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During the ten years between 1966 and 1976, the Chi nese people were
recurrently told that the Cultural Revolution (CR) was advancing from one
victory to another. The novenent in retrospect, however, seens to have
lurched fromcrisis to crisis. For the first two years or so of the CR (1966-
68), China was in a state of total anarchy. Neither Mao nor his close
associ ates, who had | aunched the novenent, were able to control it. Even
after this chaotic period, the political process under Mao continued to nove
"el sewhere" all the tine, creating unexpected crises, stagnation
frustration, and social changes. Finally, in 1976, when Mao's corpse was
barely cold, all the cultural revolutionaries at the Center were rounded up at
one fell swoop. In the years that followed, Mao's political |ine has been
grossly betrayed. It is hardly an exaggeration to say that, by any neasure,
the CR was a col ossal failure.

Way did the drama directed by a universally recognized "charisnmatic"
| eader turn out to be his stigma? The followi ng paragraphs will try to answer
this question by investigating the charismatic relationship between Mao and

mllions of self-clainmed followers of the "great hel nsman.”
"True Believers" or "Rational Actors"?

In the literature on the CR, though top elites have been depicted as
cal cul ating or even astute actors, the novenent itself has often been pictured
as one in which anom e prevailed, as if all others were Mao's irrationa
foll owers who behaved as the vehicles of blind crowd fury.E However, whet her

one is a blindly devoted foll ower does not depend on what one clainms to be, or
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even what one believes one is. Rather, one's behavior will reveal the truth.
An individual's public pronouncenent of loyalty to an ideology or to a | eader
is never sufficient as a sound indicator of real attachment. Only a carefu
anal ysis of the individual's private opinions, and, nore inmportant, of his
behavi or, would hel p us determ ne whether his public pronouncenents are the
sanme as his private opinions and represent his real desires.

Once the masses are designated as "true believers,"” as much of the
literature on the Chinese Cultural Revolution does, the tendency has been to
mnimze the inmportance of the non-true-believer segnents of the society. It
is fallacious to equate the whole population with true believers. It was true
that during the CR period, everyone clained to be a true believer of Mao. W
shoul d not be fooled by such statenents, however. M study show that though a
majority of followers really believed in Mao's natural talents and identified
with him others accepted his initiatives because they feared puni shnent if
they deviated. Still others were neither nesnerized by Mao's persona
nmystique nor subjugated by their fear of punishnent, but followed hi mbecause
t hey perceived his positions, skills, and information to be nost appropriate
for their own situation. Qoviously, the latter two groups were only self-
described followers. They could hardly be called true believers.

Neverthel ess, the nmajority of the Chinese people were true believers of
Mao. They were really willing to foll ow Mao wherever he led them Does it
mean that they were irrational actors in the gane of the CR? Not necessarily.
In fact, the nasses of the people were no less rational than political elites.
Cal cul ati ons of cost and benefit were essential on all sides of the CR from
begi nning to end.

Deci si on to Engage Contrary to the generally held view that all Chinese
ent husi astically threw thensel ves into the novenent wthout the | east
hesitation as soon as they were called by Mao to do so, adult Chinese
generally made their first nove with caution. Having |earned fromthe past
political canpaigns that anyone who chall enged the authorities would cone to

no good end, they had difficulty overconing their fear of speaking up
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i ndependently. That was why it was politically naive students who first took
spont aneous acti on.

Formati on of Conflict Groups It cannot be accidental that when
spont aneous nass organi zati ons were formi ng the phenonenon of "birds of a
feather flock together" appeared. The nenbers of rebel organizations were
recruited mainly fromthe social groups that held grievances agai nst the
est abl i shnent, whereas the conservatives were principally those who had
everything to gain by protecting and el aborating on the status quo.EI Thei r
targets of attack were distinctively different. The rebels generally ignored
non-Party adm nistrators and experts, and noved directly against the core
Party | eadership hierarchy of the enterprise in which they had been worki ng.
The conservatives, on the other hand, tended to attack cadres in functiona
fields, especially those with questionable class backgrounds and persona
histories. |If they criticized the Party officials who had been their patrons,
their criticismwas generally nild and politely stated.EI Thi s di vergence was
a direct outgrowth of the pre-CR structure of social conflicts.E

Even those bystanders sat on the sidelines for good reasons. For sone,
such as people with extrenely "bad" class designations, it was too risky to
take a clear-cut stand in factional conflicts; and for the others, such as
m ddl e- of -t he-road workers, they expected little reward in the seem ngly
unprincipled chaos. It has often been said that during the period of the CR
there were basically two factions---radical and conservative. Thus a big
segnment of the popul ation has been ignored, nanely, the so-called xiaoyaopai
By xi aoyaopai, | refer to both those who did not join any nass organi zation
and those who never actively cared about what happened to their organizations
though formally they were nmenbers. This is the neaning of the termas it was

used during the course of the CR  Xi aoyaopai were by no neans a snall
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percentage of the population. In nmany commnities, they accounted for one-
third to 50 percent of the total population even at the zenith of the CR  And
as tinme went on, the nunber of xiaoyaopai becane even larger. Jinggangshan of
Q nghua University was one of the nost fanpbus Red Guard organi zations in the
nati on, and Xi nhuagong of Central China Institute of Technol ogy was one of the
nost influential Red Guard organi zations in Whan. Surveying both of their
newspapers quickly reveals that fromearly 1967 on, Xxi aoyaopai becane a nore
and nore wi despread phenonenon within their organizations. In the summer of
1968, it was reported that there were fewer than three hundred active

Ji nggangshan nmenbers, out of some 20,000 students and faculty at Q nghua

Uni versity. If that was the case, the percentage of X aoyaopai in other
units nmust have been even greater. This devel opnment was so alarm ng that Mao
hi nsel f was very worried about it.

Behavi or Pattern Because of the relative power position of the rebels
vis-a-vis the conservatives, the two sides behaved differently. Being a
mnority in each unit, the rebels tended to engage actively in activities
outside their own work units, for nmultiunit, cityw de organizations were their
sources of strength in the daily tussle with the conservatives in their units.
In contrast to the rebels, the conservatives preferred to fight against their
adversaries within the boundary of each unit because there they were not only
the majority but had ready | everages to subdue the eneny.

Degree of Solidarity O son's argunent that people act collectively only
when there are "sel ective incentives" for themto do so probably stretches the
point.EH But the concept of "selective incentive" is helpful in accounting

for various degrees of solidarity in different conflict groups in the CR
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Rebel organi zations were generally nore soldiery than their conservative
counterparts for three reasons. First, the rebels strove for social status
and soci al acceptance,EEI whi ch, according to O son, are noncoll ective goods or

n (12

"sel ective incentives. Second, the rebels, or "challengers” in Tilly's
term'nology,Eg engaged in collective action because they could not increase
their well-being through individual effort. Third, in a "no-exit" situation
the distinction between individual and collective benefits tended to be
ointerated.E:lI Al t hough the conservative mass organi zations also articul ated
their interests, they acted in nost cases rather passively because what they
attenpted to defend was a public good, the existing pattern of power
distribution.EH

Even within the ranks of the rebels, people's conmitnent to their
col l ective cause varied in accordance with the direct benefit they expected to
derive fromthe realization of the conflict group's goals. Fromthe sumer of
1967 on, nmore and nore rebel rank-and-filers came to realize that at best only
a small fraction of the rebels could eventually benefit fromthe success of
their group's goals. As a result, nany |ost enthusiasm and dropped out,

becom ng xi aoyaopai . As for rebel |eaders and activists, however, positive
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sel ective incentives such as future | eadership and opportunity for advancenent
shoul d they be successful, entered their calculation. They thus had a stake
in continued insurgency. Furthernore, because their previous involvenent had
been heavy, they were in a sense |locked into a part of the social fabric from
whi ch escape was undesirable, if not inpossible. Even those who becane
disillusioned with the cause they had committed to often found that costs and
rewards were balanced in a way that nade the decision to end a conmitnent
traunatic.Eﬂ

Rel ati ons between Rebels at the Grass-roots and Radical Leaders in Beijing
Unl i ke many social novenents in which the dianetrical confrontation between
the elite and the nasses was observed, the CR had a distinctive character
the elite and the masses were divided anmong thensel ves, and the division
between the radicals and the conservatives cut through the elite as well as
t he nasses.Eg But it would be a gross oversinplification to present the
rebel s and the conservatives at the grass-roots as honpbgeneous social groups
ever ready to spring into action at the behest of their elite counterparts.
Take the rebels. Although the rebellious masses were perneated with the
sl ogans of the radical central |eaders, their ains were qualitatively
different fromthose of the | eaders who pronoted or initiated them Mo0's
basi ¢ objectives were to revolutionize the superstructure, to transform
Chi nese people into "new nen" and "new wonen", and above all to elimnate his

opponents; and the notive of his radical retinue was to defeat their rivals

sewing. The red hot nmass novenent cool ed and di ssipated. The struggle

for power, no less intense, went on internally anong the "upper

echelons." Eventually, those anmong the latter who cane away enpty-
handed remenbered their "masses.” But they could no longer elicit a warm
response (Liu Guokai, A Brief Analysis of the Cultural Revolution
(Armonk, NY: M E. Sharpe, 1987), pp. 113-14).
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and i nprove their own power positions within the central Ieadership.Eg But
nost rebels threw thenmselves into the novenent for catharsis and with a desire
to change their sociopolitical status. Rebel masses and radical central

| eaders all attacked the establishment, but for different reasons. Moreover
what they actually attacked were different parts of the establishnent, and
what they attenpted to achieve were in nany cases at odd with each other. In
a sense, both the radical central |eaders and the rebels at |ower levels were
fighting in the CR for power redistribution. But even in this sense, their
goals were different: the former were preoccupied with i ssues concerning the
power redistribution at the very top, whereas the latter were imrersed in the
redistribution of local power. To a |large extent, the central radicals cared
about politics in the provinces only to enlist support frombelow to bring
pressure bear on their rivals within the central |eadership. Simlarly, the
rebel nmasses had little real interest in the issues causing central cleavages.
That was why the criticisns of Liu Shaoqgi, Deng Xi aoping, and Lin Biao rarely

concerned the nasses nuch.Ea

19 Lowell Dittner, China's Continuous Revol ution: The Post-Liberation
Epoch, 1949-1981 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), chapters 3-
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20 |n a 1986 interview, a former influential rebel organization |eader
acknow edged to ne that he had hard a tinme inspiring his fell ow nenbers to
criticize Liu Shaoqi in the course of the CR

Most of the mamsses, including a |arge part of the |eaders of their
organi zations, not only did not understand but also did not care nmuch
about the anti-Liu canpaign. Wat concerned them nost was how to dea
wi th i mredi ate adversaries, nanely, the power hol ders, the conservatives,
and the army, because the result of conflicts with the i nmedi ate
adversaries could have a direct inpact on their vital interests. They
were not anxi ous about "the danger of capitalist restoration,” which for
themwas too hard to conprehend and irrelevant to their daily life. 1In
ot her words, the masses did not care what Mao cared. Indeed, a lot of
big character posters were put up and a lot of articles published to
criticize Liu. But basically those were done perfunctorily as a nere
matter of show, denonstrating our "revol utionary indignation" agai nst

Liu and "sincere desire" to follow Mao's strategic plan. Even for us



Georges Lefebvre, in his fanmobus study of the French Revol ution, puts forth
his concept of "parallel revolutions."EEI By the sane token, we nmmy argue that
the CR was not a single novenent but rather a series of parallel nmovenents.
The interests of the central and | ocal radicals were parallel, this is,
pointing in the sane direction but never neeting.

We may hypot hesi ze fromthe above observations that true believers are
never honmpbgeneous. Sone further questions then raise: Howcould it cone to
pass that those real true believers often behaved as rational actors and that
t hose who adored the sane | eader fought agai nst each other and even physically
attacked each other? The follow ng paraghaphes will try to develop a

meani ngful interpretation of this seem ng conundrum
Anat ony of Charismatic Rel ationship

The Idol and His Believers A |eader exists only for and through other
people. The cult of personality has two poles: an idol and his believers. In
view of this polarity, it is clear that the idol hinself cannot produce the
cult of personality. The cult of personality cannot cone into being unless
the idol is adored. In this sense, the existence of the personality cult
depends nore on believers than it does on the idol. |[If the cult in reality
results froman interaction between the two, then exclusive concentration on
the idol's traits will tell us little about the cult. This is not to deny the
vital inportance of the idol. It is sinply that if one |oses sight of the
role of believers and their relations with the idol, one |oses sight of a good
part of the personality cult.

An often-ignored distinction between the idol and his believer is that the
fornmer is one nan alone, while the latter is one of many. Any attenpt to
consider the relationship between idol and believer will be inconplete if it
does not recognize that an idol is adored by a | arge number of people at

different tines and in different places, whose feelings toward the idol

the chief |eaders of rebel nass organi zations, Liu was understood to have
synbol i zed the force that had suppressed us. Beyond that, we, like the
ordinary nenmbers, did not have interest in criticizing him

21 Georges Lefebvre, French Revolution: FromlIts Origins to 1793 (London
Rout | edge & Ragan Paul, 1962).




al t hough having el ements in common, also have el enments that are not
necessarily shared by all. Accordingly, the larger the body of believers
becones, the greater heterogeneity of beliefs and phil osophies of action nay
be present. It should never be assuned that the goals of an adored | eader are
enbraced in the same way, and with equal enthusiasm by all of his believers.

Enotional and Cognitive Dinensions of the Personality Cult The cult of
personal ity shoul d be neasured on two di nensions, the enotional and the
cognitive. The idol elicits enptions such as devotion, awe, and reverence in
his believers. An exam nation of the effects of such enptions is the work of
the first dimension. Meanwhile, the idol is subject to being perceived by his
bel i evers. The cognitive dinension involves believers' efforts to understand
and to concretize the nessages the idol has transnitted. These two aspects of
the cult of personality have different functions. |In terms of behavior, the
first dinmension determnes the relationship between the idol and his believers
and the second determi nes the believers' relations with one another and with
the outside world. Thus, though believers nmay have the same nature of
attachnment to a conmon | eader, they do not necessarily share the sane view of
the world and therefore they may behave very differently. |n extrene cases,
they may even engage with each other. More significantly, the believer's
enotional conmitnent toward the adored | eader does not necessarily lead to an
accurate understanding of the idol. Therefore, it is not inpossible for
conflicts to occur between the idol and his believers.

The 1dol as a Message Bearer \Wen believers perceive an idol, what they
are really doing is looking for a nessage relevant to their own |ives.
Fol  owers and potential followers wish to know what the idol's nessage is.
The nmessage, then, is the nost inportant element in the charismatic
relationship. To put it perhaps nore provocatively, the person of the adored
| eader is actually quite uninportant in the idol-believer relationship. The
idol is merely a nmessage bearer. The nessage, however, is not an object that
stands by itself and offers the sane face to each believer. Rather, it is an
event, sonmething that happens to, and with the participation of, the
believers. In the process of perception, the idol's nessages are interpreted.

Here, three factors need to be noted. First, in sone sense, all men are
invisible to one another. A cannot experience B's experience, and B cannot
experience A's experience. It is out of this invisibility that arises the

basic need for interpretation. Hence dyadic interaction is not given by



nature, but arises out of an interpretive activity. Moreover, an obvious and
maj or di fference between the idol-believer relationship and other forms of
social interaction is that with the fornmer there is usually no face-to-face
nmeeting. The partners in dyadic interactions can ask each other questions to
ascertain how far their perceptions have deviated fromone another's origina
meani ng or to what extent their inages have bridged the gap caused by the
inability to share one another's experiences. But, an idol cannot adapt
himsel f to each believer with whom he cones in contact. Thus, it is
i npossible for the believer to learn fromthe idol how accurate or inaccurate
his view of the idol is. Mao is a special case. Unlike Robespierre and
Htler, Mao was not an expressive speaker. Although he received 11 mllion
Red Guards on Tiananmen in the first half-year of the CR, he rarely nade
publ i c appearances thereafter, never nade a single public speech, and never
talked directly with any Red Guards until he had deci ded to disband the Red
Guard organi zations. Then he for the first tine nmet the five nost fanbus Red
Guard | eaders of Beijing, which was al so the |ast ti rre. Because of the
great distance between Mao and his followers, his followers were not able to
ask himfor clarification of each nessage he transmtted. Nor did he nake
attenpts to do so. Janes Davies was probably right when he pointed out: "It
is the distance itself which | eads to enchantment" because "no nman can be
great in the eyes of his intinates."Eg But such di stance al so enhances the
need for interpretation

Second, because the validity of the idol's nessage is proved or disproved
by and through events, it is clear that the nessage is nost subject to
di sconfirmation when it is precise and testable; it is |east vul nerable when
nost vague. Therefore, we find that unconsciously or deliberately, the
nmessages transmitted by adored | eaders are often very generally defined and
thus are open to different interpretations. The so-called "highest
directives" of Mao, for instance, were extrenmely fragmented and nebul ous. For

i nstance, Mao defined the CR as a class struggle, but he did not define the

22 |t occurred on July 28, 1968. See Wansui, pp. 687-92.
23  Janes Davies, Hunman Nature in Politics (New York: John wiley &
Sons, 1963), p. 283.
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concept of "cIass."E:lI Simlarly, the "power holder taking the capitali st
road" was the officially sanctioned target of the CR, but this concept was
never clearly defined either. The two concepts were crucial for determning
who should be the targets and the notive forces of the CR  The vagueness of
the two key concepts enabled virtually anyone to claimher- or hinmself as
"Maoi st revolutionary" and to attack others as "class enenmes." The
conceptual confusion thus resulted in political chaos.

Third, while the history of ideas and of political philosophies tends to
exam ne the intellectual conponent of political ideas as stated by its nost
articulate fornmulators, we are here concerned with ideol ogies as they are
percei ved and understood by the rank and file of social nmovenments and conflict
groups. Mdst people do not possess an articulated and intellectualized
political ideology. It nakes no difference, however, that the ordinary
Chi nese did not understand the first thing about the Mao Zedong Thought they
revered. In politics, it was not relevant whether they were able to discover
the core of deterninate neani ngs of his nessages. Wat was inportant was how
t hey perceived Mao. Indeed, people interpreted Mao's nessages in different,
and sonetimes opposite, ways. Their interpretations were influenced and
structured by everything they brought with themand by their varied
conpet ences.

Interpretati on beconmes especially necessary when alternative ideol ogi es
are lacking. Wien it is possible to deny one truth in the nane of another, or
one value in the nane of an opposing one, people may choose from avail abl e
i deol ogi es and enbrace one of them Wen there is only one legitinate
i deol ogy and al ternatives are banned, then the only thing that can be done is

to develop interpretations of the official ideology. The CR provides a

24 He first proposed that class could be defined by one's politica
attitudes as early as 1958. But he never developed this proposition in a
theoretical way, and his use of the concept was rather inconsistent. As a
result, even top |eaders could not quite master Mao's class anal ysis net hod.
Once a top | eader asked Mao which class status a | andlord's son should have
been assigned, Mao replied that the question needed to be discussed. See
Wansui, pp. 597 and 602.

25 Mmo once tried to give a definition of the concept, but he only nade

it nore confusing. See Wansui, p. 677.
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perfect exanple of this process. The sole legitinmate ideology, Mioism was
invested with quite different meanings, despite the initial intentions and

orientations of the doctrine.

(Figure 1 about here)

From t he above anal yses, we may conclude that perception is a constructive
act. It is not the discovery of neaning but the creation of it. Once
interpretations are devel oped, they becone sonewhat independent of the
original nessage, receiving their own "life" and having their own soci al
effect. In fact, what deternmines followers' behaviors is not the origina
meani ng extracted fromthe nessage transnmitted by the | eader per se but the
meani ng constructed and experienced by followers. Therefore, the
interpretations of the nessage's recipients are nore politically rel evant,
for sociological analysis, than the ideology itself.

We may further conclude that the | eader-follower relationship is not a
one-way process in which the passive follower nerely internalizes the nessage
of the leader; rather, it is a dynamc interaction in which the active
follower is constantly responding to the neaning he produces in this
interaction, which may, in turn, affect the |eader's future nessage
formulation (see the Figurel). This explains why Mao constantly had to nodify
his plan of the CR according to the changing situation.

Different Images of the Sane Adored Leader Wen one interprets nessages
froma |l eader in a consistent way, he creates an i mage of the | eader. Such
i mages are both an individual and a social phenonenon. |Indeed, it m ght be
true that every Chinese had his or her own i mage of Mao. But "even if
individuality is unique," as Trotsky said, "it does not nean that it cannot be
anal yzed. Individuality is a welding together of tribal, national, class,
tenporal and institutional elements and, in fact, it is in the uni queness of
this welding together, in the proportions of this psychochem cal mixture, that
individuality is expressed." Thus the way one creates his own i mage of a
given leader is nodified by his consciousness of the external world, which has

been devel oped within the context of a particular group or groups. In this

26 Leon Trotsky, Literature and Revolution (Ann Arbor: University of
M chi gan Press, 1960), p. 59.
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sense, we may conclude that each social group has its own relatively unified
i mage of the | eader and that different social groups have different images.
The i mage of an object should not be regarded as identical with the object
itself, though the image-holder nmay not be able to distinguish what is given
to himfromwhat he produces in the process of interaction with the object.
Thus, when followers think that they are following a | eader, they nmay actually
be following their inmages of the | eader, which are their own products
containing their own expectations. During the period of the CR many Chinese,
perhaps a najority, tended to see Mao largely in this way---in their own
private i mges. They followed himnot primarily because they had experienced
a full conversion to the sectarian nentality of the true believers but
because, for one reason or another, they had found it easy to assune that Mo
was articulating their own basic resentnents, hopes, and conceptions of
society. Although they all used the sane original wrds of Mao, and shouted
the sane prevailing slogans, they in fact expressed different and sonetines
opposi ng feelings. Mreover, when Mao's policy diverged fromtheir
conceptions, popul ar support tended to ebb, and enthusiasmturned to be ritua

if not outright noncooperation or even open resistance.Eﬂ

27 There was a perfect exanple that what people actually believed in was
their own inmage of Mao rather than Mao per se.

In the summer of 1967, Mao went to several southern provinces by train to
conduct an inspection. On the way back to Beijing, Mo found that the
attendants on the train were divided into three factions. To persuade themto
forma great alliance, Mo first sent Zhang Chungi ao and Yang Chengwu to the
attendants. They failed. Then Mao personally talked with the representatives
of the three factions for nore than two hours. As a result of Mao's persona
presence, the three factions reluctantly agreed to accept his suggestion
But i mmedi ately after having left Mao's car, they argued with each other
again. |In the last resort, Zhang and Yang put pressure on them by sayi ng
that since Chairman Mao had personally made the effort to persuade them they
had to forma great alliance. Finally, an "alliance" was realized, but we
have good reason to doubt how long it lasted. This case reveals that people
saw sonething in their imges of Mao which they did not see when Mao was
actually present. Before having talked with Mao hinself, the people in each

of the three factions mght think, or at least claim that they were loyal to
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One's Inage of the Adored Leader and His Social Position |In every social
organi zation, as Ralf Dahrendorf has pointed out, sonme positions are entrusted
with a right to exercise control over other positions and to ensure conpliance
with authority. Correspondingly, there are individuals and groups who are
subject to authority rather than participants in its exercise. The division
of labor creates conplex relationships of exchange between different social
positions. The conbination of horizontal and vertical divisions of |abor
makes up the basic configuration of social positions, strata, and classes in
the social system Under a given social system there exists a certain
distribution pattern of scarce resources and of rewards---the good things
desired and sought after by nobst, such as wealth, power, and prestige---anpong
the individuals, groups, and classes. Those who are favored have a vested
interest in conserving and consolidating their existing share; those who are
negatively privileged seek to increase theirs, individually or collectively.

It is fromthe structured arrangenent of individuals and groups in a social
systemthat social conflict arises.Ea

Al t hough the Chinese political systembefore the CR was definitely not
"one of the purest forns found in human experience of a type of association in
which there was a clear-cut separation between the elite and the nasses," as
one observer believed,Eg there neverthel ess did exist what Wber called
"positively and negatively privileged social strata.” The CR brought the
| ong- suppressed | atent tensions between these strata in Chinese society to the

surf ace.

Mao and were following his "revolutionary line." The fact that when Mao was
actually there they were not persuaded by him suggests that the significance
of their own images of Mao outwei ghed that of Mao per se. W may concl ude
fromthis case that what really nakes sense to followers can only be their
i mages of an idol rather than the idol hinself. See Red Guard Publications
(Washington, D.C.: Center for Chinese Research Materials, 1977), vol. 19,
p. 6041.

28 Ralf Dahrendorf, Oass and dass Conflict in Industrial Society
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1959), pp. 165-69.

29 Tong Tsou, "The Cultural Revolution and the Chinese Political Systent
China Quarterly, April-June 1969, p. 63.
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When peopl e fromvarious social groups became Mao's followers, their
conflicting expectations did not disappear. Instead, they subconsciously
built their expectations into their respective i mages of Mao. Followers
t hought thensel ves true believers of Mao, but in fact they were true believers
of their own images of Mao. In this sense, the follower's willingness to
accept Mao's initiative is not the result of blind faith in, or devotion to,
Mao as a spokesman or enbodi ment of a transcendental source of authority.
Rather, it is a product of his perception that Mao's initiative would provide
solutions to his personal problens, though he nay not realize, or may not be
willing to realize, this fact. One's position in the pre-CR society to a
great extent determ ned which side s/he took during the CR.Ea It is hard to
i magi ne that those who canme fromdifferent backgrounds and who joi ned opposi ng
factions were enbraci ng the sane Mao. What they actually enbraced could only
be their own i mages of Mao. Such behavior may be called a consciously
irrational and subconsciously rational one; that is, it is characterized by
consci ous blind faith and subconsci ous self—interest.Ezl That is why true

bel i evers nay behave as rational actors.

30 As they had done during the CR, even today the former conservatives
still tended to accuse the radicals of having been generally conposed of those
who had been disciplined for their wongdoing, those who had not been trusted
because of their famly background, and those who had been so anbitious that
they took the CR as a good chance for upward nobility. Meanwhile, the forner
radi cal s asserted that the conservatives were those who had been active in
attacking others in all the previous political canpaigns, those who had
fawned on their superiors for pronotion, and those who had been so ignorant
that they always tended to follow their inmediate superiors.

31 There has | ong been controversy about the nature of collective
behavior: Is it rational or irrational? At least in many cases, it seens to
me, it is neither totally rational nor conpletely irrational. The nasses nay
not always be clear as to what they really want, but they do have a good
sense of what they do not want. They nay be fool ed sonehow, but they cannot
be fooled for long. 1In this sense,, they are certainly not totally
irrational. Yet they do not always nake choices by consciously wei ghing the
rewards and sanctions, costs and benefits. |In other words, they are not

totally rational, as nmany have supposed. 1In any case, it is safe to say
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Conflicting Images and Conflicting Actions Since one's inage of a | eader
contains one's own expectations, it should not be surprising to find that the
i mages of different social groups are often very different.

In the French Revol ution, George Rude has found, although the
revol utionary crowd enthusiastically supported and assinilated the sane
obj ects, ideas, and slogans as the bourgeois political groups in the Nationa
Assenbly, while the npbst constant notive of the former was the conpelling need
for the provision of cheap and plentiful bread and other essentials, the
latter was basically seeking free trade and rights in property. Thus the
demands of the two groups were often at variance with each other, which led to
occasi onal outbreaks of independent activity by the nmenu peupl e.

During the period of the CR, Mao was seen as the synbol of the
est abl i shnent by the conservatives but as their suprene comander to oppose
the establishment by the radicals. Each side believed that Mao was behind its
cause, but their inmages of Mao were the exact opposites of each other

The two conflicting images clearly suggest that ultinmately the foll ower
finds in his |eader nothing but what he hinself has inported into his inage.
He bows down to the work of his own hands, an inage representing his own life
forces in an alienated form

Since one's inmage represents one's own life force, and different socia
groups have different interests to seek or to protect, the different inages of
a conmmon | eader will necessarily lead to different patterns of behavior
which are in turn likely to lead to conflicts anbng true believers.

| nportance of the Concept of "lInages of Mao" The concept introduced here
of the "inmage of Mao" is crucial for understanding the charisnmatic
relationship during the CR.  On the one hand, the imge stands between Mao and
mllions of ordinary Chinese, and thus studying it will shed light on the
rel ati onshi p between the suprene | eader and his followers. On the other hand,

the image is an internediate variable, fornulation of which was deterni ned by

that al though formul ati on of people's basic orientation is based on the
considerations of their own interests, their behavior nmay often contain
enotional or irrational conponents.

32 George Rude, The Crowd in the French Revolution (London: Oxford
University Press, 1959), pp. 196-209.
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one's experiences before the CR, and which, in turn, deternined to a |arge

extent one's behavior pattern in the course of the CR (see the Figure 2).
(Figure 2 about here)

Usi ng the concept of "inmage of Mao" has several advantages. Because the
follower's inmage of Mao was not identical with Mao hinself, we can nore
realistically study how Mao and the followers interacted with each ot her
Because all participants clained to be true believers of Mao, but in fact they
had their own inages of Mao, this concept will help us nore accurately analyze
how soci al groups interacted with each other. Because the inmage of Mao
contai ns both enotional and cognitive el enents, we can coherently illustrate
both rational and irrational conponents in the CR participants' behavior.
Finally and nost inportant, because the imge of Mao is the internediate
vari abl e between one's pre-CR experience and his behavior in the CR we can
nore logically link our analysis about pre-CR Chinese society with our study
of the CRitself. The concept of the inmage of Mao provides us with useful

means to conbine all of the above aspects in a coherent way.
Failure of Charisma

Now we are in a position to explain the nost nmysterious aspect of the CR
Wiy did the novenent get out of hand despite Mao's charism?

When Mao started the CR he of course wanted to have conplete control over
its direction. The cult of personality seemed to himan effective tool of
popul ar rmbilization.Eg But before long, the Chairman was surprised by the
sheer scope of the movenment. |In the following ten years, he was often to be
taken aback by the torrent he had unl eashed and feel powerless to change it.
Why? Basically, because he created a situation in which he could not

ef fectively exercise his |eadership.

33 Lowell Dittmer, China's Continuous Revolution, pp. 79, 120
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Leadership in the final analysis has two functions: energetizing and
directing.E:lI Mao was certainly successful in energetizing the masses during
the CR, probably too successful. But he failed to direct the novenent. It
was ironic for a leader to see the followers he had energetized noving in
ot her directions than his'.

To direct a novenent, the | eadership has to select its ains, to choose a
program that depicts the behavioral steps fromthe present state to the ains,
to transformthe programinto behavior in order to produce the effects, to
control execution to ensure that the desired behavior is correctly executed,
and to adjust the behavior when it deviates fromthe right path. At every
step, however, Mao's |leadership fell far short of its functional requirenent.

I nconpatible Goals Unlike power, which does not require goa
conpatibility, but merely dependence, |eadership inplies sone congruence
bet ween the objectives of the | eader and the |ed. However, Mao's and his
retinue's ains were essentially divergent fromthose of the nasses. Although
enptionally the masses were loyal to Mao, as "strategically rational actors"Ea
they had their own objectives to pursue. The di vergence of interests
therefore nust be taken as the starting point for understanding the failure of
Mao' s | eadership in the novenent.

I nadequat e Program Because the CR was a premature birth of sociopolitica
conflict in the Chinese society, the parturition of which had been hastened by
intraelite struggle,EH not only did the masses have no distinct, mature, or
advanced political programfor directing social change, but Mo hinself had
not worked out a master plan for the novenent at the tinme he started it. Mo

was wagi ng a nassive "class struggle" against a newy generated "bureaucratic

34 Mario Von Cranach, "Leadership as a Function of Group Action", in

Carl F. Graumann and Serge Moscovici, eds., Changing Conceptions of

Leadership (New York: Springer-Verlag, 1986), pp. 117-18.

35 Jeffrey Pfeffer, "The Anbiguity of Leadership”, in Rosenbach and
Taylor, eds., Contenporary Issues in Leadership (Boul der: Wstview, 1984),
pp. 4-17.

36 Jon Elster, Uysses and Sirens: Studies in Rationality and
Irrationality (Canbridge: Canbridge University Press, 1984).

37 Wwang Xi zhe, Mao Zedong and the Cultural Revolution (Hong Kong: Pl ough
Publ i cations, 1981), pp. 73-74.
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class" or the "power holder taking the capitalist road," but he offered no
adequat e theory about the structural basis of the antagonism The vari ous
constraints energing in socialist China were reduced to "bureaucratism" And
t he probl em of "bureaucratisn was treated prinmarily as behavioral and
attitudinal rather than structural.Eg To overcone bureaucratism it thus
seenmed to Mao sufficient to resort to conpul sory "thought refornm and "sei zure
of power." It has been proved in retrospect that neither ideological solution
nor personal change solution can elimnate bureaucratism At best they can
only aneliorate the problem But Mao then did not fully realize that what he
aimed to tackle were structural problens and that structural problens would
require structural solutions.

W thout an adequate and coherent theory as the guideline of the CR it is
not surprising to find that throughout the ten years, "Mao usually made
decisions in an ad hoc manner, reacting to the various specific problens as
they arose, rather than in accordance with a prearranged blueprint."Ea

Mal f ormed Comuni cation |f there were a hierarchy of organizations to
give Mao's followers authoritative interpretations of his nmessages, to
translate theminto specific decisions, and to enforce them Mo ni ght have
been able to produce united actions. However, Mao hinsel f destroyed vehicles
of coordination to execute his decisions. At the height of the CR governing
bodi es throughout China were paralyzed. To exert his control over the
noverment, Mao had to rely heavily on the manipul ati on of political synbols,
but this proved to be a poor neans of coordi nating the novenent when used
wi t hout the support of mechanisns of communi cation and inplementation.Ea

Conmuni cation is essential for clarifying a novenent's goals and
facilitating the efficient performance of roles. Comunication is a
conti nuous, dynamic and interactive process, which involves encodi ng,
transm ssion, and decoding. First, the information nust be put into a

transmittable form This is a critical point. |If the nessage is not encoded

38 Richard Curt Kraus, Class Conflict in Chinese Socialism (New York
Col unbia University Press, 1981).

39 Hong Yung Lee, Politics of the Chinese Cultural Revolution, p. 331
40 | pid, pp. 345-346.
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fully, accurately, or effectively, it nay not be received.Ezl Thi s encoded
nmessage then is transmtted. Here the problemis whether or not sufficient
transm ssion channels exist. Finally, when the nessage is received in the
formof a signal, it nust then be decoded.

During the CR, however, conmunication was nore confusing than clarifying.
First, the preval ence of the cult reduced normal public discourse to a set of
dogmatic cliches. Although behind the linguistic veneer of revolutionary
rhetoric there was a constant tug-of-war over resource redistribution
participants' real notivations were rarely expressed in public. Messages in
the information flow thus were by and | arge not veracious. Moreover, Mao's
directives were often equivocal and inconsistent, |eaving roomfor flexible
i nterpretations.

Second, conmuni cation channels for transmitting information vertically and
hori zontally were nal formed. Because of the "cellular" pattern of the Chinese
polity, horizontal communication had | ong been underdevel oped in pre-CR
Chi na. a2 At the height of the CR citywi de nmass organi zati ons to sone extent
transcended the walls of individual units, but factionalismblocked the
conmuni cati on between contendi ng groups. After 1969, as the "honeyconb"of
authority was being repaired, horizontal comruni cation was once agai n reduced
to a mninum For vertical communication, the significant role of the
"gat ekeeper" deserves special attention. |In a nassive novenent |ike the CR
conmmuni cati on between the topnost | eaders and the masses was sel dom direct.
Secondary | eaders thus were needed to nediate the interactions between the
topnost | eaders and the rank-and-file participants--- "gatekeepers" in Kurt
Lewin's terms.Eg The gatekeepers' main function is to regulate information
flow on behal f of the topnost leaders. In the first two years of the CR
however, "gatekeepers" were largely renoved. 1In the tenporary freedomfrom

authoritative constraints, comunication channels multiplied. Conmunication

41 Wl bur Schramm ed., The Process and Effects of Mass Communi cation

(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1965), p. 4.
42 \jivi enne Shue, The Reach of the State: Stretches of the Chi nese Body

Politics (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988).
43 Kurt Lewin, "Goup Decision and Social Change", in Guy E. Swanson

Theodore Newconb, and Eugene L. Hartley, eds., Readings in Social

Psychol ogy (New York: Henry Holt, 1952).
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t hrough wel | - establi shed hierarchical channels was replaced by | oose

coordi nati on anong the novenent's participants through the nedia and through
personal renmarks by the trusted | eaders. Moreover, nass organi zation tabl oids
cane to be a vast and lively alternative nedia system alongside a nationw de
runor network and a network of nass organization |iaison stations that
penetrated every corner of the country.E:lI This multiplication of information
opportunities reduced the probability that a single | eader or a small group of
| eaders coul d nonopolize the conmunication flow in harnony with the goals he
or they were pursuing. Later, the hierarchy of |local authorities was
restored, but they were by no nmeans nechani cal transnission belts for
directives fromBeijing. Rather, they were highly selective in responding to
anbi guous signals emanating fromthe Center

Decoding is nore conplicated and nore interesting. The above di scussion
of "inmages of Mao" has established that rather than the di scovery of
"original" or "real" neaning, perception is the product of one's physica
makeup and social setting, one's wants and needs, and one's persona
experiences.EH It should not be surprising, therefore, to find that during
the CR, the participants interpreted Mao's words differently. Consciously or
subconsciously, they all exploited the high-level generality of official
i deol ogy to protect their own interests.

More inportant, once the information fromthe Center had been extracted
and interpreted, the nasses began to encode their own nessage as they prepared
to respond. Feedback thus occurred. Signals were returned to Beijing and the
process continued t hrough countless cycles. Instead of one-sided

exploitation, at the sanme tine that Mao's Center sought to direct the nasses

44 Hong Yung Lee, Politics of the Chinese Cultural Revolution, pp. 345-
346.
45 sSee Albert F. Eldridge, Inmages of Conflict (New York: St. Martin's

Press, 1979), pp. 1-40. |In this respect, herneneutic is suggestive. See
H. G Gadaner, Truth and Method (London: Sheed & Ward Ltd., 1975); Paul

Ri coeur, The Conflict of Interpretations: Essays in Hernmeneutics (Chicago:

Nort hwestern University Press, 1974); and Steven Miilloux, Interpretive

Conventions: The Reader in the Study of Anmerican Fiction (Ithaca: Cornel

University Press, 1982).
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it took direction fromthe nasses. And instead of passive instrunents, the
masses | eft strong inprint on every phase of the novenent.

Unreliable Mechani sm of Inplenentation The capacity of Mao and his
retinue to direct and control the novement was further crippled by their |ack
of a reliable nechanismof inplenmentation. During the CR, they denonstrated
time and again that they were able to abandon the regional apparatus of
authority w thout any senbl ance of due process. But throughout the ten years
t hey never acquired a cooperative support structure at the provincial |eve
and bel ow, which put themin the position of an inposing head and torso
wi thout arms and legs. Wth no instrunent to i npose unity but ideol ogica
criticismof deviation, they found thensel ves unable to direct the novenent
novi ng al ong the path they desired. To pursue radical goals, they had to rely
on spont aneous nobilization, which, under the circunstances, was bound to be
destructive. To resune even a mni num degree of |aw and order, however, they
had to rely on the local authorities, which, generally hostile to radica
policies and | ocal rebels, tended to restore the pre-CR power relations.
Nei t her was desirable, but no alternative existed. That was why Mao's Center

oscillated from"left" to "right" with increasing frequency.

A Critique of "Charism"

In social novenent and coll ective behavior theory, it has been comon to
stress the charismatic qualities of sone |eaders to account for their
successes in nmobilizing a follow ng and nmai ntai ning a high degree of
conmitment and loyalty anmong their followers. Max Wber first incorporated
the concept of charisma into his theoretical fornulation of authority, which
included the traditional, charismatic, and rational-legal bases of rule. He
referred to charisna as "a certain quality of an individual personality by
which he is set apart and treated as endowed w th supernatural, superhuman, or
at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities." Wber insisted that
"where charisnma is genuine... it is the duty of those who have been called to
a charismatic mission to recognize its quality and to act accordingly,

psychologically this '"recognition' is a matter of conplete personal devotion
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to the possessor of the quality, arising out of enthusiasm or of despair and
hope."Ea

Si nce Weber, the concept of charisma has been indiscrimnately appl i ed
to describe the energence of popular |leaders. It has been held that where a
charismatic rel ationship exists, the |l eader can generate in his followers such
enoti ons as devotion, awe, reverence, and, above all, blind faith. |In other
words, in the eyes of a true follower of a charismatic |eader, the |eader's
saying a given thing is right nakes it right. The |eader sets the goals and
sel ects the neans. He can change themat will, even into their opposites
wi t hout necessarily |osing support. The theory of charisnma thus rejects al
rational conduct.

Mao has | ong been considered a charismatic |leader. To the extent that he
was able to inspire and sustain loyalty and devotion to himpersonally, he may
be considered to have possessed charismatic qualities. But at least in the
case of the Chinese CR, the followers' loyalty and devotion to the charismatic
| eader never becane total dedication. Contrary to Max Weber's assunption,
strategically the masses were not irrational and there were real linitations
on the charismatic |eader's power. It seens that sonething nust be wong with
t he conventional w sdom about the charisnmatic relationship. As sone witers
have poi nted out, discussions of charisna have been specul ative in nature and
al nost exclusively theoretical. A notion such as "blind faith"---what the
charismatic | eader supposedly generates in his followers---has rarely been

subjected to enpirical testing. There is, however, plenty of evidence that

46 Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Econonic Organization (New York
Oxford University Press, 1949), p. 359.
47 Ann Ruth Wllner, Charismatic Political Leadership: A Theory

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968), pp. 4-6; Janes V. Downton

Jr., Rebel |eadership: Commitnent and Charisma in the Revolutionary Process
(New York: The Free Press, 1973), pp. 209-10.
48 Robert J. Honse, "A 1976 Theory of Charismatic Leadership", in Janes

G Hunt and Lars L. Larson, eds., Leadership: The Cutting Edge (Carbondal e:

Southern Illinois University Press, 1977), p. 190; S. N Eisenstadt, ed.
Max Weber: On Charisma and Institution Building (Chicago: University of

Chi cago Press, 1968), p. xvii; and A Janes Gregor, Interpretation of
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the novenent's | eaders, charisnatic or otherw se, were always in danger of

| osing their control over the forces they had called up and of seeing their

i deas adapted to purposes other than those they had intended. At tines, they
were even conpelled, to maintain their authority, to trimor adapt their
policies to neet the wishes of their followers.Eg This was precisely what
happened to Mao during the CR

If the masses were rational, why do a nmajority of Chinese even today stil
insist that they were fooled by Mao into taking part in the CR inplying that
they participated for Mao, not for thensel ves?

Social conflict is seldoma sinple nmechanical reaction to grievances and
frustrations experienced in the pursuit and defense of material interests.
Interests and di ssatisfactions are experienced and interpreted by way of noral
i deas about right and wong, justice and injustice of conceptions of the
social order as they are expressed in ideals and highly regarded principles.Ea
It has been observed that in social conflict situations, both the established
and di scontented groups try hard to nmake clainms for their goals, prograns, and
actions in the nane of ideals and values that have sone legitimacy. In such
situations, they becone nore sensitive to those nessages which seemto express
their desires and nore ready to respond to people or |eaders who are able to
present themw th new synbols that can give neaning to their experiences.

Serving as the ideol ogical foundation of the CR, Maoismwas the ultimte
justification for any action during the course of the novenent. 1In a state
that literally enshrined the leader's will as |aw, anyone who openly

chal | enged the | eader would be i medi ately attacked fromall sides. To

49 George Rude, The Crowd in History, 1730-1848 (London: Law ence &
W shart, 1981), pp. 247-50.

50 Barrington Moore, Jr., Injustice: the Social Bases of Obedi ence and
Revolt (New York: ME. Sharpe, 1978).

51 According to a decree issued by the Maoist Center at the beginning of
1967, so-called "gongan |liutiao" [six provisions concerning public security],
anyone who attacked Mao and Lin Biao was to be severally punished as an
"active counterrevol utionary." See Hubei Provincial Revolutionary Committee,

ed., Wichan jieji wenhua dageni ng wenjian huibian [A Collection of Docunents

Concerning the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution] (Whan, 1969), vol. 1,
pp. 187-190.
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survive politically, it thus was absolutely necessary for everyone to declare
himor herself to be Mao's supporter. And to take any action, one nust flaunt
Mao's banner first. Many of course sincerely believed that they were fighting
for Mao's holy cause. But they did not realize that there was a contradiction
between the reality of their underlying and unconsci ous desires and the
fiction of their rationalizations.

One of Freud's fundamental discoveries was that of the unconscious. He
poi nted out that nmost of what is real within ourselves is not conscious and
that nmost of what conscious is not real. This is especially true when our
desires strongly contradict certain values which we do not want to have
threatened. Only through rationalization can one nake it appear as though an
unworthy desire is notivated by reasonable and noral notives. < I n China,
there has traditionally been a corporate concept of interest. The public
i nterest occupies a position of sacrosanct priority, but group and individua
interests nay be tolerated only within the latitude of sone plausible
interpretation of the public interest. The CRif anything reinforced the
i ndi genous corporate concept of interest. Everyone was eager to identify with
"Chai rman Mao's proletarian revolutionary line." Self-interest and group
i nterest were condemmed as a bourgeoi s nbde of thinking that shoul d nake way
for general dedication to the public interest and to universal values. The
sl ogan "fight self, chanpion the public" was typical of this view This is
not to say that private interests did not exist in those years, however. On
the contrary, despite the political atnosphere precluding the expression of
self-interest, the open-textured quality of nost ideol ogical fornulation of
the public interest pernmitted private interests to be expressed in altruistic
rhetoric and all actors did pursue their own interests in this nanner.Eg
Under the circunstances in which self-interest could be pursued only through

subtl e nodification of consensually acceptable thenmes, nmany rationalized their

52 Erich Fronm Beyond the Chains of Illusions---M Encounter with Marx
and Freud (New York: A Frident Press Book, 1962), pp. 88-133.
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efforts to seek after self-interests with the belief that he was fighting for
a general interest.

One who i s unaware of the phenomenon of the unconscious is convinced that
he speaks the truth if he says what he knows. Even if he is sincere with
regard to what he is aware of, he may still be dissenbling or m srepresenting
"truth" because his consciousness is "false;" his consciousness does not
represent the underlying real experience within hinself. This is exactly what
happened to many of the CR participants. Wen they are told that behind their
sancti nmoni ous rationalizations were the very desires they bitterly di sapproved
of , they even now sincerely feel indignant or m sunderstood and fal sely
accused. The notion of "betrayed" obedi ence to Mao nakes them nore

confortable. That is why this explanation has been so popul ar anpbng Chi nese.
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Figure 1

Figure 30.1 Leader-follower relationship
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Figure 2

Pre-CR Experiences —{ Images of Mao [— Behawiors inthe CR

The Masses

Figure 30.2 Images of Mao
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