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Fall of "Peng, Luo, Lu and Yang Clique" 

 

On November 11, 1965, a Shanghai daily, Wenhuibao, published an article 

entitled "Comments on the Newly Written Historical Opera, Hai Jui Dismissed 

from Office," under the name of Yao Wenyuan.  On the same day, the director of 

the General Office of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) Central Committee, 

Yang Shangkun, was discharged from his post.
1
  The two seemingly unrelated 

events were in fact arranged behind the scenes by Mao Zedong.  One may wonder 

why Mao initiated the criticism of Wu Han in Shanghai rather than in Beijing, 

why Wu Han and Yang Shangkun were chosen as targets, and if there was any 

relationship between the two events?  In order to answer those questions, it 

is necessary to know how Mao viewed the general political situation of China 

and his own position in the power structure at that time.   

In 1962, Mao made an appeal to the people of China "never to forget class 

struggle!"  In Mao’s view, class struggle was very acute indeed.  In the 

countryside, he estimated, leadership in one-third of the local authorities 

had been usurped by class enemies.
2
  The situation in industry was no better. 

He believed that a great proportion of enterprises were not in the hands of 

Marxists.  Mao especially worried about the state of politics in literary and 

art circles.  He asserted that a "black line" had been dominating this realm 

and that as a result the Party's policies had not really been applied there 

since the liberation in 1949.  Finally, educational institutions, from 

elementary school to university level, were regarded as being reigned by 

bourgeois intellectuals.
3
  

Facing such an evidently dangerous situation, Mao determined to fight 

back.  He launched in 1963 the "Socialist Education Movement," the purpose of 

which was "to struggle against power holders taking the capitalist road."  He 

hoped that the campaign would help purge corrupted cadres at the grass-roots 

level.
4
  In addition, Mao initiated the campaign against "bourgeois academic 

authorities."  In the summer of 1964, a so-called Cultural Revolution Group, 

headed by Peng Zhen (the Group of Five), was formed to lead the nationwide 

criticism.  In the meantime, Mao selected 39 samples of "poisonous weeds," 

including Wu Han's Hai Jui Dismissed from Office and Deng Tuo's Evening Chats 

at Yanshan, and distributed them down to the county level to be criticized and 

rebutted.
5
  



 

 

 

Mao soon found that his efforts were being impeded by certain top 

leaders.  Although studying Mao's Thought was becoming a mass movement 

throughout society at the time, Mao felt that he was losing control of the 

center of power.  For one thing, the Secretary General of the Party, Deng 

Xiaoping, had never once consulted with Mao since 1959.
6
  Even when Deng made 

important decisions, he rarely informed the Chairman.
7
  The First Vice 

Chairman of the Party, Liu Shaoqi, in Mao's view, also showed less respect for 

him than before.
8
  

Mao's distrust of Liu and Deng was heightened at the end of 1964.  In 

December 1964, Deng Xiaoping called a working conference of the Central 

Committee to discuss the issues concerning the ongoing Socialist Education 

Movement.  Because Mao had decided in 1963 that he would, in the future, 

consider only strategic matters of the Party and state and not deal with the 

daily routine of political operations, and because Mao had not been present at 

many previous meetings, Deng suggested that Mao did not have to attend the 

meeting.  Mao did attend the meeting, however, and actively led the 

discussion.
9
  In his expressed view, the main contradiction of the movement 

was between socialism and capitalism.  But just when he began to elaborate his 

analysis, Liu Shaoqi chimed in with a different opinion.  "There may be more 

than one contradiction," said Liu.   

 

For one, there is the contradiction between the 'four goods' 

(politics, economics, organization, and ideology) and the 'four 

evils'.  And for another, there is the contradiction between Party 

members and non-Party members.  Those contradictions are interwoven 

with each other so that it is hard to tell one from the other. It may 

be better to go about resolving concrete problems, regardless of the 

fundamental nature of the contradictions involved.
10
 

  

Liu's interruption enraged Mao.  The next day, Mao carried two pamphlets 

to the meeting.  He said to Liu and Deng:  

 

Here are two booklets.  One is China’s Constitution.  As a citizen, I 

have the right to express my opinion.  The other is the Party 

Constitution.  As the Party Chairman, I am entitled to attend the 

meeting.  Now, one of you (i.e. Deng) tried to prevent me from taking 



 

 

 

part in the meeting.  And the other (i.e. Liu) interrupted my speech.  

Do I have any rights at all? 

 

Then he criticized the Politburo directed by Liu and the Central 

Secretariat headed by Deng as two "independent kingdoms."
11
  Liu and Deng's 

self-criticisms did not relieve Mao from anxiety.  Later Mao acknowledged that 

it was this meeting that had alerted him to the real danger of losing 

control.
12
  He then decided that Liu had to go.

13
  To retain power, he also 

decided to take some unusual measures.   

Mao chose Wu Han's Hai Jui Dismissed from Office as the first target of 

attack for good reason.
14
  Wu Han was not only a well-known historian but also 

a vice-mayor of the Beijing Municipal Government headed by Peng Zhen, who in 

turn played a crucial role in Deng Xiaoping's Central Secretariat.
15
  The 

criticism of Wu Han thus might function to kill two birds with one stone.  It 

might work both to accelerate general criticism of "bourgeois academic 

authorities" and to test the loyalty of top leaders in Beijing, such as Peng 

Zhen.   

In the spring of 1965, Mao instructed his wife, Jiang Qing, and her 

informal advisory group to prepare a critique of Wu Han's play in secret.  By 

the end of August, Yao Wenyuan had completed his final version of "Comments on 

the Newly Written Historical Opera, Hai Jui Dismissed from Office."  At the 

CCP work conference held the next month, Mao proposed "thoroughly to criticize 

the reactionary ideology of bourgeoisie" in general and to criticize Wu Han in 

particular.  But his suggestion was ignored by most of the participants in the 

conference.  Even when Mao tried to sound Peng Zhen out by directly asking 

him, "Could we criticize Wu Han?" Peng responded frigidly, "Some aspects of 

him can of course be criticized."
16
  In the following month, however, no 

action was taken in Beijing.  Thus Mao finally decided to publish Yao's 

article in Shanghai.
17
  

Mao's sense of losing control over Beijing led him seriously to consider 

taking measures against a possible coup.  Following Mao's directive, a so-

called Beijing Work Team was set up under the supervision of Lin Biao in the 

second half of 1965.  The team conducted a secret investigation of 

"underground activities" in Beijing, especially in Zhongnanhai, the compound 

where top central leaders worked and lived.  The first victim of the 

investigation was Yang Shangkun, the director of the General Office, who was 



 

 

 

accused of spying on Mao.
18
  Luo Ruiqing, the chief of the General Staff of 

the PLA, soon became the second victim.  Luo was essentially a rival to Lin 

Biao for power within the PLA.  Lin Biao successfully convinced Mao that Luo 

was not only an ambitious careerist but also a dangerous schemer against Mao's 

Thought.
19
  At a meeting of the Politburo held in Shanghai in December 1965, 

Luo was discharged from his post and prosecuted.
20
  Yang and Luo both had long 

been in charge of Mao's safety, with the former taking care of Zhongnanhai and 

the latter assigned to accompany Mao wherever he went outside Beijing.  The 

exposure of the two key persons as "conspirators" suggested to Mao that 

Beijing was not merely out of his control but was fraught with political 

danger.  Therefore he decided not to return to Beijing until it proved 

secure.
21
   

Yao Wenyuan's article in Wenhuibao immediately shook Beijing.  There had 

been a rule that newspapers were generally not allowed to criticize anyone by 

name publicly unless they got permission from the Central Propaganda 

Department.  But the department was uninformed when Yao's article appeared.  

On November 13, the Beijing Municipal Party Committee and Renmin Ribao asked 

Wenhuibao about the background of Yao's article.  They decided to reprint the 

article if it had been approved by Mao.  But the Shanghai paper refused to 

provide any background information, because Jiang Qing had specifically 

instructed Wenhuibao to block the passage of information to Beijing.  Then the 

Beijing Municipal Party Committee turned to its first secretary, and Renmin 

Ribao to the head of the Group of Five, Peng Zhen, who was incidentally 

traveling outside of Beijing at the moment.  Lacking clearance concerning the 

background of Yao's article, Peng directed Beijing to wait until he came back.  

On November 20, disappointed because no newspaper in the nation except another 

in Shanghai, Jiefeng Ribao, had reprinted Yao's articles, Mao ordered Shanghai 

to turn the article into a pamphlet and distribute it throughout the nation.
22
 

In the following four months, Peng's position within the Party seemed to 

be as secure as ever.
23
  Pend did one thing wrong, however, which was to ruin 

his political life.  On March 11, 1966, under the orders of Peng, Xu Liqun, 

the deputy director of the Central Propaganda Department, questioned by phone 

Yang Yongzhi, the head of the Propaganda Department of the Shanghai Municipal 

Party Committee, why Shanghai had published Yao's article without 

authorization from Beijing.  On March 28, Kang Sheng informed Mao of this 

episode and provocatively added: "It indicates that their spearhead of attack 



 

 

 

is directed at you, our Party Chairman."  Kang's account infuriated Mao.  He 

could never tolerate anyone who, in his view, was playing underhanded tricks 

against him.  Therefore he determined to destroy Peng Zhen politically and 

everything related with Peng: the Group of Five, the Central Department of 

Propaganda, and the Beijing Municipal Party Committee.
24
  

April 1966 was an unusually busy month for top Chinese leaders.  The 

Secretariat met from the ninth to the twelfth, and then the Standing Committee 

of the Politburo held a meeting from the sixteenth to the twenty fourth.  The 

two sessions decided to oust Peng Zhen from office, disband the Group of Five, 

and reorganize the Beijing Municipal Party Committee.  On April 24, the final 

draft of what would later be called the "May 16 Notice" was passed.
25
  

Ten days later, the Politburo started to hold a twenty-three-day enlarged 

meeting chaired by Liu Shaoqi in Beijing.
26
  At the meeting, Lu Dingyi, the 

head of the Central Department of Propaganda, was "ferreted out" and 

criticized as the fourth conspirator along with Peng Zhen, Luo Ruiqing, and 

Yang Shangkun.
27
   

Now, Peng, Luo, Lu, and Yang were accused of having formed an anti-Party 

clique, but, as a matter of fact, they came to grief for different reasons. 

There was no evidence whatsoever suggesting that they had ever colluded with 

each other in a conspiracy against Mao.
28
  On May 18, Lin Biao explained why 

Mao had taken such an action against this so-called clique: 

 

In the past several months, Chairman Mao has paid special attention 

to the possibility of a counter-revolutionary coup and has taken many 

necessary measures to prevent it from happening. Last winter, when 

Luo Ruiqing was exposed, the Chairman discussed the possibility of a 

coup with some of us. This time, when Peng Zhen's problems were 

brought to light, he even deployed forces to guard crucial such 

places and departments as broadcasting stations, army depots, and 

public security stations against a possible coup...It is of the first 

importance for us to maintain sharp vigilance against subversion from 

within, about which Chairman Mao had been so anxious that he often 

could not sleep soundly.
29
 

 

A purge was not Mao's purpose, but removal of the immediate threat was 

nevertheless the necessary condition of realizing his goals.  What were his 



 

 

 

goals at that moment?  The May 16 Notice made them clear: First, "the whole 

Party must thoroughly expose the reactionary bourgeois stand of those so-

called 'academic authorities' who oppose the Party and socialism."  Second, to 

achieve the first goal, "it is necessary at the same time to criticize and 

repudiate the representatives of the bourgeoisie who have sneaked into the 

Party, the government, the Army, and all spheres of culture, and to clear them 

out or to transfer some of them to other positions."
30
   

Starting from April, 1966, criticism of bourgeois academic authorities 

had been intensified.  Newspapers had carried numerous critical articles.  On 

April 18, the Jiefang Junbao (The PLA Daily) published an editorial entitled 

"Hold High the Great Banner of Mao Zedong Thought and Take Active Part in the 

Great Socialist Cultural Revolution."  This editorial was reprinted in all 

major national and local newspapers the next day.  The use of the term 

“cultural revolution,” however, surprised nobody, for the term had been 

popular since 1958.
31
  

May 1966 saw a high tide of criticism, which shifted focus from Wu Han to 

a so-called "Three-Family Village"--Deng Tuo, Wu Han, and Liao Mosha, all of 

whom were powerful figures in the Beijing Municipal Party Committee and the 

Beijing Municipal Government.
32
  Orchestrated by Mao from behind the scenes, a 

group of young theorists spearheaded the attack, which aimed to undermine Peng 

Zhen's power base--the Beijing Party Committee and Government.
33
  The masses 

then were mobilized to take part in the fight against the "black gang" and 

"blackline."  Criticism meetings were held throughout the country.  Even 

students of elementary schools were required to demonstrate their resentment 

against the "Three Family Village."
34
  Big-character posters containing 

accusations and denunciations of revisionists appeared in every unit. 

Newspapers were full of critical essays. 

As Mao sadly noted, however, such a massive media campaign did not arouse 

much real interest among ordinary Chinese.
35
  Superficially, people appeared 

to be extremely enthusiastic in throwing themselves into the movement, but 

most people in their heart believed that the cultural revolution was 

essentially the business of the cultural and educational circle, having little 

to do with them.  Viewing the campaign simply as a response to the alleged 

attacks from a handful of "anti-Party and anti-socialism elements," they took 

part in the movement only to show their support of the Party.  Since in their 

understanding, the target of the movement was the "anti-Party and anti-



 

 

 

socialism black gang" who had attacked the establishment from outside,
36
 the 

power position of political elites at all levels was actually strengthened 

during the campaign, which obviously was contrary to Mao's expectations.
37
  To 

make a political breakthrough, he had to do something extraordinary.   

On May 28, a new Cultural Revolution Small Group (hereinafter CRSG) was 

set up to replace the old one.  Three days later, taking orders directly from 

Mao, a work team, led by the head of the CRSG, Chen Boda, entered the offices 

of Renmin Ribao (People’s Daily) and took over control of the organ of the 

Party without giving notice to Liu Shaoqi and other top leaders in Beijing.
38
 

The next day, Renmin Ribao carried a provocative editorial: "Sweep away all of 

the Monsters and Ghosts."  That night, Mao personally instructed the nation's 

radio network to broadcast the contents of a poster written by seven teachers 

and graduate students of the Department of Philosophy at Beijing University. 

What differed this poster from millions of others was that its main target was 

the Party committee of the university rather than academic authorities.  Mao 

later acknowledged that this was the time he finally decided to launch an all-

out counterattack against the bourgeoisie within the Party.
39
  June 1, 1966 

thus has since been considered the mark of the beginning of the Great 

Proletarian Cultural Revolution. 

  

The Fall of Liu and Deng 

 

Nie's big-character poster of June 1 was meant to turn the focus of the 

movement from the criticism of bourgeois academic authorities to the criticism 

of "representatives of the bourgeoisie within the Party who sheltered the 

bourgeois authorities."  Mao wanted the broadcasting of the Nie’s poster to 

convey an important message to millions of Chinese: it was not necessarily 

illegitimate to attack local Party authorities.
40
  The signal became ever 

stronger as it was announced that Peng Zhen had been dismissed and the Beijing 

Municipal Party Committee had been reorganized on June 3.  As Mao had 

expected, the publication of Nie's poster "stirred up the whole world."  

However, after having kindled the flames of the Cultural Revolution at 

the beginning of June, Mao still stayed in South China, moving from Hangzhou 

to his birthplace--Shaoshan of Hunan, and then to Wuhan, until July 18.  

During the period, he gave no clear directive to central leaders in Beijing 

about how to carry the movement forward.  Thus the leaders who were doing the 



 

 

 

day-to-day work, among them were Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, were left with 

the discretion of directing the movement in accordance with their 

understanding of what Mao intended to do.  

Since the day when Mao took offense at them in December 1964, Liu and 

Deng had made self-criticism for several times and had tried hard to keep in 

line with Mao.  Liu concurred in Mao's appraisal that over one-third of local 

authorities had been usurped by nonproletarians.
41
  And he had sympathy with 

neither "bourgeois academic authorities" who were under attack or the "Peng, 

Luo, Lu, Yang clique" who were purged.
42
  But Liu did not really understand 

what Mao was up to.   

The most pressing challenge Liu and Deng were facing at the moment was an 

authority crisis in the education sector, particularly in Beijing.  Because 

the old Beijing Municipal Party Committee was accused of having carried out a 

revisionist line, especially in education, school Party committees in the city 

became very vulnerable to students' criticism.  In the first few days of June, 

the school authorities found themselves almost losing control over students.
43
  

Confronted with the rebellious students, the school authorities urgently 

asked their superiors to send work teams.  Distrusting their current leaders, 

students also appealed to the new Municipal Party Committee to send work teams 

to their schools.  The former hoped that the teams would calm the students, 

while the latter expected that the work teams would replace the old leaders. 

Although the motivations were different or even opposing, messages reaching 

Liu Shaoqi were the same: work teams were needed.  Liu strongly inclined to 

the suggestion, for it had been a standard practice in past political 

campaigns to dispatch work teams to grass-roots units; and Mao had recently 

set an example by sending work teams to Renmin Ribao and Beijing University. 

But with the lesson learned from the December 1964 meeting in mind, Liu 

decided to move with caution.
44
  At first, Liu convened a Politburo meeting on 

June 6, which formulated a document called "Eight Regulations" to arrest the 

deteriorating situation.
45
  Then Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping flew to Hangzhou 

to invite Mao back to Beijing to take charge of the overall movement.  But Mao 

preferred to stay in south China, probably because the Beijing Work Team had 

not yet completed its safety arrangements.
46
  At a meeting held in Hangzhou on 

June 9, the issue of work teams was discussed.  Although Mao advised “not to 

send them out so hastily," he did not explicitly oppose the idea of 

dispatching work teams to schools.
47
  In the view of Liu, Deng, and others 



 

 

 

attending the meeting, Mao’s equivocal attitude amounted to a tacit consent. 

It was this understanding that led them finally to approve the dispatch of 

work teams.
48
      

Liu and Deng felt somehow reassured with the work teams garrisoned on 

campuses.  The chaotic situation in the first few days of June reminded them 

of the spring of 1957 when a handful of rightists openly attacked the Party 

after the Party announced that it was going to rectify itself.
49
  Now again 

some people seemed to have seized the Cultural Revolution as a chance to make 

trouble.  They must be rightists in the guise of revolutionaries.
50
  By 

drawing an analogy between the current movement and the anti-rightist campaign 

of 1957, Liu asserted at a central meeting that one of the purposes of the 

Cultural Revolution was to "fetter out" hidden rightists.
51
  For a moment, the 

Cultural Revolution was seen by many as just another anti-rightist campaign.
52
  

On June 18, some students at Beijing University took violent action to 

humiliate some sixty "black gang elements" without consulting the work team. 

This activity obviously ran counter to the "Eight Regulations."
53
  More 

seriously, around this time, the work teams in 39 of the 55 institutions of 

higher learning in Beijing were in real danger of being driven out by the 

students.  And some students even openly attacked the "Eight Regulations" as 

“dogma” and “a rope that tied the hands and feet of the revolutionary masses.”   

This situation led the top leaders in Beijing to conclude: 

  

In a relaxing political climate, rightists have come out one after 

another.  Collided with "black gang elements" and "royalists," the 

rightists are so savage that in many units, it is monsters and ghosts 

who are assaulting others rather than the other way around.  Facing 

the challenge from those sham leftists, real rightists, we shall 

prepare to strike back in due course.
54
  

 

On June 20, Liu Shaoqi endorsed a set of repressive measures that the 

work team of Beijing University proposed to use in dealing with rebellious 

students, and introduced them to the nation as a way to overcome what he 

called “interference.”  The movement then was turned into an "anti-

interference campaign."  In the following thirty days, about 10,000 college 

students and several thousand teachers in Beijing were labeled "rightists" or 



 

 

 

"counter-revolutionaries."
55
  The situation in other parts of the country was 

about the same.
56
 

As pointed out above, when Mao determined to initiate the CR, he had two 

purposes in mind: to deflate the arrogant "the bourgeois academic authorities" 

and to purge "the representatives of the bourgeoisie within the Party."  As it 

turned out, however, the movement only criticized the former and left the 

latter almost entirely untouched in the first two months.  Moreover, thousands 

of students became the new targets.  If the deviation was not to be corrected, 

Mao had reason to fear that the movement might abort.  He therefore decided to 

make the work team the starting point of rectifying the deviation.
57
   

 

On July 18, Mao finally returned Beijing after absence from the national 

capital for more than ten months.  He first read reports prepared by Chen Boda 

and Kang Sheng and read the materials about the situation of Beijing 

University, Qinghua University, People's University, and Beijing Normal 

University prepared by the CRSG.
58
  In the next few days, he called a series 

of meetings at which he condemned the work team for hindering the development 

of the CR and said the policy of dispatching work teams had resulted in 

"suppressing the student movement."  He believed that this policy had led the 

movement "astray."
59
  On July 20, Mao's wife, Jiang Qing, returned to Beijing 

from Shanghai to join the battle.  The next day, arranged by Chen Boda and 

Kang Sheng, Wang Li and Guan Feng, two members of the CRSG, went to Qinghua 

University to see Kuai Dafu, a student who had been labeled "reactionary" by 

the work team.  In the following nine days, the whole CRSG turned out to 

mobilize an anti-work-team force in a dozen colleges and high schools in 

Beijing.
60
  According to them, Mao had never approved the decision of 

dispatching the work team.  This statement no doubt undermined the legitimacy 

of the work team.  More important, however, it was tantamount to declaring 

that those central leaders who had decided to dispatch the work team made a 

serious mistake, though most ordinary people might not be able to take the 

hint.    

But Liu Shaoqi understood.  At first, he tried to retrieve the defeat by 

arguing that work teams were necessary when they were sent out.  On July 24, 

at a central meeting, after soliciting other top leaders' opinions on the 

issue, Liu concluded that although some work teams might have been “divorced 

from the masses,” the work team as a form of Party leadership was imperative 



 

 

 

in such a massive political movement.  The next day, however, Mao issued an 

order: all work teams must be "driven out."
61
  On July 29, as a symbol of the 

anti-work-team force, Kuai Dafu was invited to attend a meeting of CR 

activists from Beijing's institutions of higher learning and high schools held 

in the Great Hall of the People.  At this mass rally, Liu Shaoqi, Deng 

Xiaoping, and Zhou Enlai were forced to make self-criticism on the issue of 

the work teams.  Liu reportedly said: 

 

How to carry the CR forward?  You do not know, then come to ask us.  

To be honest with you, I do not know either.  I believe that many 

comrades at the Center, and most of work term members have no ready 

answer about this question...It seems that we old revolutionaries now 

are encountering new problems so that sometimes we are criticized for 

having made mistakes.  But we are baffled by not knowing what we have 

done wrong.
62
   

  

But Mao would not leave the matter at that.  He decided that not only 

should Liu's policy be condemned but the policy makers should be denounced.  

He therefore decided that to cripple Liu's position in the Party, his 

criticism of Liu's mistakes must reach a broader audience.  The Eleventh 

Plenum of the Central Committee provided him with such an opportunity. 

At a meeting to prepare for the plenum held from July 27 to 30, the 

participants, who included the chief leaders of the provinces, discussed Mao's 

criticisms of the work team and the draft of the "Sixteen Articles."
63
 

Although all endorsed Mao's decision to withdraw work teams, most thought that 

the initial decision of dispatching work terms had been right, only now did 

this form of leadership become obsolete.  Some then were wondering, "After 

work teams are withdrawn, in what form may the Party's leadership be 

embodied?"
64
  Obviously, the preparatory meeting fell far short of what Mao 

meant to achieve.   

In the first three days of the plenum (August 1 to 3), Liu, Deng, and 

Zhou made speeches as scheduled.  Liu's report on developments since the Tenth 

Plenum of 1962 was endorsed by the participants.  Mao tried hard to draw 

attention to his view that the dispatching of the work team had been wrong, 

but his effort resulted at best in some timid participants' self-criticism. 

The participants still seemed not able to follow Mao's clues to track down 



 

 

 

Liu.
65
  The plenum was originally scheduled to end by August 5.  Obviously, 

unless Mao made his point clear soon, the chance might be lost.   

On August 4, Mao surprised most of the participants by launching a direct 

attack on Liu by saying: "The terror of suppressing the student movement is 

the manifestation of a wrong political line, which derived from the Center." 

The next day, Mao wrote his famous dazibao "Bombard the Headquarters," stating 

that "some leading comrades from the Center down to the local level" had 

"enforced a bourgeois dictatorship and struck down the surging movement of the 

Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution in the last fifty days or so."
66
  The 

conference thus was prolonged.  On August 6, Mao called back Lin Biao from 

Dalian of Liaoning province, who originally had no plan to attend the plenum, 

to reinforce his attack.  The next day, his dazibao was distributed to the 

participants of the meeting.  August 8 was a turning point.  On that day, "the 

Sixteen Articles" was passed.  From the day on, the plenum focused its 

attention on the criticism of Liu.
67
  On August 12, Mao reshuffled the Party 

Center.
68
  Both Mao and Lin believed that the reorganization would ensure the 

implementation of the decisions of the plenum, namely, the Sixteen Articles.
69
  

 

The Rise of the Red Guards 

 

Although no decision was made at the Eleventh Plenum to dismiss Liu 

Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping from their posts, the two vice chairmen of the Party 

essentially lost power and influence henceforth.  

After the plenum ended, work teams withdrew from the schools.  The 

withdrawal of work teams created a power vacuum in many schools.  Even if the 

Party organizations remained intact, according to the Sixteen Articles, they 

were not supposed to lead the movement directly.
70
  Now the question was who 

would have the right to lead the movement.  It was then that the class line 

was pushed to extremes.   

Previously, although those from bad family origins had been discriminated 

against, the official line was that no one was born red and people could 

become red only through ideological remolding.
71
  Especially after Peng 

Zheng's talk on the class line in January 1965, while the youth of 

exploitative families had been encouraged to forsake their own original 

classes, many students of good origins had also been criticized for having 

thought themselves "born red."
72
  The latter, of course, felt uncomfortable 



 

 

 

with the criticism.  In late 1965 and early 1966, a rumor started to spread 

among some high-level cadres' children of Beijing.  Allegedly, Mao, 

disappointed because some cadres' children were not doing very well in their 

work and study while many from the exploitative classes were very active, had 

said that political power should not go to the latter for he believed "a 

hero's child is a brave man, and a reactionary's child is a bastard."  

Heartened by such a rumor, high-level cadres' children in some high schools of 

Beijing began to align with each other in informal ways.
73
  On May 29, 1966, 

the first formal group, which called itself "red guards," took shape in the 

middle school attached to Qinghua University.  Soon similar organizations 

emerged in other schools.
74
 Nevertheless, before the work teams left, these 

groups remained largely secret, for any voluntary group had been regarded as a 

threat to the communists' control in the pre-CR China.
75
   

The withdrawal of work teams provided an opportunity for students of good 

class origins to come to the fore to claim the leadership, for now few school 

leaders would dear to restrain them at the risk of being condemned for 

"suppressing the revolutionary masses," and no other group had enough 

political resources to compete with them.  Their claim was based on so-called 

“theory of blood lineage (xuetonglun).”  Immediately after the work team lost 

legitimacy, the phrase "a hero's child is a brave man, a reactionary's child 

is a bastard" was displayed on the walls of many buildings in Beijing and 

quickly attracted nationwide attention, despite the CRSG's criticism.
76
  It 

amounted to a public declaration that those from bad class origins were 

second-class citizens who had no chance to become “revolutionaries” through 

excellent political performance.  Moreover, the phrase implied that the more 

contributions to the revolution one's parents had made, the more revolutionary 

one oneself was.  In other words, among the offspring of the five red 

categories (revolutionary army men, revolutionary cadres, revolutionary 

martyrs, workers, and poor and lower-middle peasants), those from the first 

three had the priority to claim leadership.  Influenced by the slogan, good 

origin students in more schools set up exclusive associations in late July and 

early August.   

  On July 28, when Jiang Qing interviewed the representatives of high 

school students of Haidian district of Beijing, the red guards of the middle 

school attached to Qinghua University presented her with two dazibao and asked 

her to pass them to Mao.  Written in late June and early July, the two dazibao 



 

 

 

had been denounced as “reactionary” by the work team, because they claimed "it 

is right to rebel."  The red guards supported their point by citing a 

quotation from Mao which they found in Renmin Ribao of June 5, but the work 

team insisted that in a socialist country led by the Communist Party, it was 

no longer right to rebel.  Now the red guards hoped to have the two dazibao 

endorsed by Mao himself.  Four days later, Mao wrote a letter of support for 

the red guards and distributed it along with the two dazibao to the 

participants in the Eleventh Plenum.  The next day, the CRSG formally 

recognized the red guards and similar student voluntary groups as legal 

organization.  On August 3, upon receiving a copy of Mao's letter, the red 

guards of the middle school attached to Qinghua University promptly spread the 

good news to the city of Beijing.
77
  Mao's praise of the red guards evoked 

wide repercussions among Beijing's students.  In the following days 

organizations calling themselves “red guards” sprung up like mushrooms.  Even 

the existing student groups changed their names to red guards.  On August 18, 

Mao received over one million of the "revolutionary masses" in Tiananmen 

Square.  Among them the red guards were most conspicuous.  Fifteen hundred 

student representatives were invited to seat on the rostrum of Tiananmen, 

which had never happened before.  More significant, Mao accepted and wore an 

armband of the red guards.
78
  

The signal seemed unmistakable.  Inspired by the stirring news, students 

of the other parts of China set up thousands of organizations calling 

themselves "red guards" overnight.  Thus the Red Guards as a new form of mass 

organization rose abruptly and quickly swept all over China.  

Right after Mao's first meeting with the Red Guards, Red Guards set out 

to smash the Four Olds (old ideas, old culture, old customs, and old 

habits).
79
  The drama of the Smashing of the Four Olds was probably not in 

anybody's plan.  Although the Sixteen Articles and Lin Biao's speech at the 

mass rally of August 18 mentioned the necessity of eradicating the Four Olds 

of the exploiting classes, it meant a general task that might take a long time 

to accomplish.  But students wanted immediate action to demonstrate their 

determination to be the vanguard of the CR movement.  As in other 

revolutionary circumstances, the logic of "change a name and you change the 

thing" once again worked.
80
  Indeed, nothing was more simple and more 

conspicuous than a change in outward appearances in a so-called revolution.   



 

 

 

Started in Beijing on August 20, the storm of the Smashing of the Four 

Olds soon swept the nation.  In no time, thousand of store, streets, 

factories, schools, hospitals, newspapers, and persons had changed their “non-

revolutionary” names to “revolutionary names.  The students did not confine 

their efforts to the names of places.  Since 1964, tight-fitting jeans, 

pointed shoes, high-heeled shoes, Western-style coats and ties, and long hair 

had been regarded as symbols of a bourgeois lifestyle, and the people had been 

advised to avoid them.  Now they were prohibited outright.  Students ordered 

barbershops, tailors', and photo studios not to do any work that was 

inconsistent with a proletarian style.
81
  They also set up checkpoints on the 

streets.  Long hair was cut, tight pants slit, and inappropriate shoes gashed. 

In a few days, all traces of the Four Olds disappeared from the streets.  To 

wipe out the Four Olds, the students then began to search the houses of black 

elements and to confiscate or smash any items that did not appear to conform 

with the socialist value system.
82
  Hardly any family with a problematical 

record escaped being searched.
83
     

Although the Smashing of the Four Olds was not on their original agenda, 

Mao and the CRSG did not want to dampen the enthusiasm of the Red Guards. 

After hesitating for three days, they decided to applaud the Red Guards' 

activities on August 23.
84
  With the connivance of the central authorities, 

the campaign became even more violent.  Red Guards held accusation meetings 

against "monsters and ghosts," paraded them through the streets, and even 

forced them to move to the countryside.  In the end, physical punishment 

became a common practice.  In extreme cases, so-called “monsters and ghosts” 

were beat to death.
85
  Driven to the wall, some victims put up a desperate 

fight.  There were reports that Red Guards were stabbed and wounded.
86
  By the 

end of August, it had become apparent that without some restrictions on the 

Red Guards' excesses, public order would collapse.  Moreover, Mao and the CRSG 

were worried that the Red Guards were missing the main targets of the CR---the 

capitalist roaders.  After watching the situation for a week, at the end of 

August, the Center stepped in to cool down Red Guards.
87
  Because the local 

social control apparatus remained fairly effective, the massive violence was 

soon brought under control.  But this period set a precedent for the use of 

violence.  When the social control apparatus became paralyzed, violence would 

become a prominent feature of the CR.    



 

 

 

The rise of the Red Guards and the campaign to smash the Four Olds were 

significant in two senses. 

First, the Red Guards set a precedent for people with the same interests 

to organize themselves into groups against others.  Although in August and 

September only good origin students were allowed to do so and only one Red 

Guard organization was supposed to be set up in each school to represent the 

student body, the Red Guards were the first real mass organization not subject 

to direct control of the political hierarchy in China since 1949.  Unlike the 

Trade Union, Youth League, and Women's Association, which, as vassal 

organizations of the Party, could not act contrary to the guidelines imposed 

by the Party authorities, the Red Guards were independent from the outset. 

Their establishment, recruitment, composition, program, strategy, and 

activities were decided by the members themselves rather than through the 

official political hierarchy.  Because of their independence, they were more 

likely to confront than to cooperate with the authorities.  Moreover, the 

principle of the Party leadership now was interpreted as "the leadership of 

the Party Center headed by Chairman Mao,"
88
 which seemed to justify not 

blindly obeying the local authorities. 

Second, individuals now might reach out their units to take part the 

movement on a much broader basis.  In the past, all social forces had been 

vertically segmented in the sense that political activities had been largely 

confined to each individual unit.  Only the Party had had the capability to 

mobilize cross-unit actions through its hierarchical system.  Here again the 

Red Guards set a precedent for people with the same interests to form cross-

unit allies to pursue their common goals.   

These breakthroughs made a spontaneous mass movement possible of which 

even Mao---a master of mass movement---might find it difficult to take the 

reins.   

Mao acknowledged that he had not anticipated at first that the Red Guards 

would become a national phenomenon.
89
  Nor did he expect that the Red Guards 

would take a direction he had tried to avoid.  From late July to mid-August, 

Mao worked hard to redirect the movement.  But the Red Guards, whom he and the 

CRSG inflamed and agitated, once again struck a blow against “wrong 

targets.”
90
  It was the earliest sign that a massive movement involving 

millions of people had its own logic.  But Mao was so amazed by Red Guards’ 



 

 

 

enthusiasms in responding to his call that he did not realize that he was 

riding a tiger that would be hard to tame. 

 

The Fall of the Public Authorities 

 

The mighty campaign of the Smashing of the Four Olds overshadowed another 

important development in August---the growing flow of people traveling between 

Beijing and the provinces "to exchange revolutionary experiences," which was 

called in Chinese "chuanlian."  As early as June and July, there had already 

been some people who hoped to go to Beijing to lodge complaints with the Party 

Center against the work teams or leaders in their units because they thought 

they had been unjustly treated.  But the local authorities prohibited them 

from doing so.
91
  On July 21, Mao declared it wrong to prevent those people 

from coming to Beijing.  In early August, thousands of students and even 

workers began to arrive in Beijing.  By August 16, there had already been so 

many visitors in the nation's capital that the CRSG had to hold a welcome 

meeting for them in a large stadium.
92
  Two days later, when Mao for the first 

time received Red Guards in Tiananmen Square, the official media reported that 

among those in the square were students from other parts of the country.
93
  

The two events then were taken as a sign that the Center had given tacit 

consent to chuanlian.  Moreover, the rumor that Chairman Mao would receive 

more Red Guards attracted a large number of students to Beijing from the 

provinces.  At the same time, the desire to kindle the flames of the CR in the 

stagnant provinces drove many Beijing students to leave the capital for the 

provinces.  In late August, the first Beijing students began to arrive in the 

provinces.
94
  

The Beijing students had two experiences which students in the other 

parts of China did not share.  First, the highest local authorities, the 

Beijing Municipal Party Committee and Government, had collapsed and had been 

replaced.  Second, since late July the CRSG members had repeatedly asserted 

that the policy of dispatching the work team was a "line mistake" and had 

tried to agitate students to criticize the policy and the work team.  In 

addition, the Beijing students were in a position to get the latest 

information about the Center's new policies.
95
  Thus, when Beijing students 

arrived in other places, their first sense was that the CR in the provinces 



 

 

 

was rather stale.  They therefore often took the lead in “bombarding” local 

governments.     

As soon as Beijing students arrived in provincial capitals, local 

governments began to feel the pressure.  In Hefei, about a thousand Beijing 

and local students surrounded the building of the Auhui Provincial Party 

Committee, shouting "Down with Li Baohua [the first party secretary]" and 

"Disband the Provincial Party Committee."  In Shanghai, the Municipal Party 

Committee was forced to hold two mass rallies demanded by Beijing students, 

and the chief leaders attending the rallies were publicly humiliated. 

Similarly, the authorities of Hubei, Xinjiang, Guangxi, Jiangxi, Jiangsu, 

Guangdong, and other provinces were facing serious challenges.  In some 

places, the situation seemed almost out of control.  For instance, the tension 

between chuanlian students on one hand, and local workers, peasants, and 

cadres on the other broke out into open conflict in such cities as Qingdao, 

Xian, Guilin, Lanzhou, Baotou, Harbin, Chongqing, and Changsha.
96
        

On September 7, Mao severely criticized those local leaders who had 

allegedly incited workers and peasants against rebellious students.
97
  By 

deterring local governments from inhibiting the rebellious behavior of the 

chuanlian students, Mao’s criticism further inspired the latter’s fighting 

will.   

The chuanlian students at first could not find many local sympathizers. 

But the radical ideas they brought with them nevertheless exerted a growing 

influence on some local people's thinking, and their fearless attack against 

local governments set an example for local residents to follow.
98
  By late 

September, first local radical student groups began to emerge in the 

provinces. 

In Mao’s view, however, the situation was far from satisfactory.  For one 

thing, there appeared to be some central leaders who were trying to take the 

steam out of the Cultural Revolution.  After the close of the Eleventh Plenum 

and the central work conference that followed, Mao and the CRSG were not very 

active.  The daily routine of the Center was handled by Zhou Enlai and Tao 

Zhu.
99
  Following a decision made at a Politburo meeting held on September 5, 

Chen Boda drafted a Renmin Ribao editorial entitled "Grasping Revolution and 

Promoting Production,"
100
 which prohibited the Red Guards from meddling in the 

internal affairs of industrial, construction, and commercial enterprises, 

scientific research institutes, and agricultural production units.  On 



 

 

 

September 14, the Center issued "Circular on Grasping Revolution and Promoting 

Production," and "Regulation on the CR in Agricultural Production Units below 

County Level."  Both were efforts to confine the CR within educational and 

cultural circles.  The Red Guards were not allowed to go into factories or 

communes, and the workers, peasants, and cadres were ordered to stand fast at 

their posts.  No official could be dismissed without approval from superior 

authorities.
101
  All these decisions were restrictive in nature.  At a meeting 

of the heads of the central ministries, Zhou Enlai even told the participants 

that the movement was about to end and it was time to shift attention from the 

CR to production.  He was reportedly cheered by the ministers.
102
  In the 

provinces, although local leaders no longer dared to play the bully against 

rebellious students, they were still trying to resist challenges from below in 

every possible way. 

Facing such a situation, Mao found that he had to change his appraisal of 

the CR.  After the Eleventh Plenum, Mao might have once expected that once Liu 

Shaoqi's policy of dispatching the work team was criticized, the masses would 

unite to fight against the main targets of the CR---the capitalist roaders and 

bourgeois authorities.  In the contrary, however, tensions became apparent 

among the masses after the withdrawal of work teams.  At first, Mao thought 

that such conflicts were caused by minor misunderstandings that could be 

easily cleared up in no time.  But he soon found it very difficult, if not 

impossible, to reconcile such disputes.  He then ordered the CRSG to conduct 

an intensive investigation in Beijing and in the provinces with the help of a 

group of journalists from Jiefang Junbao, Renmin Ribao, Guangming Ribao, and 

Hongqi.
103
  The investigation led the CRSG to the conclusion that the disputes 

among the masses reflected a struggle between two different political lines: 

the revolutionary line of Chairman Mao and the reactionary line of the 

bourgeoisie.  The former was represented by those who had dared to challenge 

the authorities in general and the work teams in particular, whereas the 

latter was personified by people in power and supporters of power-holders who 

had suppressed the rebels.  Since it was believed that there was no room for 

compromise on such an issue of "two-line struggle" and that the rebels were in 

danger, Mao and the CRSG finally decided openly to side with the former group 

and to denounce the latter.
104
    

The rebellious students then were in very difficult position even in 

Beijing, not to mention in the provinces.  That they were called a "minority" 



 

 

 

revealed that they were isolated from the student body at large in their 

respective schools.
105
  It was at this time (around September 20) that the CRSG 

held a secret meeting of the "minorities" of Beijing's higher learning 

institutions for four consecutive days to instruct them on the line of action 

to pursue.  Zhang Chunqiao told them:  

 

After the Eleventh Plenum, the suppression of revolutionaries in some 

places had taken a turn for the worse.  So the CR should not be 

hastily wound up and we should not give up halfway.  No matter what 

will happen in the future, we, the members of the CRSG, will always 

be with you in the course of the Cultural Revolution.
106
 

 

On September 24, Chen Boda formally put forward the concept of the two-

line struggle in the CR for the first time but did not elaborate it.
107
   

The turning point was marked by a speech delivered by Zhou Enlai when he 

received the representatives of the Third Headquarters of Beijing Red Guards 

on September 26.  Established on September 6, the Third Headquarters was 

mostly composed of "minorities.  At first, the Center seemed to have ignored 

its existence.  Jiang Qing and Zhou Enlai had met several times with the Red 

Guards of the First and Second Headquarters and even high school Red Guards 

but had never before publicly received the representatives of the Third 

Headquarters.  Now, Zhou Enlai took a clear-cut stand to support the 

minorities.  He announced at the meeting that all wrong documents must be 

annulled, all wrong labels must abolished, all wrong classifications must be 

declared invalid, and all the people who had been wrongly treated in the first 

few months of the CR must be rehabilitated.  The "oppressed revolutionary 

minorities" cheered this announcement, for it met the main demands they had 

put forward since the close of the Eleventh Plenum.  Zhou's remark got to the 

heart of the matter.
108
    

One of the most significant turning points in the CR occurred in October 

1966.  Before October, having been somewhat challenged, the local authorities 

in the provinces still could direct the course of the movement.  This month, 

however, there would be an earth-shaking change.  In his speech delivered at 

the Celebration Rally of the National Day on October 1, Lin Biao pointed out: 

"The struggle continues between the proletarian revolutionary line represented 

by Chairman Mao and the bourgeois reactionary line."
109
  Two days later, Hongqi 



 

 

 

in its 13th issue published a strongly worded editorial "Forward on the Great 

Road of Mao Zedong Thought," which declared: "The struggle between the two 

lines have not yet ended (after the publication of the Sixteen Articles)." 

"Whether or not we criticize the bourgeois reactionary line,” it continued, 

“is the key to whether or not we can implement the Sixteen Articles of the CR, 

and whether or not we can correctly promote extensive struggle, criticism, and 

reform (dou-pi-gai).  There is no room for a compromise between the two 

lines."  It went on to appeal for an all-out attack on “the bourgeois 

reactionary line.”
110
 

On October 6, some 120,000 students from all over the country attended a 

mass rally of "Open Fire at the Bourgeois Reactionary Line" sponsored by the 

Third Headquarters of Beijing.  This was a spectacular event.  First, Zhou 

Enlai and all chief members of the CRSG showed up, which unmistakably 

demonstrated the Center's support of the Third Headquarters and such activity. 

Second, at the rally, Zhang Chunqiao read a new instruction issued by the 

Central Committee the day before, according to which all those who had been 

branded "counter-revolutionaries," "anti-Party elements," and "rightists" in 

the early stage of the movement by Party committees or work teams must be 

allowed to redeem their good names, and the black material detrimental to 

their honor must be destroyed in public.
111
  Third, the rally published an open 

telegram to the nation, which was read by Kuai Dafu, a symbol of the victims 

under the reactionary line; and many on the rostrum had also been branded as 

counter-revolutionaries in the previous months.  Finally, the live-recording 

of the rally was immediately distributed throughout the country.
112
 In a sense, 

this was a national mobilization meeting for "open fire at the reactionary 

line," the effects of which were soon felt by the entire nation.  

 On the motion of Mao, a central work conference was convened on October 

9, which was designed to straighten out the thinking of provincial leaders.  

At the meeting, Lin Biao remarked critically that after the Eleventh Plenum 

the majority of local leaders had been still passive, defensive, and 

restrictive in dealing with rebellious students.  Worse, some of them had 

borne strong resentments against the movement.
113
  Chen Boda charged that many 

had made "line mistakes" in handling the issues of the chuanlian, of the 

relationship between the majority and minority, and of conflicts between 

students on one hand and workers, peasants, and cadres on the other.   



 

 

 

Initially the conference was planned for only three days.  That proved to 

be too short for convincing the confused provincial chiefs so that it was 

extended to seven days.  Chen Boda's report "Summing up the Experiences of the 

Movement of the Last Two Months" on the final day, however, caused a new 

controversy
114
 and the conference then was again extended.   

The conference continued in a tense atmosphere.  Mao Zedong, Lin Biao, 

and Chen Boda took turns putting pressure on the participants.
115
  As the co-

concocters of the reactionary line, Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping were forced 

to make self-criticism.
116
  The provincial chiefs were also on tenterhooks. 

Accused of having implemented Liu's "wrong political line," they were 

apprehensive for their future and destiny.
117
    

At the last session of the central work conference, Zhou Enlai elaborated 

the Center's future plans.
118
  At that time, the Center still wanted to confine 

the movement mainly to the education sector and to keep students’ activities 

within bounds, though it also tried to force the provincial leaders to make 

some concessions to the rebellious students.   

When the conference was still going on, the CRSG intentionally disclosed 

the information about the conference to the radical Red Guards of Beijing. 

Before the conference came to an end on October 28, Chen Boda's report had 

already become the talk of the town.
119
  The situation in Beijing now evidently 

favored the rebels.
120
   

Chen Boda’s report struck a vital blow at the authority of the provincial 

governments, for they were accused of having followed Liu Shaoqi and Deng 

Xiaoping’ “bourgeois reactionary line” rather than Chairman Mao’s 

“revolutionary line.”  The power structure of the Chinese political system was 

in some way like a pyramid, in which officials of any level derived their 

legitimacy not from below but from above, and the personality cult of Mao made 

him the ultimate source of all power.  Thus in dealing with threats from 

below, power holders were confident, powerful, and effective as long as they 

had their superiors' blessing.  As soon as the support from above was 

withdrawn, however, they would become vulnerable to attacks from any sides.  

In the first few months of the CR, local leaders felt largely secure about, 

and confident of, themselves.  Now the Center began to support their 

challengers.  Without backing from above, the local leaders could not parry a 

single blow from below, to say nothing of being able to hit back.  From that 

point on, local governments lost their authority.   



 

 

 

Early October saw the emergence of innumerable rebel groups in every 

school throughout the country.
121
  To compete with the original conservative 

Red Guards, those new groups quickly found it necessary to form loose 

coalitions among themselves.  As such coalitions were gradually solidified, by 

the middle of October, each school had usually had a pair of core 

organizations, one conservative and the other rebel.  Since the conservative 

Red Guards had already set up their city-wide headquarters in September,
122
 

rebel organizations also made efforts to coordinate their activities.
123
  In 

late October, city-wide rebel Red Guards organizations began to emerge in the 

provinces.
124
      

The most significant development in November and December was that the 

movement went beyond the bounds of cultural and educational institutions to 

enter virtually every quarter of the society. Since the end of the Eleventh 

Plenum, the situation in factories had been dull in comparison with what 

students had done in schools and in the society at large.
125
  Workers did 

participate in the movement but only in the sense that they had studied 

important documents, speeches, and editorials about the CR in their spare 

time.  Regular production had not been disturbed.  Most of the workers never 

imagined that they would be allowed to act like riotous students.
126
  In 

October, some rebellious students raised the issue of how to carry out the CR 

in factories.  For instance, the Red Banner Combat Team of Beijing 

Aeronautical Institute, one of the most radical organizations in Beijing, 

entered several factories to mobilize workers.  But at the moment, even the 

radical members of the CRSG dissuaded them from doing that.  On November 10, 

Renmin Ribao published its second editorial on "grasping revolution and 

promoting production," which, like the first editorial on the same topic that 

appeared on September 7, was drafted at the suggestion of the Politburo.  It 

reiterated that production should not be disturbed and that political 

activities in industrial and commercial enterprises should be arranged only in 

people's spare time.
127
  On the same day, however, the CRSG learned that a so-

called Revolutionary Rebellious Headquarters of Beijing Workers had been 

established.  Up to that point, the leading group of the CR still had no idea 

about how to deal with workers' organizations.
128
  Beijing in fact was not the 

first city in which workers' organizations had emerged.  On November 9, the 

Headquarters of Rebellious Workers (Gongzhao zongsi) had been formally set up 

in Shanghai
129
 and Wuhan’s Workers' Headquarters (Gongzong) had also come into 



 

 

 

being on the same day.
130
  But the CRSG was not yet ready to recognize their 

legitimacy. 

On November 13, a dramatic change took place.  In Shanghai, Zhang 

Chunqiao recognized the Headquarters of Rebellious Workers as a legal 

organization.  The next day, Mao called a meeting of the Politburo at which he 

endorsed Zhang's decision on the ground that policy should always be adapted 

to the changing situation.
131
  Thus Mao lifted the ban on the mass 

organizations of workers.  Of course, when Mao and the CRSG said that the 

workers had the constitutional right of association, they did not expect that 

the workers would split.
132
  In reality, however, their recognition of the 

legal position of workers' organizations quickly brought about innumerable 

antagonistic organizations in the political arena.
133
  

The legalization of workers' organizations was a fatal move during the 

course of the CR for two reasons.  First, if the workers were allowed to set 

up their organizations, no other group could be denied the right to do the 

same.  For the first time, the Chinese were free to organize themselves into 

whatever groups they wanted, as long as they claimed that their purpose was to 

make revolution under the guidance of Mao Zedong Thought.  Multifarious mass 

organizations thus sprang up like mushrooms in the following weeks.
134
  The 

freedom, however limited it might be, ironically awakened people's 

consciousness of self interests or group interests which had long been 

suppressed, and provided the possibility to pursue such interests.  The 

released desires could be destructive.   

Second, the emergence of mass organizations inevitably further undermined 

the authority of the Party leadership down to the basic level.  In the first 

seventeen years of the People's Republic, the Chinese political cadres had 

become used to unified, unchecked leadership.  They had no idea how to deal 

with real mass organizations, even conservative ones.  The inexperience might 

lead to overcaution, which in turn would hamper the exercise of their 

authority.  Worse still, the legitimacy of the leadership at the provincial 

level had been fatally damaged by the central leadership.  In the pyramid of 

power structure, the leadership at lower levels could hardly withstand a 

single blow on its own.  Third, with the release of long suppressed forces and 

the collapse of the social control system, the situation could go out of 

control at any moment, no matter how powerful the central authorities might 

be.     



 

 

 

 

Mao's Plan for 1967 

 

The removal of the boundary between the campus and the rest of the 

society was one of the most daring decisions Mao had made since 1949.  If only 

the students had been allowed to mobilized freely, civil order might be 

disturbed but could be easily restored as long as social production continued. 

Once the workers were given the right to revolt, however, the very roots of 

the society were at stake.  Mao determined to bring the entire society into 

the CR because he thought that it was not enough to fight the bourgeoisie here 

and there, as the past political campaigns had done.  He considered the CR a 

mass movement that should launch an all-out attack on all fronts against the 

bourgeoisie.  Accordingly, at a secret meeting of the CRSG held on December 

25, 1966, Mao set the tune for the CR for the coming year: "1967 will be a 

year of all-round class struggle throughout the entire society."
135
  This 

statement became the theme of the 1967 New Year editorials in Renmin Ribao and 

Hongqi.
136
  

Hoping that the CR would revolutionize China, Mao of course wished that 

it would be done in a reasonably manageable way.  If some price must be paid, 

he hoped that the cost would be as low as possible.  Thus at the same time he 

called for the workers, peasants, government functionaries, and others to join 

the students in revolt, he adopted measures to prevent the movement from 

running out of hand.   

First, he ordered the CRSG to prepare a series of concrete regulations 

for the people in different walks of life on how to behave themselves in the 

course of the movement.
137
  Second, Mao suggested that all students in colleges 

and middle schools should go through a military training session by the PLA.
138
  

Lin Biao elaborated on the plan the purpose of which was to strengthen "the 

revolutionary spirit, scientific attitude, and discipline" of the students.  

Revolutionary spirit meant a fearless, rebellious spirit.  Scientific attitude 

was an attitude of "seeking truth from facts."  And discipline was self-

explanatory.  By requiring the ruleless students to take part in military 

training and encouraging them to combine the revolutionary spirit with the 

scientific attitude and discipline, Mao hoped to restrain them from going to 

extremes.
139
 



 

 

 

Third, Mao directed that special attention should be paid to Beijing, 

Shanghai, Tianjin, and the three provinces in the Northeast Region in the 

coming year.
140
  It was a clever decision.  The three cities and three 

provinces in question were the most important industrial bases of China, where 

about one-third of China's production was concentrated.
141
  It was therefore 

vital to make sure that the situation in those areas was under control. 

Moreover, "drawing experience from selected units to promote overall work" had 

been Mao's long-standing method for coping with complicated situations.  By 

focusing on work at those selected localities, Mao hoped that a set of 

guidelines would be worked out to direct the movement in the country at large.   

Those measures might have worked if they had been put forward before the 

massive movement was set in motion.  After millions of people had been allowed 

to "liberate themselves" and the public authority had been paralyzed, however, 

these efforts were totally inadequate to bring the insurgent masses into line 

with the balanced development Mao desired.  With such a great uncertainty, the 

CR entered its second year. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This paper presents a historical narrative of main events during the 

first year of the Chinese Cultural Revolution.  By tracing the sequence of 

such events, it hopes to shed light on three questions that have puzzled the 

students of the CR. 

First, what motivated Mao to launch the CR?  Some view the CR as simply a 

power struggle between Mao and his rivalries.  According to them, the CR was 

in essence "Mao's great purge."
142
  Indeed, the first year of the CR saw the 

purge of many top officials.  But, if purge had been Mao's main purpose, he 

would not have had to unleash a great upheaval like the CR.  Given the 

absolute power he possessed in the Party, it would be as easy as falling off a 

log for him to remove his political adversaries.  This was confirmed by the 

relegation of "the Peng, Luo, Lu, and Yang Clique" and the fall of Liu Shaoqi 

and Deng Xiaopine.  By October 1966, Mao had managed to do away with all those 

who were in position to pose a potential threat to him.  However, the CR did 

not stop there.  Rather, it moved on.  For Mao, the purpose of the CR was not 

merely to purge, but to remodel China's social, economic, and political system 



 

 

 

according to his egalitarian ideal.
143
  Purge was just one of his instruments 

for breaking through all kinds of obstructions to the CR movement.   

Second, why was Mao able singlehanded to bring China's whole state 

apparatus to ruin?  At the beginning of 1966, the Chinese political system 

appeared to be as monolithic and stable as ever.  By the end of the year, 

however, all pillars of the state, except the armed forces, had toppled down.  

How do we explain the vulnerability of China's once-seemingly mighty state 

machinery?  The answer lies in the nature of power structure of the Chinese 

political system.  In China, power elites at every level derived their 

legitimacy from higher levels of power, and ultimately from Mao.  With the 

support from Mao, the system had been characterized by unity, might, efficacy, 

and stability.  Facing such a monolithic construction, challengers from below 

looked like ants trying to topple a giant tree.  For power elites, as long as 

they had the blessing from their superiors, they would be able to act 

resolutely with great confidence.   

The problem with this kind of system was that power elites had no 

experience in independently dealing with challengers.  Once the paramount 

leader withheld his support and thus deprived them of their legitimacy, they 

would become very vulnerable to attack.  Indeed, this was exactly what Mao did 

to them during the first year of the CR.  Thanks to Mao's personal 

intervention, China's power structure foundered in a peculiar top-down 

fashion: key central leaders fell in disgrace first, then provincial 

governments crumbled, and finally officials at the grass-roots level lost 

their authority.  Obviously, without backing from above, communist officials 

had no ability to put up a last-ditch struggle as the ruling class usually 

does when it faces the danger of being overthrown.   

Third, why did Mao have to divert so much his effort into "emergency 

salvage" during the CR?   As pointed out above, Mao's purpose in launching the 

CR was to remodel China's political system.  At first, he hoped that personnel 

changes, policy changes, and institutional changes within the system would be 

sufficient for fulfilling this goal.  By the autumn of 1966, however, he 

reached a conclusion that the only way to remodel the system was to destroy it 

and build a new one in its place.  His decision to dismantle the existing 

state apparatus proved to be a fatal strategic mistake.  With the collapse of 

social control system, Mao would find it difficult, if not impossible, for his 



 

 

 

will to be realized even though millions of Chinese were sincerely faithful to 

his personal leadership.   

In the past, the local authorities had served as 'gatekeepers' monitoring 

the communication between the center and the grass-roots, and enforcers 

executing Mao's directives.  The hierarchical structure of power could 

minimize the possibility of deviations among the masses by standardizing the 

interpretation of message from Beijing, and by punishing non-compliant 

behaviors.  Of course there was a danger in this model that the local 

authorities might deliberately or unintentionally misrepresent messages from 

the center, as had happened in the first few months of the CR.  It 

nevertheless was much easier for the center directly to deal with a few 

gatekeepers than with millions of people.  Now, the old authority structure 

became disintegrated, and no new structure was in sight to replace it.  What 

was left was only Mao's personal authority.  There was no doubt that the cult 

of personality could serve as a tool of popular mobilization.  But, the cult 

as such could not substitute the mechanisms of social control.  An effective 

leadership is supposed to have two functions: energizing and directing.
144
  If 

a leader succeeds only in energizing but not in directing, he would see the 

followers he has energized to move in direction other than what he intends.  

That was Mao's tragedy: he destroyed the social control mechanisms that were 

necessary for him to dictate and to coordinate popular forces.  As a result, 

despite his charisma, the CR eventually failed.
145
 

Mao's purpose in launching the CR was to construct something new.  He was 

right in believing "without destruction there can be no construction."  And 

the first year of the CR demonstrated he was in a unique position to destroy 

the system he had helped to build up and presided over in the first 17 years 

of the People's Republic.  However, there was no quarantee that destruction 

would necessarily result in desirable construction.  This was a bitter lesson 

Mao learned in the following years of the CR, and this should be a treasured 

lesson for future generations to bear in mind when they set out to destroy 

something.  
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