on the
drafts of what would become Document No. 16, which would do for Zhe-
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jiang what Document No. 9 had done for the railways and Document No.
13 had done for the steel industry. On June 14, 1975, Ji Dengkui, Wang
Hongwen, Tan Qilong, and Tie Ying flew to Beijing with the draft of the
document. The next day Deng Xiaoping chaired a meeting to review the
draft and make decisions about the leadership in Zhejiang province and
Hangzhou City. Tie Ying sat to Deng’s left to make sure that Deng, increas-
ingly hard of hearing in his right ear, could follow the discussions.” On the
next day, the document was forwarded to Mao who approved it as well as the
personnel decisions, and on the following day Document No. 16 was issued.

The consolidation in Zhejiang, whereby Mao and the central leadership
came down firmly on the side of enforcing unity, achieved its goals of restor-
ing order and a semblance of cohesion in the most troubled province. Tan
Qilong, who in his talks apologized for his weak leadership in the previous
year, was greatly buoyed by the support from the highest levels and with the
help of Beijing gained firm control over the rebels. At the end of 1975 Zhe-
jlang officials announced that industrial production in the second half of
1975 was 4 percent higher than it had been in the first half of the year.”

Mao did not shake the party by suddenly announcing that Wang Hong-
wen was relieved of his official position. Wang kept his titles another half-
year after the trip to Zhejiang and until then the general public knew nothing
of his fall from grace—but Mao never returned him to his leadership post in
Beijing.

Promotions for Deng

The first clear hint that Mao intended to give Deng even more responsibili-
ties came on April 18, 1975, when Mao invited Deng to join his meeting
with Kim II Sung. Mao said to Kim, “I won't speak to you about political
matters. I will let him talk to you about that. That person is named Deng
Xiaoping. He can wage war, he can oppose revisionism. Red Guards attacked
him, but now there are no problems. At that time, he was knocked down for
some years, but now he is back again. We need him.””

During the Kim visit, Mao talked briefly with Deng alone. Deng raised his
concerns about the growing attacks on “empiricism” by Jiang Qing, Zhang
Chungiao, Yao Wenyuan, and others. Fearful about Deng’s growing influ-
ence with Mao due to his success in bringing order and economic progress,
they had begun attacking him for paying too much attention to economic
matters and too little attention to underlying principles, an argument that
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had previously appealed to Mao. But in April 1975, Mao reassuringly told
Deng that these criticisms were excessive, noting that “in our party not many
people understand Marxism-Leninism. Some people believe they understand
it, but actually they don’t understand it. . . . This issue should be discussed by
the Politburo.”” To knowledgeable insiders, the implications of Mao’s com-
ments were perfectly clear: the “some people,” the Gang of Four, had over-
stretched; and now they were vulnerable to criticism.

Indeed the Politburo took up the issue soon thereafter, at a session to dis-
cuss Mao’s April 25 criticisms of the Gang of Four’s writings attacking em-
piricism. At the Politburo meeting, Marshal Ye Jianying criticized Jiang Qing
and other members of the Gang of Four for attacking empiricism. As a result,
Jiang Qing was forced to engage in a self-criticism. Immediately after the meet-
ing, Wang Hongwen, who supported Jiang Qing in trying to block the grow-
ing power of Deng, wrote to Mao complaining that Zhou Enlai’s characteris-
tic pessimism about the state of affairs was now being expressed by others on
his behalf.”® It was clear to everyone reading his note that the primary “other”
was Deng. But at this point, Mao’s confidence in Deng was unwavering,.

Late at night on May 3, Mao called a Politburo meeting at his home. For
Mao to chair a Politburo meeting was a signal that he had unusually strong
views that required discussion, for he had long before passed on responsibil-
ity for these high-level meetings to others. Zhou Enlai, making a great effort,
left his hospital bed to come to the meeting, the first time he had met with
Mao since December. Zhou lived eight more months but this would be the
last time the two leaders would spend time together. Mao was still physically
able to visit Zhou in the hospital, but he chose not to do so.

At the May 3 meeting, Mao criticized Jiang Qing and others who attacked
“empiricism” without also attacking dogmatism. Mao never cut off his rela-
tions with Jiang Qing, but at this meeting he was very severe with her. He
declared “Don’t behave like a ‘Gang of Four.” Why are you acting that way?
Why aren’t you uniting with the more than 200 Central Committee mem-
bers? . . . You must unite and not split. You should be open and aboveboard
and not carry on hidden plots.” Mao added: “If you have opinions, you
should discuss them in the Politburo. When you publish things, they should
be in the name of the party center, not your personal name. You should not
use my name, | haven't sent you materials.” Then, pointing to Deng, he said,
“You are the representative of Mao Zedong.” This was also to be the last time
that Mao would attend a Politburo meeting.”

At the Politburo meeting, Deng, Marshal Ye, and others added their



118

DENG’S TORTUOUS ROAD TO THE TOP, 1969—1977

own voices to Mao’s, further criticizing “the Gang of Four.” They said that
Mao’s directive on May 3 was very important; it instructed them to practice
Marxism-Leninism, not revisionism; to seek unity and not to separate from
the mainstream; and the party should be open and aboveboard and not hatch
secret plots. They also criticized Jiang Qing for exaggerating the differences
with Zhou Enlai and for using the campaign to criticize Lin Biao and Con-
fucius as a way to attack Marshal Ye.

On May 27 and June 3, Deng for the first time replaced Wang Hongwen
as chair of a Politburo meeting. At the June 3 meeting, Jiang Qing and Wang
Hongwen were forced to carry out self-criticisms.*® Deng told Mao about it a
few days later, when he joined Mao for the visit of President Marcos of the
Philippines, and Mao expressed his approval for his conduct of the meeting,
for he had not been overly harsh with Jiang Qing. Deng had proved to Mao
that he would do what Mao wished and would continue working with her.

Mao never completely shut out Wang Hongwen, who would assist Hua
Guofeng in officiating at Mao’s funeral, but in fact after his trip to Zhejiang,
Wang did not play a role in party deliberations. When Wang was sent off to
Zhejiang, he suggested that Mao ask either Marshal Ye or Deng to take his
place in chairing party meetings. When Marshal Ye declined, writing to Mao
on July 1 that he was too old and that Deng should lead the daily work of the
party, Mao immediately approved. On July 2 Marshal Ye wrote the official
document announcing that Deng would now, in addition to leading the gov-
ernment as de facto premier and the military as vice chairman of the CMC,
lead the daily work of the party. Topping it all off, around this time Mao
also gave him a new assignment in the area of foreign policy: Deng was to be-
come the first Chinese Communist official to make a state visit to a Western
country.

Breakthrough to the West: The French Connection

From May 12 to May 17, 1975, during the first state visit of a Chinese Com-
munist leader to a Western country—France—Deng had an opportunity
to begin preparations for helping China learn from the West, just as it had
learned from the Soviet Union in the 1950s.5' Deng’s selection by Mao for
this important trip aroused the suspicion of the Gang of Four, who correctly
saw it as one more sign of Deng’s increasing power. The trip certainly had a
great influence on Deng as a leader. In contrast to his fleeting trip through
France the year before, Deng’s visit would offer him an opportunity to learn
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in some detail how much the country he had known half a century earlier
had been transformed, and to consider what China might need to do to
achieve the four modernizations.

Why France? A year earlier Mao had put forth his theory of the “three
worlds,” which presented the developed European countries as part of the
second world—that is, countries that China should join with to resist the two
dominant powers, the Soviet Union and the United States. Of all the second-
world countries, France had taken the most initiative to build good relations
with China. It had normalized diplomatic relations with China in 1962,
when few Western countries were willing to do so. In September 1973, too,
President Pompidou had made a formal and well-received visit to Beijing, the
first such visit by the head of a European country. So in 1975, when France
offered a formal invitation for a state visit, China welcomed the opportunity
to both return Pompidou’s overture and signal that it was rousing itself after
the self-imposed isolation of the Cultural Revolution.

During his 1975 visit to France, Deng was received by President Gis-
card D’Estaing and Prime Minister Jacques Chirac. Chirac later recalled that
Deng was straightforward, warm-hearted, and well-informed about interna-
tional relations.® While touring the country, Deng showed his personal ap-
preciation of French life as he traveled to Lyon and Paris to visit some of the
places he had seen while there half a century earlier.

Deng’s key foreign policy message to France was a request for continuing
support from the West as they together resisted the most aggressive dominant
power, the Soviet Union. Deng expressed doubts about the value of détente
with the Soviet Union and praised the unity of the Western Europeans, who
were standing fast against the Soviets. But for Deng, learning about modern-
ization was at least as important as tackling foreign policy issues. He visited
agricultural and industrial sites, and held discussions about increasing trade
between France and China. For the first time Deng toured modern Western
factories, where he saw the remarkable changes in France since he had left
fifty years earlier, and where he was struck by how far China had fallen be-
hind. The ripple effects of this learning experience and of the successful state
visit were far-reaching. Just three years later, Chinese economic officials led
by Gu Mu would follow up on Deng’s visit and play a crucial role in both
awakening party leaders to economic and diplomatic opportunities overseas
and building support for opening China even more to the West.
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When in 1975 Mao tapped Deng to replace Wang Hongwen as chair of party
meetings, the party was still in disarray from the struggles of the Cultural
Revolution. Deng’s new position in the party structure allowed him to make
major strides in rebuilding the party throughout the country. The first step
in renovation beyond Beijing was at the provincial level, and three months
later the process would extend further, down to county and commune levels.!
Two days after Marshal Ye’s July 2 letter announcing Deng’s appointment to
head party affairs, Deng addressed a party center “theoretical study group”
attended by provincial party leaders; the meeting focused on unifying and
then rebuilding the party.

In his presentation, Deng, knowing he was on a short leash from Mao,
drew heavily on Mao’s teachings, or at least “Mao’s three important instruc-
tions,” the selection of Mao’s teachings that Deng had packaged together to
fic his current goals. Deng’s objectives were, first, to reassure Mao that he
would fight against revisionism, and then to focus on political stability and
unity while boosting the economy. In his efforts to unify the party Deng
drew on Mao’s efforts at the 7th Party Congtess, held in 1945 at the end of
World War II. At that congress, the first one that Deng attended, Mao had
stressed the need to unify various guerrilla-warfare units that had been spread
out engaging the Japanese. Deng, making the connection to the earlier pe-
riod, explained that just as “our mountaintop” mentality developed naturally
when guerrillas were fighting from different locations, so too did factionalism
develop naturally during the Cultural Revolution. And, Deng concluded, the
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party needed once again to overcome factionalism and heed Mao’s call for
unity made at the 7th Party Congress.? Members “not guilty of crimes” who
cooperated with consolidation and gave up factionalism, including former
radicals, would be treated favorably.

While taking care not to challenge Mao’s sensitivities, Deng moved boldly
and strategically to select those who could contribute to governing the coun-
try rather than to making a revolution. Although he did not explicitly vow to
clean the party of “leftists” or “radicals,” he did criticize “sectarianism” (left-
ists clinging to their factions) more than “revisionism” (rightists). Leadership,
Deng declared, should be in the hands of officials who had ten or more years
of experience. Without explicitly objecting to those who had risen through
the ranks of the Red Guards, he thus excluded those who risen since 1965,
namely during the Cultural Revolution, when some had “helicoptered up”
quickly to high positions. Deng also called for a reexamination of those who
had entered the party without proper scrutiny of their qualifications; again
without specifically saying so, this directive focused on the 16 million new
party members added between 1966 and 1975 when procedures were cha-
otic, rather than on the 18 million who were admitted before the Cultural
Revolution.? In essence, those weeded out for “lacking qualifications” were
those who retained factional allegiances. Mao did not challenge Deng’s ef-
forts, thereby implicitly acknowledging that at that point the country did
need more stable leadership.

A central task in party rebuilding was the removal of military officers
from leadership in civilian institutions, where they had been placed by Lin
Biao. On August 8, 1975, Deng directed that the army, with few exceptions,
should be withdrawn from all civilian positions. Many in the military were
then serving as parts of “revolutionary committees” that would at some point
be transformed into regular government offices. In late 1975 many of the
troops were sent back to the barracks.

On May 5, 1975, immediately after Mao had chaired his last Politburo
meeting, Deng again visited Zhou Enlai in the hospital. Deng was aware that
he was beginning to deal with issues close to Mao’s heart and he knew that
Zhou Enlai was the one person who had even more experience than he did
in dealing with Mao’s changing moods. Zhou warned Deng to proceed cau-
tiously and to deal with specific issues step by step, rather than to undertake
overall consolidation. As much as Deng respected Zhou and acknowledged
the risk that Mao might withdraw his support, Deng was bolder than Zhou
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and determined to move ahead with overall consolidation by attacking the
big long-term issues he considered necessary to promote the four moderniza-
tions.*

Deng was not yet talking about reform, but while building the party
structure that could later carry out reform he was also beginning to consider
the content of future reforms. To do this he needed to expand his personal
brain trust—writers, theorists, and strategists operating outside the regular
bureaucracy who could help him think through the big issues. Shortly after
Mao asked Deng to take over leadership of the daily work of the party, Deng
sought and received Mao’s approval to expand his personal brain trust into a
formal party structure, the Political Research Office. It was placed under the
State Council, but in fact Deng continued to provide personal leadership and
Hu Qiaomu, former head of the brain trust, remained to guide the work.

The Political Research Office

On January 6, 1975, the day after Deng took office as vice premier, he had
called in Hu Qiaomu and suggested to him that he, Wu Lengxi, Hu Sheng,
Li Xin, and others form a small group of writers to deal with theoretical is-
sues.” Acutely aware of Mao’s sensitivities on theoretical issues, Deng and Hu
chose people highly regarded by Mao and selected topics to work on that
were dear to Mao’s heart: the “three worlds,” the character of the Soviet
Union, the crisis of capitalism, and critiques of revisionism and imperialism.
From the beginning, Deng spent a great deal of time and energy to find ideo-
logical arguments acceptable to Mao, to permit himself to have maximum
freedom to pursue policies that he felt beneficial to the party and country. As
the small brain trust that had been assembled in January expanded its mem-
bership in the Political Research Office beginning in July, Deng could work
on issues he personally regarded as important (and that Mao would not ob-
ject to), especially science and technology, and industrial development.

Although the Political Research Office was much smaller than the U.S.
White House and was not responsible for implementation, it shared a similar
purpose—to act, in effect, as an inner cabinet, a small group of independent
advisers directly responsible to Deng who could help him define an overall
strategy and draft public announcements. Deng had far greater control over
the Political Research Office than over the party bureaucracy, which was too
large and diverse to be his personal instrument.

In addition to their informal exchanges, members met every two weeks.
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They divided their work into three main areas: theory (Marxist theory and
Maoism), domestic issues, and international relations. Initially there were
only six senior members (Hu Qiaomu, Wu Lengxi, Li Xin, Xiong Fu, Hu
Sheng, and Yu Guangyuan), but soon a seventh was added (Deng Liqun—
see Key People in the Deng Era, p. 722). Even at its peak, only forty-one staff
members, including support staff, worked in the Political Research Office. A
number of the members had been part of Deng’s Diaoyutai group, which had
worked on the famous nine letters to the Soviet Union in 1962-1963. All the
office members were recognized as senior party intellectuals, creative strate-
gists, and good writers. Wu Lengxi, Li Xin, Xiong Fu, Hu Sheng, and Hu
Qiaomu had a great deal of experience guiding propaganda work under Mao,
but Hu Qiaomu, like Deng Liqun and Yu Guangyuan, also had a strong
theoretical background and broad intellectual training.

Deng worked closely with the office members when preparing major
speeches and documents. He provided the political direction and laid out the
ideas to be incorporated into the drafts they prepared, but he relied on their
expertise to ensure that the speeches and documents were faithful to the his-
torical record and consistent with Mao’s past writings and Marxist theory.
Deng personally read the drafts of important speeches and documents, then
met with the writers to go over them. On especially important issues, the
documents were then passed on to Mao before they were released, and after
Deng received Mao’s comments, he would check personally that Mao’s views
had been incorporated properly.® Even though Deng had an unusual rela-
tionship with Mao, he, like others, worried that the mercurial Mao might
find some document unacceptable and let loose his fury in attacks like those
at the peak of the Cultural Revolution.

Despite Deng’s general authority over party affairs, Mao allowed the Gang
of Four to retain control over propaganda in order to prevent Deng from
veering from Mao’s intended message. In fact, Jiang Qing had her own spe-
cial writing group, which met at Peking University and at the Beijing City
party offices and which was constantly looking for opportunities to criticize
documents coming from Deng’s Political Research Office.

Jiang Qing’s propaganda work and Deng’s responsibilities, including cul-
ture, science, and technology, inevitably overlapped. To Deng, consolidation
in the cultural sphere required a fundamental reorientation—one that in-
volved winning back intellectuals who had been alienated by the Cultural
Revolution and putting them in positions where they could contribute to
China’s modernization. The Political Research Office thus played a key role
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in 1975 in strengthening institutions that promoted science, particularly the
Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS).”

One of the most disputed areas between Jiang Qing and Deng was over
the compilation and editing of the fifth and final volume of Mao’s selected
works; it became a battleground for how to define Mao’s legacy. One reason
Deng had invited Li Xin into his brain trust was because as former secretary
to Kang Sheng he had retained control over many of Mao’s papers; Li Xin’s
presence in the Political Research Office strengthened the case for keeping
the compilation of the fifth volume under Deng’s control. Yet even though
Hu Qiaomu, Li Xin, Wu Lengxi, and others on the Political Research Office
staff prepared papers for the fifth volume, they conducted their work in a
separate office, under the umbrella of a different organization.

One document considered for inclusion in volume 5, Mao’s speech “On
the Ten Great Relationships,” emerged as a major point of contention. In
this speech, originally given on April 25, 1956, after collectivization and
nationalization of enterprises had been completed, Mao made a number of
points that Deng could use to support programs he was promoting in 1975.
Mao said that in peaceful times China should reduce military and defense
expenses and channel resources to support economic development in the
coastal regions, and that the leaders should learn from the strong points of all
nations. Deng requested Mao’s permission to republish that speech. When
Mao reviewed the drafts of that speech prepared for republication, he sug-
gested some changes, which Deng made. When Deng returned the revised
draft to Mao, his cover letter suggested that because the speech had implica-
tions for their current domestic and international work, it might be useful to
publish it soon, even before volume 5 as a whole was published.®* Mao re-
turned the draft once again with the comment that it should be sent to the
Politburo members for discussion. Not surprisingly, the Gang of Four ob-
jected to its republication, and Mao never approved its distribution to the
general public. On December 26, 1976, shortly after Mao had died and the
Gang of Four had been arrested, the speech was finally republished.’

The Political Research Office officially halted its work in December 1975,
after Deng lost Mao’s support. In its five months of activity, it had held only
thirteen meetings of the entire staff.'’® In this brief time, it had spearheaded
Deng’s efforts to develop a long-term road map describing the changes
needed in the remainder of the century to achieve the four modernizations. It
played a critical role in preparing for the revival of higher education, widen-
ing the range of acceptable cultural activities, and promoting science, includ-
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ing social science. In 1976 it would be criticized for its role in producing
the “three poisonous weeds”: (1) The Twenty Articles on Industry, (2) The
Outline Report on the Work of the CAS, and (3) The Discussion of Over-
all Principles. The office played a major but not exclusive role in shaping

the first two documents, and the third was produced entirely within the
office.

The Twenty Articles on Industry

With his new broader responsibilities, Deng called together officials from all
the major economic ministries. From June 16 until August 1, participants
met at a State Council theoretical forum on planning work (Guowuyuan ji-
hua gongzuo wuxuhui) where they discussed the long-term goals for the econ-
omy."" The forum’s planners, from the State Planning Commission, created
an agenda that avoided the contentions that inevitably arose in discussions of
five-year plans that specified where resources would come from and the size
of allocations to specific sectors and projects. Although work on the Ten-Year
Economic Vision, the Five-Year Plan (1976-1980), and the 1976 Annual
Plan had begun even before the forum opened, the final decisions on these
plans were shaped by the long-term goals set by the forum.

The discussions at this State Council forum centered particularly on in-
dustry. In the recovery from the Great Leap Forward, Deng had supervised
the drafting of the Seventy Articles on Industry in 1961, which provided an
overall framework for the structure and goals of the industrial system. This
forum addressed similar issues, and although the number of articles varied in
different drafts, the last version in 1975 contained twenty articles.

Because statistical systems and reporting were still in disarray in 1975, par-
ticipants in various fields first exchanged what information they had about
the economic situation. During the forum’s first two weeks, plenary sessions
were held during which leading economic officials heard reports from all the
major sectors of the economy. Participants in each sector could see from these
reports how much their sectoral goals had to be balanced with the needs and
capacities of the other sectors. Beginning on July 2, Gu Mu divided the fo-
rum into various working groups to deal with problems in theory, organiza-
tion, and several key sectors. At the end of the month, the meeting resumed
as a whole and pulled together the participants’ conclusions in the “Twenty
Articles on Industry.”

By 1975, officials had heard about the takeoff of the four little dragons
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(South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore), all capitalist countries
that were growing more rapidly than the Soviet Union and the socialist coun-
tries in Eastern Europe. At that time, however, it was still taboo to openly
praise capitalism, because doing so would raise questions about the value of
China’s sacrifices over many years and even about whether the Chinese Com-
munist Party should remain in power. Instead Marxism-Leninism and Mao-
ism remained the official creed for justifying high-level decision-making.

After the disruptions of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Rev-
olution, however, leaders’” enthusiasm for modernizing the country by rely-
ing heavily on willpower, as they had during the Great Leap Forward, had
virtually disappeared. Most participants believed that to grow economically
China needed to return to the sober planning of the 1950s before the Great
Leap Forward and of the early 1960s during the recovery from the Leap.
Participants believed that China should rely on a planning system because of
its huge population, shortage of land, and its limited resources. Whereas less
crowded countries with smaller populations could enjoy the benefits of lavish
consumption despite the waste that comes from open markets, party lead-
ers believed China had to establish priorities and control profits and waste-
ful consumption. Furthermore, given the risk that Mao might oppose even
this sober planning, participants justified it as Mao’s way. Invitations to the
forum announced that its purpose was to discuss “Mao’s theory of speeding
up modernization.” And after the forum, the Ten-Year Economic Vision that
emerged was labeled “Mao’s plans for modernization.”"?

In acknowledging the need for China to raise its sights, Deng was ahead of
the other leaders. His travels to New York and France and his frequent meet-
ings with foreign officials had given him a far clearer sense than most officials
of how much other countries had been transformed and how far China had
fallen behind. To catch up, China needed fundamental changes.

Some years after Mao’s death, Deng could boldly explain that China must
borrow ideas from capitalist countries, and that doing so would not threaten
its sovereignty or rule by the Communist Party. But Deng had been criticized
during the Cultural Revolution for being too bourgeois, and in 1975 there
was not yet a consensus about opening markets and learning from capitalist
countries. So he did what he could to push at the margins. He promoted
an expansion of foreign technology imports. He accepted the view of fellow
officials that China should not borrow money from foreigners, but the coun-
try could make “delayed payments” when foreigners sent goods or capital to
China.” In addition, Deng supported giving material incentives to workers
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by offering to pay not according to need, but “according to work.” Even these
modest efforts to modify the old system, however, frightened some conserva-
tive officials, who continued to argue fiercely about the need to adhere strictly
to the principles of Mao Zedong.

Deng did not attend the forum, but he read the summary reports of the
discussions and on August 18, after the first draft of the “Twenty Articles on
Industry” was completed, he gave his views on the major issues presented. He
acknowledged that agricultural production had to be increased before indus-
try could be expanded and he agreed that industry should provide machinery
to the communes to help raise agricultural production. At the time, Chinese
industry was in no position to sell manufactured goods abroad. To pay for a
planned expansion of technology imports to improve China’s production ca-
pacity, Deng was prepared to sell petroleum, coal, and handicrafts. Some of
the early imports would be mining equipment so that China could expand
the production of coal and petroleum. Overall, Deng stressed the importance
of science and technology and of improving enterprise management and the
quality of products. He wanted new rules and laws, better enforcement, and
organizational discipline. He also confirmed his support for giving extra pay
to those who did difficult or hazardous work." The drafters revised their doc-
ument to take Deng’s views into account.

On September 5, representatives from some twenty leading state enter-
prises were invited to review the drafts of the “Twenty Articles on Industry”
and offer their views.” One round of revision was completed on October 25,
which happened to be the same day that Mao Yuanxin first passed on Mao’s
criticism of Deng at a Politburo meeting. Although the drafters had taken
care to call the plans “Mao’s plans,” on October 29 Zhang Chunqgiao com-
plained that the twenty articles used quotations by Mao only from before
the Cultural Revolution. Hu Qiaomu quickly turned out a new draft that
incorporated phrases Mao had used during the Cultural Revolution. (He
later blamed himself for failing to anticipate that problem, which triggered
Mao’s criticisms and gave Mao an excuse for dismissing Deng.) Members of
the Gang of Four had not been included in the discussions on the economic
issues, but early in 1976, once the issues had been politicized, they joined in
the criticism, calling it one of the three “poisonous weeds” that had encour-
aged material incentives and neglected mass mobilization.

While the twenty articles on industry were taking shape, the Ten-Year Eco-
nomic Vision was also being drawn up in preparation for a planning meeting
to be convened in November. On October 5, Deng personally chaired the
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initial State Council meeting to discuss the draft of the Ten-Year Economic
Vision that had been drawn together quickly. Deng approved the draft and
on October 27 forwarded it to Mao, who gave permission to distribute it to
those central and provincial officials responsible for the economy.'®

On November 1, with Mao’s approval, a National Planning Conference
was convened focusing on the Fifth Five-Year Plan (1976-1980) and the
1976 Annual Plan. Officials from various localities suggested possible revi-
sions to the Ten-Year Economic Vision, some of which were incorporated
into the revisions of the document. Meanwhile, discussions of the five-year
and annual plans continued, and by the end of December the drafts were
passed to Mao."”

The newly formulated five-year and annual plans represented a clear vic-
tory for the cautious planners, who had been struggling for years to overcome
the chaos in planning work and finally had achieved their goal.'"® But divi-
sions had emerged between these cautious planners and the conceptualizers
who had created the more ambitious Ten-Year Economic Vision, divisions
that would become even more acute in the 1980s.

The Chinese Academy of Sciences

In June 1975 Deng turned his attention to rebuilding China’s scientific es-
tablishment. During the Cultural Revolution, one out of every 250 scientific
personnel at the CAS, where the vast majority of high-level scientists were
concentrated, had been persecuted to death; in the CAS Shanghai branch the
figure was one out of every 150 scientists. Even in the small number of civil-
ian research units that remained open, work was disrupted.” In 1965, on the
eve of the Cultural Revolution, there had been some 106 research centers
under CAS, with 24,714 scientific and research personnel.?* In 1975, by con-
trast, CAS had been reduced to thirteen research institutes, two research of-
fices, and about 2,000 employees, of whom 1,800 were officials or researchers
and 200 were lower-level support staff. Many of the scientists who had been
sent to the countryside had not yet returned. On June 29, Deng told Hu
Qiaomu that the Political Research Office should spearhead the consolida-
tion of CAS, which would include selecting new leaders and preparing to re-
sume the publication of scientific works. Accordingly, the consolidation of
China’s scientific institutions began at CAS, then spread to many other insti-
tutions.

Deng himself decided that the man on the ground at CAS, directing the
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actual consolidation work, should be Hu Yaobang (see Key People in the
Deng Era, p. 726). In mid-July Hua Guofeng, on behalf of Deng and the
party center, explained to Hu the party’s hope that CAS would play an im-
portant role in the four modernizations. Hu was to investigate current condi-
tions at the academy, report his findings to the party center, and then draw
up a plan for reorganization.?’ Only after consolidation had been achieved at
CAS would it be carried out at other scientific institutions—those under the
direction of the national defense ministries, economic ministries, and local
governments. Consolidation of schools and publications would follow.

Hu Yaobang, heading a team of three, arrived at CAS on July 18 with his
mandate to carry out consolidation. He declared that the Cultural Revolu-
tion was over at CAS and that the propaganda teams of workers and the mili-
tary should leave. Former employees of CAS who had been sent to the coun-
tryside could now return to their offices and resume their work. Researchers
would be allowed access to needed research materials, including foreign pub-
lications.?

A few weeks later, Hu Yaobang held a series of meetings with members
of CAS and representatives of key ministries to discuss China’s science and
technology needs for the next decade. These meetings marked the first step
toward drawing up the ten-year vision in science. From August 15 to August
22, Hu met with the relevant party officials to discuss the reorganization of
CAS and the selection of key leaders. He announced that China’s goal was to
achieve the four modernizations, including scientific modernization, by the
end of the century.®” Throughout September Hu met with leaders in each of
the various institutes to discuss how to overcome specific obstacles in their
work. Before going to each institute, he reviewed thoroughly the materials
related to the institute and met with people familiar with the work conducted
there.

To those who had suffered, Hu could relate his personal experiences, both
as a victim and a survivor. Shortly after he joined the Communist movement
as a teenager, he had been sentenced to death for questionable associations;
he also suffered during the Cultural Revolution before being allowed to re-
turn to party work in Beijing. The scientists returning to their jobs could re-
late to Hu and came to trust him: here was someone who understood their
suffering because he too had suffered. Moreover, by careful study, he had
come to understand the specific problems at each institute and he believed
completely in the scientific mission of CAS.

Hu also helped to resolve problems in the personal lives of CAS personnel,
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in part by improving living conditions and bringing back family members
from the countryside. In fact, he guided the officials at each institute in draw-
ing up a list of all former employees who had been sent to the countryside for
labor and “study” and he found ways to cut through the official red tape to
bring them back to Beijing. He was not afraid to speak out and fight for their
cause, and when he gave talks at an institute, it always was a dramatic mo-
ment. He soon became a hero to the Chinese scientific community.

When Hu Yaobang met with Deng Xiaoping on September 26 to update
him on the progress at CAS, Deng strongly endorsed Hu’s efforts.** On Oc-
tober 4, Hu Yaobang was formally named first deputy head of the “Commu-
nist party small group” at CAS. From his new position, Hu appointed within
each institute separate leadership teams for the party, for scientific work, and
for supplies and support. He showed respect for the specialists and made it
clear that they would be allowed to make decisions about the content of their
work.” When Deng began to be criticized late in the year, Hu was in the pro-
cess of naming new administrative heads of the various institutes. At that
point, the climate changed and progress stalled.

While plans were being made for the consolidation of CAS and the birth
of an independent Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS), Hu Yaobang
was following Deng’s directions to help pull together the ten-year vision for
the development of science that would be under CAS. Because the plan was
being drawn up in great haste, Hu drew heavily on the existing twelve-year
vision (1956-1967) that had been approved in 1956. A first draft of the new
vision was completed on August 11, just before Hu began his series of meet-
ings at the CAS institutes. It affirmed the progress made during the first sev-
enteen years (1949-1966), which had produced some 150,000 scientific and
technical specialists who later were criticized by the Gang of Four as “bour-
geois” scientists. The drafters of the plan tried to cover their political bases by
quoting Mao’s 1962 statement that China needed to continue its class strug-
gle. The emphasis of the document, however, was on providing stable work
conditions to promote the “struggle for production and scientific experimen-
tation.”” The document discussed the technology needed to meet demands
in agriculture, industry, and the military, but it also addressed strategies for
developing cutting-edge computer, laser, remote sensing, and bionic tech-
nologies, as well as plans for conducting basic scientific research in nuclear
energy, particle physics, and other areas.?”

Reviewing the document, Deng was concerned about Mao’s probable reac-
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tions; he directed Hu Yaobang and the drafters to take the scattered refer-
ences to Mao and put them together in one place to make clear that the
document was in keeping with Mao’s general views. While emphasizing
the successes during the first seventeen years, the drafters were told to tread
lightly over the problems encountered since. Deng also said that the docu-
ment should be shortened.

Deng asked Hu Qiaomu to oversee these revisions, and on August 26, Hu
wrote a memo to the drafters regarding Deng’s views and then supervised the
editing, with the hope that the results would be more acceptable to Mao. A
fourth draft, completed on September 2, discussed China’s scientific progress
not during the first seventeen years but during the entire twenty-six years
of the People’s Republic, thus avoiding criticism of the Cultural Revolution.
The document announced that the aim was to realize “Mao’s goal of four
modernizations” by 2000, and to catch up or even surpass world scientific
levels. Scientists, it read, must continue to reform themselves and to unite
with workers and peasants. Action clauses specified how scientists were to
take the lead in opening new areas for basic research as part of their mandate
to support the four modernizations. Finally, to achieve Mao’s goals, the re-
port stated, large numbers of outstanding scientific specialists with advanced
training would be required. The document noted that although they must
not assume that all things foreign were good, when appropriate, the Chinese
should be open to learning from foreigners.?

At the State Council meeting on September 26 to discuss the report, as Hu
Yaobang was making the presentation, Deng interrupted frequently. When
Hu Yaobang talked about reaching world scientific levels, Deng emphasized
that China had to be modest about its present levels because the nation had
fallen far behind other countries in science and technology. Deng continued
to interrupt, reflecting his passion to revive science in China—a step that,
as he repeated, was essential for achieving the four modernizations. Deng
stressed the need to support the small number of really brilliant scientists,
even if they were unusual characters. It was important to solve their housing
problems and other problems of daily life: their children should be placed in
good kindergartens, and any spouses still in the countryside should be al-
lowed to return to Beijing. Deng said that when he was in the Soviet Union
in the 1950s he had learned that the basic work on the Soviet atomic bomb
had been done by three young men, all in their thirties and forties. In con-
trast, Deng complained that the brilliant semiconductor scientist Huang Kun
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had not been given a good position, and he said that if Peking University did
not want him, he should be made head of a semiconductor institute where
the party secretary would support his work.

Deng continued that although he had never become fluent in either
French or Russian, Chinese scientists had to learn foreign languages so they
could read foreign reports. They also had to learn scientific theory and if they
did not understand math, physics, and chemistry, regardless of their degrees,
they would not be able to handle scientific work. He defended those scien-
tists who had tried to keep their studies going during the Cultural Revolu-
tion, despite having been criticized, saying that they were “a lot better than
those who fight factional battles,” who “occupy the pot hole without taking a
shit” and “hold back the wheels of progress.”

Deng complained that some were even afraid to use the word “expert.” In
his view, China should cherish its experts. It needed to introduce automation
into its factories and to support talented scientists who could make it hap-
pen. Aware of the continuing ideological criticism of “bourgeois intellectu-
als,” Deng stressed that scientists were members of the working class. He di-
rected that after the ten-year plan for the development of science was revised,
it should be sent to Mao and to the members of the Politburo.®

Rarely was Deng as passionate as he was at this meeting on science. Not
only did he interrupt frequently but he fervently argued that scientific re-
search must take the lead among the four modernizations.®’ But taking the
lead would not require a complete reorganization, Deng insisted. Rather than
change as many as 45,000 officials in the science sector, as some had pro-
posed, changing only 5,000 would be sufficient. The key was the leadership
team at each level. Why should people be kept in their posts if they don’t
know a specialty and dont yearn to get something done? Why can’t China
promote people with high levels of knowledge to become heads of research
centers? The challenges were immense, and the key was to rely on scientists
and leaders in their early forties and older who had been trained before the
Cultural Revolution. Indeed, Deng said that China’s educational system, in
which some colleges were operating at the level of high schools in the West,
faced a crisis that could hold back the entire modernization effort.”

By September 28, Hu Qiaomu had incorporated Deng’s comments into a
fifth draft. The report gave the necessary praise for Marxism-Leninism and
Mao Zedong Thought, but boldly stated that political theory could not be
used as a substitute for science. This fifth draft was the first to be shown to
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Mao. Just at that time, at Mao’s request, his nephew Mao Yuanxin was visit-
ing him in Beijing. Mao complained to his nephew about Deng and his con-
solidation efforts at Tsinghua University. Mao was also furious about the
document on science; he zeroed in on one sentence that Hu Qiaomu had in-
serted in the final draft quoting Mao as saying that “science and technology
constitute a force of production” (kexue jishu shi shengchan li). Mao insisted
that he had never said that.”?

Just at that time, Deng’s plans for the development of the social sciences
were coming to fruition. Deng was personally focused on reviving the natural
sciences, but he also accepted the need for revitalized work in philosophy and
the social sciences. Considering the minefield of political sensitivities in this
area, Deng showed courage when he argued that the social sciences were
important enough to deserve a separate academy. On August 30, 1975, Hu
Qiaomu, with Deng’s support, issued State Council Directive No. 142 estab-
lishing the philosophy and social science departments of CAS. In that docu-
ment, Hu laid out plans for developing an independent academy that would
later be known as the CASS. Deng also declared that institutes in the social
sciences should gradually resume issuing publications, starting with a more
general journal intended for nonspecialist audiences that would set out a the-
oretical basis for their work. To reduce the danger of attack by the Gang of
Four, and possibly by Mao as well, Deng ordered that all articles submitted
to the journal should first be cleared by the Political Research Office, which
would scrutinize them for any comments likely to provoke the radicals. In
his letter announcing the publication, Hu Qiaomu took the precaution
of announcing that it would follow Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong
Thought.

Hu Qiaomu completed his letter on social science and philosophy work
on October 4, and the next day Deng passed it on to Mao, who approved the
document, including publication of the first issue of the new journal 7he
Ideological Frontline (Sixiang zhanxian) on October 6. Shortly thereafter, a
forum was held to discuss the journal. After the criticism of Deng in the Po-
litburo on October 25, however, plans for the journal were stopped. The ar-
ticles never saw the light of day. Hu Qiaomu made an effort to continue the
project, but on January 17, 1976, the Political Research Office, under pres-
sure from Mao, issued a statement saying that it would no longer be respon-
sible for supervising philosophy and the social sciences.” The great enterprise
of restoring China’s social sciences aborted before it really began.
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A Mini “Hundred Flowers” in the Arts and Culture

Deng had to be particularly careful about fostering any sort of change in the
cultural sphere because Mao was especially sensitive and mercurial about
controlling the arts. During the Cultural Revolution, Mao had allowed Jiang
Qing to keep a tight grip on all cultural affairs: no dramas were performed
except her model Peking operas, virtually all periodicals ceased publication,
and only a handful of short stories and novels were printed. Bookstores sold
collections of Mao’s works, tales of revolutionary heroes, a small number of
school textbooks, and a few books on elementary technology. But there were
virtually no customers. Many intellectuals, too, had been sent away to rusti-
cate at “May 7th Cadre Schools,” where they took part in physical labor,
studied Mao Zedong Thought, and joined in mutual criticism and self-
criticism; they were not given the opportunity to read novels and short sto-
ries.

In 1975, however, the mercurial Mao, aware of how few stories and dra-
mas were being produced, complained to Deng that “model Peking operas
aren’t enough . . . if people make a little mistake, they are criticized. There is
no sign of a hundred flowers. Others arent allowed to express their opinions.
This is not good. People are afraid to write articles, they are afraid to write
plays, and there are no novels, no poems or songs.” With Mao’s permis-
sion, Deng immediately directed that Mao’s views be printed and distributed
within the party. On that same day, July 9, Deng, while acknowledging that
he himself was unfamiliar with culture and the arts, called a meeting of the
senior members of the Political Research Office and told them to collect pub-
lications in the fields of culture, science, and education so they could see to
what extent Mao’s policy of encouraging a hundred flowers to bloom was be-
ing implemented. Their judgment that there was indeed a dearth of cultural
activity paved the way for a modest expansion of the range of what was con-
sidered permissible in Chinese culture and the arts.*

A few days before he first complained to Deng about the lack of cultural
vitality, Mao had asked a secretary to send a letter to the Politburo to de-
clare that Zhou Yang—in effect the ranking cultural czar before the Cultural
Revolution—should be released because “locking up leaders in the cultural
sphere is not a good way to deal with them.” On July 12, Zhou Yang’s wife
received word that her husband had been freed, and soon other prominent
people once associated with Zhou Yang were also released. A few days later
Mao told Jiang Qing that he wanted to see a broader range of works in the
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arts and greater leniency for writers. When writers have problems in ideology,
he advised, an effort should be made to “cure the patient.”’

Yet Mao allowed the Gang of Four to retain authority over cultural institu-
tions, including the Propaganda Department, the Ministry of Culture, the
Political Department of the army, the Peoples Daily, and Red Flag. In essence,
then, beginning in July 1975 Mao allowed a tug-of-war between the Gang
of Four—who remained alert to any criticism of Mao, real or implied—
and Deng Xiaoping, who with the support of Hu Qiaomu was promoting
a mini-hundred-flowers policy. Every hint that Mao dropped for widening
the sphere of permissible activities was quickly followed up by Deng and Hu
Qiaomu, who nevertheless proceeded carefully to avoid crossing boundaries
that might arouse Mao’s concerns.

Not surprisingly, the reentry of Zhou Yang continued to be a source of
conflict between the two sides. On July 27 Mao announced that Zhou Yang’s
problems were not so serious as to be called contradictions between the peo-
ple and the enemy. The very next day Deng had Mao’s statement widely dis-
tributed. But the Gang of Four still managed to prevent Zhou Yang’s salary
and positions from being fully restored. In the tug-of-war, Jiang Qing also
blocked Zhou Yang from receiving a special invitation for the National Day
celebrations on October 1. When Mao later found out, he complained an-
grily.?®

Other skirmishes erupted over films. Hu Qiaomu came across some docu-
ments that showed how the Gang of Four had suppressed a film celebrat-
ing workers and some senior leaders, especially Yu Qiuli, whom Jiang Qing
disliked. Hu Qiaomu guided the scriptwriter in writing a letter to Mao ask-
ing for release of the film. Hu advised the author that the letter should not
be emotional but instead should report verifiable, unbiased information that
would still lead to the conclusion that the movie should be shown. The script-
writer took Hu’s advice; his letter made clear that in making the film, he had
followed Mao’s directives about literary works issued at the Yan’an Forum on
Literature and the Arts. In particular, the film showed the contributions of
workers, and workers took pride in the film and warmly welcomed it.*

A great breakthrough in expanding the range of cultural freedom occurred
on July 25 when Mao viewed the film 7he Pioneers (Chuangye), which lion-
ized Yu Qiuli and the team of workers who had developed the Dagqing oil-
field and had long been praised by Mao. Hu Qiaomu, judging that Mao
would be sympathetic since he had strongly praised the work at Daging, di-
rected that information about the case be collected. On July 25, Mao, who
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had just recovered from an eye operation that greatly improved his vision,
saw the movie and was in a very good mood.* His speech was not clear, so
Mao scrawled out his views in several lines of big characters, between five and
twelve characters per page, stretched out over six pages. He wrote, “This film
doesn’t have many errors. I suggest it be shown. It doesn’t need overall criti-
cism. To say it has ten errors is a great exaggeration and not beneficial for the
party’s policy on literature and the arts.”

The next day Mao’s letter was delivered to Deng Xiaoping while he was
holding a meeting of the Political Research Office. Deng interrupted the ses-
sion to read the letter aloud. Mao wrote that the Ministry of Culture had
been too crude, had blocked the showing of a good film, and had obstructed
further showings, going against the hundred flowers policy. Deng immedi-
ately publicized Mao’s letter, setting off great excitement in literature and art
circles. The incident marked the first public criticism of the Gang of Four’s
cultural policy since the beginning of the Cultural Revolution. Hu Qiaomu,
worried about retaining Mao’s support, cautioned the scriptwriter not to brag
about his success in public; his wife was also advised to send a letter to Mao
to express her appreciation.”

Deng lost no time in taking advantage of this breakthrough. He approved
another letter to Mao about the movie 7he Glow above the Sea (Haixia), based
on the novel The Island Militiawoman (Haidao nii minbing). From then on,
Hu Qiaomu, Deng Liqun, and even Deng Xiaoping personally helped writ-
ers and musicians prepare letters to Mao that might lead Mao to approve
greater freedom in the cultural sphere, and in a number of cases they suc-
ceeded.

Although it was known that Mao greatly respected Lu Xun, who is widely
considered the greatest Chinese writer of the twentieth century, throughout
the 1970s Jiang Qing blocked plans to publish Lu Xun’s letters and corre-
spondence. In the freer atmosphere of mid-1975, however, a breakthrough
seemed possible. Lu Xun’s son, Zhou Haiying, also with advice from Hu
Qiaomu, drafted a letter to Mao asking permission to publish his father’s
works. Hu passed the letter to Deng Xiaoping, who forwarded it to Mao.
Mao responded: “I agree with Comrade Zhou Haiying’s opinion. Print the
letter and send it to the Politburo members. Have a discussion, make a deci-
sion, and immediately carry it out.” By 1980, all sixteen volumes of Lu Xun’s
works, including the annotations and notes, had been published.*

In the months after July 1975, Mao’s support for expanding cultural af-
fairs left the Gang of Four on the defensive. Wang Hongwen was in Shanghai
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and Zhejiang quieting down rebels. Yao Wenyuan complained that after be-
ing sent to Shanghai, he was, like any ordinary citizen, “hopping onto the
crowded bus for work.”® Jiang Qing remained in Beijing, but was on a short
leash. She could not stop those who appealed to Mao one by one to expand
China’s cultural offerings.

Journals resumed publication more slowly than novels. In the summer
of 1975, it was announced that the magazine Peoples Literature (Renmin
wenxue), which had been closed down in 1966, would soon resume publica-
tion. Predictably, the Gang of Four worked to prevent this from occurring—
and when thwarted, tried to gain as much influence as possible over the mag-
azine’s content. Deng Xiaoping led the struggle for Peoples Literature against
the Gang of Four, but after he was criticized beginning in October, the con-
servative Ministry of Culture gained the upper hand. By the time the first is-
sue appeared in January 1976, Deng had no control over the content of the
magazine.*

Zhou Rongxin and the Effort to Revive Higher Education

In the summer of 1975, Deng, his education minister Zhou Rongxin, and
several others made a valiant effort to begin the restoration of Chinese higher
education. A few universities had remained open during the Cultural Revolu-
tion, but they did not remain genuine institutions of higher learning. On
July 21, 1968, Mao had directed that universities shorten the time they took
to educate students and enroll instead peasants and workers who, after receiv-
ing their training, would return to the production line. In June 1970, it was
announced that workers, farmers, and soldiers, rather than academics, should
take charge of the universities. Factories were attached to all universities so
that students could spend part of their time working there. And on August
13, 1971, official directives were issued stating that admission to universities
would be by recommendation, not by examination.”” These changes had a
devastating effect on higher education in China. In May 1973, when U.S.
scientists visited Peking University, the premier university in China, they
concluded that science training there was at about the level offered by a U.S.
technical junior college.*

Dengs efforts to revive higher education began, in part, with the knowl-
edge that Mao and other radicals would find it difficult to oppose the open-
ing of military universities. During the Cultural Revolution, many personnel
from the best military science and technology university, Harbin Military



138

DENG’S TORTUOUS ROAD TO THE TOP, 1969—1977

Industrial University, had been transferred to Changsha. There they had been
absorbed into Changsha Industrial University, which had been given leeway
to raise its standards.”” A small number of promising intellectuals had been
allowed to enter this school and other military universities as a way of cloak-
ing their research as military-related even before civilian institutions resumed
their normal operations.

The situation for most other intellectuals was bleak. Shortly after Nixon
visited China in 1972, Zhou Peiyuan, the leading academic administrator at
Peking University, was asked to report to Zhou Enlai on the state of Chinese
science. Zhou Peiyuan was bold enough to report that in all thirty-two areas
of science, China had fallen seriously behind.”® Further, a brief glimmer of
hope that academics could resume their normal work had ended on New
Year’s 1975 with the outbreak of Mao’s “Criticize Lin [Biao], criticize Con-
tucius” (pi-Lin, pi-Kong) campaign.” Advances in science would be forced
to wait.

Zhou Enlai returned from his December 1974 talks with Mao with re-
newed hope of reviving higher education. During that meeting Zhou Enlai
had yielded in allowing candidates proposed by the Gang of Four to lead
China’s ministries for culture and physical education, but he was prepared to
fight to enable his candidate Zhou Rongxin to lead education, and received
Mao’s agreement. Zhou Rongxin, no relation to Zhou Enlai, had mostly been
involved in party work, but he had studied at the anti-Japanese university
in Yan'an and in 1961 had served briefly as a vice minister of education. In
this position, Zhou Rongxin had begun making plans for genuine university
education, but Mao did not approve and his plans were aborted the follow-
ing year.

After his appointment as minister of education in January 1975, Zhou
Rongxin again began planning to restore higher education.”® To reduce the
risk of Mao’s opposition, he was careful to reiterate the importance of theo-
retical study, which included Marxism-Leninism and Chairman Mao’s direc-
tives on education. But he also pursued genuine reform. From May through
September the Ministry of Education, under Zhou Rongxin’s direction,
sponsored many public forums to discuss educational matters. In addition,
the ministry published the journal Educational Revolution Bulletin (Jiaoyu
geming tongxun) in which Zhou Rongxin gave voice to those with genuine
experience in higher education.”® He dared to say that in their one year of
university study, workers, peasants, and soldiers could not learn as much as
students who had previously studied there for three years. He also boldly as-
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serted that the workers, peasants, and soldiers studying at university who
would simply return to their rural cooperatives could not fill China’s need for
trained officials and for scientific and technical specialists.”

Deng Xiaoping fully supported Zhou Rongxin. In a talk on September
26, 1975, Deng declared that all countries that modernized, no matter what
their social system, required skilled people with high levels of education and
training, and that Chinese universities had fallen to the level of high schools
elsewhere. During the previous year, when a visiting delegation of U.S. uni-
versity presidents had cautiously told Deng that in their view Chinese higher
education had serious problems, Deng replied, to their surprise, that he com-
pletely agreed with them and said he wanted them to convey their views to
other party officials as well.*

At a rural work forum from September 27 to October 4, Deng once again
spoke out about improving China’s institutes of higher learning. He said that
to meet Mao’s goal of achieving the four modernizations, China would need
officials who had received a higher education. He also explained that the pri-
mary responsibility of the university was to educate and that in order for the
faculty to teach well, their status would have to be improved.”* Years later,
such comments would seem like common sense, but given the political cli-
mate of the time, Deng was courageous; he risked incurring Mao’s wrath.

In 1975 Deng went so far as to suggest that students should be allowed
to go directly from high school to university without the usual two-year in-
terruption for physical labor. Actually, Chinese-American Nobel laureate Lee
Tsung-Dao had suggested this to Zhou Enlai when they met in October 1972
and even Mao had approved of the idea when Lee Tsung-Dao raised it with
him on May 30, 1974. In November 1975, however, this notion, then called
“Premier Zhou’s directive,” was attacked as part of Deng’s supposed efforts to
bring back “bourgeois officials” and to carry out a “rightist reversal of ver-
dicts.” While Mao remained alive, Deng was not able to achieve his goal of
allowing universities to resume normal operations.

Meanwhile, with Deng’s encouragement, Zhou Rongxin began drawing
up a document to guide educational policy. A third draft was completed on
November 12, after the criticism of Deng had begun. Yet the essential core of
the document remained unchanged: persons trained from 1949 to 1966
would have the value of their educations affirmed (they would not be dispar-
aged as “bourgeois intellectuals”); high-level specialized training was to be
resumed; the amount of time spent in high school and university training
would be increased; and overall educational standards were to be raised. Two
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days later, on November 14, Zhou Rongxin was summoned to a Politburo
meeting where he was bitterly attacked for his proposals.®®

The criticism of Zhou Rongxin was even more severe than the criticism of
Deng. In December 1975 Zhou Rongxin was subject to continuous criticism
until he fell ill and had to be taken to the hospital. Even so, he was taken
from the hospital and subjected to more than fifty additional criticism ses-
sions. Finally, at a criticism meeting on the morning of April 12, 1976, Zhou
Rongxin fainted and before dawn the next day, at age fifty-nine, he passed
away.” For a time, Chinese educational reform also died.

Prelude to Mao’s Dismissal of Deng, Fall 1975

In his later years, Mao spent less time on the details of governing and more
time indulging his interests in literature and history, albeit with an eye to
their relevance to current politics. Before his eye operation on July 23, 1975,
Mao, scarcely able to see, had others read to him. Beginning on May 29,
1975, a classics professor from Peking University, Ms. Lu Di, came to read
him classic stories and to discuss them with him. On August 14, she recorded
Mao’s views on the Chinese classic story of the righteous rebels in Wazer Mar-
gin, including his view that their experiences had contemporary relevance.’®
Mao’s views were passed on to Yao Wenyuan, who seized the opportunity to
join Jiang Qing in criticizing Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping for behaving
like the rebel leader Song Jiang, a capitulationist who had lost his revolution-
ary fervor.”

At a meeting of the Political Research Office on August 21, Deng Xiao-
ping, sensing trouble and trying to keep it under control, announced that the
discussion of Warer Margin was strictly a literary issue, to be discussed only
in literary circles.” But Mao had a different view and allowed the discussion
to get broad public attention. Mao was already concerned that Deng, like
Zhou, was eager to recall many senior political figures who would then turn
their backs on the Cultural Revolution. It would be difficult to stop Mao’s
suspicions from escalating.®’ The question of how Deng might treat Mao’s
reputation after his death was too sensitive to discuss directly; they brought
it up indirectly, by discussing how Khrushchev had savaged Stalin’s reputa-
tion. Deng’s critics warned that he could end up being China’s Khrushchev.
If Deng removed Mao’s rebels under the guise of “opposing factionalism” and
allowed bureaucrats to return, might they not seek revenge—against both
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Mao and those rebels who had attacked them—by sullying Mao’s reputa-
tion?

Jiang Qing, always looking for a chance to attack Deng that would ap-
peal to Mao, pounced on the opportunity presented by Mao’s description of
Water Margin. From August 23 to September 5, a series of articles appeared
in Guangming Daily, Peoples Daily, Red Flag, and other papers, warning
against the negative example of the rebel leader Song Jiang in Wazer Margin.
Jiang Qing also began speaking out more forcefully against Deng and others
who had been making changes. On September 15, she used a large political
conference on the Dazhai agricultural model to deliver an hour-long diatribe
in which she drew analogies from Wazer Margin and complained that some
high officials were trying to push Mao aside.

Mao, however, who since the fall of 1974 in his effort to achieve stabil-
ity and unity had generally restrained Jiang Qing, felt that she had misused
the conference on rural issues and had gone too far in her comments. When
Nancy Tang showed him a copy of Jiang’s speech, Mao declared that it was
“bullshit” (fang pi) and “way off the mark” (wenbu duiti), blocked its publica-
tion, and announced that Jiang Qing should quiet down.®> Many high offi-
cials suspected that Mao had been growing uncomfortable with the contin-
ued criticism of former revolutionary rebels and the return of so many senior
officials, but for the moment the Wazer Margin campaign trailed off.

Meanwhile, on September 20, 1975, Zhou Enlai, feeling the pressure from
the Water Margin campaign, locked himself in a small hospital room before
surgery and reviewed the entire transcript of the records about an event when
as an underground worker in 1931 he was suspected of allowing information
to be passed to the Guomindang.®® As he went into the operating room Zhou
said to his wife, Deng Yingchao, “I am loyal to the party. I am loyal to the
people. I am not one who surrenders.” She passed his remarks on to Wang
Donggxing to deliver to Mao.® It seems that Zhou, like Mao, would spend his
last months filled with concern about his reputation in the party.

The Clash over Tsinghua University, Fall 1975

After his successful eye operation on July 23, 1975, Mao began reading docu-
ments that he had not been able to read before. As he read, he became in-
creasingly concerned that Deng was moving too fast, going beyond what was
necessary to restore order.”” By October, Mao had begun to focus on Tsing-
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hua University, which had been dear to his heart since 1969 when he had
declared it, along with Peking University and six factories, a national model.
During 1975 Mao had restrained himself as Deng criticized one group after
another that Mao had supported earlier in the Cultural Revolution; in the
case of Tsinghua University, however, Deng had gone too far.®

Although none of Deng’s generation of top political leaders had graduated
from university, Deng and many bright Communists of his era, like Zhou
Enlai, Ye Jianying, Hu Yaobang, and Zhao Ziyang, but unlike Mao, were in-
stinctively comfortable with intellectuals and believed deeply that their help
was essential to modernization. Deng knew Mao’s sensitivities about “bour-
geois intellectuals,” but in late 1975, having gained confidence by retaining
Mao’s support as he consolidated in other areas, Deng charged boldly into
the lion’s den—into Tsinghua University—even though he knew Mao had a
special attachment to the place.

The Tsinghua leaders in 1975, Party Secretary Chi Qun and Deputy Party
Secretary Xie Jingyi, had arrived at Tsinghua early in the Cultural Revolution
as revolutionary rebels who were part of the “worker propaganda teams.” Chi
Qun, a soldier who had become deputy head of the propaganda section of
the 8341 Central Guards Regiment Unit that guarded Zhongnanhai, was
sent to Tsinghua in 1968 by Wang Dongxing. A committed radical, he rose
to the position of party secretary of the university. His comrade-in-arms at
Tsinghua was Ms. Xie Jingyi. From 1958 to 1968 Xie Jingyi had been a con-
fidential secretary (jiyao mishu) for Chairman Mao, who, using the familiar
term for juniors, referred to her as “little Xie” (Xiao Xie). “Little Xie” rose to
become one of the party secretaries of Beijing City, as well as a deputy secre-
tary at Tsinghua. Chi Qun and Xie Jingyi, supported by the radicals, were
regarded by Tsinghua University intellectuals as oppressive ideologues.

In August 1975, as Deng was expanding his targets for consolidation, Liu
Bing, a deputy party secretary at Tsinghua, became more optimistic. A for-
mer subordinate of Hu Yaobang in the Communist Youth League, Liu was
persuaded by Tsinghua intellectuals to send a letter to Mao that spelled out
how Chi Qun was leading a degenerate “bourgeois” lifestyle and poisoning
the atmosphere at the university. In his letter, Liu Bing wrote that Chi Qun
did not look at documents and refused to meet people or otherwise carry out
his work responsibilities. Chi Qun was often drunk and ill-tempered, cursing
people, flying into a rage, and smashing cups and glasses. He was also guilty
of sexual harassment. When Liu Bing consulted with Hu Yaobang about the
appropriate channels to get the letter to Mao, Hu suggested that he first give
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the letter to Deng. Deng promptly and courageously forwarded the letter
to Mao.

Mao did not answer Liu Bing nor did he say anything about it to Deng,
but Chi Qun was made aware of the letter and immediately held a high-level
party meeting to criticize “those within the Tsinghua Party Committee sup-
porting the ‘revisionist’ line,” namely, Liu Bing and his supporters. Not long
thereafter, Liu Bing drafted a second letter, this time focusing on the political
problems of Chi Qun. Party Secretary Chi Qun, he wrote, with the support
of Xie Jingyi, was obstructing the circulation of Deng’s speeches and Minister
of Education Zhou Rongxin’s directives. (Zhou Rongxin had announced that
students no longer needed to spend one-third of their time in physical labor,
that the number of peasant and worker students with low academic creden-
tials would be reduced, and that the focus would be on educating science and
technical specialists.) Deng was advised by Li Xin and others not to forward
Liu’s second letter because of Mao’s sensitivities about his two model univer-
sities, but Deng was undeterred; he forwarded it on to Mao.*”

On October 19, Mao summoned Li Xiannian, Wang Dongxing, and oth-
ers to a meeting, but Deng was not included. The Chairman told them that
Liu Bing’s “motive in writing the letters was impure. He wants, Mao said, to
overthrow Chi Qun and Little Xie. The spearhead in the letter is aimed at me

.. in 1968 Little Xie led 30,000 workers into Tsinghua.” Mao asked why
Liu Bing had not sent the letters directly and instead sent them by way of
Deng. He told them, “Tell Xiaoping that he should pay attention and not fall
into the trap of being partial to Liu Bing.”*® In line with Mao’s directives, on
October 23 Deng chaired an enlarged meeting of the Politburo, where he
passed on Mao’s instructions. High officials from the Beijing Party Commit-
tee in turn passed on Mao’s instructions to the Tsinghua Party Committee.

It was at this point that Mao took up the quotation in the fifth draft of the
ten-year vision for the development of science under the CAS that he had
objected to. It had quoted Mao as saying that “science and technology consti-
tute a force of production.” After Mao looked it over, he said that he had not
said that. To say that, he argued, would make science and technology as im-
portant as class struggle, an idea he could not accept. In Mao’s view, “class
struggle is the key link.” After being called to task by Mao, Deng told Hu
Qiaomu, who had been responsible for the draft document, to go back to the
sources. When Hu Qiaomu checked, he found that Mao was correct—he
had never uttered that expression. Hu Qiaomu had simply come across a
similar idea in Mao’s works, and, as an editor, made slight alterations in the
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wording.”” Mao had allowed Deng to undo much of the damage done by the
Cultural Revolution while clinging to the fig leaf of a belief that the Cultural
Revolution was good. Now Deng was attacking the fig leaf. If while Mao was
alive, Deng was already altering what Mao said and attacking Mao’s favorites

at Tsinghua University, what might Deng do after Mao died?

Mao’s New Messenger, Mao Yuanxin, October 1975-April 1976

As Mao’s suspicions about Deng’s disregard for his own views deepened, his
suspicions about his two go-betweens, the two ladies (Nancy Tang and his
distant relative Wang Hairong), also intensified. They were becoming too
close to Deng.” They had been behaving, Mao said, like “rats on a sinking
ship.””! Mao was fading, Deng was rising, and the two ladies could no longer
be counted on to be loyal to the sinking ship. Indeed, Deng continued to
meet with them occasionally even after he fell into disfavor with Mao.”

Because of Nancy Tang’s central role in the 1972 visit by President Richard
Nixon, Mao allowed her to interpret during the visit of Julie Nixon and Da-
vid Eisenhower a few weeks later, on January 1 and 2, 1976.7> But that was
the last time she interpreted for Mao. Weeks before, Mao had already begun
to rely on another messenger, his nephew Mao Yuanxin (see Key People in
the Deng Era, p. 733).

When he became Mao’s messenger, Mao Yuanxin was a mature, experi-
enced official, eager to carry out Mao’s instructions. He stopped at Mao’s
residence in Beijing on September 27, 1975, en route to Xinjiang (where
his father had been a Communist martyr) to celebrate the twentieth anni-
versary of the establishment of the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region on
September 30. As he had done before, he gave his uncle a detailed account
of events in the Northeast. He said that opinion there was divided between
those who thought the Cultural Revolution had been 70 percent successful
and those who thought it had been 70 percent a failure. The negative crit-
ics, he said, were even more vocal than the critics of ultra-leftism who had
emerged in 1972 after Lin Biao’s death.

After taking part in the celebrations in Xinjiang, Yuanxin returned for
a week to the Northeast to wrap up his affairs, then moved to Beijing to
serve as his uncle’s full-time liaison. Mao Yuanxin was still in awe of his uncle
and he shared his radical perspective. As an experienced official and Mao’s
nephew, Yuanxin carried far more authority in his role as go-between than
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the two ladies had. He also played a far more active role than they ever did as
his uncle began to orchestrate an almost daily campaign to criticize Deng.

Some of Deng’s supporters later claimed that Mao Yuanxin made Mao
suspicious of Deng; he may have increased Mao’s suspicions by, for exam-
ple, calling attention to how Deng made some changes in the documents
Mao had approved before they were distributed. But in fact Mao was already
suspicious of Deng when Yuanxin arrived.” Other officials were convinced
that Yuanxin sometimes inserted his own views when reporting Mao’s in-
structions.

Whether or not he heightened the problems between Mao and Deng, as
Deng’s supporters complain, Yuanxin did have a radical perspective and he
had worked with Chi Qun in Liaoning in late 1974. The two had teamed
together to promote the “Chaoyang model,” which was designed to promote
political education by providing colleges with course material adapted to the
needs of rural officials.”” Yuanxin thus personally agreed with Chi Qun about
the importance of political education at Tsinghua University and, like Chi
Qun, opposed the new emphasis on academic quality by Liu Bing, Deng,
and Zhou Rongxin.

Mao Launches Ciriticism of Deng, November 1975

On October 31, Deng, aware of Mao’s growing dissatisfaction with his work,
requested a meeting with Mao. Mao saw him the next day and criticized him
for supporting Liu Bing.”® But he also provided some reassurance: respond-
ing to Deng’s request for an appraisal of the work of the Central Committee
during the previous few months, Mao said that the policies were “correct,”
and he went on to acknowledge the achievements of consolidation.”” In the
several confrontations with Jiang Qing that had flared over the previous few
months, Mao had invariably supported Deng, and Deng, while realizing he
was taking some risks, hoped Mao would continue to do so. As it turned out,
Deng had overestimated how much support he would receive from Mao in
the weeks ahead.

When Mao Yuanxin met with Mao the next day, he reported to his uncle
that Deng rarely talked about the achievements of the Cultural Revolution,
seldom criticized Liu Shaogi’s revisionist line, and hardly ever praised the
campaign to criticize Lin Biao and Confucius that had also targeted Zhou
Enlai. Mao Yuanxin added that Deng rarely mentioned class struggle and
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concentrated solely on improving production. And finally, speaking to Mao’s
deepest fears, he told his uncle there was a danger that Deng would restore
the pre—Cultural Revolution structure.”® After that meeting between Mao
and his nephew, tensions between Deng and Mao escalated rapidly.

Deng tried on several occasions to see Mao privately “to receive instruc-
tions,” but after his meeting with Mao on November 1, Mao always refused
to see him. If Deng were to tell him in private that he approved of the Cul-
tural Revolution, then after Mao’s death he could deny what he said. Party
historians who have seen the relevant documents are convinced that Mao
wanted Deng’s approval of the Cultural Revolution to be on the record, heard
by other people, or committed in writing so that Deng could never publicly
deny it. When Mao met his nephew on November 2, for instance, he told
Mao Yuanxin to meet Deng that same day, in the presence of two other offi-
cials, to tell him Mao’s views.

Although Deng’s daughter Deng Rong does not record the date, she relates
a meeting at their house between her father and Mao Yuanxin that quite
likely occurred that evening.”” She writes that one evening Yuanxin, at his
uncle’s behest, came to their house to talk with Deng. Deng’s daughter did
not know what went on during their private conversation behind closed
doors, but she could tell that Mao Yuanxin had come “to fuss” and that her
father “didn’t waver.” She concludes, “The talk between Papa and Mao Yuan-
xin went badly.” When Mao Yuanxin left, she writes, “Papa did not see him
out.”® Mao Yuanxin is reported to have begun his job as Mao’s messenger
with some diffidence toward the senior party officials, including Deng. But
when he spoke with the full support of Mao Zedong behind him, he acquired
some authority. It is easy to imagine that Deng, proud of his many personal
accomplishments, convinced of his rectitude, and reluctant to affirm the Cul-
tural Revolution, would have been less than enthusiastic about being criti-
cized by someone half his age.

The two people selected by Mao to join Mao Yuanxin and Deng Xiaoping
at the meeting on the next day were Wang Dongxing and Chen Xilian, both
of whom shared Mao’s commitment to the Cultural Revolution. Deng knew
Mao Yuanxin would report back to Mao, but he did not waver. He presented
his views forthrightly: “You [Mao Yuanxin] said that the party center consoli-
dation has followed the revisionist line and that in all areas we have not car-
ried out the Chairman’s line. That’s not right. As for what line I have been
carrying out in the three months since I have been leading the work of the
Central Committee, as for whether conditions throughout the country are a
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bit better or a bit worse, one can evaluate by the actual results.” Deng, aware
that he was in deep trouble with Mao, added that he was willing to undergo a
self-criticism.®

After the meeting, on the same day that Yuanxin reported to his uncle that
Deng had not tamely accepted criticism, Mao told his nephew that they
should immediately convene a meeting of eight people: the same four (Deng,
Mao Yuanxin, Wang Dongxing, and Chen Xilian), along with Zhang Chun-
giao (one of the Gang of Four) and three key vice premiers—Li Xiannian, Ji
Dengkui, and Hua Guofeng—who had guided economic and government
work during the Cultural Revolution. Mao said, “It doesn’t matter if there is
some quarreling. The next stage will be for the Politburo to meet.” Earlier,
Mao had said the Cultural Revolution was 90 percent good, but in prepara-
tion for this meeting Mao settled for a lower hurdle: Deng and the other offi-
cials must acknowledge that the Cultural Revolution was 70 percent good,
and “if one Politburo meeting doesn’t resolve the issue, it can meet a second
time and a third time.”®

The group of eight met the next day, November 4, and that same evening
Yuanxin again reported to Mao the results of their meeting. Mao Yuanxin
had urged Deng to accept the Cultural Revolution as basically good and to
agree that class struggle was still the “key link.” Instead, Deng avoided giving
Mao’s nephew a direct answer. Mao was clearly displeased with Deng’s re-
sponse, but he said to his nephew that they were undertaking criticism of
Deng not to remove him but to help him correct his errors. Mao then di-
rected his nephew to warn Zhang Chungqiao, a member of the Gang of Four,
not to mention a word about these proceedings to Jiang Qing, who always
was ready to criticize Deng publicly.® After Mao Yuanxin reported to his un-
cle, Mao directed that the group of eight should meet again, and they did so.
Later that day, November 7, Yuanxin reported to his uncle that there had
been no progress in getting Deng to budge.

The strategy that Mao followed next was to gradually enlarge the number
of participants and ratchet up the pressure until Deng would give a clear
commitment of support for the Cultural Revolution. Accordingly, Mao di-
rected Yuanxin to assemble all seventeen people on the Politburo, including
Jiang Qing. The Politburo members were to criticize by name those who had
supported Deng in the fields of culture and science and technology: Hu
Qiaomu, Hu Yaobang, Li Chang, and Zhou Rongxin. Deng’s daughter Deng
Rong writes that launching attacks on these people whom Deng had sup-
ported was a way of putting greater pressure on Deng, who knew that his re-
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fusal to yield would create serious problems for his associates. As explained
earlier, Minister of Education Zhou Rongxin, once president of Zhejiang
University and a long-time staff assistant to Zhou Enlai and to Chen Yun,
had been speaking out boldly about raising the educational levels to assist
modernization and even about reducing the role of political education.** On
November 8, in a further blow to Deng, Zhang Chungqiao, who was respon-
sible for supervising the field of education, told Zhou Rongxin to engage in a
self-criticism for encouraging students to study while ignoring China’s politi-
cal struggles.

Parallel to the Politburo meetings criticizing Deng and his colleagues were
large public denunciations of Deng’s allies for their elitist views on education.
At the time, Deng’s name was not yet mentioned publicly. But on November
13, Mao, unhappy about Deng’s failure to respond at the initial meetings,
wrote out specific instructions for the Politburo meetings to “help” Deng.

Two days later, Deng, acutely aware of the seriousness of Mao’s criticism
and quite likely thoroughly aware of Mao’s disillusionment with Wang Hong-
wen, wrote to Mao suggesting that Wang Hongwen, who had completed his
assignment in Zhejiang, replace him in leading the daily work of the Cen-
tral Committee. Mao replied the same evening that for the time being Deng
Xiaoping should continue to chair the meetings. Mao did not invite Wang
Hongwen to resume his former responsibilities, and two months later he
named Hua Guofeng as acting vice chairman.

On November 16 and 17, the Politburo again met to criticize Deng and
his key supporters in the fields of education and science. Like Zhou Enlai,
Deng had the stamina to chair, at Mao’s insistence, a meeting at which he was
the target of criticism. Mao Yuanxin made the key presentation criticizing
Deng for his failure to follow Mao’s directives affirming the Cultural Revolu-
tion, class struggle, and Mao’s educational policies. Jiang Qing, who was by
then allowed to attend the criticism sessions, and her radical allies added their
voices to the criticism. During the meeting, Deng made no comments be-
yond the minimum necessary to serve as chair. After allowing his attackers to
present their case, from the chair Deng called on those being criticized—Hu
Yaobang, Hu Qiaomu, Zhou Rongxin, Li Chang, and Liu Bing—to explain
their positions. But when asked at the end of the meeting to summarize the
discussion, Deng declined, saying that he was hard of hearing.®

The proceedings against Deng escalated rapidly during the first half of No-
vember and reached a climax on November 20, when the discussion turned
into an overall evaluation of the Cultural Revolution. Again at Mao’s direc-
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tion, Deng chaired the meeting. Deng rarely asked others for advice, but in
the days before this meeting, under continued pressure, Deng consulted with
Zhou Enlai, Ye Jianying, and Chen Yun. He struggled to find a way to side-
step an affirmation of the Cultural Revolution in a way that Mao would find
the least objectionable. When pressed by the Politburo members to agree on
a formula affirming the Cultural Revolution, Deng, following a suggestion
by Ji Dengkui, said: “During the Cultural Revolution. . . . I was in the Peach
Blossom Grove. I didn’t even know what happened in the Han dynasty, to say
nothing of what followed later during the Wei and Jin dynasties.” This clever
allusion, one that Mao himself had used only a week earlier, referred to a
well-known story, “The Peach Blossom Grove” by Tao Yuanming, in which
the people in the grove admit that because they were closed off, they were in
no position to know what was happening in the wider world.** Deng’s effort
to dodge the issue did not satisfy Mao, who wanted a clear affirmation of the
Cultural Revolution. Mao and Deng had reached an impasse.

For more than four decades, Deng had followed Mao’s orders and had said
what Mao wanted to hear. As a target of attack during the Cultural Revolu-
tion and with his eldest son paralyzed, Deng undoubtedly had strong per-
sonal feelings about the Cultural Revolution, but he had long separated those
feelings from his work on national policy, following Mao’s lead without com-
plaint. Why, when he clearly understood Mao’s intention, did Deng fail to
comply this time? Deng knew that Mao was growing weaker and no longer
had the commanding presence to control events as he had earlier; indeed, he
did not have long to live. But the answer seems to lie in Deng’s estimate of
what was needed for China’s future. Bo Yibo later said that if Deng had af-
firmed the Cultural Revolution, he could not have restored order, would not
have been able to “seek the true path from facts,” and would not have been
able to launch a new reform policy and liberate people’s thinking.®” That is, if
Deng had approved of the policies of the Cultural Revolution, he would have
undone much of the consolidation work and, because he would have been on
record as supporting the earlier failed policies, he would have been unable to
do what he considered necessary to move the country forward. Some rebels
whom he had removed would have returned to power, making his tasks even
more difficult, especially in education and science. If Deng was to be given a
role in governing after Mao’s death, he would need to distance himself from
class struggle, to continue the consolidation policies, and to gain full cooper-
ation from those who suffered during the Cultural Revolution and believed it
had been a disaster.
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If Deng had followed the advice of Zhou Enlai or Chen Yun, he would
have bent to Mao’s pressure and probably avoided being removed from of-
fice. But Deng did not yield. Deng Rong recalls that when, earlier that year,
her father began pressing for consolidation, he expected to be criticized and
purged, and that he was mentally prepared.®® As painful and uncertain as
Deng’s fate was at the time, when he returned in 1977 his efforts to distance
himself from Mao gave him far greater room to maneuver than if he had
yielded in 1975.

Mao and Deng both drew a line in the sand, but in preparing for a large
meeting to be held on November 24, 1975, each still acted with some re-
straint. Mao was aware of the great progress that had been achieved during
the year under Deng’s leadership, and he approved of much of what Deng
had done. He knew that no one else could have provided as much stability as
Deng, and that he had no good replacement for him. Furthermore, President
Gerald Ford was expected to visit China between December 1 and December
5. Because Zhou Enlai was gravely ill, the previous month Deng had worked
with Henry Kissinger to prepare for the Ford visit, and Mao knew of no
other party leader versed in foreign policy who could so forcefully and skill-
fully present China’s views on sensitive issues such as U.S. support for Tai-
wan, the U.S. delay in recognizing China, and U.S. détente with the Soviet
Union.

During his first meeting with Ford in early December, Deng used a story
from the popular novel Romance of the Three Kingdoms (Sanguo yanyi) to de-
scribe the danger that the United States might concede too much to the So-
viet Union. He said that after Cao Cao, emperor of the Wei Kingdom, won
the war, the losing general Liu Bei offered to work for him. Cao Cao, suspi-
cious of Liu Bei’s loyalty, said, “Liu Bei is like an eagle, which when it is hun-
gry will work for you, but when it is well fed, will fly away.”® In other words,
giving the Soviet Union what it wanted would not work, for once it had what
it wanted, it would pursue its own interests. One has to wonder, too, whether
Deng, in telling the story, identified with Liu Bei, whose loyalty was being
called into question by his leader and who might fly from his leader’s grasp.

When he met Ford, Mao acknowledged that China had little weaponry to
fight the Soviet Union, only empty cannons, but he confessed: “With regard
to cursing, we have some ability.” To ratchet up the pressure on Deng, Mao
allowed Jiang Qing and her radicals to make full use of that ability. Deng
knew that Mao still had the power to determine his fate and that he would
also have to work with other leaders who still respected Mao, despite the
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errors of the Cultural Revolution. The planned meeting on November 24,
scripted by Mao but to be chaired by Deng, would remind senior officials
about correct party policy. Three days before the meeting, Deng wrote Mao
detailing his suggestions on how he might conduct the meeting, and the
next day Mao wrote back approving of his suggestions. Mao also directed
that some younger officials be invited, since they too needed to have a correct
understanding of policy. Both Mao and Deng knew, however, that most of
the “young officials” were former rebels, some of whom might well exercise
their ability to curse Deng. Mao soon reconsidered his decision, and the next
day he wrote that there was no rush to educate young officials. That could be
saved for a later meeting.”! In attacking Deng, Mao avoided going all out—
for now.

At the November 24 meeting to “sound the alert” (da zhaohu), more than
130 senior officials assembled to receive instructions on how to “avoid mak-
ing new mistakes,” namely, how to stop following the path that Deng had
been pursuing. In accordance with Mao’s directions for conducting the meet-
ing, Deng read Mao’s letter out loud. In it, Mao criticized Liu Bing for trying
to overthrow Chi Qun and Xie Jingyi, and said that Liu Bing’s letter was in
fact aimed at Mao who supported Chi and Xie. Deng’s name was not men-
tioned, but because he was the one who had forwarded Liu Bing’s letter to
Mao, it was obvious to those assembled that Mao was criticizing Deng. At
that meeting, when called on to give his response to Mao’s letter, Deng
tried to walk a narrow line, not affirming the Cultural Revolution but still
following Mao’s directions. He said that Mao wanted officials to take the
correct attitude toward the Cultural Revolution and that Mao’s saying that
“class struggle is the key link” was the fundamental tenet of the party.”* In ef-
fect, he acknowledged what Mao had said was party policy, but did not say he
agreed with it. The written summary of the meeting was approved by Mao
and on November 26 it was sent to high-level party officials and military offi-
cers throughout the country. Even though Deng’s name was not mentioned,
readers understood he was in deep trouble.”

Criticism of Deng Expands, December 1975-January 8, 1976

After the November 26 summary of the November 24 meeting was distrib-
uted, the Politburo held a series of additional meetings over the next two
months to criticize Deng for his “rightist reversal of verdicts,” which had al-
lowed too many senior officials to return to work. Mao assigned Deng to
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continue chairing the meetings at which he was the main target of attack.
Deng did open and close the meetings, but otherwise he sat silently while
Jiang Qing and her radicals heaped criticism on him and his policies. Red
Flag, Peoples Daily, and other media followed up with further criticism. The
four who steadfastly supported Deng during these criticisms (referred to as
the “four protective Buddhist deities” [jingang])—Hu Yaobang, Wan Li,
Zhou Rongxin, and Zhang Aiping—were attacked for supporting Deng’s ef-
forts to reverse the verdicts. The Political Research Office and the senior offi-
cials there, including Hu Qiaomu, Deng Liqun, and Yu Guangyuan, were
also attacked during criticism sessions for their errors in supporting Deng.*

On December 18, Mao Yuanxin forwarded to his uncle the materials criti-
cal of Deng, Zhou Enlai, and Ye Jianying that he had been collecting since
October, with help from the party committees in Liaoning province, Shang-
hai, and at Tsinghua and Peking universities, where the radical critics had a
strong base. Mao Yuanxin attached a memo asking permission to release the
evidence and Mao immediately gave his approval.” Two days later, the mate-
rials were forwarded to high officials in the party and military.”® On the same
day, Deng made a brief “self-criticism” without a written text.” He recalled
that when he had taken office in early 1975, production was stagnating in a
number of industries and there was serious factional strife. To deal with the
problems of factional strife Deng had focused first on the railways, where the
problems were quickly resolved. Using the same methods, he then turned to
the steel industry to increase production. He said his failures were due not
to his eight years of absence during the Cultural Revolution but to his atti-
tude toward the Cultural Revolution. His “self-criticism” was actually, as his
daughter points out, a defense of his policies, which he still believed to be
correct.”

In hopes of improving his relations with Mao, the next day Deng sent
Mao a personal letter, enclosing a transcript of his verbal self-criticism and
adding that it was only a preliminary version and that he welcomed Mao’s
advice on what he should do next. Not surprisingly, Mao regarded Deng’s
self-criticism as inadequate, and instead of sending him a reply, he expanded
the campaign against him.” Immediately after the 1976 New Year, Wang
Dongxing called Deng to make sure he had read the New Year’s editorial ap-
proved by Mao. It declared that achieving stability and unity did not mean
neglecting class struggle. Deng understood what Mao expected and he im-
mediately composed by hand another self-criticism, which he submitted on
January 3, 1976. He repeated in writing what he had said on December 20,
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adding only that before enunciating policies he had sometimes failed to re-
ceive Mao’s approval. When criticized by Jiang Qing and her radicals during
the sessions that followed, Deng stood his ground. He would rather take their
punishment than declare that class struggle should continue to be China’s
central objective. Five days after Deng submitted his self-criticism, Zhou En-
lai passed away. Immediately thereafter Deng was replaced by Hua Guofeng.

The Interlude with Kissinger and President Ford

In the meantime, Deng had been given time off from criticism sessions to
carry on negotiations with Henry Kissinger and later with President Gerald
Ford. During three days of lengthy meetings with Kissinger to prepare the
Ford visit, from October 20-22, Deng and Kissinger exchanged views on
global developments. Deng scarcely let Kissinger make his initial presenta-
tion before pressing him with pointed questions: How much grain are you
selling to the Soviet Union? How much modern U.S. equipment and tech-
nology are you passing on to the Soviet Union? What is your assessment of
the Helsinki Conference (in which the United States was promoting détente
between Western Europe and the Communist bloc)? Deng then spelled out
the experience of Chamberlain and Daladier trying to appease Hitler on the
eve of World War II. The lesson: because Britain and France gave a weak re-
sponse to Hitler’s initial forays, Hitler attacked to the West. To stop a threat,
one needs to make a firm response, he advised, and the United States is now
giving a weak response. The Soviet Union, he said, is now stronger than the
United States and Western Europe combined. The Soviet Union has two
weaknesses: it needs grain and technology, and the United States is helping
with both, helping resolve its weaknesses and thus increasing the risk of a
Soviet attack.'™ Zhou had been accused of being a capitulationist, but when
attendees at this session would report to Mao, it would be hard to find evi-
dence that Deng could be seen in a similar light.

In the long conversations with Kissinger covering global affairs, Deng kept
returning to the dangers of a Soviet advance following the U.S. withdrawal
from Vietnam. Throughout their discussions, Deng kept up the pressure on
Kissinger for the United States to respond more vigorously to the Soviet
threat, and Kissinger attempted to explain how much the United States was
doing to counter the Soviet threat. Deng was intense and feisty, but he re-
mained within the bounds of diplomatic courtesy.

Deng sat in on Kissinger’s meeting with Mao, and Mao, like Deng, fo-
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cused on the U.S. failure to respond adequately to the Soviet challenge. In his
report on his meetings with Deng and Mao, Kissinger reported to President
Ford that the discussions during his visit signaled a troublesome cooling of
the U.S.-China relationship, linked to China’s perception that the United
States was fading in the face of Soviet advance. Kissinger concluded that
China, disappointed with the U.S. response, was ready to rely on its own
strength to defend itself against the Soviet Union.'"!

It was a measure of Deng’s toughness under pressure that even during
long negotiation sessions, he remained intensely focused on the discussions.
Neither Kissinger nor any of his staff had any notion that Deng was then
under severe political pressure from Mao. In fact, Kissinger concluded from
the meeting that because Mao was very sick and incapable of detailed or sus-
tained work, now “Deng is the key official.”'*

On November 4, the day Deng first faced criticism at the meeting of
eight, Foreign Minister Qiao Guanhua called in the head of the U.S. Liaison
Office, George H. W. Bush, to request that President Gerald Ford postpone
the visit planned for December. But the United States requested the trip
go ahead as planned, and on November 13, China confirmed that the trip
would take place. Deng was President Ford’s main host, welcoming him at
the airport one week after he had been the target of attack in the presence of
130 high officials. Deng hosted a welcoming banquet, gave the farewell lun-
cheon, and carried on three lengthy negotiating sessions, in addition to join-
ing Mao when Mao met with Ford.

Chinese officials had not expected much from the Ford visit. They had re-
garded Nixon as a well-informed reliable leader in the face of Soviet pressure,
and now Ford, still recovering from Watergate, was weak and new to the po-
sition. Nixon had vowed to normalize relations with China in 1976, and they
knew before the visit that Ford would not go ahead with normalization plans.
Ford was less experienced than Nixon in foreign affairs. Indeed, in pressing
the United States to take stronger action against the Soviet Union, Deng said
to Ford in their first long session, “I hope I will not offend you, but in the
dealings with the Soviet Union, perhaps we are a little more experienced than
you.”'” He pressed his views about the Soviet Union as he had done with
Kissinger six weeks earlier. China, he said, was prepared to go it alone in de-
fending against the Soviet Union; even though it was a poor country without
technology it was prepared to “dig tunnels and prepare millet” to feed the
troops. While complaining about U.S. weakness in responding to the Sovi-
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ets, Deng gave no indication that China would be prepared to increase its
own military budget.

Yet Deng and Mao were more cordial to President Ford than they had
been to Kissinger six weeks earlier. Deng told Ford: “We believe in having
deep exchanges. . . . It does not matter if we have different views or even if we
quarrel sometimes.” In addition to pressing the United States on Soviet ques-
tions, Deng was his charming but feisty self in pushing the United States on
U.S.-China relations, trade, cultural exchanges, and U.S. policy toward Tai-

1% Deng also found President Ford far more knowledgeable about world

wan
affairs and far firmer in his anti-Soviet attitudes than he had expected. He
told George Bush a week later that the results of his visit with Ford were also
far greater than expected.'”

The criticism sessions against Deng resumed immediately after Ford re-
turned to the United States, yet still no one on the U.S. side was aware that
Deng was then being criticized. A week after the Ford visit, when Deng gave

a farewell luncheon for George H. W. Bush, who was completing his work as

head of the U.S. Liaison Office and returning to the United States, Bush de-
scribed the luncheon meeting as “relaxed and convivial.”'%

Mao’s meeting with President Ford on December 2, 1975, was the last
time that Deng was invited by Mao to join him in meeting a foreign guest. It
was also the last time that Deng saw Mao. Deng was allowed to meet Presi-
dent Nixon’s daughter Julie and her husband David Eisenhower on January
1, and on the next day to host a U.S. Congressional delegation led by Marga-
ret Heckler.'”” But Zhou Enlai died less than a week later and this was the last

time Deng would meet foreign guests until his return in 1977.

Deng’s Initiatives Placed in Cold Storage

Once Mao’s nephew, Mao Yuanxin, conveyed his uncle’s criticism of Deng to
the Politburo on October 25, 1975, all forward movement on party building,
science, education, and culture came to a halt. The lower-level units did not
learn of Mao’s criticism of Deng immediately, but as the weeks passed, they
sensed that their efforts to get approval for changes were being stymied at
higher levels. By January 1976 Deng was no longer around to support them.

Deng’s efforts from May through October 1975 to look forward, to lay the
groundwork for long-term progress in party building, economics, science,
technology, and culture, were frozen but they were not dead. The economic
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plans drawn up under Deng in 1975 remained the basis for the 1976-1980
Fifth Five-Year Plan. The Gang of Four printed out the three “three poison-
ous weeds” and conducted a campaign to criticize them. Those who read
them could not publicly express their appreciation for them, but in 1977
they were dusted off and became known as the “three fragrant flowers,” serv-
ing as the basis for the programs in the years ahead. The plans to establish an
independent academy of social sciences, for example, were stopped in late
1975, but implemented in 1977 when the academy was established. The Po-
litical Research Office by late 1975 was moribund, but many of the writers it
had assembled played a role in writing the documents for the Third Plenum
of 1978 and for the reforms that followed.

In the military, the campaign to criticize Deng never gained real traction:
outside the Political Work Department of the PLA, the Gang of Four found
very little support. Within the military, the most noticeable effect was a slow-
ing of the recall of senior officials who had been criticized during the Cultural
Revolution and a delay in the reopening of military schools. In 1977 officials
were again being recalled and military schools were being reopened.'®®

Deng’s fall had a dramatic short-term impact on higher education. Plans
to raise educational standards and reduce political education were halted.
Momentum for rebuilding the CAS was lost, and boundaries for acceptable
activity in literature and art were narrowed. A chill once again came over
writers, musicians, and artists.

In the political realm, too, activity in reversing the verdicts on senior party
officials slowed. Some of Deng’s closest supporters, particularly Hu Yaobang
and Hu Qiaomu, were attacked and removed from office, and lower-level of-
ficials who served under them also lost their jobs.

In 1975, Mao had been willing to bend to bring order, stability, and eco-
nomic growth, but in the end Deng pushed further than Mao could tolerate.
In his last months of life, Mao had the power to yank the leash, to remove
Deng and have him criticized. Yet Mao no longer had the strength or the
support to control the thinking of officials below him. In the short run, Deng
was out. But his firmness in refusing to renounce what he had supported in
late 1975 stood him in good stead beginning in 1977, when he returned and
took out of cold storage the people and programs that he had created and
encouraged in 1975.



Sidelined as the Mao Era Ends
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Within a single year, between December 1975 and September 1976, four se-
nior Chinese leaders passed away. First Kang Sheng, the master internal spy
who had done the dirty work for Mao in arranging the killing of hundreds of
officials accused of betraying the revolution, died in December 1975. Then
Premier Zhou Enlai passed away during the morning of January 8, 1976.
Zhu De, founder of the Red Army and an early military leader, died in July
1976. And Chairman Mao, who towered above all others, expired in Sep-
tember 1976. With their deaths and the arrest of the Gang of Four in Octo-
ber 1976, the era when a godlike revolutionary could shake an entire nation
came to an end.

The Death of Zhou Enlai

When Zhou passed away before Mao, it allowed Mao to shape the nature of
Zhou’s funeral arrangements—and he used the occasion to try to dampen the
public memory of Zhou, offering what was by party standards only minimal
recognition of Zhou’s service. But Mao’s tactic backfired. Instead of being
placated, many Chinese people were upset that Zhou, who had earned their
respect and admiration, was not given the posthumous recognition they felt
he deserved.

The afternoon of the day Zhou died, the Politburo met to plan arrange-
ments for the funeral, and at 6:30 p.m., Deng, still officially vice premier,
sent to Mao the draft of the announcement of Zhou’s death, prepared by the
Politburo, along with a message asking for his approval. Early the next morn-

157
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ing Mao approved the draft announcement and did not object to the selec-
tion of 107 people for the funeral committee, headed by Mao, Wang Hong-
wen, Ye Jianying, Deng Xiaoping, and Zhu De.! Mao even permitted Deng
to present the eulogy, and Zhou was to be cremated at Babaoshan, the ceme-
tery for revolutionary heroes.

But Mao did not attend the funeral service. Three days before the service
was to be held at the Great Hall of the People, Mao scoffed to his bodyguard
Wang Dongxing, “Why do I have to go to the service?” He instructed his
personal assistant Zhang Yufeng to explain simply that he was unable to be
there (even though, just a few weeks later, Mao was well enough to meet for-
mer president Nixon for a full hour and forty minutes).? Mao did send a
memorial wreath for Zhou, but he did not take part in any other expression
of grief.

During Zhou’s last months, Mao had been similarly distant. By Septem-
ber 1975 Zhou’s weight had dropped from his usual 143 pounds to a mere
88 pounds.’ Deng, Ye Jianying, and other close associates frequently visited
Zhou in his hospital suite, even when Zhou was not able to talk. On January
5, Deng, Li Xiannian, and several other leaders went to be with Zhou dur-
ing his final operation.* Mao, though far more mobile than Zhou, never once
visited him in the hospital. Mao also tried to dampen foreigners’ celebration
of Zhou. Deng, at 4:00 p.m. on the day of Zhou’s death, reported to Mao
that many representatives of foreign countries were asking to pay their re-
spects. When Deng met the Albanian ambassador later that day, he an-
nounced, in accord with Mao’s direction, that foreign ambassadors in Beijing
could take part in expressing their condolences and that leaders of various
countries could express their condolences to the Chinese embassy in their
own country, but no foreign delegations were to be sent to Beijing.’

By contrast, and in spite of Mao’s coolness, among the general public the
announcement of Zhou’s death on radios and loudspeakers precipitated a
huge national expression of grief. In the public eye, Zhou had suffered from
unfair treatment since 1973. The spontaneous outpouring was comparable
to that in the United States in 1945 when Franklin Roosevelt died and in
1963, when Jack Kennedy was shot. The Chinese people, aware of how ema-
ciated Zhou had appeared at the National People’s Congress the year before,
were not surprised, but they were frightened that no one else could defend
the country against the madness that Mao and the Gang of Four had perpe-
trated. Some leaders who had suffered during the Cultural Revolution re-
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mained deeply upset that Zhou had been so willing to collaborate with Mao,
but in the public eye, Zhou had saved them from Mao’s excesses.® Many
feared what might follow now that Zhou was no longer around to defend
them.

On January 11, Beijing residents, who had heard only by word of mouth
that Zhou’s funeral procession would take place that day, gathered at Tianan-
men Square to pay their respects. Late in the afternoon, a hearse with Zhou’s
body, followed by one hundred black limousines, passed through the square
on the way to Babaoshan, the cemetery for revolutionary heroes in the West-
ern Hills where his body was to be cremated. Despite the freezing weather,
an estimated one to two million people lined the streets.” Anxious mourn-
ers, upset at the rumor that the Politburo had ordered Zhou’s cremation
against his will, blocked the procession of vehicles until Zhou’s widow Deng
Yingchao assured them that Zhou himself had asked to be cremated.®

On January 12, the Peoples Daily carried a photograph of Zhou draped
in the party flag, indicating that mourning was permitted.” Hundreds of
thousands of people went to the Imperial City’s Hall of the Ancestors to
visit the wooden casket that contained Zhou’s cremated remains. The wear-
ing of black armbands was prohibited, but supplies of black cloth used to
make armbands and white silk paper to make chrysanthemums for mourning
sold out in Beijing."” By January 12 an estimated two million people had
taken wreaths and eulogies to the Monument to the People’s Heroes in Tian-
anmen Square."'

At the Politburo meeting on January 12, Zhang Chungiao suggested that
Marshal Ye Jianying present the eulogy that the Politburo was preparing for
the January 15 memorial service. Only a month earlier, Marshal Ye had pre-
sented the eulogy for Kang Sheng, but he chose to give to Deng the opportu-
nity to deliver Zhou’s eulogy, even though Deng was being subjected to se-
vere criticism at the time, and the other Politburo members agreed.' Mao had
the power to stop Deng from delivering the eulogy, but it would have been
awkward to reject the Politburo’s decision. He chose instead to allow Deng to
present the eulogy, formally prepared under the Politburo’s direction.

At the memorial ceremony, Deng, speaking on behalf of the Central Com-
mittee, gave the eulogy before five thousand carefully selected attendees.
Ji Chaozhu, who often interpreted for Deng as well as for Zhou, recalled that
while Deng rarely displayed any emotion, “when Deng began by saying, ‘our
premier,” his voice broke. Everyone was sobbing.”” Deng’s life had been
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closely intertwined with Zhou’s for half a century, and both of them had suf-
fered under Mao whom they had served with dedication for many decades.
This would be Deng’s last public appearance until the spring of 1977.

The eulogy read by Deng praised Zhou, but the content prepared under
the Politburo’s direction would be difficult for Mao or the Gang of Four to
disagree with. According to the eulogy, Zhou had contributed to the Com-
munist Party, to the undefeated PLA, to the victory of the New Democratic
Revolution, to the creation of the new socialist China, and to the great unity
of workers, peasants, and minority groups. He had made indelible contribu-
tions to the dictatorship of the proletariat and in foreign relations had carried
out the revolutionary foreign policy line of Chairman Mao. Throughout his
life, Comrade Zhou had been loyal to Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong
Thought. He always saw the big picture, he respected party discipline, and he
was good at uniting with the great majority of officials. He was modest, pru-
dent, and unassuming, setting an example by his hardworking conduct and
plain living. In addition, Deng concluded, he had waged a heroic revolution-
ary struggle against his illness."

Immediately after the memorial ceremony, the official period of mourning
was declared over. Although the bare facts of the memorial service and of
Deng’s eulogy were printed in the newspapers, in contrast to the usual prac-
tice when dealing with the death of a revolutionary hero, virtually nothing
about Zhou’s career made it into print nor was there an official estimate of
the crowds that had paid homage in Tiananmen Square or along the funeral
procession. Many people were upset about this glossing over of Zhou’s death,
not only because it failed to provide a fitting commemoration to someone
they admired, but also because of what it signified—that Zhou’s and Deng’s
enemies were in a strong political position and would pursue policies quite
different from Zhou’s.”

After the memorial service, Zhou’s widow, Deng Yingchao, was granted
her request to accompany the ashes to the airport. There workmen carried
the ashes onto a plane, to be dispersed in the skies over the Chinese land to

which Zhou had dedicated his life.'

Deng’s Fall and the Selection of Hua Guofeng, January 1976

The Zhou Enlai memorial activities interrupted the Politburo sessions at-
tacking Deng for only a few days. Mao, dissatisfied with Deng’s two self-
criticisms, had directed the day before Zhou’s memorial service that both of
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these self-criticisms be printed and distributed to the Politburo for further
consideration.”” For Deng, the meaning was ominous. At the Politburo meet-
ing on January 20 when Deng made his third self-criticism, he again re-
quested an opportunity to meet Mao. Jiang Qing demanded to know why,
and Deng replied that he wanted to talk personally to the Chairman about
the seriousness of his errors, to hear personally the Chairman’s criticisms and
directions, and to present some problems he had had in his work."® Mao,
however, made no exception to his usual practice of refusing to meet anyone
who had become a target of his criticism. He chose not to hear from Deng in
private what he could later easily retract.”

Upon hearing that he would not have a private audience with Mao, Deng
composed a handwritten letter to Mao that in effect announced his res-
ignation, and he gave it to Mao Yuanxin to deliver to Mao. He wrote, “Chair-
man, I beg that you approve my request to be relieved of my duties leading
the daily work of the party center.”® For the past two months I have been
criticized. I fear my continuing to work will weaken the efforts of the Central
Committee and that I will make further errors. I will follow the decisions of
the Chairman and the Central Committee.””!

The day after he received Deng’s letter, Mao met with his nephew to hear
his report on Deng’s conduct at their meeting the day before. In Mao Yuan-
xin’s view, Deng’s self-criticism still had not gone far enough. Yuanxin also
reported to Mao that the three vice premiers, Hua Guofeng, Ji Dengkui, and
Chen Xilian, had requested that someone be named acting premier. (These
three younger provincial leaders had been brought into the Politburo in 1973
with the expectation that they would later be leading candidates for higher
positions.) Mao immediately replied that Hua should be given responsibility
for leading the daily work of the party.

To foreigners and even to the Chinese general public, Hua Guofeng was a
new face, but Mao had known Hua for two decades. He first met Hua in
1955 when Hua was prefectural party secretary in Xiangtan, Hunan, Mao’s
home prefecture. Hua was then a strong supporter of Mao’s rapid agricultural
collectivization and Mao formed a positive impression of him. Over the two
decades Mao had known Hua, Hua had firmly supported Mao in each polit-
ical campaign and had risen in status after each one of them. He proved a re-
liable supporter after Mao’s controversial criticism of Peng Dehuai in 1959,
and after his criticism of Lin Biao after Lin’s crash. Other Beijing leaders had
a chance to know Hua after he was elevated to the Politburo in 1973 (see Key
People in the Deng Era, p. 729). Wang Hongwen had been too strong-willed
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and failed to get people to work together; Hua enjoyed better relations with
officials of different political views. He had been a senior official even before
the Cultural Revolution so he could be acceptable to officials returning to
work. He was also acceptable to members of the Gang of Four, who were
optimistic that he would be pliable and easy to manipulate.

On the same day Mao told Mao Yuanxin that Hua was to be acting pre-
mier, Jiang Qing and Zhang Chungqiao arranged a meeting of the party com-
mittees at Tsinghua and Peking universities where Deng was publicly criti-
cized by name for the first time. Chi Qun, the official at Tsinghua whom
Deng’s followers had criticized, took the lead in organizing more public meet-
ings attacking Deng.?

There was a logic to Mao’s timing of the public criticism of Deng and his
withdrawal from public life. In 1975 the general public had accepted Deng as
the leader and had approved of the job he was doing. If Hua were to be ac-
cepted as the new leader and not troubled by the presence of Deng, it would
be better to remove Deng from the public scene and to take his public repu-
tation down a notch.

The Chinese public and the foreign press learned that Hua was acting
premier on January 26 from the Peoples Daily. The news was presented not
in banner headlines that might have aroused opposition; instead, in an in-
nocuous report that Hua had hosted a trade delegation from Romania, he
was listed with his new title, acting premier.”* On January 28, Mao formally
asked Hua to be responsible for the daily work of the party center.”> And on
February 2, two weeks after Deng had submitted his resignation, the party
center announced to high-level party members throughout the country that
Hua, with the unanimous approval of the Politburo, had been appointed act-
ing premier.”® Meanwhile, Deng had dropped out of sight. After submitting
his resignation, Deng did not return to work until the summer of 1977.%

Mao knew that Hua Guofeng was not as outstanding as Deng Xiaoping,
Zhou Enlai, or Chen Yun, but he had no other official of the appropriate
age and experience who better fulfilled his requirements. Mao, at least for
the moment, had abandoned Deng, but he had not abandoned his search
for unity and stability, and Hua (unlike Wang Hongwen) had no enemies
and avoided factionalism. Indeed, Hua was the kind of person Deng himself
looked for when he was considering which lower-level officials to promote—
he was a pragmatic problem-solver who rose step by step. Although Hua
lacked knowledge of Marxist-Leninist theory and experience in foreign af-
fairs, Mao hoped he could grow into those areas.



Sidelined as the Mao Era Ends, 1976

163

Perhaps most important to Mao, Hua Guofeng, a beneficiary of the Cul-
tural Revolution, could be counted on not to denounce it. Unlike Deng, Hua
did not have his own base of support and so his claim to leadership would
depend entirely on his selection by Mao. Mao could be confident that Hua
would uphold his reputation and his legacy.”®

But Hua, who had not been tested in a high position, was made only act-
ing premier: Mao still wanted to observe him before making a permanent
change. In January 1975 Mao, confident of Deng’s demonstrated leadership,
had given him formal titles in the military, the party, and the government. In
January 1976, by contrast, Hua was not even given a position on the Stand-
ing Committee of the Politburo nor was he made a party vice chairman. Fur-
thermore, he was not yet given any important position in the military. Mao
did, however, give Hua responsibility for chairing Politburo meetings and
for providing overall leadership for the daily work of the party and the gov-
ernment. One of Hua’s initial duties was to lead the campaign opposing the
“rightist reversal of verdicts” that would criticize Deng Xiaoping’s effort to
bring back many senior officials.

The Unsuccessful Public Campaign against Deng

Even after he removed Deng from his high positions and began preparations
to denounce him in public, Mao limited the attacks on Deng. In his talk
on January 21, after choosing Hua Guofeng, Mao said that the differences
with Deng were still contradictions among the people, which were not as se-
rious as contradictions with the enemy, and that he would later consult again
about Deng’s work situation. For now, Deng’s work would be reduced but he
could continue to work. He would not be beaten to death. Mao had not
completely given up on Deng, but he chose to proceed with the public cam-
paign to criticize him. Mao also worked to loosen Deng’s hold on the mili-
tary, so as to make it more difficult for Deng to try to unite with the military
against Mao.

Already on January 18, just two days before Deng sent Mao his letter of
resignation, a crowd estimated at 7,000 to 8,000 officials in the national de-
fense science sector were assembled in the Peasants Gymnasium (Xiannongtan
tiyuguan) to criticize the “rightist reversal of verdicts.” General Zhang Aiping,
who had worked closely with Deng on national defense science and who had
already been roundly criticized and even called a Taiwan spy by Jiang Qing,
sent word that he was unable to appear at the gathering because of illness. In
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his brief message, he explained that he was personally responsible for the de-
cisions he had made and that those working under him had played no role in
those decisions.”

General Zhang wasnt the only one feeling ill as the political climate rap-
idly turned against Deng and his associates. Aside from Zhang Aiping, the
other three “protective Buddhist deities” and their closest associates were also
attacked—Hu Yaobang and his colleagues promoting science, Wan Li and
his colleagues working on the railways, and Zhou Rongxin and his educa-
tion colleagues were all subject to attack. Two months later Zhou Rongxin
died. On February 2, it was announced that because Marshal Ye Jianying
was ill, Chen Xilian would lead the work of the Central Military Commis-
sion (CMC). Chen Xilian had worked closely with Mao’s nephew Mao Yuan-
xin in Liaoning, and Mao Yuanxin could serve as go-between, ensuring that
Mao’s interests in the military would be upheld. On February 16, the party
center approved a CMC report announcing that at the enlarged CMC con-
ference the previous summer Deng and Marshal Ye had made serious errors,
so circulation of their speeches would be discontinued. Once this notice was
published, the participation of Deng and Marshal Ye in CMC work stopped.*
Mao would not run any risk that Deng and Marshal Ye, under criticism,
might try to unite with the military leaders against Mao.

Mao Yuanxin took the lead in organizing a conference sponsored by the
Central Committee, at which provincial-level leaders and leaders of the large
military regions joined in criticizing Deng. During this conference, held from
late February to early March, many regional leaders first heard about Mao’s
criticisms of Deng Xiaoping, based on materials collected by Mao Yuanxin.
Mao had complained to his nephew that Deng’s linking of Mao’s “three di-
rectives” (to resist revisionism, encourage unity and stability, and boost the
national economy) had neither been cleared by the Politburo nor reported to
Mao. Mao had also protested that Deng’s use of the “white cat, black cat
theory” (“it doesn’t matter if the cat is black or white as long as it catches the
mouse”) did not make any distinction between imperialism and Marxism-
Leninism; it reflected bourgeois thinking. Zhang Chunqiao chimed in that
Deng was a representative of the monopoly capitalist class and that he was a
revisionist at home and a capitulationist abroad.

At some earlier criticisms of Deng, his name was not mentioned, but at
this meeting, Hua Guofeng mentioned Deng by name and criticized his “re-
visionist” line. Yet Hua, like Mao, placed limits on the anti-Deng campaign:
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there would not be any big-character posters criticizing Deng, nor would any
criticisms be broadcast. On March 3 a summary of Mao’s and Hua’s criti-
cisms of Deng was circulated to all levels of the party.!

Jiang Qing was, as usual, less restrained. She called a meeting on March 2
for leaders from twelve provinces, at which she tried to escalate the serious-
ness of Deng’s errors, calling him a “counter-revolutionary” and a “fascist.”
To Mao, this was going too far. He criticized her for calling the meeting with-
out consulting him and forbade her from sending out announcements re-
porting on the results of the meeting. On March 21, when the Peoples Daily
asked whether the “person pursuing the capitalist road [Deng] who is trying
to reverse verdicts . . . will have a genuine change of heart,” officials in Beijing
understood: Mao, still hoping Deng might change, was giving him another
chance.” Deng, however, showed no signs of softening his stance. On April 5
it would become clear that the campaign to criticize Deng had not won the
hearts and minds of the public.

Demonstrating for Zhou and Deng: Tiananmen Square,

April 5, 1976

The Qing Ming (Annual Grave Sweeping) festival is held every year in China
to remember the dead. In the weeks before the 1976 festival, which was
scheduled for April 5, the Gang of Four began to anticipate that some people
would use the occasion to launch demonstrations to remember Zhou Enlai.
They were right to be concerned. In Beijing, not only officials and students
but also many ordinary people, upset that Zhou Enlai in January had not
been properly memorialized, were indeed planning to show their respect for
him on April 5.

On March 25, a few days before the festival, Shanghai’s Wenhui bao, a
newspaper dominated by the Gang of Four, published an article criticizing
Deng and his “backer,” another person “taking the capitalist road,” whom
everyone understood to mean Zhou Enlai. In this case, the Gang of Four
proved to have a poor grasp of public opinion, for the article attempting to
dampen support for Zhou Enlai backfired. Angry former Red Guards turned
the skills they had acquired in attacking Jiang Qing’s enemies against Jiang
Qing herself. In Shanghai, large crowds immediately surrounded the offices
of the newspaper to demand an explanation.

At Nanjing University, too, then three hours from Shanghai by train, post-
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ers immediately went up condemning Wenhui bao, and demonstrations
spread from the university to the main streets of the city. People carried
wreaths from the center of Nanjing to lay at the Yuhuatai Memorial, which
had been erected to commemorate the 100,000 Communists killed by the
Nationalists. Later, the Gang of Four mobilized their supporters to remove
the wreaths and block further demonstrations. They did manage to keep
news of the Nanjing events out of the official media, but they were unable to
stop informal reports from spreading to other cities.”

On March 26, the day after the demonstrations in Nanjing, Deng Xiao-
ping was brought to an enlarged Politburo meeting to be criticized as the
head of the reviled capitalists in the party. He was also accused of forming a
faction designed to seize power and, ultimately, to restore capitalism.’* Deng
was in effect warned that he too would be held responsible for any demon-
strations on April 5.

Just four days later, on March 30, the first wreaths honoring Zhou in Bei-
jing began to appear at the Monument to the People’s Heroes in Tiananmen
Square. Poems and essays honoring Zhou Enlai were posted, and speeches
praising Zhou and attacking the Gang of Four began to attract crowds.
Other posters expressed support for Deng Xiaoping, and some people placed
little bottles on the street, because the Chinese word for “little bottle” is pro-
nounced “xiao ping.”

The party leadership in Beijing, attempting to head off any larger out-
pouring of emotions, announced that work units could commemorate Zhou
within their units but Tiananmen Square was to remain orderly. Patrols were
sent to block any demonstrations. Beijing municipal officials estimated that
by Saturday, April 3, some one million Chinese had visited the square, with
several hundred thousand there at peak times and never fewer than tens of
thousands at other times during the day.®® The party leadership in Beijing
sent out an urgent order: “Do not go to Tiananmen to lay wreaths. . . . The
laying of wreaths is an outmoded custom.” But news spread by word of
mouth, and on Sunday, April 4, there was a tremendous outpouring of peo-
ple (estimated at more than two million) to pay tribute to Zhou Enlai, to
oppose the Gang of Four, and to express support for Deng.

To avoid giving Jiang Qing any further excuse to attack him, Deng for-
bade his family members from going to the square, where poems, posters,
white chrysanthemums, and wreaths were accumulating.” Groups gathered
to hear speakers risking possible arrest by loudly expressing both their devo-
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tion to Zhou and their readiness to sacrifice their lives to defeat the Gang of
Four, which was plotting to seize power. People in the square came from all
walks of life: officials, students, workers, and peasants.®® A few of the boldest
speakers were arrested. Roger Garside, a British embassy official who person-
ally observed these developments, commented,

As a memorial for Zhou, this people’s ceremony was more moving than
any state funeral I have seen. As a political demonstration, it was utterly
unlike anything I had ever seen in China . . . the crowds were acting out
of conviction . . . expressing thoughts and feelings that had been flow-
ing underground for years. . . . There was . . . anger at what had been
done to the legacy of Zhou . . . a spirit of revolt against Mao. . . appre-
hension for the future of China and defiance of those who would cer-
tainly seek to punish the demonstrators. . . . The Mandate had been re-
moved from Mao.”

On the evening of April 4, the Politburo met in the Fujian Room of the
Great Hall of the People to discuss how to respond to events in the square.
Politburo members Marshal Ye and Li Xiannian, who were sympathetic to
the demonstrators, were on sick leave, and Deng Xiaoping was not present.
Hua Guofeng chaired the meeting and Mao Yuanxin attended. At the meet-
ing, Wu De, chairman of the Beijing Party Committee and head of the Bei-
jing Revolutionary Committee (which had overall responsibility for main-
taining public order in Beijing), reported that 2,073 wreaths had been
presented on behalf of over 1,400 work units. At one location, the pile of
wreaths was more than six meters wide. Wu De also reported that some of the
demonstrators had been planning these activities for some time and that they
had been influenced by Deng Xiaoping. Jiang Qing, in her attempt to stop
the demonstrations, declared that Qing Ming was over and that before dawn
all the wreaths should be cleared away and sent to the Babaoshan Revolution-
ary Cemetery in Beijing. Hua Guofeng directed Wu De to find a way to im-
plement her request.*

On Monday, April 5, before dawn, some two hundred trucks from Beijing
municipality arrived at Tiananmen Square. Workers tossed the wreaths onto
the trucks and hauled them away. After sunrise, crowds began to swell to
over 100,000 people. As they realized what had happened, they grew increas-
ingly angry and began yelling, “Return our wreaths. Return our comrade-in-
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arms.” The defiant crowds assaulted the Great Hall of the People, burned
cars, smashed bicycles, struck a foreign cameraman, and assaulted a small
building used by the militia.

That afternoon, the Politburo met again. Deng Xiaoping, who had not at-
tended Politburo meetings for some time, was brought in to receive criticism.
Zhang Chungiao first attacked Deng by saying he was like Imre Nagy, the fi-
ery leader of the Hungarian revolt of 1956.*" Mao Yuanxin passed on criti-
cal messages from Mao, some written, some oral, with Deng all the while
remaining silent. Wang Hongwen then delivered to the Politburo Mao’s or-
der to prepare 100,000 militiamen to put down the demonstrators—but Ni
Zhifu, in charge of the militia, replied that at most only 30,000 were avail-
able, with Wu De adding that they would be no match for the large numbers
of protesters in the square.

Next, Zhang Chungiao said that Wu De should make a broadcast to the
protesters. Wu De therefore wrote out a brief message to be broadcast and
showed it to Hua Guofeng and the other Politburo members, who approved
it. The broadcast would not refer to the causes of the protests, but instead
direct attention to a small group of counter-revolutionaries in the square who
were turning the memorial into a political movement by attacking Mao and
the Central Committee. It would also refer to the unrepentant person taking
the capitalist road who had promoted the rightist reversal of verdicts instead
of uniting behind Mao and the party. Because counter-revolutionaries are
misusing the incident, the broadcaster would say, the revolutionary masses
should immediately evacuate the square.

At 6:30 p.m. on April 5, the Politburo tapes were broadcast in the square.
The next day, in the print version of Wu De’s announcement that appeared
in the Peoples Daily, Deng’s name—which had been absent from the broad-
cast—was inserted, specifically identifying him as the unrepentant “capitalist
roader.”*

The plan approved by the Politburo called for the militia to move in at
8:00 p.m., but at that time Wu Zhong, the commander of the Beijing Garri-
son who was on the scene, judged that too many protesters remained in the
square. He explained to Hua Guofeng and Chen Xilian, who continued to
phone him, that it was too soon for the militia to clear the area. At 10:30
p.m., the floodlights were turned on and Wu De’s tape was played again, tell-
ing the demonstrators to leave the square. Finally, at 11:00 p.m. when Wu
Zhong reported by phone to Wu De that only about a thousand protesters
remained, Wu De gave permission to bring in the militia. More than a hun-
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dred people who resisted were arrested. Although the police did not use fire-
arms, they did use clubs and dozens of people were injured; pools of blood
remained on the streets after the area was cleared.” But no deaths were re-
ported.

A few hours later, before dawn on April 6, some members of the Politburo
met to review the incident. They concluded that the demonstrations had
been planned and organized, and therefore they constituted a plot against the
state. That afternoon, Mao Yuanxin met with Mao to discuss the nature of
the incident, and the Chairman approved broadcasting that it had been a
plot. There is no evidence that Mao personally believed that Deng was the
“black hand” who had organized the demonstrations (as was publicly an-
nounced), but he did believe that if Deng were to remain in power, he would
lead the party down the wrong path.* By that evening, Jiang Qing had al-
ready met with Mao and again demanded that Deng be removed from the
party, but Mao still did not agree.®

Gao Wengqian, who at the time was working in the party archives, reports
that for Mao the news of what happened in Tiananmen on April 5 was “more
than distressing. . . . At the very site where millions of young Red Guards
had shouted ‘long live’ to him . . . the same multitudes . . . [were] roaring in
protest against his rule. . . . The judgment of history, he knew, would be ex-
ceedingly harsh. [He] was suddenly overwhelmed by fear and depression.”
China had not yet introduced voting, even in the villages, but the April 5
demonstrations had made it clear, at least in Beijing where the political con-
sciousness was by far the highest, that Mao had lost the popular mandate,
that Zhou Enlai was the public’s hero, and that Deng Xiaoping had enough
public support to become the preeminent leader.

The Removal of Deng and the Elevation of Hua, April 1976

On the morning of April 7, when Mao Yuanxin reported the latest develop-
ments to Mao, Mao gave him written directions about how to proceed at
the Politburo meeting scheduled for later that day. When the Politburo met,
Mao Yuanxin took out the note from Mao and showed it to the others. It
read: “It was in the capital, it was at Tiananmen, there was burning and hit-
ting. The nature of the movement has changed.” In short, the movement had
become counter-revolutionary. Contradictions were no longer among the
people; they were more serious: they were between the party and the enemy
trying to bring down the party. Mao Yuanxin also conveyed to the Politburo
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Chairman Mao’s two proposals: first, that Hua Guofeng, the acting premier,
be made premier and first vice chairman of the party; and second, that Deng,
who until that time had not been officially removed from his positions in
the government, party, or military, be stripped of all his positions. Yet even at
this point Mao placed limits on the treatment of Deng: he also directed that
Deng be “allowed to remain in the party to see how he behaves.” When Mao’s
proposals were conveyed, the Politburo fell silent, and then approved them.
Once Mao spoke, there was never any question about the outcome.

Mao completely removed Deng from power. And yet, when Wang Dong-
xing first informed Mao that Jiang Qing might be mobilizing the masses to
attack Deng, Mao directed that Wang Dongxing move Deng to a safe place
not far from his children, and that Deng’s location be kept secret from the
Gang of Four.”

By giving Hua full power and by removing Deng from all official posi-
tions, Mao cleared the way for Hua to lead the country. From Mao’s perspec-
tive, Hua had made no major errors during his months as acting premier, and
Mao had no better choice who would be loyal to Mao’s reputation and who
had the potential to get along with radicals and senior officials. He had also
shown great strength in putting down the April 5 demonstrations.

Knowledgeable officials in Beijing believe that until April 5, Mao had left
open the possibility that Deng and Hua might share leadership positions, but
after such a level of popular support for Deng it was just not possible: Hua
would have been overwhelmed by Deng. By allowing Deng to remain in the
party, Mao left open the possibility that Deng might again serve the country,
though not anytime soon. That evening, at 8:00 p.m. there was a public an-
nouncement that Hua Guofeng had been named first vice chairman of the
party as well as premier.

Top officials in the party organized demonstrations in various cities
throughout the country to show their loyalty to Hua Guofeng. Demonstra-
tions were also organized at work units and universities. At Peking University,
for example, all students were told to assemble to listen to an announcement
at 8:00 p.m. on April 7. At the appointed time, loudspeakers throughout the
campus bellowed out congratulations to Hua Guofeng for his new appoint-
ment as first vice chairman and premier, then announced a huge schoolwide
meeting featuring representatives from each department at the university. At
that meeting, those representatives denounced Deng and supported Hua,
though observers noted that they carefully followed their scripts, without
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showing nearly the same enthusiasm as did the demonstrators in Tiananmen
Square on April 4 and 5.%

Although Hua rarely met Mao, when they met at the April 30 visit to Bei-
jing by Prime Minister Muldoon of New Zealand, Mao took out a piece of
paper and scrawled this message to Hua: “Go slowly, don’t be in a rush. Act
according to the past directions. With you in charge, I am at ease” (Manman
lai, buyao zhaoji, zhao guoqu fangzhen ban, ni banshi, wo fangxin).” Hua did
not publicize the last part of the message at the time, but there is no doubt of
its authenticity and of Mao’s meaning.”' Mao had chosen Hua as his succes-
sor. Mao’s judgment that Hua would remain loyal to him and his policies was
to prove correct, but his hope that Hua could unite the radicals and the prag-
matists was not realized. Within days after Mao’s death, Hua would conclude
that it was impossible to work with Jiang Qing and her fellow radicals. Mao
also wished that Hua, with support from some senior leaders like Marshal Ye
and Li Xiannian, might provide long-term leadership, but these hopes, too,
never came to fruition.

Deng after April 7, 1976

On April 8, 1976, the day he was removed from all his posts, Deng passed
to Wang Dongxing a letter to be delivered to Mao. In his letter, Deng made
it clear that he remained faithful to party discipline, writing, “I fully sup-
port the party center’s decision concerning Comrade Hua Guofeng assuming
the positions of first vice chairman and premier.” Aware that Jiang Qing had
tried to remove him from the party, Deng added, “I express my deep appre-
ciation to the Chairman and to the party center for allowing me to remain in
the party.”

Yet Deng was forbidden to take part in high-level party discussions and
public meetings. He was not allowed to participate in any of the funeral ac-
tivities for Zhu De, commander of the Red Army, after he died on July 6, or
for Chairman Mao, after he died on September 9.” At the Politburo meeting
on the night of Mao’s death, Jiang Qing again tried to remove Deng from the
party, although her efforts were repulsed by Hua Guofeng, who faithfully fol-
lowed Mao’s orders, as well as by Marshal Ye.**

The pressure from the criticism and isolation were heavy burdens, even for
one as hardened as Deng Xiaoping, and some others would prove less sturdy.
After April 5 the criticism sessions against Zhou Rongxin intensified; even
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Wu De, who led the clearing of Tiananmen Square, acknowledged that the
Gang of Four and Chi Qun had “struggled him to death.”

Mao not only protected Deng and allowed him to keep his party mem-
bership, but he offered him some special consideration. On June 10, for ex-
ample, Deng passed a letter to Wang Dongxing, to be forwarded to Hua
Guofeng and Mao, indicating that his wife had been hospitalized for an eye
disease and it would make a big difference if a family member could remain
with her in the hospital. Mao gave his permission. On June 30, too, Deng
received notification that he could return to his old home on Kuang Street
from his temporary residence on Dong Jiaomin Lane. Even in his last days,
Mao never completely gave up on Deng.

Nine days after the Deng family moved back home, there was a cata-
strophic earthquake, centered in Tangshan several hundred miles from Bei-
jing, that according to official figures resulted in 242,000 deaths. The tremors
shook Beijing badly and caused structural damage to an estimated one-third
of Beijing’s buildings. As in imperial times, some regarded the natural disas-
ter as a sign that the heavens were dissatisfied with the top leadership. Deng
and his family, like many others, camped out in the yard outside their resi-
dence until their fear that the building might collapse subsided. After moving
back into their home, from April 1976 until when Deng returned to work in
the spring of 1977, Deng’s life centered, as it had in Jiangxi for over three
years, on his family and the news he received from the radio and newspapers.

The Political Balance after April 7, 1976

The selection of Hua Guofeng as premier and first vice chairman meant that
for the first time Hua had a higher political rank than any of the Gang of
Four. Hua had tried to maintain good relations with all of the gang, but they
moved to a different drummer: in short, they were radical propagandists, and
he was a pragmatic problem-solver. Moreover, Hua’s promotions made the
Gang of Four regard him as a serious rival.

Hua, a modest middle-level official suddenly filling huge shoes, took a
cautious approach in the charged political atmosphere. Many senior officials
supported him because at least in the short run they saw no alternative for
holding the country together, because he pursued moderate policies, and be-
cause he reached out to them to get their cooperation.

Until April 7, Mao retained enough power and energy to orchestrate high-
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level politics, but he was aware that others did not expect him to live more
than a year. As he had observed, the rats were abandoning the sinking ship.
When he met former president Nixon on February 23, he had said, referring
to the six factories and two schools dear to his heart, “I've only been able to
change a few places in the vicinity of Beijing.”® High officials continued to
respect him for his early achievements, but they were discerning in deciding
how much to follow him. He could no longer translate his aura into power to
mobilize the country as he had in 1958 and 1966-1967.

Mao chose Hua, but the two had had very little direct contact before or
after April 7, when Mao gave him a clearer mandate to lead. Until then, even
from his sickbed, Mao actively orchestrated the criticisms of Deng and se-
lected the future leadership core. After April 7, and especially after his first
heart attack on May 11, however, Mao lacked the energy and even the vision
to take an active role in tutoring Hua. Jiang Qing, in contrast, remained
highly energized, criticizing Deng and other senior officials. She endeavored
to deepen her networks, located primarily in the propaganda apparatus of
both the civilian and military hierarchies, intimidating those afraid to cross
someone who might gain power after Mao’s death.

In May 1976, General Wang Zhen, one of Marshal Ye’s most trusted
friends, visited Ye at his home in the military compound in the Western Hills.
There Wang Zhen raised the question of how to respond to the Gang of
Four. Very few dared to say then what many knew—that it was really a Gang
of Five led by Chairman Mao. Indeed it is reported that when Wang Zhen
cautiously asked Marshal Ye’s views of the Gang of Four, Ye, concerned about
the possibility of bugging, replied by opening the four fingers of his right
hand and moving the thumb down to the palm, indicating they should wait
until Mao had passed away. Even if that story is apocryphal, it is believed by
many people in Beijing and is consistent with Marshal Yes actions.

Mao Yuanxin had played a central role as Mao’s messenger in orchestrating
the criticism of Deng and the rise of Hua Guofeng, but after April 5, as Mao
Zedong took a less active role, Mao Yuanxin’s role as messenger became less
important.

Although Hua assumed higher formal positions on April 7, he did not
gain control over the bureaucracy to exercise power in the way that Deng
had. To the extent that Hua had a policy perspective that guided his actions,
it did not depart greatly from Deng’s practice of using pragmatic means to
work toward the four modernizations. Higher-level decisions remained in
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limbo and the bureaucracy, while waiting uncertainly for the new structure of
power that would follow Mao, continued its daily work without clear overall
direction.

The Death of Mao, September 9, 1976

On May 11, scarcely one month after the Tiananmen demonstrations, Mao
suffered a heart attack (myocardial infarction). He remained conscious, but
was seriously weakened. Until then, Mao had continued to receive Politburo
documents and to give final approval on Politburo decisions before they were
distributed and implemented. But after May 11, he no longer looked at doc-
uments. On June 26, Mao suffered a second heart attack, on September 2 a
third, and on September 9, at 12:10 a.m., he died. Hua, who automatically
became acting chairman of the party, immediately called together the Polit-
buro members who met in the wee hours of the morning to approve the
wording of the official announcement of Mao’s death that would be released
at 4:00 p.m. that same day.

The death of Mao brought on national state-led mourning. The larger-
than-life man who had dominated the party for over forty years and the na-
tion for twenty-seven years had passed away, and ordinary people who knew
almost nothing about politics wept as they paid their respects to the leader
they had been taught to revere. Even those who demonstrated on April 5
worried about the future of China and even how it might affect their per-
sonal lives. Would China return to the chaos of 1966-1969? Would the gov-
ernment fall apart and force the nation into civil war?

However much high-level officials harbored similar concerns, in the short
term they plunged into their work to stay atop all the immediate arrange-
ments—the preparation for ceremonies, the treatment of the corpse, the
wording of announcements, the liaison with diverse groups at home and
abroad, and the preservation of security in the capital. The 377-member fu-
neral committee, headed by Hua Guofeng, was announced immediately; the
list was a defining moment for ranking the overall positions of officials and
their contributions to the party and the country.

For the elaborate ceremonies in both Beijing and the provinces, political
juggling was temporarily put aside while all worked together to pay respects
to Mao’s memory. Leaders at all levels took their assigned places, reaffirming
their positions in the political hierarchy. Hua Guofeng was firmly in charge,
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and he was later given high marks for his overall management of the mourn-
ing activities. Daily memorial services were held in the Great Hall of the Peo-
ple from September 11 to September 17.

On September 18, following protocol, Wang Hongwen, who had been re-
moved from actual work but not from his formal position, was allowed to
chair the memorial proceedings. But the pride of place was given to Hua
Guofeng who delivered the memorial speech in Tiananmen Square, praising
Mao as the “greatest Marxist of our time” while an estimated one million lis-
teners attended to pay their respects. On that same day, the whistles of all
factories and trains in the country blew a three-minute tribute. Hua also an-
nounced that following an autopsy, Mao’s body would be preserved and dis-
played. Later, a mausoleum was erected in Tiananmen Square where viewers
lined up outside before being allowed to enter and take their turn viewing his
body. It was a blow to Deng Xiaoping and the officials with whom he had
worked closely during 1975—Hu Qiaomu, Zhang Aiping, Wan Li, and Hu
Yaobang—that they were excluded from the community of party leaders pay-
ing their respects to Mao. Deng, nonetheless, erected in his home a special
altar where he and his family paid their own private tribute to Mao.”

Once the memorial activities had ended, high-level political leaders re-
sumed their maneuvering to define and control the images presented to the
public, positioning themselves for the struggles that were sure to come.

The Arrest of the Gang of Four

Jiang Qing told her Western biographer Roxane Witke, “Sex is engaging in
the first rounds, but what sustains interest in the long run is power.”® She
proudly announced after Mao’s death that she had been his most faithful
dog, but she might have added “attack” before “dog” to indicate her specialty:
she was unrivaled in her fearlessness in destroying targets that Mao identified.
The educated public, aware of her origins, privately derided her as a courte-
san and a second-class actress who had risen improperly. She lacked the con-
fidence and grace of someone who had risen to power naturally; instead she
displayed the haughtiness of one who had elbowed her way to the top. She
was regarded as rude and inconsiderate even by people who worked for her.
She displayed the elemental anger of someone who had been shunned by se-
nior party officials since the 1940s; by serving Mao, she acquired the power
to deliver payback, and she did so ruthlessly. A symbol of Mao’s worst side,
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she was easily the most hated figure in China. Starting in 1974, when Mao
began to seek national unity and stability, Mao treated her as a loose cannon
in need of some restraint, but he remained appreciative of her loyalty, con-
cerned about her welfare, and protective lest he need to call on her again.

There was no indication that Mao ever intended Jiang Qing to be a high-
level leader, and when she revealed such ambitions, he restrained her. Once
Mao had formally designated Hua as first vice chairman and premier, the
possibility of her getting a top position, or playing an important role in the
leadership in fact disappeared, although her ambitions did not.

Jiang Qing never acquired the vision, the organizational skills, or the abil-
ity to get the positive cooperation from other power holders that was needed
to be a real contender for power. She had burned too many bridges, destroyed
too many high officials, and alienated too many colleagues. She lacked the
self-restraint to be part of a loyal opposition. She lacked support among se-
nior party officials, who were far more skilled in organizing; within the mili-
tary she had virtually no support outside the Political Department.

During Mao’s last year, Jiang Qing endeavored to deepen her base, work-
ing through the civilian propaganda apparatus and the Political Department
of the PLA as she continued Mao’s revolutionary class struggle against the
bourgeoisie. She kept in touch with the radicals in the Shanghai militia who
had access to arms. Generals did not worry that she would win in a military
showdown—they were concerned that some military officers might be in-
timidated into cooperating with her and that she might stir up so many radi-
cals as to create long-term struggles and chaos, which would only slow Chi-
na’s progress.

Jiang Qing realized that her best hope was to find or perhaps to alter some
document of Mao’s that would allow her to secure more power and define
Mao’s legacy. Immediately after Mao’s death, Jiang Qing went to Mao’s per-
sonal assistant Zhang Yufeng day after day, demanding that all of Mao’s doc-
uments be turned over to her. She did receive some documents and kept them
in her possession for a few days, but when Hua Guofeng insisted that all of
Mao’s papers were to be held by Wang Dongxing, she reluctantly passed them
over. She then began pressing Ji Dengkui to gain access to archives of materi-
als originally collected and controlled by Lin Biao, which were being housed
at Lin’s former home at Maojiawan.”

The day after Hua's memorial address, Jiang Qing requested an immedi-
ate meeting of the Politburo Standing Committee, which included her al-



Sidelined as the Mao Era Ends, 1976

177

lies Wang Hongwen and Zhang Chungiao, without the presence of Marshal
Ye, to discuss the handling of Mao’s documents.®® Hua, feeling he had no
choice, called the meeting that afternoon. Jiang Qing brought with her Yao
Wenyuan and Mao Yuanxin. At the meeting, she demanded that Mao Yuan-
xin, who had managed Mao’s papers during the last ten months of his life, be
kept in charge of his uncle’s materials while he prepared a report on them.
Others disagreed, and because the meeting reached no decision, the materials
remained at the party center.®"

Jiang Qing also attempted to extend her control in the propaganda appa-
ratus, which she had controlled at the zenith of her power in the earlier days
of the Cultural Revolution. In addition, she tried to mobilize youth, telling
them to persist in class struggle and in their attacks on bureaucratism. In a
speech at Tsinghua University on October 1, Jiang Qing encouraged young
people to take an oath to fight to the end.

When Hua heard that at some meetings the Gang of Four had told allies
to expect good news on October 7, 8, or 9, he concluded that he needed
to act urgently. Although there was no real evidence that Jiang Qing had
planned a coup, there were other ominous signs. On October 4, Chi Qun
swore an oath of loyalty to Jiang Qing. And the October 4 edition of the
Guangming Daily featured an article written by “Liang Xiao” (a pen name
used by the radicals at the two universities, Peking University and Tsinghua
University), declaring that the struggle against capitalists inside the party
must be carried through to the end. Concerned about these developments,
Marshal Ye went that same day to consult Wang Dongxing and Hua Guofeng,
who were already worried that the Gang of Four might soon carry out some
kind of action.®

No one doubted that Jiang Qing was part of the “I live, you die” political
tradition, prepared to fight to the end. Any decision to arrest the Gang of
Four would require the bold leadership of Acting Chairman Hua Guofeng
and the cooperation of both Marshal Ye, vice chairman of the CMC, and
Wang Dongxing, head of the Palace Guard (which protected the party cen-
ter). All saw eye to eye and moved quickly. Immediately after Mao’s death,
Marshal Ye, then minister of defense as well as vice chairman of the CMC,
had pledged to Hua his wholehearted support to keep the post-Mao transi-
tion smooth. Several days after Mao’s death, Hua sent Li Xiannian to sound
out Ye on how to deal with the Gang of Four, and Li and Ye agreed that fast
action was called for. When Wang Dongxing would later describe the prepa-
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rations for the arrest of the Gang of Four, he would say that Hua Guofeng
and Ye Jianying were the strategists, and that he simply implemented their
directions.®

Marshal Ye sought to make the arrests in a way that would prevent a clash
between military forces, which could create further instability. Because the
Gang of Four had their own guards at Diaoyutai where they lived, that meant
avoiding a confrontation there. But timing was also critical. The three part-
ners in planning (Hua, Ye, and Wang Dongxing) realized that they must take
the initiative before the Gang of Four did. After they saw the October 4 edi-
torial and heard that the Gang of Four were telling their allies to expect good
news as early as October 9, Hua, Ye, and Wang Dongxing prepared to move
swiftly and decisively. Meanwhile, one by one Wang Dongxing was selecting
a small number of men in his guard unit on whom he could rely.

On the afternoon of October 5, Marshal Ye talked separately with Hua
and Wang Dongxing. They decided that on the next day, October 6, Hua
would call a Politburo Standing Committee meeting on short notice (as was
often done) to be held at 8:00 p.m. in Huairen Hall of Zhongnanhai. The
stated agenda would include three important issues: publication of volume 5
of Mao’s Selected Works, planning for the Mao Memorial Hall, and policies on
the use of Mao’s former residence in Zhongnanhai. Usually Politburo Stand-
ing Committee meetings were only attended by Hua, Ye, Wang Hongwen,
and Zhang Chungiao. With these items on the agenda, Wang and Zhang
would not want to miss the meeting. And because Yao Wenyuan was cen-
trally involved in publication of volume 5 of Mao’s Selected Works, it was nat-
ural to invite him to join this discussion as well, even though he was not a
member of the Standing Committee.

On the night of October 6, although Wang Dongxing’s small group of
special forces was already inside, everything outside the building appeared
normal. Just before 8:00 p.m., Wang Hongwen strode into the building and
was suddenly grabbed by the guards. He yelled angrily, “I've come for a meet-
ing, what are you doing?” The guards wrestled him to the floor and carried
him to the main hall, where Hua Guofeng stood up to say, “Wang Hong-
wen, you have committed anti-party and anti-socialist crimes. The party cen-
ter is placing you in confinement for investigation.” While Wang was taken
away from the main hall, Zhang Chungiao, carrying his briefcase, arrived
exactly on time. About to enter the main hall, he too was arrested by guards
and handcuffed; Hua Guofeng announced he would be interrogated for his
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crimes, and he submitted without resistance. When Yao Wenyuan arrived, he
was immediately arrested just outside the building.

Meanwhile, a small group of special forces attached to the Central Com-
mittee office building went to Jiang Qing’s residence and told her that she
was being held for special examination. She replied that she needed to go
to the restroom, so a female member of the special forces accompanied her.
Upon returning, she was escorted to a car and driven away. Within thirty-five
minutes, with no firing of guns and no bloodshed, the threat from the Gang
of Four was eliminated.*

At around the same time, Hua and Ye had also sent special teams to the
broadcasting studios, to New China News Agency (Xinhua), to the Peoples
Daily, and to other publications to make certain that followers of the Gang of
Four were given no public voice and that no news would spread until the key
followers of the gang had been arrested. The day after the gang’s arrests took
place, Xie Jingyi of the Beijing Municipal Party Committee and Chi Qun of
Tsinghua University were placed in protective custody.®

To get around the problem of the Gang of Four being Politburo members
who would resist formalizing Hua Guofeng’s position as the top leader—a
position that Jiang Qing had coveted for herself—Marshal Ye convened a
meeting of the Politburo without the Gang of Four, at his home in the West-
ern Hills. The meeting began at 10:00 p.m. on the evening of the gang’s ar-
rest, and continued until 4:00 a.m. At the meeting, the participants unani-
mously chose Hua as chairman of both the party and the CMC. They also
discussed what cautionary steps were needed to avoid disruptions by follow-
ers of the Gang of Four.* In addition, immediately after the Politburo meet-
ing, it was announced that volume 5 of Mao’s Selected Works, which Deng
and the Gang of Four had struggled so hard to control, would be published
under the direction of Hua Guofeng, giving Hua the critical opportunity to
define Mao’s legacy.®’

The greatest risk of disorder from Gang of Four followers came from the
armed militia forces in Shanghai.®® Indeed, Ye, Hua, and the others kept the
gang’s arrest secret until they were certain the Shanghai problem was under
control. Xu Shiyou, former longtime commander of the Nanjing Military
Region with jurisdiction over the Shanghai area, flew to Beijing where he as-
sured the leaders that the military was fully prepared in case fighting were to
break out in Shanghai. There was good cause for concern. Two days after the
arrest of the Gang of Four, the gang’s followers in Shanghai began to suspect



180

DENG’S TORTUOUS ROAD TO THE TOP, 1969—1977

that something terrible had happened because they couldn't reach the gang,
and they began to prepare for armed resistance.

Beijing countered this threat by sending senior leaders led by General Su
Zhenhua to Shanghai to quiet things down. While there, the leaders also in-
vited Ma Tianshui and other followers of Jiang Qing from Shanghai to Bei-
jing for a meeting, where unbeknownst to them, they would become hos-
tages. By October 14, those remaining in Shanghai who were still planning
to resist realized that high-level party officials, as well as the public, were over-
whelmingly opposed to armed resistance. Seeing the hopelessness of their
situation, they yielded without a fight.®”

Meanwhile, security officials had been reaching decisions about which for-
mer subordinates of the Gang of Four were most dangerous. On the day after
the Gang of Four was arrested, thirty of the gang’s most loyal followers in
Beijing were taken into custody. Security officials continued to observe those
still considered security risks.”” Mao Yuanxin was also arrested.

The sudden release of the news of the arrest of the Gang of Four thrilled
and relieved a public weary of continued struggles and afraid of their return.
The public announcement was made on October 18, and huge, spontaneous
public celebrations erupted. Foreign correspondents observing the events re-
ported extraordinary excitement as the masses poured onto the streets of all
major cities to celebrate.”

Chairman Hua Seeks Party Support

Yet within the party there were doubts as to whether the Gang of Four should
be arrested and even whether Mao had actually chosen Hua to be his succes-
sor. Mao had never announced publicly that Hua Guofeng was his successor.
High-level officials knew that Mao would never have arrested the Gang of
Four and even some who disliked the Gang of Four felt that Mao’s wishes
should be followed.

In an effort to solidify support for Hua’s rule, Marshal Ye and Li Xiannian
supported Hua Guofeng at a meeting that brought together leading central,
provincial, and military officials in a meeting in Beijing. They enumerated
the crimes of the Gang of Four and explained the need for arresting them.
Most high officials agreed with the need to arrest the Gang of Four and ac-
knowledged that Hua, Marshal Ye, and Wang Dongxing had acted wisely and
courageously in the way they carried it out.

It was at this meeting that Hua revealed for the first time the scrawled note
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that Mao had given to him on April 30 during the visit of New Zealand’s
prime minister, Robert Muldoon: “with you in charge, I am at ease.””” The
revelation helped persuade the regional party secretaries that Mao had indeed
chosen Hua. At the meeting Hua received declarations of approval for his se-
lection as chairman of the party and the CMC. The confrontation between
Hua and the Gang of Four would be told and retold as a great struggle be-
tween good and evil—between the party pursuing the correct path and a
gang plotting against the party. Like many stories recorded in Chinese his-
torical documents, the victor was seen as virtuous and the loser as villainous.
But this time, as in 1949, there was genuine and widespread popular support
for the victor.

To further solidify his position, Hua chose to continue the criticism of
Deng and to delay his return. On October 26, Hua announced that in addi-
tion to criticizing the Gang of Four, the party would also continue its criti-
cism of Deng Xiaoping.” The party’s criticism was not as extreme as that
initiated by the Gang of Four, but it continued for several months. Hua was
not ready to welcome Deng back. Deng was too experienced, too confident,
and too ready to take charge. Marshal Ye also thought that Hua needed time
to establish himself as a strong leader and that Deng should return somewhat
later. It wasn’t until near the end of 1976 that Marshal Ye, Li Xiannian, and
other senior officials began advocating that Deng be brought back to work.”

Deng, always ready to accept power realities, was one of the first leaders
to express support for Hua Guofeng. On October 7, Deng Rong’s husband,
He Ping, heard through Marshal Ye’s family about the arrest of the Gang of
Four. He rushed home by bicycle to report the good news to Deng and his
family, who thus learned about the arrest even before it was made public.”
On October 10, Deng wrote a letter that was delivered to Wang Dongxing
to pass on to Hua Guofeng. In the letter, Deng congratulated the party un-
der the leadership of Comrade Hua for its decisive action and great victory
over those who had been plotting to seize power. He wrote, “I sincerely sup-
port the decision of the party center on the appointment of Comrade Hua
Guofeng as chairman of the Central Committee and of the Central Military
Affairs Commission. . . . Comrade Guofeng is the most appropriate successor
to Mao. . . . How jubilant this makes us feel.””

On December 10, two months after the arrest of the Gang of Four, Deng
was admitted to the No. 301 Military Hospital with a prostate problem, and
on December 14, the party center passed a resolution that Deng again be
permitted to read party documents. The first batch of materials he received in
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the hospital was “Evidence of the Crimes of the Anti-Party Faction Activities
of Wang Hongwen, Zhang Chungiao, Jiang Qing, and Yao Wenyuan.” It
was to be the first of several batches of such materials that Deng would be
given in order to secure his support for Hua’s arrest of the Gang of Four. After
reading the first batch, Deng said there was plenty of evidence to justify the
actions taken and he did not need to see more.” Even so, while Deng was still
in the hospital Hua Guofeng personally briefed him on issues concerning the
Gang of Four.”®

By this time, other leaders had begun to assume that at some point Deng
would return to work. Some leaders thought he might be assigned a role like
the one Mao had conceived for him in 1974 when he replaced Zhou Enlai
in leading government work and was paired with Wang Hongwen. Perhaps
Deng Xiaoping would use his immense experience and skills to handle gov-
ernment work under party head Hua Guofeng. Others thought Deng might
play a more limited role, handling foreign affairs, and still others thought he
might at some point take over party responsibilities completely as he had in
mid-1975. On January 6, 1977, a decision was made that Deng would re-
turn to work. It turned out, however, that Hua Guofeng would have another
six months to establish himself before Deng returned to work.

The End of Radical Maoism

The scholar Joseph Levenson describes the fate of Confucianism in the late
imperial period: when it lost its vitality, Confucianism was still celebrated in
the temples and museums, which people visited to pay homage, but it had
lost its connection to people’s daily lives. Similarly, after Mao’s death and the
arrest of the Gang of Four, Mao was still enshrined, and multitudes contin-
ued to visit the Mao Mausoleum in the center of Tiananmen Square. But
radical Maoism, with its mass movements and class warfare, was no longer a
part of the daily experience of the Chinese people.

This process of separating radical Maoism from the people’s daily lives had
in fact already begun under Mao when in 1974 he announced his support for
national stability and unity. It continued under the leadership of Deng in
1975 and under Hua in early 1976. With the arrest of the Gang of Four,
radical Maoism finally lost its last powerful advocates. The spontaneous cele-
brations after the announcement of the arrest of the Gang of Four, in addi-
tion to the outpouring on April 5, 1976, were powerful, visible symbols of
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the public’s s animus against the radical Maoism that had brought such chaos
and destruction.

The trial of the Gang of Four took shape as a giant national rite in which
radical Maoism was blamed not on Mao but on the Gang of Four. In truth,
many people, including some of the officials who were now celebrating the
arrest and trial of the gang, had once shared the vision of radical Maoism and
had even taken part in the efforts to realize the vision. Even so, the demise of
the Gang of Four marked the end of an era, of hopes to reshape the world
through continuing revolution and class struggle. The relief and excitement
of the Chinese people at this turn of events was to translate into a deep base
of support for pragmatic policies underlying reform and opening.



Return under Hua
1977-1978

Shortly after Hua was named premier and first vice chairman of the party in
April 1976, Thomas Gates, head of the U.S. Liaison Office in Beijing, met
with him for an hour and forty-five minutes. Gates’s staff wrote an assess-
ment of Hua based on that meeting, which Gates signed, that proved re-
markably prescient. It concluded that Hua was “an intelligent, colorless indi-
vidual whose hallmark is caution. He handles his material well enough, but
he gave off no sparks of unusual intellect or charisma. Hua came across as an
ideal transition figure who is unlikely to take any dramatic steps in either in-
ternal or external affairs. . . . I doubt Hua has the vision or the leadership
qualities necessary to make it over the long term. . . . I think new and better
qualified leadership will arise . . . and the colorless Mr. Hua, having fulfilled
his historical purpose, will be forced to step aside.” Chinese officials would
never have said so publicly, but officials at the U.S. Liaison Office undoubt-
edly sensed that some of them held similar views.

In keeping with a long-standing tradition in Chinese political history writ-
ing, which glorifies the victor and denigrates the vanquished, Deng has been
credited with launching opening and reform, and Hua has been blamed for
following everything Mao decided and directed. It is true that Hua’s rise to
the highest level of leadership was a stretch for someone who had spent his
career in a province and had little experience in Beijing, had no experience in
foreign affairs, and had only limited experience in military affairs. In his first
year of meetings with foreign leaders, Hua, cautious about making mistakes,
understandably fell back on general statements of policy, vague platitudes,
and safe slogans. Hua was bright and had been a good official, but he could
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not compare to Deng in overall ability and leadership qualities. In addition,
he did not support the full-scale return of senior officials who had been
brought back to work under Deng’s leadership, and he could not have pro-
vided the sure-footed bold leadership and achieved the good relations with
foreign countries that Deng achieved.

But many underestimated Hua and his commitment to reform. Later offi-
cial histories understate Hua’s willingness to depart from the ways of Mao, as
well as his support for the policy of opening China to the West. During his
interregnum, which lasted from Mao’s death in September 1976 until the
Third Plenum in December 1978, Hua in fact not only arrested the Gang of
Four but abandoned radical Maoism, reduced the roles of ideology and polit-
ical campaigns, focused on modernization more than class struggle, and regu-
larized the scheduling of party meetings that had been held irregularly under
Mao. Hua also sent delegation after delegation abroad to learn about mod-
ern technology. He—not Deng—launched China’s special economic zones,
which experimented with efforts to bring in foreign direct investment. Hua
did try to delay Deng’s return to office in 1977, but he did not undo the
progress that Deng had made in 1975, and he supported the later changes
that Deng introduced after returning in 1977. He not only promoted the
rapid opening of the country, but even suffered sharp criticism for carrying it
too far in his “Western-led Leap Forward” (yang yuejin).?

Hua’s Authority: Official, Not Personal

Hua Guofeng’s claim to authority and power stemmed entirely from his se-
lection by Mao and from the official positions he held in the party and
governmental bureaucracies. But in China, in 1976, the underpinnings for
formal institutional authority were still weak. Mao’s dominance of the top
positions in the party, the military, and the government during his twenty-
seven-year rule had made it more difficult for others to challenge him, but
the core of Mao’s power remained personal. His authority came not from his
official positions, but from his extraordinary success in leading the revolution
to military victory, his mastery of the uses of power, his grandiose visions,
and the hope and awe he inspired in his people—with the help of a disci-
plined party and a controlled media.

Hua lacked Mao’s and Deng’s heroic revolutionary past, their grand appre-
ciation of history, their sure-footed sense of how to respond to issues, and
their confidence and poise. He was knowledgeable about many different as-
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pects of party work; he had been minister of public security; and since 1971
(when he was invited to attend Politburo meetings) and 1973 (when he
was elevated to full membership on the Politburo), he had had ample oppor-
tunity to learn about national politics. But his personal accomplishments,
breadth of perspective, and overall stature among the people of China could
not compare with those of the seasoned old revolutionaries—Deng Xiaoping,
Ye Jianying, Chen Yun, and Li Xiannian.

After Mao’s death, the Politburo had given Hua the appropriate titles—
chairman of the party, premier, chairman of the Central Military Commis-
sion (CMC)—to enable him to govern. Ye and his colleagues announced that
the party should increase the importance of formal institutions that did not
depend on the personality of one person. Earlier, in the mid-1950s, as China
had begun to build a stable structure, organizations had developed predict-
able procedures; and again in the early 1960s, after the Great Leap disasters,
and in 1975 under Deng, they returned to regular procedures that limited
leaders from making arbitrary decisions.> But there was still a long way to
go before these regular procedures and emerging government organizations
would acquire the same force of law that they had in many Western coun-
tries. Instead, when Chinese officials at lower levels read documents that
came from higher levels of power, they realized that in a crisis the top officials
could create new documents, each undoing the content of the last.

In late 1976 and early 1977, Marshal Ye and Wang Dongxing endeavored
to build up a cult of personality for Hua to enhance his weak personal base of
power. Hua’s extraordinary victory in arresting the Gang of Four, the lone
achievement that raised him above ordinary good officials, was widely cele-
brated, and in the months after October 1976, hundreds of books and arti-
cles appeared lauding Hua’s leadership. Poems and songs celebrating his
leadership were composed and widely distributed, and his picture appeared
throughout the country, paired with that of Mao. Television was not yet
widespread in China, but radio messages, piped through loudspeakers in
work units and rural villages, celebrated his great abilities at the helm.

The promotion of Hua, however, stirred up reactions. Senior party revolu-
tionary leaders who had gone to battle for their country looked down on
young upstarts like Hua, who had entered the party after 1938, and found
his glorification excessive and presumptuous. Furthermore, many influential
party leaders were reluctant to again worship an individual, fearing that do-
ing so would inhibit inner-party democracy. By late 1978, Hua was on the
defensive for having allowed the publicity about his own achievements to
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reach such heights. He had failed to convince others that he had a personal
claim to power that went beyond his appointed positions of leadership.

Hua’s modest leadership style was a natural response to his situation in
Beijing, but even in Hunan he had a reputation for being cautious and timid
compared to other officials of the same rank.> Others felt comfortable work-
ing with him because they knew he would not boldly challenge them. In-
deed, except for the Gang of Four and their followers whom he considered
beyond the pale, Hua made an effort to get along with everyone.

When the Communists took power in 1949, Mao and his colleagues had
already spent almost two decades planning what to do after they took power,
but Hua had little time to prepare. The former revolutionaries who had built
the country and created policies from scratch held far broader perspectives
than did Hua and others of his generation, who grew up learning how to
implement rather than create programs and policies. Until early 1976, when
Hua was suddenly elevated to replace Wang Hongwen as the leading candi-
date to succeed Mao, he was unprepared for top leadership. Even after be-
coming acting premier in January 1976, Hua was so busy dealing with urgent
issues—the death of Zhou, the April 5 Tiananmen incident, the death of
Mao, the arrest of the Gang of Four—that he had little time to consider
broad strategic issues. After October 1976, Hua, confronted with such huge
problems, like an earnest young emperor ascending the throne, welcomed
the advice of two senior counselors, Marshal Ye and Li Xiannian. Both were
ready to guide him.

Hua had known Marshal Ye and Li Xiannian long before 1976, but he had
not been particularly close to them until they bonded to form a small trusted
circle, operating in secret to plan the arrest of the Gang of Four. Ye and Li,
like Hua, did not suffer deeply during the Cultural Revolution, and they re-
mained relatively free of the passion and animus of the senior officials who
had been removed and persecuted. Marshal Ye had been shunted aside before
the Cultural Revolution and therefore was not one of the power holders
whom Mao had attacked. Li was part of the yewuzu, the group of officials
who attended to the more routine government activities like running the
economy while the political battles of the Cultural Revolution raged around
them. Hua, Ye, and Li had all worked well with senior officials before the
Cultural Revolution, and all three proved able to collaborate with the benefi-
ciaries of the Cultural Revolution as well as with the senior officials.

Marshal Ye and Li were not among the radicals who attacked others, nor
were they on the forefront of those demanding greater democracy and bolder
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experimentation in the economic sphere. Instead, they were ready to help
Hua navigate pragmatically and safely in the uncharted post-Mao period. In
particular, Marshall Ye could pave the way for Hua in his relations with the
military and Li Xiannian could guide Hua on economic issues.

Hua Balances Mao’s Legacy with China’s Opening

From the time of Mao’s death, Hua was under pressure to show the hardcore
radicals that he was following Mao’s legacy. They could see that Hua, while
claiming to be a follower of Mao, was not pursuing political campaigns and
class warfare. Reports in the Western press that after Mao’s death China was
beginning a process of “de-Maoization” created even more of a burden on
Hua to show that he was staying true to Mao’s legacy.

The arrest of the Gang of Four was enormously popular with most party
officials and with the Chinese public, but radicals who saw themselves as fol-
lowing the real Mao were upset about it. They knew that until his death Mao
had tried to ensure a place for the Gang of Four among the top party leader-
ship. This dissonance put Hua and his senior advisers, Marshal Ye and Li
Xiannian, on the defensive; they strained to prove that the arrest of the Gang
of Four was consistent with carrying out Mao’s legacy. Hua collected materi-
als that spelled out the crimes of the gang and, in three batches of material he
had distributed, made the case that their arrest was consistent with Mao’s
views.

Ever since Mao’s death, Hua had asserted that he was following Mao’s leg-
acy and continuing his policies. But some ideologues and hardcore followers
of Mao continued to criticize him for straying from Mao’s party line. To an-
swer such critiques, Hua directed his supporters to prepare a theoretical arti-
cle to show his commitment to the Maoist legacy. The resulting article ap-
peared on February 7, 1977, as an editorial in the Peoples Daily, Red Flag, and
the PLA newspaper Jiefangjun bao. The editorial declared that whatever poli-
cies Mao supported, and whatever instructions Mao gave, should still be fol-
lowed. The editorial became known as the “two whatevers,” Hua’s banner for
showing that he was fully committed to Mao’s legacy.® Hua apparently had
not anticipated that it would become a target for those who believed that
China needed to distance itself from the policies that Mao had pursued dur-
ing the last two decades of his life.

For Hua to provide overall national leadership for a new era, he needed to
convene a party congress, much as Mao had done in 1956 (the 8th Party
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Congress); Lin Biao had done in 1969 (the 9th Party Congress); and Mao
had done yet again in 1973, after Lin Biao’s demise (the 10th Party Con-
gress). It takes many months to formulate economic plans, achieve consensus
on policies in major spheres, and prepare the documents needed for a party
congress. Hua began the work almost immediately after Mao’s death and
convened the 11th Party Congress on August 12-18, 1977. The Fifth Na-
tional People’s Congress (NPC), designed to provide overall government
leadership, followed in March 1978.

To hold the party congress so soon after taking the reins of power, Hua
had to leave many issues unresolved. Ideology and party platitudes were used
to cover up disagreements about policy in Hua’s four-hour speech to the 11th
Party Congress. Yet there were real problems that needed the leaders’ atten-
tion, and Hua tried to address at least some of them. Following Zhou Enlai
and Deng, he continued the focus on the four modernizations. For his closest
economic advisers he chose “builders” who were ready to quickly expand new
construction projects and imports of industrial plants from abroad, rather
than economic planners and finance officials who were more cautious. (For
more on “builders” and “cautious planners,” see Chapter 15.) He relied espe-
cially on Yu Qiuli, the great leader of the Daqing oilfield, to lead the effort to
update Deng’s ten-year vision with even loftier goals. He also relied heavily
on Gu Mu, the head of the State Construction Commission who in Decem-
ber 1974 had been chosen by Mao and Zhou Enlai to be vice premier.

In foreign affairs, Hua began as an amateur. When he met Singapore’s
prime minister Lee Kuan Yew in Beijing in the spring of 1976, Hua, unaware
of the details of Chinese policy, responded to comments and questions with
platitudes and slogans. After succeeding Mao, however, Hua made a serious
effort to get up to speed on foreign policy issues: by the time he led a delega-
tion to Yugoslavia, Romania, and Iran in August 1978, he was far better in-
formed than he had been in 1976.

In contrast to Deng who was on a leash from Chairman Mao when he
traveled abroad in 1974 and 1975, Hua traveled to Yugoslavia and Romania
in 1978 as China’s top leader, on the first trip abroad by China’s top leader
since 1957 (when Mao had traveled to Moscow). Upon his return, Hua re-
ported on what China could learn from Yugoslavia and Romania: those
countries accepted foreign currency, had joint ventures with foreign compa-
nies, carried on compensation trade (countertrade in which investments are
repaid from their profits), and brought in foreign technology—all without
any loss of sovereignty. Hua commented that the factories he had seen in
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Eastern Europe, while not as large as those in China, were far more efficient.
The conclusion was obvious: China should follow the examples of Eastern
Europe and bring in more foreign technology.

On the problem of improving rural organization, an area in which he did
have considerable personal experience, Hua not only sought to retain the
socialist structure of communes and production teams, but also organized
several conferences to study Dazhai, the national model village for collective
agriculture, where extraordinarily large groups were put to work and agri-
cultural engineering projects like large-scale irrigation canals were extolled.
Hua’s main hope for improving agriculture overall lay in technology. Like
Deng, Hua wanted to make up for lost time and move ahead quickly, but he
had less experience in judging the institutional developments required to
make such progress. His push to achieve a technological breakthrough in ag-
ricultural mechanization within four years (by 1980) was naively optimistic.

After Deng became the top official in December 1978, Hua underwent a
self-criticism for having tried to push ahead too quickly without considering
China’s shortage of foreign currency, its inability to absorb so much technol-
ogy so quickly, and its budget imbalances. Some of the criticism may have
been warranted: for instance, Hua encouraged Yu Qiuli to consider develop-
ing within a few years ten oilfields as large as Daqing, a totally unrealistic
goal. But in his overall aim to move China ahead quickly and hasten the im-
port of foreign technologies, Hua was like many other leaders, including
Deng Xiaoping,.

It is often said that China’s policy of opening to the outside world—in-
cluding its readiness to learn from other countries and eagerness to bring in
foreign technology—originated under Deng’s leadership at the Third Plenum
in December 1978. These efforts were, in fact, all begun under the leadership
of Hua Guofeng in 1977, and the policies Hua advanced were not original.
Hua and Deng both promoted policies that many party officials regarded as
necessary to set China on a new path.

Maneuvering over Deng’s Return, October 1976-April 1977

The question of whether Deng should return to work and, if so, with what
responsibilities, loomed large from the moment the Gang of Four was ar-
rested. Party leaders agreed that Deng was a rare talent, and senior officials
who had returned to work regarded him as their proven leader. As soon as
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Mao’s death was announced, the media in Hong Kong and the West began
speculating about an impending power struggle between Deng and Hua.
Within China at the time, however, no one seriously challenged Mao’s right
to name his successor or Hua’s right to be chairman of the party. There was a
consensus that, at least for the time being, Hua had the right to keep the po-
sitions that Mao had selected for him.

In the months after Mao died, those in elite party circles wondered: should
Deng be brought back to perform the work of premier under Chairman Hua
Guofeng, as Zhou had served under Mao—and as Deng, in the first half of
1974, had served under Wang Hongwen—or should he become the domi-
nant leader? Hua’s senior advisers, Marshal Ye and Li Xiannian, supported
Deng’s return to work at some point and in some position, but under Hua’s
leadership. Soon after the arrest of the Gang of Four, Li Xiannian went to
visit Deng in the CMC villa in the Western Hills, where Deng was then liv-
ing, and encouraged him to be prepared to come back.” Marshal Ye and Li,
the kingmakers, repeated to others their support for Deng’s return.®

Hua never said specifically that Deng should not be allowed to return to
work, but on October 26, 1976, scarcely two weeks after the arrest of the
Gang of Four, Hua directed that criticism of Deng and his efforts to al-
low more senior officials to return (the so-called rightist reversal of verdicts)
should continue.’

By the Central Party Work Conference in March 1977, however, Hua’s
encouragement of the criticism of Deng had ended. In response to the com-
plaints of many officials that Deng had been unfairly accused of being re-
sponsible for the April 5 demonstrations, Hua directed that the Propaganda
Department no longer raise the topic of the April 5 demonstrations. He also
acknowledged that the vast majority of those who had taken part in the April
5 protests were not counter-revolutionary and that Deng had not been in-
volved in planning the incident.

On December 12, 1976, there was another breakthrough for Deng. Mar-
shal Ye received a letter from his longtime colleague Geng Biao, then head of
the party’s International Liaison Department. With his letter, Geng Biao en-
closed a batch of documents showing that the Gang of Four had doctored
evidence for the report on the April 5 incident, thus deceiving Mao and the
party center. Ye immediately told his subordinates that this new evidence was
important and that the verdict on the April 5 incident should be reversed.'
Two days after Marshal Ye received these materials, Deng was again permit-
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ted to see party documents. By this point, it was assumed by many that
Dengs return was simply a matter of time, even though Marshal Ye had said
that the time was not yet ripe. On January 6, 1977, the question of Deng’s
return was discussed at a Politburo meeting and it was decided that he would
be returning to serve in some position.

When Hua’s “two whatevers” editorial, entitled “Study the Documents
Well and Grasp the Key Link [that is, class struggle]” (Xuehao wenjian zhua-
zhu gang) appeared on February 7, 1977, it immediately became a point of
contention among high-level officials. If all the policies that Mao had ap-
proved and all Mao’s directives were to be followed, then the judgment that
the April 5 demonstrations were counter-revolutionary and the removal of
Deng could not be reconsidered. The “two whatevers” editorial galvanized
Hua’s critics, and the question of whether Deng should return became a fo-
cus of the debate. Hu Jiwei, chief editor of the Peoples Daily, later said that
the “two whatevers” editorial blocked the return to work of Deng and other
senior officials, the reversal of verdicts on those who had taken part in the
April 5 Tiananmen incident, and the dismissal of charges against others who
had suffered from unjust, fake, and incorrect judgments." Among those who
were galvanized into action against the “two whatevers” was Deng Liqun,
who took the issue to Wang Zhen, who in turn brought it to the attention of
the Politburo.”

Following custom, a Central Party Work Conference was scheduled before
the planned party congress to permit freer discussions and to create a consen-
sus that those attending the party congress could unanimously support. The
famous Central Party Work Conference held the next year, from November
to December 1978, was the turning point that strengthened Deng’s position
and solidified support for the “reform and opening” agenda that would be ap-
proved at the Third Plenum in December 1978. At the March 10-22, 1977,
Central Party Work Conference, in preparation for the 11th Party Congress
to be held that August, opponents of the “two whatevers” spoke out.

In calling the work conference, held at the Jingxi Hotel, a few blocks from
Zhongnanhai, Hua Guofeng announced that the agenda for the conference
would be: (1) tackling the next steps in dealing with the Gang of Four, (2)
mapping out the 1977 economic plan, and (3) planning the party’s work for
the second half of 1977, including the holding of the party congress."

This conference became the first such broad discussion held among lead-
ing party officials since Mao’s death just six months earlier. But in contrast to
the later Central Party Work Conference of November 1978, the atmosphere
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in March 1977 was constrained by those who felt that it was too soon to have
a frank discussion of Mao’s errors. Even so, there was widespread agree-
ment on some issues: changing the main focus of party activity from the Cul-
tural Revolution to the four modernizations, maintaining the leadership of
the Communist Party, upholding the banners of Marxism-Leninism and Mao
Zedong Thought, and making increased use of foreign capital and technology.

But there remained a visceral divide between senior officials who had suf-
fered humiliation and physical hardship during the Cultural Revolution and
those who had benefited from the political upheavals. Many leaders who had
risen in the Cultural Revolution by attacking others rallied behind the cam-
paign against the “rightist reversal of verdicts” to avoid ceding power to those
who had been attacked. Senior officials who had returned to work earlier
were often more ready to work for the return of their friends who had still
not been allowed to come back.

The balance between these two groups had increasingly tilted toward the
senior officials ever since 1972 when Mao himself had begun to allow a rever-
sal of verdicts. Already by January 1975 at the Fourth NPC, ten officials who
had suffered severely during the Cultural Revolution assumed ministerial po-
sitions.' This trend continued. As many as 59 of the 174 full members of the
Central Committee of the 10th Party Congress in 1973 who were still alive
in August 1977 (many of whom had been beneficiaries of the Cultural Revo-
lution) were not chosen to serve on the Central Committee of the 11th Party
Congress. Of the 201 officials who were chosen to serve on the Central Com-
mittee of the 11th Party Congress in 1977, all but 19 were senior officials
who had joined the party before 1949." By contrast, the situation on the
Politburo changed more slowly. The Standing Committee of the Politburo
was composed of the four people who had played the key role in the arrest of
the Gang of Four, but on the issue of Deng’s return only Marshal Ye and Li
Xiannian supported it, whereas Hua Guofeng and Wang Dongxing dragged
their feet.

In his lengthy address to the Central Party Work Conference in March
1977, Hua Guofeng said: “Ciriticizing Deng and attacking the rightist rever-
sal of verdicts were decided by our Great Leader Chairman Mao Zedong. It is
necessary to carry out these criticisms.”'® Implying that Deng would not have
fully supported Chairman Mao, he added a cutting remark: “We should learn
the lessons from Khrushchev.”"” Everyone knew that Deng was often attacked
as “China’s Khrushchev,” the one who might imitate Khrushchev’s all-out at-
tack on Stalin. Hua, in an effort to further sustain Mao’s legacy, and aware of
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the negative reaction to the handling of the April 5 demonstrations, also told
the conference participants not to discuss those demonstrations. But Hua did
not have the commanding authority that Mao had: Chen Yun and Wang
Zhen, both widely respected and with far more seniority and personal au-
thority than Hua, still dared to express different views in their small groups at
the conference that supported Deng’s return.

Chen Yun, sober, prudent, totally dedicated to the party, and highly re-
spected for his enormous contributions to the party, made a strong statement
to the Southwest group to which he was assigned, advocating the return
of Deng. As usual, Chen prepared his presentation carefully. He had Hu
Qiaomu write a draft of his statement, and before he presented it he met with
Wang Zhen and others at Geng Biao’s home to identify any possible prob-
lems in the presentation. In the report, Chen Yun stated, “Comrade Deng
Xiaoping had nothing to do with the Tiananmen incident. In response to the
needs of the Chinese revolution and the Chinese Communist Party, I hear
that some comrades in the party center have proposed that Comrade Deng
Xiaoping return and take part in the leadership work of the party center. This
is completely correct, it is completely necessary, and I completely sup-
port it.”"®

In another small group, “Bearded Wang” (Wang Zhen), crusty and rustic
but loyal, blunt, and even endearing to many of the party faithful, also spoke
out in favor of Deng’s return. By quoting comments Mao had once made
praising Deng, he made it extremely awkward for the Maoists to oppose what
he said. Quoting Mao, he said that Deng’s political thinking was strong, he
had rare talent, he was an able warrior, and he firmly opposed revisionism.
Wang Zhen went on to say that in leading the work of the party and State
Council in 1975, Deng had carried out Mao’s line and had achieved great
successes. He had spearheaded the fight against the Gang of Four. And now,
Wang said, the whole party, the whole army, and all the people warmly wish
for him to return early to the leadership of the party.”

In the small group discussions, many supported the comments by Chen
Yun and Wang Zhen, but Wang Dongxing controlled the final editing of the
reports of the conference, and Chen’s and Wang’s comments and the ensuing
discussions were not included. Wang Dongxing told them that if they revised
their comments, they could be included in the summaries for publication.
Chen Yun and Wang Zhen, with qualifications due to their long service to
the party that far exceeded those of Wang Dongxing, replied that if their
views were not included in the minutes, then so be it. Though not included
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in the official summaries, their comments, unaltered, were widely circulated
inside and outside the conference.”

During the conference, Hua made some conciliatory comments to the
many delegates who passionately wanted to reverse the verdicts on the April
1976 Tiananmen incident. He acknowledged that it was the Gang of Four
who had suppressed the masses from mourning Zhou Enlai’s death in April
1976, that Deng Xiaoping had played no part in the Tiananmen incident,
and that it had been reasonable for the masses to flock to Tiananmen. None-
theless, Hua still called the event a counter-revolutionary incident and said
that a small number of participants were counter-revolutionaries. He also
said that the rightist reversal of verdicts—which everyone knew Deng had
favored—should be attacked.”

In response to the widespread support at the work conference for Deng’s
return, Hua said, “When the rain falls, a channel for transporting the water is
formed automatically” (shuidao qucheng), and “when the gourd is ripe, it falls
off the vine” (guashu diluo). His meaning was clear: when nature was ready, a
way for Deng to return to work would become apparent, but they shouldnt
try to rush it. As a concession to Deng’s supporters, however, Hua said that at
the Third Plenum (of the 10th Party Congress) and at the 11th Party Con-
gress (to be held that summer), it would be appropriate to make a formal de-
cision on Dengs return.

In this shifting political landscape, Hua sought to reinforce his interpreta-
tion of Mao’s thought by controlling the editing of Mao’s writings to be in-
cluded in volume 5 of Mao’s Selected Works. On April 7, the Central Com-
mittee released Hua Guofeng’s guide on how to read the volume, which
approved a passage of Mao’s urging the pursuit of revolution to the end. A
week later, on April 15 under Hua Guofeng’s imprimatur, volume 5 of Mao’s
Selected Works was published.” Neither the guide nor the publication of vol-
ume 5 itself, however, would stop the growing support for Dengs return to a
high-level position.

Deng made it clear, meanwhile, that he would not support Huas “two
whatevers.” On April 10, in a letter to Hua Guofeng, Marshal Ye, and the rest
of the Central Committee, Deng laid out his views on the controversial edi-
torial. He said that from generation to generation we should use a “correct”
and “comprehensive” understanding of Mao’s thought to guide the Chinese
party, army, and people.?® By using this clever formulation, Deng accepted
the authority of Mao, while asserting, in effect, that Hua Guofeng was not
the only one who had the authority to interpret Mao’s views; rather, any par-
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ticular issue had to be seen in a broader context, and those senior party lead-
ers who had worked with Mao far longer and more closely than Hua had
were in a better position to judge Mao’s views in this “broader context.” Deng
then thanked the Central Committee for clearing his name from involve-
ment in the Tiananmen incident. He wrote that as for his personal work as-
signment, “what I do and when it is appropriate for me to start work, I will
completely follow the considerations and the arrangements decided by the
Party Center.” Deng suggested that his letter, as well as his October 10, 1976,
letter to Hua Guofeng supporting Hua’s leadership, be circulated within the
party.24

By the time Hua received Deng’s letter, he realized that he had to respond
to the rising level of support for Deng’s return. Accordingly, he sent Wang
Dongxing and Li Xin, high-ranking party officials loyal to him, to negotiate
with Deng on issues concerning his return.”> By this time, because Hua
Guofeng had affirmed the positive role of the April 1976 demonstrations,
Deng was telling close friends that he was confident that the Tiananmen
demonstrations would soon be considered a revolutionary movement.” In
this context, Deng was in no mood to support the request by Wang Dong-
xing and Li Xin that in preparation for his return he affirm the “two what-
evers.” If the “two whatevers” were to become doctrine, Deng told them, it
would be difficult to explain the reason for the reversal of judgments on him
and on the Tiananmen Square demonstrations.”

Deng went on to explain that it would not do to take what Mao did on
one occasion and to make that the explanation for something Mao did in a
different place and time. Mao himself admitted he made errors; anyone who
does things makes mistakes. If what a person did was 70 percent correct, that
is very good. If after my death people say that what I did was 70 percent cor-
rect, Deng said, that would be quite good.*

It was expected that in order to return to work, Deng would write a letter
that would be made public showing that he accepted Hua Guofengs leader-
ship. Deng went along with this request, writing in his letter, “Not only is
Hua Guofeng the most appropriate person to succeed Mao in terms of his
politics and his ideology, but at his age . . . he can provide stability for at least
fifteen or twenty years.” On April 14, after Deng had made minor revisions
to the letter, Hua Guofeng approved its distribution to party members, and
on May 3, it was circulated throughout the party down to the county level,
and within the army down to the regimental level.*” Hua had delayed Deng’s
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return as long as he reasonably could, but in the end, with Deng’s written
acceptance of his leadership, Hua yielded to the atmosphere among the pow-
erful senior officials who wanted Deng back.

Although Deng’s return would not become official until the July plenum,
circulation of his letter praising the leadership of Hua, in effect, constituted a
notification to the mid-levels of the party and above that in the near future
Deng would be returning to work.?' Party members expressed high expecta-
tions that Deng as a tested leader would play a major role in keeping order
and bringing about modernization. Party members also whispered privately
about what the foreign press speculated about more openly: the future of the
relationship between Hua and Deng.

By May 12, it was understood that Deng would be returned to all his for-
mer positions, which would entail taking responsibility for military and for-
eign affairs. As before, he would be vice premier. Deng also volunteered to
take special responsibility for science, technology, and education, for he con-
sidered science to be the most crucial of the four modernizations, the one
that would drive the other three (industry, agriculture, and national defense).
After his offer was accepted, Deng invited Fang Yi and Li Chang to his home,
where they discussed what they could do to promote science and technol-
ogy.*? Given the prevailing mood in China, Deng would have to begin by
overcoming some lingering anti-intellectual views. He told Fang Yi and Li
Chang that they must emphasize that people who worked with their minds
would be considered members of the politically respected working class.”

On May 24, preparing for his return, Deng invited his confidantes Wang
Zhen and Deng Liqun to his house to talk about reviving his writing group
and also about promoting science, technology, and education. Deng still val-
ued the small writing group he had assembled in the Political Research Of-
fice, and he wanted to have a preliminary discussion with some of its former
members about how to organize his writing team. Deng Liqun was one of the
few who during the campaign to attack Deng Xiaoping had absolutely re-
fused to join in the criticism and had suffered the consequences by being sent
to labor in the countryside. He brought with him a letter from Hu Qiaomu,
former head of Deng’s writing group, apologizing for having joined in the
criticism of Deng. Deng did not look at the letter. Instead he told Deng
Liqun to return it, that Hu’s criticism was not a problem: Hu Qiaomu had
merely repeated what was generally known and that was understandable;
there was no need to apologize for such gestures. Deng went on to praise Hu
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Qiaomu’s editing of Mao’s speech “On the Ten Great Relationships” (in-
cluded in volume 5 of Mao’s Selected Works). He said he would welcome him
back to the writing group.

After Marshal Ye and Deng conferred, the two vice chairmen of the CMC
agreed to share responsibility for military affairs. Deng resumed working on
the issues he had addressed in 1975: promoting downsizing, bringing in
better-trained recruits, improving training and discipline, and upgrading
military science and technology so that the military would be prepared for
modern warfare. In his addresses to military groups, these remained central
themes, but he also addressed broad political issues: “seek the true path from
facts.”* But he spent far less time on military affairs than on science, technol-
ogy, and education.

Nor did Deng spend much time on foreign affairs. He agreed to take part
in important policy decisions but said he did not want to be responsible for
the day-to-day direction of foreign affairs; it was, he said, too tiring. Deng
added that he really wanted to work on science, technology, and education,
which he considered the most critical areas for modernization.

Deng estimated that China’s science and technology lagged two decades
behind that of the rest of the world; for example, he mentioned that China
at that time had about 200,000 people working in science and technology,
whereas the United States had 1.2 million. To catch up, Deng said, China
would need to acknowledge that it was far behind and begin to develop its
own talent. Resuming the policies he supported in 1975, Deng said China
must use examinations to select the brightest elementary and secondary
school students and give them the best training in the best universities and
training schools.”

By offering to take responsibility for science and technology, Deng was
also making it clear that in the near future he would not challenge Hua in his
core political areas. But to develop science, Deng did not hesitate to touch on
political questions that remained sensitive. In contrast to Maoists who in-
sisted that politics must come before expertise, Deng dared to declare that
scientists with little interest in politics could still be useful, and that the mili-
tary also needed to educate talented people.*®

Deng’s Return

On July 17, the Third Plenum of the 10th Party Congress passed “The Deci-
sion Concerning the Return of Comrade Deng Xiaoping to Work.” Formally,
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the decision required the final approval of the party congress that followed
one month later, but at the plenum, Deng was officially returned to all the
positions he had held before April 5, 1976: member of the Central Commit-
tee, member of the Standing Committee of the Politburo, vice chairman of
the party, vice chairman of the CMC, vice premier, and chief-of-staff of the
PLA. Of the five members on the Standing Committee, Deng ranked third,
behind Hua Guofeng and Marshal Ye but ahead of Li Xiannian and Wang
Dongxing.”

In what was in effect his acceptance speech, on July 21 Deng declared, “As
for my return to work, one can take one of two approaches. One is to be an
official, one is to accomplish something.” No one was surprised at Deng’s
choice: he wanted to accomplish something. Yet given Mao’s lingering aura
in the months after his death, Deng still had to be cautious in charting his
course. Deng first repeated the mantra: “Marxism-Leninism and Mao Ze-
dong Thought constitute the guiding ideology of the party.” Only then did
he go on to address what he wanted to accomplish: first, improvement in the
treatment of intellectuals, and second, party building. He repeated his argu-
ment for flexibility in drawing lessons from Mao. Some, he said, had dis-
torted Mao’s ideas by taking certain statements made in one context and
claiming that they applied to other situations. But Mao had different solu-
tions at different times, and one must have a correct and comprehensive un-
derstanding of Mao to apply his prescriptions correctly in each circumstance.
Deng also argued that the Chinese leadership should promote inner-party
democracy.” Four years later, after Deng had consolidated his power, critics
would say that Deng was no longer as enthusiastic about inner-party democ-
racy and had centralized power in his own hands.

On July 23, two days after Deng’s speech, the Peoples Daily, Red Flag, and
the PLA newspaper Jiefangjun bao announced his new assignments in an edi-
torial that stated, “This meeting’s decision to return Deng to his positions
inside and outside the party embodies the hopes of the broad masses of party
members and the public.”” The outpouring of emotion at Tiananmen Square
on April 5, 1976, and the discussions at the Central Party Work Conference
confirmed that this was no exaggeration. The first time Deng appeared in
public after returning to work was on July 30, at a soccer match between
mainland China and Hong Kong. As the loudspeaker announced his en-
trance into the Worker’s Stadium, Deng received an extraordinarily lengthy
standing ovation.” The public clearly felt secure under his steady hand and,
based on his achievements in 1975, hopeful.
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The participants at the 11th Party Congress, held August 12-18, 1977,
welcomed Deng back, but some Maoists were uneasy with his return, and
there was not yet a clear consensus on how to view Mao’s legacy or on what
concrete policies to pursue. Party leaders, trying to paper over differences and
convey unity, resorted to slogans that affirmed the legacy of Mao and spoke
in general terms about the goal of modernization. The Cultural Revolution
was declared over, but its value was affirmed; the revolution led by the pro-
letariat would continue to criticize rightism even as China sought new tech-
nology from abroad. In small group meetings, some members expressed dis-
satisfaction with Hua’s leadership, as reflected in his four-hour-long speech
that used platitudes to gloss over differences. To be sure, these criticisms were
excluded from the written record of the congress.*!

Deng accommodated to the political atmosphere by repeating platitudes
that would reassure those who still clung to Mao. In his brief closing address
on August 18, Deng said that the congress “ushers in a new period in the de-
velopment of our socialist revolution and socialist construction. We must re-
vive and carry forward the mass line.” But he also tried to create some room
for flexibility. He added, “We must revive and carry forward the practice of
seeking the true path from facts, the fine tradition and style which Chairman
Mao fostered.” By including Mao’s “true path,” Deng confirmed his loyalty
to Mao, but his emphasis on “seeking the true path from facts” gave him
room to adapt policy to the needs of the current situation and to argue that
concrete messages from Mao did not automatically apply to all situations.

Deng also provided reassurance that he would work under the leadership
of Chairman Hua. Using a military analogy, Deng said he would look after
the “rear services,” and his listeners understood that this meant he would be
assisting the commander, Hua Guofeng. In particular, he would take charge
of science and education “to help Chairman Hua Guofeng and Ye Jianying.”*
Deng would not threaten the leadership of Hua Guofeng; at least for the mo-
ment.

Deng Micromanages Science, Technology, and Education

A few weeks after the party congress, Deng, in an address to Ministry of Edu-
cation officials, said, “Although I realized it would be a tough job to be in
charge of scientific and educational work, I volunteered for the post. China’s
four modernizations will get nowhere . . . if we don’t make a success of such
work.”* Deng was ready to continue the work he had begun in 1975, with
the help of Hu Yaobang, to win back the goodwill of scientists. In 1977, to a
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visiting Chinese-American scientist, Deng remarked that if he were not soon
“called to meet Marx” (in the afterlife) he intended to work on science and
education for ten years. He said that he hoped to see a few results within five
years, more within ten years, and major transformations within fifteen years.”

Deng realized that China badly needed to raise the average literacy rate as
well as the public’s knowledge of science and technology, but he focused
his attention at the high end: on basic research to achieve scientific break-
throughs that would drive the other three modernizations in industry, agri-
culture, and national defense. In his view, “China must catch up with the
most advanced countries in the world.”*

Deng met again and again with the Chinese-American Nobel prize win-
ners Lee Tsung-Dao, Yang Zhenning, and Samuel Ting. The central question
was always the same: What can China do to raise its level of science? Deng
had an almost magical faith in the role that science would play in China’s re-
newal, and he approved projects accordingly. When asked why he wanted
China to spend so much money on a nuclear accelerator so early in its mod-
ernization effort, he replied that China must look ahead to develop Chinese
science.

In 1957 Deng had been Mao’s right-hand man in implementing the attack
on intellectuals, but he did not instinctively dislike them as Mao did. Mao,
who denigrated them as “bourgeois intellectuals,” time and again found ways
to humiliate them and to send them to be educated by performing physical
labor. Deng never had an opportunity to study at a university, but he had
once been on track to receive a higher education and made his best effort to
enter a French university. His wife had studied physics at China’s premier
university, Peking University, and three of his five children had also studied
physics at Peking University, and one studied medicine and the other art be-
cause she was considered too sickly for the demanding program in science.
Moreover, Deng had come to see that the attacks on intellectuals had devas-
tated Chinese science and technology, which would be essential for Chinas
modernization. After he returned to work in 1973, Deng never again at-
tacked intellectuals as he did in 1957. Other leaders sometimes talked of
“bourgeois intellectuals,” but not Deng. Science, Deng said, had no class
character: it could be used by all classes and by all countries despite their dif-
ferent political and economic systems.

Deng soon laid out his agenda for upgrading China’s scientific level:

We should select several thousand of our most qualified personnel
within the scientific and technological establishment and create condi-
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tions that will allow them to devote their undivided attention to re-
search. Those who have financial difficulties should be given allowances
and subsidies. Some now have their children and aged parents living
with them, earn well under 100 yuan a month, and must spend a lot of
time doing housework. They can’t even find a quiet place to read in the
evening. How can this state of affairs be allowed to continue? The polit-
ical requirements set for these people must be appropriate; they should
love the motherland, love socialism, and accept the leadership of the
party. . . . We must create within the party an atmosphere of respect for
knowledge and respect for trained personnel. The erroneous attitude of
not respecting intellectuals must be opposed. All work, be it mental or
manual, is labor.”

Deng thought it was a terrible waste to send young intellectuals off to do
physical labor when they should be advancing Chinese science. Although he
did not use the term, in fact he believed in a meritocratic elite. He sought to
attract the best and the brightest and to provide the conditions that would
allow them to achieve the most for China.

Deng encountered massive resistance in his efforts to promote an educa-
tional and scientific elite. When he complained about the treatment of intel-
lectuals, Deng was shrewd enough not to talk about the role of Chairman
Mao, who in fact was ultimately responsible for those policies; instead he fo-
cused on the Gang of Four. Deng said China must avoid the Gang of Four’s
destructive habits of being a “hat company,” that is, one that puts “hats” (po-
litical labels) on intellectuals, and a “stick company,” that is, one that uses
sticks to beat intellectuals.*®

Before Deng returned, many conservatives still argued that the educational
policies in Communist China’s first seventeen years (1949 to 1966) should
be criticized as “bourgeois.” On the eve of Dengs return to work, at the June
1977 Ministry of Education’s All-China Higher Education Admission Work
Forum (Quanguo gaodeng xuexiao zhaosheng gongzuotanhui) in Taiyuan,
Shanxi, participants had engaged in lively debates over whether to base fu-
ture policy on Cultural Revolution policies or on earlier ones—and ended
the discussion by choosing the Cultural Revolution policies as their guide.
Deng clearly had plenty of work to do.

As Deng aged, he began to reduce his work schedule, but in 1977, when
he returned to work at age seventy-two, Deng was energized and threw him-
self into his work. Deng ordinarily dealt with broad issues, and he was a mi-
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cromanager only when he considered an issue to be of the highest priority. In
1977-1978 he considered science and education to be that important. When
he initially addressed the task, he said, “Over the next eight to ten years, we
should bend all our efforts to educational work. For my part, I intend to pay
close attention to it, keeping an eye on the leading comrades in the educa-
tional departments.”®

Deng made the rounds of party leaders in various regions, attacking the
radicals’ views of intellectuals and making concrete suggestions for how to
cultivate a new appreciation of their potential to help China move forward.
For several days beginning on July 27, within a week after the end of the ple-
num that officially gave him responsibility to work in the area of science,
Deng held a series of talks with the president of the Chinese Academy of Sci-
ences, Fang Yi, the vice president of the academy, Li Chang, and Minister of
Education Liu Xiyao in which he laid out his agenda to speed up Chinas
modernization in the sciences. Deng said plans thus far were insufficient.
They should draw up a list of China’s most knowledgeable scientists in vari-
ous specialties and make sure that they were given adequate facilities and liv-
ing conditions so they could concentrate on their work. The 1964 and 1965
graduates who still did not have appropriate work should receive better as-
signments.”' In addition, Deng continued, Chinese scholars who go abroad
to study should be given incentives to return, and if they decline to return,
they should still be considered patriots and invited to come back and give
lectures. Scholars should collect textbooks from abroad to update their teach-
ing materials, which must be concise and to the point. And the Ministry of
Education should make a list of the schools with the highest standards and
ensure that students with the highest entrance exam scores attend them.
Deng also said that defense scientific work must be part of the overall plan-
ning for science, and officials should not be afraid if there were some duplica-
tion with other science work.”

Commander Deng, the micromanager, had taken charge, and as he ex-
plained to the officials who would carry out his orders in these areas, “We
don’t want to fire empty shells.” Despite Deng’s energetic presentations, op-
position remained strong enough that at the Forum on Science and Educa-
tion Work, at which some thirty famous scientists and educators met from
August 3 to 8, 1977, Deng felt it necessary to attack again the prevailing as-
sessment that education was a “bourgeois” failure. No longer would practical
technicians be extolled at the expense of theorists. As Deng envisioned it,
some scientists could be selected from productive units, but most of the pio-



204

DENG’S TORTUOUS ROAD TO THE TOP, 1969—1977

neers on the cutting edge of science and technology would have to come
from the universities. In order to produce good scientists, elementary schools
should build a strong basis in math and foreign languages. Universities,
meanwhile, should reduce the number of factories they operate and increase
their laboratories.>*

Deng believed that some of China’s most capable young people should
go abroad for advanced study, and he made efforts to establish programs
for Chinese to study abroad. He expressed confidence that China—which
had invented the compass, the printing press, and explosives—had plenty of
smart people. But China had fallen far behind and must now learn from the
West. To learn from abroad, China could buy written materials from other
countries (for Chinese textbook development), send scholars to study over-
seas, and invite foreign scientists to visit China.

By September, after two months of pushing the Ministry of Education of-
ficials to take action, Deng was still frustrated. Mao had once commented
that in the military the troops were afraid of Deng. Now Commander Deng
aimed his big guns at the Ministry of Education: “The Ministry of Education
should take the initiative. So far you have not done so. . . . You are overcau-
tious and afraid of making further ‘mistakes’ if you follow my advice. . . . We
need to have specific policies and measures. . . . You should work freely and
boldly and think independently instead of always looking over your shoul-
der. . . . Those comrades who are in favor of the policies of the party center
should get on with the job, and those who aren’t should switch to other lines
of work.” Deng added that the ministry needed some twenty to forty people
“about the age of forty whose duty it is to make the rounds of the schools. . . .
Like commanders going down to the companies, they should sit in on classes
as pupils, familiarize themselves with the real situation, supervise the imple-
mentation of plans and policies, and then report back . . . we can't afford to
be satisfied with idle talk.”*

By advocating policies fervently supported by the scholarly community,
Deng won back some of the goodwill among intellectuals that he had lost in
1957 as a leader of the anti-rightist campaign. This goodwill was important
for Deng’s public image, for many of these same intellectuals drafted docu-
ments and wrote speeches for the Propaganda Department and the media.
Even though they worked within the limits set by the political leaders, they
still had opportunities to subtly shape the documents and speeches that ap-
peared in print and on radio and television. It did not hurt for Deng to have
their support.
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Return of the University Entrance Exam

A crucial issue for Deng and for everyone else in China regarding the quality
of education was the revival of the university entrance examinations. Long
before Deng returned to work, he believed that students should be selected
for the better educational institutions not on the basis of “proper class back-
ground” and “proper political thinking” (Mao’s criteria), but on the basis of
academic merit, as determined by competitive entrance examinations. Dur-
ing the 1950s, children had been tested in school, but the results were played
down since officials did not want to embarrass the children of peasants and
workers who had scored poorly in comparison to the children of landlords
and the bourgeoisie, who had benefited from better educational opportuni-
ties before 1949.

As some universities began to reopen in the early 1970s on a small scale,
they accepted young people from the “proper classes™ —workers, peasants,
and soldiers—based not on exam scores but on recommendations from mem-
bers of their work units. It was too blatant, of course, to recommend one’s
one own children, but one official could write a recommendation for anoth-
er’s child and then the favor could be returned. Even students from “good
class backgrounds” who did well on the examinations were upset when others
with better connections and lesser ability were admitted in their stead. The
system of recommendations had become thoroughly corrupt.

Deng, arguing that class background was no longer an issue since the bour-
geois and landlord classes no longer existed, felt strongly that the sooner en-
trance examinations were reintroduced at every level from elementary school
through higher education, the sooner China’s leadership could start improv-
ing education. Deng especially wanted to restore the “unified entrance ex-
aminations for institutions of higher learning” that had been terminated dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution. But by the opening session of the Forum on
Science and Education on August 3, 1977, plans were already under way for
universities to reopen that fall and to enroll students based on recommenda-
tions. Would it be possible to introduce entrance examinations in just a few
weeks, before the fall semester began? When the issue came up at the forum,
Deng turned to Minister of Education Liu Xiyao and asked him if he thought
it were possible. From the moment Minister Liu responded yes, Deng was
prepared to move heaven and earth to hold the university entrance examina-
tions in 1977. Indeed, before the forum ended, Deng announced, “We will
end the system of recommendations, and will accept applications directly
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from high school. This is a good way to begin producing people of talent
more quickly and to achieve results faster.”” Accomplishing such a huge
turnaround in such a brief time frame would not be easy. Deciding which
subjects would be tested, selecting faculty to prepare the content of the tests,
announcing the examination plans, holding the examinations for millions,
organizing and completing the grading, and determining which universities
would be reopened and how many students they would take was a staggering
task. Inevitably, universities opened some months later than expected, and
not everything went smoothly, but they did reopen.

The Higher Education Enrollment Commission had never convened twice
in the same year—until 1977. On August 13, within a week after Deng is-
sued his decision, the Second All-China Higher Education Enrollment Work
Conference was convened to plan for the fall enrollments. At this work con-
ference, Deng explained further one of his policy changes: “In the past . . . I
too stressed the advantages of having secondary school students do physical
labor for two years after graduation. Facts have shown, however, that after a
couple of years of labor, the students have forgotten half of what they learned
at school. This is a waste of time.”® He directed that 20 to 30 percent of
those accepted to university that year would be admitted directly from high
school, and that in the future most students would be admitted that way.
Respect for labor could be taught to students without interrupting their edu-
cation. Deng also gave his official order for unified entrance exams to be held
in 1977, which some officials complained would be difficult or even impos-
sible to accomplish so soon. Impatient, Deng countered that the policy was
set. The examinations would be held in 1977. There would be no changes.*
A summary document was prepared on the basis of the conference, discussed
and approved by the Politburo on October 5, ratified by the State Council on
October 12, and published in the Peoples Daily on October 21, with direc-
tions to students on how to sign up for the exam.*

Some 5,780,000 people who had reached college age within the last de-
cade, many of whom were still working in the countryside, took the test that
fall, but there were then only 273,000 slots at the universities. In 1977 and
1978, then, only some 5.8 percent of those who took the examinations could
actually be enrolled.®" For the first time since the Communists ruled China,
class background was not a factor in selecting those to be admitted to univer-
sity. Enrollment was entirely based on merit as measured by examination

scores.
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It was a strain for the universities to prepare for the students, even by the
end of the year when they finally opened. Worker propaganda teams still
quartered at the universities had to be moved out. University facilities in dis-
repair had to be patched up. Teachers, who for years had not been allowed to
devote themselves to professional activities, had to put together their curri-
cula and prepare teaching materials for their courses. The first students on
the scene complained that at the hastily revamped universities, both the liv-
ing conditions and academic experience left something to be desired. They
were, as some students themselves phrased it, “students of the 1980s using
texts of the 1970s, taught by faculty from the 1960s.”

The system Deng introduced in 1977 has continued ever since, creating a
cascade of positive results for China. As in Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and
Singapore, Chinese university entrance examinations raised the quality of
both university applicants and recruits entering the workforce.®” In particu-
lar, after entrance examinations were introduced at all levels, ambitious par-
ents began preparing their one child (since urban families were allowed to
have only one child) in math, science, and foreign languages so they could be
admitted to a top elementary school, a top secondary school, and a top uni-
versity. Primary and secondary schools, too, began preparing their students to
take examinations as they moved up the educational ladder, and universities
began preparing some of their ablest students to go on to higher education in
the West.

Those who were left behind—the lost generations of youth sent to the
countryside during the Cultural Revolution who did not pass the examina-
tions, and those who scored only high enough to attend ordinary schools
rather than the select top schools—were not necessarily happy with the new
system. But many of those who passed the examinations, as well as those who
care about quality of education—including parents, faculty, and employers—
remain enormously grateful to Deng Xiaoping for hastening the return of
entrance examinations and for his decisive support of quality education.

Promoting Science

Soon after he returned to work in 1977, Deng said, “I have a persistent feel-
ing that at present things are not going well in science and education.”®
Despite Hu Yaobang’s yeoman efforts in 1975, many intellectuals had not

been allowed to return to useful work, and conflicts between scientists criti-
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cized for their bourgeois lifestyles and their young rebel accusers remained
intense. For the scientists, as for university faculty, living conditions remained
terrible.

Scientific researchers were almost exclusively doing their work at research
institutes, and worker propaganda teams and troops that had been sent to the
universities during the Cultural Revolution to support the left and to criticize
“bourgeois intellectuals” still occupied the campuses and gave directions to
scientists. Deng found the situation untenable. He stated that “the problems
with the worker propaganda teams must be settled. They and the troops sent
in to support the left should all be withdrawn. There will be no excep-
tions.”*

Deng also responded to the continuing complaints of scientists that their
professional work should be directed by someone familiar with the content.
He directed that scientific institutes be reorganized with three top leaders at
each institute. The party leader would manage overall policy, but the basic
work of the institute would be under the direction of a leader trained in sci-
ence. A third leader would be in charge of “rear services,” with responsibility
for improving the living conditions and for ensuring that the scientists had
adequate supplies to carry on their work. Aware that intellectuals were upset
that they still had to spend so much time engaged in physical labor and polit-
ical education, Deng established a new rule that at least five-sixths of the sci-
entists’ work week was to be spent on basic research.

Because the State Science and Technology Commission had been abol-
ished more than a decade earlier, in 1977 there was still no overall adminis-
trative structure to oversee science. Which fields were to receive priority?
How would people be trained to meet the needs of various fields? In 1975
Deng had relied on a small group within the Chinese Academy of Sciences to
draft documents for the development of science. But now, in 1977, Deng
directed that the State Science and Technology Commission be reestablished
to coordinate developments in science and to draw up a seven-year science
plan to replace the portions of the Sixth Five-Year Plan (1980-1985) devoted
to science. The documents that Deng had directed to be drawn up in 1975—
and had been dubbed by radicals as “three poisonous weeds’—were dusted
off, and the work completed in 1975 provided a basis for the new plans.

Deng may have started with 1975 plans, but his dreams for China had
grown in the intervening years. Deng believed that China’s increased contact
with the outside world, compared to that in 1975, meant that planners could
and should set higher goals for the development of science. To guide his am-
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bitious new strategy, Deng continued to make good use of advice from out-
standing Chinese-American scientists and to work closely with Fang Yi, the
Politburo member with overall responsibility for science. Fang Yi and the Sci-
ence and Technology Commission were put in charge of guiding the devel-
opment of science in industry, in the military, and in other sectors, but they
focused primarily on basic research conducted within universities and inde-
pendent scientific institutes, particularly the Chinese Academy of Sciences
and the newly established Chinese Academy of Social Sciences.”

Although Deng was more focused on the natural sciences than the social
sciences, he believed that the social sciences, including economics, philoso-
phy, Marxist theory, and knowledge of different societies, were also necessary
to guide modernization. In May 1977 Hua had approved the plan, developed
under Deng’s direction in 1975, to establish an independent Chinese Acad-
emy of Social Sciences (CASS). By the time it came into being in the fall of
1977 with some two thousand members, Deng had returned and he arranged
that its first head be Hu Qiaomu who had outlined the plans for its develop-
ment in 1975. CASS acquired the status of an independent ministry directly
under the State Council.* Its independence from the Ministry of Education
enabled it to be relatively free of pressures to impart propaganda and allowed
scholars to concentrate on research rather than the more routine task of pass-
ing on the current state of knowledge.

Tentative plans for the new seven-year plan for scientific development, to
include some 108 major projects, were presented to a large conference held
from March 18-31, 1978. In his opening address, Deng said that science and
technology were a “force of production”—the same comment that had got
him into trouble with Mao in late 1975 for regarding science as important as
the class struggle. He continued by drawing on what he had learned from the
Chinese-American scientists. He announced that the world was experiencing
nothing short of a revolution in science and technology, with entirely new
fields opening up: polymers, nuclear energy, electronic computers, semicon-
ductors, astronautics, and lasers. In a move typical for Deng, he then reas-
sured and reminded his Marxist-leaning audience that labor power has always
included knowledge of science and technology, and that scientific develop-
ments were universal and could be used by all of mankind. Deng acknowl-
edged that some scientists would be needed for applied fields like engineer-
ing, which would foster advances in such areas as industrial automation. But
Deng’s focus was on science, and he again stressed the need to learn from ad-
vanced science abroad.
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Deng’s speech reflects the juggling act that Deng needed to perform, fight-
ing political battles while working with specialists to develop concrete plans
for development of the field. Even as he supervised the selection of projects
and the plans for specific institutes, he had to continue to struggle against the
perceptions of the old Maoist leadership; he argued that science was impor-
tant enough to be considered a force of production, that mental labor would
be regarded as labor, and that scientists would be allowed to devote them-
selves to their professional work without distractions from political activities.
Although he did not use the words, his answer to the old debate about which
is more important, red or expert, was definitely “expert.” He was ready to
fight the political battles to allow the experts to pursue what was most impor-
tant to realize the four modernizations.

After resuming his position as vice chairman of the CMC in July 1977, of-
ficially Deng ranked under Chairman Hua Guofeng, but as chief of the Gen-
eral Staff he exercised responsibility for guiding military planning.®® More-
over, with his long years of military leadership, he sought to maintain personal
control over the military and not let it slip into Hua’s hands. Like Mao, Deng
expected strict obedience from his military leaders and he was prepared to be
strict in enforcing compliance; the troops had no difficulty understanding
that Deng had more power over the military than Hua.

“Practice” Challenges the “Two Whatevers”

When the Central Party School reopened in 1977, it quickly became a center
for progressive party scholars and students. Scholars conducting research on
party theory and history began work in March 1977, and the school opened
to its first group of students in October. In the first class there were 807 stu-
dents, including approximately a hundred middle-aged and older officials
who had been selected by their ministries or provinces as especially promising
and so were sent to study in an “advanced group” for six months.*

There was a special excitement among the first few groups of students,
who expected to land important positions upon graduation. Most of the one
hundred students in the advanced group had suffered during the Cultural
Revolution and wanted both to analyze what had gone wrong during the
previous two decades and to discuss their visions for China’s future. To be
sure, there were limits to what they could criticize and what they could pro-
pose. But within the limits, the students were open to a wide range of new
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ideas, and their enthusiasm was shared by faculty and researchers, who also
were eager to help define the theoretical and policy directions for the new
era.”’

The desire to explore new ideas was thoroughly supported by Hu Yaobang.
Although Hua Guofeng was officially president of the Central Party School
and Wang Dongxing was officially first vice president, Hu Yaobang, a vice
president, came to the school more often than they and took a lively interest
in the students, the staff, and their ideas. He encouraged fresh thinking, and
the staff and students responded warmly to his encouragement. The Central
Party School soon became a center for creative new thinking within the party,
a place where senior officials could occasionally break away from their daily
work to explore new ideas with the staff and students.

On July 15, even before the first group of students had arrived at the Cen-
tral Party School, Hu Yaobangs staff began a series of papers called 7heoreti-
cal Trends (Lilun dongtai). Intended to be read by a small group of high offi-
cials, the series explored new ideas and interpretations in a format that gave
it more freedom than other party publications: a brief, numbered paper on
a given topic would be released every few days. The papers were not circu-
lated outside the inner circle, but they attracted great interest because they
expressed the cutting edge of new thinking acceptable to the party.

On May 10, 1978, paper 60, “Practice Is the Sole Criterion for Judging
Truth,” appeared in Theoretical Trends.” The article had been in gestation for
several months and was based on drafts written by Hu Fuming, a young phi-
losophy faculty member at Nanjing University; Sun Changjiang, of the Cen-
tral Party School’s Theory Research Office; and Yang Xiguang, a student at
the Central Party School in the fall of 1977.7 In early 1978 Yang Xiguang
became the editor of Guangming Daily and, always alert to ideas that would
be new to his readers, on May 11, reprinted “Practice Is the Sole Criterion for
Judging Truth,” with the protective byline “specially invited commentators.”
On May 12, Peoples Daily and the PLA newspaper Jiefangjun bao reprinted
it, and it was quickly picked up and reprinted in many regional papers as
well.

The article argued that the only way to evaluate truth was by the broad
social experience of the people. Marxism is not an unchanging body of think-
ing; instead Marxism must continually be reinterpreted as a result of experi-
ence. The basic principle of Marxism encompasses the combination of theory
and practice. Under certain circumstances errors will be made in perceptions
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of the truth, but if experience reveals errors, changes should be made: in this
way new experiences and practices will bring about new theories. If the exist-
ing formulas of Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought are limited or
cause disasters, they should be changed.”

After the article appeared, it immediately aroused great interest. Some
readers were full of praise, but Wang Dongxing, the Politburo Standing Com-
mittee member responsible for overseeing propaganda work, and Wu Lengxi,
former editor of the Peoples Daily, were furious. Wang Dongxing had ex-
ploded just a week earlier when an article entitled “Pay According to the
Work Performed” (anlao fenpei) had appeared, demanding to know which
Central Committee had authorized that article (only later did he find out
that Deng Xiaoping and his staff had supported it).

Hu Yaobang and other liberal officials had taken advantage of an arrange-
ment whereby papers from Theoretical Trends by “specially invited commen-
tators” could be printed in newspapers without the usual surveillance by
Wang Dongxing and his staff.” Otherwise, Wang Dongxing and his conser-
vative staff would have weeded out such an article before it was published in
newspapers. Wang Dongxing and Wu Lengxi accurately perceived that the
article encouraged questioning the orthodoxy of Mao Zedong that they be-
lieved in. If class struggle and continuing revolution caused disasters, it fol-
lowed that they should be abandoned. Wang Dongxing and Wu Lengxi also
correctly perceived that the article, by criticizing “ossified dogmatism” and
“godlike worship,” was an attack on the “two whatevers” and implicitly on
those responsible for it, Hua Guofeng and Wang Dongxing. Wang Dongxing
argued that without a common creed, the party would not be able to main-
tain unity, and he phoned Hu Yaobang personally, complaining that he per-
mitted the publication of such an article.”

Deng Xiaoping later told Hu Yaobang that when the article “Practice Is
the Sole Criterion for Judging Truth” first came out, he did not notice it, but
when the controversy became heated, he looked it up and read it. The article,
he said, was a good one and it accorded with Marxism-Leninism. He praised
the theoretical group that Hu Yaobang had assembled to work on Theoretical
Trends and said it should continue its work. Deng reassured Hu, who sought
to keep good relations with Hua Guofeng and other leaders, by saying that
some struggle over the issue was unavoidable because of the other leaders’
support for the “ewo whatevers.” Deng’s support gave Hu Yaobang great en-
couragement at a critical time in the course of the debate. Without it, Hu
and many others might have lost heart and yielded.”
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The two articles, “Practice” (of May 1978) and the “ewo whatevers” (of
February 1977), became two magnetic poles, attracting those with two dif-
ferent perspectives. The controversy between the two exposed and sharpened
the divide between those who supported Hua Guofeng and feared the conse-
quences of loosening the traditional orthodoxy and those who supported
Deng in pushing away from what they saw as stultifying dogma. The argu-
ment was phrased in ideological terms, but the passion of the two sides
stemmed from the underlying politics. In Chinese Communist circles, it is
taboo to criticize a leader openly and directly. But beneficiaries of the Cul-
tural Revolution generally supported Hua Guofeng, and targets of the Cul-
tural Revolution generally supported Deng Xiaoping.

The article “Practice Is the Sole Criterion for Judging Truth” became a ve-
hicle to rally the growing number of officials who believed that Hua Guofeng
was not up to the task of leading China, but who dared not say so publicly. It
also helped to draw military leaders to the side of Deng Xiaoping, including
the secretary general of the CMC, Luo Ruiqing, one of the earliest targets of
the Cultural Revolution and an unusually strong and able leader who had
worked with Deng for many years.”” In the following months, as the debate
heated up over the two articles, it increasingly became a political struggle be-
tween those who praised “Practice Is the Sole Criterion” and believed that
Deng would be the best top leader, and those who upheld the “ewo what-
evers” and supported Hua Guofeng. A showdown seemed inevitable.
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Three Turning Points
1978

In Japan, the historical turning point that set the nation on the road to mod-
ernization was the Iwakura Mission. From December 1871 to September
1873, fifty-one Meiji government leaders traveled by ship and rail to fifteen
different countries. The mission was composed of officials from all major
sectors—industry, agriculture, mining, finance, culture, education, the mili-
tary, and the police—and was led by Iwakura Tomomi, a court noble who
had become one of the top leaders of the Meiji government. When the group
left home, Japan was essentially a closed country; the Japanese knew little
about the outside world. But as the members of the mission visited other
countries’ factories, mines, museums, parks, stock exchanges, railways, farms,
and shipyards, their eyes were opened to ways that Japan could remake itself,
not only with new technologies, but also with new organizational strategies
and ways of thinking. The trip created a shared awareness among the mission
members of just how far behind Japan was from the advanced countries and a
common perspective about how to introduce change. Rather than becoming
discouraged by what they saw, the officials returned home energized, excited
by future prospects for Japan and eager to send additional teams abroad to
study in more detail.

In China no single group of officials traveled together for such a long pe-
riod as the Iwakura Mission, but from 1977 to 1980 many separate study
tours by senior officials had a similar influence on Chinese thinking. Deng’s
pioneering 1975 five-day visit to France, when he took along high-level offi-
cials in industry, transport, management, and science who made observations
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in their respective fields, set a precedent. Deng returned from the trip a be-
liever in study tours and began encouraging other groups to go abroad. He
complained that other officials did not know how far behind China was and
he was confident a trip would open their eyes. Hua Guofeng, who had led a
delegation to visit Eastern Europe, also returned a supporter of trips abroad
to observe modern countries.

For centuries, individual Chinese had gone to the West and returned with
ideas for China. Wang Tao, for example, a nineteenth-century translator, re-
turned from London and wrote avidly about what China could learn from
the West about modernization.! What was different in the late 1970s was
that key officials in positions of responsibility traveled together and, with the
firm support of Deng and Hua, were later in positions that enabled them to
implement what they had learned on a large scale.

After Deng returned from France and Mao and Jiang Qing had died, ofh-
cials who long suppressed their desires to travel abroad had a new opportu-
nity. Officials who for decades had warned the public about the horrors of
capitalism vied with one another to observe capitalist countries firsthand. Re-
tired senior officials sought overseas trips to capitalist countries as rewards for
their dedicated years of service to communism and their suffering during the
Cultural Revolution. It took some months after Mao’s death and the arrest of
the Gang of Four to make arrangements for foreign travel, but by 1978, when
such preparations had been completed, many high-level officials had their
first opportunities to take part in foreign study tours. In that year, some thir-
teen officials of the rank of vice premier or its equivalent took some twenty
trips abroad, visiting a total of fifty countries.” Hundreds of ministers, gover-
nors, first party secretaries, and their staff took part as well. Like the Japanese
officials on the Iwakura Mission, Chinese officials returned exhilarated by
what they had seen, excited about new steps China could take, and ready to
send additional teams abroad to study in more detail.

In late 1978, Deng, summarizing the effect of the trips, happily reported,
“Recently our comrades had a look abroad. The more we see, the more we
realize how backward we are.” Deng considered this recognition so essential
for building support for reform that on December 2, 1978, he told those
drafting his speech that would launch his reform and opening policy that
“the basic point is: we must acknowledge that we are backward, that many
of our ways of doing things are inappropriate, and that we need to change.”
The study tours reinforced the growing conviction among many high offi-
cials that Deng’s perception was correct: China must embark on a new path.
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The highest-level delegations that China sent abroad in 1978 were four
study tours organized in the spring of that year, one each to Eastern Europe,
Hong Kong, Japan, and Western Europe. From March 9 to April 6, 1978, a
study tour headed by Li Yimang, deputy head of the International Liaison
Department of the Communist Party, with Qiao Shi and Yu Guangyuan
as deputy heads, visited Yugoslavia and Romania.” From their visits to facto-
ries, farms, and science and technology units, the group returned home with
some concrete suggestions about what China might do.® But more impor-
tantly, after the trip, Chinese leaders stopped calling Yugoslavia “revisionist,”
the derogatory term Mao had used to criticize the departure of the socialist
countries from the true path of socialism. Furthermore, the Chinese Com-
munist Party reestablished relations with the Yugoslav Communist Party.”
These changes expanded the range of reforms China could consider; it was
now possible to draw from the experiences of the Eastern European economic
reformers without being accused of committing ideological impurities.

From April to May 1978, officials from the State Planning Commission
and the Ministry of Foreign Trade visited Hong Kong to evaluate its potential
for assisting Chinese developments in finance, industry, and management.
The officials explored the possibility of setting up in Bao’an county, Guang-
dong province, across the border from Hong Kong, an export processing
zone—a place where materials could be brought from abroad to be manufac-
tured by Chinese laborers and then exported without any tariffs or other re-
strictions. Within a few months, the State Council formally approved the es-
tablishment of such an area, which later would become the Shenzhen Special
Economic Zone (SEZ). At the time, Guangdong was suffering from a real
security problem: tens of thousands of young people each year were escaping
to Hong Kong. When told of the problem during a visit to Guangdong in
1977, Deng explained that the solution lay not in tightening border security
with more fencing and more border patrols but in improving the economy of
Guangdong so young people would not feel that they had to flee to Hong
Kong to find jobs.

After the State Planning Commission delegation returned from its visit to
Hong Kong, Beijing formed a Hong Kong and Macao Affairs Office under
the State Council, and in December 1978, Li Qiang, vice minister of foreign
trade, stopped in Hong Kong to strengthen relations between Beijing and the
Hong Kong colonial government. While there, Li urged Governor Murray
MacLehose to take measures so that Hong Kong could play a major role in
the modernization of China; he also invited the governor to visit Beijing.
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Before the State Council visit to Hong Kong, contacts between Hong Kong
and the mainland were highly restricted. The visit paved the way for Hong
Kong to become a major conduit to China for capital and knowledge about
global economic developments.

Chinese leaders were interested in Japan not simply because it was a source
for modern industrial technology, but also because it offered successful strate-
gies for managing the overall modernization process. A delegation headed by
Lin Hujia, deputy head of the Shanghai Revolutionary Committee (in effect
the vice mayor of Shanghai), visited Japan from March 28 to April 22, 1978.
The group included representatives from the State Planning Commission,
the Ministry of Commerce, the Ministry of Foreign Trade, and the Bank of
China. Japan was of special interest because it had dealt successfully with
problems similar to those that China was then facing. At the end of World
War II, the Japanese economy had fallen into a disastrous state. Under strong
central government leadership after the war, however, the Japanese economy
had progressed rapidly and caught up with the West. On the way, Japan had
also moved from a wartime system with tight economic control, centralized
economic planning, rationing, and price controls to a much freer, more dy-
namic civilian economy in which consumer industries were major drivers of
industrial growth.

Upon its return to China, the Lin Hujia delegation reported to the Polit-
buro on Japanese economic progress since World War II: the Japanese had
boldly introduced foreign technologies, made use of foreign capital, and vig-
orously developed education and scientific research. The Lin Hujia mission
reported that the Japanese government and business community were pre-
pared to provide aid and technology for Chinese development. Among other
projects, the delegation recommended to the Politburo that a ten-million-ton
steel plant be built. Although a later deterioration in Sino-Japanese relations
led the Chinese government to play down Japan’s role in China’s resurgence,
this delegation, as well as the Deng visit to Japan the following October,
helped facilitate substantial Japanese contributions of capital, technology,
and industrial management.

Of all the study tours in 1978, the one that had by far the greatest impact
on Chinese development was the study tour led by Gu Mu to Western Eu-
rope from May 2 to June 6. It ranks with the November 1978 Central Party
Work Conference and the December 1978 Third Plenum as one of the three
major turning points in China’s reform and opening,.
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Gu Mu’s Trip and the Modernization Forum, May—September 1978

Gu Mu, second only to Li Xiannian and Yu Qiuli in leading the economy,
led a high-level delegation to Western Europe—France, Switzerland, Ger-
many, Denmark, and Belgium—from May 2 to June 6, 1978. Although the
group was briefed before the trip, the members had very little background
knowledge of the West. What these highly respected officials saw and learned
in Europe, and how they articulated the new possibilities for China at the
state forum that followed the visit, made their observations extraordinarily
influential. Unlike Deng’s five-day trip to France in 1975, which had focused
on foreign relations and had included only brief visits to enterprises, the five-
week Gu Mu tour, which consisted of a team of officials with a broad base
of expertise, delved deeply into possible technologies and ideas that China
might make use of. Gu Mu recalled that on the eve of the trip, when Deng
met with him to give his instructions, he said, “Have broad contacts, make
detailed investigations, and carry on deep research into the issues. . . . Look at
how they manage their economic activities. We ought to study the successful
experiences of capitalist countries and bring them back to China.”

The twenty members of Gu Mu’s delegation had been appointed by Hua
Guofeng.” No fewer than six of those traveling were of ministerial rank, in-
cluding the vice ministers of agriculture and water power and the director of
the State Planning Commission of Guangdong. They had been selected, as
the members of the Iwakura Mission had been, because they were expected
upon their return to lead various sectors of the economy.'

Vice Premier Gu Mu, an experienced and widely respected economic bu-
reaucrat, had been a top leader in economic circles since coming from Shang-
hai to Beijing in 1954 as deputy head of the State Construction Commission.
During the Cultural Revolution, he had risen to become second only to Li
Xiannian in leading the economic work in the yewuzu to provide overall eco-
nomic direction. He had worked not only on economic planning, but also on
science and technology. Though Deng initially had some doubts about Gu
Mu because he had become more important during the Cultural Revolution,
as Deng observed that Gu Mu was an effective pragmatic official who sup-
ported modernization, these doubts were quickly cast aside. Gu Mu managed
to maintain good relations both with senior officials who returned and with
those who had risen during the Cultural Revolution. In fact, Gu Mu was suf-
ficiently respected that following the European study tour he was given the
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leading role in guiding the development of foreign trade and in developing
the SEZs.

When the Gu Mu study mission set out, it was not yet clear when relations
with the United States would be normalized. But China had already normal-
ized relations with all five European countries that the group visited, and the
heads of state of all those countries had sent high-level delegations to China
in the 1970s. As China’s first state-level delegation to most of these Western
European nations, Gu Mu’s group was received at the highest levels. Except
for the Belgian ambassador in Beijing who was ill, all the other ambassadors
in Beijing flew home to accompany the delegation as it toured their respec-
tive countries."

Given that China was just beginning to emerge from a Cold War mindset,
the members of the Gu Mu delegation had been prepared to be treated as
enemies. Despite the informative briefings to prepare them for the trip, the
friendliness and openness of their hosts took them by surprise. At that time
most Chinese factories and many other facilities were clothed in secrecy, and
were not even open to ordinary Chinese, so the Chinese were shocked at the
willingness of the Europeans to open for inspection factories, offices, shops,
and virtually any other facility they asked to see.'

The group visited fifteen cities in five countries. They observed ports and
rode on ships and trains as well as in automobiles. They visited electric power
plants, farms, factories, markets, research institutes, and living areas. The
group divided into subgroups for some visits, in total touring over eighty dif-
ferent locations."” They were briefed as they traveled and collected materials
from places they visited.'* Because they were focused on economic issues,
they met mostly economic specialists, but they also met diplomats, politi-
cians, and military officials. They viewed factories making silicon chips, opti-
cal equipment, and chemicals. They had little time for sightseeing but they
did visit Karl Marx’s birthplace in Trier, paying homage to their Communist
origins while observing Germany’s success with capitalism.” They were im-
pressed with the levels of mechanization and automation and with the overall
productivity of the workers. They were stunned by the use of computers at a
Swiss power plant and at the Charles de Gaulle Airport, where takeoffs and
landings were guided electronically. For the first time, at the Port of Bremen,
the Chinese representatives saw modern containers lifted onto ships. Agricul-
tural productivity was higher than they had ever imagined. They concluded,
as Deng had several years earlier, that China needed to concentrate on learn-
ing about science and technology.'
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The members of the group had expected to see evidence of exploitation of
laborers, so they were stunned by the high standard of living of ordinary
workers. Wang Quanguo, head of the State Planning Commission of Guang-
dong province, summarized their impressions as follows: “In a little over one
month of inspection, our eyes were opened. . . . Everything we saw and heard
startled every one of us. We were enormously stimulated. . . . We thought
capitalist countries were backward and decadent. When we left our country
and took a look, we realized things were completely different.”"” Delegation
members were also taken aback by the willingness of Europeans to lend them
money and to offer them modern technology. At one banquet alone, a group
of Europeans announced they were prepared to lend as much as US$20 bil-
lion.” The group was surprised as well by how the European countries gave
local governments the freedom to handle their own finances, to collect their
own taxes, and to make decisions about their own affairs. The group returned
from abroad believing that Chinese finance was far too centralized, with not
enough leeway given to more locally based party leaders."”

Upon their return to China, the Gu Mu delegation was scheduled to re-
port immediately about the trip to a meeting of the Politburo, chaired by
Hua Guofeng, that began at 3 p.m. Politburo members were so excited that
that they decided to continue the discussions over dinner and did not con-
clude the meeting until 11 p.m.?” Those who heard the Gu Mu reports were
surprised to learn how enormous the gap was between China and the outside
world. Some Chinese leaders suspected reports about the West, but they
knew and respected the members of the Gu Mu delegation, whose credibility
was unquestioned. After all the years of fearing the West, they were even more
surprised that Europeans were such warm and gracious hosts and were so
open and willing to extend loans and technology. Knowing his colleagues’
suspicions of capitalists, Gu Mu explained that the Europeans were eager to
invest because their factories were operating below capacity and they hoped
to sell China their goods and technologies. Gu Mu suggested a number of
possible ways that foreigners could assist China in improving production
—compensation trade, joint production, and foreign investment—and sug-
gested that China should carefully examine all these possibilities. Lest there
be any doubt that Gu Mu might have been exaggerating his accounts, the top
officials most familiar with foreign developments—Marshal Ye, Nie Rong-
zhen, and Li Xiannian—all praised Gu Mu for his objectivity and for the
clarity of his presentation. Very impressed, the Politburo members agreed
that China should move immediately to take advantage of these opportuni-
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ties.”! For if other countries can import capital and materials and carry on the
processing of goods for export, “Why can’t we?”*

Over the next few weeks the delegation organized their materials which
they presented as an official written report to the Politburo on June 30. Deng
Xiaoping, who chose not to spend his time attending Politburo meetings that
he had trouble hearing, met with Gu Mu individually. When they met, Deng
said that China should move as quickly as possible to follow all of Gu Mu’s
suggestions, including borrowing money from abroad.” To begin with, Chi-
nese leaders decided to concentrate on textiles; cloth was in such short supply
in China that all clothing purchases then required the use of ration coupons.
Increasing the supply of cloth would quickly demonstrate to the public the
value of opening to the outside and would gain support for further reform
and opening. Moreover, because there were grain shortages, it would not be
easy to expand rapidly the cotton crop to increase the supply of cloth. In-
stead, then, Gu Mu advocated quickly introducing factories that would pro-
duce synthetic fibers as needed and, like in Japan, Taiwan, South Korea, and
Hong Kong, allow textile and apparel industries to drive the takeoff of light
industry in China.**

China’s new willingness to work with capitalist countries as a result of the
Gu Mu trip required not only rethinking specific industrial plans, but also
revising government rules and bureaucratic procedures to allow foreign firms
to operate in China. Suspicions that Western capitalists would take advan-
tage of China’s ignorance of international practices did not disappear, but
Chinese officials still pushed ahead. They considered new questions touching
on all aspects of the economy: Which firms in China would be allowed to
work with foreigners? How could they best guard against foreigners taking
advantage of them? How would foreign trade be integrated with the Chinese
planning system? How should they decide which localities and which sectors
should receive the incoming loans and technology?

In the more leisurely days of Meiji Japan, the Iwakura Mission had taken
more than a decade to produce its twelve-volume Opinions on Industry to
guide industrial development. By contrast, after the Gu Mu trip, it took just
several weeks for the delegation to complete its reports and for Chinese eco-
nomic leaders to organize appropriate units to discuss the implications of
what they had learned.

As soon as the reports were completed, the State Council convened the Fo-
rum on Principles to Guide the Four Modernizations (Sihua jianshe de wuxu-
hui), which lasted from July 6 to September 9, to consider how to take ad-
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vantage of the new opportunities for borrowing technology and capital from
the West. At the opening session, Gu Mu presented a lengthy report of what
they had learned from the trip and added some personal impressions.”> The
meetings were chaired by Li Xiannian, who was still the highest official in
charge of the economy. Participants were told not to focus on errors of the
past, but to think of what the country should do in the future. Deng Xiao-
ping, who was busy with managing education, science, technology, and for-
eign relations, did not attend, but he followed reports of the sessions and, at
the end, read the draft final reports and made suggestions for revision.

Unlike work conferences in which participants are closeted in a hotel for
several days, the forum was conducted in a series of twenty-three morning
sessions spread over two months. Hua Guofeng, who rarely attended State
Council meetings, regarded these gatherings as so important that he took
part in thirteen of the twenty-three morning sessions.” In the afternoons, the
officials returned to their regular work units to report on the morning dis-
cussions and to prepare their units’ written responses to the issues raised. The
forum allowed some sixty representatives of the key economic ministries
and commissions to present the overall activities and plans of their units.
This way, each unit could get a sense of what all the other units were think-
ing without becoming involved in arguments about the precise allocations
and production targets; such details would be discussed at later planning
meetings.

At the closing session on September 9, Li Xiannian, who had led the econ-
omy when it was virtually closed to the outside, announced the beginning of
a new age of openness for China. In his concluding report to the forum, he
explained that China could no longer remain a closed economy, that it must
import foreign technologies, equipment, capital, and management experi-
ence in order to accelerate its development. Li further stated that if the Chi-
nese took full advantage of the present favorable conditions, China could
achieve a high degree of modernization in the twentieth century. To achieve
this goal, he declared that between 1978 and 1985 China should import
US$18 billion worth of goods and equipment.?

In mid-1978, the forum participants were just beginning to learn about
the global economic system, and China was not yet ready to begin experi-
menting with markets. But in the relatively free atmosphere, the participants
could raise all the big issues about markets, decentralization, prices, foreign
trade, micromanagement, and macromanagement that would be addressed
in greater detail during the ensuing two decades. Of these, two of the most
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pressing were: How could China expand foreign trade and the role of for-
eigners without losing control? And how could China provide incentives to
individuals, local areas, and foreigners but still retain overall control of the
national planning system?

The ten-year vision that was shaped by the discussions at the forum re-
flected the optimism and excitement that had grown out of the Gu Mu trip.
Some assumptions—for instance, that China could pay for imports of new
plants and equipment with petroleum exports—were to prove completely
unrealistic. Excited by the unprecedented new opportunities, ambitious but
inexperienced officials who wanted the country to make up for the two lost
decades conceived visions that would exceed their capacities. Yet although
they were excessively optimistic, officials at the forum did not abandon gov-
ernment controls. Foreigners were not given full, unfettered access to the
Chinese economy. Instead, foreigners’ contacts with the Chinese economy
were mediated through special units of the government involved with foreign
trade, where Chinese officials with linguistic skills and some knowledge of
foreigners guarded China’s interests.

The optimistic forum participants were in no mood to listen to the cham-
pion of the sober cautious officials, Chen Yun. Although Chen Yun had not
been an official since being pushed aside by Mao in 1962, no one knew bet-
ter how the excessive optimism of the Great Leap Forward had devastated the
economy and no one had been bolder in trying to temper the optimism at
that time. Toward the end of the forum, Chen Yun, who had been informed
of some of the forum discussions, told his former underling Li Xiannian that
the forum should be extended for a few more days in order to hear other
points of view.”” Chen said, “It is correct to borrow money from foreign
countries . . . but to borrow so much at once—we cant manage it. Some
comrades only look at the conditions abroad and have not looked at the re-
alities in our country. Our industrial base cannot compare with theirs, our
technical capacity is not up to theirs. They only see that we can borrow
money . . . if we don’t do it in a balanced way, and just rely on loans from
abroad, it will not be reliable.” Forum participants were eager to move
ahead, and Hua did not extend the meeting to consider other views.

Deng did not participate in the forum, but he followed the proceedings
and did nothing to restrain the optimism. When told of the decision to
borrow US$18 billion worth of technology and goods, Deng casually said,
“Why not US$80 billion?” Zbigniew Brzezinski, who had met Deng two
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months before the forum convened, accurately observed Deng’s mood (see
Chapter 11). Deng, he told President Carter, was in a hurry.

Lighting the Spark, September 13-20, 1978

When Mao was planning to ignite the Chinese revolution, he wrote a famous
essay declaring that a single spark can start a prairie fire. Echoing this thought,
Hu Yaobang said that Dengs trip to the Northeast (September 13-19, 1978)
helped light the spark for a fire that would forge dramatic changes in China,
changes reflected at the Central Party Work Conference held later that fall.*!
He might have added that the changes included the elevation of Deng Xiao-
ping as paramount leader. Deng Xiaoping himself later recalled that there
were three occasions when he went to the regions to “light a spark” for reform
and opening. The first occasion was in Guangzhou in November 1977, when
he and Ye Jianying met with PLA officials and civilians to liven up the Guang-
dong economy.” The second was in Sichuan in February 1978, on a stopover
between visits to Burma and Nepal, when he met Zhao Ziyang to discuss the
promotion of rural and urban reforms. (While in Sichuan, Deng mocked
those who said that if a farmer has three ducks he is socialist, but if he has five
ducks he is a capitalist.”® They should liberate their thinking from this rigid
dogma, Deng argued; socialism is not poverty.) The third was on this trip to
the Northeast, on his way back from attending the thirtieth anniversary cele-
brations of the founding of the North Korean Workers Party.

During this last spark-lighting trip, Deng spent several days in China’s
three northeastern provinces (Heilongjiang, Jilin, and Liaoning, called “Man-
churia” by the Japanese) and then Tangshan and Tianjin, where he champi-
oned a bolder departure from Maoism than Hua Guofeng’s “two whatevers.”
By the time Deng visited the Northeast, the struggle between the article
“Practice Is the Sole Criterion for Judging Truth,” which first appeared three
months earlier, and the “ewo whatevers” had begun to heat up. Just a few
weeks earlier, Zhang Pinghua, Hua Guofeng’s Propaganda Department head,
had made the rounds of the Northeast urging officials to support the “two
whatevers.” (Zhang was to become one of the first officials whom Deng re-
placed after he gained more power at the Third Plenum; Hu Yaobang took
his place.) Deng’s Northeast tour, then, was in effect a way of answering argu-
ments made by Zhang Pinghua and stirring up support for a bolder effort to
expand reform and opening. In Beijing, Chairman Hua controlled the pro-
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paganda apparatus, so to avoid causing a direct confrontation, Deng spoke in
Beijing with some caution. Away from Beijing, however, he could address
larger audiences and speak with less reserve. He spoke informally so that he
did not have to go through a bureaucratic process of getting official clearance
for formal speeches. In his presentations, Deng did not attack Hua Guofeng
directly, but he did criticize the “ewo whatevers” and supported “Practice,”
presenting indirectly his case against Hua. Politically savvy Chinese officials
observing Deng concluded that by making the case for “Practice” against the
“two whatevers,” he was gathering support in his competition with Hua for
the preeminent position in the party. It was logical for Deng to begin by
lighting a spark in the Northeast because there he had his base of support-
ers—in particular Ren Zhongyi in Liaoning province, Wang Enmao in Jilin
province, and Li Desheng, commander of the Shenyang Military Region—
who were among the first to declare support for “Practice.”

At a gathering of Jilin provincial party officials, Deng criticized advocates
of the “two whatevers” for not conveying “Mao’s true spirit, which is to seek
the true path from facts.” Deng said Marxism-Leninism did not tell the Chi-
nese revolutionaries to surround the cities from the countryside: Mao had
succeeded militarily because he adapted Marxism-Leninism to China’s par-
ticular conditions at the time. Similarly, Deng argued, when foreigners had
refused to sell their goods to China, conditions were not yet ripe for develop-
ing foreign trade, but conditions had since become favorable for improving
economic relations with foreign countries. The Gang of Four may have de-
nounced improving relations with foreigners as a “national betrayal,” but the
correct way to hold high the banner of Mao Zedong Thought would be to
adapt to such changes and promote foreign trade.**

In Liaoning, Deng said that Chinese leaders, including himself, must ad-
mit that they had let down the wonderful Chinese people who had been very
patient. The politically sophisticated understood, so Deng did not have to
add: “Who was in charge when ‘we’ let down the Chinese people? Who was
not making any changes to correct those errors? How could anyone believe
that everything Mao said was correct?” Instead, Deng said: “Our nation’s sys-
tem . . . is basically taken from the Soviet Union. It is backward, deals with
issues superficially, duplicates structures, and advances bureaucratism. . . . If
we can't grow faster than the capitalist countries then we can’t show the supe-
riority of our system.” It took no huge leap to conclude that Deng believed
Hua was not doing enough to change the structure and to lay a solid founda-
tion for economic growth.
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In the Northeast Deng also wanted to firm up his support in the military.
Li Desheng, the highest military official in the Northeast who was com-
mander of the Shenyang Military Region, had served under Deng in the Sec-
ond Field Army. Deng had ample opportunity to talk with Li, who accompa-
nied Deng as he visited factories, farms, and military units.® At the time,
Deng was concerned about the personal loyalty of another high-level military
official who was stationed in the Northeast at the port of Dalian, Admiral
Su Zhenhua. Su had served under Deng in the Second Field Army, but he
had not proved very loyal; when officials were called upon to attack Deng in
1976 he had been more critical of Deng than Deng judged necessary. In April
1978 when a destroyer accidentally exploded in Zhanjiang harbor causing
many deaths, Deng held Su Zhenhua, as the highest-ranking naval official
in the country and the military representative on the Politburo, responsible.
Shortly after being criticized, Su was notified that Hua Guofeng would stop
in the Northeast on the way back from his trip to North Korea. Aware of the
rivalry between Deng and Hua Guofeng and unhappy about being criticized,
Su Zhenhua offered to hold a naval exercise with some 120 ships as part of
the welcoming ceremony when Hua arrived in Dalian. When Deng heard
that Su was planning to give such a display of support for Hua, he was furi-
ous and used his leverage over the military to have the military exercise can-
celled. During his visit to the Northeast, Deng wanted to make sure that
there were no remnants of military support for Hua Guofeng. To achieve
this, he worked closely with his loyal former underling Li Desheng as they
traveled together.

Deng repeated to his audiences that the criticism of the Gang of Four
should end and the focus should be on doing what was necessary to increase
production. Deng was prepared to start working to increase production and
the audiences had no doubt that he stood ready to take on greater responsi-
bilities as well.

Central Party Work Conference, November 10-December 15, 1978

In official Communist Party histories, the Third Plenum of the 11th Party
Congress, December 18-22, 1978, is acknowledged as the meeting that
launched Dengs policies of “reform and opening.” In fact, the plenum was
merely a formal ratification of what had been resolved in the lively discus-
sions at the Central Party Work Conference held from November 10 to De-
cember 15. Coming two years after Mao’s death and the arrest of the Gang of
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Four, the conference took place at a time when various perspectives could be
discussed afresh with less concern about being improperly disrespectful of
Mao. As the meeting came to an end, Deng praised the conference, which
marked a return to the party’s tradition of democratic discussions, in which
people could speak frankly about what they really believed. He said it was the
best such discussion at a party meeting since 1957 (when the Hundred Flow-
ers campaign had encouraged freer expression).” Some thought it was the
best meeting since the 7th Party Congress of 1945, while others thought it
ranked alongside the Yan'an rectification campaign of 1941-1942.7

The Central Party Work Conference was called by Chairman Hua Guo-
feng, who in his initial presentations gave little indication that he understood
what was in store for him. When he opened the meeting on November 10,
he said that the meeting would focus on agriculture and the national devel-
opment plan for 1979-1980, and would serve as a follow-up to the Forum
on Principles to Guide the Four Modernizations. His plan for the conference
was fully consistent with what Deng had advocated the previous year at the
PLA conference in Guangdong: they should end the criticism of the Gang of
Four and concentrate on the four modernizations. Yet two days after its open-
ing, Hua’s plans for the conference were derailed by broader political discus-
sions.

Neither Hua Guofeng nor Deng Xiaoping had anticipated how completely
and how rapidly the political climate would change. A few weeks earlier Deng
had outlined his speech for the conference and had tasked Hu Qiaomu and
Yu Guangyuan to help to flesh it out.”® But after Deng returned from South-
east Asia on November 14 and heard reports of the changed atmosphere in
Beijing, he asked his speechwriters to draft an entirely different speech for
him.»

Marshal Ye, who quickly realized how much the changed atmosphere had
weakened the support for Hua Guofeng, advised Hua on November 11 to
begin preparing a speech showing that he, too, accepted the changes. The
crucial drama took place between November 11 and November 25. By the
time Deng joined the conference on November 15, its focus had already
shifted from economics to politics, and the political winds were blowing
against Hua and his “two whatevers.” Some senior party leaders would later
remark that just as the Zunyi conference had been the decisive turning point
in Mao’s rise to the chairmanship, so this work conference proved the decisive
event in the rise of Deng.®

The work conference brought together 210 top party officials. Attendees
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included many who held important party, military, and government po-
sitions, including the heads of all major branches of party work, two top
party leaders from each provincial-level unit, and respected senior officials no
longer on the front line. It also included other party members who could
help provide a broad theoretical perspective. In his opening presentation,
Chairman Hua Guofeng announced that they had originally planned to meet
for twenty days, but more time might be needed. In the end, the meeting
lasted for thirty-six days. Attendees closeted themselves in the Jingxi [Capital
West] Hotel, within walking distance of Zhongnanhai, so that discussions
could continue in the evenings and on weekends, in and out of the formal
sessions.*’ The format of the meetings—which included both plenary and
small group sessions—and the closeting of the participants in the Jingxi Hotel
were identical to the setup and procedures used at the Central Party Work
Conference of March 1977, but twenty months later the political climate was
totally different.

The format of the meeting encouraged participation by all those present.
Except for the four plenary sessions, the participants were divided in six re-
gional small groups (North, Northeast, East, Central-South, Southwest, and
Northwest), in which each participant was expected to express his views.
Each day a written summary report of the small group meetings was passed
on to all participants; when a group wanted to express its views for the report,
members voted with a show of hands.*> Although Deng, like other Politburo
Standing Committee members, did not take part in the small group meet-
ings, he followed the daily reports very closely.*

By the beginning of the conference, Hua realized that many participants
were dissatisfied with the “two whatevers,” with the harsh criticism of those
who had taken part in the April 5 demonstrations, and by his unwillingness
to reverse the verdicts on more senior officials who had been criticized during
the Cultural Revolution.* The April 5 demonstrations were a particularly
touchy issue, and Hua had still not gone far enough to satisfy many of the
participants. As early as March 1977 at the earlier Central Party Work Con-
ference, Hua had acknowledged that most of those who had gone to Tianan-
men Square on April 5 had done so to praise Zhou Enlai, but even so,
the demonstration was still labeled a “counter-revolutionary incident.” Most
conference participants in November 1978 found these injustices upsetting.”
Hua repeated that Deng had not been involved in the April 5, 1976 incident,
but many senior officials believed that Deng had been improperly removed
and replaced by Hua as a result of those events. The evaluation of the inci-



232

CREATING THE DENG ERA, 1978—1980

dent to some extent was an evaluation of Deng, and many were insisting that
there be a new evaluation of the incident in which it would be labeled a “rev-
olutionary movement.”*

By focusing in his initial speeches on the four modernizations, Hua hoped
to sidestep the political differences and talk about economic issues, for which
there was a high level of consensus. Hua’s opening speech was carefully crafted
to go a considerable distance toward accommodating his critics. While not
saying explicitly that he was abandoning the “two whatevers,” he did not
even mention the “two whatevers.” Instead, after outlining the agenda for the
conference, Hua made clear he was ready to accept foreign loans, foreign
technology, and foreign goods as part of an economic plan, none of which
Mao had authorized. He did not directly say he was rejecting political cam-
paigns, but he said that he had carefully considered whether to initiate a cam-
paign to mobilize people from the top to the bottom of society; he said he
had concluded that this would take time and energy that would be better
spent working on the pressing issues that the country faced. In addition, Hua
told the conference that he had directed that people should not be paraded
through the streets in mass criticism sessions.”” Even many of the attendees
who sought more reform and a more rapid return of the senior officials ac-
knowledged that Hua, although not directly criticizing the Cultural Revolu-
tion and the class struggle, was making a serious effort to end some of its
worst excesses. Deng Xiaoping would have found it difficult to disagree with
the main thrust of Hua’s comments.

Hua managed to keep control through the second plenary session on the
afternoon of November 13, when Vice Premier Ji Dengkui made his presen-
tation on agriculture. Most attendees had at some time been responsible for
the rural areas at the basic levels; they had seen firsthand the starvation after
the Great Leap Forward. Although the Communists had risen to power with
the support of peasants, they were keenly aware that tens of millions of peas-
ants had starved to death under their mistaken policies, that serious food
shortages continued to exist, and that scarce foreign currency was being used
to import grain. The leaders assembled had been forced to deal with the re-
sults of these disasters, facing starving peasants and distraught lower-level of-
ficials. The party could not escape responsibility for having implemented
these bad decisions, even though the main responsibility for the painful mis-
takes was placed on Lin Biao and the Gang of Four. Officials were increas-
ingly willing to say privately what they did not yet say publicly: that some of
the responsibility should be placed on Mao.*
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Against this backdrop, Ji Dengkui’s speech offered attendees a sense that
honesty and openness were returning to agricultural policy-making. Steering
away from the inflated, optimistic, empty rhetoric of the Mao era, Ji made a
frank and comprehensive statement stressing the seriousness of the problems.
He acknowledged that China’s agricultural policies had changed too often
and too unpredictably and often did not conform to local conditions. Partici-
pants knew the party had to resolve the food shortages that still existed, and
Ji Dengkui proposed that the agricultural problems be resolved by increasing
investment, improving the supply of seeds and chemical fertilizer, doubling
the loans available to farmers, and increasing the purchase price of grain by
30 percent.”

But Ji’'s openness and Hua’s gestures of conciliation were not enough for
what was rapidly becoming a frank discussion reflecting deep convictions
that had not yet been aired at large party meetings. And one of those convic-
tions was that Hua was no longer able to provide the top leadership the party
needed. Not long after the sessions began, participants in the Central-South
small group, for example, declared unanimously that they supported “Prac-
tice Is the Sole Criterion for Judging Truth.”® And by November 11, the
second day of the work conference and the first day of small group discus-
sions, many of the participants were in revolt against the efforts of Hua
Guofeng and Wang Dongxing to block the further reversal of verdicts; they
wanted to clear the names of respected departed officials and to bring back
their former colleagues.

On November 11, three highly respected officials, Chen Zaidao, Li Chang,
and Lu Zhengcao, spoke out in their small groups on the need to reverse
more verdicts. The atmosphere was so electric by the end of the day that
Marshal Ye advised Hua Guofeng either to accept the changed mood or pre-
pare to be left behind.” All the participants, including Hua, knew well how,
in 1964, Khrushchev had been pushed out of the Soviet leadership in a coup
led by Brezhnev and other officials.

On November 12, nine other people spoke out in their small groups on
the need to reverse the verdicts that Hua and Wang Dongxing had refused to
change. Chen Yun was the most influential of those and some accounts of the
conference mistakenly credit his speech, which Hu Qiaomu had helped pol-
ish, for changing the atmosphere, but in fact the atmosphere had already
changed before his speech; others had made the point in their small group
meetings before he did. Chen Yun’s speech, however, did offer comprehensive
up-to-date data by drawing on personnel records. Because of Chen Yun’s
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leadership in personnel work dating back almost four decades, his speech car-
ried more weight. As he addressed the Northeast small group, Chen Yun re-
jected Hua Guofeng’s effort to focus on economic issues, countering that to
engage the enthusiasm of officials and to succeed in economic work, the party
had to first deal with unresolved political controversies. In particular, they
must clear the names of five groups of people who had been criticized un-
fairly:

1. The sixty-one members of a “renegade group,” led by Bo Yibo, who
had been criticized during the Cultural Revolution.”

2. Those accused of voluntarily surrendering to the enemy to secure their
release from prison in 1940; they deserved to have their party mem-
bership restored.

3. Tao Zhu, Wang Heshou, and others who had been imprisoned in 1937
and were without basis criticized for revealing, under pressure, infor-
mation about their colleagues.

4. Marshal Peng Dehuai, already deceased, who should be treated with
honor and whose remains should be buried in the Babaoshan Ceme-
tery for Revolutionary Heroes.

5. Those involved in the April 5, 1976, Tiananmen incident, which
should be treated as a popular mass movement.

Chen Yun added that Kang Sheng, who during the Cultural Revolution had
attacked and destroyed the careers and lives of many outstanding party lead-
ers, though deceased, should be held responsible for his crimes.*

It is not difficult to imagine that Chen Yun spoke with some passion: his
grievances ran deep. In particular, Hua Guofeng had not restored him to a
high position and Wang Dongxing had refused to print his speech at the
March 1977 Central Party Work Conference arguing that Deng Xiaoping
should be allowed to return to work. But his was not the only speech infused
with strong emotion: a torrent of previously suppressed anger was released by
speakers in all of the groups against officials like Hua Guofeng and Wang
Dongxing who had blocked the return of good officials unjustly accused.
Those who spoke out could identify with those who were not yet being al-
lowed to return, for many knew what it was to suffer humiliation and physi-
cal abuse. In each of the six small groups, speaker after speaker demanded the
rehabilitation of officials unjustly accused and the posthumous condemna-
tion of Kang Sheng, who had been responsible for so many deaths and whose
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former secretary, Li Xin, was even at that moment assisting Wang Dongxing
in preventing the reversal of verdicts. It was this passion that fueled the dis-
satisfaction with Hua and Wang Dongxing,.

While the Central Party Work Conference was still in its opening days, the
atmosphere at the conference was reflected in actions taken by the Beijing
Party Committee, which was responsible for preserving security in the city of
Beijing. On October 9, Lin Hujia had become first party secretary of the Bei-
jing Municipal Party Committee, replacing Wu De, who had supervised the
arrests on April 5, 1976. As soon as he was appointed, Lin and the Beijing
Party Committee began considering when and how to free those still not ex-
onerated for their role in the April 5 demonstrations; even before the work
conference they had begun preparing drafts of possible announcements.

Lin Hujia was also a participant at the Central Party Work Conference and
head of the North China small group. On November 13, fully aware of the
changed atmosphere following Marshal Ye’s meeting with Hua and Chen
Yun’s speech, Lin called an enlarged meeting of the Beijing Party Committee;
after the meeting, on behalf of the Beijing Party Committee, he released an
announcement that went well beyond Hua’s concession that the April 5 dem-
onstrations were not counter-revolutionary. It read: “On the spring grave-
sweeping festival [Qingming] of 1976, the masses of people gathered at Tian-
anmen Square to mourn our beloved Zhou. . . . They were gripped by a deep
hatred of the crimes of the ‘Gang of Four’ who brought calamity to the coun-
try. This action . . . is entirely a revolutionary action. All the comrades perse-
cuted for their involvement shall be rehabilitated and have their reputations
restored.”*

Beijing Daily, which was directly under the leadership of the Beijing Party
Committee and was now headed by Lin Hujia, immediately published the
announcement. Furthermore, three media officials who were attending the
Central Party Work Conference—Zeng Tao, president of the New China
News Agency (Xinhua) (NCNA), Hu Jiwei, the editor of Peoples Daily, and
Yang Xiguang, editor of Guangming Daily, all of whom were also vice heads
of the Propaganda Department—boldly decided to publicize the contents of
the Beijing Daily article in their respective publications. The next day, No-
vember 15, Peoples Daily and Guangming Daily printed the news release from
the Beijing Daily with the banner headline, “Beijing Municipal Party Com-
mittee Announces Tiananmen Is a Revolutionary Action.” The NCNA
immediately released an announcement that not only were the masses engag-
ing in revolutionary action, but the incident itself was revolutionary. On
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November 16, Peoples Daily and Guangming Daily reprinted the NCNA
announcement.

Ordinarily such an important political announcement required Politburo
approval, but the three bold editors, sensing the changing political mood,
took the risky step of acting without higher-level permission.”®> When Hu
Yaobang complained that the three had not told even him beforehand, let
alone the Politburo, Zeng Tao answered that they thought that if Hu Yao-
bang had been asked, he would have had to shoulder a heavy responsibility
for this decision. It was better for them to accept responsibility and just pub-
lish it.>¢

The publication of the announcement caused a flurry of excitement at the
conference. Lin Hujia was understandably concerned that he might be criti-
cized for his bold action. On November 16, after the article appeared in the
two papers, he called one of the editors to ask who had authorized their head-
lines. Upon hearing that the editors had simply decided to print what was
already in the Beijing Daily, Lin said that he would take responsibility for the
article in the Bezjing Daily, but that the other two must assume responsibility
for the headlines in their papers. Lin Hujia—worried that Hua Guofeng
might be angry—also phoned Hua to explain and ask for understanding. To
his great surprise, Hua did not complain about the announcement’s publica-
tion.” In fact, on November 18, three days after the appearance of the news-
paper articles, Hua went so far as to write in his own calligraphy the title page
for Collection of Tiananmen Poems, a new book extolling those who had taken
part in the April 5 demonstrations. A photograph of Hua signing the title
page was carried in the press. The ever curious and politically sensitive public
in Beijing understood immediately: Hua Guofeng accepted a complete rever-
sal of the judgment on the Tiananmen incident. He was already following
Marshal Ye’s advice to adapt to the changing atmosphere so he would not be
left behind.*

On November 25, Hua Guofeng delivered his scheduled presentation. It
was not a self-criticism but rather a statement that he accepted the dominant
views of party members and was ready to continue to serve, even if that meant
representing views completely different from those he had earlier espoused.
He accepted that the April 5 Tiananmen incident was an authentic patriotic
revolutionary movement and that the people involved should all be rehabili-
tated.

Hua admitted that after Mao’s death, he had been wrong to criticize the
“rightist reversal of verdicts” that had led to criticism of Deng. And he ad-
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vised that the criticisms of those accused of resisting the Cultural Revolution
in February 1967 (“the February counter-current”) be reversed and their rep-
utations restored. Peng Dehuai’s ashes were to be placed in the Babaoshan
Cemetery for Revolutionary Heroes. The case against Tao Zhu would be re-
versed. The label given to Yang Shangkun, that he was a conspirator against
the party, would be removed and he could take part in regular “party life”
meetings and receive a new assignment. Kang Sheng was to be criticized.

Hua acknowledged that political problems should be resolved on the basis
of the facts and in accordance with the principle that practice is the sole crite-
rion for judging truth.” Hua acknowledged as well that most conference
participants felt that Ji Dengkui’s comments on agriculture did not go far
enough. In his speech, Hua no longer pointed to Dazhai as a model. Hua’s
address was warmly welcomed by the conference participants.®® He followed
up with another address on December 13, in which he acknowledged that he
had personally made errors.

By yielding to the changed political climate and completely reversing him-
self on a number of issues, Hua avoided a fight.®* As he put it, he acted to
preserve party unity. But many believe that with the decisive change of at-
mosphere that had been building up over the summer and fall and that had
crystallized during the first three days of the work conference, Hua had no
real option. As it was, Hua was allowed to remain as chairman of the party,
premier, and chairman of the Central Military Commission (CMC).

When a new policy line was introduced, it was expected that the chief sup-
porters of the former line (now referred to as the “incorrect line”) would en-
gage in self-criticisms and declare their support for the new “correct line.”
But some of Hua’s close associates did not move so quickly and deftly as he
did. Wang Dongxing, then vice chairman of the Communist Party and direc-
tor of the General Office of the party who controlled the handling of the
“special cases” and supervised propaganda work, had resolutely opposed reha-
bilitating large numbers of officials and breaking free of Maoist ideology. Se-
nior officials were convinced that as Mao’s loyal bodyguard he had acquired
positions beyond his ability and that his great contribution in arresting the
Gang of Four had permitted him to remain in a position that he did not de-
serve in the first place and from which he was blocking progress. After Hua
accepted the dominant party atmosphere on November 25, two participants
felt sufficiently confident of the changing winds that they criticized Wang
Dongxing by name and without prior consultation. They chastised him for
blocking the return of senior officials, for opposing “Practice Is the Sole Cri-
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terion for Judging Truth,” for upholding the “two whatevers,” and for deni-
grating Deng Xiaoping. Others joined in the attack on someone whom many
regarded as the biggest obstacle to rehabilitating the wrongly accused officials
and to breaking free of the rigid Maoist ideology.

Wang Dongxing refused to offer an oral self-criticism, but on December
13, at the end of the work conference, he presented a written version.®* He
acknowledged that he had made mistakes in the handling of the special cases:
“I did not pay due attention to the work to redress some framed, false, and
wrong verdicts, and I did not act promptly and failed to do the work well.”
Wang also agreed that the materials from the Central Group on the Examina-
tion of Special Cases and the Special Group on the Examination of the May
16 Special Cases would be handed over to the Organization Department, fol-
lowing the decision of the party center: “The posts I hold exceed my ability
... I sincerely request that the party Central Committee remove me from
these posts.”® Wu De and Li Xin were also criticized, and shortly after the
Third Plenum, Zhang Pinghua was replaced. The staff writers Wu Lengxi,
Xiong Fu, and Hu Sheng—who had sided with Hua Guofeng and the “two
whatevers’—were subject to serious though milder criticism.

Hua Guofeng and Wang Dongxing remained for the time being members
of the Politburo Standing Committee, and three of Hua’s allies—Wu De, Ji
Dengkui, and Chen Xilian—stayed on the Politburo. Deng, as the emerging
preeminent leader, made some changes in work assignments, but decided
that those serving on the Politburo and its Standing Committee who had
made self-criticisms need not be removed.* Deng chose to avoid a confronta-
tion and to avoid conveying to the public, both at home and abroad, that a
power struggle was going on.

The Central Party Work Conference not only set in motion the replace-
ment of Hua by Deng; it served as a forum for high-level officials to review
past errors more openly and consider new policies for the future. In the small
group discussions, speaker after speaker related his personal experiences in
dealing with the disastrous food shortages and supported the need for more
national inputs to solve the problem once and for all. For many leaders, these
discussions provided a personal catharsis, as they acknowledged publicly the
failures they had not yet faced so directly, failures that had caused the vast
suffering and deaths that they had seen personally. Even if they laid primary
blame on higher officials, they could not completely escape responsibility; for
many officials it was a trauma from which they never fully recovered.

One of the boldest speeches on agriculture was given by Hu Yaobang in
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the Northwest group. He argued that Ji Dengkui’s proposals were insufficient
to resolve the rural problems and still reflected shackled thinking. Further,
Hu boldly contended that the union of political and economic activities in a
single local unit, the commune, was not working. To solve the problem, the
party had to find a way to strengthen the initiative of peasants and local offi-
cials. Hu said that if the collective was mismanaged and did not capture the
enthusiasm of the peasants, it could not be effective.”” Here Hu was articulat-
ing his colleagues’ widespread support for decentralizing the rural produc-
tion team to smaller subgroups. But no one, not even Hu Yaobang or Wan
Li (who was then experimenting in Anhui with smaller work groups below
the production team), then discussed the possibility of contracting down to
the household level and of abolishing the communes. They knew that hav-
ing such discussions among the party elite would be highly controversial and
would undermine the authority of the local party officials still trying to make
the collectives work.

Participants in the small groups also discussed economic issues. Liang
Lingguang, minister of light industry (and later governor of Guangdong),
stressed the importance of political stability. He reminded others that the
three periods of relatively rapid growth—the early years after 1949, the First
Five-Year Plan period (1953-1957), and the period of adjustment after the
Great Leap Forward (1961-1965)—were all times of political stability. Liang
also argued that a higher priority should be given to improving light industry,
so that it could better meet daily household needs. He was somewhat ahead
of his time in arguing that markets needed to play a greater role. In his view,
new production technologies should be imported and to increase exports,
taxes on exports had to be reduced.®’

Toward the end of the work conference, participants began turning to an-
other question dear to all their hearts: who should be added to the Central
Committee, the Politburo, and the Standing Committee? The work confer-
ence had no authority to make personnel decisions, but most of those who
would later make such decisions were in attendance. Since Deng did not
want to remove members of the Politburo or its Standing Committee, partic-
ipants acknowledged that in the short run the Politburo would become some-
what larger so as to allow the entry of new members. It was understood that
as people retired or were found unfit, the size of the Politburo would again be
reduced. Participants accepted Deng’s view that new members should have a
proven record of “boldly making things happen (gan zuo).”** The Northwest
small group recommended, with a show-of-hands vote, that Chen Yun, Deng
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Yingchao, Hu Yaobang, and Wang Zhen be added to the Politburo.”” At the
formal meetings that followed the work conference, these recommendations
were officially confirmed.

There was widespread recognition at the conference that in an era when
economics was the top priority, the wisest and most experienced specialist
in economics, Chen Yun, should be given a high position. Chen Yun, thor-
oughly aware of Deng’s broader experience in two critical areas where he
lacked experience, foreign affairs and the military, said that for the paramount
position, Deng was the only appropriate person.”” But participants enthu-
siastically recommended that Chen Yun be made a vice chairman of the
party.

What united Deng and Chen Yun at the time of the work conference was
their determination to reverse the verdicts on senior officials and allow them
to return to work. Deng became in effect the spokesperson for a collective
leadership, especially in foreign affairs, and along with Marshal Ye he already
held informal authority in the military. But Chen Yun acquired authority
over personnel issues and within weeks took responsibility for economic con-
cerns. In overall political status—that is, in determining political direction
and selecting key personnel—Chen Yun was Deng’s equal.

Deng Prepares for Reform and Opening

When Deng returned to Beijing from Southeast Asia on the fifth day of the
work conference, Marshal Ye briefed him on the changed political climate
and advised him to prepare for his new responsibilities. At this point, the
highly respected Marshal Ye, whose seniority dated back to 1927 when he
had taken part in the Guangzhou uprising, and who never wanted the re-
sponsibilities of power, emerged as “kingmaker.” Marshal Ye believed deeply
that the errors of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution had
been caused by the excessive concentration of power in the hands of one per-
son. He urged both Hua Guofeng and Deng to work together in leading the
party and the country. When Ye met with Deng, Deng agreed that they
should strengthen the collective leadership and limit the publicity given to a
single person.”! Hua too had accepted Marshal Ye’s advice to yield on the
content of party policy and to accept Deng as the preeminent party spokes-
person. Without any public celebration, then, Deng accepted Marshal Ye's
advice to prepare for his new role, even as Hua Guofeng retained his formal
titles as head of the party, the government, and the military.
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To prepare for his new responsibilities, Deng had to reassure his colleagues
and to revise the speeches he was preparing to give at the closing session of
the work conference and at the Third Plenum. Deng met with the members
of the Politburo Standing Committee and again reassured his colleagues, who
were aware of his differences with Mao, that he would not become China’s
Khrushchev: Chairman Mao had made extraordinary contributions to the
party and the party should not launch an attack on Mao like Khrushchev’s
attack on Stalin. He also reassured them that the country would remain
united under the banner of Mao Zedong Thought. Observing the eager opti-
mism generated at the work conference, which he had followed by reading
the daily summaries, Deng, the experienced elder statesman, cautioned his
juniors against the dangers of becoming “giddy with success.” He warned
that China would not be able to resolve all its problems quickly and they
should not arbitrarily try to force quick resolutions. He also noted that it
might take some time to turn around previous decisions on particular cases,
such as that on Peng Dehuai and that on the leaders of the February 1967
“counter-current.”’? Some difficult problems could be resolved only by the
next generation. Wanting to avoid reopening the wounds from the Cultural
Revolution, he recommended further study. He counseled again, as he had
many times before: look first at the big picture, then think about the smaller
pictures; seek first to understand the broader truth, then consider the specific
truths. Deng declared that before China could begin to bring in investment
and technology from abroad, it would first need domestic stability. Only with
stability could China realize the four modernizations.” It was vitally impor-
tant, then, to avoid giving the Chinese public and the outside world any im-
pression that there was a power struggle in China. Deng’s comments to the
Politburo Standing Committee were accepted as the views of the party. They
were printed and distributed to conference participants a few days after the
work conference.”

Since he would now become the preeminent leader, Deng had to redraft
the speeches he was slated to give at the closing session of the work confer-
ence and at the Third Plenum. By December 2, a few days after Hua had
yielded on all major points of policy, Deng called in Hu Yaobang and Yu
Guangyuan, committed reformers, who would oversee preparation of his
speech for the closing session of the work conference, a speech that might be
the most important of his life. He was then busy finalizing negotiations with
the United States on normalization of relations and making military prepara-
tions for a strong response to Vietnam’s expected attack on Cambodia. But
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Deng had been considering the issues he would address in the speech since at
least 1969-1973 when he had been banished to Jiangxi. Hu Yaobang and
Yu Guangyuan would be assisted by the actual drafters of the speech and, as
usual, Hu Qiaomu was to supply the final polishing.”

Rarely did Deng write out notes for a speech, but for this meeting on De-
cember 2 he took out three pages of notes with some 1,600 Chinese charac-
ters (about eight hundred words) and explained to those responsible for the
draft what he expected in terms of the speech’s style, content, and outline. He
told the writers that he wanted the speech to be brief and clear. He wanted
short, concise sentences because they would be more forceful. He wanted
to make clear how backward China was and how much it needed to change.
On December 5, after he read the first draft, Deng gave the speechwriters
detailed line-by-line comments. When he met them to review new drafts
on December 9 and December 11, he again went through the same detailed
process.

In the speech, Deng did not present new policies, for he had not had the
time nor the staff to prepare them. Instead, he gave the assembled party lead-
ers an overview of his approach for the new era. The speech reflected his per-
spective on the big issues that he was then wrestling with: how to encourage
fresh thinking while minimizing resistance from conservative officials, how
to show respect for Mao while departing from Mao’s policies, how to present
optimistic visions while preventing later disappointments, how to maintain
stability while opening up the economy, and how much freedom to give local
officials while still maintaining national priorities.

In his notes for the first meeting with his speechwriters, Deng had listed
seven topics: (1) emancipating our minds, (2) promoting inner-party democ-
racy and the legal system, (3) reviewing the past to guide the future, (4) over-
coming excessive bureaucracy, (5) allowing some regions and enterprises to
get rich first, (6) clarifying assignments of responsibility, and (7) tackling new
problems. At the second meeting, Deng told his speechwriters that he had
decided to combine the last several topics into one so that the final draft
would address four themes.

On the afternoon of December 13, at the closing session of the Central
Party Work Conference, Deng began his speech by announcing his themes:
“Today, I mainly want to discuss one question, namely ‘how to emancipate
our minds, seek the true path from facts, and unite as one, in looking to the
future.”” Deng praised the work conference as the best and most open discus-
sion the party had convened since 1957. People, he said, must be allowed to
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express their views about the real situation. “Centralism can be correct only
when there is a full measure of democracy. At present, we must lay particular
stress on democracy, because for quite some time . . . there was too little de-
mocracy. . . . The masses should be encouraged to offer criticisms. . . . There
is nothing to worry about even if a few malcontents take advantage of de-
mocracy to make trouble . . . the thing to be feared most is silence.” Deng did
not then or at any other time advocate unlimited free speech. In fact, by No-
vember 29, a few days after some people began posting their views on a wall
not far from Tiananmen Square, Deng had already stated that some opinions
posted on “Democracy Wall” were incorrect.

To praise Mao while still giving himself room to depart from some of his
policies, Deng said, “Without [Mao’s] outstanding leadership, [we] would
still not have triumphed even today. . . . Chairman Mao was not infallible or
free from shortcomings . . . at an appropriate time they should be summed
up and lessons should be drawn from them . . . however, there is no need to
do so hastily.” He repeated his view that Mao had committed errors, that he
himself had made errors, and that any leader who tries to accomplish things
makes errors. Deng expressed the prevailing view at high levels that Chinas
two huge disasters, the Great Leap and the Cultural Revolution, were caused
by a system that allows one person to dominate without any input from other
voices. China therefore needed to develop a legal system so that a single indi-
vidual, no matter how able, will not dominate. If laws are initially imperfect
and incomplete, they can be made fair and just, step by step, over time.

Deng’s strategy for achieving modernization stood in stark contrast to
Mao’s reliance on spiritual appeals to advance the Great Leap Forward. As
Deng said: “Initiative cannot be aroused without economic means. A small
number of advanced people might respond to moral appeal, but such an ap-
proach can only be used for a short time.””® Instead, Deng argued, China
must create an internal structure that will reward those who advance science,
technology, and productivity with promotions and a comfortable way of life.
In particular, Deng advocated giving more flexibility to local officials, who
would then take more initiative.

Deng declared that the theory of collective responsibility had meant, in
practice, “that no one is responsible.” He advocated assigning responsibilities
to individuals and acknowledged that to do so, one must also give individuals
power. When in 1975 he had said that lower officials must dare to think and
dare to act, officials worried that Mao might reverse these policies; in 1978,
when he repeated the phrase, those listening to his speech did not have to
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worry about a possible policy reversal: they felt empowered to try to help the
country, even if they might make some mistakes along the way.

Deng supported reversing verdicts made during the Cultural Revolution:
“Our principle is that every wrong should be corrected.” But he was ada-
mantly opposed to people “settling accounts” against those who in the past
had attacked them or their friends or relatives. To avoid cycles of retaliation,
injustices should be settled promptly without leaving loose ends. “But,” he
said, “to go into every detail is neither possible nor necessary.” People should
not dwell on the Cultural Revolution, which he knew could only be divisive,
but let time clarify it: “stability and unity are of prime importance.” People
who had engaged in beating, smashing, looting, and factionalism could not
be placed in important positions, but many who committed errors and then
engaged in sincere self-criticisms should be given new opportunities. Deng
made a point of mentioning, however, that the party would be stricter with
those who made mistakes in the future.””

Deng tried to anticipate some of the problems that would arise with the
new policies and to diffuse the hard feelings of those who would be unhappy
about them. He knew that inequalities would increase—that given the speed
of change that was to come, and the many needs of the Chinese, “some will
get rich first.” But, he said, others will have their opportunity later, and those
who get rich first should help those who are initially left behind. He warned
that problems would probably emerge that would be unfamiliar to him and
other party leaders, but that the overall interests of the party and the state had
to remain the priority: they must all “keep on learning.””

Although he did not yet get into specifics, Deng stood ready to allow some
markets, and told his colleagues not to fear that they would cause economic
chaos. He acknowledged that there would be frictions between those respon-
sible for overall planning and local officials determined to exercise more au-
tonomy. Conflicts of interest might be more serious than before, but, he ar-
gued, the long-term development of productive forces would help ease such
problems.”

To prepare for the many changes to come, Deng recommended that the
party officials study three subjects in particular: economics, science and tech-
nology, and management. And he specified how officials would be evaluated:
the party committee in an economic unit would be judged mainly by the
unit’s adoption of advanced methods of management; by its progress in mak-
ing technical innovations; by increases in productivity; and by its profits,
measured in part by the personal income of its workers and the collective
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benefits it provides. The participants were eager for more specific guidance in
this new environment. Although members ordinarily dispersed after the last
major speech of a work conference, after Deng’s speech, the attendees agreed
to extend the conference for two more days so that the small groups from the
various regions could continue to discuss how they could implement the new
directions Deng had described.*

Many ideas expressed in Deng’s speech seem to a Western business man-
ager like common sense; some of them even had roots in policies carried out
in China before 1949 as well as in the more stable years of the early 1950s
and early 1960s. But for those leading China in 1978, Deng’s ideas repre-
sented a fundamental departure from the Mao era. Listeners had reason to
hope that China’s painful period of mass mobilization, class warfare, hard-
line ideology, hero worship, intensive collectivization, and all-encompassing
economic planning would at last be brought under control.

The Third Plenum, December 18-22, 1978

The Third Plenum of the Eleventh Party Congress began on Monday, De-
cember 18, at the Jingxi Hotel, where the work conference had ended the
previous Friday. Slightly over half the participants at the plenum had also
taken part in the work conference, but the plenum also included all the mem-
bers of the Central Committee—who held the key positions in the party,
government, and the military—whereas the work conference had included
other prominent party leaders selected because they could help provide a
broad theoretical perspective. Those attending the plenum who had not at-
tended the work conference assembled on the Monday morning and after-
noon before the others arrived to read the conference speeches by Deng Xiao-
ping, Marshal Ye, and Hua Guofeng so that they could all share the same
perspective. There followed three days of formal plenary sessions and small
group meetings led by the same leaders of the work conference.

The Third Plenum in a sense was a celebration of the spirit of the work
conference, a formal approval of the new directions in a ceremony that an-
nounced the results of the work conference to the Chinese public and to the
rest of the world. Plenums are identified by the number of the party congress
that they follow, but the changes wrought by the Third Plenum of the 11th
Congress were so momentous that when a Chinese person says simply, “the
Third Plenum,” listeners know exactly to which third plenum he or she is
referring. In the minds of the Chinese public, the Third Plenum marked the
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beginning of “Deng’s reform and opening” that was to transform China. Al-
though reform and opening had in fact begun under Hua, they were realized
under the leadership of Deng.

As agreed at the time of the work conference, Hua Guofeng retained his
titles: chairman of the party, premier of the government, and chairman of the
Central Military Commission (CMC). Deng retained his titles: vice chair-
man of the party, vice premier of the government, and vice chairman of the
CMC. But the foreign press and diplomatic community, like the Chinese
public, soon understood that in fact Vice Premier Deng Xiaoping had be-
come the paramount leader. As early as November 23, two days before Hua’s
November 25 speech, journalists in Hong Kong explained to Robert Novak,
a visiting American columnist, that “Deng, only a vice premier, now runs the
authoritarian government of China.”®

The person who gained most at the Third Plenum was Chen Yun. Prior to
the plenum, he was not even on the Politburo, but at the plenum he became
a member of the Standing Committee of the Politburo and vice chairman of
the Central Committee. At its last plenary session, the Central Commission
for Discipline Inspection was formally established, to which Chen Yun was
named first secretary. Chen, rather than Wang Dongxing, was empowered to
give final approval on any cases considered for a reversal of verdicts. It was
understood that many cases of senior officials would be reversed in the
months and years ahead, enabling them to return to work.

Ordinarily the highest official at a plenum presents a thematic report, but
with Hua as the titular head and Deng as the preeminent leader, it was not
easy to decide who should give it. Plenum organizers resolved the awkward
situation by eliminating such a report, but in fact they treated Deng’s speech,
given earlier at the work conference, as the work that set the tone for the di-
rection of the party. Although Hua presided at the final session, participants
focused on the two real powers sitting next to each other in front of the as-
sembled Central Committee who would lead China in the years ahead—
Deng and Chen Yun. Ren Zhongyi, co-head of the Northeast small group,
said that just as the Zunyi conference represented the triumph of Mao Ze-
dong Thought over dogmatism, so the Third Plenum represented the tri-
umph of the good tradition of party democratic discussion over the “two
whatevers.”® In his closing speech, Chen Yun made a different parallel, com-
menting that just as the rectification campaign in Yan'an had provided unity
enabling the party to lead the country after 1949, so the work conference had



Three Turning Points, 1978

247

provided the unity needed to lead the country to achieve the four moderni-
zations.®

Succession without Coronation

In the annals of world political history, it would be difficult to find another
case where a person became top leader of a major nation without formal pub-
lic recognition of the succession. Before the work conference, Deng was vice
chairman of the party, vice premier, and vice chairman of the CMC. After he
became the preeminent leader at the Third Plenum, he was still vice chair-
man of the party, vice premier, and vice chairman of the CMC. Not only was
Deng not given a coronation or an inauguration, there was not even a public
announcement that he had risen to the top position. What peculiar combina-
tion of circumstances had created such an unusual situation and what were
the consequences?

At the time of the Third Plenum, Chinese leaders wanted to avoid giving
the impression to the Chinese public and to the rest of the world that China
was undergoing a power struggle. Hua Guofeng had just come to power in
1976, and the top leaders feared that an abrupt change of leadership could
lead to domestic instability and hamper China’s efforts to attract foreign cap-
ital and technologies. Over the next thirty months, Deng did in fact push
Hua Guofeng aside and become the unrivaled top leader, but he did so step
by step, in a relatively orderly process that did not upset the Chinese public
and the world at large.

High-level officials who chose not to give Deng any new titles were also
concerned about the dangers of concentrating the nation’s power in the hands
of one person. They believed that the disasters of the Great Leap Forward and
the Cultural Revolution had resulted from the arbitrary exercise of such un-
checked power by Mao, who had held all formal positions. Had Hua Guo-
feng remained leader, this would not have been a worry. While Hua was in
charge, Marshal Ye and others had been concerned not that he had too much
power, but that he had too little power to govern effectively. With Deng
Xiaoping, however, there was reason to be concerned. He was so confident,
so decisive, so sure-footed that they worried he might become too much like
his mentor, Mao Zedong. They decided, then, not to give him all the titles
and to balance his power with that of an equal, Chen Yun. The strange ar-
rangement of giving Deng authority without formal recognition worked be-
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cause everyone knew what was going on, and because Deng himself was more
interested in real power than in any formal job title. He readily accepted his
responsibilities on an informal basis, without demanding public display.

From the Third Plenum in December 1978 until December 1979, when
Deng began to push aside Hua Guofeng for the good of the party and the
country, Deng and Hua spoke respectfully of each other in public. They both
wanted to modernize and strengthen the country and they both were pre-
pared to be pragmatic and flexible. Yet during 1979, when Hua was still
chairman and Deng was wielding his informal authority, the relationship be-
tween the two men was especially awkward. In a showdown, Deng’s informal
authority would trump Hua’s formal authority, but Deng, like his colleagues,
tried to avoid any public dissension. Hua continued to chair meetings; he
represented the party and the government in public meetings; and not only
was he a member of the Politburo Standing Committee, but also several of
his allies were members as well. Hua also enjoyed the support of two senior
counselors, Marshal Ye and Li Xiannian, who wanted a collective leadership
and feared a dictatorship. In 1979 Hua was, in Western terms, a weak chair-
man of the board who could not dominate, but who still had allies and whose
views could not be ignored. Deng did not then tower above Hua as the pre-
eminent leader, and he had not yet put in place his personal team and his
own governing structure. But Deng had the power, the leverage, and the po-
litical skill to weaken Huas power base. By mid-1979, Deng, who sought
tighter control and a more effective governing structure, began to move step
by step to weaken Hua and then push him aside.

While the Third Plenum was elevating Deng, within a few hundred yards
of Zhongnanhai demonstrators were putting up wall posters that both di-
rectly and indirectly supported Deng Xiaoping by criticizing Lin Biao and
the Gang of Four; some even dared to criticize Mao himself. Before long,
some wall posters were even criticizing the Communist Party and Deng Xiao-
ping. These wall posters were not just a thorn in Deng’s side; they also forced
him to deal with an issue that was to plague him throughout his years as the
top leader: How much freedom should be allowed? Where and how should

party and government set the limits on public expressions of dissent?
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The Cultural Revolution was in fact an “anti-culture revolution” for it did
more to attack the old culture than to create a new one. Red Guards used
historical analogies and stories not only to attack present-day officials, but
also to criticize virtually all novels, stories, plays, and essays. As the Cultural
Revolution drew to a close with Mao’s death and the arrest of the Gang of
Four, many Chinese who had for years been silenced by terror passionately
sought a chance to speak out. Some wanted to attack their tormenters, others
strove to defend themselves, and still others wanted simply to give voice to
the suffering that they and their families had endured.

A number of party leaders saw an opportunity to take advantage of this
pent-up anger and direct it against their own enemies. Others with no politi-
cal purpose wanted to express their personal feelings. Yet party leaders who
thought about the whole system, including Deng Xiaoping, worried that if
“too much” freedom were allowed and protestors could organize, the country
might again fall into chaos as it had during the Cultural Revolution. Tens of
millions had suffered or had relatives who had suffered from political cam-
paigns or starvation. Hostility was strong not only against local leaders who
oppressed the local people, but against higher-level officials who had been
part of the system that had caused such suffering. In Deng’s view, the society
was so large, the population so diverse, the people so poor, the mutual hos-
tilities so great, and the lack of common agreement about a code of behav-
ior so pronounced that some measure of authority imposed from above was
needed. How much could the boundaries of freedom be expanded without
risking that Chinese society would devolve into chaos, as it had before 1949

249
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and during the Cultural Revolution? This question remained a central and
divisive one throughout Deng’s years of rule.

Party leaders had no agreed-on way to judge when the tide of public criti-
cism might threaten the breakdown of order. Consequently, they found it
difficult to avoid disagreement among themselves about where to draw the
line and how to maintain it. Officials responsible for science, higher educa-
tion, youth affairs, and united front work, reflecting the views of the people
with whom they worked, generally advocated more freedom of expression.
Those responsible for maintaining public security remained cautious and ad-
vocated greater restrictions of freedom. And leaders in the propaganda appa-
ratus were of two minds: some of them, well-educated in the humanities and
social sciences, sought more freedom both for themselves as well as for others.
But in carrying out their jobs, many became petty tyrants as they transmitted
and enforced the limits.

Meanwhile, the people who dared to test the boundaries of acceptable
public discussion generally did not have a landlord or bourgeois family back-
ground. Nonparty intellectuals from those “bad class backgrounds” who had
been terrorized and intimidated for decades were also not at the forefront in
complaining publicly. Instead, those who pushed the boundaries in the post-
Mao era were usually bold youth, party members, veterans, or people who
had friends or relatives in powerful positions who might protect them.

In principle, Deng supported the expansion of freedom and he was pre-
pared to be pragmatic. Yet because he bore ultimate responsibility for main-
taining public order, when he had serious doubts about whether order could
be maintained, he moved swiftly to tighten control. After the Third Plenum,
Deng, sensing the broad public support for ending the Cultural Revolution
and for launching a new era of reform and opening, allowed two important
discussions to take place that expanded freedom of expression for the Chi-
nese people. One, open to the public, began spontaneously on a wall near
Tiananmen Square that came to be known as “Xidan Democracy Wall,” and
was then replicated in Chinese cities throughout the country. The other was a
party-sponsored discussion closed to outsiders. It brought together some in-
tellectuals and leading officials responsible for party policies in the cultural
area to explore guidelines for their work in the new era.

Democracy Wall, November 1978-March 1979

For decades it had been a Chinese custom to post official notices and news-
papers on bulletin boards in villages, towns, urban neighborhoods, and at
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public gathering places such as bus stops. In Beijing, perhaps no space re-
ceived more attention than the bulletin boards posted along a wall several
hundred yards west of Tiananmen, at a place called Xidan. The huge, gray
brick wall was about twelve feet high and two hundred yards long. Next to
the wall was one of the busiest bus stops in the city, where many different bus
lines dropped off and took on passengers. During the Cultural Revolution,
Xidan Wall had been covered with posters denouncing those party leaders—
including Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping—accused of following “the cap-
italist road.” And around the time of the April 5, 1976 demonstrations, the
wall was filled with posters denouncing the Gang of Four, praising Zhou En-
lai, and supporting Deng Xiaoping,.

On November 19, 1978, scarcely a week after the Central Party Work
Conference opened, and in the context of a new political atmosphere, an en-
tire issue of the Communist Youth League journal, not yet available in news-
stands, appeared page by page on the wall. The Communist Youth League, a
training ground for possible Communist Party members, stood at the fore-
front of the public’s effort to expand freedoms. A few months earlier its jour-
nal had been one of the first to receive permission to renew publication after
having been closed down during the Cultural Revolution. With encourage-
ment from Hu Yaobang, Youth League officials sent the first issue to the
printers; it was scheduled to appear on September 11. But when Wang Dong-
xing, who was responsible for supervising propaganda, saw the planned pub-
lication, he immediately ordered it withdrawn. Wang Dongxing complained
that the publication not only lacked any poems by Mao, but it even criticized
the practice of worshipping Mao.

The staff members of the journal, however, were not easily deterred. On
September 20, only a few days later, copies were distributed to the news-
stands." As soon as they arrived on the newsstands, Wang Dongxing had all
the copies collected, withdrawn from circulation, and banned from any fur-
ther distribution. It was this first issue, which had been withdrawn from sale
and distribution, that appeared on Xidan Wall on November 19, four days
after the decision of the Beijing Party Committee to reverse the verdicts on
the demonstrations of April 5, 1976.

The posters attracted enormous attention. Some of the articles posted
from the Youth League journal passionately demanded a reversal of verdicts
of young people who remained in prison as a result of the April 5 demonstra-
tions. Other articles spoke against the “two whatevers” and raised questions
not only about Lin Biao and the Gang of Four, but even about Mao. “Just ask
yourself,” one article read, “Without Mao’s support could Lin Biao have
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achieved power? Just ask yourself: Didn’t Chairman Mao know that Jiang
Qing was a traitor? If Chairman Mao had not agreed, could the Gang of Four
have achieved their aim of striking down Deng Xiaoping?”* It is not difficult
to see why Wang Dongxing, former bodyguard and loyal defender of Mao,
was upset by these criticisms.

Following the posting of the Youth League journal, a few brave souls began
posting other messages, many of which criticized the crackdown on April 5,
1976. At first, some who walked by the wall were afraid even to look at
the postings, let alone put up new ones. But as days passed and no one was
punished, and especially after rumors spread that Deng supported the free-
dom to put up posters, people became emboldened. After the decade of the
Cultural Revolution when information had been tightly controlled, many
people were simply curious. Others, knowing that in the past any “incorrect”
view might lead to punishment, humiliation, or banishment to the country-
side, remained terror-stricken. Nevertheless, there was a buzz of excitement
around Xidan Wall as new postings continued to appear.

Some people posted poems, brief personal accounts, or philosophical es-
says. Some big-character posters were written with large brushes; some poems
and essays were written by pen on notebook paper. Many were written by
youths, offspring of high-level officials who had a closer view of the changed
atmosphere at the Central Party Work Conference, which was being held at
the same time. Some were posted by other young people who were inspired
by their newfound freedom but, having lived in a closed society, lacked the
experience and wisdom to inform or temper their judgments. Under the ter-
ror of the Cultural Revolution, individuals could not test their ideas, and
larger movements were unable to hone their strategies. In addition, advocates
of freedom and democracy, like their critics, were not experienced or well in-
formed about foreign developments. As they began to question Mao Zedong
Thought and Marxist theory and to discover that other countries were far
more advanced economically than China, some expressed an almost naive
faith in Western democracy.’ Others wrote that all they had been taught—
Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought—was wrong. The wall be-
came known as “Xidan Democracy Wall,” or simply “Democracy Wall.” At
its peak, hundreds of thousands of viewers stopped by the wall each day. Sim-
ilar walls appeared in other cities throughout the country.

The postings were passionately written, with some authors, fearing possi-
ble retribution, using pseudonyms, and others using their real names as a way
of seeking redress. Some living far from large cities traveled long distances to
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post their grievances. Many who had been tortured or whose relatives had
been killed during the Cultural Revolution took their chance to tell their sto-
ries at last. Those with relatives and friends still in the countryside, in prison,
or under house arrest called for the freeing of the victims. Relatives of the ac-
cused who had died wanted their family reputations restored, so they could
lifc themselves out of lives of misery. Of the 17 million youths who had been
sent to the countryside since 1967, only about 7 million had been allowed
to return to the cities.* Many of the complaints came from those who had
lost their opportunities for a higher education or for a good job and were liv-
ing impoverished lives in the countryside. Others, with greater political so-
phistication, alluded to current debates in party circles and gave voice to the
attacks on the “two whatevers” and to the demands for re-evaluating the April
5 incident.

On November 26, the day after Hua Guofeng addressed the work confer-
ence and publicly backed away from the “two whatevers,” Deng Xiaoping
told Sasaki Ryosaku, the head of the Japanese Democratic Socialist Party,
“The writing of big-character posters is permitted by our constitution. We
have no right to negate or criticize the masses for promoting democracy and
putting up big-character posters. The masses should be allowed to vent their
grievances.” He rhetorically asked, “What is wrong with allowing people
to express their views?”® In addition, Marshal Ye and Hu Yaobang both ex-
pressed support for the people posting their opinions.

On that same afternoon, when John Fraser of the Toronto Globe and Mail
went with the American columnist Robert Novak to see Xidan Democracy
Wall, word circulated among the hundreds who surrounded them that No-
vak would see Deng the following day. Onlookers gave Fraser, who could
speak Chinese, some questions for Novak to ask Deng Xiaoping, and Fraser
agreed to report back to the onlookers the next evening. At the appointed
time and place, when Fraser returned, there were thousands waiting to hear
Deng’s responses. When Fraser reported that Peng Dehuai’s official reputa-
tion would soon be restored, they cheered. When he announced that Deng
had declared the wall to be a good thing, they shouted with joy and relief.”

As the crowds gathered daily at the wall, brimming with excitement, indi-
vidual Chinese, starved for information and eager to speak with foreigners,
bombarded the foreigners with naive but deeply sincere questions about de-
mocracy and human rights in other countries: Who in your country decides
what appears in newspapers and what is heard on broadcasts?® Foreign corre-
spondents, who had been trying for years to get people to express their opin-
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ions, eagerly reported to their home countries on the candid conversations
and vibrant atmosphere at Democracy Wall. Although the official Chinese
press did not pass on the messages appearing on Xidan Wall to the Chinese
public, through the Voice of America and BBC these conversations were
beamed back into China.

Although the crowds at Xidan Wall remained quite orderly, after several
weeks some people began posting politically charged messages demanding
democracy and the rule of law. Public security officials in Beijing reported
some scuffles around the wall and expressed worries that the growing crowds
posed a threat to order. In his conversation with Sasaki in late November,
Deng had already warned that some postings were not conducive to stability,
unity, and the realization of the four modernizations. Nevertheless, as the
Third Plenum was drawing to a close, after a month of postings on Democ-
racy Wall, China’s top leaders were still willing to support the freedom to post
one’s views. In his closing speech at the Central Party Work Conference, for
example, Marshal Ye said that the conference was a model of democracy in
the party and that Xidan Democracy Wall was “a model of democracy among
the people.”™

On December 13, shortly before the Central Party Work Conference
ended, Deng took aside Yu Guangyuan, a staff member in his Political Re-
search Office and one of the drafters of Deng’s speech for the Third Plenum,
and asked him to prepare a speech supporting Xidan Democracy Wall. He
said to Yu: “What is the harm of a little opposition?”!® Although People’s Daily
did not report the events at Xidan, staff members at the newspapers who sup-
ported the wall published a bold editorial on January 3, 1979. It declared,
“Let the people say what they wish. The heavens will not fall. . . . If people
become unwilling to say anything, that would be too bad . . . the suffocation
of democracy produces bad results.”"!

By mid-January the comments on the wall were becoming increasingly po-
litical. On January 14, a column of people held banners that announced that
they were “persecuted people from all over China.” Declaring “We want de-
mocracy and human rights,” they marched from Tiananmen Square to the
gates of Zhongnanhai, where the most powerful party officials lived and
worked. The marchers tried to enter the gates, but were stopped by armed
soldiers. Roger Garside, a British diplomat who observed the protestors, de-
scribed them as “the angriest group of people I have ever met.”"?

Other groups began to print magazines and distribute them for free to
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people who came to view the wall. On January 17, a group of protestors call-
ing themselves the “China Human Rights Association” printed a nineteen-
point declaration that demanded freedom of speech, the right to evaluate
party and state leaders, open publication of the national budget, permission
for outsiders to sit in on meetings of the National People’s Congress, free
contact with foreign embassies, and the right of educated youth to be reas-
signed.”® These angry protests took place a few days before Deng was to leave
for the United States, but Deng did not impose restraint. He knew that if he
clamped down on Democracy Wall just before leaving for the United States,
his actions would be reported in the Western press and could affect the suc-
cess of his trip. When Deng returned from the United States and Japan on
February 8, however, he did not ask Yu Guangyuan to see a copy of the speech
he had prepared for Deng in support of Democracy Wall. More importantly,

Deng never delivered it.'

By March, more essays had been posted attacking
the basic system of Communist Party rule. Emboldened by the absence of
government restraint, people began to criticize the entire Communist Party,
the political system, and even Deng Xiaoping,.

On March 25, Wei Jingsheng, a zoo employee and former soldier, took a
bold step beyond the old boundaries. He posted a fundamental critique of
the Communist Party system and called for “The Fifth Modernization—De-
mocracy.” Wei had not attended university and the piece was not a sophisti-
cated analysis of democracy. But what Wei lacked in sophistication, he made
up for in passion. He had a Tibetan girlfriend whose father had been jailed
and whose mother had committed suicide after being jailed and humiliated.
Wei himself had been assigned to work in a remote area of Xinjiang and was
troubled by the people he saw begging for food. He sought to understand
why so many people had died when some officials were living such comfort-
able lives. He accused the party of using the slogan the “Four Moderniza-
tions” to mask a system of class struggle that in fact remained unchanged. He
asked, “Do the people enjoy democracy nowadays? No. Is it that the people
do not want to be their own masters? Of course they do. . . . The People have
finally learned what their goal is. They have a clear orientation and a real
leader—the banner of democracy.”” With these public declarations, Wei
Jingsheng immediately became a sensation in the global media, which ele-
vated him to the status of a leading Chinese spokesperson for a new demo-
cratic system.

It was around this time that China’s attack on Vietnam had ended and
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Deng could devote more attention to domestic matters, including Democ-
racy Wall and the Theory Work Conference (for the attack on Vietnam, see
Chapter 18). By then Democracy Wall had proved to be of great value to
Deng politically: it had allowed people to give vent to their objections to the
“two whatevers,” to the handling of the April 5 demonstrations, and to the
errors of Chairman Mao, thus providing Deng more political room to follow
a new path without having to take part in the attacks himself.

In theory, Deng may have found democracy attractive as he was just taking
over the reins of power; he encouraged more democratic discussion within
the party. But when protestors attracted huge crowds and resisted basic rule
by the Communist leadership, Deng moved decisively to suppress the chal-
lenge. As one provincial first party secretary later said, Deng’s view of democ-
racy was like Lord Ye’s view of dragons. “Lord Ye loved looking at a book with
pretty pictures of dragons (Yegong haolong), but when a real dragon appeared,
he was terrified.” Although Hua was chairman of the party and premier, it was
Deng who decided to curb the criticisms. On March 28, Beijing city govern-
ment officials, reflecting the changing political climate and Deng’s personal
views, issued a regulation declaring that “slogans, posters, books, magazines,
photographs, and other materials which oppose socialism, the dictatorship of
the proletariat, the leadership of the Communist Party, Marxism-Leninism
and Mao Zedong Thought are formally prohibited.”"¢

As in imperial days, order was maintained by a general decree and by
publicizing severe punishment of a prominent case to deter others. Deng’s
crackdown continued with the arrest of Wei Jingsheng on March 29, just
four days after Wei’s article on democracy had appeared on Democracy Wall.
With Wei’s arrest, the number of people going to view the wall suddenly
dropped and only a few brave people continued to put up posters. The best-
informed foreign estimate of the number of arrests in Beijing in the following
weeks is thirty—infinitesimal compared to the hundreds of thousands ar-
rested in 1957 or during the Cultural Revolution. No deaths were recorded."”
Remaining posters were moved to a much less traveled spot at Yuetan Park,
well beyond easy walking distance from Xidan. Articles began to appear in
the press criticizing some of the postings on the wall. At Yuetan Park, officials
were assigned to request the name and work unit of anyone who wished to
hang a poster.'® Wall posters were not officially prohibited at Xidan until De-
cember 1979, but by the end of March, Democracy Wall had ended. Yu
Guangyuan reported that Hu Yaobang, as an obedient official, publicly sup-
ported Deng’s decision, but officials who attended the opening sessions of
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the Theory Work Conference could see that Hu Yaobang personally believed
that granting more freedoms would not endanger public order.

When the wall was closed down, few among the general public dared to
protest.” Although many in the party firmly supported Deng’s action as nec-
essary to prevent the chaos that had characterized the Cultural Revolution,
other party officials, including many intellectuals, were deeply disturbed by
Deng’s decision.” In Yu Guangyuan’s view, Deng’s change from approving of
the wall in mid-December to closing it down three months later was one of
the key turning points in China after the death of Mao.”!

Conference on Theoretical Principles, Part One

In late September 1978, Marshal Ye, concerned about the divisive battles be-
tween the advocates of the “two whatevers” and those who favored “Practice
Is the Sole Criterion for Judging Truth,” proposed holding a conference to
create common basic principles to guide party work in the fields of culture
and education.” Impressed with the success of the work conference on the
economy, Ye believed that a free discussion of theoretical principles would
unify party leaders as they entered a new era. On December 13, at the close
of the Central Party Work Conference and with the approval of other leaders,
Hua Guofeng formally announced plans to hold the Conference on Theo-
retical Principles.”

The first part of the conference was held from January 18 to February 15,
with a five-day break after January 26 for the Spring Festival. It was convened
by the party Propaganda Department and the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences (CASS).** By the time the concrete plans for the conference had
been completed, there was general agreement among the elite leaders that
“Practice Is the Sole Criterion for Judging Truth” had won out over the “two
whatevers.” Hu Yaobang had just become head of the Propaganda Depart-
ment, and Wang Dongxing, the leader of the more conservative forces, had
undertaken a self-criticism. Those in charge of planning for the conference
were largely cosmopolitan liberal leaders in the propaganda field. At a plenary
session opening the conference, Hu Yaobang described the purpose of the
conference: to review propaganda work over the past three decades and to
outline how the party should support the greater opening of the country and
implementation of the four modernizations. Hu praised the great progress
that had been made in liberating thought following the fall of the Gang of
Four—two years of progress that had been aided in recent months by the
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leadership of Deng, who had advocated seeking the true path from facts. Hu
Yaobang also explained that during this first part of the conference, which
would last until mid-February, the participants would be divided into five
small groups.” During the second part, a larger group of more than four
hundred leaders of propaganda units from all over the country would make
plans to implement the consensus reached during this first part.

Hu Yaobang selected as chairmen of the small groups mostly liberal, open-
minded intellectuals who worked at newspapers and in universities, think
tanks, and propaganda departments. Although some of the participants, such
as Wu Lengxi and Hu Sheng, were more conservative in their thinking, four
of the five section leaders—Hu Jiwei, Yu Guangyuan, Wu Jiang, and Zhou
Yang—had played active roles in the earlier discussion on “Practice Is the
Sole Ciriterion for Judging Truth,” which was an indirect attack on the rigidi-
ties of Maoist orthodoxy, and the fifth member, Tong Dalin, was a liberal
close to Yu Guangyuan.”® Although two of the most senior officials present,
Zhou Yang and Lu Dingyi, had held the highest positions in the propaganda
apparatus at the time of the 1957 anti-rightist campaign, they later expressed
serious regrets about this campaign against intellectuals and subsequently be-
came strong advocates of greater freedom. Participants at the conference came
from all over the country, and following the meeting in Beijing, many local
areas held their own similar conferences.”

As the conference began, Democracy Wall was in full bloom. But whereas
Xidan Democracy Wall was a mass movement with no formal organization
or planning, the Conference on Theoretical Principles was carefully orches-
trated from start to finish. In addition, the poster writers and onlookers at
Xidan were casual strangers who met one another occasionally at the wall,
but the 160 participants at the Conference on Theoretical Principles were
carefully selected party members who interacted almost daily for a month.
Their talks were more polished and reflected broader understanding of party
history and world developments than the postings at Democracy Wall. Even
so, the two venues had common roots: the heartfelt desire to create a more
open intellectual atmosphere in the new era. There were other connections
between the two venues. Wang Ruoshuli, a deputy editor of Peoples Daily and
a participant at the Conference on Theoretical Principles, was assigned to re-
port on the happenings at Xidan Democracy Wall; after going there to ob-
serve, he reported back to conference participants that Democracy Wall
seemed vital and peaceful, and that the posted comments seemed sincere.?
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Other participants at the conference conveyed similar views based on their
observations at Democracy Wall.

In guiding the Conference on Theoretical Principles, Hu Yaobang made
an effort to retain the support of both Hua Guofeng and Deng Xiaoping. He
cleared his speech at the opening plenary session with Hua Guofeng and in it
praised the successes achieved under Hua’s leadership. Deng was busy plan-
ning his trip to the United States and the attack on Vietnam, but on January
27, the day before he was to depart for the United States, when Hu reported
to Deng plans for the conference, Deng told him that no one had yet clari-
fied what kind of democracy was appropriate for China and that careful
thought should be given to this question. Deng told Hu Yaobang to organize
twenty or thirty staff members to help clarify the relevant issues and to pre-
pare an essay of twenty- to thirty-thousand characters on the practice of de-
mocracy to be delivered on the sixtieth anniversary of the May Fourth dem-
onstrations. Deng said the essay should show that socialist democracy would
surpass bourgeois democracy.”

The atmosphere at the Conference on Theoretical Principles was epito-
mized by the treatment of Wu Lengxi, the former editor of Peoples Daily who
had been a critic of “Practice Is the Sole Criterion for Judging Truth.” Wu was
ordered to write a self-criticism, and when his first self-criticism was judged
insufficient, he wrote another. Liberals were gaining in power but they used
the same techniques of criticism and self-criticism to achieve unity that had
previously been used to support the radical cause. Participants at the confer-
ence reminded Wu that Deng Xiaoping had clearly told him on August 23,
1978, that the editing of volume 5 of Mao’s Selected Works should express the
spirit of “Practice Is the Sole Criterion for Judging Truth.” Wu confessed that
because he had not wanted to damage Mao’s reputation, he had supported
the “two whatevers.” He acknowledged that he should do more to “liberate
his thinking.”

Participants responded eagerly to Hu Yaobang’s opening speech at the con-
ference, which encouraged them to liberate their thinking and to speak with-
out inhibition.’' The new mood burst the boundaries of restraint, allowing
unprecedented levels of candor in criticism of party affairs. Participants were
free to criticize past errors of the Maoist period and to consider a broader
range of ideas as new boundaries for what was acceptable were drawn. Wang
Ruoshui, deputy editor of Peoples Daily, powerfully argued on behalf of more

freedom in a talk examining the question of how Mao and a small group of



260

CREATING THE DENG ERA, 1978—1980

his followers could lead the entire population to the disastrous Great Leap
Forward; he pointed to the attack on intellectuals in 1957 that had left them
terrified to speak out and therefore unable to prevent Mao from committing
horrible errors. A professor of philosophy at People’s University went so far as
to call the Gang of Four a “fascist dictatorship.” Yan Jiaqi, later head of the
Political Science Institute of the CASS, recommended limited terms of office
for all officials to prevent a recurrence of such disasters.*

From the beginning of the conference, however, some of the participants
were worried that they might get in trouble if the political tides turned and
the top leaders became more conservative. One participant said that unlike
the 1957 “hundred flowers” period, there should be legal guarantees so that
people will not be punished for speaking out.*

As usual at such conferences, printed summaries of the sessions were dis-
tributed to top leaders who did not attend the sessions, and as they read the
reports, several high-level leaders complained that the theorists at the meet-
ing had gone too far. At the same time, Hong Kong and foreign journalists
began writing about “de-Maoization,” which put pressure on Chinese leaders
to demonstrate that they were not guilty of this charge. Some Chinese leaders
even feared that China’s theorists were in danger of following the path of
Khrushchev, whose de-Stalinization program had weakened the Soviet party’s
authority.* Indeed, senior party officials began to complain that the views
expressed at the conference were dangerously close to criticizing virtually ev-
erything that had occurred during the Mao era. Some veterans who had held
important positions in the Mao era worried that they too might be tarred
with the growing criticism of Mao, and some began to raise questions about
whether Hu Yaobang and others at the conference were being “revisionist,”
anti-Mao, and anti-party.

The gap between certain senior party officials, on the one hand, and the
outspoken people at Democracy Wall and the Conference on Theoretical
Principles, on the other, was proving too large to bridge.* Chen Yun, Li Xian-
nian, and others who had supported Deng at the Third Plenum in December
1978 began to express fears that the criticism of the party was going so far as
to threaten their ability to maintain discipline and order. Hu Yaobang, sens-
ing the growing danger of a conservative reaction, warned conference partici-
pants that the criticisms by some individuals had exceeded the bounds of
good judgment and loyal party behavior. At a journalists’ conference in the
Propaganda Department on February 28, Hu Yaobang said that although
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Mao had made errors, “we must objectively acknowledge the great contribu-
tions of Chairman Mao.”* These comments, however, were not enough to
stop the party conservatives from continuing to criticize him and the confer-
ence.

Conference on Theoretical Principles, Part Two

On March 16, the day Chinese troops left Vietnam after a month-long war,
Deng addressed a meeting of party leaders. Now that his visit to the United
States and the attack on Vietnam were behind him, he could refocus on basic
domestic political issues. He assured participants that general conditions were
good for national stability and unity, but he warned that there were some
worrisome threats. Consequently, it was necessary to firmly hold high the
banner of Mao Zedong. Otherwise there was a danger, he warned, that the
party itself would be attacked, which would denigrate the People’s Republic
of China and mar an entire period of Chinese history. In order to preserve
stability and unity, Deng insisted that the party set aside for now the evalua-
tion of some historical issues, such as the Cultural Revolution. The news-
papers, cautioned China’s paramount leader, should give this issue careful at-
tention.”’

Having read the reports of the small group sessions at the first part of the
Conference on Theoretical Principles, Deng agreed with the other party lead-
ers who complained that the party theorists had gone too far in criticizing
Mao and the party. Just as Mao after the campaign to let a hundred flowers
bloom in 1957 felt that intellectuals had gone too far in their criticism, so
Deng in 1979 felt intellectuals had again overstepped. But learning the nega-
tive lesson from Mao’s 1957 counterattacks, Deng did not want to overreact
and lose the support of intellectuals. Meanwhile, those who supported De-
mocracy Wall and the spirit of the first part of the theory conference com-
plained privately that the summary reports, written under the supervision
of conservatives Deng Liqun and Hu Qiaomu, had exaggerated the level of
criticism of the party in order to provoke Deng Xiaoping into breaking
with those who wanted a more democratic discussion.” Deng Xiaoping was
especially upset at Wang Ruoshui, deputy editor of Peoples Daily, who not
only criticized Mao, but also allowed his views to be published in Hong
Kong. Like other high-level officials, Deng insisted that differences of opin-

ion among party leaders were not to be made public.
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To help prepare his speech for the conference, Deng turned again to Hu
Qiaomu, who had attended the first part of the conference. Deng’s meeting
with Hu Qiaomu, Hu Yaobang, and others on March 27 to go over the draft
of his speech took place two days after the posting of Wei Jingsheng’s essay on
democracy that had so alarmed senior party officials. Although Deng wanted
to allow more freedom than during the Mao era, he also wanted to establish
principles that would draw a firm boundary about what kinds of political
commentaries were acceptable and unacceptable. He told Hu Qiaomu, Hu
Yaobang, and the other drafters of his speech that four basic principles should
be presented to clarify the boundaries of freedom.* Although his speech was
prepared within only a few days, it not only set the tone for part two of the
conference, but also served for decades as the guide for deciding whether or
not a given article or book or movie was politically acceptable.

Four Cardinal Principles, March 30, 1979

In his influential major address, Deng laid out the four cardinal principles
(jiben yuanze) to draw the line between what was acceptable and what was
unacceptable. Writings should not challenge: (1) the socialist path, (2) the
dictatorship of the proletariat, (3) the leadership of the Communist Party,
and (4) Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought. Deng continued to
acknowledge that in some areas China could learn from the capitalist coun-
tries. He also recognized that a socialist country can make serious errors and
suffer setbacks, such as those caused by Lin Biao and the Gang of Four. But
he denied that China’s problems stemmed from socialism; in his view, they
resulted instead from the long pre-Communist history of feudalism and im-
perialism. China’s socialist revolution had already narrowed the gap with the
capitalist countries and would continue to do so. Moreover, a dictatorship of
the proletariat would continue to be needed to counter forces hostile to so-
cialism and to socialist public order—including counter-revolutionaries, en-
emy agents, and criminals—even as China allowed the practice of “socialist
democracy,” which remained essential for modernization. Like moderniza-
tion, Deng said, democratization could advance step by step.”

If anything was sacred for Deng, it was the Chinese Communist Party. He
instinctively bristled at criticism of the party and emphasized that public crit-
icism of the party would not be tolerated. He acknowledged that “Comrade
Mao, like any other man, had his defects and made errors” but he argued that
Mao Zedong Thought is the “crystallization of the experience of the Chinese
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people’s revolutionary struggle for over half a century.” History, he said, is
not made by one person, but people can respect one person.* The unleashing
of popular criticism at Democracy Wall and at the Conference on Theoreti-
cal Principles helped Deng weaken the hold of Maoist orthodoxy, which ac-
cepted a literal interpretation of everything Mao had said, and justified criti-
cism of party errors during the previous two decades. But Deng still positioned
himself personally not as one who led the attack on Mao, but rather as one
who defended the greatness of Mao.

Marshal Ye’s goal of unifying party thinking was not achieved because the
gap between the hopes of the liberal intellectuals and the fears of the stalwart
conservatives proved too large to bridge with a gentlemanly consensus based
on open discussions.” In the end, Deng attempted to impose unity from
above—with an authoritative statement underpinned by the power of the
state. As a reluctant witness to the divisions within the party, Deng was con-
vinced that China was not yet ready to achieve national unity without some
measure of coercion. After Deng’s speech on March 30, the conference broke
up into twelve small groups where the participants discussed for three days
how to implement Deng’s message.

On April 3 in his closing speech at the conference, Hu Yaobang, a disci-
plined party member, expressed his full support for Deng’s position on the
four cardinal principles.” But those who had heard Hu Yaobang during the
first part of conference knew that he personally would have preferred a more
open society and that he believed the nation would not be thrown into disor-
der if different views could be expressed more freely.* Although Deng and
Hu shared a commitment to modernization and continued to work to-
gether, their differences on where to draw the lines of freedom continued to
fester, eventually leading to Deng’s decision in 1987 to remove Hu from his
position.

As reasoned as Deng’s speech seemed to party leaders, to intellectuals the
underlying message was disturbing: the boundaries of freedom were nar-
rowed. Democracy Wall did not officially close down, but the chilling effect
of Deng’s speech—along with the arrest of Wei Jingsheng and the intimida-
tion of people who continued to hang posters—brought an end to Democracy
Wall and to hopes for a genuine hundred flowers in the cultural field. Those
who had hoped for more freedom could not easily forget the heady moments
of exuberance at Democracy Wall and the thoughtful intellectual explorations
at the theory work conference. Intellectuals at the CASS and elsewhere were
silenced, but many were not persuaded of the wisdom of the new policy.
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The new, more conservative line emanating from Deng’s four cardinal
principles rippled across the media, as conference participants and others
struggled to adapt to the new political reality. A Peoples Daily editorial of
May 5 stated, “Some people think that democracy means they can do what-
ever they want. . . . What we advocate is democracy under the guidance of
centralism.”® Lower-level officials issued propaganda based on the new nar-
rower lines about what was permissible.* Many intellectuals were deeply dis-
appointed at the limitations on their freedom, but Deng’s reaction was far
more restrained than Mao’s attack on intellectuals had been in 1957. Deng
knew he needed their cooperation to achieve modernization. Following his
enunciation of the four cardinal principles, intellectuals became more cau-
tious about criticizing the party in public, but only a relatively small number
of intellectuals were criticized, humiliated, or removed from their positions.
Some of the best-known critics were allowed to travel and stay abroad from
where they continued to speak out.”” Indeed, the long-term trend between
1978 and 1992 was toward expanding the space for free discussion. Though
upset at the sometimes clumsy and arbitrary efforts to enforce the boundaries
of free expression, the general public, as well as intellectuals, continued to
seek opportunities to push back the boundaries that constrained their free-
dom. It was impossible to set the boundaries of free expression once and for
all. To allow new ideas to be tried out and to secure the cooperation of intel-
lectuals, Deng needed to allow a larger measure of freedom than was permit-
ted before 1978.

At the end of October 1979, at the Fourth Congress of Literature and the
Arts, Deng managed to articulate this delicate balance of freedom and con-
trol in such a way that retained the support or at least the passive acceptance
of most intellectuals while rebuffing any attacks he judged might threaten
party authority. When preparing his speech to the Congress on Literature
and the Arts, Deng’s staff showed a draft copy to Zhou Yang, the cultural czar
in the 1950s who in the late 1970s had become a champion of greater free-
dom for intellectuals. Zhou Yang advised Deng not to give a long speech;
following Zhou Yang’s suggestion, Deng gave a short, simple greeting of con-
gratulations in which he praised the creativity of Chinese people in the arts,
affirmed their progress in the 1950s, criticized the restrictions on freedoms
imposed by Lin Biao and Jiang Qing, and said he looked forward to contin-
ued advances in the cultural sphere. His speech received warm and enthusias-
tic applause from people in the literary world, even from those who remained
upset at his speech on the four cardinal principles.® Unlike Mao in 1957,
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Deng in 1979 did not lose the support of mainstream intellectuals. Many
who complained privately about the arbitrariness of government restrictions
continued to work actively for the four modernizations. But throughout his
rule and until he stepped down in 1992, Deng would face a continuing tug-
of-war over the boundaries of freedom.” On June 4, 1989, this tug-of-war

would lead to tragedy.



The Soviet-Vietnamese Threat
19781979

In mid-1977, when Deng once again became responsible for China’s national
security and foreign affairs, he faced two overriding concerns: defending
China against threats from the Soviet Union and Vietnam, and laying the
groundwork to enlist foreign help for China’s modernization.' To reduce the
danger from the Soviet military, he sought to firm up relations with China’s
neighbors and to block Soviet advances. For help with modernization, he
turned to Japan and the United States. In pursuing these goals, for fourteen
months beginning in January 1978 Deng undertook a whirlwind tour of
more countries than he had visited in his entire lifetime. During these trips
he improved relations with China’s continental neighbors, opened China far
more widely than it had been opened at any time since 1949, and set China
on an irreversible course of active participation in international affairs and in
the worldwide exchange of ideas. In five trips abroad, he visited Burma (re-
named Myanmar after 1989), Nepal, North Korea, Japan, Malaysia, Thai-
land, Singapore, and the United States. During these fourteen months, Deng
also concluded a Treaty of Peace and Friendship with Japan, negotiated the
normalization of relations with the United States, and led China into a war
in Vietnam.

Deng Inherits the Foreign Policy Mantle

When Deng returned to party work in the summer of 1977, he did not seek
responsibility for foreign affairs. At one point he even said that he preferred
not to take on the job because it was taxing. But China needed Deng to man-
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age foreign affairs. Not only had he been at Mao’s or Zhou Enlai’s side in
meeting foreign leaders for almost three decades, but he himself had been
in charge of foreign affairs from mid-1973 to the end of 1975, under the tu-
telage of both Mao and Zhou. His colleagues recognized that after Zhou En-
lai’s death, no other leader could compare with Deng in terms of knowledge
of foreign affairs, strategic thinking, personal relationships with foreign lead-
ers, and skill in building goodwill abroad while firmly defending China’s in-
terests. Diplomats like Huang Hua, who replaced Qiao Guanhua as foreign
minister in December 1976, had extensive knowledge of other countries and
of past negotiations.? But China’s diplomats lacked the confidence to make
important political judgments and the stature to meet top foreign leaders as
equals.

Foreign policy had long been a central focus of the top Communist Party
leaders. Mao and Zhou in particular had been towering world-class strate-
gists, confident in dealing with the world’s other leaders as equals. Though
China remained relatively closed before 1978, Mao and Zhou gave foreign
affairs a great deal of attention, and they both took personal responsibility for
guiding policy. When Mao met foreigners, he exuded imperial confidence
and talked of philosophy, history, and literature, as well as of the raw dynam-
ics of world power. When Zhou met with foreigners at home and abroad, he
was erudite, elegant, charming, nuanced, considerate of his guests, and ready
to discuss details as well as to paint the big picture.

Like Mao and Zhou, Deng possessed an instinctive national loyalty, a stra-
tegic vision, and an underlying toughness in pursuing national interests.
When meeting foreigners, Deng, like Mao and Zhou, not only covered an
agenda, but also tried to size up his visitor’s character and objectives. Deng,
however, was more systematic—as well as more direct and straightforward—
than Mao or Zhou in focusing on the major issues of concern to China. Be-
fore meeting a foreign guest, he did not receive an oral briefing; he wanted to
read a memo from his staff about the visitor, the purpose of the trip, and
what topics should be covered. As with Mao and Zhou, the foreign visitors
often met a Chinese diplomat first, and the diplomat could pass to Deng a
memo about the visitors concerns before Deng met them.

Foreign diplomats in Beijing respected Deng greatly and saw in him some-
one with whom they could work. He became a favorite of foreign visitors for
his wit, intensity, disarming frankness, and desire to solve problems. George
H. W. Bush, who saw him often in 1975 when he headed the U.S. Liaison
Office in Beijing, once said, “He had an intense demeanor and talked with a
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bluntness that left no doubt about his meaning.” Huang Hua, who sat in on
many sessions with Mao, Zhou Enlai, and Deng when they met foreign lead-
ers, said of Deng, “He was good at grasping major issues, understanding and
expounding briefly the essence of a problem in a profound way, and making
judgments and decisions in a resolute and straightforward way.”*

Unlike Mao, who harbored visions of grandeur for China that exceeded its
power and leverage, Deng remained realistic in acknowledging China’s weak-
nesses and backwardness. But Deng also had an underlying confidence: he
knew that he was representing an enormous country with an extraordinarily
long history as a great civilization, and he drew strength not only from his
own success in overcoming personal challenges, but also from his broad
knowledge of domestic and international affairs. Unlike some Soviet leaders,
he did not attempt to impress foreigners from more modern countries, even
if they towered over him. Instead, Deng engaged foreign leaders as partners
in solving problems and soon got down to the issues at hand. Lacking any
psychological hang-ups, he could firmly resist, without becoming defensive
or nasty, any foreign pressures that he judged were not in keeping with Chi-
na’s interests.

Deng had not always displayed such confidence. When he first visited New
York in 1974 to speak to the United Nations, Deng sounded cautious and
uncomfortably formal, for he knew that his staff would report back to Mao
what he said and did. Deng continued to be careful during 1975, because on
all important foreign policy issues he still needed to obtain Mao’s final ap-
proval. As even Deng acknowledged, Zhou Enlai’s knowledge and experience
far surpassed his own. After Mao and Zhou died, however, Deng could nego-
tiate with foreign leaders without worrying about the views of others. When
he returned to take charge of foreign affairs in mid-1977 Deng continued
the policies he had been carrying out in 1975. But foreign officials who
met Deng after July 1977 found him more spontaneous and confident,
more willing to express his opinions on a broad range of foreign policy
issues.

From July 1977 until late 1979, in his conversations with foreign leaders
Deng spoke respectfully of “Chairman Hua.” But from the time Deng re-
turned in 1977, these foreign guests harbored no doubts that Deng was the
one in charge of foreign policy. He functioned not only as China’s negotiator,
but also as its grand strategist. And although he read the reports from diplo-
mats, for important decisions he relied more heavily on his own seasoned
judgment. Deng could be relaxed, with a sure-footed understanding of how
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the topic at hand related to overall strategy and confidence in his own ability
to deal with his counterparts. Over time Deng developed his own character-
istic style in conducting meetings with foreigners. He would begin with a few
witty remarks to welcome his foreign guests and then shift to focus on the
main issues he wanted to address, making his points directly, clearly, and
forcefully.

The Soviet Union as the Main Enemy

In his strategic analysis, Deng’s starting point was the same as Mao’s: identify
the main enemy, cultivate allies against the main enemy, neutralize the ene-
my’s allies, and draw them away from the enemy. By 1969, it was clear that
the Soviet Union had replaced the United States as China’s main enemy. In
July of that year, President Nixon, in Guam, announced that the United
States would not become involved in a land war in Asia. Also, following bor-
der clashes between China and the Soviet Union in March and August, Sino-
Soviet relations remained very tense.

After the U.S. troops pulled out of Vietnam in 1975, the Soviet Union
and Vietnam took advantage of the opportunity to fill the vacuum created
by the U.S. troop withdrawal, and in Deng’s view, increasingly threatened
China’s interests. Deng concluded that the Soviet Union was determined
to replace the United States as the dominant global power, and that the
Vietnamese were aiming to become the dominant power in Southeast Asia.
Therefore, China should form a “single line” (y7 tiaoxian), uniting with other
countries at the same latitude—the United States, Japan, and northern Eu-
rope—against the Soviet Union. Meanwhile, China would also endeavor to
pull other countries like India away from the Soviet Union’s side.

When Deng returned to work in 1977, the Soviet Union and Vietnam
appeared increasingly menacing to him as they cooperated to extend their
power in Southeast Asia. Vietnam had allowed the Soviet Union to use the
ports that the United States had modernized and left behind at Danang and
Cam Ranh Bay. This cooperation would give the Soviet Union the freedom
to move its ships into the entire area, from the Indian Ocean to the Pacific.
Missile bases in Vietnam were also constructed and held Soviet missiles aimed
at China, with Soviet personnel and electronic equipment on the bases to
provide technical assistance. And the Soviet Union kept massive numbers of
troops along China’s northern border, a situation that seemed more threaten-
ing because, to the west, India was cooperating with the Soviet Union, and
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the Soviet Union was poised to invade Afghanistan. Meanwhile Vietnam had
already taken over Laos and was preparing to invade China’s ally, Cambodia.
Deng, like players of the Chinese board game weiqi (in Japanese, go), thought
of these developments in terms of countries staking out different locations
and winning by surrounding the enemy. To Deng, China was in danger of
being encircled.

Of all of these developments, the alliance between Vietnam and the Sovi-
ets appeared to Deng to be the most threatening to China, and Vietnam ap-
peared to be the location where bold Chinese actions could have the greatest
impact in preventing Soviet encirclement. Deng said that Vietnam, after
expelling the American troops, was beginning to act like a proud peacock
showing off its tail. In May 1978, when Brzezinski met with Deng to discuss
plans for normalization, he was surprised at Deng’s vehemence in denounc-
ing Vietnamese perfidy. Other diplomats who met Deng Xiaoping in 1978
observed that whenever the topic of Vietnam came up, he became viscerally

angry.’

Deng’s Relationship with Vietnam

Toward Vietnam, Deng felt a sense of personal as well as national betrayal
because China had sacrificed for Vietnam during the American attacks, and
because he had had deep personal ties with Vietnamese for five decades. Half
a century earlier, when Deng was a worker-student in France, he had worked
with Vietnamese allies in the anti-colonial struggle against France. There is
no evidence that Deng met Ho Chi Minh in France even though both were
there at the same time, but he definitely met Ho in Yan’an in the late 1930s.
Zhou Enlai did know Ho in France, and also as a colleague at the Whampoa
Military Academy in the mid-1920s. When Deng was assigned to Guangxi
in the late 1920s, he passed through Vietnam several times, where he was
aided by underground Vietnamese Communists. In the 1940s and early
1950s, Deng and Vietnamese Communists were fellow revolutionaries fight-
ing for Communist victories, but after 1954, they were fellow government
officials striving to protect their national interests.

The connections with General Wei Guoqing, one of Deng’s former under-
lings, also ran deep. Wei had served under Deng in Guangxi and in the Huai
Hai campaign, and was a member of the Zhuang minority from the area of
Guangxi where Deng had established his revolutionary base in 1929. Deng
explained to Singapore’s prime minister Lee Kuan Yew that in 1954 when the
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Vietnamese were fighting the French, the Vietnamese lacked experience in
large-scale combat and General Wei Guoqing from China had played a key
role in guiding the fighting at Dien Bien Phu; the Vietnamese had wanted to
retreat, but Wei Guoqing refused. Air defenses in the northern part of Viet-
nam, too, were manned by Chinese fighters.

Deng understood the complexities of the relations between China and
Vietnam as national interests shifted and were reinterpreted through new
lenses. He knew that over the centuries, Vietnamese patriots had regarded the
Chinese as their main enemy because of Chinese invasions and occupation.
He understood that Vietnam was trying to maximize aid from both China
and the Soviet Union at a time when each endeavored to pull Vietnam closer.
He also realized that although China considered the contributions of General
Wei Guoging and the Chinese volunteers to have been critical to the victory
at Dien Bien Phu, the Vietnamese were still bitter about China’s failure to
support their efforts to unify their country at the 1954 Geneva Peace Treaty
discussions.® Deng was acutely aware that Ho Chi Minh, in his last will and
testament written in 1965, declared that Vietnam should be the dominant
power in Indochina, a statement the Chinese did not agree with.” And he
knew that Vietnam had been upset that China, starting in 1972, had begun
to sacrifice its relations with Vietnam in order to gain better relations with
the United States.

But China had also been very generous in helping North Vietnam fight
the United States. When Vietnam’s party secretary Le Duan visited Beijing
from April 18 to April 23, 1965, seeking help during the stepped-up U.S. air
attacks on North Vietnam, President Liu Shaogi told Le Duan that whatever
the Vietnamese needed, the Chinese would attempt to supply. During that
visit, Deng met Le Duan upon his arrival at the airport, joined Liu Shaoqi in
meetings with him, and then saw him off at the airport.® Afterward, the Chi-
nese set up a small group under the State Council to coordinate China’s aid
to North Vietnam; it represented some twenty-one branches of government,
including military, transport, construction, and rear services. According to
Chinese records, from June 1965 to August 1973 China dispatched a total of
320,000 “volunteers” to Vietnam to help with anti-aircraft weaponry, ma-
chinery repair, road and railway construction, communications, airport re-
pair, mine sweeping, rear services, and other activities. At their peak, there
were 170,000 Chinese troops in Vietnam at one time. China reported some
four thousand Chinese casualties during the war, but some Chinese scholars
estimate that this figure is in the tens of thousands. In 1978 Deng reported to
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Singapore’s prime minister Lee Kuan Yew that while the Americans were in
Vietnam, China had shipped goods to Vietnam that were worth over US$10
billion at the time, even more aid than China had provided to North Korea
during the Korean War.” As the Chinese expanded their support for Vietnam,
they sent in their own engineering and construction troops, anti-aircraft ar-
tillery, and additional supplies.'

In 1965 Deng, on behalf of the Chinese government, offered to greatly
increase China’s aid to Vietnam if the Vietnamese would end their relation-
ship with the Soviets, but Vietnam refused. Instead, when U.S. bombing at-
tacks in Vietnam increased, Vietnam turned increasingly to the country with
the high technology and modern weapons it needed for defense—the Soviet
Union—and the Soviets, in turn, used their increasing leverage to pressure
Vietnam to lean to the Soviet side in the Sino-Soviet dispute.

The gap between China and Vietnam widened in the mid-1960s when
Vietnam stopped criticizing “Soviet revisionism,” and when China showed
its displeasure with Vietnam’s closer ties with the Soviets by pulling a mili-
tary division out of Vietnam. In 1966, when Zhou Enlai and Deng met Ho
Chi Minh, Deng and Zhou were keenly aware of Vietnamese complaints that
Chinese troops were acting like the arrogant Chinese invaders who had ap-
peared frequently in Vietnam’s long history. Deng argued that the 100,000
troops were there solely to guard against the possibility of a Western invasion,
and Zhou offered to withdraw them." But Vietnam did not request their
withdrawal, and China continued to supply substantial amounts of ammuni-
tion, weapons, and equipment.

Ho Chi Minh, who spoke excellent Chinese and had spent many years
in China, worked hard to maintain good working relations with China as
well as with the Soviet Union. But after his death in September 1969, Sino-
Vietnamese relations deteriorated, Chinese aid was reduced, and China even-
tually pulled its troops out of Vietnam.'? When the Chinese improved rela-
tions with the United States after Nixon’s visit in 1972 and then reduced aid
to Vietnam, the Vietnamese viewed this as a sign of Chinese betrayal of Viet-
nam’s war against the United States."”

After the Americans pulled out of Vietnam, the Soviets were generous in
supplying large-scale aid to rebuild the war-torn country. In contrast, on Au-
gust 13, 1975, a few months after the Americans left Vietnam, Zhou Enlai,
hospitalized and pale from cancer, told the top Vietnamese planner, Lé Thanh
Nghi, that China would not be able to give much aid for Vietnam’s recon-
struction. China was exhausted from the Cultural Revolution and its econ-



The Soviet-Vietnamese Threat, 1978—1979

273

omy was not in good shape. “You Vietnamese,” Zhou said, “should let us
have a respite and regain our strength.” But in the same month, other Chi-
nese officials welcomed the Cambodian deputy premiers and promised them
US$1 billion of aid over the next five years.'* By then, the Soviet Union was
working closely with Vietnam and China was working with Cambodia to
prevent Vietnam from dominating all of Indochina. Deng later told Singa-
pore’s prime minister Lee Kuan Yew that China had stopped giving aid to
Vietnam not because it was difficult to match the amount of Soviet aid, but
because Vietnam sought hegemony in Southeast Asia. The Soviet Union
stood ready to support and profit from Vietnam’s ambitions, whereas China
did not.

One month later, in September 1975, Vietnam’s highest official, First Party
Secretary Le Duan, led a delegation to Beijing with the hope of avoiding a
complete break in relations with China. Vietnamese leaders wanted to receive
some Chinese aid, in part to achieve a measure of independence from the
Soviet Union. Deng, hosting the visit under the watchful eyes of Mao, shared
Le Duan’s goal of avoiding a rupture in their relationship. Deng met the Viet-
namese delegation at the airport, spoke at the welcoming banquet, continued
discussions with Le Duan, and sent the delegation off at the railway station.”
He was able to sign an agreement on September 25 that provided Vietnam
with a small loan and a modest amount of supplies.'® Had Deng then re-
mained in office after 1975, he might have been able to patch over the long
history of Vietnamese hostility toward China and the current differences, but
after Deng was weakened, the Gang of Four took a much tougher stance,
demanding that Vietnam renounce Soviet “hegemonism.”” Such demands
by the Chinese radicals proved too much for Le Duan, who refused to sign a
joint communiqué and left Beijing without giving the customary return ban-
quet.'®

A month later, Le Duan landed in Moscow where he received the promise
of long-term aid that he was secking. Vietnam would have preferred not to be
overly dependent on the Soviet Union, but it badly needed help to rebuild
the country. Le Duan, lacking leverage from China (or elsewhere) to resist
Soviet demands, signed agreements supporting Soviet foreign policy posi-
tions." These Soviet-Vietnamese agreements further polarized Vietnamese re-
lations with China and led China to strengthen its relations with Cambodia.?

In early 1977 the Vietnamese ambassador in Beijing said that if Deng were
to return to power, he would approach issues more pragmatically and rela-
tions between China and Vietnam would improve. To the extent that China
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had a foreign policy after Deng was removed in 1975, it was filled with revo-
lutionary slogans, lacking in perspective, and delivered without finesse.”! The
radicals had virtually broken Chinese ties with Vietnam and pushed Vietnam
closer to the Soviet Union. On November 9, 1975, shortly after Deng lost
control of foreign policy, Vietnam announced a political consultative confer-
ence to prepare for reunification of North and South Vietnam. Other Com-
munist countries sent congratulatory messages, but China did not. Three days
after the conference, Chinas Guangming Daily, reversing Deng’s prior ac-
knowledgment that the dispute over the Spratly Islands remained unresolved,
published a strong statement declaring that the Spratly Islands were part of
the “sacred territory” of China.?? (After Deng was formally dismissed in April
1976, one of the criticisms against him was that he had supported negotia-
tions with Vietnam over the Spratly Islands.”?) And in 1976, in response to
Vietnamese requests, the Eastern European countries, North Korea, and the
Soviet Union all promised aid to Vietnam, but China did not. The radicals
had undone the efforts by Deng and Le Duan to keep the relationship alive.

After Mao’s death and the arrest of the Gang of Four, there was a brief in-
terlude when Chinese and Vietnamese leaders explored the possibility of im-
proving ties. On October 15, 1976, just days after the gang was arrested,
Vietnamese officials, hoping that China might now pursue a more fraternal
policy and offer some help for their next five-year plan, sent a request to Bei-
jing for economic assistance. But the request went unanswered, and in De-
cember 1976, when twenty-nine fraternal Communist parties sent delegates
to Hanoi for the Vietnamese Party Congress, China, under Hua Guofeng’s
leadership, did not even reply to the invitation to attend. In February 1977,
five months before Deng returned to power, Beijing simply reiterated to a
visiting Vietnamese delegation that no aid would be forthcoming.*

Prelude to the Sino-Vietnamese Conflict

Had Deng not been purged in late 1975, he might have been able to avoid
the complete break between China and Vietnam. But when Deng returned
to work in July 1977, he confronted a changed situation in which Soviet-
Vietnamese cooperation had increased and China’s relationship with both
the Soviet Union and Vietnam had deteriorated badly.

In March and May 1977, a few months before Deng returned to work,
Vietnamese general Vo Nguyen Giap was in Moscow, where he concluded an
agreement with the Soviets in which the two sides would expand military
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cooperation.” The Soviet Union had begun to send personnel to naval bases
in Danang and Cam Ranh Bay, with the prospect that soon Soviet ships
would have access to the entire Chinese coast. Furthermore, the clashes be-
tween Vietnamese forces and the Cambodians and Chinese along their re-
spective borders had become larger in scale and more frequent. Vietnam had
been hesitant about joining the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance
(COMECON), the trade organization of Communist countries, because it
would require the Vietnamese to give up some of their cherished economic
independence, but on June 28, 1977, the Vietnamese, with an economy
badly in need of reconstruction and no other sources of economic help,
agreed to join.*

Meanwhile ethnic Chinese had begun fleeing Vietnam. After taking over
South Vietnam in 1975, the Viethamese Communist leaders had begun the
immense tasks of collectivizing and nationalizing its economy. In the process
they began attacking the 1.5 million ethnic Chinese in South Vietnam, many
of whom were small businesspeople opposed to collectivization. If Vietnam
were to invade Cambodia or if border clashes with China were to become
more serious, Vietnamese leaders feared that the ethnic Chinese might turn
against them. The Vietnamese launched a huge campaign that rounded up
massive numbers of ethnic Chinese and sent them to detention centers—
causing many others to flee the country. The Chinese government demanded
that Vietnam desist mistreating the ethnic Chinese in Vietnam, but the Viet-
namese officials paid no attention. By the time Deng had returned in July
1977, the campaign that eventually expelled an estimated 160,000 ethnic
Chinese from Vietnam was well under way.”” In retaliation, in May 1978, af-
ter Deng had returned to work, China suspended work on twenty-one aid
projects benefiting Vietnam.?® As Deng later explained, by that time China
did not believe that more aid would have been enough to pull Vietnam away
from the Soviet Union.”

Deng, like Mao and Zhou Enlai, thought in terms of decades. In 1978 the
threat was not one of imminent invasion of China but the larger danger that
if the Soviet Union were to continue to expand its use of bases in Vietnam, it
could lead to Soviet and Vietnamese encirclement of China. In explaining
the situation to Westerners, Deng referred to Vietnam as the Cuba of Asia—a
base by China’s side from which the Soviets could position their ships, their
planes, and their missiles. Scarcely a decade earlier, in 1962, the Soviet Union
had withdrawn its missiles from Cuba because the Americans had threatened
to use their superior military power. But the Soviet Union’s military was far
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superior to China’s. If the Soviets installed missiles in Vietnam, it would be
difficult at best for China to force the Soviets to withdraw them. Deng be-
lieved that it was urgent to strengthen cooperation with other countries to
resist Soviet-Vietnamese expansion before the bases became strong,.

During his fourteen months of travel, Deng visited only one Communist
country, North Korea, and seven non-Communist countries. He first visited
several countries that had good relationships with China and that could help
shore up China’s security along its borders. Of his five trips abroad, the first
three were made to countries along China’s continental borders. Like tradi-
tional Chinese rulers, Deng sought to pacify China’s borders but he also
sought the cooperation of those countries in resisting Soviet and Vietnamese
advances.

He then visited Japan and the United States, the two countries that could
be the most helpful to China as it pursued the four modernizations and
that also had great military strength to possibly help restrain the Soviet Union
and Vietnam. Europe was another major area of the world that could help
with modernization, but Europe’s cooperation had already been assured with
Deng’s 1975 visit to France. Follow-up arrangements with Europe could be
managed by Gu Mu’s delegation; they did not require another trip by Deng.

Visits to Burma and Nepal, January and February 1978

Deng’s first foreign visit after assuming responsibility for foreign affairs was
to the two countries to China’s south and west, both with long common bor-
ders, Burma and Nepal. China’s common border with Burma extended al-
most 1,350 miles, and the border with Nepal almost 850 miles. Deng did
not aim to sign any particular agreement with either nation. The wild Red
Guards had frightened all of China’s neighbors, so to develop good coopera-
tive relations would first require some fence mending. With better relations,
the countries on China’s borders would be more likely to cooperate in resist-
ing Soviet efforts to expand its influence in the region.

Despite recent memories of the Red Guards, Burma and Nepal already
had relatively good relations with China. For his visit to Burma, for example,
Deng could draw on almost two decades of friendly relations relatively unaf-
fected by the Cultural Revolution. China and Burma had resolved their
border issues in 1960. And after Ne Win’s 1962 coup, Burma remained rela-
tively isolated from most countries, but China had maintained close rela-
tions, which included helping Burma with the construction of electric power
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plants and other infrastructure projects. Zhou Enlai had visited Burma no
fewer than nine times, and by 1977 former general Ne Win, who ruled from
1962 until 1981, had visited China twelve times.*® In 1969, China and
Burma signed a Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation, and in 1977, Deng
Yingchao, Zhou Enlai’s widow, visited Burma and Deng Xiaoping himself
twice hosted Ne Win in Beijing. During one of those visits, Deng urged Ne
Win to strengthen relations with China’s client state, Cambodia, which was
already under pressure from Vietnam. A week after Ne Win'’s visit to Beijing,
Ne Win became the first head of state to visit Cambodia.

In his presentations in Burma, Deng was careful to refer to Chairman Hua
Guofeng respectfully; he even reiterated China’s policy that class struggle was
the key link, something that he would drop from his comments later in the
year, as the mood in the party began to shift away from Maoism and as Deng’s
personal stature rose. Deng believed that when visiting other countries he
should not only see political leaders, but also show appreciation for the coun-
try’s culture and society as a way of forming deeper bonds. In Burma, he
talked with key leaders of various social groups and showed respect for the
local culture by visiting famous Buddhist temples and other sites. Since Bud-
dhism was also widespread in China, there were obviously cultural links
through Buddhism. His remarks stressed the long history of friendship be-
tween Burma and China, and he spoke of their common views about coun-
tering Soviet and Vietnamese influence in Southeast Asia.

Ne Win expressed concern about China’s continuing ties with Communist
insurgents in Burma and other parts of Southeast Asia, which China was not
yet ready to break. This problem was to limit the extent of China-Burmese
cooperation, but Dengs visit was followed by an increase in cultural ex-
changes and, in the following year, an agreement on economic and techni-
cal cooperation. Even more importantly, although appearing to maintain its
policy of nonalignment, Burma tilted further toward China in the struggle
against Soviet and Vietnamese hegemony.”!

Like Burma, Nepal gave Deng a warm welcome. During the 1950s and
1960s Nepal had tried to maintain a neutral position between Indian and
Chinese interests, but in the 1970s, when Indira Gandhi took a tough line
toward Nepal, Nepal’s King Birendra turned to China for support. China
supported Nepal’s efforts to establish a zone of peace, and it expanded aid to
Nepal, opened direct air links, and agreed to exchange visits of senior offi-
cials. By June 1976, King Birendra had visited both Sichuan and Tibet.

In Nepal, Deng visited temples, museums, and various historical sites. He
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spoke of the two millennia of Sino-Nepali friendship and reaffirmed support
for King Birendra’s zone of peace. Deng said that all nations desire indepen-
dence, and he urged that countries in the third world cooperate in resisting
imperialism, colonialism, and domination by outside powers. Deng asserted
that the rivalry between the two superpowers had created serious instability
in South Asia, but that conditions there still remained unfavorable to the su-
perpowers, and China would continue to help Nepal safeguard its national
independence. He not only avoided criticizing India, but also composed his
message in Nepal in a way that might well appeal to India: China would as-
sist all nations in the region trying to pursue an independent policy. Deng
was paving the way for improved relations with India, which he hoped might
help pull it away from the Soviet Union.*

In January 1978 Deng did not yet have a full mandate to depart sharply
from Maoist thinking. As in Burma, he talked not only of rallying behind the
party center, headed by Chairman Hua Guofeng, but also of implementing
Chairman Mao’s “revolutionary line” and his policies in foreign affairs.® It
would take some months before a new Beijing consensus would allow Deng
to bid farewell to class struggle. But the visits to Burma and Nepal went well
and helped to strengthen those countries’ cooperation with China.

North Korea, September 8-13, 1978

Once Vietnam had aligned itself with the Soviet Union, it became even more
important for China to maintain good relations with the other sizeable Com-
munist country in Asia, North Korea, and not allow it to become another
“Cuba in Asia.” Fluent in Chinese, Kim Il Sung had lived in China for a total
of nearly twenty years before returning to Korea in 1945. After returning to
North Korea, he continued to maintain close relations with Mao and Zhou
Enlai who, during the Korean War, sent large numbers of troops (“volun-
teers”) to assist North Korea and to provide logistic support from Northeast
China. North Korea, like Vietnam, had skillfully used the Sino-Soviet rivalry
to get aid from both, although it generally leaned toward China.

In his relations with North Korea, Deng benefited from having helped, as
finance minister in 1953, to launch an aid program for rebuilding North
Korea after the Korean War, and from having hosted Kim Il Sung in April
1975.% North Korea’s capital was closer to Beijing than the capital of an