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1

C h a p t e r  O N E

Theory

Introduction

At the festivities celebrating the founding of the People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA) on August 1, 1977, when a giant 
portrait of Deng Xiaoping in front of a waving military 
fl ag appeared on the stage backdrop, the entire crowd 

stood up to applaud wildly. The problem, however, was that Deng 
had returned to work only less than a month earlier, and Chairman 
Hua Guofeng, Mao Zedong’s chosen successor, was still the leader 
of the country. The party center released a notifi cation labeling the 
event a serious political incident. Yet staff offi cers mocked the notifi -
cation, and even the military’s General Political Department (GPD) 
was not serious about promulgating it.

The son of General Zhang Aiping writes of the incident, “This 
was the fi rst time that the voice of the center seemed so weak and 
powerless. For generals who led troops, the mind-set was ‘Mao Ze-
dong is gone, Zhou Enlai is gone, Commander Zhu [De] is gone. 
It’s just you guys, but you still issue orders right and left. Who do 
you think you are?’ Deng Xiaoping, this secretary of the forward 
committee in the Huaihai and Dujiang campaigns, in the eyes of the 
generals of the PLA, after the deaths of [Marshals] Peng Dehuai and 
Lin Biao, was the undisputed commander in chief of the military.” 1
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2 Theory

Twenty years earlier, the Soviet military had a rather different 
attitude about its own former revolutionaries. When senior leaders 
 Viacheslav Molotov and Lazarʹ Kaganovich, along with their younger 
allies on the Presidium,2 attempted to remove Nikita Khrushchev, 
Minister of Defense Georgii Zhukov refused to acknowledge the 
Presidium’s decision. Instead, Zhukov demanded the summoning of 
a full Central Committee (CC) plenum, and he used military planes 
to bring the members of that body to Moscow.

At the meeting, Zhukov accused Molotov and Kaganovich of 
giving permission to execute 38,679 individuals during Stalin’s Great 
Terror. Zhukov quoted at length from Marshal Iona Iakir’s last let-
ter to Stalin, in which he begged for his life, as well as from Stalin’s 
response on the document: “A scoundrel and a prostitute.” Molotov 
wrote, “a completely accurate defi nition.” Kaganovich added, “The 
scum, bastard, and whore deserves one punishment—death.” The 
hall exploded into shouts of “Butchers!” For Zhukov, the crimes of 
the old men in the party were damning—in his words, if the people 
had only known about how “their fi ngers dripped with the blood of 
innocents,” then they would have been met not with applause but 
with stones.3

These two anecdotes are enormously revealing of politics at the 
elite level in China and the Soviet Union after the deaths of Mao 
Zedong and Stalin—a politics of personal prestige, historical an-
tagonisms, backhanded political maneuvering, and a substantial role 
for specialists in violence. In other words, disentangling the post-
cult-of-personality power struggles in history’s two greatest Marxist 
states requires decidedly non-Marxist explanations. Using a wide 
selection of newly uncovered documents, memoirs, and secondary 
sources, this book shows how two of the most important successions 
in twentieth-century world history were not so much victories of 
“reformers” over “conservatives” or “radicals,” as previous accounts 
have argued, but a settling of scores.

This revisionist historical narrative sits uncomfortably with 
popular theories within the discipline of political science. As Paul 
Pierson notes, “power doesn’t really fi t in the leading frameworks” 
of the discipline.4 Many scholars of authoritarian regimes emphasize 
systems of exchange based on patronage or policy interests within a 
single defi ned group of decision-makers. Institutions are in vogue; 
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 Theory 3

coercion is not.5 For example, scholars such as Bruce Bueno de Mes-
quita and Alastair Smith argue that “it is the successful, reliable im-
plementation of political promises to those who count that provides 
the basis for any incumbent’s advantage.”6

This book, however, demonstrates that even immediately after 
the deaths of exceptionally dominant leaders, when the lessons of 
strongman rule are at their most robust, and even in the most “in-
stitutionalized” Leninist authoritarian systems, rules are simply not 
potent enough to allow for a politics of deliberation and exchange. 
Despite consensus historiographical views to the contrary, and to 
the dismay of many top fi gures at the time, neither Khrushchev nor 
Deng had any interest in sharing power.7 The legacies of Stalin and 
Mao were not overcome, and collective leadership remained out 
of reach. As the late pro-reform party elder Li Rui put it, “Deng 
Xiaoping was half a Mao Zedong.”8

This book goes beyond simply arguing that institutions were 
less important than previously thought—it also delineates the full 
implications of weak institutions. First, weak institutions are unable 
to provide a serious platform for policy deliberation or to convey 
“rational-legal” authority to leaders. Therefore, interpersonal forms 
of authority, such as personal ties and prestige, as well as the use 
of incriminating personal information, prove to be of greater im-
portance in power struggles than economic interests or policy posi-
tions. Second, no clear, defi ned rule book exists, and politics instead 
are marked by a messy mix of ambiguous formal and informal rules. 
Hence, victory is not the result of politicking within a single de-
fi ned group of individuals but of manipulation of multiple layers 
of potential decision-making bodies. Third, low institutionalization 
means that the key groups that enforce decisions, most importantly 
the military or the political police, do not simply execute orders as 
if those orders are presented to them on a card spit out of a lit-
tle box. Since the legitimacy of competing orders in the absence of 
a deliberative process is unclear, enforcement is politicized. Even 
in cases when the military or police are not used in a coup, power 
struggles often manifest themselves primarily in the form of control 
over those organizations.

Certainly, institutions are not entirely irrelevant in Leninist re-
gimes. Competitors do not shoot at each other during Politburo 
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4 Theory

meetings. Violence is not the only coin of the realm. Instead, we 
see what is best understood as a “knife fi ght with weird rules.” This 
book not only provides a different answer for why certain leaders, 
and not others, are able to win power struggles in Leninist one-
party regimes but also explains the extent to which institutions, al-
though weak, still matter.

In this introductory chapter, I provide two dueling explanatory 
models: the economic model, which assumes robust institutionaliza-
tion, and the authority model, which suggests otherwise. Next, I ex-
plain why plotters avoid unnecessarily violating rules, losers accept 
defeat, and violence is never used in the total absence of political 
legitimacy. The following section addresses why it is appropriate 
to simultaneously study the power struggles immediately after the 
deaths of Stalin and Mao and what they teach us about politics in 
Russia, China, and authoritarian regimes more broadly. I conclude 
with a brief discussion of methodology and a preview of the individ-
ual cases and how they relate to my theory.

The Theory

This book combines the analytical tools of political science and 
the rigor of deep historical investigation not only to provide a new 
account of key historical moments in Russian and Chinese history 
but also to determine what these events tell us about the nature of 
politics more broadly. To better situate and contextualize the avail-
able evidence, I test two competing sets of each of three hypotheses. 
These three pairs of alternative hypotheses answer three separate 
questions: the primary reason someone decides to support a com-
petitor; the environment in which a competitor canvasses for sup-
port; and how the outcome of a decision is enforced.

The fi rst set of the three hypotheses is drawn from the current 
dominant approaches to authoritarian regimes, and these hypoth-
eses are grouped together because of their common intellectual 
affi nity with one of Weber’s two conceptions of power: as a “con-
stellation of interests.” According to this model, authority is a form 
of exchange that operates according to market principles. As J. M. 
Barbalet explains, “Possession of goods . . . confers infl uence over 
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 Theory 5

others who nevertheless remain formally free and are motivated by 
the pursuit of their own interests.”9 I call this fi rst set of hypothe-
ses the economic model because the idea of politics being used to 
“aggregate individual preferences into a collective choice in as fair 
and effi cient a way as possible” meshes well with ideas from the dis-
cipline of economics.10

The fi rst hypothesis in the economic model, which answers why 
individuals support one competitor over another, is rooted in the re-
search of political scientists who posit the overriding importance of 
material and economic benefi ts in authoritarian regimes.11 Bueno de 
Mesquita and Smith, for example, argue that “paying supporters . . . 
is the essence of ruling.”12 Daron Acemoglu and James A. Robin-
son similarly provide an approach to researching dictatorships that 
is “ ‘economic-based’ in the sense that [they] stress individual eco-
nomic incentives as determining political attitudes.” 13 Hypothesis 1a: 
The leader who provides the best patronage model or popular policy plat-
form wins the power struggle.

The second hypothesis, which envisions the competitors’ polit-
ical environment, draws on selectorate theory, according to which a 
formally defi ned group of individuals (the selectorate) has a say in 
who leads them.14 Within this defi ned group, the victor will be the 
one whose platform best meets the demand of a “median voter” or 
achieves the most popular support according to the average of an 
ideal goal for voters.15 Bueno de Mesquita and Smith write that “in 
today’s China (as in the old Soviet Union), [the real selectorate, or 
‘the group that actually chooses the leader’] consists of all voting 
members of the Communist Party.”16 Robert V. Daniels character-
izes Leninist systems as a “circular fl ow of power” in which leaders 
promote allies in exchange for political support.17 Hypothesis 2a: A 
defi ned group is enfranchised to choose their leader, and a “median voter” 
makes the fi nal decision.

The third hypothesis, which addresses the role of enforcement, 
is based on scholarship that minimizes the role of the power minis-
tries, such as the military and the political police. Samuel Hunting-
ton limits this argument to Leninist states: “Political systems such 
as those of the United States and the Soviet Union . . . have almost 
impeccable systems of civilian control.”18 Bueno de Mesquita and 
Smith, however, minimize differences in enforcement  democracies 
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6 Theory

and all kinds of nondemocracies, writing, “Governments do not dif-
fer in kind. They differ along the dimensions of their selectorates 
and winning coalitions.” By making this argument, they assume that 
the power ministries do not play different roles across regime types.19 
Hypothesis 3a: The power ministries (military or secret police) do not play 
an independent or unique role: enforcement of decisions is automatic.

The economic model has led to rather counterintuitive sug-
gestions for dictators, such as the usefulness of a dictator’s improv-
ing his political prospects by “subjecting himself to oversight in a 
court where his mistreatment of any past supporters could cause 
his own downfall” or casting his population into penury.20 But are 
the assumptions behind such a model credible? Each of the three 
hypotheses of the model is based on an assumption of a high level of 
institutionalization.21

Institutionalization in this book entails two defi nitional com-
ponents. First, rules are clear and unambiguous, and second, rules 
are maintained by an objective third-party arbiter that enforces de-
cisions. These characteristics are drawn from the defi nition of in-
stitutions provided by Wolfgang Streeck and Kathleen Thelen: “In 
sum, the institutions in which we are interested here are formalized 
rules that may be enforced by calling upon a third party. . . . With an 
institution we are dealing only if and to the extent that third parties 
predictably and reliably come to the support of actors whose insti-
tutionalized, and therefore legitimate, normative expectations have 
been disappointed.”22 In this book, “institutionalization” refers only to 
these two characteristics. Other scholars have used this term to refer 
to the incorporation of other social forces in the ruling elite or high 
levels of indoctrination, skill, and bureaucratic strength in an organi-
zation.23 These topics are important but are not addressed here.

Having theorized the implications of a regime with strong insti-
tutions, we can now turn to the question of what we should expect 
to see if institutions are weak: the second set of the three hypothe-
ses that I call the authority model. This model is rooted in  Weber’s 
second conceptualization of power, which he contrasts with the 
“constellation of interests” approach described earlier. According to 
the authority model, “The manifested will (command) of the ruler 
or rulers is meant to infl uence the conduct of one or more others 
(the ruled).” 24
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In contrast to the economic model, in the authority model ac-
tors are not “freely-contracting individuals.”25 In other words, we 
have moved away from the market to the realm of politics, where 
winners impose their will on losers.26 Terry Moe writes that “poli-
tics is fundamentally about the exercise of public authority and the 
struggle to gain control over it.”27 Pierson similarly concludes that 
“politics involves struggles over the authority to establish, enforce, 
and change rules governing social action in a particular territory. In 
short, much of politics is based on authority rather than exchange.”28

The fi rst hypothesis in the authority model posits that low in-
stitutionalization discounts the signifi cance of policy differences 
while raising the importance of personal prestige. In a weakly insti-
tutionalized system, elites have no guarantee that they will have an 
opportunity to present their opinions or that expressing an opinion 
will not cause them to be punished later. Leaders have an incentive 
to quash real debate because the lack of robust institutions means 
such a debate will be hard to control. Without the free exchange of 
information, elites have trouble understanding how others feel, and 
they have a strong incentive to mischaracterize the positions of their 
opponents.

In this kind of political environment, policy differences do not 
distinguish competitors. Moreover, because the leadership selection 
process is vague or unfair, the degree of “rational-legal” authority 
that procedure can impute is limited.29 The result is that the true 
coin of the realm is personal reputation and prestige. Because this 
form of authority is so decisive in such systems, the use of compro-
mising material and character assassination is extremely important. 
Hypothesis 1b: Sociological ties and prestige are more important than the 
dispensation of patronage or real policy differences.

With regard to the next hypothesis, if rules are ambiguous or 
simply not respected, then a “selectorate” will not be able to operate 
in the way described earlier. Within a group of elites that might 
have a say in the outcome of a power struggle, there are a number of 
different party and state bureaucratic organs that have complicated 
and ambiguous relationships. These relationships are ambiguous 
because they are shaped by a mix of unclear formal and informal 
rules whose coexistence further muddles the legitimacy of both.30 
In other words, this book does not test formal institutions against 
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8 Theory

informal institutions, but rather it argues that elites interact in a 
complex environment that allows for multiple interpretations of the 
rules. In many cases, a leader wins a power struggle even though his 
interpretation of the institutional environment is obviously more 
tendentious and illegitimate than that of his competitors.

Because of this lack of institutional clarity, the term “selector-
ate” is not appropriate for the elite as a whole. The particular body 
that makes the fi nal decision cannot be assumed. This has a crucial 
implication: which body within the party or state apparatus makes a 
decision is decisive, as leaders are not politicking within a single de-
fi ned selectorate. Therefore, power struggles are not so much about 
seeking support within a single, amorphous group as determining 
which part of the group gets to choose. Hypothesis 2b: Which bureau-
cratic organ makes a fi nal decision is more important than a search for a 
“median voter” in the elite as a whole: institutional manipulation explains 
more than open vote-seeking.

Finally, a crucial element of institutionalization is the presence 
of an impartial organization that enforces the rules objectively. If 
the rules are ambiguous, then the legitimacy of any particular deci-
sion is suspect. In other words, what distinguishes nondemocracies 
from democracies is not only the size of the selectorate but also 
the absence of nonarbitrary enforcement.31 Amos Perlmutter and 
William M. LeoGrande allow for the possibility that “the party-in- 
uniform [the military] retains the ability to use its military com-
mand to settle inner-party confl icts by force of arms, and the co-
ercive potential of the party-in-uniform is often enough to resolve 
inner-party confl icts.”32 Brian D. Taylor similarly emphasizes that 
inner-party confl icts can drag the military into elite power strug-
gles.33 Hypothesis 3b: Power ministries have leeway when choosing to obey 
certain decisions about leadership selection and not others.

In summary, according to the economic model, leaders win 
power struggles by providing the most attractive patronage or pol-
icy platform; the struggle takes place within a single defi ned group; 
and the power ministries do not play a special role. In the authority 
model, prestige and nonmaterialistic relationships override material 
interests; the struggle revolves more around how the ultimate deci-
sion is made as opposed to politicking within a single “selectorate”; 
and the power ministries are not excluded from the political process.
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“Low” Institutionalization, Not 
“Absent” Institutionalization

The ambiguity of rules and the lack of an external enforcer defi ne 
Leninist regimes. The similarities with the international system, 
where laws are equivocal and no world government is present to en-
force them, are therefore unmistakable.34 Because of these common 
structural features, both Leninist regimes and the international sys-
tem are marked by constant struggles for dominance. The “bloodi-
ness” of politics is omnipresent. Competitors seek security because 
losers are eliminated.

However, states do have a common interest in maintaining the 
system and avoiding constant unrestricted warfare. Even if laws are 
ambiguous and unenforceable, they do exist.35 States recognize that 
at least pretending to appear legitimate can facilitate the achievement 
of their goals.36 Obvious violations damage perceptions of fairness 
and reputation.37 The more obvious the breaking of a rule or a norm, 
the more likely that action will inspire a negative reaction. There-
fore, even in systems with low levels of institutionalization, impor-
tant boundaries and limitations can persist. In Leninist regimes, we 
see the following three characteristics of institutionalization.

First, although Leninist regimes are shaped by a complicated 
interaction of formal and informal rules, those rules do at least serve 
as a frame of reference. They are useful to the extent that, to use the 
words of the political philosopher John Dunn, they soften the “in-
trinsic humiliations” of being ruled and set “some hazy limits to the 
harms that [rulers] will voluntarily choose to do us collectively.”38 
In other words, even in the context of truly Machiavellian political 
machinations, institutions allow leaders to at least clothe themselves 
in a fi g leaf of respectability and prevent them from simply shooting 
one another at meetings. This has several crucial implications. If the 
winner is only able to win by clearly violating even ambiguous rules, 
this will cost them popularity, although perhaps not ultimate victory. 
Although competitors will not adhere to the rules so closely as to 
risk losing a power struggle, they will not needlessly go beyond what 
is necessary. That explains why victors go through so many som-
ersaults to make their victory look legal and why elites in Leninist 
states are not assassinated. Both sides try to cast the opponent as a 
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violator of the rules, and competitors suffer if their behavior is seen 
as putting the stability of the entire system at risk.

Second, such regimes are institutionalized to the extent that 
even the most antagonistic competitors almost always refuse to exit 
the party and oppose it from the outside. This attitude is rooted in 
a deep-seated belief among such groups that the party is a manifes-
tation of historical will.39 The common goal not to let the regime 
collapse helps explain why such regimes last longer.40 One Soviet 
leader remarked, “There could be no life for him . . . outside the 
ranks of the Party, and he would be ready to believe that black was 
white, and white was black, if the Party required it. In order to be-
come one with this great Party he would fuse himself with it, aban-
don his own personality, so that there was no particle left inside him 
which was not at one with the Party, did not belong to it.”41 Even 
Mao remarked on this quality of communist parties in 1971: “China 
is also strange, China’s party has never split, fi fty years have already 
passed and it never split.”42 When a loser is outmaneuvered, they 
will not challenge a decision if doing so will threaten the stability of 
the system as a whole.

Third, naked force without even the semblance of political le-
gitimacy does not occur. Norms of civilian supremacy can infl uence 
behavior.43 In Leninist regimes, the party qua party enjoys supreme 
legitimacy. Communist states are extremely sensitive to the dan-
ger of “Bonapartism”: the use of military force from within to de-
stroy the revolution. This attitude contributes to some skepticism 
not only toward powerful military fi gures among civilians but also 
toward members of the military elite.44 Therefore, we do not see 
purely military fi gures or the political police overthrowing a unifi ed 
civilian leadership.

Case Selection

Of all the elite power struggles ever fought, what is the benefi t of 
looking specifi cally at the ones that occurred after the deaths of 
 Stalin and Mao? Stalin and Mao were unique leaders who led two 
of the most ambitious political projects in history. What can these 
moments in time tell us about Russian and Chinese politics in par-
ticular and the study of politics more generally?
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First, the transitions away from Stalin and Mao were two of the 
most important events in the twentieth century. The choices of their 
successors had fundamental implications not only for the individu-
als who lived in these two great communist states but also for people 
around the world. The past several years have seen an explosion of 
newly available material relevant for the study of Soviet and Chi-
nese history. Getting the story of what happened right, even in only 
these cases, is important, especially in contemporary China, where 
a debate has emerged about whether Xi Jinping has departed from 
Deng’s path and, if so, what that means.

Second, the periods investigated in this book regularly catch 
the attention of political scientists, both generalists and area-studies 
scholars, who use them to develop their respective theories. The 
historiography of the Khrushchev and Deng eras, therefore, has sig-
nifi cant theoretical implications. Bueno de Mesquita and Smith, for 
example, apply their selectorate theory directly to China and the So-
viet Union.45 Jessica L. P. Weeks, in her infl uential work on foreign 
policy in authoritarian regimes, portrays Stalin and Mao as “per-
sonalist” dictators and Khrushchev and Deng as “elite-constrained” 
dictators.46 China in the Deng era is almost universally depicted as a 
textbook example of collective leadership in an institutionalized set-
ting.47 This book, however, stresses that collective leadership failed 
to coalesce after Stalin and Mao.

Third, with regard to generalizability, if the Soviet Union or 
China ever truly experienced a time when it was possible to establish 
resilient institutions, it was after Stalin and Mao. The lessons and 
dangers of strongman rule were obvious, and open political warfare 
threatened regime collapse. Most individuals in the elite did indeed 
expect that collective leadership would prevail, and some competi-
tors even believed that sharing power would contribute to their po-
litical standing. One of the great puzzles that this book answers is 
why more consensus-oriented fi gures such as Georgii Malenkov or 
Hua Guofeng were defeated by individuals such as Khrushchev and 
Deng, who refused to share their authority. If collective leadership 
failed even at these particular moments, then its likelihood in other 
countries and times is also low.

Fourth, this book is explicitly about succession politics in com-
munist states, a time when, some scholars believe, policy  contestation 
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with power-political implications for the competitors is at its most 
intense. Valerie Bunce writes, “The communist ‘selectorate,’ to bor-
row Grey Hodnett’s term, is quite capable of measuring the pol-
icy performance of fellow elites; thus, considerable pressures can 
be exerted on communist leaders to earn and maintain their posi-
tions through policy initiatives. Because the mandate is conditional, 
succession in the Soviet Union and other communist countries is 
often a referendum on public policy; whether a new leader follows a 
successful or unsuccessful predecessor, he must prove himself in the 
policy sphere and meet or better the expectations of his superiors 
who control his advancement.”48 As this book demonstrates, how-
ever, policy differences explain neither the origin nor outcome of 
elite contestation, even after the tenures of leaders who left behind 
a powerful desire to change.

Fifth, Leninist regimes in particular are seen as highly institu-
tionalized authoritarian states.49 What does it mean if even in two 
of the most famous Leninist regimes institutionalization remained 
low? If this book effectively proves the greater usefulness of the au-
thority model for even these states, then we can safely predict that 
it will be even more relevant in other cases. To the extent that the 
caveats presented in the previous section are accurate, then, rela-
tively speaking, Leninist regimes should be placed somewhat higher 
on the “institutionalization” scale. In comparison with other au-
thoritarian regimes, struggles in Leninist regimes will in general be 
marked by (somewhat) less brutality, will be less likely to split during 
a crisis; and military strongmen will fi nd it more diffi cult to seize 
total control.

Methodology

I use a wide variety of previously unavailable material to recon-
struct the most important power struggles immediately following 
the deaths of Stalin and Mao. Evidence is categorized according to 
whether it validates or weakens the two sets of competing hypothe-
ses introduced earlier. To connect theory and empirics, each chapter 
asks a series of clear, answerable questions related to the competing 
hypotheses. All of the chapters answer the following questions in 
precisely the same order.
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Hypothesis 1a versus Hypothesis 1b: Did the winner have a lead-
ership style that was unambiguously more prone to consensus, col-
lective leadership, and co-optation than that of the losers (Politi-
cal Style)? Were policy differences real, or were alleged differences 
manipulated and overblown for the purposes of political struggle 
(Policy)? To what extent did the outcome revolve around per-
sonal prestige, historical antagonisms, and the threat of compro-
mising personal material (Historical Legacies and Compromising 
Material)?

Hypothesis 2a versus Hypothesis 2b: Was there serious delibera-
tion about the strengths and weaknesses of a competitor, or did the 
winners conduct discussions in an unfair, conspiratorial spirit and 
present the decision as a fait accompli (The Deliberations)? Were 
the winners determined by a power struggle within a single, defi ned 
group, or which group was empowered to determine the winners 
(The Decision-Making Body)? To what extent did the winners vio-
late even ambiguous rules (Legitimacy of Behavior)?

Hypothesis 3a versus Hypothesis 3b: Did leaders consider the power 
ministries to be irrelevant to struggles within the party, or did they 
consider control over the coercive organs to be essential (Views 
of Power Ministries)? When members of the power ministries ex-
pressed an opinion on the power struggle, was the effect equivalent 
to their voting power in the political bodies on which they had a 
seat, or did their positions threaten the potential use of force and, 
therefore, have an outsized effect (Threat of Coercion)?

This type of approach is not common in political science, and 
some of the recent theoretical work on authoritarian regimes has 
even stated explicitly that the secretive nature of such states means 
that qualitative research is insuffi ciently “systematic.”50 Victor Shih 
writes that the “collection of systematic data on elite networks” 
will “permit a much more nuanced understanding of elite factions 
than previous generations of scholarship on elite politics, which 
 depended on elite interviews, close reading of memoirs, and analysis 
of selected offi cial publications.”51

Given these doubts, the benefi ts of the methodology used in this 
book should be addressed. First, as we better understand what types 
of statistical analysis are persuasive, we also recognize that these 
analyses are applicable only in restrictive situations, such as natural 
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experiments.52 Important reviews of the quantitative literature on 
key issues reveal a troubling lack of conclusions.53 Second, a wide 
variety of new fi ndings now call into question the usefulness of ho-
mogenizing assumptions that defi ne game-theoretic accounts.54 The 
best modelers in this school are those who accept the impossibility 
of universalistic explanations.55 Although these powerful quantita-
tive approaches will continue to provide crucial insights, the grow-
ing realization that they are imperfect tools based on foundational 
assumptions that are different from qualitative approaches speak to 
the need for keeping the tent of political science large.

Giovanni Capoccia and Daniel Ziblatt suggest the use of “epi-
sode analysis” as a way to avoid the pitfalls of ahistorical approaches. 
Their basic insight is that it is important to systematically analyze 
the moments in which institutions are “created or substantially 
shaped.” This method adopts “an explicitly historical approach to 
causality” that “identifi es the key political actors fi ghting over in-
stitutional change, highlights the terms of the debate and the full 
range of options that they perceived, reconstructs the extent of 
political and social support behind these options, and analyzes, as 
much as possible with the eyes of the contemporaries, the political 
interactions that led to the institutional outcome.” This allows an 
assessment of “how structural factors often seen as driving long-
term trajectories of democratic development actually infl uence the 
politics of democratic reform in key episodes.” Therefore, by focus-
ing on political interactions, episode analysis works as a critical fi l-
tration device for understanding if and how antecedent conditions 
actually shape outcomes.56 Thelen similarly points to the impor-
tance of doing “the empirical work to make sure that the actors to 
whom we attribute certain strategic behaviors are in fact ‘players’ in 
the fi rst place.”57

Although Capoccia and Ziblatt do not state this explicitly, “epi-
sode analysis” has strong elements of scientifi c realism: a philosophy 
of science that prizes concepts and mechanisms over cross-case vari-
ation. The “real” in “scientifi c realism” is the belief that “causation is 
a relation between mechanism and outcome rather than premise and 
conclusion as in the deductive-nomological model.”58 Cases are not 
“manifestations of one or another theoretically derived instance[s] 
in a typology” but a combination of different structural elements.59
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This approach, therefore, differs from both a statistical analy-
sis that measures an average causal effect and a logic-based analysis 
that identifi es necessary and suffi cient conditions through the use of 
Mill’s methods of fuzzy sets.60 Scientifi c realists instead use the his-
torical record to deeply investigate individual moments, construct 
a narrative of what happened, and then conceptualize the factors 
that had a gravitational pull on that event—a technique known as 
“retroduction.”61 In other words, they are not interested in a precise 
constellation of variables that leads to a particular outcome or even a 
causal chain of a to b to c, but rather they are interested in determin-
ing what factors were pushing and pulling on events as they tran-
spired. This approach has the added benefi t of identifying elements 
that are of crucial importance in shaping an event but do not have a 
determinative effect. For example, the “old comrades” in the Soviet 
Union in June 1957 were defeated despite their legitimacy as major 
revolutionary fi gures, but to say that this legitimacy did not matter 
would be a gross exaggeration.

The Cases

After Stalin and Mao died, their successors found themselves fac-
ing similar legacies. In both countries, the top leadership believed 
that without fundamental changes the regimes were at risk of col-
lapse. As Xiao Donglian, one of China’s premier historians on the 
reform era, puts it, “Facing the situation at the time, no matter who 
was in power, they would need to fi nd a new development path for 
China.”62 That realization imposed a strong degree of cohesion 
among the leadership about necessary policy innovations. The bru-
tal suffering most experienced at the hands of the late strongmen 
meant that a signifi cant contingent believed collective leadership 
would be better than allowing another dominant leader to emerge. 
Even those individuals who believed that an authoritative leader was 
necessary for stability hoped that such a fi gure would allow for at 
least some discussion of key issues. At the same time, however, the 
extremely bloody nature of the Stalin and Mao eras left behind not 
only a legacy of historical antagonisms but also an abundant amount 
of potentially compromising material about how certain individuals 
acted in those diffi cult circumstances.
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Crucially, in both systems, leaders drew on relations forged in 
moments of intense political violence, and the size of an individual’s 
perceived contributions to the regime was equated with that per-
son’s authority.63 In China, the point in time at which an individual 
entered the Communist Party and how their exploits were evaluated 
during the wars against the Kuomintang (KMT) and the Japanese 
were crucial not only to someone’s self-worth but also to their place-
ment in the elite. In the Soviet Union, some civilian leaders could 
draw on the Russian Revolution to buttress their legitimacy, while 
military leaders could point to the war with Germany as their own 
source of prestige.

These fi ndings, therefore, have much in common with polit-
ical science theory that emphasizes the historical legacies of vio-
lence in consolidating political regimes. Lucan A. Way and Steven 
Levitsky, for example, show that “cohesion is greater in parties that 
are bound by salient ethnic or ideological ties or a shared history of 
violent struggle, such as revolutionary or liberation movements.” 64 
Dan Slater provides an example in his description of “protection 
pacts,” which are the result of “a wide range of transgressive, collec-
tive mass actions.”65 With regard to authority within insurgencies, 
Elisabeth Wood demonstrates the importance of emotional and 
moral motives for insurgent collective action; and Jeremy Weinstein 
shows how social endowments, such as shared beliefs, expectations, 
and norms, as opposed to economic patronage, contribute to better 
command and control.66 Both Deng and Zhukov wielded what is 
perhaps best called “martial prestige”—respect derived from their 
contributions on the battlefi eld.

Yet the fallout in the Soviet Union and China after Stalin and 
Mao suggests that legacies of violence may have positive implica-
tions for regime resiliency but not necessarily for cohesion among 
the ruling elite. In both the Soviet Union and China, the deaths of 
the old leaders opened up an opportunity for historical antagonisms 
to resolve in the favor of one group or another (in the Soviet and 
Chinese cases) or for old, traditional hierarchies to reassert them-
selves (in the Chinese case).

In chapter 2, the fi rst of the two chapters on the Soviet Union 
in this book, I investigate the defeat of Lavrentii Beria in 1953, only 
several months after the death of Stalin. First, I show that Beria had 
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no real policy differences with his opponents, and in fact most of his 
policy initiatives were intended to increase his popularity. Second, I 
show that isolating Beria in such a way was necessary for a smooth 
victory. The arrest prevented him from making his case to the CC as 
a whole, as was his right as a member of the Presidium. Third, I show 
that the military’s behavior was not apolitical; it played a clearly illegal, 
coercive role by arresting Beria during a meeting of the Presidium.

Chapter 3 analyzes Nikita Khrushchev’s struggle with the so-
called anti-party group—an incident during which a majority of the 
Presidium attempted to remove Khrushchev from power. Policy dif-
ferences between Khrushchev and his opponents were minimal, and 
to the extent such differences could be determined, Khrushchev’s 
policies were not necessarily more popular. In any case, the power 
of the anti-party group was clearly more rooted in its prestige as 
revolutionary leaders. That prestige was challenged by Zhukov, who 
emphasized its culpability in the destruction of other revolution-
ary fi gures during the Great Terror. The outcome of the struggle 
was determined by an emergency session of the CC, which allowed 
Khrushchev to overcome his minority position in the Presidium. 
Zhukov, who controlled the military, refused to submit to the ma-
jority on the Presidium who opposed Khrushchev.

Chapter 4, the fi rst chapter on China in this volume, tells the 
story of the fall of the Gang of Four. Although the Gang did not 
consist of pushovers, they combined aggressive tactics with a desire 
to coexist with other members of the leadership. Despite their pol-
icy inclinations that were different from those of other party lead-
ers, those differences were not fundamental, and the Gang did not 
have their own coherent policy platform. The Gang’s most serious 
problems were personal, especially with regard to “historical” prob-
lems—a lack of major accomplishments before 1949 and association 
with the worst excesses of the Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 
1976. The Gang were unexpectedly arrested instead of being openly 
confronted at either a Politburo or CC meeting, the second option 
being too risky given the number of Gang supporters in the CC. 
The palace guards played a decisive role in the arrest of the Gang, 
and the military played a role as a crucial backup force.

Chapter 5 describes Deng Xiaoping’s defeat of Mao’s initial 
successor, Hua Guofeng, from 1977 to 1981 and shows further 
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evidence for the authority model. The economic model predicts 
that the fi gure with more democratic sensibilities would have won 
because of his ability to co-opt threats, but Deng was the less- 
consensus-oriented fi gure. Deng had limited policy differences with 
Hua, who deserves greater credit for beginning the reform process 
than previously appreciated. Historical legacies proved to be more 
important than policy differences. Deng’s strength was rooted in his 
role as a revolutionary-era fi gure, while Hua suffered from “histori-
cal” problems from his career during the Cultural Revolution. Hua’s 
most important setback took place at a full CC work meeting, an 
event with no precedence in the People’s Republic of China (PRC), 
which to that point had been dominated by the top leadership. Deng 
only allowed an interpretation of the rules that benefi ted him and 
sometimes even engaged in conspiratorial behavior. Finally, Deng 
believed political power revolved around the question of military 
control. His move against Hua started over a struggle regarding 
who had the greater say over the armed forces, and Deng used his 
unique relationship with the PLA to weaken Hua’s political posi-
tion. Deng’s decision to purge Hua entirely from the leadership, 
rather than let him remain as a sign of stability, was partly because 
of his fear that young leftist forces within the military would rally to 
Hua’s banner.
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C h a p t e r  t w o

The Defeat of Beria

Introduction: Stalin’s Belated Victory

In October 1952, the most powerful men and women in the 
Soviet Union sat dumbfounded as Iosif Stalin gave a speech 
to the fi rst CC plenum after the Nineteenth Party Congress. 
He viciously attacked his old comrades who had served with 

him for decades and proposed the creation of a new leadership body 
of young men who had played no role in the October Revolution.1 
Viacheslav Molotov, previously seen by the party as Stalin’s deputy, 
was portrayed as being unprincipled and suffering from a number 
of serious political problems. Another old leader, Anastas Mikoian, 
had allegedly committed major mistakes during the war: “His lack 
of responsibility dearly cost our state and people.”2

A new twenty-fi ve-person “Presidium” would now replace what 
had been a much smaller Politburo. How Stalin had compiled the 
list of people who would make up the new group was a mystery to 
other members of the leadership. He also named an elite “Bureau” of 
nine members, mostly men younger than the old revolutionaries but 
older than those newly named to the Presidium: Georgii Malenkov, 
Lavrentii Beria, Nikita Khrushchev, Maksim Saburov, Mikhail Per-
vukhin, and Nikolai Bulganin. Iosif Stalin, Lazarʹ Kaganovich, and 
Kliment Voroshilov (who was apparently only included by mistake) 
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were the only members from the old guard. Molotov and Mikoian 
were conspicuously absent.3 Historians agree that Stalin intended to 
liquidate the older leaders and promote a new generation.4

If that was in fact Stalin’s plan, he did not have time to complete 
it. As he lay on his deathbed on March 5, 1953, the CC, Council of 
Ministers (the Soviet government), and Presidium of the Supreme 
Soviet (the Soviet legislature) held a joint session. After introductory 
remarks about Stalin’s condition by the head of Soviet public health, 
Malenkov said, “It is clear to all that the country cannot stand even 
one hour of interruption in the leadership.” He emphasized that 
the situation demanded “the greatest cohesion.” Then Beria told 
the audience that the Bureau nominated Malenkov as premier. Af-
ter Beria fi nished, Malenkov named Beria, Molotov, Bulganin, and 
Kaganovich as his fi rst vice chairmen, Molotov as foreign minister, 
Voroshilov as chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet, and 
Mikoian as head of the newly combined ministry managing external 
and internal trade. Despite lacking the necessary approval of a full 
Party Congress, Malenkov had disbanded Stalin’s Bureau and estab-
lished a new Presidium.5 Even before Stalin took his last breath, the 
old men of the party had returned to participate in the top leader-
ship, the middle generation had seized dominance, and the younger 
cohort had been cast into political oblivion.6

Khrushchev was removed from his position as head of the Mos-
cow party committee and ordered to “concentrate” on CC work. In 
this position, Khrushchev’s authority was rather unremarkable. Ac-
cording to one Russian expert of this time, “By 1953 from the per-
spective of formal leadership Khrushchev had the most unfavorable 
odds.”7 Another historian concurred, “The authority of Khrushchev 
in the party at the time was not comparable with the high author-
ity of Malenkov, Beria, Molotov.”8 Khrushchev was not even made 
fi rst secretary until September.9 William Taubman, the author of 
Khrushchev’s defi nitive biography, writes, “Virtually no one in the 
USSR or abroad imagined that Khrushchev had a chance of besting 
them all.”10

Yet middle-aged Khrushchev, who lacked both the formal and 
informal authority of other leaders, became the fi rst dominant 
leader after Stalin’s death. This curious progression of elite politics 

Y7973-Torigian.indb   20Y7973-Torigian.indb   20 11/19/21   12:51 PM11/19/21   12:51 PM



 The Defeat of Beria 21

after Stalin is all the stranger given that in China “old-person” poli-
tics dominated the political environment for many years after Mao.

This chapter explains the purge of Lavrentii Beria, who remains 
a controversial and disputed fi gure in Soviet historiography. Some 
popular historians portray him as nothing short of a superman.11 
Others stick to the more conventional narrative of him as a mur-
derous, sex-crazed maniac. This intense interest has had some un-
fortunate consequences: in 2010, a forged document claiming to be 
Beria’s private diaries was published.12 Extreme claims and dubious 
sources make the study of the man exceptionally challenging.

What exactly was the nature of Beria’s power? Why was he ar-
rested and executed soon after Stalin’s death? And what does that 
teach us about the nature of politics? Political scientists have yet to 
provide theoretically useful answers to these questions.13 Like else-
where in this book, I test the competing hypotheses as described in 
chapter 1. The economic model fails on all counts. First, focusing 
on the material benefi ts of one policy over another, or even policy 
platforms in general, would explain nothing and in fact be mislead-
ing. Beria sought out close relationships with other members of the 
elite, deliberately selected reformist policies that he believed would 
gain him support, and rarely had meaningful differences with his 
colleagues on policy. What proves to be of much more importance 
were legitimacy issues tied to party seniority, historical antagonisms, 
and the threatening role of compromising material that would allow 
Beria to make incendiary charges against his colleagues.

Second, Beria’s arrest entailed a blatant series of violations of 
party rules. The move against him was preceded by a conspiracy 
within the top leadership in a process so secretive that even today 
we are not entirely sure who fi rst proposed Beria’s arrest. We have 
tentative evidence that even on the Presidium a signifi cant number 
of individuals either were unsure about the propriety of arresting 
Beria or were presented with false evidence of his alleged crimes. 
Beria was not allowed to present his case to the CC—an outrageous 
trick that was not even employed during the 1930s.

Third, the power ministries played a crucial role. One of the 
most important reasons behind the move against Beria was fear of 
his control over the political police. The arrest of Beria was only 
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made possible because high-ranking military offi cers agreed to 
seize him illegally during a meeting in the Kremlin. As the case 
against him was prepared, he was placed in a military bunker to pre-
vent him from communicating with his forces in the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs (MVD).

Hypothesis 1a versus 1b

Political Style

According to Hypothesis 1a, we should expect to see consensus-
driven leaders achieve victory. This personality type would be more 
conducive to aggregating support. However, evidence shows that 
Beria was indeed friendly with other members of the leadership. 
He offered them perks, provided them with what he thought they 
wanted, and solicited their opinions. Beria also sought to build up 
his position by introducing popular policies. Counterintuitively, 
however, the popularity of those policies actually hurt him because 
others in the elite feared they would make him too powerful. That 
outcome is the exact opposite of what Hypothesis 1a predicts.

Beria actively sought the approval of his colleagues. Molotov 
claimed that Beria hinted to him that he had assassinated Stalin, 
saying, “Apparently [Beria] wanted to evoke my sympathy. He said, 
‘I did him in!’—as if this had benefi ted me. Of course he wanted to 
ingratiate himself with me.”14 The day after Stalin’s funeral, Beria re-
leased Molotov’s wife, who had been sent to prison by Stalin.15 Mo-
lotov later remarked, “With the departure of Stalin the country was 
orphaned. He did not leave a successor: in the last years of his life 
he was suspicious and trusted no one. And we were confused—who 
would we follow? Beria pushed Malenkov to power. And pleased 
Khrushchev—suggested he focus on the apparatus of the CC. I got 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. I did not oppose this.”16

Beria reached out to others as well. On May 6, 1953, he wrote a 
memorandum to the Presidium rehabilitating Kaganovich’s brother 
Mikhail, who had committed suicide after being accused of par-
ticipation in a “rightist-Trotskyite” organization.17 According to 
Khrushchev, Beria promoted Voroshilov to the chairmanship of the 
Presidium of the Supreme Soviet so as to “make Voroshilov into 
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someone whom he could rely on when he started his next round of 
butchery.”18

Malenkov, Beria, and Khrushchev were especially close. To-
gether they were put in charge of managing Stalin’s documents as 
the leader lay on his death bed.19 Mikoian in his memoirs describes 
how Beria would often meet with Malenkov, Molotov, and Khru-
shchev before Presidium meetings and decide how to present issues 
to the rest of the leadership. Beria would walk with Khrushchev 
and Malenkov in the Kremlin “conversing excitedly. . . . They were 
together after work as well.”20 Molotov saw Beria, Khrushchev, and 
Malenkov as a “trinity” who together were trying to dominate the 
political arena and enjoyed close relations, if not friendship.21 Khru-
shchev writes in his memoirs that Beria tried to buy support by sug-
gesting that the government build dachas for the elite.22 He even 
admitted at the CC plenum after Beria’s arrest that he had enjoyed 
the best relations with the fallen leader in the time period after Sta-
lin’s death, saying, “If I did not call him for a day, then he would call 
and ask, ‘Why don’t you call.’ I would say there was no time, there 
was work. [Beria]: ‘But still call.’ I, comrades, started to think: Why 
is there such love shown to me? What’s the matter?”23

In a letter to Malenkov after the arrest, Beria described his 
relationship with others on the Presidium as being exceptionally 
friendly. The letter suggests he was shocked by his arrest. Regarding 
Molotov, he wrote, “We all highly rated [you,] considered you a true 
disciple of Lenin and a true colleague of Stalin, the second most 
important fi gure after Comrade Stalin”; to Khrushchev, “We were 
always great friends[.] I was always proud of the fact that you are a 
terrifi c Bolshevik and a terrifi c comrade and I repeatedly told you 
this”; to Malenkov, “Dear Georgii[,] I ask you to understand me, 
that you know me better than others.”24

Beria cultivated popularity by ending the worst abuses of the 
Stalin era. On March 13, eight days after the death of Stalin, Beria 
ordered the creation of special investigative groups to reevaluate 
the infamous Doctors’ Plot as well as the arrests of former members 
of the Ministry of State Security, offi cers in the General Artillery 
Department, and Georgian party offi cials.25 On April 4, he distrib-
uted a document that criticized the use of torture in the past and 
explicitly forbid its use in the future.26 On May 13, he proposed an 
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end to restrictions on where Soviet citizens could live within their 
own country.27 He suggested greater restrictions on the extrajudicial 
Special Council, which had been responsible for many of the worst 
abuses of the Stalin era.28 According to the Soviet poet Konstantin 
Simonov, Beria even chose to show the CC documents delineating 
Stalin’s role in the Doctors’ Plot in a way that showed his paranoia 
and brutality—a fi rst step toward “de-Stalinization.”29 The historian 
Mark Kramer writes, “Reports transmitted by local and regional 
offi cials to the central authorities in Moscow indicated that Soviet 
citizens heartily welcomed the political reforms.”30

These reforming steps, however, had negative side effects for 
Beria. Other members of the leadership believed that Beria was im-
proving his own prestige at the expense of the party. Kaganovich 
told the CC, “It was impossible [for Beria] to speak before the peo-
ple in the name of the MVD. He needed to speak in the name of 
the party, and for this he needed to break away some individuals, 
turn some individuals into his agents and act.”31 Beria’s attempts at 
reform were a mark against him in Kaganovich’s eyes: “This person 
is a careerist, an adventurist, who wants, by discrediting Stalin, to 
undermine that base upon which we sit and clear a path for him-
self.”32 Dmitrii Shepilov, the former CC secretary and Soviet for-
eign minister purged by Khrushchev, writes in his memoirs, “Beria, 
the man who for years on end was one of those mainly responsible 
for the reign of arbitrary will and lawlessness in the country, decided 
to don the mantle of a champion of legality, individual freedom, 
and democracy.”33 Later in court, Marshal Kirill Moskalenko asked 
Beria whether he would admit that all of his activities after the death 
of Stalin were directed toward seizing power. Beria responded, “I 
categorically deny this. . . . I will say that I did not stand out by any 
special humility—this is a fact. I certainly did stick my nose into 
other areas of work that had no relation to me, this is also true. . . . 
That I tried to popularize myself—that happened. With regard to 
my Bonapartist contortions, that is not true.”34

Policy

Robert Service wrote in 1981 that the need to overcome Stalin’s 
disastrous legacy led to a common position among the elite that 
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serious changes were needed.35 The new historiography, based on 
new documents, confi rms, in the words of Kramer, that “the pre-
cariousness of the new political arrangements and the intensity of 
the power struggle in Moscow were attributable mainly to personal 
ambitions rather than fundamental policy differences. . . . What does 
seem clear is that Beria’s positions on specifi c issues—domestic or 
foreign—had little, if anything, to do with the effort to eliminate 
him.”36 Beria wrote to Malenkov in a letter after his arrest, “The 
MVD introduced to the CC and government by your suggestion and 
with regard to certain questions by the suggestion of N. S. Khrushchev a 
series of deserved political and practical suggestions, such as: re-
habilitation of the doctors, rehabilitation of those arrested in rela-
tion to the so-called Mingrelian national center in Georgia and the 
return of those incorrectly exiled from Georgia, the amnesty, the 
liquidation of the passport regime, the correction of distortions in 
the party line in the nationality policies and the punitive measures in 
the Lithuanian SSR, [w]estern Ukraine, and western Belorussia.”37

A common belief about the fall of Beria is that he was removed 
because he supported an unpopular, radically liberal solution to the 
growing crisis in the German Democratic Republic (GDR). In a 
letter from jail, Beria did admit to “unacceptable rudeness and in-
solence” toward Khrushchev and Bulganin during the discussion of 
Germany.38 Numerous memoir accounts claim that a major fi ght 
took place on May 27 on this issue.39

However, the idea that Beria differed fundamentally from his 
colleagues, especially Molotov, on the question of Germany has 
come under attack by historians such as Mark Kramer and Aleksei 
Filitov.40 Filitov writes, “New archival documents have qualitatively 
weakened the argument of a special radical position on the Ger-
many question on the part of the head of the MVD at the time, as 
well as a total rejection of this position from other members of the 
post-Stalin leadership of the USSR.”41 At fi rst, the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs under Molotov was in fact less conservative than many 
on the Presidium, although ultimately the leadership came around 
to Molotov’s position. Beria’s positions were hardly all “liberal.” In 
any case, according to the declassifi ed documents, the positions of 
Molotov and Beria were quite close. Memoir accounts of Beria’s sup-
posed radical position at the May 27 meeting differ  fundamentally 
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on even basic questions; and those accounts were almost certainly 
colored by the later fall of Beria. Filitov concludes that Molotov’s 
criticisms of Beria at the July plenum were a “180-degree turn” from 
the foreign minister’s own earlier position. The charges against 
 Beria were made at least in part to fi nd a scapegoat for the riots in 
that country, not out of real policy differences.42

Although Beria had reason to dissemble, he also denied that his 
position was fundamentally different from that of his compatriots. 
During an interrogation on July 11, after his arrest, Beria stated em-
phatically that he was not an opponent of constructing socialism 
in East Germany: “My position on the German question was the 
same as that of the Presidium of the CC.” He said he did not re-
ject the construction of socialism but was in favor of “an extremely 
careful approach”—a sign that perhaps his opponents were using 
a disagreement on tactics as a political wedge to make it seem like 
differences were bigger than they really were.43

Historical Legacies and Compromising Material

Having shown that Beria sought friendly relations with others in 
the elite, was associated with generally popular policies, and did not 
strongly differ from others in the leadership on those policies, we 
have discounted the value of Hypothesis 1a. We can now turn to 
Hypothesis 1b: the importance of sociological factors. In this sec-
tion, I show that the more important drivers of the struggle were 
questions of party seniority, historical antagonisms, Beria’s prestige 
as the miracle worker behind the atomic program, the danger of in-
formation being used as a weapon, and the threat of compromising 
information.

The old guard believed that Beria was not respecting proper 
norms of party seniority. This factor is evident in Kaganovich’s 
speech at a January 1955 CC plenum in which he stated that Malen-
kov and Beria did not associate with the others as Stalin was dying, 
instead keeping to themselves on the second fl oor of Stalin’s dacha:

We, old members of the Presidium, are older than they are 
by many years in terms not of age but of work in the party, 
[of work] in the Politburo with Stalin. After all, we walked by 
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Lenin’s side—they [Malenkov and Beria] could have come 
up [to us] and said what they were doing there, what they 
were discussing, what decisions they were making, what they 
were preparing. Nothing of the sort happened. They would 
stop by to take a look and go upstairs. There was Voroshi-
lov, me, Khrushchev, Bulganin, Molotov, Mikoian, others—
nothing of the sort happened. We do not exist for them.44

Also at the plenum, another CC member, Viacheslav Malyshev, 
spoke of Beria’s disdainful attitude toward old revolutionaries such 
as Shvernik, Andreevich, and Voroshilov, saying, “We are not accus-
tomed [to see] such an attitude to old leading comrades.” He spoke 
of the curiosity of the old revolutionaries not holding prominent po-
sitions: “We see how in recent times tried-and-true comrades whom 
the entire country, the entire people, know—Comrades Molotov, 
Voroshilov, Mikoian—were forced out from the leadership of our 
party and country. This is a fact. This was very offensive to us. We 
have known Comrade Molotov since we were Komsomol age. . . . It 
is clear that Comrade Stalin did not speak with his own words. Beria 
provided him with this material.”45

Historical grudges also played an important role. Kramer points 
out that Molotov, Bulganin, Saburov, and Pervukhin all believed 
Beria had used compromising material against them in the past.46 
Antagonism against Beria was especially prominent in the mil-
itary. Marshal Zhukov writes, “They knew that I had an old ani-
mosity toward Beria, bordering on enmity. Even while Stalin was 
alive, we had clashes on more than one occasion. It is enough to 
say that Abakumov and Beria wanted to arrest me at some point in 
the past. . . . By the way, Stalin one day told me directly that they 
wanted to arrest me. Beria whispered to Stalin, but the latter said, ‘I 
do not believe it. A brave colonel, patriot, and traitor. I don’t believe 
it. End this dirty stunt.’ Believe me that after this I gladly undertook 
his arrest.”47

Beria’s triumphs with the nuclear weapons program also made 
him formidable. According to Pavel Sudoplatov, a top operative in 
the MVD in charge of secret operations outside the country, the 
most important reason Beria was removed was because of his in-
creasing prestige as a result of the victories he had achieved with the 
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atomic program. This work “raised him in the eyes of all members 
of the Politburo and members of the Central Committee who knew 
about this work.”48

Beria’s most important noneconomic form of authority, how-
ever, was his control over information. This took two forms. First, 
the MVD could serve as an independent information channel for 
Beria that he could use to monitor and control party structures. Sec-
ond, Beria had access to historical documents that could be used as 
weapons against his opponents.

The leadership’s concern over Beria’s use of the MVD in the 
fi rst way is most apparent in the debate over policies in the repub-
lics.49 Beria supported policies that increased the representation of 
non-Russians, and he was criticized for this after his purge. How-
ever, the evidence tells a different story: no real policy differences 
existed among the leadership on the question of cadre policy per se. 
The real concern was over Beria’s use of the MVD as a source of 
private information.

On May 8, 1953, Beria wrote in a note to the Presidium that 
the MVD, during an investigation, had learned that the struggle in 
Lithuania against the nationalist underground was not proceeding 
in a satisfactory way: 270,000 Lithuanians—10 percent of the popu-
lation—had been arrested, killed, or exiled between 1944 and 1952. 
Beria blamed the failure to defeat the insurrection on the lack of 
Lithuanians in the Lithuanian MVD and then drew attention to the 
absence of ethnic Lithuanians in the party leadership of the repub-
lic.50 On May 16, he submitted a similar memorandum on Ukraine, 
in which he criticized tax policy, noted that up to 500,000 Ukrai-
nians had been arrested, killed, or exiled, and pointed to the lack of 
ethnic Ukrainians in leadership positions in western Ukraine.51 On 
June 8, Beria submitted a proposal to the Presidium in which he 
suggested the removal of the Belorussian party chief, Patolichev, in 
favor of an ethnic Belarusian.52

Beria’s moves were not problematic because of opposition to 
promoting national cadres. The Presidium supported Beria’s mem-
oranda on Ukraine and Lithuania by telling those republics to study 
them.53 Most strikingly, in June 1953, Khrushchev himself wrote 
a memorandum about Latvia that touched on the same themes as 
Beria’s memos on Ukraine, Belorussia, and Lithuania and may even 
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have used some of Beria’s material.54 Following the purge of Beria, 
the Soviet Union still continued its move toward allowing greater 
representation of local cadres in the leading political positions of 
their constituent republics. The more critical threat was that Beria 
was using the MVD as his own information source. Geoffrey Swain 
puts the issue succinctly: “It was not what Beria was trying to do, but 
how he was doing it that Khrushchev objected to.”55

Beria himself admitted that his behavior was politically prob-
lematic. In a letter to Malenkov written on July 1, Beria wrote that 
the reform proposals he had made as head of the MVD were “in 
accordance with the existing directives of the CC and government.” 
He did, however, admit that it was inappropriate to distribute de-
cisions of the CC alongside the MVD memoranda, as this made it 
seem like the MVD was running the CCs in Ukraine, Lithuania, 
and Belorussia.56 Beria did not deny that he had asked the MVD to 
collect information on a number of non-Russian cadres. He claimed 
to have done so with “the best intentions—to present the material 
to the Presidium of the CC CPSU [Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union].”57

Even more important than allowing Beria to shape policy in the 
satellite republics were the MVD’s archives and eavesdropping ca-
pabilities. Fear of Beria’s use of compromising materials was one of 
the most decisive reasons for others in the leadership to unite against 
him. By the summer of 1953, Beria had proposed the arrest of for-
mer secretary of the CC and minister of state security S. D. Ignatʹev 
(Malenkov’s protégé) and had arrested M. D. Riumin, former head 
of the investigative unit for particularly important cases and a man 
who could make accusations against Malenkov and Khrushchev.58 
According to the rough notes of Malenkov’s speech to the Presid-
ium meeting where Beria was arrested, Malenkov emphasized bet-
ter control over the system of eavesdropping (“comrades are un-
sure of who is listening to whom”).59 In Khrushchev’s speech to the 
CC after Beria’s removal, he claimed that Beria wanted to control 
the political police “so that through his intelligence gathering [he] 
could spy on the members of the Politburo, eavesdrop, monitor, 
create cases, intrigue, and this will lead to bad consequences for 
the party.”60 Bulganin told the CC that the Presidium had confi s-
cated from Beria recordings of Khrushchev, Malenkov, Molotov, 
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 Bulganin, and  Voroshilov.61 At the June 1957 CC plenum, Malenkov 
and Khrushchev agreed that they would not speak at Malenkov’s 
home because they were afraid of eavesdropping, although they ac-
knowledged that it later turned out that no eavesdropping was tak-
ing place.62

At the same plenum, Malenkov was accused of serving Beria 
until ultimately joining the conspiracy because the latter had com-
promising material on him. The head of the MVD at the time read 
to the plenum a letter written to the Presidium by Malenkov’s sec-
retary. According to this letter, Malenkov failed to “tell the plenum 
of the CC CPSU about the reasons and character of his long (from 
1937 to 1953), close, and business-like relationship with Beria”—
Beria’s possession of compromising material on him.63

Malenkov was not the only leader whose behavior was shaped by 
the threat of compromising material. As former leader of Ukraine, 
Khrushchev probably saw Beria’s criticisms of policies in the repub-
lic as a challenge to his legacy. The former MVD offi cial Sudoplatov 
told the historian Dmitrii Volkogonov in personal correspondence 
that Khrushchev wanted to remove Beria because the latter knew 
that Khrushchev had organized mass repressions in Ukraine from 
1938 to 1949, and “it was extremely imperative to get rid of unnec-
essary witnesses.”64 One of the men tried along with Beria said after 
being arrested, “So, for example, with regard to the issue of excesses 
in western Ukraine, Beria in a draft memorandum and draft reso-
lution to the Presidium of the CC CPSU showed that mass repres-
sions and other operations were triggered by the situation [there], 
and verbally commented in an ironic tone that at that time N. S. 
Khrushchev worked in Ukraine.”65

Signifi cantly, Beria denied during his interrogations that he had 
ordered the MVD to eavesdrop on party and state leaders.66 Sudo-
platov’s memoirs provide an example of a time Beria indignantly 
ignored an offer of compromising information on Malenkov. A 
Georgian playwright named Georgii Mdivani had given the chief of 
Beria’s secretariat a memo claiming that Malenkov’s speech to the 
Nineteenth Party Congress plagiarized a czarist minister. Although 
Beria disregarded the document, the memo “found its way from 
Beria’s secretariat to Malenkov’s offi ce, and the damage was done.” 
Sudoplatov also claims that “all the members of [Beria’s] secretariat 
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who knew about the memo . . . were promptly arrested and impris-
oned.” Therefore, we have reason to believe that Beria’s accomplices 
might have truly thought that Beria had compromising material, but 
whether he was actively seeking it out or planned to use it may never 
be known.67 In any case, the possibility that Beria might use such 
material was enough of a reason to move against him.

Hypothesis 2a versus 2b

The Deliberations

The move against Beria was an intrigue reminiscent of old-style 
palace coups. The evidence demonstrates that the most important 
discussions took place in a conspiratorial fashion that prevented 
preferences from being structurally aggregated. Beria’s arrest was 
presented as a fait accompli to the CC—even some members of 
the Presidium might not have expected Beria would be arrested. As 
Shepilov concludes in his memoirs, “It really was undemocratic and 
unconstitutional.”68

According to Khrushchev’s memoirs, when he sought out Vo-
roshilov’s support for the conspiracy, Khrushchev ended up not re-
vealing his plans because the conversation began with Voroshilov 
loudly praising Beria. When Khrushchev approached Kaganovich, 
the latter fi rst asked who else opposed Beria. When Khrushchev 
said that Malenkov, Bulganin, Molotov, and Saburov were already 
in agreement, thus forming a majority of the Presidium, Kagano-
vich agreed to support Khrushchev. The implication here is not only 
that Kaganovich was going along with the majority but also that 
Khrushchev had the ability to shape Kaganovich’s response by mis-
characterizing the positions of others.69

In Kaganovich’s own memoirs, he denies that he asked whether 
there was a majority in favor of ousting Beria. He told an interviewer 
that when Khrushchev summoned him, he was told that  Beria was 
engaged in intrigue and wanted to overthrow the leadership and 
take power. Although Kaganovich denies asking about the position 
of others on the Presidium, he claims to have suggested that  Beria 
only be weakened but not removed.70 Mikoian also had reserva-
tions. Ivan Serov, who would later go on to lead the Committee of 
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State Security (KGB), writes in his memoirs that in a drunken con-
frontation in a bathroom during a visit to China in 1954, Bulganin 
grabbed Mikoian by the collar and screamed, “You did not want to 
arrest Beria immediately too. You wanted an investigation.”71

No offi cial transcript has been found of the Presidium meet-
ing at which Beria was arrested, and we are, therefore, unable to 
state with certainty what specifi c accusations Beria faced or what 
positions the others took. Both Molotov and Khrushchev claimed 
that Mikoian spoke against removing Beria.72 The evidence sug-
gests that some top leaders did not expect that the military offi cers 
would arrive.73 According to Kaganovich, Mikoian was surprised by 
the arrest.74 Mikoian claimed to have only agreed to Khrushchev’s 
proposal to make Beria head of the oil industry, as Beria “might still 
be useful.”75 Curiously, according to the rough draft of Malenkov’s 
speech to the Presidium, he did not propose arresting Beria but only 
removing him from his position as deputy premier and putting him 
in charge of the oil industry.76

Most interesting is the evidence that this meeting did not 
even bother to go through the motions of appropriate party pro-
cedure. Instead, the doubters were presented with a fait accompli. 
Khrushchev claimed that there was not even a formal vote. Accord-
ing to his memoirs, he had proposed that the Presidium suggest to 
the next plenum of the CC that Beria be removed from all his posts. 
But Malenkov, apparently rattled, instead pressed a secret button 
that summoned the military offi cers in the next room to arrest  Beria. 
Malenkov only said, “I propose as chairman of the Council of Min-
isters of the USSR that you detain Beria.”77 Khrushchev gave an 
adviser a different version: Malenkov was too nervous even to make 
an opening statement, so Khrushchev proposed that Beria be re-
moved from the Presidium, CC, and the party and be turned over 
to a military court. Then he was the fi rst to raise his hand to vote in 
favor of his own proposal, followed by everyone else. Khrushchev, 
not Malenkov, ordered Moskalenko to make the arrest, saying, 
“Take this snake, traitor to his motherland, and take him where he 
belongs.”78

Dmitrii Sukhanov, Malenkov’s former assistant, goes so far as to 
claim that Malenkov was essentially the only member of the Pre-
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sidium who opposed Beria. Malenkov allegedly invited Khrushchev 
and Bulganin to his offi ce, where without even saying hello, he told 
them he knew about a supposed Beria-led conspiracy and their par-
ticipation in it. They were warned that their lives would be spared if 
Bulganin smuggled military offi cers into the Kremlin in his car. At 
the actual meeting on June 26, Pervukhin and Saburov supported 
arresting Beria; Molotov, Voroshilov, and Kaganovich were op-
posed; and Khrushchev, Bulganin, and Mikoian were noncommittal. 
While Molotov was speaking, Malenkov summoned Zhukov and 
the other offi cers. When Malenkov again suggested arresting Be-
ria, suddenly everyone was in favor. Before removing Beria, Zhukov 
suggested to Malenkov that he arrest the other members of the Pre-
sidium who had cooperated with Beria. Sukhanov even argued that 
Khrushchev and Bulganin had tried to warn Beria by writing the 
word “alarm” on a piece of paper and placing it in Beria’s offi ce; if 
Beria had gone there before the meeting, in Sukhanov’s mind, he 
would have saved himself.79

Accounts from members of the military also suggest that not 
everyone had made up their minds about Beria before the arrest. 
Zhukov told an acquaintance of Khrushchev’s adviser that when 
he seized Beria, “it seemed to [him] that not all members of the 
Presidium knew about the arrest and that they suspected that [he] 
was executing a military coup.”80 Moskalenko writes that “other 
than members of the Presidium Bulganin, Malenkov, Molotov, 
and Khrushchev, apparently, no one knew or expected the arrest of 
 Beria.”81 According to another military offi cer involved in the oper-
ation, “When we entered, several members of the Presidium jumped 
from their seats; apparently they did not know the details of the 
arrest. Zhukov immediately calmed them down: ‘Relax, comrades! 
Sit down.’ ” Then, Malenkov proposed that the question of Beria be 
discussed once again.82

The Decision-Making Body

According to the party’s own rules, if the Presidium was split, then 
the CC should have been able to referee a decision. However, once 
again, we do not see a serious discussion of Beria’s strengths and 
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weaknesses. The CC’s membership was stunned. At the CC plenum, 
one speaker said, “We, workers in the regions, before the Plenum of 
the Central Committee knew very little, and it was diffi cult to guess 
to at least some extent about the treachery of this man.”83 Another 
admitted that he had only learned of the arrest the day before the 
plenum.84

Khrushchev struggled to explain why Beria had been removed 
in the way he was. He admitted that people were confused why 
he and Malenkov had turned on Beria, given that they were often 
seen walking hand in hand with each other. Yet he argued, “With a 
treacherous man it was necessary to behave in this way. If we had 
said that he was a bastard when we had realized that, then I am sure 
that he would have fi nished us. Don’t delude yourself, he is capable 
of this. I already told several comrades, and they told me that I am 
exaggerating. . . . We were not dealing with a member of the party 
that should be struggled against by party means. We were instead 
dealing with a conspirator, with a provocateur, and, therefore, it was 
impossible to expose ourselves.”85 Mikoian admitted, “It was hard 
for me to agree to the arrest of a member of the CC Presidium. But 
in the process of discussion, the totally adventurous nature of Beria 
became apparent, and there was clearly a conspiratorial threat. This 
led to the total isolation of Beria and the unanimous decision on 
his arrest.”86

Khrushchev was using the nature of the threat that Beria repre-
sented to justify special measures. Yet those measures also prevented 
Beria from defending himself. Moreover, they beg another question: 
If Beria needed to be isolated from the political police out of a fear 
he would use force to protect himself, why was he not allowed to 
address the CC after he was stripped of his position as leader of the 
MVD? The obvious answer is that Beria could have pointed to the 
weaknesses in the charges against him, as well as made powerful 
accusations against his opponents. As the Soviet historian Vladimir 
Naumov writes, “[The conspirators] sought to physically liquidate 
as quickly as possible Beria, who knew too much about his former 
comrades. They wanted to avoid a detailed and thorough investiga-
tion of his crimes in order to hide their own participation in them. 
Therefore, the leaders of the Presidium of the CC did not even 
think of observing the law.”87
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Legitimacy of Behavior

Brian D. Taylor suggests that “the handful of offi cers involved in the 
arrest had every reason to see the order as a legitimate one handed 
down by the party and the government.”88 But was that indeed the 
case? Although many questions about the purge of Beria remain, the 
evidence shows beyond a reasonable doubt that the plotters were 
relying on extremely tendentious interpretations of party rules. The 
plotters explicitly decided that it would be impossible to use purely 
“party methods” to defeat Beria. According to Khrushchev’s mem-
oirs, when he proposed to Molotov that Beria simply be relieved of 
his positions, Molotov disagreed, saying, “Beria is very dangerous, 
and I think we need to take more extreme measures.” Khrushchev 
then suggested that Beria be detained for investigation.89 Because 
of Beria’s control over the political police, simply voting to remove 
him was not an option. Khrushchev writes, “As soon as we brought 
up this question, Beria could order his guards to arrest us.”90 Khru-
shchev and the other plotters, therefore, requested that military of-
fi cers hide in the waiting room of Malenkov’s offi ce and wait for a 
signal to come and arrest Beria.91

Beria’s opponents acted illegitimately in several ways. First,  Beria 
easily could have accused the plotters of factionalism. At the January 
1955 CC plenum, Malenkov spoke of the importance of party soli-
darity as the primary reason for why he did not move against Beria 
immediately after Stalin’s death. Khrushchev started his speech to the 
CC plenum after Beria’s arrest by claiming that “the striving for unity 
. . . was very cleverly used by adventurist Beria.”92 These comments 
reveal that members of the leadership understood that their actions 
could be seen as violations of the party’s code against factionalism. 
In Lenin’s famous anti-faction resolution passed at the Tenth Party 
Congress, point 4 stipulates that matters should only be discussed 
at party meetings, not in “groups” forming around a “platform.”93 
Moreover, the party constitution’s section 3-A described maintaining 
the unity of the party as the primary obligation of each party mem-
ber. Beria’s arrest also arguably violated the recently passed resolu-
tion that demanded “the greatest solidarity of the leadership.”94

Second, the Presidium did not have the right to make person-
nel decisions. That power lay in the hands of the CC. According to 
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point 34 of the party constitution, “The Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of the Soviet Union organizes, for the leadership 
of the work of the CC between plenums, a Presidium.” Certainly, 
a majority of the Presidium could have suggested to the CC that 
 Beria be removed from the leadership. Yet technically this should 
not have been a rubber-stamp process. Instead, the differing posi-
tions should have been explained to the CC, which would then serve 
as an adjudicator.

Third, Beria should not have been refused access to the CC ple-
num that passed a resolution supporting the Presidium after his ar-
rest. Point 12 of the party constitution stipulated that an individual 
could only be removed from the CC when two-thirds of the body 
supported such a decision, while point 3-G allowed every party 
member the right “to demand personal participation in all situations 
when a decision is made about his activities or behavior.” There-
fore, according to the party’s own rules, Beria could not have been 
removed from the CC unless he was present at the deliberations. 
Without access to the CC, Beria was prevented from defending 
himself, especially against the charge that he was plotting a conspir-
acy. This lack of access was crucial. Even Molotov later admitted, 
“And here Khrushchev added fear, declared that Beria was preparing 
a coup. Foolishness, but we believed it. . . . We did not have time to 
fi gure things out, whether Beria was guilty. He was dangerous. And 
we could not take a risk.”95

Finally, the investigation proceedings after Beria’s arrest were po-
liticized. No external judicial arbiter made an unbiased decision. The 
top procurator who would have tried the case was replaced by the 
more pliable Roman Rudenko immediately after Beria’s arrest. On 
June 29, 1953, Rudenko was ordered by the Presidium to “proceed 
immediately, based on the directions of the session of the Presidium 
of the CC, to identify and investigate the facts of hostile  anti-state, 
anti-party activities of Beria through his entourage.”96 Once the po-
litical decision was made, the procuracy’s only task was to provide 
a conviction. This was despite Beria’s desperate pleas in a letter to 
the Presidium on July 2: “Dear comrades, I strongly implore you 
to name the most responsible and strict commission for the strict 
investigation of my affair led by C[omrade] Molotov or C[omrade] 
Voroshilov. Do you really think a member of the Presidium of the 
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CC does not deserve that his affair is carefully sorted out, accusations 
be presented, explanations be demanded, witnesses be questioned[?] 
From all points of view, this is good for the matter and the CC.”97

Yet Beria’s wishes were denied. Khrushchev himself fl atly admits 
in his memoirs, “We had no confi dence in the ability of the State 
Procurator to investigate Beria’s case objectively, so we sacked him 
and replaced him with Comrade Rudenko.”98 A special eight-man 
court was created. Only two of the members had any relationship 
with the justice system, and two others had a purely military back-
ground, including the head of the court, Marshal Konev. Accord-
ing to his widow, Konev was opposed to his nomination to lead the 
court that condemned Beria: “He so did not want this! He said, ‘I 
am a military man. Leave me in peace. I am not a judge and do not 
know legal subtleties.’ ” He received numerous threatening letters 
at home (which, according to Konev’s widow, cost him ten years of 
his life).99 The other military member was Moskalenko. Even the 
author of a biography that is generally positive about Rudenko ac-
knowledges that this was outrageous: “Apparently, this was a whim 
of Khrushchev or some other of the top party bosses. . . . That the 
same person [Moskalenko] would arrest, investigate, judge, and ex-
ecute the sentence—this did not occur even during the ‘rapid-fi re 
justice’ of the Stalin era!”100

Hypothesis 3a versus 3b

Views of Power Ministries

Due to the absence of robust political institutionalization, evidence 
strongly points to fear among members of the leadership that  Beria 
could simply arrest them. After he was removed, the leadership 
moved together to weaken the power of the political police. Signs 
that Beria was arrogating control over the military were probably a 
signifi cant reason why the plotters decided that they could no lon-
ger wait to move.

Khrushchev later told an adviser that when he went to speak to 
Malenkov about removing Beria, he said, “Special divisions are be-
ing brought to Moscow for some reason,” implying that the troops 
might be used by Beria for a coup.101 We have absolutely no real, 
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reliable evidence that Beria was planning a coup.102 But even if he 
was not, the fact that some plotters played up this fear means they 
believed that such a charge was politically powerful and a credible 
threat. No one felt safe.103

One of the reasons the conspirators moved against Beria was 
signs that he intended to expand his infl uence over the military. 
Bulganin told the CC plenum that on the eve of the arrest, it be-
came clear that Beria was collecting “material of a military nature.” 
This material was collected allegedly for “special reasons related to 
rocket weapons [reaktivnym vooruzheniem],” but Bulganin asked rhe-
torically why it was collected without the knowledge of either the 
CC or the minister of defense (him).104

Beria made threatening remarks about Bulganin that troubled 
members of the elite. Mikoian writes that when Khrushchev told 
him that Beria had threatened to remove Bulganin from his posi-
tion as minister of defense, “this, of course, left an extremely nega-
tive impression on me.” On the morning of the move against Beria, 
when Khrushchev in an attempt to enlist Mikoian asked him to stop 
by, “as evidence [Khrushchev] raised the fact of the intolerable con-
versation with Bulganin after the dispute over the GDR. Here Beria 
threatened a member of the Presidium of the CC, apparently taking 
into consideration his infl uence. This truly was an extremely serious 
fact.”105 In other words, for Mikoian, a key swing voter, Beria’s atti-
tude toward the minister of defense was hugely important.

The plotters were apparently also concerned about Beria’s con-
trol over the nuclear program. One former nuclear specialist, Vasilii 
Makhnev, claimed that Beria had in fact taken a series of decisions, 
including the KB-11 design bureau, production of heavy water, and 
tests of the R-5 rocket, without the knowledge of the CC or gov-
ernment.106 The Soviet nuclear physicist Andrei Sakharov writes in 
his memoirs, “Malenkov had been kept in the dark about our work 
on thermonuclear weapons before Beria’s arrest, since all informa-
tion on the subject was tightly held within Beria’s immediate entou-
rage,” a fact that shocked Sakharov.107 At the July plenum, Malenkov 
accused Beria of single-handedly ordering preparation for the fi rst 
test explosion of a hydrogen bomb.108 After Beria’s arrest, Makh-
nev argued, “It is necessary to more closely include military men 
(leaders of the Ministry of Defense, commanders of the services) in 
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atomic affairs. . . . Beria in every way tried to prevent proximity to 
this weapon, and we were powerless to do anything.”109 According 
to David Holloway, “There had been some anxiety that Beria might 
use the atomic bomb—or threaten its use—in a coup d’etat.”110

Threat of Coercion

Hypothesis 3a suggests that the military would not have played a 
politicized role in the enforcement of a political decision on Beria’s 
removal. However, the evidence shows that the military’s assistance 
in the arrest of Beria was entirely inappropriate from a legal point of 
view and, moreover, that it was necessary for Beria’s defeat.

We have strong evidence that the military high command was 
reluctant to execute this mission. Malenkov later told Moskalenko 
that they had earlier asked another marshal to execute the mission, 
but he had refused. In his memoirs, Moskalenko is clearly concerned 
about justifying the legitimacy of his behavior, suggesting that he 
was aware of how problematic it was for a military offi cer to arrest a 
sitting member of the Presidium in the middle of a session. Moska-
lenko emphasizes a lack of personal antagonism by claiming not to 
know Beria personally and justifying his decision to accept the order 
to arrest Beria as “an assignment of our party, our CC, its Presid-
ium.” Moskalenko also claims that he had refused to be awarded 
Hero of the Soviet Union for his role in Beria’s arrest.111 According 
to Volkogonov, the participating offi cers did likewise, so as “not to 
shame them with an award for such work.”112

Most interesting is Moskalenko’s refusal to interrogate Beria 
alone with Serov and Kruglov, two chekists (political police): he de-
manded that two other high-ranking military offi cers participate as 
well. Moskalenko went to the Bolshoi Theater and said to the Pre-
sidium, “ ‘I am a soldier and a communist. You told me that  Beria 
is an enemy of the party and the people. Therefore, all of us, in-
cluding myself, treat him like an enemy. But we are not treating 
him badly.’ . . . I had a clean conscience before the party, before the 
people and its Armed Forces both during Stalin’s life and after.”113 
The phraseology hints that Moskalenko was concerned about the 
propriety of the proceedings against Beria, especially when they 
seemed to be taking an even more sinister turn.
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Despite the legal murkiness of the act, the military’s role was 
decisive. Beria was hidden in the lounge of the chairman of the 
Council of Ministers with Moskalenko and four other high-ranking 
military offi cers. Beria clearly tried to give a signal to the guards. 
Around midnight, thirty armed military offi cers came to replace the 
Kremlin guards surrounding the building where Beria was held. He 
was then put in the middle seat of a military vehicle and brought to 
a Moscow garrison. Later he was brought to a bunker deep under-
ground in the staff offi ce of the Moscow Military Region (MR).114

The military took many other steps to incapacitate the political 
police and ensure a guaranteed outcome. The commander of the 
Moscow MR, Pavel Artemʹev, a former commander of the People’s 
Commissariat for Internal Affairs (NKVD), was a supporter of 
 Beria. Zhukov suggested that a major military exercise be organized 
in Kalinin that required Artemʹev’s presence and nominated Moska-
lenko as temporary commander of the MR.115 Moskalenko stationed 
the Kantemir and Taman tank divisions in the capital; naval frontier 
guards took control of the Kremlin; bodyguards of the top leader-
ship were replaced; and the MVD buildings were surrounded.116

At the June 1957 CC plenum, Malenkov acknowledged the mil-
itary’s key role: “It was not that simple, not that easy to unmask 
Beria. At the time we relied on military comrades in this matter at 
the most necessary moment. Comrade Moskalenko provided us a 
decisive service in this matter. We approached him at the diffi cult 
moment with Comrade Khrushchev. We were without power or 
means in this regard.”117 Molotov also later admitted,

So, fi nally, it is the year 1953. C[omrade] Khrushchev and I 
agreed before a meeting of the Presidium where the issue of 
Beria was discussed how to approach this issue so that there 
would be no disagreements and so that he would be arrested 
at the meeting of the Presidium, and we agreed beforehand, 
took certain measures, certain individuals wavered with re-
gard to this issue, but already outside the doors there stood a 
military group, and when the decision was made, [the group] 
came in and arrested Beria at a meeting of the Presidium. 
These things happen when the interests of the party de-
mand informal measures.118
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How Did Institutions Matter?

Beria’s fall was hardly a case of robust institutionalization in force. 
But institutions were not entirely absent. First, the plotters went 
to great pains to persuade the CC that they had behaved appropri-
ately. Second, the political police did not rally to save their leader, 
although the reluctance to fi ght a civil war with the armed forces, 
which had already seized Beria, was probably more important. 
Third, the initiative was not in Zhukov’s hands: the military was 
invited to participate in politics. Although Beria’s arrest was clearly 
illegal, the positions of fi gures such as Khrushchev, Malenkov, and 
Molotov provided crucial political cover. Fourth, almost all of the 
plotters were most concerned about the position of Malenkov, who 
was formally in charge. Finally, at fi rst Beria was only “detained,” not 
“arrested.” Khrushchev writes in his memoirs that during a conver-
sation with Molotov, he said, “ ‘detain’ rather than ‘arrest’ because 
there were still no criminal charges against Beria”: “As far as Beria’s 
provocational behavior was concerned, we had only our intuition to 
go on, and you can’t arrest a man on intuition.” However, the very 
fact that Khrushchev admitted that Beria was “detained” based on 
“intuition” suggests the fl imsiness of the charges against Beria and 
the weakness of party institutions.119

Implications

The fall of Beria was followed by a series of powerful steps intended 
to weaken the political police as an independent political force. 
Eavesdropping on Marshals Budennyi, Zhukov, and Timoshenko 
immediately ended.120 All compromising material on Zhukov was 
destroyed.121 On June 2, the MVD was ordered to cut 8,704 person-
nel. A military offi cer, Lieutenant General S. N. Perevertkin, was 
made one of the MVD’s vice ministers, and a commissar was ap-
pointed head of military counterintelligence.122

The political police had been under such intense criticism that 
at a meeting of the Presidium on February 8, 1954, Kaganovich 
remarked that after the July plenum (when Beria was purged), the 
MVD was “behaving passively” and suggested writing a “motivat-
ing document.” At that same meeting, the leadership established a 
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Committee of State Security, as opposed to a Ministry of State Se-
curity. As Kaganovich put it, a “Committee” was a department of the 
party and thus entailed even greater control. He emphasized that 
the chekists must report to party organs. Malenkov agreed: “The 
matter must be dealt with in such a way that there is no abuse. . . . 
[Matters] must be brought into the hands of the party.” No longer 
would “eyes be watching friends and not enemies.”123

What were the historical implications of Beria’s removal? As 
Rudolf Pikhoia concludes, “He was, without a doubt, the most in-
formed person in the leadership of the time, and his information 
was diverse, precise, and independent from other offi ces.”124 One 
major Russian historian of the political police notes, “Beria’s desire 
for power . . . is mentioned by many memoirists. But Beria’s ‘lack 
of ideological content [bezydeinostʹ]’ was pretty much what perhaps 
everyone who dealt with him agreed upon.”125

Thinking about the possible extent of Beria’s reformist inclina-
tions is even more tantalizing given how differently he would have 
ruled compared to Khrushchev had he emerged triumphant. As will 
be shown in chapter 3, Khrushchev often executed poorly planned 
reforms. Yet Beria was a superb organizer, which is proved by his 
work on the nuclear bomb.126 He sought support through popular 
changes. He could have potentially used the political police as a 
power structure parallel to the party.

This chapter provides clues about why such a method of rule 
proved to be unsustainable. Most importantly, the evidence shows 
that Beria’s greatest strength was also his greatest weakness: it was 
precisely his leadership of the political police that terrifi ed his com-
rades and turned them against him. In a system where party rules 
could not be used as a defense, Beria’s control over kompromat (po-
tentially compromising material) and his own armed forces proved 
too mortally dangerous for his colleagues to tolerate. Yet to over-
come Beria’s authority, the plotters resorted to the illegal use of 
force and the manipulation and violation of the party’s own rules. 
Although the political police had been weakened as a political force, 
at the apex of Soviet power the problem of weak institutions had yet 
to be solved. Having failed to use the opportunity to achieve this 
institutionalization, the KGB was given the opportunity once more 
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to play a decisive role in elite politics in 1964 when Khrushchev 
himself was removed from the leadership.

Whether the Soviet Union could have more successfully man-
aged Stalin’s legacy with an effective leader allied with a new cohort 
of non-Russian leaders in the regions, reformers, and the chekists 
will remain a mystery. What is clear, however, is why that historical 
path was closed: having suffered Stalin’s repressions, the party elite 
had reason to oppose a powerful political police. The support of the 
armed forces, which had seen their ranks decimated by that organi-
zation over the decades, gave them the opportunity to achieve their 
objective. Chapter 3 will explore why another potential source of 
authority, the old revolutionaries, also failed to assert their domi-
nance over the CPSU.

Y7973-Torigian.indb   43Y7973-Torigian.indb   43 11/19/21   12:51 PM11/19/21   12:51 PM



44

C h a p t e r  t h r e e

The Anti-Party Group

Introduction: The Passing of a Generation

On October 7, 1957, Charles Bohlen, who had recently 
concluded his ambassadorship to the Soviet Union, 
wrote a letter to Frank Wisner, a close personal friend 
who worked at the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). In 

the letter, Bohlen provided his understanding of the recent attempt 
to remove Nikita Khrushchev as leader of the Soviet Union. Bohlen 
concluded that the outcome proved that “collective leadership was 
indeed a reality and not a fi ction.” The old Russia hand saw no evi-
dence that “would indicate that police or other armed force was used 
or threatened to bring about the fi nal result.” As Bohlen explains in 
his memoirs, “I expressed doubts that events could be explained as a 
personal power struggle, pure and simple, between Khrushchev and 
Malen kov. . . . My explanation was that, at a certain point, policy dis-
putes in the Kremlin, as in all governments, end in a power struggle 
among the disputants if the differences are critical.” In other words, 
Bohlen used the economic model to explain the nature of the so-called 
anti-party-group incident of 1957. He was almost completely wrong.1

This chapter reveals that the time period from 1955 to 1957 
is most interesting not because of a struggle over the future of the 
Soviet Union but because of its lessons about how Khrushchev 
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overcame the power of the old men of the party.2 That victory is 
especially stunning given the persistence of the old revolutionaries 
in China after Mao’s death.

In June 1957, a majority of the Presidium, known as the  anti-party 
group, tried to remove Khrushchev from his position as fi rst secre-
tary of the CPSU. His opponents were formidable, including two of 
Stalin’s most famous former right-hand men (Viacheslav Molotov 
and Lazarʹ Kaganovich), the former premier and initial successor to 
Stalin (Georgii Malenkov), the reigning premier (Nikolai Bulganin), 
and the head of state (Kliment Voroshilov). As Mikoian puts it in his 
memoirs, Khrushchev “hung by a thread.”3

How was Khrushchev able to emerge triumphant? According 
to the economic model, Khrushchev would have won because he 
promised more popular policies or more material benefi ts, only had 
to politick among one group of elites, and did not rely on the power 
ministries to play a special role. If the authority model explains his 
victory, we would observe the elevation of prestige and interper-
sonal ties over policy, the manipulation of ambiguous party rules, 
and the military and political police enjoying some leeway to decide 
which orders to obey.

I provide the following evidence with regard to the fi rst set 
of hypotheses. Khrushchev did not co-opt colleagues, as the eco-
nomic model predicts, but instead antagonized his colleagues on the 
Presidium and violated the principles of collective leadership. The 
primary issue was whether other members of the Presidium would 
have any right to express their own opinions as opposed to any real 
fundamental struggles about policy. In fact, policy differences ex-
plain very little about the leadership struggle. On foreign policy, 
contrary to popular belief, Molotov was not a dogmatic hardliner 
opposed by a more open-minded Khrushchev.4 On the issues of in-
dustrial reform and Stalin, the Presidium was in fact shaped more 
by consensus than difference. Signifi cantly, to the extent that the 
leaders disagreed, Khrushchev was not necessarily the more popular 
individual. Finally, a key reason for the group’s defeat was the de-
ployment of kompromat and the use of Marshal Georgii Zhukov’s 
authority as a legendary military leader.

With regard to the second set, Khrushchev won not by poli-
ticking within a single defi ned group but by manipulating multiple 
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decision-making bodies. He and Zhukov stalled for time while the 
CC rallied and ultimately overturned the will of the majority of the 
Presidium—an event without historical precedence. Although both 
Khrushchev and his opponents operated within an ambiguous sys-
tem of formal and informal rules, and they all violated the spirit of 
them, Khrushchev more egregiously went beyond previously estab-
lished practice to achieve his victory.

Finally, I demonstrate that Zhukov’s role as a military leader 
was important not only because of his popularity but in an opera-
tional sense as well. Zhukov’s refusal to support the anti-party group 
frightened Khrushchev’s opponents, who were clearly afraid that 
the military would arrest them. Moreover, Khrushchev’s tight grip 
on the KGB was a major reason for the move against him in the 
fi rst place.

Hypothesis 1a versus 1b

Political Style

Hypothesis 1a predicts that a leader would slip from power if they 
failed to co-opt challengers and adopt their policies. However, in 
this fi rst section, I show that the prime reason for the crisis was 
Khrushchev’s increasingly dictatorial tendencies, not policy differ-
ences. As Mao Zedong put it, the anti-party group “was just opposed 
to Khrushchev.”5

For a brief time after the defeat of Beria, Stalin’s successors did 
attempt to achieve a truly consensual model of leadership. In 1954, 
a Soviet delegation to China was asked to identify their top leader. 
Their answer was “collective leadership.” The Soviet ambassador to 
China said he simply did not know who the leader was. The leader-
ship was so collective at the time that the Chinese at fi rst thought 
that Bulganin might be the top man because of his physical stat-
ure, his mannerisms, and the fact that he often spoke fi rst at public 
meetings.6

Khrushchev sparked the crisis by attacking other members of 
the Presidium and violating the principles of collective leadership. 
His fi rst target was Malenkov, who was removed from the premier-
ship in 1955. In that position, Malenkov had been formidable: the 
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chairmanship of the Council of Ministers was seen as the most im-
portant position in the country, as Lenin and Stalin had both held 
this title.7 Malenkov clearly fi gured higher in the hierarchy than 
Khrushchev after Stalin’s death.

Malenkov was defeated despite attempting what the economic 
model predicts: by acting as a conciliatory fi gure. The historian 
Elena Zubkova contrasts Malenkov as a “man of compromise” to 
the “impulsive and brusque Khrushchev.”8 Dmitrii Shepilov writes, 
“As chairman of the CC Presidium and the Council of Ministers, 
Malenkov did his best to run things in a fully democratic fashion. . . . 
In his own demeanor there was not a trace of pretentiousness. He 
did not try to stand out; his whole matter seemed to say, ‘I have no 
edge over the rest of you. Let us reason together.’ ”9 Andrei Sakha-
rov recalls Malenkov handling meetings “smoothly, never once in-
terrupting the speakers.”10 Malenkov told Mikoian, “Act freely in the 
development of trade, I will always support you.”11 Andrei Gromyko 
believed that Malenkov was the most capable individual in Stalin’s 
circle.12 Khrushchev’s son thought that his father disliked how easily 
Malenkov agreed with people and obeyed their wishes.13

Malenkov carefully avoided signaling that he was trying to es-
tablish a new personality cult. After Stalin’s funeral, he complained 
to two CC secretaries that Pravda had published his speech more 
prominently than those by Beria and Molotov. Malenkov also com-
plained about a forged picture that placed him sitting between Sta-
lin and Mao.14 Malenkov explained, “We believe it is necessary to 
end the politics of the cult of personality!”15 When Malenkov was 
described as the successor at the CC plenum after Beria’s defeat, he 
stated that they were all successors to Stalin, not him alone.16

Malenkov was removed from the premiership in 1955 largely 
because his greater popularity was seen as a threat to his compet-
itors in the Presidium. Among Malenkov’s alleged crimes was his 
attempt to achieve “cheap popularity” in a speech to the fi fth ses-
sion of the Supreme Soviet in August 1953.17 During this speech, 
Malenkov declared that the party would guarantee food and con-
sumer goods for the population, force the development of light in-
dustry, and cut agricultural taxes. The speech was broadly admired, 
and peasants started calling overfull glasses of moonshine “malen-
kovskii.”18 At a private Presidium session on January 22, Saburov 
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 accused Malenkov of “succumbing to parliamentary popularity.”19 
In a report to Belgrade, the Yugoslav ambassador wrote that Malen-
kov’s “main weapon” was his popularity among the peasant masses.20 
Molotov later reminisced in a private conversation that Malenkov 
was at fi rst selected as Stalin’s successor because he was democratic 
and trusted by Stalin: “He was selected precisely because he was 
worthless. He was not capable of acting independently; he always 
had to rely on someone. We counted on this. He could take any 
post.” Molotov regretted the fall of Malenkov: “I, of course, should 
not have rushed to criticize Malenkov. Beria was already gone. He 
already felt unsure anyhow. Khrushchev cleverly used this and in 
January 1955 suggested he be removed. I must admit, I helped him 
in this. Khrushchev tricked me.”21

Although some policy differences existed between Khrushchev 
and Malenkov, as William Tompson points out, the “disagree-
ments between them, though real, were limited.”22 Zubkova writes, 
“The cause of their confl ict lies not in conceptual disagreements 
(of which there were none, even on the question of developing the 
Virgin Lands) but in personal competition, which Khrushchev ini-
tiated.”23 Although Khrushchev played up contradictions between 
the party and government to improve his position against Malen-
kov, Khrushchev was still “not shy of castigating party organisa-
tions for bureaucratic errors or rebuking party offi cials for personal 
mistakes,” which undermined the ability to derive political capital 
from this differentiation.24 To undermine Malenkov’s popularity, 
his detractors resorted, unsurprisingly, to historical matters, in this 
case Malenkov’s relationship with Beria.25 Khrushchev probably 
conspired outside Moscow to determine Malenkov’s fate before the 
showdown at the Presidium.26

Kaganovich later stated that Khrushchev behaved within the 
norms of collective leadership until mid-1955, after which he be-
gan to emphasize his own role.27 Even Khrushchev’s ally Ivan Serov 
writes in his memoirs about Khrushchev’s increasingly domineering 
style in 1955: “However, at the meetings of the Presidium some-
times there were hot words particularly between Khrushchev and 
Molotov, Voroshilov, Kaganovich about a series of issues of an even 
nonprincipled nature. Khrushchev wants to solve one question or 
another faster and in his own way, and the others say, ‘Don’t hurry, 
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let’s deliberate, weigh [the issue] and then make a decision.’ Some 
leading comrades, members of the Presidium, would more often ap-
pear at factories to speak publicly. This is good. But for some reason 
this displeased some people, especially Khrushchev.”28 A decision 
was even made that leaders had to get permission from the Presid-
ium before giving speeches. Serov continues,

I don’t know about other people, but I do not like the re-
lationships among the members of the [Presidium], espe-
cially Khrushchev’s quarrelsome tone. With regard to all 
major issues discussed in the [Presidium], he expressed his 
own opinion, wants it to be solved in that way. And with 
regard to a series of issues V. M. Molotov opposes this, 
and I think, with good reason. Khrushchev gets angry and 
sometimes makes offensive remarks such as “Viacheslav, you 
truly do not under stand agriculture.” . . . I understand that 
Khrushchev wants to do everything faster, so that the people 
live better, as he says everywhere, but unfortunately this is 
not always successful in life; it is necessary to wait and test 
things in practice!29

After Malenkov, Khrushchev’s next target was Molotov—a 
somewhat surprising choice because Molotov originally sought 
a working relationship with Khrushchev. Molotov was one of the 
two Presidium members (along with Voroshilov) who had wanted 
Khrushchev, not Bulganin, to replace Malenkov as chairman of 
the Council of Ministers.30 In other words, he wanted Khrushchev 
to assume the positions of both fi rst secretary and prime minister—a 
clear sign he felt a cooperative relationship was possible.

Nonetheless, Khrushchev chose not to pursue cooperation. In-
stead, he engineered a plenum of the CC in June 1955 to criticize 
and politically weaken Molotov. Molotov later admitted that by the 
Twentieth Party Congress in February 1956, he had already been 
sidelined.31 At a Presidium meeting on May 26, 1956, Khrushchev 
accused Molotov of being “an aristocrat who is used to bossing peo-
ple around and not working” and suggested he be removed from his 
position as minister of foreign affairs.32 Two days later, at another 
Presidium meeting, Molotov denied any wrongdoing: “I sincerely 
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and honestly execute the decisions of the CC.” Mikoian, Bulganin, 
Kaganovich, Shepilov, and Voroshilov argued that he should keep 
his post at least for a little longer. Yet Khrushchev carried the day.33 
By the end of 1955, Khrushchev had also humiliated Kaganovich by 
secretly developing a railways plan that he knew Kaganovich would 
oppose, even though transportation was Kaganovich’s bailiwick.34

Despite Khrushchev’s aggression, at fi rst other members of the 
Presidium tried to work with him. At the June 1957 CC plenum, 
Brezhnev admitted that for a time after the Twentieth Party Con-
gress, members of the anti-party group would shout, “That’s cor-
rect, terrifi c!” even before Khrushchev fi nished expressing himself. 
Kaganovich approached Khrushchev and said, “I want to be friends 
with you, Nikita Sergeevich. And Molotov [does too]. We will sup-
port you in everything.”35

Yet Khrushchev’s continued striving for dominance changed 
their minds. Pervukhin told a colleague that Khrushchev reached 
decisions completely independently and made inappropriate re-
marks, paralyzing the government.36 At the same plenum, Malenkov 
argued that the prime danger was not what person held the position 
of fi rst secretary but the concentration of too much power in their 
hands, saying, “We had a tragic experience [of this] in the history of 
our party.”37 One of the anti-party group’s goals was for Presidium 
members to take turns chairing meetings, instead of having the fi rst 
secretary do so.38

The move against Khrushchev in June 1957 was defensive. On 
May 19, 1957, Khrushchev told a meeting of intellectuals, including 
many individuals who were not even members of the party, “To my 
great regret, Molotov’s points of view did not always coincide with 
mine, and I regret this very much. Later they may condemn me for 
drinking a lot, but I do not want to invoke that I drank and, there-
fore, am saying this. I am fully conscious and take full responsibility 
for every word said by me.” Khrushchev stated that the party would 
ultimately decide who was right and wrong.39 Kaganovich remarks 
in his memoirs that “the attack of Khrushchev on Molotov, a mem-
ber of the CC Presidium, among nonparty intelligentsia was quite 
an exceptional case and [implied] far-reaching goals. . . . If before 
this he could count on a majority in the Presidium of the CC, then 
after his attack on a member of the Presidium it can be said directly 
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that a majority of members of the Presidium adopted more critical 
positions toward Khrushchev and his method of leadership.”40 Even 
Khrushchev’s ally Mikoian identifi ed the meeting with the intellec-
tuals as a critical moment, and he criticized Khrushchev publicly for 
this act at the June 1957 CC plenum.41 The exact date of the plot 
against Khrushchev was timed to prevent a joint trip to Leningrad, 
where the anti-party group was afraid Khrushchev would once again 
behave as he did in front of the writers.42

As Brezhnev’s rough notes of the Presidium meeting before the 
CC plenum reveal, Khrushchev’s detractors were primarily con-
cerned about the collapse of collective leadership, not any particu-
lar policy issue. The record does note that Molotov mentioned that 
Khrushchev’s foreign policy was not “Leninist,” and Khrushchev de-
fended himself against accusations that foreign policy had become 
“weaker.” Kaganovich complained that Khrushchev wanted to move 
resources away from industrialization. But the concerns of Molotov 
and Kaganovich were fi rst and foremost about Khrushchev’s habit 
of rushing to decisions without careful deliberation, not so much the 
content of the policies. Crucially, they did not portray Khrushchev 
as representing a different party “line.”

At the June 1957 CC plenum, Khrushchev’s opponents char-
acterized their position as a rejection of Stalin’s cult of personality. 
Malenkov stated, “We are required to learn lessons from this tragic 
experience and not to allow it under any circumstances.”43 He com-
plained about a decision to remove a tax on kolkhozy without a CC 
decision—even though there was widespread agreement. He asked 
why Khrushchev would reveal disagreements within the Presidium 
to the intellectuals, stating emphatically, “We have a cult.” Molo-
tov complained that Khrushchev was “not uniting us but splitting 
us apart.”44

Signifi cantly, even Khrushchev’s key supporter Zhukov was con-
cerned about his increasingly dictatorial tendencies. According to 
Shepilov, during the Presidium deliberations on whether to remove 
Khrushchev, Zhukov wrote a note to Bulganin that read, “I propose 
that we bring the discussion to an end. Issue a stern reprimand to 
Khrushchev for violating the principle of collective leadership, and 
leave everything as is for the time being, and look again at the sit-
uation later.”45 Zhukov admitted at the June 1957 CC plenum that 
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during the Presidium meetings he had proposed that instead of a 
fi rst secretary there be a secretary of general issues: a compromise 
that would have saved Khrushchev but limited his power.46

After Khrushchev defeated the leadership challenge, Serov and 
Zhukov agreed that “Khrushchev had a habit of commanding, and 
his main tragedy [is]: he loves to say ‘I.’ ” Serov told Zhukov, “You are 
now a member of the Presidium, so infl uence [him] there.” Zhukov 
grinned and said, “I will try.”47 At the October plenum in 1957 at 
which Zhukov was purged, the Presidium member Nikolai Ignatov 
stated, “Before the June plenum, at one stage you [Zhukov] were 
in favor of a different leadership in the party. You even suggested 
powerful measures such that the fi rst secretary would not only be 
removed but that Com[rade] Khrushchev would be punished with a 
severe reprimand and a warning.”48

The evidence presented in this section shows that Khru shchev’s 
striving for dominance caused the move against him. Therefore, 
Khrushchev’s victory despite his habit of attacking, not co-opting, 
potential allies casts doubt on the economic model. As Serov put it 
after the move against Khrushchev, “Generally speaking, for those 
of us close to the backstage affairs of the CC and Council of Minis-
ters, all of this looked like a fi ght over fi rst roles, a game of pride for 
some of them.”49

Policy

Khrushchev’s disregard for collective leadership instigated the move 
against him. But to what extent did real policy differences also mo-
tivate antagonism? The historian Nikolai Mitrokhin argues that 
Khrushchev formed a “clan” that “had a certain common view of 
how to solve tasks facing their sphere of activity” and that this fac-
tion allowed Khrushchev to defeat his opponents in 1957.50 Yet, as 
early as 1988, Robert Service understood, despite limited sources, 
that the story of competing policy platforms was not fully persua-
sive: “Although the regime’s collapse was not an immediate likeli-
hood in 1953, the urgent need for reconstruction was recognized 
by most of the most infl uential members of the Soviet Presidium.” 
Although Service suggests that “the precise position of Molotov and 
Kaganovich over the entire range of proposals for reform has not 
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yet been investigated,” he reasons, “Molotov and Kaganovich in any 
event evidently resisted innovation in general more than did other 
Presidium members. They were undoubtedly the greatest obstacles 
to de-Stalinization on most issues.”51 However, a closer look suggests 
that even Service’s measured analysis overstates policy differences.

Molotov, in particular, deserves special attention—Khrushchev 
described him as the “ideological mastermind” of the anti-party 
group.52 But did Molotov really have such signifi cant differences of 
opinion with Khrushchev? The evidence in fact indicates that Mo-
lotov’s practical differences with Khrushchev on the issues of for-
eign policy, economic reform, and even Stalin were extremely lim-
ited. Moreover, to the extent that differences existed, Khrushchev’s 
positions were not necessarily more popular. Most of the individuals 
who moved against Khrushchev in 1957 aligned more with his pol-
icy preferences.

Molotov is often associated with conservative, hardline  foreign- 
policy positions.53 However, new evidence strongly contradicts this 
earlier viewpoint.54 At the Geneva Conference in 1954, the former 
British foreign secretary Anthony Eden observed that Molotov 
“was genuinely anxious that the Conference should succeed.”55 
Under Molotov’s leadership, the Soviet Foreign Ministry drafted 
a document in January 1956 that acclaimed the steps taken by the 
socialist camp to ease international tensions, including improving 
relationships with Yugoslavia, Austria, Finland, and West Germany. 
The document stated that easing international tensions was “appro-
priate for the cause of building socialism and communism in our 
countries” and called for “attention to the task of improving rela-
tions of the socialist camp with certain capitalist powers.”56 In April 
1956, speaking to the Chinese ambassador, Molotov said, “Every 
single one of our policies in politics, economics, culture, and soci-
ety is intended to relax the tense international situation.” He also 
praised the effects that unilateral cuts in military spending in the 
USSR were having on international affairs. Molotov even admitted 
that “currently, at the present moment there is no fatal inevitability 
of war” and the “main foreign policy task of the Soviet Union” was 
to delay war.57

In January 1956, Molotov supported the introduction of “peace-
ful coexistence” into the party platform at the Twentieth Party 
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 Congress.58 Khrushchev told the US ambassador in 1960 that “even 
with Molotov there had not been basic disagreement over his poli-
cies, particularly coexistence,” but said, “Molotov carried the burden 
of his age and background in his thinking.”59

On the specifi c foreign policy issues of Austria, Germany, and 
Yugoslavia, the economic model is extremely weak—Molotov’s po-
sitions were displayed as the opposite of what he truly believed, and 
sometimes his caricatured position was the more popular. Using 
newly available documents, Geoffrey Roberts and Aleksei Filitov 
demonstrate that it is incorrect to see Khrushchev as the supporter 
of détente and Molotov as its opponent.60 In fact, “it could be said 
that Khrushchev was in favor of a ‘small détente,’ while Molotov—a 
‘large one.’ ”61

Although Molotov was criticized for opposing a treaty with Aus-
tria, the documents show that as early as the summer of 1953 he was 
taking steps toward easing tensions between Moscow and Vienna.62 
Filitov notes that “the anti-Molotov dossier (and the historians who 
have cited it) left unmentioned that the foreign minister’s cautionary 
(to put it mildly) approach to the Austrian settlement in 1953 and 
1954 was the common position of the ‘collective leadership’ shared, 
among others, by Khrushchev as well. . . . In general, there is no 
evidence of a basic confl ict or dissent in the Soviet ruling body in 
regard to the Austrian question during most of the fi rst two years 
after Stalin’s death.”63 The reason for the ultimate signing of the 
treaty had less to do with domestic Soviet politics than with changes 
in Austrian politics, but Molotov was blamed for the delay. When 
several years later Khrushchev told the visiting Richard Nixon that 
the US vice president was behaving as Molotov behaved during ne-
gotiations with Austria, Molotov wrote a letter to the CC in which 
he stated, “I believed and believe now that the treaty with Austria 
was concluded correctly and in a timely fashion. . . . At the time, I 
was opposed not to concluding the treaty with Austria but to rush-
ing the matter.”64

Molotov was accused at the June 1957 CC plenum by Foreign 
Minister Andrei Gromyko of opposing the decision to improve 
relations with West Germany. Molotov denied the accusations, 
claiming to have supported the decision.65 And indeed, the evidence 
suggests that Molotov was anything but a hardliner on Germany. 
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Molotov was the fi rst to develop “a far-reaching compromise solu-
tion of the German question after Stalin’s death” and sought a non-
confrontational relationship with NATO. Filitov concludes that in 
1955, when Soviet policy became more hardline, the “real ‘hawk’ 
was Khrushchev. . . . As for Molotov, he seems to have doubted the 
prospects of this reorientation and continued to cherish some hopes 
for the ‘grand détente.’ ”66 Bizarrely, just like with the triumph of 
the treaty with Austria, improved relations with West Germany, 
which Molotov had strongly supported, became a weapon against 
him. According to Filitov, “In the situation of the growing strug-
gle for power and infl uence in the Soviet party-state leadership the 
undeniable success of Soviet diplomacy in the achievement of nor-
malization of relations between the USSR and FRG on conditions 
benefi cial to the Soviet side paradoxically became a means for attack 
against the head [of Soviet diplomacy]—Molotov. This occurred at 
the 1957 June plenum of the CC CPSU. The history of the July 
1955 plenum in connection with the evaluation of the genesis of the 
State Treaty with Austria happened again.”67

In July 1955, Molotov was also severely criticized over  foreign 
policy toward Yugoslavia at an important plenum meeting.68 In 1962, 
in a series of speeches defending his behavior before June 1957, the 
issue of Yugoslavia was the one area where Molotov admitted to 
having a different point of view from the majority of the Presid-
ium (possibly because Soviet-Yugoslav relations would deteriorate 
again later).69

Yet the differences between Molotov and the others on Yugo-
slavia were not necessarily fundamental. The transcript of the July 
1955 plenum shows Molotov explaining, “we all want to improve 
relations between the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia,” but disagreeing 
with the position of others in the leadership that previous poor re-
lations should be blamed on Beria or that the foundation of the re-
lationship should be based on the principles of Marxism- Leninism. 
Molotov believed improvement in relations could still happen based 
on other principles.70 During his last speech at the plenum, Mo-
lotov denied having fundamentally different positions on any issue. 
He stated emphatically, “There was an attempt from certain com-
rades to present the matter in such a way that Molotov opposes this 
question, and others as well. It is true, comrades, that in practical 
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work, with regard to individual issues we would oppose and make 
 suggestions and some of them were incorrect, but I declared and 
declare: I have no special opinions on the decisions taken.”71

Moreover, one historian of Soviet-Yugoslav relations points out 
that “it would be inappropriate to exclude the possibility that the 
goal of Khrushchev’s activities was not normalizing relations with 
the Yugoslav leadership, but raising his own authority in the Soviet 
leadership.”72 Kaganovich writes in his memoirs that the Presidium 
did not support Molotov on the question of Yugoslavia but that 
“Khrushchev essentially went somewhat further and made it about 
the party line, thus violating the directives of the CC.”73 Therefore, 
although Molotov certainly had his own inclinations on Yugoslavia, 
the more important dynamic was Khrushchev’s deliberate transfor-
mation of those differences from normal discussions among a col-
lective leadership into a major debate.

If foreign policy was not particularly salient, what about politi-
cal reform? Between March 1953 and February 1956, Khrushchev 
replaced forty-fi ve of eighty-four fi rst secretaries of republic-level 
and oblastʹ-level party committees directly under the purview of 
the CC.74 Khrushchev took steps to gain the confi dence of these 
leaders by expanding the authority of regional party commit-
tees over budgets and personnel.75 These steps did contribute to 
Khrushchev’s popularity within the CC, which does support the 
economic model. According to the editors of a collection of doc-
uments on Khrushchev’s policies toward the regions, “It was pre-
cisely because of the support of regional secretaries who made 
up a signifi cant part of the CC CPSU that Khrushchev was able 
to defeat the so-called ‘anti-party group.’ ”76 Molotov himself 
later said, “Khrushchev is no idiot—he was able to forge his own 
CC  [sumel skolotitʹ svoi TsK].”77 But how overwhelming was Khru-
shchev’s popularity in the CC? A closer look at individual policy 
issues raises doubts.

We have reason to believe that industrial reform, which has been 
described as a key factor explaining support for Khrushchev in the 
CC, was not as much of a winning policy as later portrayed. Between 
December 1956 and early 1957, Khrushchev repeatedly pressed for 
increasingly ambitious industrial reforms.78 Presidium members 
such as Pervukhin, Molotov, Voroshilov, and Saburov were skeptical 
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and believed Khrushchev was unfairly going beyond the decisions 
made by the full CC on the matter.79

Crucially, members of the Presidium were not the only ones 
with doubts. Nuritdin Mukhitdinov, head of the Uzbek Party Com-
mittee, and Alexandr Zasiadʹko, minister of the coal industry in 
Uzbeki stan, both complained that the economic districts should not 
be based on territorial divisions. Aleksei Kosygin argued that the 
problem was not organization but poor planning, and the minister 
of heavy metallurgy cautioned that decentralization would damage 
national security.80

Another CC plenum was held in February 1957 that came 
closer to Khrushchev’s prescriptions. Khrushchev had written an-
other memorandum about the specifi cs of the reforms. At a Presid-
ium meeting on March 22, the leadership expressed general support 
for that document.81 However, on March 24, Molotov wrote a mem-
orandum to the CC in which he described Khrushchev’s proposals 
in stark terms: “The presented draft is clearly not fi nished; it suffers 
from one-sidedness and without signifi cant changes can bring seri-
ous diffi culties to the system of managing Soviet industry. The draft 
one-sidedly refl ects the decision of the February CC plenum with 
regard to decentralization of the management of industry, bringing 
this decentralization to an intolerable extreme.”82

Molotov’s act is one of the few cases in the history of communist 
regimes when an individual deliberately revealed a different view 
from that of the top leader to the broader party membership (al-
though Molotov did characterize his difference as tactical, not fun-
damental). Khrushchev swiftly submitted a memorandum to the 
Presidium on March 26 in response in which he complained that 
Molotov did not express his concerns at a Presidium meeting and 
instead revealed his concerns to the entire CC in his letter. Khru-
shchev wrote, “Therefore, Comrade Molotov’s memorandum 
was caused not by business-like considerations but by some other 
kind. .  .  . I cannot agree with this form of presenting comments 
that Comrade Molotov selected.”83 At a Presidium meeting the next 
day,  Bulganin, Pervukhin, and Malenkov complained that Molotov’s 
memo threatened party unity.84

Why would Molotov take such a dramatic step? One possibility 
is that he believed Khrushchev’s disregard for collective leadership 
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and deliberate planning had gone too far. Even after another ple-
num that came closer to what Khrushchev wanted, Molotov was 
still arguing that Khrushchev was not proceeding according to the 
directives of the CC.

However, Molotov’s decision also suggests that he did not be-
lieve his position would be entirely unwelcome in the CC. Why 
might this be the case? First, a signifi cant number of CC members 
were leaders in Moscow, not the regions. The CC member Aleksei 
Kirichenko in his speech at the June 1957 plenum acknowledged 
that Molotov had reason to believe that a signifi cant portion of 
the CC would have supported him over industrial reform: “They 
thought that in the membership of the CC there are many minis-
ters, vice ministers, and CC candidate members [that] are being sent 
to the regional economic councils [sovnarkhozy]. They thought that 
these comrades were in agreement with the reorganization but not 
with their exit from Moscow.”85

Second, the quick nature of the reforms led to concerns no mat-
ter whom they were intended to benefi t.86 Leningrad party activ-
ists, for example, bombarded the Presidium candidate member Frol 
Kozlov with demands for details, and enterprise directors and econ-
omists also raised concerns. Even Khrushchev supporters thought 
the reform plans were rushed.87 Mikoian himself admitted at the 
June 1957 CC plenum that “some people believe that even if it is a 
correct measure, it was poorly executed.”88

Third, the differences between Molotov and Khrushchev were 
not fundamental. At the Presidium meeting on March 27, 1957, 
Molotov claimed that he was operating within a broad consensus 
on the issue. He stated that Khrushchev misrepresented him and 
that he did not, in fact, disagree with the decisions of the February 
plenum. At the June 1957 CC plenum, when Molotov was accused 
of opposing the sovnarkhozy, he denied it: “I had corrections [imel 
popravki].”89 Nataliya Kibita notes, “Ironically enough, the branch 
committees that Molotov talked about started appearing immedi-
ately after the regional economic councils took over production and 
construction.”90 Another historian argues that “the decentralizing 
effects were not as substantial as it might have seemed. The sov-
narkhozy were still strictly subordinate to the Council of Ministers, 
and Gosplan’s profi le was raised sharply as it took over many of the 
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planning duties formerly held by the ministries. This meant that 
planning was still largely centralized.”91

Scholars have also often identifi ed the contest between Khru-
shchev and Molotov as a battle over Stalin’s legacy. Derek Wat-
son’s important biography of Molotov, for example, describes him 
as an “unrepentant Stalinist.”92 In this narrative, the defeat of the 
old guard was the result of a policy process in which the reform-
ist Khrushchev emerged victorious. Polly Jones, a scholar who has 
worked extensively in the Russian archives, has concluded that “the 
collective leadership remained deeply divided over whether and why 
to proceed further with de-Stalinization.”93 In a recent biography of 
Khrushchev, Geoffrey Swain still describes Khrushchev as an indi-
vidual “determined to confront Stalinism” in the form of his com-
petitors on the Presidium.94 As will be demonstrated shortly, some 
members of the leadership believed that a complete debunking of 
Stalin would be inappropriate. This idea of signifi cant, meaningful 
political cleavages over one particular issue has clear similarities to 
the arguments in Hypothesis 1a.

However, the available evidence shows that this characterization 
should not be overstated. Rolling mass purges of the Stalin era had 
already ended, and everyone was united on the need to make sure 
they would never occur again.95 As for other aspects of “Stalinism,” as 
Miriam Dobson argues in her book on the Gulag and legal reforms, 
the Khrushchev era was not marked by a clear differentiation on 
the issue of Stalin: “Few—including political leaders—maintained 
an unambivalent attitude toward Stalinism, itself a complex and 
ill-defi ned entity: people might be enthusiastic about some changes 
but resentful of others.”96 The issue of de-Stalinization should be 
divided into several separate issues: rehabilitations, the evaluation of 
Stalin as a historical fi gure, and responsibility for crimes committed 
during his reign. On each of these issues, in contrast to Hypothe-
sis 1a, we see either limited policy differences between Khrushchev 
and his opponents or, in some cases, his opponents actually being 
associated with a more popular policy.

Regarding the rehabilitation of fi gures who suffered during the 
Stalin era, the situation was hardly a showdown between “Stalin-
ists” and “reformers.” Molotov was not opposed to rehabilitations. 
Even before Khrushchev’s “Secret Speech” to the Twentieth Party 
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 Congress denouncing Stalin, the Presidium made a decision to cre-
ate special committees to make decisions on individual cases for re-
habilitation. Molotov said that the measures needed to be worked 
out (vyrabotatʹ mery) but also that the idea itself was basically correct 
(pravilʹno vneseno predlozhenie).97 In fact, Molotov was in charge of 
the high-level committee managing particularly sensitive rehabil-
itations.98 In one case, he forwarded a letter to Khrushchev from 
a former editor of Izvestiia on a particular rehabilitation, implying 
that the matter should be discussed by the CC.99

If “Stalinists” were opposed to rehabilitations, it is diffi cult to 
explain the nearly one hundred special committees created for such 
a purpose and the 170,000 individuals whose cases were reviewed.100 
Members of the leadership were unifi ed on crucial issues. They did 
not fi ght over the rehabilitation of such major fi gures as Chubarʹ, 
Rudzutak, Kosior, Postyshev, Kaminskii, Gamarnik, or Eikhe, nor 
did they fi ght over giving the relatives of those who had died in the 
camps false information about the conditions and date of death so as 
to hide the true extent of the repressions. They also agreed on not 
rehabilitating Trotskyites, Socialist Revolutionaries, Mensheviks, or 
members of other parties.101

At the June 1957 plenum, Molotov noted that with regard to 
the work of the commission on rehabilitations, “it is necessary to 
keep in mind that the results of this work were signed by all mem-
bers of this commission unanimously.”102 Serov notes in his memoirs 
that “the Molotov Commission established facts of lawlessness” and 
that even Molotov and Bulganin wanted to investigate the “Lenin-
grad Affair”—a notorious incident that ended with the execution of 
the top Leningrad leadership by Stalin.103 Khrushchev only accused 
Molotov of blocking the research of material related to Bukharin, 
Rykov, Zinovʹev, and Tomskii.104 However, Khrushchev himself told 
Olʹga Shatunovskaia, who was actively engaged in rehabilitation is-
sues, that Bukharin and the others could not be rehabilitated for at 
least another fi fteen years; otherwise it would discredit the party.105 
Khrushchev was off by a signifi cant amount of time, as none of these 
men were rehabilitated until perestroika.106

Even if Molotov had been more skeptical about rehabilitations 
than Khrushchev, that position was not necessarily unpopular, as not 
everyone was certain the rehabilitation process should proceed too 
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far. Serov was certainly skeptical of the rehabilitations.107 Some party 
members feared that the Old Bolsheviks would steal their jobs.108 
As Stephen Cohen concludes, “Some offi cials were supportive, 
but many were not. They viewed former zeks ‘with suspicion,’ re-
habili ta tion as ‘something rotten,’ and did not trust people with an 
‘unclean past.’ ”109 Most striking, after the defeat of the anti-party 
group, the process of rehabilitation slowed down rather than sped 
up. After Molotov was removed from the committee on rehabili-
tation, that committee did not work for a long period of time and 
made no decisions.110

The debate over how to treat Stalin as a historical fi gure is also 
not nearly as clear-cut as traditionally portrayed. The move away 
from Stalin’s cult began immediately after his death. As early as April 
1953, Malenkov wanted to hold a special plenum to condemn “the 
propagation of the cult of personality” as foreign to Marxism and 
the principle of collective leadership.111 Immediately after the purge 
of Beria, Molotov in a meeting with Italian communists “made it 
plain that the Presidium did not in fact regard Stalin in a totally 
favourable light. . . . Molotov also adduced evidence about Stalin’s 
megalomania. . . . Molotov’s picture gives us Stalin in his alleged 
dotage after the Second World War. . . . If only Stalin had hearkened 
to and worked alongside his other leading advisers, Molotov im-
plies, then so much of the political and economic travail of the post-
war epoch could have been avoided.”112 At the July 1953 plenum that 
accepted the defeat of Beria, Molotov indirectly criticized Stalin: 
“Beria found certain human weaknesses in I. V. Stalin, but who does 
not have them?”113 No Stalin Prizes were ever again awarded. By 
November 1955, the Presidium was already discussing the creation 
of a Lenin Prize, and an edition of the Great Soviet Encyclopedia com-
pleted in July 1955 had nixed the entry for Stalin Prizes.114

Everyone agreed on the need for an admission of Stalin’s mis-
takes. This step was needed for two reasons: to provide at least some 
justifi cation for the ongoing rehabilitations and to prevent the issue 
from being forced on members of the leadership at a later date in 
a way they could not control.115 A deluge of requests for clemency 
from arrested people led to the creation of an investigatory com-
mission headed by Petr Pospelov. The original idea was to hold a 
special plenum of the CC to listen to Pospelov’s report. In other 
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words, the Presidium as a whole recognized that the question of the 
repressions had to be addressed.116 At a Presidium meeting on No-
vember 5, 1955, that discussed how to commemorate the anniver-
sary of Stalin’s birth on December 21, Kaganovich and Voroshilov 
advocated holding assemblies at factories. However, when Bulganin 
and Mikoian resisted that proposal, Kaganovich emphasized that he 
supported the decision of the CC against the cult of personality: 
“There is no difference between you and me, Comrade Khrushchev. 
. . . I do not intend to battle against you.”117

A Presidium meeting on February 1, 1956, began with a discus-
sion of how during the Stalin era a former chekist named B. V. Ro-
dos had been ordered to extract confessions from prominent party 
members. Molotov did not deny any mistakes but insisted that Stalin 
still be recognized as a great leader: “It is impossible not to say in the 
report that Stalin was a great heir to Lenin’s cause. I insist on this as 
well.” He admitted that the truth must be told, but he was also res-
olute that, under the leadership of Stalin, socialism was triumphant. 
Voroshilov also accepted that the “party must know the truth,” but 
historical context must be emphasized so as not to “throw the baby 
out with the bathwater.” Khrushchev agreed that the Terror would 
not be discussed at the upcoming Congress.118

At a meeting on February 9, everyone supported telling the 
Party Congress the “truth” about Stalin. The only difference was 
that some believed these truths included Stalin’s triumphs as well. 
Kaganovich and Voroshilov thought Khrushchev should give a re-
port on Stalin but agreed with Molotov that it was necessary to pro-
ceed carefully. Bulganin explained what many must have been think-
ing: “If we do not speak at this Congress, they will say that we were 
cowards.” Shepilov concurred: “We must tell the party; otherwise 
they will not forgive us.” Khrushchev ended the meeting by stating 
explicitly, “There are no disputes over whether the Congress should 
be told. The debate was only over shades of meaning.” Therefore, 
although Molotov, Kaganovich, and Voroshilov did not want Stalin 
to be entirely debunked, they still recognized the need to give some 
explanation of the Terror.119 Even Kaganovich and Molotov spoke 
out against the cult of personality at the Twentieth Party Congress. 
Molotov stated that the CC “strongly spoke out against the cult of 
personality that is foreign to Marxism-Leninism, which played in 
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a certain period such a negative role.” As the plenum applauded, 
Molotov expressed certainty that “this Congress will completely ap-
prove this principled position.”120

At the June 1957 CC plenum, Kaganovich said, “I believe it was 
correct that we revealed and exposed this matter [regarding Khru-
shchev’s Secret Speech].”121 Even Molotov remarked that “along 
with successes certain defi ciencies in Stalin grew more power ful, the 
very dangerous and damaging ones, of which we speak now all in 
unity.”122 He stated, “We, comrades, remember that at the Twentieth 
Party Congress we completely legally, correctly, strongly, bravely 
revealed those mistakes and perversions of revolutionary legality 
that were committed in the period of Stalin’s leadership.”123

Despite this general agreement, Molotov certainly believed that 
Khrushchev was using de-Stalinization as a weapon. According to a 
document in Molotov’s personal fi les, he believed that the issue was 
not so much Stalin per se but the way Khrushchev was using the 
issue:

The political intent of this “anti-Stalin” campaign that 
would often get to the point of outright libel against the 
party was not so simple. The matter is not a certain per-
son’s mistakes or some personal negative characteristics. No 
one interfered with and can interfere with correcting and 
removing mistakes in a way that observes the interests of 
the party and does not do a service to the imperialists and all 
their echoers [podgoloskam] to help them increase persecu-
tion of our party and Soviet state enhanced by the damaging 
speech Khrushchev gave to the Twentieth Party Congress. 
Khrushchev’s political goal and that of his more vehement 
supporters was primarily to blacken the party leadership of 
the 1930s.124

In other words, Molotov was claiming that he did not oppose 
the policy of de-Stalinization; instead, he opposed the use of de- 
Stalinization as a weapon. Later, when he was faced with expulsion 
from the party in 1962, Molotov emphasized in speeches that the 
killings had indeed gone too far; that he had played a role in re-
versing the mistakes even in the 1930s; that he never praised Stalin 
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as a genius, as Khrushchev, Mikoian, Kalinin, and others did; that 
even his wife had suffered at the hands of Stalin; that Stalin would 
probably have killed him if the Soviet leader lived longer; and that 
Khrushchev also would have known about the killings. He also re-
peatedly affi rmed, “I not only did not differ from the CC in the 
evaluation of the events of Stalin’s cult of personality but partici-
pated in the adoption and working out of those decisions in com-
plete agreement with other members of the CC.”125 That same year, 
and for the same purpose, Kaganovich said, “I believe that I actively 
participated in the exposure of the personality cult, and not only me 
but the whole bureau, the whole Presidium.”126

If Khrushchev’s intent was to damage the political position of 
Stalin’s former henchmen such as Molotov and Kaganovich, then 
his plan clearly failed: neither rehabilitations nor the evaluation of 
Stalin were at fi rst a clear winning strategy. Khrushchev became 
even less popular as the full implications of the Secret Speech for 
social stability became apparent, and over time he moved toward a 
more balanced appraisal of Stalin.

Mukhitdinov writes that although in Uzbekistan everyone was 
generally in support of rehabilitating those innocent individuals who 
suffered during the repressions, “with regard to Stalin himself, his 
personal responsibility for the committed lawlessness and serious 
mistakes at the beginning of the war, in several other areas, our po-
sition somewhat differed.”127 The majority of workers at the journal 
Kommunist reacted to Khrushchev’s criticisms of Stalin negatively, as 
Stalin was associated with too many achievements and the entirety 
of ideological life.128 The Yugoslav ambassador writes in his memoirs 
that “in various circles Soviet citizens prefer the Chinese statement 
[which had a more positive evaluation of Stalin] to Khrushchev’s 
speech. They say that the Chinese are objective, tactful, balanced, 
truthful, and wise—which cannot be said about Khrushchev.”129 
Aleksandr Iakovlev, who would later be a top adviser to Gorbachev, 
believed that “the overwhelming majority of the bureaucracy of the 
CC apparat reacted to Khrushchev’s report negatively.”130

According to a Ministry of Defense report on discussions of 
Khrushchev’s speech in the Moscow MR, offi cers made comments 
such as, “Why did they publish this?” “After this report you don’t 
know whom to trust,” and “I will not be surprised if tomorrow a 
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different document is published by the CC CPSU that takes a com-
pletely different position than the report ‘On the Cult of Person-
ality and Its Consequences.’ ”131 One military offi cer, named V. M. 
Malkin, remarks in his private diary about a Chinese delegation’s 
respect at Lenin and Stalin’s mausoleum in January 1957, “What is 
this: the Chinese have corrected us? It very much looks like that. I 
am in complete agreement with the Chinese.”132

Members of the top leadership acknowledged to foreigners that 
Khrushchev was losing popularity to his competitors. Bulganin told 
the Yugoslav ambassador that protesters in Moscow and Georgia 
wanted Molotov to become head of the government, which the am-
bassador interpreted as a subtle hint to a dispute within the leader-
ship. According to the Yugoslav ambassador, “To judge by a ‘poll’ we 
have taken, the people here still prefer people like Molotov and Ma-
lenkov.”133 Khrushchev also told a delegation of Italian communists 
that the Georgians shouted, “Down with Khrushchev, Mikoian, and 
Bulganin” and “Form a government by Molotov.”134

By the time of the June 1957 CC plenum, Khrushchev had 
spent a great deal of effort making it seem as if he had no differ-
ences on Stalin with other members of the leadership. As early as 
April 1956, the CC distributed a letter to the party that restricted 
discussion of the Secret Speech. A crucial June 29 CC document 
took an offi cial position on Stalin that was much more positive than 
in Khrushchev’s speech. The document pointed to the “objective 
concrete historical conditions” in which Stalin’s actions took place 
and explained why other members of the Politburo were not able 
to stop the repressions, thus absolving them of any responsibility: 
“Why did these people not openly oppose Stalin and remove him 
from the leadership? In those conditions this was impossible. With-
out a doubt [bezuslovno].” If they had spoken out against Stalin, they 
“would not have received support among the people.” Moreover, 
his worst crimes were allegedly not discovered until after the defeat 
of Beria.135

Meanwhile, Khrushchev was changing his own tone. On May 1, 
he gave a speech at a reception in which he said no differences on 
Stalin existed within the leadership. Khrushchev said to Voroshilov, 
“Stalin was a man of genius, but his tyranny covered his genius. He 
ignored the party, ignored the Central Committee. Isn’t that the 

Y7973-Torigian.indb   65Y7973-Torigian.indb   65 11/19/21   12:51 PM11/19/21   12:51 PM



66 The Anti-Party Group

case?” Voroshilov agreed. Khrushchev noted that Stalin had turned 
against members of the leadership who might have been seen as the 
most inveterate “Stalinists.” Khrushchev said, “Stalin did not trust 
Bukharin, Kaganovich, Molotov, and Mikoian, these true Bolshe-
viks. . . . I often disagree with Molotov, but I respect him; I believe 
he is a pure, outstanding communist.”136

On December 19, the Presidium approved the draft of a letter to 
be sent in the name of the CC to all party organizations on ending 
attacks by anti-Soviet and enemy elements. The letter took an ex-
tremely hard line and ended hopes that the Secret Speech signifi ed 
the start of a new era.137 At the Presidium meeting that decided to 
release the document, Khrushchev even stated that “regarding those 
freed from jails and exile—some of them are not deserving.”138 On 
New Year’s Eve, Khrushchev gave a speech at a reception in which 
he said, “Stalinism is Marxism,” and expressed “pride” that “we are 
all Stalinists.”139

Khrushchev also backed down from a planned CC plenum on 
ideological issues that would have affi rmed a negative appraisal of 
Stalin at the Congress. On April 5, the Presidium decided to hold the 
plenum on June 4 and that Shepilov would give the main speech. On 
May 18, the date shifted to June 7. On May 19, Zhukov submitted 
a draft speech for this plenum. He was emphatic: “some comrades” 
who did not believe that it was appropriate to further investigate the 
problem of the cult were wrong. Zhukov lambasted Stalin for his 
assault on the military leadership in 1937–39, lack of preparation 
for the Nazi attack, poor understanding of military principles, and 
suspicious attitude during and after the war toward members of the 
military who had been taken prisoner. Signifi cantly, Stalin was not 
Zhukov’s only target. The marshal attacked both Stalin and Mo-
lotov for ignoring the warnings about the Nazis’ intentions: “Did 
Stalin and Chairman of the Council of People’s Commissars V. M. 
Molotov know about the concentration of Hitler’s troops on our 
borders?—Yes they knew.” Zhukov even included in his speech a 
document he had submitted to Molotov on April 11, 1941, about 
German border violations, which Zhukov said was ignored. On 
May 23, Shepilov submitted his own speech, which acknowledged 
that Stalin was a “great proletarian revolutionary” and primarily 
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 addressed Stalin’s mistakes, including the repressions, from an ide-
ological point of view. On May 25, the Presidium again shifted the 
date, to June 6. On June 1, the plenum was moved to fall. On Au-
gust 31, the date was delayed to December, and, instead of Shepilov, 
Khrushchev was given the role of main presenter. Two Khrushchev 
draft speeches, dated December 1956 and January 1957 and pre-
pared by Pospelov, drew on the more measured Shepilov text, but 
ultimately Khrushchev’s speech was not fi nalized because the ple-
num on ideological issues was never held and the plenum held in 
December ignored Stalin.140

In January 1957, Khrushchev gave a speech at the Chinese em-
bassy in which he described Stalin as a man who devoted his whole 
life to the victory of the working class and socialism. Khrushchev 
said, “Recently in the West they have been accusing us of being 
‘Stalinists,’ ‘Stalin followers.’ In response to this, on multiple oc-
casions we declared that in our understanding ‘Stalinist,’ like Stalin 
himself, is inseparable from the great title of communist.” Khru-
shchev went on to express a hope that every communist could strug-
gle (borotʹsia) like Stalin.141 The Yugoslav ambassador noted that the 
crowd was surprised to hear this and that his comments “evoked a 
storm of applause.” He believed that Khrushchev did this to save 
his own skin: “The extent to which he then felt he was going to 
lose his position in the Presidium can be judged from the way he 
made himself out in public to be a greater Stalinist than Molotov 
and Malenkov.”142

Khrushchev publicly continued to play the pro-Stalin card. He 
referenced his speech at the Chinese embassy explicitly at the Feb-
ruary CC plenum, the last before the anti-party-group incident, to 
emphasize the nonexistence of any policy splits in the leadership:

[The Yugoslavs] also divide us into Stalinists and non- 
Stalinists. We answered. They write that Khrushchev in his 
speech at the reception at the Chinese embassy made a step 
backward from the decisions of the Twentieth Party Con-
gress. I spoke of Stalin there. I think that it should have been 
said in the sense I said it and it was said this way. . . . But at 
the same time we do not deny what we created with Stalin 
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and the results of what was contributed by our party, our 
people, what resulted in having such a wonderful country 
that the Soviet Union is.143

Khrushchev went so far in this direction that at a meeting of the party 
aktiv in the Ministry of Defense and Moscow garrison  following 
the June 1957 plenum, Marshal Moskalenko stated, “Kaga no vich, 
Malenkov, and Molotov accused Khrushchev of spitting on Sta-
lin, that he spoke only of his defi ciencies. We all loved Stalin, and 
while Khrushchev did speak poorly of him on multiple times, he 
also emphasized his contributions to the people and the party.”144 
To say that Khrushchev defeated “Stalinists,” therefore, fails to ac-
knowledge the extent to which Khrushchev had backtracked from 
his  Secret Speech to the Twentieth Party Congress.

Signifi cantly, the anti-party group came together despite a lack 
of similar policy positions. Bulganin pointed out that he had always 
suffered troubled relations with Molotov, Kaganovich, and Malen-
kov. Pervukhin remarked that he had no differences of principle 
with either foreign-policy or domestic-policy issues. Voroshilov 
emphasized, “Neither I nor the majority of the so-called faction had 
any differences with the line of the party with regard to foreign or 
domestic issues; we were always united. Why attribute that which is 
not true?” Even Molotov affi rmed, “Suslov spoke incorrectly that I 
have a different understanding of the policies of our party.” Molotov 
tried to explain to the party that “there is no political platform, and 
without a political platform . . . there is no faction.” Molotov was 
clearly frustrated: “It is not true; I was not opposed to the Virgin 
Lands. Com[rade] Khrushchev framed me for so many incorrect 
things.” Molotov repeatedly emphasized, “I affi rm that in this case 
[Yugoslavia] as well as in a series of other occasions things were at-
tributed to me that I did not say.” Mikoian tried to square this circle 
by arguing that removing Khrushchev from the leadership had to 
affect policy. However, even he could go only so far, lamely arguing 
that “it is obvious there is a group working behind the back of the 
CC, and it has elements of a platform; there is no platform yet, but all 
the elements of a platform are there.”145
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Historical Legacies and Compromising Material

A crucial reason for why the anti-party group felt capable of op-
posing Khrushchev’s behavior was its members’ personal prestige. 
The threat that this prestige posed for Khrushchev supports Hy-
pothesis 1b. The evidence demonstrates that Khrushchev was con-
cerned about his enemies’ status as legendary revolutionary lead-
ers and their alleged understanding of Marxism, not their political 
positions. Khrushchev tried to undermine Molotov in three ways: 
by dismantling his right to judge what was “Leninist,” by portray-
ing him as old and out of touch, and, most importantly, by relying 
heavi ly on Zhukov’s prestige as a World War II hero and the skillful 
use of compromising material.

Molotov himself understood authority not in terms of policy 
popularity: “It goes without saying that leaders are not born, that 
authority and the infl uence of leaders on the masses are not acquired 
and do not appear immediately—they are produced in the course 
of a prolonged period of time, they are produced as the result of 
the gradual internal persuasion of people that a certain individual fi g-
ure ‘understands events deeper and sees them deeper than others,’ 
that he conducts policies that answer their common interests.”146 As 
Sheila Fitzpatrick writes, letters to Pravda and the CC reveal that 
people were “uneasy at this summary dismissal of Old Bolsheviks 
with many services to their country”: “I was particularly interested 
to see what a strong following Molotov had in 1953–1954, particu-
larly but not solely, among party members, making his acceptance of 
collective leadership and failure to bid for the top job all the more 
striking. Equally striking is Khrushchev’s lack of popularity.”147

Molotov had the greatest prestige of any high-ranking Soviet 
leader. Khrushchev said, “We, the people of the prewar era, had pre-
viously regarded Molotov as the future leader of the country,” before 
Stalin turned on Molotov after World War II.148 In 1952, Mikoian 
told Stalin that he thought Molotov should be the successor.149 After 
his removal, Shepilov once told an interviewer, “Among the peo-
ple it was like this: if not Stalin, then who? Of course, Molotov.”150 
Gromyko also believed that Molotov was the most qualifi ed indi-
vidual to lead the Soviet Union after Stalin’s death, even telling his 
daughter, “I think that if instead of Khrushchev it was Molotov, the 
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development of the country might have proceeded in a more bal-
anced way.”151

Other members of the leadership were given an opening by 
Stalin’s decision not to include Molotov in the Presidium Bureau 
formed in 1952. Molotov later complained that because of this ac-
tion, his “authority and infl uence were undermined.”152 Yet Molotov 
remained a serious force. Even while opposing Molotov’s attempt 
to remove Khrushchev from power in 1957, Mukhitdinov, then a 
candidate member of the Presidium, stated, “Viacheslav Mikhailo-
vich, we all respect you, you have great achievements, high author-
ity. . . . You are the oldest member of the party, you were a member 
of the Politburo while Lenin was alive, you worked with him; since 
that time [you have been] at the highest level of the party and gov-
ernment. . . . Even as a schoolchild, with happiness I carried your 
portrait at demonstrations. I was proud to do so in front of the 
other boys.”153 The editor in chief of Izvestiia told John F. Kennedy 
in 1962, “Mr. Khrushchev was of the opinion that if a plebiscite had 
been taken in 1957, Molotov would have obtained 95 percent of the 
votes and he only 5 percent.”154

Molotov, Kaganovich, and Voroshilov all had signifi cant pres-
tige as old revolutionary fi gures. As one party member asked at a 
 lower-level meeting following the failure of the anti-party group, 
“Who can believe that Old Bolsheviks who have been in the govern-
ment for forty years have become enemies of the people, enemies of 
the party that they had created together with Lenin? Who will be-
lieve that Molotov, Kaganovich, Malenkov, Bulganin, Shepilov, Per-
vukhin, Saburov, Voroshilov—all of them were wrong, but Khru-
shchev was right with regard to everything, along with Furtseva?”155 
Leafl ets declared, “Comrades, it is unbelievable that such experi-
enced, forged Bolsheviks as Malenkov, Molotov,  Kaganovich, and 
Shepilov, who even worked with Lenin, could really organize an 
 anti-party group.”156 The archival fi le containing records on local 
party meetings after the plenum is full of questions about why Khru-
shchev was trustworthy but Molotov was not: “How could Molotov 
oppose Leninism if he himself created the party with Lenin?”157 
Some party members even accused Khrushchev of creating his own 
cult of personality.158
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Generational issues arose repeatedly at the June 1957 CC ple-
num. Voroshilov poked a member of the CC delegation sent to in-
terrupt the Presidium proceedings and said, “Is it you, little boy, 
whom we should give explanations to? First learn how to wear long 
pants.”159 Voroshilov tried to defend himself: “The situation is un-
precedented, and you are young people.” When the hall erupted, he 
said, “Wait, wait. You are young people; you have not yet happened 
to experience such things. Life is a very complicated and long thing; 
you will have to fi ght every type of struggle.”160 One CC member 
complained that Voroshilov treated them like Pioneers (essentially, 
Soviet Boy Scouts).161 When Molotov at the plenum described the 
CC as the “leading political center,” a CC member countered, “As 
for us, we have been doing party work for twenty years, and you see 
us wearing short pants. Why do you treat us contemptuously?”162 
One CC member joked that the old guard still saw the CC members 
as “youth” even though they already had grandchildren: “We are not 
afraid. We are not who we used to be.”163 Gromyko said that it was 
not the fault of his generation that they were fi fteen years younger 
than members of the anti-party group; rather, it was “more the fault 
of [their] mothers and fathers.”164

Khrushchev clearly played up these antagonisms. One CC 
member reported Khrushchev saying, “Our old revolutionary 
cadres have much revolutionary pathos, but they understand con-
crete life poorly; they do not know those cadres, the backbone of 
the party, who now organize the execution of the party’s directives 
and have borne all the diffi culties of the previous period on their 
own shoulders, and some think that these people walk around as 
before, in undershorts.”165 Khrushchev refused to allow Molotov the 
moral high ground with respect to seniority: “Now Molotov depicts 
the matter as if he was the only one defending the interests of the 
Old Bolsheviks. Molotov is one of the culprits in the annihilation of 
many thousands of old revolutionaries.”166

Revealingly, the fi rst public undermining of Molotov’s authority 
within Soviet society centered on the issue of ideology-as- authority, 
as opposed to ideology-as-policy.167 In February 1955, Molotov 
said that in the Soviet Union, “the foundations of socialist society 
are already built.” However, in September of that year, Kommunist 
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 published a letter by Molotov in which he apologized for this “fal-
lacious formulation”: “I consider my formulation . . . to be theoret-
ically erroneous and politically harmful.” Molotov’s viewpoint was 
depicted in Pravda and Kommunist as a way of thinking consigned 
“to a stage passed long ago.” Technically, Molotov was right, but, 
more importantly, the debate had no practical implications whatso-
ever. As Samuel Kucherov perceived at the time, Molotov’s public 
reversal was “aimed at something other than the correction of an 
alleged ideological blunder.”168

Khrushchev manipulated Zhukov’s historical antagonisms to-
ward Stalin and his former comrades.169 In Khrushchev’s Secret 
Speech to the Twentieth Party Congress, in the section in which he 
criticized Stalin as a military leader (which Khrushchev personally 
wrote), he stated, “As a result of Stalin’s suspiciousness, by slander-
ous accusations, a high number of army commanders and political 
workers were annihilated,” which “naturally had an effect on the 
beginning of the war.”170 At the very fi rst Presidium meeting that 
discussed taking a more serious line against Stalin’s cult of person-
ality, Khrushchev emphasized the death of offi cers: “Cadres were 
killed. The military ones” (Kadry perebili. Voennye).171 At the Presid-
ium meeting on March 27, 1957, when Khrushchev clashed with 
Molotov on industrial reform, he made the following remarks: “Mo-
lotov has completely lost touch with reality. About the Virgin [Lands 
policy] he does not agree, about foreign policy he does not agree, 
about this [issue] he does not agree. At the plenum he did not speak, 
but most likely he was against it even then. Now he proposes a com-
mission—in order to delay. He hurried during collectivization; he 
hurried when the generals were repressed.”172

At the Presidium meeting on April 25, the political bickering 
continued to heat up. The Presidium decided to posthumously re-
instate into the party the Soviet offi cers Iakir, Tukhachevskii, and 
Uborevich, who had been killed during the height of the Great Ter-
ror. Khrushchev did not let the opportunity to take a swing at his 
competitors go to waste, saying, “Let the old members of the Polit-
buro say how they solved the problem of bringing Iakir to justice, 
how this fi rst step was prepared.” Kaganovich tried to defend him-
self: “The matter was like this: the report was made, we made deci-
sions.” This was not enough for Zhukov: “We must get clarity with 
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regard to this question.”173 At the same meeting, Khrushchev called 
for the rehabilitation of a factory manager involved in the produc-
tion of tanks: “In this matter my friend Georgii Malenkov played an 
unseemly role. Rubinchik is a victim of palace intrigue.”174

Brezhnev probably referred to this meeting when he stated the 
following at the plenum: “At one of the last meetings Com[rade] 
Khrushchev expressed this idea: ‘Look, comrades, we are reviewing 
materials; we are posthumously rehabilitating executed commu-
nists who were innocent. How should we treat the culprits of these 
shootings; will we return to this issue, or will we continue to be 
silent about this before the party?’ ”175

The use of compromising material, especially in the hands of 
Zhukov, ultimately played a crucial role in the counterattack on the 
anti-party group.176 In the words of Shepilov, “Zhukov supported 
Khrushchev. And this decided the fate of Molotov’s group.”177 When 
Khrushchev was fi nally confronted, Zhukov was the fi rst to speak 
against Khrushchev’s opponents and declared them responsible for 
the worst crimes of the Stalin era.178 When the Presidium refused 
to accept Khrushchev’s proposal for a plenum, deciding instead that 
Khrushchev should fi rst be removed from his position as fi rst secre-
tary, Zhukov later described his behavior thus: “I saw an exit from the 
situation only in decisive actions. I stated: ‘I categorically insist on 
immediately summoning a CC plenum. The issue is much broader 
than the group suggests. I want to put before the plenum the issue of 
Molotov, Kaganovich, Voroshilov, and Malenkov. I have in my hands 
material on their bloody atrocities with Stalin in 1937–1938, and they 
have no place in the CC Presidium and even in the CC CPSU.’ ”179

Averkii Aristov, a CC secretary, at the plenum confi rmed that af-
ter the anti-party group’s criticisms of Khrushchev, Zhukov counter-
attacked using compromising material.180 At the July 2 meeting of 
the Ministry of Defense apparat and Moscow garrison, Zhukov 
frankly admitted that he saved Khrushchev: “In order to win time, 
to more deeply fi gure out their thoughts and intentions, to attempt 
to split the group, which was joined by Saburov (7–4), a supplemen-
tary question was raised by me with regard to the responsibility of 
Malenkov, Kaganovich and Molotov for the abuse of power.”181

At the CC plenum, Zhukov began by describing the last Presid-
ium meetings and accusing Khrushchev’s opponents of exploiting 
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defi ciencies in the party’s leadership to destroy unity. But then he 
changed the tone of the debate entirely. Later, Marshal Meretskov 
told the Ministry of Defense and Moscow garrison that “the direc-
tion of the debate in actuality was determined by Comrade Zhukov. 
He directly raised the question that people in the past committed 
crimes, and now they want to cause a split and seize power.”182

Zhukov noted that at the Twentieth Party Congress, Khrushchev 
had spoken of the mass repressions and shootings but did not name 
Malenkov, Kaganovich, or Molotov as “the main culprits of the ar-
rests and shootings of party and Soviet cadres.” He questioned why 
these “comrades” did not admit their guilt when the new CC was se-
lected, postulating that if they had done so, they would not have been 
elected to the next Presidium. He claimed that they had not com-
mitted crimes under pressure from Stalin but “of their own initia-
tive.” Zhukov then quoted specifi c documents and accused Molotov 
and Kaganovich of giving permission to execute 38,679 individuals. 
According to one former chekist, these documents were provided 
to Khrushchev by the head of the KGB, Serov, who also destroyed 
those documents that would have compromised Khrushchev. For 
Zhukov, Malenkov was even guiltier than Kaganovich or Molotov, as 
his party task had been to manage the NKVD. Zhukov told the ple-
num that Bulganin showed him documents from Malenkov’s private 
safe. These documents were fi fty-eight volumes of conversations 
among individuals such as Budennyi, Timoshenko, Zhukov, Konev, 
and Voroshilov: all marshals of the Soviet Army. Zhukov concluded, 
“And this material was preserved in his personal safe and was taken 
out incidentally, when the MVD needed to arrest his personal sec-
retary.” He proposed that the plenum demand explanations from 
Malenkov, Kaganovich, and Molotov. Zhukov was followed by the 
head of the MVD, Nikolai Dudorov, who continued the attack with 
even more compromising material. Malenkov spoke next, wryly be-
ginning his speech by remarking, “Comrades Dudorov and Zhukov, 
having done quite a bit of preparation, apparently, and spent a long 
period of time collecting documents, have informed the CC plenum 
of facts with regard to different periods of my career.” While Ma-
lenkov tried to defend himself, Zhukov interrupted him repeatedly. 
Twice Zhukov asked him why he did not report to the Presidium 
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about the documents that included compromising material on the 
marshals. When Malenkov said, “I absolutely at no time had any 
relation to the organization of surveillance over marshals, eaves-
dropping on anyone, as I myself was eavesdropped upon,” Zhukov 
stated fl atly, “That is untrue.” Khrushchev jumped into the fray and 
criticized Malenkov for portraying himself as suffering from surveil-
lance just like Marshals Zhukov and Timoshenko.183

When Kaganovich began listing examples of Khrushchev vio-
lating the principles of collective leadership, Zhukov tried to change 
the subject: “Let’s talk about responsibility for the crimes, the shoot-
ings.”184 After Zhukov told Kaganovich that he should be held for 
criminal charges, Kaganovich started to remind the audience that he 
was not the only one with blood on his hands, asking Khrushchev, 
“And did you really not sign papers on shooting in Ukraine?”185

Khrushchev and his supporters took their cue from Zhukov and 
played up fears that the anti-party group would return to the Ter-
ror. They could now portray the move against Khrushchev as an at-
tempt to avoid responsibility for the killings. Khrushchev said, “You 
wanted to form a group; there was a plot. You wanted to remove 
[me] in order to get the material you need and destroy evidence 
of crimes.”186 Mikoian stated that during the Presidium meetings, 
Molotov accused Khrushchev of falling into a “rightist deviation”: 
“This is simply a dogmatic, scholastic comparison and an attempt 
to fi nd an offensive label to compromise members of the Presid-
ium.” Mikoian raised the possibility that Molotov “wanted to return 
to a number of Stalin’s bad methods.”187 Brezhnev stated that the 
“seizure of power by these conspirators would inevitably regenerate 
those fanatical methods toward cadres of the party and state that 
they used a while ago”: “We did not forget and will not forget that 
massive repressions, shootings took place at your dirty hands.”188

Despite the clear complicity of members of the anti-party group 
in some of the greatest political crimes of the twentieth century, the 
use of compromising material against them was part of a dirty polit-
ical game. Serov claimed to have been told by the head of the Gen-
eral Department, Vladimir Malin, that documents proving Khru-
shchev’s role in the Terror had been destroyed. Serov pointed out 
that everyone wanted to use compromising material against each 
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other, but only Khrushchev personally controlled the KGB, MVD, 
and procuracy.189 Everyone was complicit, but at the same time, 
every one had been dominated by Stalin. Kaganovich remarked, 
“Com[rade] Zhukov dragged out the names of only two or three 
that signed the documents, and he does not mention others—this is 
a factionalist maneuver. Here is where the factionalism is.”190

Yet the tactic was used to devastating effect. In a letter to the CC 
written in the mid-1960s, Molotov acknowledged the power of such 
charges when they were again made at the Twenty-Second Party 
Congress: “In my opinion, this is nothing other than an attempt to 
scare the delegates of the Congress. And I affi rm that this attempt 
was successful to a certain degree, as, indeed, during the time of 
the so-called cult of personality of Stalin there were relatively wide-
spread facts of arbitrariness and lawlessness.”191

Hypothesis 2a versus 2b

The Deliberations

The inability of the anti-party group to present the CC with a fait 
accompli was the crucial failure that allowed Khrushchev to emerge 
triumphant. Before the CC fi nally convened, Khrushchev carefully 
ensured that the plenum would not conduct a serious, open discus-
sion of what had happened in the Presidium. Instead, the plenums 
were conducted more like mass criticism sessions than deliberations.

For many high-ranking fi gures, their calculus was not so much 
which group they thought was right but instead who had the ini-
tiative. Khrushchev later told Fidel Castro, “I trust [Mikoian] least 
of all. He’s a shrewd fox from the east; you can’t count on him. In 
both 1953, when we arrested Beria, and in 1957 with the ‘anti-party 
group,’ I was more nervous about Mikoian’s position than anyone 
else’s.”192 Serov writes in his memoirs that “some members of the 
CC were waiting to see which way the wind was blowing and did not 
sign [the letter demanding a plenum session].” After the incident, 
Zhukov and Serov would remark many times on the “confusion of 
certain members of the Presidium in those days and the two-faced 
nature of many members of the CC who would say neither yes 
nor no.”193
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By the time the CC plenum fi nally began, the fate of the  anti- 
party group had been sealed. Zhukov was so aggressive during Mo-
lotov’s speech that the latter labeled the marshal’s words a threat 
that violated party rules.194 The transcripts show that CC members 
regularly yelled or made other disruptive noises when members of 
the anti-party group tried to defend themselves. At one point, the 
transcript ceases to provide a verbatim account of what was said and 
instead describes what happened: “Voroshilov very explosively re-
acts to the expression ‘anti-party group’; in the midst of a continu-
ous noise in the hall, he says something; only the following words 
are intelligible: this is an abomination, fi ction, there is no anti-party 
group. He addresses Khrushchev: Why are you silent? You are the 
chair; say that there is no group!” Khrushchev replied, “Kliment 
Efremovich, it turns out that you are a temperamental person; you 
accused me of my temper, and now you are no better than me in 
this regard.”195

The Decision-Making Body

If the Presidium had the fi nal say, Khrushchev would have lost. A 
clear majority on that body had decided that they needed to rein in 
Khrushchev. If a delegation from the CC had not suddenly appeared 
and demanded a full session, Khrushchev would have been fi nished. 
The game was not about fi ghting for support within a defi ned group 
but achieving an interpretation of the rules that empowered one 
body and not another.

Khrushchev’s opponents on the Presidium were clearly a major-
ity. As Malenkov put it, “The group consists of seven members of the 
Presidium—it is necessary to consider this.”196 However, Mikoian 
discounted the idea that the matter was a simple vote. Contrary to 
the economic model, Mikoian stated, “They were in a big hurry; 
they got carried away with arithmetics [meaning the Presidium ma-
jority]. We made a warning: do not get carried away with arithme-
tics. However, voices rang out that arithmetics is no small matter in 
politics.”197 In his memoirs, he acknowledges, “The whole matter 
was about which way the CC plenum would be informed: as a deci-
sion already made by the Presidium or as a dispute in the Presidium. 
In the former case [Khrushchev]’s song would have been sung. The 
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plenum would have, without a doubt, approved the decision: the 
Stalinist traditions were strong even long after his death.”198

The Presidium deliberations were interrupted by a group of 
fi fteen to twenty CC members who demanded to join the meet-
ing. They were repeatedly denied entry. Then Serov suggested to 
Konev, “Let’s the two of us go in without invitation.”199 According to 
Mukhitdinov, once inside, Serov complained that for the last three 
days the CC had not been informed about what was going on: “Not 
one issue falling into the competency of the plenum [CC] should be 
decided here. We will not leave without a clear answer!”200

Legitimacy of Behavior

Although formally the CC was a more authoritative institution than 
the Presidium, the idea that the CC could actually override the 
Presidium was revolutionary. Kaganovich writes that “several mem-
bers of the Presidium furiously reacted to this act of summoning 
members of the CC to Moscow without the permission of the CC 
Presidium as an act of usurpation on the part of the CC secretariat 
and, of course, Khrushchev himself.” Saburov allegedly screamed, 
“I thought, Comrade Khrushchev, that you were as honest a man 
as ever lived. Now I see that I was mistaken—you are a dishonest 
person, allowing yourself to act divisively [po-fraktsionnomu], behind 
the back of the CC Presidium organizing this meeting in Sverd-
lov Hall.”201

According to Ivan Serov, even Khrushchev was unsure about 
the legality of the plenum option. Serov writes in his memoirs of 
his response to Khrushchev telling him that the plotters wanted to 
remove him as well: “I answered: ‘No matter what they want, but 
given such quarrels in the CC Presidium, I will not surrender the 
KGB to anyone without the permission of a CC plenum.’ Zhukov 
says: ‘That’s right, Ivan, I also will not give up the Ministry of De-
fense.’ Khrushchev said to this: ‘The Presidium has the right to make 
such a decision.’ I answered: ‘Well, it’s better to let the CC plenum 
decide.’ ”202
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Hypothesis 3a versus 3b

Views of Power Ministries

Hypothesis 3a predicts that the positions of the military and KGB 
would not have a decisive impact on the power struggle. However, 
we see more support for Hypothesis 3b: both sides fought espe-
cially hard for the support of Zhukov and Serov, and their support 
of Khrushchev had a decisive infl uence.

Shortly before the showdown at the Presidium, Zhukov at-
tended the wedding of Khrushchev’s son, which Molotov, Malen-
kov, Kaganovich, and Bulganin demonstratively left together to go 
to Malenkov’s dacha. Kirichenko, a Khrushchev supporter, then 
approached Zhukov and said, “We are counting on you. You have 
tremendous authority in the army; with one word the army will do 
everything that is needed.” Zhukov felt that “Kirichenko did not 
say these words incidentally, that it was not his idea.”203 When the 
Presidium meetings began, Zhukov was attending a military exer-
cise. When he fi nally arrived at the Kremlin, Brezhnev said to him, 
“Whose side are you on; are you on their side or not? The decision 
will be based on this.”204

The anti-party group also clearly sought Zhukov’s support. At 
one point, Kaganovich slapped Zhukov on the shoulder during a 
trip to a dacha and said that it was time for him to become a member 
of the Presidium.205 Zhukov was playing a double game. Khrushchev 
told the plenum, “We always knew that Zhukov visited Molotov, 
visited Malenkov many times, and that he also visited Voroshilov. 
We were always in touch with Zhukov and told him that he should 
go, that he should speak, fi rst, to clarify [what was going on] and, 
second, to fi nd out what was motivating them [chem oni dyshat].”206 
Whether Zhukov was truly that loyal to Khrushchev or this was 
a story made up to assuage doubts among plenum members that 
Zhukov was also skeptical about Khrushchev’s increasingly despotic 
leadership style may always remain a mystery.207

Serov, head of the KGB, was also a key fi gure. The anti-party 
group fought hard for his support.208 However, Serov had worked 
with Khrushchev in Ukraine and remained loyal to him, probably 
because he was compromised by his crimes during the Stalin era and 
knew that his position was highly dependent on Khrushchev.209
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The relationship between Serov and Khrushchev was troubling 
for others on the Presidium and probably played a signifi cant role 
in why they decided Khrushchev needed to be removed. Shortly 
before the showdown, Bulganin asked Serov to his offi ce and de-
manded to know why he was not informed about some small issue. 
When Serov responded that he addressed all of his memoranda to 
the CC, which then distributed the documents to members of the 
Presidium, Bulganin exploded, “What, I’m not the CC? Am I a dog’s 
cock [khren sobachii], is that it?” Bulganin accused Serov of sending 
information only to Khrushchev. Serov argued that this was a formal 
decision of the Presidium and that it made sense for information 
sent “to the CC” to go fi rst to Khrushchev as fi rst secretary.210

At the Presidium meetings, members of the anti-party group 
demanded the KGB submit to the Presidium as a whole (as opposed 
to just Khrushchev) and that a special committee be established to 
observe the KGB’s work. They apparently hoped to replace  Serov 
with Bulganin.211 Kaganovich explained that “the KGB, which 
should be subject to the entire Presidium, was essentially subject 
only to him [Khrushchev].”212

Threat of Coercion

Without the support of the military, Khrushchev would not have 
been able to successfully summon a CC meeting, and his fate 
would have instead been sealed in the Presidium. The reactions of 
Khrushchev’s opponents clearly demonstrate that they believed that 
the ways the military and KGB were behaving implied a physical 
threat.

As described earlier, the group that demanded a full plenum 
session was led by Serov and Konev—the head of the KGB and a 
top military offi cer. In fact, their whole group was mostly military 
offi cers and members of the KGB and MVD. Konev’s presence, as 
Brian Taylor points out, would have contributed to the sense that 
Khrushchev was supported by the military. The military even used 
its own planes to bring CC members to Moscow.213

Khrushchev’s opponents clearly believed that the military was 
implying the possible use of force. At the plenum, Saburov admitted 
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to saying at the Presidium, “today military offi cers, and tomorrow 
tanks,” implying that if they did not obey Zhukov’s oral demands, 
then violence would be next. Khrushchev corrected him: “You said 
it like this: I now see what kind of person you are; they came today, 
and then we will be encircled by the tanks.”214 On the afternoon of 
June 18, Zhukov fl atly stated, “The army will not support removals 
from the leadership of the CC.” Everyone exchanged glances, as this 
sounded like a threat.215

How Did Institutions Matter?

Institutions, although weak, were not entirely irrelevant. Both sides 
went to great lengths to try to convince the CC they were adhering 
more closely to the rules. When members of the anti-party group 
realized the game was up, they did not refuse to follow the decision 
for the sake of party unity.

Khrushchev did not use the most forceful option available to 
him. During a meeting with Suslov, Mukhitdinov, Zhukov, and 
Furtseva, Khrushchev asked whether he should fi ght back. Zhukov 
answered, “You do not need to leave the post of fi rst secretary. As 
for them, I will arrest them; everything is prepared.” Suslov was 
skeptical: “Arrest them for what? Moreover, what crimes could we 
accuse them of?”216 Serov recounted an exchange between Khru-
shchev and Zhukov on the second day of the Presidium proceed-
ings that suggested they were worried about acting too blatantly: 
“Then Khrushchev says that ‘recently Molotov called him and said 
why are tanks being mobilized at night.’ Zhukov replied to this, 
cursing, ‘This was done by the commander of the MVO [Mos-
cow Military Region], Colonel General Moskalenko, idiot, I al-
ready scolded him.’ Khrushchev also scolded Moskalenko, that he 
should not have done that.”217 In any case, both the Mukhitdinov 
and Serov accounts indicate that Khrushchev recognized that he 
was playing with fi re with regard to the rules and was reluctant to 
violate them too obviously. But the authority model still has more 
explanatory power, as Khrushchev very clearly broke all prior tra-
dition to achieve victory.

Y7973-Torigian.indb   81Y7973-Torigian.indb   81 11/19/21   12:51 PM11/19/21   12:51 PM



82 The Anti-Party Group

Implications

Khrushchev had indeed achieved a miraculous triumph. A major-
ity of the Presidium, including several legendary fi gures, had been 
overruled. For the fi rst and only time in Soviet history, the greatest 
criminals of the Stalin era had come as close as they ever would to a 
trial. Khrushchev could now pursue his own agenda without having 
to contend with the opinions of powerful men such as Molotov.

Yet the origin, course, and outcome of the crisis all demon-
strated the fundamental failure of the principle of collective leader-
ship. Khrushchev simply could not tolerate measured discussion of 
any policies. It was too hard not to interpret caveats or suggestions 
as anything more than an incipient challenge. What could have been 
measured discussions were transformed into warring platforms for 
the purposes of political struggle.

As this chapter demonstrates, understanding this story requires 
a sensitivity to both the broader political environment and Khru-
shchev’s style as a political leader. Khrushchev undoubtedly felt 
threatened by the possibility that individuals such as Molotov, whose 
authority was formidable, might make a bid for greater power. Rec-
ognizing the problems the USSR faced, Khrushchev also could have 
concluded that a powerful leader, unconstrained by expectations for 
deliberation, was necessary. Therefore, Khrushchev had reasons to 
believe that an aggressive posture of exclusion was appropriate.

Crucially, however, certain other fi gures not only hoped for 
collective leadership but believed that a consensus-based approach 
would benefi t them. Khrushchev’s choice was indeed a risky one. 
If Khrushchev had died after the purge of Beria, it is possible that 
 Malenkov would have survived as primus inter pares. However, we 
still have strong reasons to believe that collective leadership would 
have remained brittle—other potential competitors, like Khru-
shchev, might have seen similar reasons and opportunities to make 
a bid for autocrat.

When Khrushchev’s opponents fi nally decided to move against 
him, neither side could act in a way that truly followed party rules—
the rules were too inherently ambiguous. Khrushchev’s opponents 
could not arrest the Soviet leader’s destruction of collective leader-
ship without acting in a way that was at least somewhat “factional-
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ist.” To ensure ultimate victory, Khrushchev had to push the rules 
harder than the anti-party group had ever believed possible.

As will be described in the following chapters on China, the 
power struggles after the deaths of Stalin and Mao had striking par-
allels. In both cases, the new leadership was shaped more by consen-
sus on policy than differences, and the positions of competitors were 
often misrepresented to devastating effect. Historical antagonisms 
and mistrust had paramount implications. Leadership selection was 
not a democratic process but one marked by underhanded maneu-
vers. The ultimate arbiter of political power was universally seen as 
control over the power ministries.

Yet in one crucial respect, the Soviet Union and China were 
very different. In the Soviet Union, an attempt by the older genera-
tion, albeit with the support of younger leaders as well, to continue 
to play a prominent role was crushed. By the Twenty-Second Party 
Congress in 1961, only 0.6 percent of the delegates were considered 
“old guard.”218 In China, the Cultural Revolution was largely about 
forging and empowering a successor generation that would prove 
more “revolutionary” than the old comrades who had helped Mao 
found the PRC. Yet, paradoxically, in the Chinese case, it was mem-
bers of the revolutionary generation who reasserted their power 
over the benefi ciaries of the Cultural Revolution—a puzzle that will 
be explained in the following two chapters.
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C h a p t e r  f o u r

The Gang of Four

Introduction: Mao’s Legacy and the 
Chinese “Khrushchevites”

The Cultural Revolution was launched by Chairman 
Mao Zedong in part as a reaction to the story told in 
the previous chapters—Nikita Khrushchev’s defeat of 
his opponents and his ascension to the leadership of the 

CPSU. “Mao’s last revolution” explicitly targeted “Khru shchevs” 
taking over China.1 However, on October 6, 1976, less than a month 
after the death of Mao, four individuals inextricably tied to the 
Cultural Revolution, the so-called Gang of Four, were arrested in 
Beijing. To resist this act, the Gang’s allies in Shanghai prepared 
material for dissemination to the entire country “on how Khru-
shchev came to power.”2 But even Shanghai ultimately swallowed 
the decision. The offi cial Ninety Years of the Chinese Communist Party, 
published in 2016, describes the arrest of Jiang Qing, Zhang Chun-
qiao, Yao Wenyuan, and Wang Hongwen as an event that “saved 
the party, saved the nation, and saved China’s socialist development 
from disaster.”3

Pathbreaking work by Roderick MacFarquhar, Michael Schoen-
hals, Li Xun, Shi Yun, Li Danhui, Li Haiwen, and especially Freder-
ick C. Teiwes and Warren Sun and a large number of newly available 
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memoirs and original documents allow for a social-science interpre-
tation of this event that links historical evidence with theory. This 
chapter argues that politics at the end of the Cultural Revolution 
was not so much a grand struggle between two clear, mutually in-
compatible political visions in the hands of aggressive and defi ned 
groups as a court politics of push and pull, historical antagonisms, 
diffi cult personalities, underhanded political machinations of dubi-
ous legitimacy, and the threat of violence. For the fi rst time, this 
chapter will provide an analysis focused primarily on the Gang, in-
cluding their tactics, beliefs, and backgrounds. In other words, the 
chapter tries to answer the call to take Jiang Qing “seriously”—a 
rare approach in the study of Chinese elite politics.4

As in the Soviet chapters, the evidence in this chapter is cate-
gorized by whether it supports or detracts from two different con-
ceptualizations of politics. Hypothesis 1a predicts that the Gang 
lost because they failed to co-opt key groups within the leadership. 
This hypothesis is similar to the many offi cial Chinese accounts 
that claim that the Gang were highly aggressive and exclusionary. 
Evidence of the Gang’s great ambitions is certainly present in the 
historical record. However, this chapter will show that the Gang’s 
behavior included both aggression and co-optation. The Gang were 
far from relentlessly antagonistic, and primary sources suggest that 
on multiple occasions they extended olive branches to the old guard 
that had been purged during the earlier period of the Cultural Rev-
olution. Their most obviously aggressive behavior can almost al-
ways be blamed on Mao. Furthermore, the Gang, especially near the 
end of the Cultural Revolution, were not operating as a coordinated, 
close-knit faction. Ultimately, Hua Guofeng decided to reject the 
Gang’s hopes for a post-Mao collective leadership system.

Hypothesis 1a also predicts that the Gang had real policy differ-
ences with their enemies. While it would be a mistake to deny that 
the Gang were associated with “leftist” positions opposed by many 
among the elite, the evidence shows that the divisions were much 
less fundamental than is portrayed in offi cial accounts. The Cultural 
Revolution was primarily a political struggle about status and hierar-
chy, not about whether the system would be fundamentally changed. 
The Gang did not support anarchism, and they appreciated the im-
portance of economic development. The most famous theoretical 
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ideas associated with Zhang Chunqiao and Yao Wenyuan were not 
especially ambitious. In any case, the defeat of the Gang was not 
immediately characterized as the end of the Cultural Revolution but 
rather as one of its triumphs. The Gang had no real strong policy 
viewpoints of their own, and they were only carrying out whatever 
they thought Mao wanted.

Hypothesis 1b predicts that dispositional or sociological char-
acteristics constitute the Gang’s most important strengths and 
weaknesses. The evidence strongly supports this hypothesis. Mao 
probably would have preferred to nominate one of the Gang as his 
successor, and if he had done so, the ensuing power struggle would 
have probably been much more destabilizing or protracted. How-
ever, the Gang’s lack of major historical contributions to the party, 
their association with historical antagonisms created by the Cultural 
Revolution, and in some cases their gender or personal corruption 
meant that a clearly disappointed Mao understood that they would 
not last as his successor. These characteristics not only weakened 
their authority among the elite but made them vulnerable to com-
promising material. Their strongest asset was their connection to 
Mao—an asset that disappeared after Mao’s death.

Hypothesis 2a predicts that the removal of the Gang would take 
place in a single, defi ned selectorate according to established rules. 
Powerful evidence again indicates that which political body made the 
ultimate decision would have a crucial impact—Hua decided simply 
to have the Gang arrested because he was concerned that he did 
not have enough votes in the CC. By executing a fait accompli, Hua 
could force individuals who were skeptical about the decision to fall 
into line by using questionable evidence about the Gang. Choosing 
to arrest the Gang instead of solving the problem with a “meet-
ing,” Hua picked the less politically legitimate procedure because it 
promised a more predictable outcome.

Hypothesis 3a predicts that the threatened or actual use of force 
would have no independent effect outside the enforcement of a fully 
legitimate political decision. However, the evidence strongly con-
tradicts this assessment. Despite the Gang’s offi cial positions in the 
armed forces, they were obviously concerned that they lacked author-
ity in the PLA. To make up for this defi ciency, they tried to build up 
militia forces in Shanghai. The palace guard in the hands of Wang 
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Dongxing executed the plan to arrest the Gang even though there 
was no full Politburo vote, and the military served as a critical backup.

Hypothesis 1a versus 1b

Political Style

In July 1977, a party plenum fi nally approved Hua’s purge of the 
Gang (nine months after the arrest took place). The plenum’s offi -
cial statement accused the Gang of being a “counterrevolutionary 
conspiratorial clique” that sought to overthrow Hua Guofeng, Zhou 
Enlai, and a group of leading comrades.5 However, the evidence in 
this section provides a much more complicated picture. The Gang 
combined both exclusion and co-optation, or as it is called in Chi-
nese, “hitting” and “pulling,” and, generally, the “pulling” would be 
stronger unless Mao intervened. The historian Li Haiwen, an indi-
vidual who was close to Hua Guofeng and has no love for the Gang 
of Four, admits, “The ‘Gang of Four’ knew many high-ranking 
cadres were dissatisfi ed with them, and they knew that the masses 
were dissatisfi ed about the ‘Criticize Lin Biao and Confucius’ cam-
paign. They tried to pull this and that person, but they were not even 
able to pull over [the young Politburo member] Chen Guixian.”6

After the death of Minister of Defense Lin Biao in 1971, Mao 
sought to engineer a condominium between the old cadres and those 
individuals who had benefi ted from the Cultural Revolution. Mao 
believed that this was necessary to the future of the PRC because of 
the age of the old revolutionaries, including himself. In November 
1974, he said to Zhou Enlai, “Your health is not good; mine is also 
not good. Marshal Ye’s health is not good, Old Kang [Sheng]’s is not 
good, Liu Bocheng’s is not good, and Zhu De’s is also no good. It 
will be diffi cult.”7 By September 1975, he was even more direct: “We 
now have a leadership crisis.”8

In October 1971, Jiang Qing, Zhang Chunqiao, and Yao Wen-
yuan, as well as another key fi gure in the Cultural Revolution, Kang 
Sheng, met to discuss the implications of Mao’s decision to no longer 
attack the 1967 “February Adverse Current.” Mao’s act was highly 
signifi cant, as the “February Adverse Current” was a label used to at-
tack the behavior of the old revolutionaries who had  criticized some 
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elements of the Cultural Revolution. Jiang Qing said she disagreed 
with the decision and would express her opinion to Mao. Kang ar-
gued back, “But the Chairman did not blame us; why bring trouble 
upon ourselves?” Zhang Chunqiao agreed, “What Old Kang says 
is very reasonable; if we go to talk to the Chairman about it, it will 
seem like we have a problem about this issue.” In other words, at 
least Zhang did not believe that he should take the blame for the 
criticism. Even Jiang Qing tried to prove her innocence in the affair 
by seeking evidence that she never actually used the phrase “Febru-
ary Adverse Current.”9

The memoirs of the former Beijing party boss Wu De claim that 
the Gang did their best to frustrate rehabilitations in 1974 and 1975, 
but they were often outmaneuvered by Zhou Enlai.10 However, ac-
cording to another account, Zhou was often able to gain permission 
for some rehabilitations from the Politburo without anyone from 
the Gang actively interfering. When Zhou was persistent in the 
face of Jiang’s criticisms, she would ultimately accept his decision.11 
Whatever the Gang’s positions, however, many old revolutionaries 
returned to work, including Deng Xiaoping.

Powerful evidence also suggests that the Gang tried to seek 
a condominium with the rehabilitated cadres. In conversations 
with the American scholar Roxane Witke, Jiang Qing criticized 
 “ultra-leftism,” claimed to have opposed “unnecessary bloodshed,” 
and denounced the attacks on Zhou Enlai and the destruction of the 
offi ce of the British chargé d’affaires.12 Jiang Qing explicitly stated 
that “the leaders held no lasting grudges against such ‘tempered of-
fi cials,’ ” meaning the old revolutionaries who had been persecuted 
during the Cultural Revolution. According to Witke, Jiang Qing 
was even somewhat self-critical: “Justice was not always dispensed 
evenhandedly by persons who held power. . . . When the power 
to render justice was wrested from the hands of Chairman Mao 
and those closest to him, such comrades were wrongly attacked 
from both the right and the Ultra Left. . . . Both the Chairman and 
the Premier tried to protect those unfairly attacked. Despite their 
efforts, some fell under the impact of the Cultural Revolution.”13 
Jiang Qing told Witke that “fi ghting had its good points” but also 
noted that “open warfare” had eased, adding “cheerily” that this was 
“a good thing.”14 In June 1974, Jiang Qing told two writing groups 
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that “many problems can be solved through discussion,” and she 
referred to two dynasties that had triumphed in history because 
they were able to unite the most people. She argued that during 
the Qing dynasty, the father of the famous author Cao Xueqin was 
sent to the south to convince both young and old from the previous 
dynasty to join in a “united front.”15

Jiang Qing’s friendliness extended to high-ranking military fi g-
ures. At a large meeting with the Guangzhou leadership in the early 
1970s, she said that the Wuhan July 20 Incident of 1967, which had 
led to the purge of several key military leaders, had been a mistake, 
and she placed the blame on two former members of the Central 
Cultural Revolution Group. The vice commissar of the Guangzhou 
MR was moved by her comments.16 General Ding Sheng writes in 
his memoirs that Jiang tried to establish a personal relationship with 
him when he was commander of the Guangzhou MR.17 In January 
1975, during a meeting of the National People’s Congress (NPC), 
Jiang Qing visited the PLA delegates. When she met with Gen-
eral Liao Hansheng, a man who had been purged but rehabilitated, 
she shook his hand and said, “Ah, you suffered! But it made you 
 stronger” (哎呀，你吃苦了！不过，这也是受锻炼嘛). After shak-
ing hands with others present, Jiang returned to General Liao and 
said in a loud voice, “I protected both you and [General] Yang Yong.” 
In April 1976, Jiang had another encounter with General Liao when 
the Politburo summoned to Beijing members of the Jiangsu Party 
Committee and the Nanjing MR, where General Liao was com-
missar. Jiang criticized General Liao for “bullying” someone. When 
he became upset, someone at the meeting said, “She was just jok-
ing.” Then Jiang Qing changed her tune and said, “Ah, it was just a 
joke; we are old friends. Your unit fought very well in the battle of 
Shajiadian.”18

Wang Hongwen actively participated in the rehabilitation of 
old cadres.19 In January 1974, he gave a crucial speech to a study 
session that summarized and evaluated the Cultural Revolution. 
The report can be read as an olive branch to the old revolutionaries. 
Wang praised the Cultural Revolution for cultivating a new gener-
ation of successors and stated, “It should be said that old cadres are 
our party’s precious treasure; in the past they fought throughout 
the entire country and some were injured; but they did not believe 
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that this allowed them to separate from the masses, and they did not 
believe they could put on airs. Instead they actively participated in 
the Cultural Revolution. When they discovered their shortcomings 
and mistakes, they conducted self-criticisms and made contributions 
to the Cultural Revolution. There are more than one or two such 
old cadres; there is a whole group of them.” Wang also had words 
of advice for younger cadres: “Now young cadres must be humble 
and careful, and they must not be arrogant or shake their tails; they 
must respect the old cadres and study the old cadres.”20 Wang deeply 
respected many old cadres, especially those in the military. He re-
peatedly tried to see his old commander, the military theorist Song 
Shilun, but Song refused to meet him.21

The Gang’s relationship with Zhou Enlai now seems to have 
been more complicated than earlier appreciated. At the beginning 
of the Cultural Revolution, Jiang Qing and the Premier were excep-
tionally close. Wang Dongxing, former head of the Central Party Of-
fi ce, later remarked, “The relationship between Jiang Qing and the 
Premier was rather close, it was not ordinary; his relationship with 
her was different from that of other leaders.” Zhou even told Jiang 
Qing that “the Chairman and Vice Chairman Lin take the helm, 
and they will set the course, while we will take care of the practical 
work.22 Zhou played a critical role in building up Jiang’s authority; 
in turn, Jiang warned others not to attack Zhou.23 According to the 
memoirs of Qi Benyu, a member of the Central Cultural Revolu-
tion Group, Zhou and Jiang Qing agreed more than 80 percent of 
the time during the early period of the Cultural Revolution.24 Zhou 
treated Jiang so courteously that he once even stopped a Politburo 
meeting to address her complaint that her toilet seat was too cold.25

But by the end of the Mao years, their relationship was certainly 
not friendly, and Zhou clearly felt threatened. When he was head-
ing into surgery for the fourth time in September 1975, he signed 
a document rejecting that he was a traitor, and he told his wife that 
he was not a member of the “surrender faction.” In November 1975, 
he dictated a statement affi rming his loyalty to Mao, the party, and 
the people, and, once again, he denied he was a member of the “sur-
render faction.”26

However, when Jiang Qing did level serious attacks against 
Zhou after Mao turned on him in 1973, Wang Hongwen tried to 
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remain neutral, and sometimes he even tried to calm her down.27 
In 1972, when Zhou went to repair his watch in Shanghai, Wang 
brought him a tray of watches to pick a new one.28 Similarly, Zhang 
Chunqiao avoided creating the impression that he was competing 
with Zhou Enlai to be the primary mentor to Wang, who at the 
time of the Tenth Party Congress was still Mao’s most likely suc-
cessor. Zhang declined to outwardly express his support for Wang, 
and he also turned down the task of writing the Tenth Party Con-
gress political report, in which he would have had to discuss Wang 
at length. Speaking of Zhou, Zhang said, “The Premier understands 
the writings in a number of countries; only he can organize the 
translation of documents. Even if I were to spend my life studying, I 
would never be able to achieve his erudition, experiences, capability, 
and character; you have to respect him. . . . Some people say that I, 
Zhang Chunqiao, want to grasp this and that, as if I were ambitious, 
but actually, if I have any ambition, my life’s greatest ambition is to 
write a biography of Mao Zedong.” According to Zhang’s daughter, 
Zhang Chunqiao told Zhou Enlai, “The Duke of Zhou supported 
the king [referencing support of Wang Hongwen as Mao’s succes-
sor]; the credit all went to the Duke of Zhou; why don’t you be the 
Duke of Zhou[?]”29

Conventional accounts generally claim that the “Criticize Lin 
Biao and Confucius” campaign was engineered by the Gang and di-
rected at Zhou Enlai. Yet the humiliating criticisms of Zhou within 
the party elite in late 1973 were related to the Chairman’s own fi rm 
belief that Zhou was skeptical of the Cultural Revolution and that 
a great number of old cadres supported the Premier.30 The public 
“Criticize Lin Biao and Confucius” campaign was the result of state-
ments by Mao.31 Signifi cantly, individuals involved in the campaign 
deny that it was targeted against Zhou Enlai.32 In any case, the orga-
nizers of the 1980 trial against the Gang decided that this campaign 
could not be blamed entirely on Jiang Qing or the others.33

At Zhou’s funeral on January 10, 1976, Zhang Chunqiao osten-
tatiously embraced Zhou’s widow, Deng Yingchao, and she held his 
hand for a prolonged period of time. Zhang’s action was broadcast 
on television, and Deng Yingchao believed that Zhang was mak-
ing some kind of gesture.34 According to one investigator, during 
postarrest investigations, the Gang fl atly disavowed that they had 
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 opposed Zhou. Wang Hongwen said, “I absolutely would not op-
pose Premier Zhou.”35 Jiang Qing told a criticism group after her 
arrest, “I always respected the Premier.”36

Relations between the Gang and Ye Jianying, a key elder who 
held much sway in the military, were also more complicated than 
previously understood. In January 1976, Ye told a friend and col-
league that Jiang had stated at several Politburo meetings that she 
had two enemies: Deng and Ye.37 But Jiang seems to have combined 
pressure with outreach. Jiang invited Ye to events, visited him at his 
home, and even sent him a photograph.38 One of Ye’s family mem-
bers told the historian Ye Yonglie that, as late as 1976, when Ye was 
feigning to be sick, Jiang called to invite him to a meal, leading Ye to 
say, “Oh, it’s that ‘three drops of water [Jiang Qing]’ again; she wants 
to pull me to her side [想拉我一把]!”39

The relationship between Ye and Wang Hongwen is particu-
larly signifi cant. When Zhou Enlai communicated Mao’s intention 
to make Wang Hongwen a vice premier, Ye strongly supported his 
decision: “When we were army commanders and division com-
manders, some were not even twenty years old; now Comrade 
Wang Hongwen is already thirty-eight, and I support Chairman 
Mao’s nomination.”40 Ye not only constantly invited Wang to drink 
but also sometimes asked other high-ranking generals to party with 
Wang as well.41 Wang sent Ye quails, and Ye told an old colleague in 
January 1976, “Wang Hongwen is always asking me to go hunting 
and fi shing; he has two feet on two different ships. It’s possible he is 
putting out feelers; he is different from the other three.”42

Nor does Jiang seem to have actively opposed Deng Xiaoping’s 
rehabilitation, getting along with him passably until at least Octo-
ber 1974.43 In March 1976, she claimed that when Deng returned 
to work, “at fi rst he was very good” to her: “In fact, I thought that 
Deng Xiaoping was a reasonable person, someone with whom 
one could have a heart-to-heart.”44 Curiously, in 1984, Hu Yao-
bang told the famous martial arts novelist Jin Yong that when Jiang 
Qing, then in prison, saw Deng on television, she said, “I never had 
any big differences with Deng Xiaoping, just differences on some 
small issues.”45

In response to the announcement in March 1973 that Deng 
would return to work, the telegram affi rming the decision sent 
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from Shanghai to the party center referred to Deng’s relationship 
with the disgraced Liu Shaoqi. Zhang Chunqiao was furious, saying 
to  the  Shanghai leadership, “What the hell were you doing? You 
even raised the issue of his being a capitalist headquarters conspira-
tor. . . . You are truly stupid; couldn’t you have just written a telegram 
simply affi rming support of the decision? Deng himself will see it; 
what will he think when he sees it?”46

Deng and Jiang did clash in October 1974 during the so-called 
Fengqing Incident. The Fengqing was a domestically produced ship, 
but on its maiden voyage, the ship’s political commissar wrote a 
 report in favor of imported ships. At a Politburo meeting, Jiang 
 demanded that Deng express his position on her criticism of the 
report. Deng, who had not yet expressed an opinion either way, did 
not appreciate the pressure and lost his temper. In response, Wang 
Hongwen traveled to Wuhan to warn Mao about Deng’s behavior.47 
Offi cial Chinese accounts portray this act as a conspiracy by the 
Gang against Deng. Teiwes and Sun, however, strongly qualify the 
event. First, the incident was not planned beforehand by the Gang, 
and both sides were probably surprised by the outcome of the meet-
ing. Second, Deng’s behavior raised questions about his loyalty to 
the Cultural Revolution, which suggests the Gang were acting de-
fensively. Third, Wang’s trip to Wuhan probably had limited goals—
alerting Mao to Deng’s behavior—and was probably the result of 
“pique and frustration,” as opposed to a real plan to remove Deng. 
The Gang already knew that Mao had made a decision on Deng’s 
promotion. Moreover, “it quickly blew over as an issue.” Fourth, the 
event was probably about personalities—the two “steel factories,” 
Deng and Jiang.48

After the Fengqing Incident, the Gang showed an understand-
ing that they needed to co-opt more members of the Politburo, in 
particular by ensuring their participation in the study sessions in-
tended to affi rm the legacy of the Cultural Revolution. That task 
became especially important in 1975, when Deng Xiaoping started 
making serious progress rectifying some of the worst problems 
caused by the Cultural Revolution. On April 8, 1975, Jiang invited 
Su Zhenhua, Politburo member and commissar of the navy, to her 
home at Diaoyutai and told him, “Recently, I discussed matters with 
Wang Hongwen; we split up to meet with different members of 
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the  Politburo to discuss the issue of leadership; I am in charge of 
meeting with Comrades [Ji] Dengkui, [Chen] Xilian, and you. Com-
rade Hongwen will meet with the old comrades and young com-
rades on the Politburo.” In other words, Jiang’s mission was to win 
over the midgeneration Cultural Revolution benefi ciaries who were 
not closely tied to the Gang, while Wang Hongwen was assigned to 
work on the older and younger generations. Jiang told Su that she 
was dissatisfi ed with Deng for two reasons: fi rst, she disagreed with 
China’s policy toward Japan and Portugal; and second, she was upset 
Deng had told her that the General Staff was too busy to create the 
material and maps she wanted to study the “international situation.” 
Jiang remarked, “The Chairman says Comrade Xiaoping is easy to 
work with when his line is correct, but he is diffi cult to cooperate 
with when his line is incorrect. [Deng] previously committed the 
error of making his own independent kingdom.” She encouraged Su 
to participate in selecting for publication Mao’s theoretical articles 
on the dictatorship of the proletariat from the First to the Third 
International and to fi nd relevant quotes from Marx, Engels, and 
Lenin. After Su refused, Jiang sent Su a poem and three pieces of 
study materials. On April 14, Wang Hongwen met with Politburo 
members Su Zhenhua, Ni Zhifu, and Wu Guixian and made similar 
requests. Although Su rejected the approach and even reported these 
two conversations to Zhou Enlai, Deng Xiaoping, and Ye Jianying, 
the conversations did demonstrate that the Gang were attempting 
to win over other members of the Politburo.49

At about the same time that Jiang and Wang were meeting with 
Politburo members, an ideological study campaign began. This 
campaign coincided with when Deng began his rectifi cation efforts. 
Mao’s purpose was to guarantee the historical legacy of the Cul-
tural Revolution while moving away from it in practice. Elements 
of this campaign, especially an article written by Yao Wenyuan and 
a speech by Zhang Chunqiao on political work in the military, in-
cluded criticism of “empiricism,” which had often been interpreted 
to mean an attack on old cadres.

However, the implications of this campaign should not be over-
stated. According to one party historian, Wang Hongwen believed 
that the criticism of empiricism was only intended to warn (敲打) 
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those old revolutionaries who were dissatisfi ed with the Cultural 
Revolution.50 Zhu Yongjia, a Shanghai intellectual, believes that the 
campaign was not an attack on Deng but rather a result of Mao’s 
desire for a study of ideology to run parallel with Deng’s practical 
rectifi cation efforts.51 Moreover, Zhang Chunqiao’s speech included 
praise of the old revolutionaries: “I think that we have so many old 
comrades; they have rich experience.” Zhang seems to have been 
making the case that the old revolutionaries needed to study Mao’s 
directives and affi rm the Cultural Revolution, not that the old revo-
lutionaries were inherently problematic.52

Why did the relationship between Deng and the Gang deteri-
orate in 1975 and 1976? Teiwes and Sun conclude, “From Jiang’s 
perspective, despite her earlier support (based on the fact that she 
understood Mao’s backing of Deng), Deng had betrayed her in the 
spring by somehow getting the Chairman’s ear and turning him 
against her.”53 Even Ye blamed Deng for being too aggressive in 
1975, when his rectifi cation attempts went too fast and incurred 
Mao’s wrath: “This person is always like that; he is presumptuous 
[自以为是], he does not listen to the opinions of other people, he 
likes to take over the world by himself, and he does not stop until he 
hits a wall.”54 When Deng refused to write a history of the Cultural 
Revolution, Zhou asked him, “Couldn’t you just be a little concil-
iatory?” (你就不能忍一忍?).55 In December 1975, Wang Hongwen 
did not criticize Deng for rehabilitating old cadres but rather for not 
supporting younger cadres.56

Crucially, Mao’s turn against Deng in 1975 was probably due 
not to the Gang’s machinations but to those by Mao’s nephew Mao 
Yuanxin—as well as those by an even more surprising individual, Li 
Xiannian, an “old comrade” who had survived most of the Cultural 
Revolution by convincing Mao of his support for the movement. 
According to the Shanghai politician Xu Jingxian, around the time 
of Chinese National Day (October 1, 1975), after a meeting with 
foreign dignitaries Li had brought to meet Mao, Li complained to 
the Chairman that Deng was not talking enough about the Cultural 
Revolution. Li’s warning allegedly deeply concerned Mao.57 One 
senior party historian interviewed for this book argues that Xu’s 
story is partly corroborated by the offi cial Chronology of Mao Zedong, 
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which confi rms that Li spoke with Mao on October 19 after they 
met with the wife of the president of Mali. This was the fi rst time 
Mao expressed worries about Deng’s actions.58

Despite setbacks for Jiang Qing in the summer of 1975, when 
Deng’s power started to be felt, she still signaled friendly intentions 
to the old revolutionaries. On a trip to Xiyang in September 1975, 
she continued to interrupt a speech by Deng, saying, “Vice Chair-
man Deng was sent here personally by Chairman Mao” and “the 
Chairman wants Vice Chairman Deng to say a few words.”59 On 
September 17, 1975, Jiang said, “The Chairman says as long as they 
are not Kuomintang members, we must unite with them. Even if 
they are KMT members who surrendered to the Chinese Com-
munist Party, we must unite with them.”60 Next fall, on a trip to 
Tsing hua University, Jiang stated, “During the Cultural Revolution, 
the Premier wanted to defend XXX [name redacted], but his words 
had no effect, so he had Old Kang [Sheng] come fi nd me and I 
 approved it. During the Cultural Revolution, Red Guard Kuai Dafu 
and  others wanted to engage in anarchism, and they collected a lot 
of material; I told them that I did not believe their material.”61

The limited extent of the Gang’s direct attacks on Deng is re-
vealed by a phone call that Zhang Chunqiao made to Ye Jianying 
after Deng came under attack. In response to Zhang’s criticism of 
Deng, Ye said, “You all say that this and that is a problem; why didn’t 
you say anything at the time? Saying it now, aren’t you intentionally 
trying to cause harm?”62 In other words, Zhang’s criticisms of Deng 
before Deng was in trouble were probably limited.

Even after Deng’s political position started to collapse, the Gang 
made signs that they were willing to recognize some of the mis-
takes of the Cultural Revolution. In November 1975, Yao Wenyuan 
told the leadership of Red Flag (a Chinese theoretical journal under 
the party CC), “The socialist new things that have appeared since 
the Cultural Revolution may have some defi ciencies; it is necessary 
to review them and during the path ahead gradually remove these 
defi ciencies.” Yao affi rmed that the policy of “treating the sickness 
to save the patient” should be applied to both new and old cadres 
who had made mistakes. Yao called for unifying with 95 percent.63 In 
February 1976, when Yao Wenyuan was presented with the choice 
of either explicitly criticizing Deng by name or only making indirect 
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criticisms in the Chinese media, Yao chose the latter option.64 Dur-
ing that same month, Jiang Qing told General Ding Sheng, “some 
people oppose Chairman Mao; you old comrades have to protect 
Chairman Mao,” thus implying that Deng was different from other 
old comrades.65

In March 1976, during a meeting with regional political and 
military leaders, Jiang apologized for some of the excesses of the 
Cultural Revolution:

Our Chairman said that 70 percent of the Cultural Revolu-
tion was good and 30 percent was bad. I said this last time, 
and I won’t repeat it. I will think more about the 30 percent; 
you comrades who were attacked should think more about 
the 70 percent. The Chairman says that the 30 percent must 
also be treated objectively [三也要一分为二]. With regard 
to the 30 percent, originally I had thought that it simply was 
not my fault. Knocking down everything, doubting every-
thing, I sent Chairman Mao a report; those were [the ideas 
of] Tao Zhu [former Central Cultural Revolution Group ad-
viser]; also the State Council had a document saying people 
should be burned to a crisp at every level [层层烧透]. At that 
time Wang [Li], Guan [Feng], and Qi [Benyu] [all members 
of the Central Cultural Revolution Group] wanted to use 
this [document]. I sent a report to the Chairman, but the 
Chairman said not to use it; it was necessary to defend the 
Premier and Vice Premier. I simply had nothing to do with 
all-out civil war. . . . After the Chairman’s analysis, I then 
thought that even though it was not my fault, it had oc-
curred during the Cultural Revolution, I was fi rst vice head 
of the Central Cultural Revolution Group, so it was neces-
sary to think about the experiences and lessons.

Jiang also blamed Deng for implying that she was opposed to old 
cadres: “[Deng] fomented discord while executing all of the policies 
set forth by the Chairman. He said that each campaign hurt those 
old workers with experience, hurt those cadres with experience. . . . 
He engaged in inciting people against each other, and he created ru-
mors and engaged in libel.” Jiang hinted that she did not believe that 
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the removal of Deng should entail a major purge, stating that she 
did not believe that people, “including some of his old comrades,” 
would follow Deng.66

During that same month, two articles appeared in Wenhui bao 
that were interpreted as Gang of Four attacks on the late Zhou En-
lai. However, a former journalist at the newspaper provides evidence 
that this was a misinterpretation based on mistakes caused by the 
newspaper staff. According to his account, the Gang even subse-
quently increased their control over the paper to ensure that no 
more mistakes created similar misunderstandings.67

On October 1, again at Tsinghua University, Jiang once again 
blamed the early excesses of the Cultural Revolution on other in-
dividuals. She emphasized the importance of acknowledging the 
mistakes of the Cultural Revolution: “Here I will only talk about 
its shortcomings, and I will have other people talk about its achieve-
ments.” Jiang remarked that even if she had not committed mis-
takes, she was willing to research and acknowledge the problems 
of the campaign: “Even if they were not done by us, it is necessary 
to regard them as an experience; you should all do a good job of 
reviewing them.”68

On the same day, at Tsinghua’s agriculture satellite campus, 
Jiang blamed the 1967 slogan “grab a small handful in the military,” 
which had caused widespread instability in the PLA, on Chen Boda, 
former formal head of the Central Cultural Revolution Group. Ac-
cording to Jiang, she had opposed the slogan, characterizing it as 
“destroying our Great Wall.” Jiang stated, “Old cadres are a trea-
sure. . . . The Chairman said that it was necessary to have mercy on 
the leftist rebels because the old have all the power; the leftist rebels 
do not. . . . The Chairman wanted to protect both, suggesting com-
bining old, middle, and young. Deng Xiaoping wanted old, old, old; 
he did not understand the objective rules of life; as soon as a person 
is born they contain the cause of their death.”69 In other words, Jiang 
was not arguing for the elimination of the old cadres but calling for 
their help to ensure a stable succession that included the benefi cia-
ries of the Cultural Revolution.

The Gang’s attitude toward Hua Guofeng, who became Acting 
Premier in February 1976 and, therefore, Mao’s designated succes-
sor, was also mixed. Hua told a colleague in 1999 that the Gang 
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both attacked him and tried to win him over (又打又拉).70 In 1985, 
on multiple occasions, Hua told a historian that it took him time to 
understand the nature of the Gang (有一个认识过程).71

The Gang were certainly not especially close to Hua. At a Polit-
buro meeting on May 31, 1976, when Jiang Qing criticized the cre-
ation of a fertilizer factory in Daqing, Hua noted that the decision 
had been approved by Mao. Zhang Chunqiao said, “I simply oppose 
this technique of yours; at every turn you use Chairman Mao to put 
pressure on us!”72 Mao’s nephew Mao Yuanxin told the authorities 
in 1980 that Hua did not shake Jiang Qing’s hand at Mao’s funeral, 
leading her, perhaps in a fi t of pique, to say, “Who acknowledges he 
is the Chairman? It has not yet been determined who the Chairman 
is. . . . It is necessary to look a bit [还要看一看].”73

Ultimately, however, the weight of evidence suggests that the 
Gang planned to support Hua, although they expected that he 
would consider their concerns. In other words, they looked forward 
to collective leadership. In September 1976, Zhang Chunqiao told 
Wang Hongwen’s secretary, “The Chairman is no longer around; it 
looks like in the future it is only possible to rely on collective lead-
ership.”74 After Mao’s funeral, Yao Wenyuan ordered that television 
footage and photographs should not focus too much on any one 
person but instead should “emphasize collective leadership.”75 On 
September 21, Zhang Chunqiao told Xu Jingxian, one of the leaders 
in Shanghai, “In the future, work will meet some diffi culties; mainly 
collective [leadership] will be relied upon.”76

But collective leadership did not mean undermining Hua Guo-
feng. A document written by Zhang Chunqiao in early 1976 is often 
used as evidence that Zhang was unhappy when Hua was installed 
as Acting Premier. However, in 2015, the Chinese historian Li Xun 
revealed that this document was a draft of a letter sent to Xiao Mu, 
one of Zhang’s colleagues in Shanghai. The letter contained the 
phrase “exchanging the old symbol for a plum,” which Xiao inter-
preted as meaning that “this new plum Hua Guofeng has replaced 
the old symbol Deng Xiaoping; do you not see that the situation 
is  getting better?” In other words, the letter was interpreted to 
mean the exact opposite of what was intended. Xiao also overheard 
Zhang telling Xu Jingxian to improve the economic situation in 
Shanghai, which Xiao interpreted as Zhang asking Xu to help Hua.77 
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According to Xiao, on February 3, Zhang told him, “After Deng 
Xiaoping has fallen, it appears the big struggle has passed. In both 
peaceful and coercive times, sometimes it is tense, sometimes less so 
[文武之道，一张一弛]. After some unfi nished matters of struggling, 
criticizing, and changing, next will be the issue of doing construction 
well. Chairman Mao’s plans [meaning making Hua Acting Premier] 
means it is possible to achieve true unity and victory.”78

Zhang explicitly called on his colleagues in Shanghai to support 
Hua. In February 1976, Zhang told Ma Tianshui, another Shang-
hai leader, “Now Comrade Guofeng just started to come out and 
manage work; it is necessary to support him; I cannot go back [to 
Shanghai].” Ma Tianshui referred to this event on October 12, 1976, 
after the Gang’s arrest, when he tried to explain to Hua Guofeng, 
“We believed that [Zhang] stood on the same side as Comrade Guo-
feng.”79 At a Politburo meeting two days after Mao’s death, Jiang 
called for removing Deng from the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP). When Ye countered by saying that the most important task 
at hand was unity, Zhang Chunqiao and Yao Wenyuan repeatedly 
responded, “Yes, yes, yes!”80 According to an account by a family 
member of Ye, Wang Hongwen and Zhang Chunqiao agreed with 
Ye Jianying’s assertion that the most important goal at the time was 
to unite under Hua Guofeng.81

On October 10, after the Gang were arrested, People’s Daily pub-
lished an editorial stating that “anyone who engages in revisionism, 
splittism, or conspiracies is doomed to fail.” Some of the Shanghai 
leadership, including Xu Jingxian and Wang Xiuzhen, believed that 
the editorial was criticizing Hua Guofeng and that the Gang were 
on the same side as Hua.82 When Xu arrived in Beijing, he was not 
convinced by the evidence presented to him that allegedly showed 
that the Gang were plotting against Hua.83

Jiang Qing, despite her harassment of Hua at Politburo meet-
ings, also seems to have generally supported Hua. At a Politburo 
meeting soon after Mao’s death, Jiang said that everyone should 
unite and work together and that if anyone damaged the unity, they 
would be forced to leave.84 At Tsinghua University on October 1, 
when a reporter tried to take her picture, Jiang said, “Don’t hurt 
by trying to help [你们不要帮倒忙]; it is necessary to protect the 
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unity of the party center; comrade Hua Guofeng is the fi rst vice 
chairman of the party and premier of the State Council; this was 
suggested by the Chairman. The Chairman spoke very clearly; don’t 
you understand?”85

The most aggressive of the Gang’s behavior was when they 
acted according to how they understood Mao’s wishes. At times the 
Gang certainly went farther than Mao had intended, such as their 
characterizing the criticism of Zhou Enlai as the eleventh line strug-
gle (meaning a fundamental contradiction, like how previous clashes 
had been characterized) in 1973, adding “using the back door” to the 
“Criticize Lin Biao and Confucius” campaign in 1974, and their the-
oretical attack on “empiricism” in early 1975. However, throughout 
the Cultural Revolution, the Gang’s behavior was generally a reac-
tion to comments made by Mao, and the Chairman’s criticism of the 
Gang was over details, not over the basic nature of their actions.86

Jiang did use the Cultural Revolution to indulge in some 
grudges, but these acts did not target major party fi gures. The histo-
rian of the Cultural Revolution Wang Nianyi writes, “Lin and Jiang 
certainly did bad things during the Cultural Revolution, but they 
were all done under Mao’s ‘great strategic deployment.’ . . . With 
regard to arresting a maid or arresting a chef, these were little cases 
of mischief [小打小闹], and they did not determine the course of the 
Cultural Revolution.”87 During the trial against the Gang, no evi-
dence was found that Jiang was personally responsible for directly 
ordering anyone to be physically persecuted or killed.88

Holding the Gang exclusively responsible for the excesses of the 
Cultural Revolution is not entirely fair. For example, new evidence 
now shows the extent to which Zhou Enlai in particular played an 
enormous role in the persecution of high-ranking cadres. Zhou con-
trolled the infamous “special case groups,” and he refused to defend 
major party fi gures such as Marshal He Long.89 Jiang hinted at this 
fact when she complained to her lawyers that she was not in charge 
of the “special case groups” but that, according to the charges, it 
looked like it was her.90 In fact, during her trial, Jiang said that the 
reversal of the verdicts on Liu Shaoqi and Peng Zhen was “oppos-
ing Premier Zhou.”91 While preparing for the trial of the Gang, 
Peng, who knew that Zhou signed many documents approving 
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 persecution, somewhat lamely said that Zhou was a case of “good 
people making mistakes,” while the case of the Gang was “bad peo-
ple doing bad things.”92

Policy

To what extent did real policy differences determine the Gang’s 
fate? The Cultural Revolution is often described as a radical at-
tempt to change the very nature of human society, but by its end, 
it had  morphed primarily into an extension of Mao’s fear about 
his own historical reputation after his death.93 Given the absolute 
dominance of Mao, the Gang did not dare develop their own policy 
agenda. Politics were fundamentally not conducive to real policy 
formulation or debate.

To understand the limited import of policy differences at the 
end of the Mao years requires an appreciation of the extent to which 
the political model of the early years of the Cultural Revolution 
had already been rejected. As one major Chinese historian writes, 
“Although in the press there were numerous articles about the vic-
tory of the Cultural Revolution, in his heart Mao Zedong knew that 
his original intention of the Cultural Revolution had as a whole 
failed.”94 In November 1975, as mentioned earlier, Mao himself had 
admitted that the Cultural Revolution was 30 percent wrong.95

One of the key elements of the Cultural Revolution was the idea 
that the masses would have the right to criticize cadres. However, 
practically speaking, the period in which the masses had the ability 
to make decisions about cadres ended in 1967, when the Revolu-
tionary Committees were established.96 The period of “great de-
mocracy” ended in 1968 as people faced intense pressure to ensure 
that their thinking was in accordance with the offi cial line.97 In An-
drew Walder’s words, “A campaign that began by encouraging stu-
dents and workers to challenge bureaucratic authority ended in an 
orgy of repression conducted by a newly militarized bureaucracy.”98

But even during the most radical part of the Cultural Revolu-
tion, the system itself was never challenged. The leftist rebels “did 
not criticize the cadres as a group, and even more so they were not 
criticizing the whole system. . . . [They] primarily understood the 
campaign based on their own experiences and situation, and, there-
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fore, many personal grudges could be involved.”99 In fact, the “rebel 
workers did not address more general political issues with respect 
to the relationship of labor to the state or the vital issue of class 
relations in Chinese socialism.”100 Xu Youyu writes that the primary 
reason the leftist rebels criticized cadres was because they opposed 
Mao or because they were engaged in revisionism, while “bureau-
crats enjoying privileges or repressing the masses were only a sec-
ondary reason.”101

The Cultural Revolution was less a fi ght against such privileges 
and more a fi ght over a cadre’s personal history, especially a history 
from before the revolution. Li Xun concludes that the campaign 
“very quickly moved away from the possibility of criticizing the sys-
tem and became purely political criticism. With regard to criticizing 
the ‘capitalist’ faction, the simplest and most direct method was to 
look for problems in the cadres’ political history, to use ‘historical 
problems’ to tarnish them. . . . The criticism of cadres’ bureaucrat-
ism, special privileges, and habit of separating from the masses, or in 
other words, monitoring the power of the cadres, actually became of 
secondary importance.”102

The Cultural Revolution, in other words, only removed the spe-
cial privileges of those who had been overthrown. For those who re-
mained in power, the privileges of status remained the same. Leftist 
rebels who quickly climbed the ranks soon began to enjoy the perks 
of their new lifestyles.103 As the Cultural Revolution historian Yin 
Hongbiao demonstrates, the party directed the masses away from 
criticizing bureaucratic perks and instead to emphasizing struggle 
within the party. Individuals who sought to construct a different 
society were labeled extreme leftists and were repressed.104 Zhang 
Chunqiao harshly, but ineffectively, scolded the leftist rebels for 
leading corrupt lives so soon after seizing power.105 These dynamics 
are probably what led the major revolutionary elder Chen Yun in 
November 1981 to discount the ideological aspect of the Cultural 
Revolution, characterizing it as a “political struggle” used by con-
spirators.106 One of the key reasons that the Red Guards, especially 
those in Beijing, lost faith in Mao was because they started to believe 
that the Cultural Revolution was just a “palace struggle.”107

Even the famous 1967 January Revolution that saw the fall of the 
Shanghai Party Committee fi t unclearly in the Cultural Revolution’s 
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ideology. Zhang Chunqiao originally intended to write a “January 
Revolution Summary” to justify the event theoretically. However, 
the intense factional infi ghting soon led the regime to emphasize 
unity, and Zhang never wrote the piece. In other words, the Shang-
hai experience never gained the explicit ideological justifi cation nec-
essary to become an important model for future reference.108

By the end of the Cultural Revolution, even Mao himself ex-
plicitly criticized “doubting everything” and “knocking down every-
thing.” After 1970, the Chairman no longer talked about “democ-
racy”; instead, he focused on “the dictatorship of the proletariat.”109 
According to a document delineating Mao’s directives between No-
vember 1975 and January 1976, he called for the current campaign 
to be restricted to universities and not to affect industry, agriculture, 
commerce, or the military. Mao described the Red Guards such as 
Kuai Dafu and Nie Yuanzi as “anarchists,” and he emphasized the 
importance of party leadership. Now “old comrades” would not be 
purged, and instead they would be “given a heads-up” and “helped.” 
In other words, Mao was rejecting the core elements of the Cultural 
Revolution. According to Shi Yun and Li Danhui, when Mao was 
emphasizing the “70 percent” correct part of the Cultural Revolu-
tion, in actuality he “only meant the later revolution in education 
and a few leftover superfi cial ideological elements.”110

The Cultural Revolution, moreover, was not about economic 
principles. Leftist rebels avoided making materialist demands be-
cause they were worried that they would appear to be rebelling for 
selfi sh reasons.111 In the words of the party historians Shi Yun and Li 
Danhui, “With regard to economic work, Mao Zedong did not have 
any special interest, and the Jiang Qing clique was also unwilling to 
take on this thankless burden that required a great effort.”112 The 
late Chinese politician Deng Liqun argued that the Cultural Revo-
lution was “supposed to solve ideological problems,” as opposed to 
economic ones, which in Mao’s view had already been solved.113

The Gang were often accused of having no interest in “pro-
duction,” referring to economic work in general. Yet members of 
the Gang often denied that they opposed “production,” and they 
blamed shortages on sabotage caused by old cadres who opposed 
the Cultural Revolution. Early during the Cultural Revolution, 
Zhang Chunqiao demonstrated that he understood that any delays 
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in production would hurt the campaign: “Chairman Mao sent us to 
Shanghai; as soon as we arrived, we felt that the economic situation 
was serious. The CC did not expect it would have reached such a 
serious of a level. . . . If this situation continues, it will create an 
extremely large obstacle to deepening the Cultural Revolution.”114 
Zhang believed that leftist rebels should not be involved in spe-
cifi c decisions and concrete policy work; instead, they should limit 
 themselves to criticism and monitoring. For Zhang, “seizing power” 
meant seizing power to hold the cadres accountable, not to run the 
economy.115

Zhang Chunqiao was no anarchist. In February 1967, he stated 
that the idea of “doubting everything, knocking down everything” 
was “reactionary.”116 At about the same time, he criticized the idea 
that “we can do without leading cadres”—“if we turn a city such 
as Shanghai or a province such as Jiangsu over to workers, they 
would fi nd it very diffi cult to manage because of their lack of ex-
perience.” Moreover, the “power seizures” were largely the result 
of the chaos and the need to restore order and production.117 Soon 
after the January Revolution, when leftist rebels took over Shanghai, 
Zhang sought to enlist old cadres such as Ma Tianshui to help with 
production: “It really is necessary for old cadres who understand the 
situation to come grasp work a bit.”118

Late in the Cultural Revolution, even after criticizing Deng, 
Zhang made comments that displayed his pragmatism. In Decem-
ber 1975, he attacked a local Shanghai offi cial who had complained 
about the “Criticize Lin Biao and Confucius” campaign being shut 
down too quickly. Zhang took responsibility and asked, “Do we not 
have enough lessons in this regard?”119 In June 1976, Zhang gave 
a speech in which he emphasized that making class struggle a part 
of work entailed “never causing work stoppages or delays.” In the 
same speech, he criticized leaders who did nothing to stop the chaos 
and who arrested enemies who were affecting production, thus 
failing to “use the party organization as a castle for doing battle” 
(发挥不出党组织是战斗堡垒的作用). In Zhang’s mind, leaders 
should dare to “execute dictatorship” over bad people who dam-
aged production. Moreover, although Zhang urged that ideologi-
cal study was still an important element, he emphasized the impor-
tance of leadership (as opposed to the masses), and he demanded 
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that, even when dealing with enemy cadres, “one cannot rush to 
deal with them; it is necessary to fi rst get permission.” In words that 
sound nothing like a radical, Zhang said, “But even in conditions in 
which the main trends are good, there will still be some problems; 
these problems must be solved and cannot be ignored, such as the 
spread of anarchism that causes effi ciency to be low or causes delays, 
leading to a year’s worth of projects not completed. . . . When we 
are criticizing the mistake of using production to suppress politics, 
cadres absolutely must not because of this give up on production.”120

These comments were not limited to Zhang. On October 1, 
1976, Jiang said, “I need to think deeply about the ‘30 percent 
wrong’ [of the Cultural Revolution]; the Chairman summarized the 
experience. So when criticizing Deng this time, one is not allowed 
to engage in revolutionary networking [串连], stubbornly work, 
grasp revolution, promote production, or walk the 5-7 [May  7] 
road;   otherwise bad people will jump up and never sit their butts 
down [不然坏人拱起来屁股就坐不住].”121

And while members of the Gang made these seemingly “rightist” 
statements, Zhou Enlai, the alleged quintessential “moderate,” was 
no stranger to “leftist” language. In a conversation with the Soviet 
ambassador in November 1970, Zhou displayed a dogmatic view of 
political economy. He stated that capitalist countries were in a state 
of crisis and excluded any possibility of studying the organization of 
production in capitalist countries, as “this is an issue that relates to 
the superstructure.” Zhou argued, “when you say that we can bor-
row something from Western countries in the area of technology, I 
want to express doubt.”122

Mao is famously associated with the idea that the party could 
not be allowed to develop into a new class divorced from the masses. 
His concern was how certain economic mechanisms created “bour-
geois privilege.” But by the end of the Cultural Revolution, even on 
this key social and economic issue, Mao no longer demonstrated 
 utopian thinking. In October 1974, Mao had complained to the 
Danish premier, “The eight-level salary system, distribution accord-
ing to work, currency exchange—these things are not signifi cantly 
different from those in the old society. The only difference is the 
system of ownership.”123 According to one party document contain-
ing Mao’s directive on theory, “Currently our country is a commod-
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ity system. The salary system is not fair; there are four levels of sal-
ary, and so on. This can only be restricted [that is, not eliminated] 
under the dictatorship of the proletariat.”124

We have no evidence that the Gang had a different opinion than 
Mao on this issue. In February 1975, Yao Wenyuan told leaders of 
Red Flag magazine, “right now do not raise the issue of getting rid 
of commodities” and “we are not eliminating distribution according 
to work”—commodities and distribution according to work should 
only be “restricted.” In fact, Yao picked a Goldilocks position, criti-
cizing both Sun Yefang, normally seen as a “rightist,” and Chen Boda, 
who in 1958 had wanted to completely remove commodities.125 In 
Zhang’s famous article “On Exercising All-Round Dictatorship over 
the Bourgeoisie,” he referred to Mao’s comment that policies like 
the commodity and wage systems “can only be restricted,” and he af-
fi rmed, “This state of affairs that Chairman Mao pinpointed cannot 
be changed within a short period.” In a private conversation with 
a colleague, Zhang once explained, “Of course, the CCP accepts a 
certain amount of hierarchy; according to the size of a person’s con-
tribution, there should be a defi nite difference in income.” Zhang 
simply did not want these differences to be so serious as to form a 
“special-privilege class,” whatever that meant.126

Even Jiang Qing had trouble determining how many commod-
ities could be “restricted.” In one speech, she criticized high salaries 
and praised the “supply system.” The latter would mean no lon-
ger giving salaries to cadres, instead providing them with food and 
clothing based directly on their rank, and the eight-level salary sys-
tem for workers would also be eliminated. But then she remarked, 
“We at Diaoyutai also have commodities. Because we planted Chi-
nese medicine, we must sell it to the public. It was planted by me 
and those comrades working for me. . . . The Chairman says what 
is to be done? On this question, you of course cannot indulge in 
fantasy! One cannot reach communism in one jump. We also cannot 
completely separate from the old society!”127 Jiang’s answer to this 
dilemma was to conduct campaigns to educate the party and the 
population but not to fundamentally restructure society.

Yao Wenyuan told the Red Flag leadership in June 1975 that 
“bourgeois privilege is not only a way of thinking, and it is not 
something that can be eliminated suddenly; it requires the work of 
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several generations. . . . Rushing is no good; this is an objective fac-
tor. Some things need to be eliminated, but some things need to 
be protected.”128 As Lowell Dittmer puts it, “The radicals were for 
the time being surprisingly prudent in their policy recommenda-
tions. Associating attempts to ‘abolish’ the commodity system with 
Trotsky and attempts to ‘perpetuate [it] forever’ with Bukharin, they 
sought to steer a middle course. . . . Even the masses seem to have 
been puzzled by a campaign so ambitious in theory yet so modest 
in intent.”129

The Gang’s attacks on “bourgeois privilege” did not translate 
into utopian policies. After Zhang Chunqiao’s famous March 1975 
article was published, he asked his Shanghai colleagues to estimate 
just how much it would cost to run the city on a “supply system.” 
The result of the investigation indicated that such a system would 
cost the government several times more than providing salaries. 
Once Zhang understood that a “supply system” was economically 
impossible, he dropped the idea.130

Agricultural policy was another area where the Gang had lit-
tle sway and unclear policy preferences. Jiang did attempt to make 
Xiaojinzhuang village a model for the entire country. However, 
as Jeremy Brown demonstrates, the model was in fact entirely for 
show and did not represent a serious policy concept. Xiaojinzhuang 
“trumpeted the notion that cultural advances supposedly lead to im-
provement in material life, but everyone in the village knew that 
the harvest required outside assistance in order to take place at all.” 
Observers wondered whether the village was merely an inspiration 
for poetry and song. By 1976, Xiaojinzhuang only meant criticiz-
ing Deng, opposing market activity, and defending the legacy of the 
Cultural Revolution. In other words, it was only “a political tool.” 
Even the original real innovations at Xiaojinzhuang were stolen by 
Jiang and should not be considered her own ideas.131 Teiwes and 
Sun write, “There is little to suggest that the radicals, who had no 
 bureaucratic responsibilities in this area, had any serious program 
for agriculture.”132

The Gang also do not seem to have had much familiarity with 
foreign policy. During a meeting criticizing Zhou Enlai in late 1973, 
the Gang lambasted the Premier’s actions in the foreign-policy 
realm. But, according to the account of one attendant at the meet-
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ing who worked in the Foreign Ministry, “At the time, the mem-
bers of the Politburo, including the Gang of Four, simply did not 
under stand foreign policy; they could not even state clearly what 
the situation was, and they never touched the true content of foreign 
policy.”133

It also bears remembering that when the Gang were eliminated, 
the victory was not heralded as a defeat of radical politics. For ex-
ample, at a meeting in November 1976, Hua Guofeng argued, “It is 
necessary to keep class struggle in mind; exposing and criticizing the 
Gang of Four is class struggle.” Hua even explicitly stated, “Do not 
reject the Cultural Revolution.”134 That same month, propaganda 
workers were told that the Gang of Four were extreme rightists 
who “opposed and damaged the new things of the Cultural Revolu-
tion and socialism.” The propagandists were instructed to empha-
size the importance of supporting the “new things” of the Cultural 
Revolution, restricting bourgeois privilege, and integrating the old, 
middle-aged, and young. The “education revolution, Cultural Rev-
olution, hygiene revolution, and technology line revolution,” sent-
down youth, economic self-dependence, and criticism of Deng were 
all to continue.135

In February 1977, Hua blamed the breakdown of collectivism 
in the countryside and the growth of small trading on the Gang of 
Four.136 After the Gang were purged, Ye Jianying repeatedly referred 
to Mao’s comments that he had only accomplished two things in 
life—taking over the country and the Cultural Revolution—to em-
phasize the importance of the campaign. Ye even refuted Mao’s state-
ment that the Cultural Revolution was 30 percent wrong by sticking 
up his thumb and saying, “The Cultural Revolution is 100 percent 
this!” (文化大革命是这一份的!).137 When Deng offi cially returned 
to power in July 1977, he remarked, “If not for the Cultural Revo-
lution started by Chairman Mao, if not for big-character posters, 
speaking out freely, airing views freely, and holding great debates 
[known as the “four bigs,” these four types of criticism are now 
synonymous with the Cultural Revolution excesses], making us see 
things clearly, I would have really allowed Liu Shaoqi to lead me 
around by the nose; what does this show? . . . So the achievements of 
the Cultural Revolution fundamentally guarantee the nature of our 
party and guarantee that the rivers and mountains do not change 
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color.”138 When the Gang were removed, the leadership still had no 
clear idea of a “reform” platform. Even at the famous Third Plenum 
in 1978, thinking about reform was still extremely murky.139

At the same time, many of the changes commonly associated 
with the reform era actually began during the late Mao years—when 
the Gang were still in power. Odd Arne Westad, for example, argues 
that the late Maoist era “held some of the seeds of the reforms that 
were accepted after Mao’s death in 1976.”140 The late Cultural Rev-
olution era was not exclusively “leftist.” For example, with regard to 
economic relations with the outside world, long before Mao’s death, 
he explicitly approved large-scale international trade.141 Christian 
Talley shows that an emphasis on Deng’s role in the later reforms 
“often crowds out a more extended examination of trade relations 
during the 1973–78 period and the progress made therein.”142 The 
fall of the Gang was important, but the signifi cance of the moment 
has been overstated in historiography.

The notion that the Gang represented a coherent worldview 
is also challenged by the fact that almost no real policy discussion 
took place under Mao’s leadership. The Gang were primarily mo-
tivated by shifts in Mao’s own views. Therefore, the Gang are best 
understood as a group of political opportunists inferring what Mao 
wanted and executing his wishes better than others, not as a cohe-
sive group with their own policy platform.143

A Shanghai colleague of Zhang and Yao believes that after see-
ing the fall of Mao’s previous “pens,” the two men concluded that 
they could never go beyond simply conveying the Chairman’s views. 
Zhang repeatedly told his family, “I do not say anything the Chair-
man does not tell me to say; if the Chairman doesn’t tell me to 
move, I don’t move.”144 Zhang Chunqiao once complained to his 
wife, “This person Jiang Qing has a lot of ideas; if today one idea 
appears, tomorrow it is completely denied; it’s like what she said 
previously was never even said. I suppose this is possible because she 
hears some wind from the Chairman so she immediately changes 
her position. But she refuses to admit that earlier she was wrong.”145

After the Gang of Four were purged, the Gang’s allies in Shang-
hai were accused of considering a famous 1975 article by Zhang as 
a manifestation of “Zhang Chunqiao Thought,” a dangerous “new 
contribution” to Mao Zedong Thought. However, according to 
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one of those individuals, at the time they had no concept of “Zhang 
Chunqiao Thought,” which would have been taboo given the Mao-
centric political environment.146

The Gang of Four so slavishly followed the will of Mao that 
when preparing the trial against them, it was exceedingly diffi cult 
to separate them from the Chairman. In May 1977, Wang Dong-
xing responded to an article criticizing one particular idea by say-
ing, “What fucking theory does the ‘Gang of Four’ have; they are 
merely criticizing Chairman Mao.”147 Jiang said during her trial, “I 
don’t have any of my own guiding principles [纲领]; everything that 
I do is in order to execute and defend the directives and policies 
of Chairman Mao and the party center. . . . I am Chairman Mao’s 
dog. . . . You are not putting me on trial but Chairman Mao!” Her 
death note after her suicide said, “Chairman, your student is com-
ing to join you!” (主席，您的学生跟随您去了!).148 Zhang Chunqiao 
told his daughter that he considered himself only Mao’s “secretary,” 
nothing more.149

Finally, the Gang did not always act as a coherent group, which 
also discounts the idea that they fought together as a faction for 
a cohesive ideological platform.150 While in jail, Wang Hongwen 
claimed, “Before Mao’s death, we already were relatively separated 
from each other” (我们已经是比较松散的了).151 According to Jiang’s 
former secretary, after the Ninth Party Congress, the other three 
members of the Gang started to sometimes refuse Jiang’s invitation 
to watch movies with her. On one occasion in June 1973, all three 
of them declined on the same night, leading Jiang to accuse her sec-
retary of trying to cause dissension among the Gang by lying about 
their responses to her invitation.152 In June 1975, Mao told Deng, 
“Jiang Qing also does not like [Wang Hongwen]; she came specifi -
cally to complain to me about him.”153 Zhang Hanzhi, a translator at 
the Foreign Ministry, claimed that by September 1975 the Gang did 
not dare spend time with one another and that Jiang had basically 
disappeared.154

The so-called leftist rebels outside the Politburo, moreover, 
regularly failed to work in concert with the Gang. Teiwes and Sun 
conclude, “Broad common interests did not generally translate into 
local activities being orchestrated by the Politburo radicals.”155 Sim-
ilarly, the sociologist Joel Andreas states that the protests that took 
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place during the campaign against Deng in 1976 “depended on 
 factory-based informal networks and employed work unit resources, 
but none enjoyed formal support from above.”156 One “leftist rebel” 
leader in Hunan complains in his memoirs about how Wang Hong-
wen refused to support him during the “Criticize Deng” campaign. 
He writes, “The pitiful leftist rebels shouted every day to defend 
Mao Zedong, to defend Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution line, 
but not a single person in Mao Zedong’s party center reported to 
them the true seriousness of the situation at the time, and even 
more did not take organizational methods to make the leftist rebels 
achieve power.”157

The Gang also seem to have been highly sensitive to claims that 
they were “leftists.” In September 1975, Jiang said, “Recently, peo-
ple have been making rumors about me, saying that I made a mis-
take, was sent down to labor, killed myself. They also say that in the 
center there is a leftist deviation, that there is a radical leftist faction; 
they say I am head of the radical leftist faction.”158 According to the 
Shanghai politician Xu Jingxian, “[Zhang Chunqiao] said: ‘People 
are already saying we are a “Shanghai Gang!” ’ He then angrily said: 
‘One time at a meeting with foreigners in Beijing, they actually sat 
us all together; at that time I told my opinion to the Premier.’ ”159 In 
June 1974, a report appeared in a New China News Agency publi-
cation intended for internal circulation. The report referred to an 
overseas observer who believed that Chinese elite politics were di-
vided by a “radical faction with Jiang Qing in command and a mod-
erate faction with Zhou Enlai in command.” Xie Jingyi, who had a 
close relationship with Jiang Qing, told a writing group that such a 
claim was “bullshit.”160

The preceding evidence should be understood as a qualifi ca-
tion, but not a wholesale rejection, of the idea that the Gang were 
ideological radicals separated from more pragmatic fi gures. By the 
end of the Cultural Revolution, the rebel camp in factories had sub-
scribed to the “socialist new things,” such as shrinking the gap be-
tween mental and manual labor and ending temporary employment 
programs, although they “combined these incendiary ideas with rel-
atively modest proposals for reform.”161 Political study campaigns 
affi rming the Cultural Revolution were still a distraction from work 
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and affected production. The demonstrations on Tiananmen Square 
in April 1976 helped convince Hua Guofeng that people were tired 
of these campaigns. The Gang’s reticence to allow criticism that im-
plied a full rejection of the Cultural Revolution meant signifi cant 
restrictions on rectifi cation efforts. Zhang Chunqiao admitted to his 
daughter that he often argued with Deng about policy, although 
Zhang did claim to respect Deng and he maintained that their de-
bates did not involve any sense of personal antagonism.162

Moreover, the elite were conscious of differences within the 
Politburo. Deng was no fan of the leftist propaganda against “bour-
geois privilege”—allegedly arguing in March 1975 that restrict-
ing bourgeois privilege needed a material basis and asking, “Why 
do we describe everything as bourgeois right? Isn’t it right to re-
ceive more for more work done? Should this be called bourgeois 
right?”163 According to one account, the majority of a central study 
group was disappointed to hear Wang Hongwen support the crit-
icisms of the piece-rate system used at a port in Guangzhou, and 
Hu Yaobang fell asleep during a discussion of articles by Zhang and 
Yao on bourgeois privilege.164 In September 1975, Hua criticized 
the Shanghai method of conducting science, expressed opposition 
to criticism of primary research, and supported specialists and the 
reading of foreign material. These comments helped persuade Ye 
Jianying, who played a crucial role in the Gang’s arrest, that Hua 
was not a radical.165

However, the preceding evidence weakens the argument that 
the fall of the Gang was purely about rejecting their political posi-
tions. The earlier failures of the Cultural Revolution meant that the 
Gang were basically accepting of rectifi cation. The Gang had a lim-
ited policy agenda beyond political education, and they showed no 
independence from Mao. Beyond a concern for remaining loyal to 
Mao’s legacy in at least nominal terms, given the chance, the Gang 
might have been at least somewhat fl exible on policy issues. The 
move against the Gang was not initially characterized as a rejection 
of any political position. As will be shown in the remainder of this 
chapter, a complete explanation of the Gang’s fall requires atten-
tion to their dispositional characteristics, how their removal was ar-
ranged, and the importance of force.
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Historical Legacies and Compromising Material

Why did Mao not select one of the Gang as his successor? The 
Chairman’s choice of Hua was generally a surprise—Ye Jianying, for 
example, was shocked when he learned that Mao had selected Hua, 
not any member of the Gang.166 If Mao had allowed a member of 
the Gang to become the top leader, such clear imprimatur, plus the 
formal trappings of offi ce, would have made an attack against them 
much riskier. But Mao understood that no member of the Gang 
was strong enough to assume that position. Their weaknesses, which 
are also crucial for understanding why they were defeated so soon 
after Mao’s death, were primarily related to their histories and per-
sonal characteristics. The Gang had not made serious contributions 
to the party before 1949, and they were particularly susceptible to 
compromising material and character assassinations. The Gang had 
poor personal skills and lacked charisma. Their linkage to Mao was 
a double-edged sword—it helped them reach the pinnacle of Chi-
nese politics, but the Chairman’s death meant that this advantage 
would not last past September 9, 1976. Their association with the 
Cultural Revolution made them the target of individuals with neg-
ative memories of that era. Therefore, Wang Dongxing accurately 
summarized the Gang’s fall at a meeting in November 1976: “The 
Gang of Four were extremely ambitious; why were they not able to 
succeed? First, they had no prestige, and second, they created a huge 
number of grievances.”167

Every member of the Gang struggled against compromising 
material, but Jiang Qing’s entire life was a struggle against char-
acter assassination. Roxane Witke, who spent days interviewing 
Jiang, writes, “A persistent theme of her reconstruction of the past 
is how, throughout her life, she had been plagued by the sorts of 
gossip to which women who strive for political effect inevitably 
are subject.”168 Jiang’s history in Shanghai during the 1930s as an 
actress was particularly sensitive. According to a woman close to 
Jiang at the time, most of the media coverage about Jiang referred 
to her scandals, not her acting skills.169 The atmosphere for celeb-
rities in Shanghai in the 1930s was toxic—the tabloids led several 
actresses to commit suicide and led the famous author Lu Xun 
to write a piece called “Gossip Is a Fearful Thing.”170 Jiang later 
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told Witke to read that essay: “for in it you will fi nd clues to my 
own life.”171

Also during Jiang’s time in Shanghai, she was at one point al-
legedly arrested, which later led to questions about whether she 
had betrayed the CCP while in prison. In 1954, she received an 
anonymous letter that referred to her scandalous past and supposed 
betrayal of the CCP while in jail.172 One document disseminated 
to the party after the Gang were arrested includes circumstantial 
evidence supporting this viewpoint.173 However, these accusations 
are untrue—the evidence has no documentary proof, and the por-
tions based on oral sources were forced. Xu Mingqing, a woman 
who knew Jiang Qing for decades, was placed under intense physical 
and emotional pressure to say that Jiang was a traitor. She later re-
canted.174 Even the individual who was supposedly with Jiang Qing 
when she was arrested, a man named Le Yuhong, later claimed that 
the arrest itself never even happened—although shortly after the 
Cultural Revolution, he too was forced to say that it did.175

Jiang Qing joined the party in 1933 and left Shanghai in 1937–
38 for the much-less-comfortable Communist base camp of Yan’an, 
which meant that she did not entirely lack credentials. But Mao said 
to a Politburo meeting in 1975 that Jiang “did not participate in a 
big half of the party’s history,” including the Long March and the 
struggles against leaders such as Chen Duxiu or Qu Qiubai.176 More-
over, when Jiang arrived in Yan’an, she did not enjoy the prestige of 
the earlier cohort of feminist woman leaders who had participated 
in the May Fourth movement.177 According to one credible account, 
while in Yan’an, when the top leaders would go to the theater, they 
would all bring their wives who would appear publicly. However, 
Jiang would merely sit in the back and not act prominently—she 
would not dare to act like the wives of Zhou Enlai, Zhu De, Zhang 
Wentian, or Li Fuchun.178

Jiang’s status as an actress whose personal life had been covered 
extensively in the tabloids contrasted strongly with that of Mao’s 
previous wife, He Zizhen, who had participated in the Long March. 
According to a former head of the Chinese Public Security Minis-
try, when Xiang Ying, commissar of the New Fourth Army, heard 
that Mao was going to marry Jiang, he ordered an investigation into 
Jiang’s history in Shanghai. Xiang then sent the report to Yan’an 
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and fl atly stated that Jiang was not an appropriate wife for Mao.179 
So many senior party members opposed the wedding between Mao 
and Jiang that Zhang Wentian, who was formally head of the party 
at the time, was forced to communicate their feelings to Mao. While 
the widespread rumor that the party forced Mao to prevent his new 
wife from participating in politics is almost certainly false, the party 
center did announce that Jiang would focus on tending to Mao’s 
personal life.180

Jiang’s continuing concern over compromising information was 
clearly apparent during the Cultural Revolution. Zhou Enlai and 
Jiang Qing sent a general to Shanghai to detain a Red Guard who 
had been spreading compromising material about Jiang’s past during 
the 1930s.181 Jiang also ordered archived material about her history 
to be destroyed to eliminate the possibility of a full investigation 
of her past.182 Zhou Enlai not only explicitly discounted anti-Jiang 
compromising material in public but also participated in the de-
struction of relevant documents.183 During the Cultural Revolution, 
Jiang mercilessly persecuted individuals who were familiar with her 
past in the 1930s.184

Jiang also suffered from sexist attacks. In imperial China, 
women rulers were considered meddlers, and emperors’ wives were 
expected to focus on domestic matters.185 On a trip to the coun-
tryside in June 1974, Jiang complained about sexism in Chinese 
culture: “ ‘Treasuring men and discounting women’ [男尊女卑] is 
everywhere; our Central Committee is inappropriate. . . . They are 
all male chauvinists; after taking government power, it all came out, 
and they took it all.”186

Speech evidence from Jiang’s detractors displays a clear bias 
against women. The Lin Biao ally Huang Yongsheng once ex-
claimed, “Jiang Qing is Chairman Mao’s wife, but we are still Chair-
man Mao’s soldiers!”187 In November 1976, in one of Hua Guo-
feng’s less-shining moments, he claimed, “Jiang Qing bought fake 
hair; she wanted to rival the wife of [Ferdinand] Marcos. In Tianjin, 
Jiang Qing made twenty-some skirts at one time.”188 During that 
same month, Wang Dongxing told a group of propaganda workers, 
“Jiang Qing is a political hoodlum; she is also a woman hoodlum.”189 
Even a woman candidate member of the Politburo, Wu Guixian, 
suggested that women should be deferential. In 2010, Wu recounted 
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a conversation with Zhou Enlai’s wife: “Big Sister Deng said: ‘Com-
rade Guixian, I never participated whenever anyone reported to the 
Premier.’ This left a very deep impression on me. It made me think 
that if Jiang Qing had half the bearing as Big Sister Deng, the old 
comrades would not have been so angry with her.”190

Jiang struggled to achieve close personal relations. Witke writes 
that Jiang described her life as “lonely and harsh, devoid of trust and 
tenderness, save for a few familial and comradely attachments.”191 
Before the trial, one of the investigators mocked Jiang by asking 
her why she did not have any friends. Jiang screamed, “I still have 
friends; I have true friends!” She refused to name them, arguing 
that giving their names would lead to their arrest.192 Jiang suffered 
nightmares in which the ghosts of Lin Biao and Ye Qun demanded 
her life.193 She was extremely isolated—Jiang refused to see visitors 
whom she did not summon, and she brushed them off by saying, 
“[Can’t they go see] the Premier or Xiaoping?”194

Mao understood Jiang’s problems. In November 1974, Mao told 
Li Xiannian that Jiang “cannot help but fall out with many people; 
she looks down on everyone.”195 Mao himself was forced to tell her 
staff, “Jiang Qing is sick, her temper is bad; do it for me, do not fi ght 
with her. I apologize to you.”196

Therefore, Jiang’s personality was a double-edged sword in 
Mao’s estimation: she was dogged on attack but unable to work with 
others. Mao once said to members of the Politburo, “Jiang Qing’s 
fi ghting spirit is strong, her class position is unshakable; here she 
and I are the same. She is not two-faced, but she does not under-
stand tactics; she does not understand how to unite people, so she 
suffers. If she had a good adviser by her side, she could be a great 
standard-bearer.”197

Zhang Chunqiao’s historical record left him exposed to criti-
cism as well. After arriving in Yan’an, Zhang claimed to have joined 
the CCP in Shanghai in April 1936. However, Zhang had actually 
joined an organization created independently by party members 
who had lost contact with the central party organization. This or-
ganization was illegitimate, and, therefore, Zhang technically did 
not join the party at this time. The reason Zhang so desperately 
wanted his party membership to date from April 1936 was almost 
certainly because individuals who joined the party before July 1937 
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were considered to have had much more prestige and authority than 
those who joined later. That date marked the beginning of the war 
against the Japanese and the second united front with the KMT, 
which meant a great deal less danger for party members.198 In other 
words, even though Zhang was famous for challenging the legiti-
macy of the old revolutionary fi gures, he too was acutely sensitive to 
the importance of party seniority. When Zhang was made a member 
of the Politburo Standing Committee (PSC) in 1973, his daughter 
asked him how he felt. Zhang told her, “I don’t feel anything. Which 
base area was started by me? Which military unit was created by 
me? Which campaign was fought by me?”199

Zhang’s wife, Wen Jing (née Li Shufen), was another vulnera-
bility. In 1943, shortly after marrying Zhang, Wen was captured by 
the Japanese. After six months of torture, she revealed her status as 
a CCP member and subsequently wrote anti-Communist material 
for a Japanese propaganda organization. After the Japanese were de-
feated, Wen returned to Zhang, who, somewhat surprisingly given 
his political aspirations, accepted her back. Over the years, Zhang 
hid his wife’s history and placed her in sensitive political positions.200 
In 1973, despite Zhang’s affection for his wife, he ultimately divorced 
her to fi rewall himself from her political problems.201

Zhang was widely seen as a former traitor within the Chinese 
political elite. In 1969, Huang Yongsheng told a colleague, “Glasses 
[meaning Zhang Chunqiao] is a traitor; the material has already 
been sent to Chairman Mao.”202 Lin Biao’s son, who planned a coup 
against Mao, called for Zhang’s arrest and announced in the famous 
“571 Project Summary” that he was a traitor. This document was 
published openly.203

Like Jiang, Zhang was extremely aggressive in his attempts to 
fi ght against compromising material. The rumors infuriated him: 
“I was never arrested; how could I be a traitor?”204 Two individuals 
who discovered his wife’s history were sent to jail for eight years, 
and his wife’s documents were moved to a more secure location. 
In 1970, Zhang threatened to kill anyone who used compromising 
material against him. Enemy cadres were arrested and isolated in a 
dormitory, and they were tortured by being forced to listen to loud 
broadcasts of their family members crying. The pressure was so in-
tense that some had a mental breakdown or killed themselves. When 
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the Public Security Ministry created a special case committee on 
the Shanghai cultural sphere in the 1930s, Zhang was concerned it 
would fi nd compromising information about him, so he demanded 
that all the material be placed under his direct control. When Jiang 
Qing complained that the ministry had a “special archive” on her, 
Zhang immediately sent one thousand people to search the minis-
try’s collection, steal over fi fty pieces of material on Jiang, seal up fi f-
teen thousand books and journals, and also take a large collection of 
material related to Zhang and Yao. Zhang refused to allow doctors 
to treat one archivist whom he had thrown in jail, and the archivist 
was eventually persecuted to death. Zhang had 137 public security 
offi cials thrown in jail and tortured—the screaming grew so intense 
and lasted so long that nearby citizens could no longer stand it.205

Also similar to Jiang, Zhang’s personality frustrated his political 
ambitions. Throughout his career, he was seen as arrogant and con-
niving. The head of the Shanghai Party Committee, Chen Pixian, 
believed Zhang was “sometimes open, sometimes sinister, hard to 
get along with.”206 When Mao Zedong asked his nephew Yuanxin 
for his opinion of Zhang, Yuanxin said that Zhang was thoughtful 
and capable, but “he cannot unify cadres; no one ever knows what 
he is thinking; he is a little sinister.”207 Another ally, Zhu Yongjia, 
noted that Zhang’s habits of never talking about anything other than 
work and having no private interactions with colleagues gave Zhang 
a nefarious air and also isolated him.208

Zhang’s historical “problems,” personality, and inextricable links 
with the unpopular Cultural Revolution weakened his standing. As 
Shi Yun and Li Danhui argue, “The materials could not prove the 
earlier claim that Zhang was a ‘traitor’—because Zhang had never 
been captured. Even defi ning him as a ‘KMT agent’ was not ac-
curate. These are all just personal historical problems. But in that 
era when special case investigations defi ned people, personal history 
problems became a major issue that could affect a decision on the 
succession and change the entire history of the party and nation.”209

Of all the members of the Gang, Wang Hongwen was per-
haps the strongest candidate to be Mao’s successor. Mao repeatedly 
said that Wang “once planted a fi eld, was a soldier, was a worker. 
Worker, peasant, soldier are all there. Later, he was a cadre. His 
résumé is relatively perfect.”210 Mao even told Zhang Chunqiao, 
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“[Wang’s] background is better than both of ours.”211 Wang’s per-
sonality also separated him from the other members of the Gang. 
Wang would stick up for those who he felt had been wronged, and 
he got along easily with others.212 Another key advantage for Wang 
was that, at least compared to Zhang and Jiang, the young man had 
not created nearly as many grudges on his way to the top. After the 
arrest of the Gang, even Hua Guofeng said, “If Wang Hongwen 
had always been bad, he would not have been able to enter the party 
center.”213 Zhu Yongjia later wrote that Wang was “different from 
Zhang Chunqiao; Zhang was at the front line of the Cultural Rev-
olution, and he offended too many people; perhaps [Wang] could 
be a buffer zone between the Cultural Revolution faction and the 
old cadres.”214

However, Wang too was held back by personal problems. De-
spite his obvious skills during the early stage of the Cultural Revo-
lution, he lacked the ability to effectively work in the party center. 
The new power went to his head, and he lived an increasingly ex-
travagant lifestyle. One Shanghai radical wrote an angry letter to 
Zhang Chunqiao and Yao Wenyuan, complaining that Wang led a 
life of dissolution, treating friends to French food, seeking out the 
best cars and clothes, and never talking about the works of Marx or 
Mao.215 Another radical wrote a letter warning about Wang’s par-
ticipation in wasteful parties organized by Ye Jianying.216 By 1976, 
Wang did not even pass through a doorway until a servant had 
moved the curtain for him.217 Wang would even chew on a dump-
ling but not eat it, just to experience the taste.218 This behavior seri-
ously damaged his  reputation. Mao allegedly told Wang Dongxing, 
“if we allow Wang Hongwen to be in command, no one will be 
able to eat well except him.”219 In a postarrest rant, Wang Dongxing 
claimed that Wang Hongwen “could not leave alcohol, could not 
leave pornography.”220

Despite Wang’s formal qualifi cations as someone with a peasant, 
soldier, and worker background, in a political system that valued 
seniority, his youth put him at a disadvantage. At a Politburo meet-
ing before the Tenth Party Congress, Zhou nominated Wang as a 
vice premier, second only to Zhou Enlai and ranking ahead of Kang 
Sheng and Ye Jianying. After a period of silence, General Xu Shiyou 
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said Wang was too young. The Politburo needed convincing. This 
incident left a deep impression on the thirty-eight-year-old Wang.221

Wang’s weak willpower also lessened Mao’s evaluation of him. 
Mao liked tough individuals. When asked why Zhou was an un-
acceptable successor, Mao made a cutting motion with a knife and 
said the Premier lacked this characteristic.222 At a Politburo meeting 
in May 1975, Mao said to Wang, “Don’t do this,” and waved his 
hand in a way that suggested wavering.223 Mao often praised Deng’s 
toughness, but Wang could not escape Jiang Qing’s domination.224

The Gang did have one powerful advantage over their competi-
tors: their linkage to Mao Zedong. However, this characteristic was 
a double-edged sword. Jiang Qing struggled to balance reliance on 
Mao with attempts to establish her own authority. She often con-
trasted herself with the wives of other comrades who only relied on 
their husbands.225 When she received a letter addressed to “Wife of 
Chairman Mao,” she became angry. But she was delighted when she 
received a letter addressed to “Politburo Member Jiang Qing.”226 
However, Jiang would inevitably begin speeches by saying that she 
represented Mao.227

Relying entirely on Mao was problematic. As Chen Boda said, 
“If it had not been for her relations with Chairman Mao, who would 
have taken her seriously?”228 In a political world in which familial 
relations conveyed power, even the details of courtship were impor-
tant—when Lin Biao wanted to hurt Jiang’s authority in the eyes of 
his generals, he said, “In Yan’an, it was Jiang Qing who pursued the 
Chairman. . . . She had to fi ght tooth and nail to court Chairman 
Mao; only then did they marry.”229 Mao understood that her power 
was inextricably linked to his own: “She hardly respects anyone, just 
one person, herself. In the future, she will fi ght with everyone. Right 
now, people are just pretending to respect her [敷衍她]. After I die, 
she will stir up trouble.”230

After Mao’s death, the Gang hoped that their association with 
Mao would continue to help them. And indeed, Mao exerted an in-
fl uence even from the grave. After Mao’s death, Yao Wenyuan noted 
that people were starting to distance themselves from Jiang Qing. 
But Yao wrote in his diary, “I cannot do this; I must do my best to help 
her, support her. Otherwise, I will let down the Chairman.”231 After 
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Wang Hongwen was arrested, he said, “I didn’t expect you would be 
so fast!” Similarly, Mao Yuanxin remarked, “The Chairman’s corpse 
is not yet even cold, and you already . . .” Although Hua, Ye, and 
Wang Dongxing were acting against Mao’s wishes, after the fall of 
the Gang of Four, they even went to Mao’s corpse to report to him.232

The Gang’s legitimacy was also tied to their “contributions” 
during the Cultural Revolution. In 1969, Yao Wenyuan justifi ed that 
Jiang Qing specifi cally be one of Mao’s successors because she was 
a “standard-bearer” of the Cultural Revolution.233 Jiang understood 
that her fate was tied to the Cultural Revolution, and at least once, 
she referred to herself in this context as “a pawn that crossed the 
center of the board” (过了河的卒子).234 At the same meeting when 
Mao fi rst warned Jiang, Wang, Zhang, and Yao not to form a Gang 
of Four, he also praised Jiang Qing for her role during the Cultural 
Revolution.235

As Li Xun writes, before the Cultural Revolution, status was de-
termined by when someone had joined the CCP and by their loyalty 
to the new regime. During the Cultural Revolution, however, the 
leftist rebels tried to institute a new system: status was then con-
ferred by how early someone had joined the Cultural Revolution 
and whether they “dared to rebel.”236 Li and Perry identify the irony 
of this situation: “Despite their claim to be making a radical break 
with traditional values, the rebels embraced a familiar notion of so-
cial hierarchy based upon seniority.”237

But this status readjustment faced serious diffi culties. On the 
one hand, Mao was the force behind the Cultural Revolution, and 
his authority was absolute. On the other hand, the consequences of 
the Cultural Revolution were loathed. In 1969, General Xu Shiyou 
told Mao, “Our party’s biggest problem is that the old cadres are 
unhappy with the leftist rebels; they are unhappy, but they fi nd it 
diffi cult to speak out. All the old cadres were forced to suffer by 
the leftist rebels. With regard to this issue, the only reason the old 
cadres do not cause trouble is because they obey Chairman Mao. 
The old cadres do not oppose the Cultural Revolution, but they do 
oppose the leftist rebels!”238 Mao clearly understood that the old 
cadres were unhappy. Almost begging them to have mercy on the 
younger generation, he said, “Some people were attacked; they were 
unhappy, and they took offense. This is understandable and can be 

Y7973-Torigian.indb   122Y7973-Torigian.indb   122 11/19/21   12:51 PM11/19/21   12:51 PM



 The Gang of Four 123

forgiven. But [one] cannot be angry with the majority.”239 Therefore, 
in the words of Dittmer, “The Four ultimately backed away from 
their anarchist implications, but as the most salient benefi ciaries of 
the Cultural Revolution they were blamed for the movement’s every 
excess by die-hard opponents of the whole notion of mass criticism 
of authority.”240

Hypothesis 2a versus 2b

The Deliberations

Behind the backs of the Gang of Four, Hua secretly met with mem-
bers of the leadership to plan their arrests. Since those conversa-
tions were conspiratorial in nature, and the Gang could not defend 
themselves against the charges, this was hardly a serious, compre-
hensive review of elite preferences. As can be expected based on the 
evidence presented earlier, Hua had little material that was truly 
explosive and fatal for the Gang’s prospects. When presented with 
evidence of the Gang’s “crimes” after the four were already arrested, 
not everyone was impressed. Yet, with the arrests revealed as a fait 
accompli, the purge was ultimately accepted.

By 1976, Hua had been privy to power struggles at the top of the 
CCP hierarchy, and he had learned a great deal from those experi-
ences. For example, he watched closely as Mao and Zhou managed 
the fallout after Minister of Defense Lin Biao died fl eeing China in 
1971. They arrested and held Lin’s comrades incommunicado while 
they were investigated. Hua concluded, “Of course it is necessary 
to be extremely careful, to proceed in steps with a plan, to take the 
initiative.”241

Just like prior to the moves against Beria and Khrushchev in the 
Soviet Union, the conspirators met individually or in small groups. 
Although a signifi cant number in the leadership had been made 
aware that something was afoot, only a small number knew exactly 
what that was. Individuals who thought the issue of the Gang had 
to be addressed still disagreed about who should be targeted or how 
they should be managed. Many people thought it would be best to 
leave Jiang Qing free; she, after all, was Mao’s widow. Only a tiny 
group participated in the actual planning of the arrest.242
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Had the Gang been given the chance to defend themselves, they 
would have had good responses against the accusations. The most 
crucial evidence against them consisted of Mao’s criticisms of them. 
On October 6, the night of the Gang’s arrest, Ye Jianying presented 
the action as fulfi llment of Mao’s wishes.243 Later, at a Politburo 
meeting in January 1977, Hua remarked, “Document No. 16’s use 
of several of Chairman Mao’s criticisms [of the Gang] was what had 
power. Didn’t Jiang Qing repeatedly say that she was appearing to 
represent Chairman Mao? We used Chairman Mao’s words to ex-
pose her; Chairman Mao had said she cannot represent Chairman 
Mao. It was the use of Chairman Mao’s criticisms and exposure of 
the ‘Gang of Four’ that had a big effect. So we achieved a victory.”244 
However, Mao’s criticisms of the Gang never betrayed any sense of 
urgency. About the Gang, the Chairman actually said, “I do not be-
lieve this is a big problem; do not make a mountain out of a molehill. 
. . . If it cannot be solved in the next half year, then solve it in the 
next half year; if it cannot be solved this year, then solve it next year; 
if it cannot be solved next year, then solve it in the year after that.”245

Another charge used to justify the arrest of the Gang was that 
they had been planning a coup. On the night of the Gang’s arrest, 
Wang Dongxing told the Politburo, “For a period of time after 
Mao’s death the ‘Gang of Four’ were preparing to execute a coup, so 
we were forced to act fi rst.”246 This may not have been a conscious 
lie—Hua and the other plotters may have believed that the Gang 
were indeed up to something. However, as Sun and Teiwes and Shi 
Yun and Li Danhui emphatically demonstrate, the Gang were not in 
fact plotting an attack.247

When the Gang’s Shanghai allies were shown evidence of all the 
Gang’s “crimes,” they were far from convinced. After being shown 
the supposed evidence during a meeting in Beijing on October 7, 
Ma Tianshui complained,

The persuasiveness of this material is not strong. Chairman 
Mao has not even been dead for a month; how could they 
have gone bad so quickly? I do not agree with this method 
of arresting them; even if they made a mistake, it should be 
treated as a contradiction among the people. Give them an 
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opportunity to do a self-criticism! Did all four of them really 
make the same mistakes? . . . This material is not enough. 
The material relating to Jiang Qing is mostly about her life-
style, and there is no material on Wang, Zhang, or Yao. This 
is simply a sudden attack, a palace coup. I think it is about 
fi rst grabbing them and then fi nding material!248

When on October 13 the full Shanghai leadership was informed of 
the decision to arrest the Gang, some members said the material 
used to justify the arrest was false. One person questioned, “Just 
this little bit was enough to purge the ‘Gang of Four’?”249 One of 
the radicals threw a document with Mao’s criticisms of the Gang 
onto a table and said, “I thought you would bring back some real 
bombshells! Turns out it’s just these few things. There’s no heads or 
tails to it; anyone could use this if they got their hands on it!” Others 
reasonably asked why Mao himself did not purge the Gang if he had 
criticized them as early as 1974.250 But the fait accompli meant that 
a real consideration of the evidence was impossible.

The Decision-Making Body

The fall of the Gang of Four had interesting parallels with the case 
of the anti-party group in 1957 in the Soviet Union. In the case of 
the Gang of Four, the possibility existed that, if given the oppor-
tunity, the CC would have rejected the charges against the Gang. 
Drawing explicitly on the Soviet experience in 1957, Hua and his 
allies went to great lengths to bypass the CC to ensure that the body 
did not come to the Gang’s rescue. Instead, the power struggle was 
confi ned to a single decision-making body: a subset of the conspir-
ators within the Politburo.

At the time of Mao’s death, the PSC was made up of Hua Guo-
feng, Ye Jianying, Zhang Chunqiao, and Wang Hongwen. In other 
words, half of the PSC was controlled by the Gang of Four. More-
over, before Mao’s death, he had taken steps to weaken Ye’s political 
power, such as deciding in February 1976 that Chen Xilian would 
take care of the daily affairs of the Central Military Commission 
(CMC) while Ye was “sick.”251
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Of the thirteen Politburo members in Beijing, the Gang con-
fronted a problem of political math. The Gang itself of course had 
at least four votes. One member, Liu Bocheng, was an invalid. Hua 
Guofeng, Ye Jianying, Li Xiannian, Wang Dongxing, Wu De, and 
Chen Xilian knew about the plot and supported it. Chen Yonggui, 
Wu Guixian, and Ji Dengkui probably supported Hua, but the evi-
dence is ambiguous.252

In a simple vote, the Gang would have had four votes, and the 
plotters would have had at least six votes and possibly more. But Hua 
realized that if the struggle were to be played out in the  Politburo—
what the plotters called the “meeting-solution”—it is likely that 
the Gang would have called for a CC meeting to judge the split, 
and this situation would have been more dangerous for Hua. The 
party elder Chen Yun carefully looked at the membership of the 
CC and decided that using legal means to remove the Gang during 
the upcoming Third Plenum of the Tenth Party Congress was not a 
guaranteed victory. Ye and Chen did the math on the CC member-
ship multiple times before deciding that using force was better than 
legal means.253

A close colleague of Ye believed that, as of September 22, Ye’s 
original plan had been to wait for a period of time after Mao’s fu-
neral and then call an enlarged Politburo meeting to criticize the 
Gang. Ye believed that at this meeting the Politburo would decide to 
send people such as Zhang fi rst to a lower position and then outside 
of Beijing, whereas Jiang would be allowed to remain as a fi gure-
head.254 On September 23, Wang Dongxing provided Hua Guofeng 
with written records of Mao’s comments for use against the Gang 
at a meeting.255 According to a party historian with a close personal 
relationship to Hua Guofeng, at the time many people thought that 
the problem would be best solved by calling a Politburo meeting or 
a CC meeting.256

Hua, however, believed, “The ‘Gang of Four’ have lackeys in 
every province and department. They also control the media. If a 
CC meeting were to be held, it would be chaos. A Politburo meeting 
also would not be good. The ‘Gang of Four’ would create chaos; 
there would be an open split, and it would get out of hand. If only 
three of the Gang were arrested, it would be no good. Jiang Qing 
must also be arrested; otherwise it will not solve the problem.”257 

Y7973-Torigian.indb   126Y7973-Torigian.indb   126 11/19/21   12:51 PM11/19/21   12:51 PM



 The Gang of Four 127

On December 17, 1977, Hua told Hu Yaobang that if a meeting 
had been held to solve the Gang of Four problem, it would have 
been “no good,” as the Gang controlled the media, Shanghai, and 
Liaoning. Hua said, “If matters had been allowed to continue as they 
were [要是放任自流], there defi nitely would have been a civil war. 
They defi nitely would have failed, but the losses would have been 
too great.”258

Of even greater concern was the possibility of the move back-
fi ring, such as the case in the Soviet Union. When, on Septem-
ber 26 or 27, Wu De, a Politburo member, expressed support for 
the  “meeting-solution” option, Li Xiannian asked him, “Do you 
know how Khrushchev came to power?” Wu claims to have said, 
“Of course, I know. Khrushchev was in the minority in the Pre-
sidium; Molotov and Malenkov were in the majority. Khrushchev 
used Zhukov’s support, and he used military planes to bring the CC 
members from all over to convene a CC meeting. At the CC meet-
ing, Khrushchev had a majority, and Molotov and Malenkov were 
defeated. They were turned into an anti-party clique.”259

Legitimacy of Behavior

Chinese historians such as Shi Yun and Li Danhui acknowledge 
that  using force to defeat the Gang did not fi t the party’s rules 
(不合程序). Moreover, even those who executed the move against 
the Gang were aware of the legitimacy problem. According to a for-
mer vice editor of People’s Liberation Army Daily, Ye Jianying once 
said that the act was “an exceptional method that had to be used in 
an exceptional time”: “This is the last time in our party’s history that 
such an exceptional method will be used.”260 Chen Yun was reluctant 
to accept the use of force.261 Indeed, according to the party charter 
passed by the Tenth Party Congress, the Congress and the CC are 
the highest organs of party leadership, and the CC picks the Polit-
buro and the PSC.262 When Jiang Qing was arrested, she seemed 
to think that a coup was taking place, and she promptly wrote a 
letter to Hua Guofeng: “Comrade Guofeng, people here, claiming 
to act according to your order, declare that I be put under isolated 
investigation. I don’t know whether this is a decision of the Central 
Committee.”263
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Hypothesis 3a versus 3b

Views of Power Ministries

Force, or the implicit threat of force, is necessary to understand 
the ultimate defeat of the Gang. All sides understood that the PLA 
had the capacity to play a decisive outcome in any potential power 
struggle, and everyone fought to develop their own capacity for vi-
olence. The Gang of Four “could not help but acknowledge that 
they lacked the key source of power—the military did not obey their 
orders. This was a fundamental shortcoming that they could not 
overcome.”264

The top military hierarchy had no respect for four individuals 
who had contributed little to the victory in 1949. Lin Biao had once 
told his generals, “Zhang and Yao are nobodies; I don’t know where 
they came from; they never did any big work; they are just journal-
ists.”265 General Wu Faxian’s distaste for the more intellectual Gang 
was obvious in the description of his attitude toward Zhang: “Vice 
Chairman Lin is the successor personally picked by Mao after the 
test of fi ghting during decades of war and political struggle. Could 
you, Zhang Chunqiao, and your ilk handle him? If Lin Biao were 
knocked down, could you, Zhang Chunqiao, fi ght a war and defend 
the nation?”266

Jiang Qing did have a signifi cant and undeniable credit in her 
personal history: when the leadership fl ed Yan’an in 1947, she was 
the only wife who stayed behind.267 Jiang understood the impor-
tance of this history. She had spent between ten and twenty hours 
explaining to Roxane Witke her role in fi ghting in the Northwest.268 
At her trial, Jiang screamed, “During the war, when we fl ed from 
Yan’an, I was the only female comrade to stay at the front lines with 
Chairman Mao. Where did you all hide?”269 In November 1970, on 
a trip to Hainan Island, Jiang Qing brazenly asked the PLA forces 
there to seize the Paracel Islands, which were not yet controlled by 
China. When one offi cer explained that they would need an order 
from the CMC, Jiang said, “You need to know that I am also a mem-
ber of the military. I used to be a soldier; it is just I did not keep my 
insignia. . . . I commanded in the Northwest during the War of Lib-
eration. At that time I commanded with the great leader Chairman 
Mao. . . . I also learned how to fi ght.”270
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But Jiang had trouble asserting her military credentials—her 
statement at the trial made the audience laugh.271 Witke vividly de-
scribes Jiang’s diffi culty wearing the military mantle: “The chance 
to speak authoritatively on warfare, historically a male prerogative, 
was uneasily taken, for at moments she acted surprisingly feminine. 
In the course of the evening’s discussion of some seven hours she 
would suddenly break off her narration of military history and turn 
with a sparkling smile to blown-up examples of the Chairman’s cal-
ligraphy adorning the walls, or toy nervously with tiny wreaths of 
jasmine and orchid blossoms attached to her fan, or adjust the blos-
soms she had attached to mine.”272

At the time of Zhang Chunqiao’s arrest, he was a member of the 
CMC Council, head of the GPD, and commissar of the Nanjing 
MR and the Shanghai Garrison. But these formal positions did not 
translate into any real political or military power. At an investiga-
tion meeting of a general in 1973, Zhang had complained, “You all 
libel me and say I oppose the military.”273 At a meeting in Shanghai, 
Zhang stood up, banged on the table, and said, “Some people don’t 
respect me as commissar [of the Nanjing MR and the Shanghai 
Garrison], but you must respect this!” He then pointed to the insig-
nia on his military uniform: “Don’t think you have a strong patron. 
I still have Chairman Mao!”274

When Deng Xiaoping promoted a number of military offi cers 
in July 1975, Wang Hongwen complained, “Comrade Chunqiao 
and I did not know who these people were; we had no idea what 
their situation was. We could not think of a reason to oppose, so the 
[promotions] could be passed,” and “[Zhang Chunqiao said his po-
sition as] head of the General Political Department is only a rubber 
stamp.”275 When Zhang was made head of the GPD, he had told his 
daughter, “If I were to go there to give a talk, who would listen?”276 
During the protests on Tiananmen Square in April 1976, Zhang 
asked, “What if the armed forces were to turn their guns around, at 
us? Then what?”277

Only Wang Hongwen had actually served in the PLA; but he 
did not rise in the ranks, and after returning to China from the Ko-
rean War, he played a clarinet in a military band.278 Mao’s shuffl ing 
of the military commanders in late 1973 and his launch of the “Crit-
icize Lin Biao and Confucius” campaign in early 1974 were almost 
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certainly related to his concerns about the military’s loyalty to the 
Cultural Revolution after his death.279

The Gang were clearly troubled that they lacked real authority 
in the military despite their formal positions. In August 1976, one 
Shanghai radical, Wang Xiuzhen, wanted research to be carried out 
on how Khrushchev had used the military to rise to power.280 Yao 
Wenyuan wrote in his diary in February 1976, “I have no iron in 
my hand, just a pen.”281 Occasionally, members of the Gang would 
try to make inroads with the military by writing letters to certain 
units, and in at least one case, the Nanjing MR supported the study 
of one of Jiang Qing’s letters.282 Knowing that the military was not 
under their control, the Gang sought to create a militia force to 
balance against the PLA.283 On multiple occasions, Wang Hongwen 
discussed urban warfare with his Shanghai colleagues, even having 
them watch US movies that included footage of such warfare.284 Ma 
Tianshui stated that the Shanghai militia was given weapons after 
Mao’s death because he feared that a civil war would soon erupt.285

Beginning with Lin Biao and his generals, the PLA took steps to 
prevent Jiang Qing from gaining inroads in the military.286 Numer-
ous top-ranking military fi gures urged Ye Jianying to do something 
about the Gang.287 In January 1975, during a CMC discussion meet-
ing, Marshal Ye met individually with the top military leaders to se-
cretly show them a written record of Mao’s criticism of the Gang of 
Four.288 That same month, when Vice Commander of the General 
Staff Yang Chengwu was summoned by Jiang Qing, Deng Xiaoping 
told him to see her only if it was unavoidable: “Don’t listen to her 
formula; even the Chairman does not see her.”289 Between April and 
June 1975, General Su Yu traveled throughout the country to warn 
old comrades to “be careful of those people from Shanghai.” After-
ward, he informed Deng and Ye that the military was in reliable 
hands, leading Deng and Ye to say, “Now we can relax.”290 At an 
enlarged CMC meeting in the summer of 1975, Ye abandoned the 
text of his offi cial speech to add an implicit warning about allowing 
the Gang to expand infl uence in the PLA.291

Hua Guofeng and his allies were clearly concerned about the 
Gang’s potential capacity for violence. Hua demanded that Wang 
Dongxing come up with a plan to arrest the Gang as quickly as pos-
sible, partly because Hua was worried that “a minority of people 
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in the military have been co-opted by them.”292 In July 1976, at Ye 
Jianying’s fi rst personal meeting with Hua, he primarily emphasized 
his worries about the Shanghai militia.293 Wang and Ye used con-
nections in Macao to import guns for their personal defense.294 On 
September 21, Marshal Nie Rongzhen told General Yang Chengwu 
about concerns that Deng would be assassinated and Ye would be 
placed under house arrest.295 Hua told a colleague in 1999 that at 
the time he was worried about Zhang Chunqiao’s younger brother 
interacting with a tank division near Beijing and about the release of 
weapons to the Shanghai militia.296

Threat of Coercion

Without the support of Wang Dongxing’s palace guards, Hua’s 
plans would have been impossible to execute. Moreover, although 
the PLA did not participate in the arrests, Hua would almost cer-
tainly not have dared such a risky act if military support as a critical 
backup were not guaranteed. Ye’s support played a crucial role in 
giving Hua confi dence to act.

To defeat the Gang, as discussed earlier, Hua decided to use 
force, not a meeting. The logistical planning for the arrest of 
the Gang was arranged by the Central Guards Bureau under 
Wang Dongxing’s direction.297 They left nothing to chance—when 
asked what to do if Wang Hongwen were carrying a gun during 
the arrest, Ye said, “Beat him to death; give him a little brutality!” 
(往死里打，给他一点厉害!).298 With regard to the actual move 
against the Gang, Wang Dongxing and his forces deserve the lion’s 
share of the credit.

Ye was the informal leader of the old marshals and generals.299 
His support was so necessary that Hua even offered to give him the 
party chairmanship immediately after the Gang’s arrest. As Shi Yun 
and Li Danhui argue, “It can be said that in order to destroy the 
‘Gang of Four,’ without Ye it would not have been absolutely im-
possible, but after their destruction, without Ye it would have been 
absolutely impossible for Hua to consolidate his authority and sta-
bilize society.”300

The PLA actively prepared to support a move against the 
Gang. Before Mao’s death, Ye spoke individually with the heads of 
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the army, navy, and air force, warning them to maintain stability. 
To prepare for any eventualities, Ye told Zhang Tingfa, commissar 
of the air force, to leave the hospital and return to his post.301 On 
October 5, Ye told Yang Chengwu to stay by the phone and control 
(掌握好) the three general departments, army, navy, air force, and 
coastal defenses. Ye said, “As long as the military has no problem, 
there is nothing to worry about!”302 Members of the Beijing Gar-
rison participated in the seizure of the central radio and television 
stations, and the vice commissar of the Beijing MR, Chi Haotian, 
led the occupation of People’s Daily.303

Control over the PLA also helped prevent a 1957 anti-party-
group scenario. The Gang’s best hope was that their allies in Shang-
hai would hold out long enough to force a review of the decision to 
arrest the Gang. When the allies in Shanghai learned of the arrest, 
some wanted to use violence to resist the decision. Zhu Yongjia said, 
“They fear the masses; they fear Shanghai will become paralyzed. 
If we can hold out for three or fi ve years and shut down the ports, 
it will create infl uence all over the world. At this time, even if we 
fail like the Paris Commune, we can use blood to educate the next 
generation.” Another radical said, “If we fi ght, we’ll fall; if we don’t 
fi ght, we’ll fall. I would rather struggle to the death than surren-
der.”304 But ultimately the balance of power persuaded the Shanghai 
leadership to capitulate. On October 13, when one Shanghai radical 
was still urging the use of force to resist the “coup” in Beijing, Ma 
Tianshui stated fl atly, “The military is not in our hands. The militia 
simply cannot resist the military.”305

Shanghai immediately concluded that force was involved in the 
Gang’s disappearance. After the arrest but before it was announced 
publicly, one individual close to the Gang suspected a military coup, 
asking, “Have a few marshals or commanders of a few military re-
gions struck?” Xu Jingxian answered, “Many signs indicate some-
thing has happened in the party center; it is extremely possible that 
a military coup has taken place.”306 Others, however, believed that 
Wang Dongxing and the security services were more likely to be 
the culprits. Wang Hongwen’s secretary Liao Zukang stated, “Unit 
8341 is extremely powerful [很厉害的]; it obeys Director Wang 
[Dongxing]. Without the command of Director Wang, it would not 
have been easy to quickly knock down [the Gang of Four].”307
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How Did Institutions Matter?

First, as in the Soviet cases, the new leadership went to great lengths 
to demonstrate the legitimacy of its victory. However, the evidence 
shows that, just as in other cases, the new leadership only pursued 
outcomes it could dictate with certainty. At fi rst, the party leader-
ship wanted to engage in struggle sessions against the Gang. But the 
results were unsatisfactory, and the sessions were swiftly brought 
to an end.308 Most famously, the leadership decided to exert enor-
mous time and energy in preparing a major trial that would examine 
only the Gang’s legal crimes, as opposed to their mistakes as party 
members. However, key elements of the trial were unfair. Alexan-
der Cook writes, “The selective prosecution of politically palatable 
defendants, the retroactive application of laws, the numerous proce-
dural irregularities, the widespread assumption of guilt, the limited 
opportunities for defense, the strongly pedagogical tone—these el-
ements rightly contributed to the impression that the Gang of Four 
trial used the barest of legal trappings to conceal a raw demonstra-
tion of political power.”309

The most important consideration was to secure convictions 
that would stand the test of time—this meant separating the Gang’s 
actions from the policies of Mao and the party. The leadership was 
most concerned about what the Gang would say given the oppor-
tunity to defend themselves. The decision to hold an open trial was 
made only once the leadership was convinced it had enough power-
ful evidence.310

Second, as in the other cases in this book, the military was a cru-
cial part of the story but not the whole story. Previous scholarship 
overemphasized the role of Ye Jianying.311 However, as Teiwes and 
Sun argue, Hua Guofeng’s position as head of the party was criti-
cal.312 Ye told Hua, “You are fi rst vice chairman of the party; you run 
the daily affairs of the party. You are also premier of the State Coun-
cil. If you had not given the go-ahead, it would have been diffi cult 
to proceed! It is precisely because you made up your mind and made 
the decision that doing this became relatively easy.”313 Hua repeat-
edly emphasized to a party historian the importance that Ye was not 
the fi rst person to suggest arresting the Gang: Hua fi rst raised the 
issue, which was then supported by Ye.314 Wu De said on  October 21, 
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1976, that if Hua had not had the status of “fi rst” vice chairman 
at the time of Mao’s death, “it would have been unbelievable!” 
(不加上‘第一’两个字，就不得了啊!).315

Finally, party discipline helped ensure that Hua’s fait accom-
pli was successful. After the Cultural Revolution, the resilience of 
this discipline was remarkable—in October 1965, Mao had even 
 suggested that the military should prepare to spread out production 
in case of civil war, warning, “If the party center acts incorrectly, and 
I don’t mean a little incorrectly but very incorrectly, if a Khrushchev 
appears, with the small third line, it will be easy to rebel.”316 But this 
came to nothing—when a “Khrushchev” did fi nally appear in Bei-
jing, the party did not split.

Implications

During the sensitive period after Mao’s death, it is easy to imagine 
why Hua might have kept the Politburo united to help guarantee 
stability. The arrest of Jiang Qing sat uncomfortably with the lead-
ership’s decision to unite around Mao’s memory. With more prepa-
ration, Hua might have been able to work with the CC to engineer 
a more graceful exit for the Gang. But Hua was in a hurry—as dis-
cussed earlier, he decided to move against the Gang almost immedi-
ately after Mao’s death.

Certainly, one reason for the rush was concern about the Gang’s 
intentions. But another factor had more to do with Hua’s own vi-
sion for China. The Cultural Revolution had deepened China’s 
backwardness, and the leadership felt pressed to rapidly improve 
the situation.317 In a conversation with members of the Shanghai 
leadership on October 7, 1976, Hua, when justifying the arrest of 
the Gang, stated, “It is intolerable to wait another year; the national 
economy cannot wait” (再拖半年受不了，国民经济也受不了).318 At 
a meeting in 1977, Hua argued that economic growth was the top 
priority: “If the speed of our economic development is not as fast as 
that in Japan, South Korea, and Vietnam, and if the gap with the So-
viet revisionists increases, if we say how great our Marxism is, how 
can anyone be persuaded?”319

Hua was almost certainly concerned that if the Gang of Four 
had remained in the leadership, reforms would not have been nearly 

Y7973-Torigian.indb   134Y7973-Torigian.indb   134 11/19/21   12:51 PM11/19/21   12:51 PM



 The Gang of Four 135

as smooth. In 1977, when Deng stated that one particular plan 
would have been impossible with the Gang still around, Hua con-
curred: “Last year when the Politburo discussed the issue of Daqing 
importing a large chemical fertilizer, the ‘Gang of Four’ attacked. I 
said, this was approved by Chairman Mao; it cannot be criticized too 
much. Zhang Chunqiao talked back to me, saying, ‘You all always 
use this to intimidate people.’ ”320 Most importantly, it was appar-
ently Jiang Qing’s personal political style that pushed Hua to take an 
extreme step. Hua repeatedly complained in powerful terms to his 
biographer about Jiang’s habit of causing trouble at Politburo meet-
ings by taking over discussions and having temper tantrums. Re-
moving Jiang from the equation would make change much easier.321

Although a move against the Gang would have threatened to 
destabilize the regime, ultimately leaving the Gang on the Politburo 
would have required at least some attention to their concerns. In 
1969, Jiang Qing had stated, “There should not be one successor 
to Chairman Mao; we must take all those whom Chairman Mao 
trusts the most and put them in the core leadership.”322 But Hua 
and his allies had little confi dence in the Gang’s leadership—for all 
the reasons discussed earlier, the Gang were not easy to trust or to 
like, and Jiang’s extremely antagonistic political style made serious 
Politburo discussions diffi cult. Chen Xilian, who was running the 
daily affairs of the military on the eve of the move against the Gang, 
complained to Li Xiannian, “As soon as a Politburo meeting starts, 
fi ghting erupts. Jiang Qing takes the lead, making the Politburo un-
able to function normally.”323 Only a quick solution would create 
a political atmosphere conducive to moving forward quickly after 
Mao’s death.324
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C h a p t e r  f i v e

The Fall of Hua Guofeng

Introduction: Return of the Old Comrades

A t the time of Mao’s death on September 9, 1976, Hua 
Guofeng sat at the top of the party, state, and military 
structures. Mao was forced to name Hua as his successor 
because Deng Xiaoping was under house arrest, having 

disappointed Mao for the last time. When Premier Zhou Enlai’s 
legendary administrative talents began to fail due to his debilitating 
cancer, Mao had summoned Deng, who had been purged at the be-
ginning of the Cultural Revolution, to bring the country back to its 
feet. But by the end of 1975, Deng’s rectifi cation goals were on the 
ropes, and, by April 1976, he was removed from all of his positions. 
The news that the Gang of Four had been purged, which Deng’s 
daughters relayed to him in the toilet while the water was running 
to prevent eavesdropping, came as a relief to the already elderly and 
still incarcerated statesman. “It looks like I can spend my last days in 
peace,” Deng said.1

Yet by 1981, Deng had fully eclipsed the younger Hua as para-
mount leader, thus inaugurating what would become known as the 
era of “old person politics.”2 Mao’s attempt to pass the baton to a 
younger generation had been thwarted. Unlike in the Soviet Union, 
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the transition in China ended with a reassertion of power by the old 
comrades. The Cultural Revolution proved to be a hiatus before 
traditional systems of authority were reestablished.

The historiographical consensus on this period fi ts neatly with 
the principles of the economic model introduced in chapter 1. Ac-
cording to this narrative, Hua, although not as aggressive as the 
Gang of Four, still adhered to a dogmatic and radical ideology. He 
attempted to block the rehabilitation of old revolutionaries who 
had been purged during the Cultural Revolution, including Deng 
Xiaoping. He surrounded himself with his own faction, known as 
the “whateverists.” His anti-reform policies were defeated at the fa-
mous work conference before the Third Plenum. These unpopular 
qualities made him an exceptionally weak fi gure whose fall would 
be inevitable. The military did not play a decisive role. Lowell Ditt-
mer, in 2011, wrote that “as a benefi ciary of the Cultural Revolution 
(and Mao’s personal benediction), Hua felt obliged to continue the 
heaven-storming policies of radical Maoism, thereby losing the sup-
port of the moderates who had helped him dispose of the Gang.” 
Dittmer describes this viewpoint as “consensually accepted by the 
scholarly community.”3

These characterizations range from outright fabrications to 
gross simplifi cations. This chapter presents a different view of the 
events of 1976–81 based on primary source material from the Hubei 
Provincial Archives, the database History of Contemporary Chi-
nese Political Movements, the Service Center for Chinese Publi-
cations, the Fairbank Center Collection of Harvard’s H. C. Fung 
Library, offi cial publications, memoirs, history journals, and history 
books published on the mainland or in Hong Kong, as well as path- 
breaking work by Li Haiwen, Han Gang, Frederick C. Teiwes, and 
Warren Sun.

With regard to the fi rst hypothesis on the economic and au-
thority model, we fi nd support for the latter in the following ways. 
First, the economic model predicts that the most democratic, 
 consensus-oriented fi gure will win a political contest due to their 
superior ability to co-opt threats. These adjectives fi t Hua closely; 
but the winner, Deng Xiaoping, had an autocratic, dictatorial per-
sonality and he was not given to compromise. In fact, Hua hoped to 
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co-opt the old revolutionaries, including Deng, but these attempts 
did not secure his power. Instead, the entire history was a one-sided 
contest, as Hua did nothing to fi ght back against Deng’s growing 
power. Second, no real policy differences separated Hua and Deng. 
Rather, the most important divide separating Hua from Deng was 
that between their generations and their differing roles during the 
Cultural Revolution.

Hua’s departure from the leadership was not the result of a struc-
tured discussion within the party about his strengths and weaknesses. 
Deng acted in a conspiratorial fashion to weaken Hua’s position. Hua 
was a popular individual among many of the party members, and 
his defeat was primarily the result of Deng’s choices, not a broad 
consensus within the party that Hua should be punished. Hua’s most 
serious political setbacks resulted from highly irregular interpreta-
tions of party rules. Most famously, the work conference before the 
Third Plenum in late 1978 took the initiative from the PSC. Deng 
not only allowed but sometimes even manipulated political pressure 
from lower levels of the party to bend the rules to his benefi t.

The role of the military during this period is especially interest-
ing, as Hua’s ultimate defeat cannot be understood without careful 
attention to the PLA. Yet the armed forces never acted in an oper-
ational sense as described in the other chapters of this book. Sim-
p ly put, Deng’s behavior in the immediate post-Mao era reveals the 
extent to which he saw control over the PLA as the real source of 
power. When Deng concluded that the reform process was creating 
doubts and opposition within parts of the PLA, he not only took 
special care to reassert his authority there but also intensifi ed his ag-
gressive posture toward Hua. Deng’s use of the military to advance 
the “practice is the sole criterion of truth” campaign, as well as his 
decision to attack Vietnam, demonstrated to the elite that the PLA 
ultimately obeyed Deng.

Hypothesis 1a versus 1b

Political Style

According to Hypothesis 1a, the leader best able to aggregate inter-
ests and co-opt threats will emerge victorious. If this were the case, 
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then Hua, who was consensus-oriented, should have easily emerged 
the victor. Instead, we see support for Hypothesis 1b, whereby the 
more dictatorial personality, Deng Xiaoping, prevailed over Hua.

The evidence is overwhelming that Deng had little interest in 
collective decision-making. During a December 1973 meeting with 
the military high command, Mao said of Deng, “Some people are 
afraid of him; he deals with matters rather resolutely. . . . You [Deng], 
people are a little afraid of you; I will describe you with a few words 
[我送你两句话]: toughness inside softness, a needle wrapped in cot-
ton. On the outside you are a little gentle, but inside you are a steel 
factory.”4 Mao’s conclusions were shared by many others. On Oc-
tober 31, 1976, Marshal Ye Jianying told an old friend, “This man 
Xiaoping, he never takes things easy; he monopolizes power [擅权]; 
as soon as he comes back, he will steal the show, and it will be impos-
sible for Hua to show his stuff.”5 The party intellectual Li Honglin 
remarked, “I discovered that Deng Xiaoping was a true ‘steel factory,’ 
an absolute autocrat [一言堂]. Even when Hu Yaobang [then party 
general secretary] went to him, he, let alone other people, could not 
talk back.” As opposed to Mao, who when interacting with people 
would tell jokes and chat, “if [you] were in front of Deng Xiaoping, 
you could only accept his commands totally obediently.”6

If Deng was the “ass-kicker,” as the late China watcher Michel 
Oksenberg wrote in a memo to Zbigniew Brzezinski in May 1978, 
then Hua was the “reconciler.”7 Mao described Hua very differently 
from Deng: “Comrade Guofeng, I understand him very well; he 
has integrity and is honest; he can care for the masses; he can con-
duct investigations; and he can unite comrades.” Marshal Ye agreed: 
Hua was “modest, careful, sincere; he has a democratic style.” Li 
Xiannian, a PSC member, believed that Hua was “extremely prin-
cipled.”8 Deng Liqun, then vice president of the Chinese Academy 
of Social Sciences, in one of his speeches on party history remarked, 
“This person Hua Guofeng was very cunning, but it should be said 
that he did not engage in conspiracies. . . . It should be said that 
Hua Guofeng’s life was just and honest.”9 According to the histo-
rian Xiao Donglian, Hua “was honest, and his style was relatively 
democratic.”10

Even when the party needed to rally around Hua soon after the 
defeat of the Gang, he took steps to ensure that he did not become 
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the center of a new personality cult. The man in charge of broad-
casting in China, Zhang Xiangshan, informed his colleagues that al-
though Hua’s status as successor should be emphasized, “at the same 
time it should not be overdone. The goal is not to exaggerate but to 
seek truth from facts, reasonably and correctly convey the image of 
the new chairman, the new leader.” However, on November 12, one 
top leader (unnamed but probably Wang Dongxing) complained 
to a meeting of propagandists that praise of Hua should be toned 
down or it would have the opposite effect and hurt Hua’s image.11 
People other than Hua, especially Marshal Ye, built up Hua’s au-
thority in a way that some people misinterpreted as Hua engaging 
in  personality-cult behavior.12 When Hua said that he did not want 
the title of “wise leader” (英明领袖), even the Deng ally Wang Zhen 
stood up and said, “I checked the dictionary; yingming means ming-
jun [enlightened king]. I think it’s okay!”13 Later criticisms of Hua 
as a despotic ruler were intended to undermine the broad sentiment 
that Hua was democratically oriented.

Hua’s tenure was in fact a golden era of collective leadership. 
Hua told a group preparing his offi cial biography, “After the fall of 
the ‘Gang of Four’ and when I was chairman, collective leadership 
was very strongly emphasized, democratic centralism. It was not one 
or two people who could make decisions; collective leadership was 
needed. If the leadership was collective, matters would be dealt with 
well. The party center all lived at Yuquanshan together, and stabiliz-
ing measures were all discussed collectively. All of my speeches were 
discussed by the Politburo collectively.”14 According to the former 
editor of People’s Daily Hu Jiwei, “[Unlike Mao,] when Hua Guo-
feng made mistakes, he could be criticized. . . . He did not exert 
strict control; his methods were not cruel.”15 Hua was a consensus 
builder. In April 1978, when the propaganda apparatus put pressure 
on Hua to speak out on controversial ideological issues, Hua re-
fused, saying that as party chairman, speaking out too quickly would 
unfairly cause any debate to be stillborn.16 To his credit, his decision 
not to rely on his formal position to fi ght tooth and nail against his 
removal speaks to his consensual and democratic personality. Speak-
ing to one interviewer about his resignation, Hua said, “If the party 
were to have another internal struggle, the regular people would 
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have suffered. I stubbornly resigned from all positions. I told Mar-
shal Ye before I did it. Some said that I was a fool. Some said that I 
was too honest, but I do not regret it.”17

Shockingly, two highly credible sources told the author of this 
book that on June 1 or 2, 1980, Ye Jianying even asked Hua whether 
they should “do another smashing of the Gang of Four”—or, in 
other words, execute a coup against Deng. Hua refrained.18 Hu Ji-
wei later refl ected on how strange it was that a leader would choose 
not to label his opponents as counterrevolutionaries or engage in 
“brutal struggle and cruel attacks.” Hua’s tolerance for criticism was 
revolutionary, writes Hu Jiwei: “This was one of the most civilized 
changes in leadership positions in the history of our party.”19

Hypothesis 1a predicts that the loser in a power struggle would 
be the competitor who was either unable or unwilling to co-opt their 
political challengers. At fi rst glance, this might seem to explain why 
Hua lost. Ezra Vogel argues that Hua “did not support the full-scale 
return of senior offi cials who had been brought back to work under 
Deng’s leadership.”20 Harry Harding similarly concludes that Hua 
tried “to prevent the reemergence of more senior leaders who might 
threaten his political dominance.”21 This is an important point to 
evaluate because Hua’s alleged lack of respect for his elders, includ-
ing Deng, was identifi ed as one of his principal crimes.

Instead we see more support for Hypothesis 1b: Hua did try to 
co-opt his potential challengers, but he was still removed from the 
leadership. As the historian Han Gang points out, Hua took a per-
sonal interest in the rehabilitation of important cadres such as Hu 
Yaobang, Hu Jiwei, and Zhang Aiping, all of whom had been purged 
along with Deng near the end of the Cultural Revolution. Hua also 
played an important role in solving the infamous “Inner Mongolia” 
and “61 Traitor Clique” cases. Hua’s attitude was conciliatory: “Why 
is it that some old cadres cannot come out [be liberated]? Why can’t 
there be reciprocal forgiveness? Isn’t it good that Xi Zhongxun and 
Song Renqiong have come out? Zhou Hui wants to go to Inner 
Mongolia. Some old cadres have been on the sidelines for many 
years; why aren’t they allowed to come out? There is a fear not to 
use talents that are not presently serving the country [怕举逸民]. 
They are all proletarian hermits.”22 Prior to the work conference 
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before the Third Plenum, Hua had already been preparing to reha-
bilitate the “61 Traitor Clique,” Peng Dehuai, and Tao Zhu.23

When Ye affi rmed Hua’s leadership of the country after the 
fall of the Gang of Four, he listed Hua’s respect for old comrades 
(along with his youth, honesty, democratic sensibility, and work ex-
perience) as among his most important positive qualities.24 Shortly 
before Hua was offi cially removed from the party chairmanship, Li 
Xiannian admitted that Hua did not block the rehabilitation of the 
veteran comrade Wang Renzhong and the “61 Traitor Clique.”25

Surprisingly, it was not Hua but Deng who opposed the other 
major old revolutionary, Chen Yun, from returning to work. Hua 
revealed in June 1981, “At the First Plenum of the Eleventh Party 
Congress everyone suggested that Comrade Chen Yun, Comrade 
Deng Yingchao, and Comrade Wang Zhen should join the Polit-
buro; at the Politburo when I spoke and mentioned this situation, 
it was not I who opposed it. At the time, it really was discussed. 
Comrade Xiaoping fi rst suggested that wouldn’t it be better if no 
changes were made at that time.” When Deng Xiaoping fi nally sug-
gested that Chen become a vice chairman at the Third Plenum, Hua 
immediately accepted Deng’s proposal.26 Hua also supported the as-
cension of another major elder, Peng Zhen, to the PSC, but he was 
blocked by both Deng and Chen.27

During a meeting dedicated to criticizing Hua, he did a self- 
criticism about the “two whatevers,” leftism in economics, and the 
creation of his own personality cult. But among all of the trumped-up 
charges, he fl atly refused to admit that he had blocked the rehabil-
itation of old revolutionaries: “You say that I blocked the return of 
old cadres; whom did I block exactly? I am not going to say any 
more. Say whatever you want!”28

What was Hua’s view of Deng in particular? Richard Baum 
writes that Hua and his loyalists “adamantly opposed” Deng’s reha-
bilitation.29 New evidence decisively rejects this conclusion. As early 
as October 26, 1976, two Politburo members, Su Zhenhua and Ni 
Zhifu, told Deng that he would return to work.30 On December 10, 
Deng was allowed to visit a PLA hospital to treat an infected pros-
tate. Soon after that, Deng was allowed to read classifi ed materials.31 
During this time, Deng took a trip to Yuquanshan to listen to Hua 
give an account of the fall of the Gang of Four.32 All of these devel-
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opments were signs of a political loosening.33 Deng, therefore, had 
to know that sooner or later he would be rehabilitated.

Hua’s speech to the Politburo on January 6, 1977, is crucial ev-
idence that he never opposed Deng’s return to work and that he 
had already approved Deng’s return at an appropriate time. Hua 
said, “The issue of Deng Xiaoping was considered repeatedly while 
managing the ‘Gang of Four’ issue. . . . The issue of Comrade Deng 
Xiaoping will be solved, and actually it is already being solved. . . . 
The issue of returning to work should be a matter of time.” Hua also 
provided a rationale for this timing:

Now there are people who propose not doing it this way; 
they propose that after knocking down the “Gang of Four,” 
Deng Xiaoping should come to work immediately. If Deng 
Xiaoping were to come to work immediately after the fall of 
the “Gang of Four,” it is possible we would be falling into a 
big trap. . . . If we hastily and in a big hurry [急急忙忙] were 
to suggest that Deng Xiaoping return to work, then Docu-
ments No. 4 and 5, those issues that Chairman Mao man-
aged, would they still count? Then wouldn’t people say that 
this is overturning the verdict on Deng Xiaoping? Wouldn’t 
this mean we are not carrying out the unfulfi lled wishes of 
Chairman Mao?

Hua even expressed confi dence that Deng would understand the 
need for some delay.34 In November 1980, Deng admitted that he 
was aware of this rationale. But he was still rankled—he rhetorically 
asked why he could not have become premier and then emotionally 
said he would not have taken the position anyway.35

Although Ye Jianying has traditionally been identifi ed as sup-
porting Deng’s swift rehabilitation, Ye shared Hua’s view that the 
process of Deng’s return should be managed carefully. Ye wanted 
to  protect Hua Guofeng’s status but also to bring Deng back 
to work, which meant he was “caught between two diffi culties” 
(有一个两难).36 On October 31, 1976, Ye told an old friend, “Deng 
will return to work, but it will be a little later. When a car turns 
too quickly, it will turn over. The matter of Xiaoping was raised 
by Chairman Mao; the Politburo decided to leave him in the party 
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to watch him, to see if the offender mends his ways; it is not good 
[不行] if [he] all of a sudden were to return to work. There must be 
a process. Otherwise, it would really be a palace coup.”37

Policy

The consensus view is that Hua and Deng differed on major policy 
issues. Hypothesis 1a assumes that the victor in a political power 
struggle is the one whose policy or patronage platform is more pop-
ular. Hypothesis 1b, on the other hand, allows for the possibility 
that power struggles can occur when policy differences are minimal 
and those differences are infl ated for political purposes. New evi-
dence emphatically demonstrates the greater explanatory value of 
Hypothesis 1b. Deng in fact cooperated with Hua on a whole host 
of issues. According to Deng Liqun, “Deng [Xiaoping] and Chen 
[Yun] were united on some issues with Hua, and they confl icted on 
other issues; there was unity within the struggle [斗争中间 有统一], 
and it certainly was not the case that they opposed Hua Guofeng on 
every issue.”38

For scholars of Chinese politics, Hua is perhaps most famously 
known for the “two whatevers,” a political slogan interpreted to 
mean that Mao’s political line would be continued without any 
changes. Indeed, this slogan was seen by many high-ranking cadres 
at the time as an attempt to block Deng Xiaoping from returning 
to work, a refusal to reverse the verdict on the Tiananmen Incident 
of 1976, and an affi rmation of extremist ideology. The fi rst issue is 
addressed in the previous section that demonstrates that Hua actu-
ally sought to co-opt Deng. The two other perceived implications 
are policy related. On these issues, did Hua actually have a different 
view from that of Deng?

Powerful evidence can now put to rest the accusation that Hua 
resisted changing the verdict on the 1976 Tiananmen Square Inci-
dent.39 Zhou Enlai died in January 1976, and in April, wreaths com-
memorating him covered Tiananmen Square, sparking a political 
crisis. The Politburo decided to remove the crowds from the square. 
On April 5, Mao labeled the Tiananmen disturbances a “counter-
revolutionary rebellion,” allowed the use of force, and said that 
Deng should be placed under investigation because of his alleged 
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role in the affair.40 Following Mao’s death, the issue of whether to 
reverse the verdict on the Tiananmen Square Incident was partic-
ularly sensitive, and it was made more complicated by the fact that 
it was broadly seen to be related to Deng’s status in the post-Mao 
political world.

However, as early as the Politburo meeting on January 6, 1977, 
Hua signaled that he would not adopt a hard line on the Tiananmen 
Square issue, although, at fi rst, he did not want to spur controversy 
by saying that Mao had made a mistake. Hua noted that the issue 
“really was suppressed by the ‘Gang of Four’ ” and that “the Tianan-
men Incident was forced” (implying that the Gang of Four’s behav-
ior was a cause of the incident). Hua counseled patience: “If there 
are some other opinions, it is not a big deal; they must be guided.”41

The Chinese scholar Xu Qingquan, drawing on extensive in-
terviews, has demonstrated that Hua slowly continued to prepare 
the ground for a different appraisal of the Tiananmen Incident. In 
August 1978, People’s Daily published an article accusing the Beijing 
party boss Wu De of blocking the reversal of the Tiananmen ver-
dict. By the time of the work conference before the Third Plenum, 
the top party leadership, including Hua, had already decided to sup-
port a full rehabilitation.42

New evidence now shows that the origin of the “two whatevers” 
had nothing to do with political or economic orthodoxy. The histo-
rian Han Gang writes, “According to offi cial accounts, the ‘change 
in emphasis’ [重点转移] was a historical change that occurred after 
the ‘Cultural Revolution,’ and Deng Xiaoping was the fi rst to sug-
gest this strategy. Some accounts even say that this was the result 
of a struggle against the ‘two whatevers,’ which in direct or indirect 
ways draws a line between Hua Guofeng and Deng Xiaoping. Actu-
ally, it was nothing like this.”43 After Hua left the leadership, he told 
an interviewer that if he had really engaged in the “two whatevers,” 
he would not have smashed the Gang of Four.44

The dominant view is that Hua was an economic dogmatist who 
made major economic mistakes. Richard Baum, for example, refers 
to the “unswerving public devotion [of Hua and his supporters] to 
whatever Mao said or did.”45 Although Harry Harding writes that 
Hua “seemed to recognize the country’s need for a period of polit-
ical normalcy and economic development,” he also concludes that 
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Deng “had become convinced of the need for much more sweeping 
political and economic reforms than Hua Guofeng was willing to 
undertake.” Harding believes that Deng had “an attractive alterna-
tive program.”46

Recently, however, this argument has been under attack by his-
torians. Alexander Pantsov, with Steven Levine, writes that Hua 
was convinced “of the need to reexamine the most odious of the 
Maoist directives” on economics and was “increasingly convinced of 
the need for rapid modernization.”47 Hua in fact began taking steps 
toward economic reform that are most commonly associated with 
Deng. As Teiwes and Sun show, on economic issues, Hua was not 
an ideologue, and to the extent that his policies were a failure, Deng 
was equally culpable. Teiwes and Sun write, “On all key dimen-
sions—the overambitious drive for growth, a newly expansive policy 
of openness to the outside world, and limited steps toward manage-
ment reform—Hua and Deng were in basic agreement.”48 They also 
demonstrate that Deng did not support key agricultural reforms as 
quickly as Hua and that, moreover, this issue had no bearing on 
their relative authority.49 Hua, not Deng, was the individual in the 
party center who played the most important role in supporting the 
Special Economic Zones.50

Chinese historians have also participated in changing to this 
new view of Hua. Cheng Zhongyuan provides a series of examples 
of Hua challenging party dogma on economic issues, including em-
phasizing production as a key element of revolution and advocating 
the provision of material benefi ts in exchange for hard work.51 Hua 
took the initiative to improve the treatment of scientists, and it was 
he who fi rst called for, and presided over, a major conference on re-
form of science and technology that was held in March 1978.52 He 
also played a crucial role in the July–September 1978 “State Coun-
cil Conference to Discuss Principles,” a meeting that set the stage 
for major breakthroughs on a slew of economic issues at the Third 
Plenum.53

In fact, as early as January 1977, only three months after the 
Gang of Four were eliminated, Hua displayed an open mind. That 
month, Xiang Nan, then working at the First Ministry of Machine 
Building, reported to the top leadership about a trip to the United 
States. After the meeting, Hua asked Xiang to stay behind. Xiang 

Y7973-Torigian.indb   146Y7973-Torigian.indb   146 11/19/21   12:51 PM11/19/21   12:51 PM



 The Fall of  Hua Guofeng 147

emphasized that inequality was more severe in China than it was 
in the United States and that it was necessary to study capitalism’s 
achievements. After a moment of silence, Hua remarked, “I believe 
that what you have said is true,” but he also warned Xiang not to speak 
of such matters publicly.54 In his later years, when Hua saw a televi-
sion report on reform and opening that emphasized Deng’s role, he 
muttered, “Reform and opening was fi rst suggested by me.”55

What, then, did the “two whatevers” actually mean, and why did 
so many individuals in the elite misinterpret the expression? The 
key to understanding this puzzle is that the immediate challenge 
facing Hua was how to show his fl exibility on the Deng and Tianan-
men issues without raising concerns that he was moving too quickly 
to reject the Maoist legacy. Unfortunately for Hua, he handled this 
problem in a particularly clumsy way, and it was this clumsiness, as 
opposed to political dogmatism or opposition to Deng, that led to 
the “two whatevers.”

In January 1977, Wang Dongxing, the PSC member in charge of 
propaganda work, told the party writer Li Xin to draft two speeches 
for Hua. One of those speeches was intended for a meeting of the 
top leadership in the party, government, and military to announce 
that Deng would return to power once the situation had stabilized. 
When Li Xin met his work group, he told his assistants to include 
criticism of rumors and “splittist” talk, which was a code for dis-
cussions about Deng and Tiananmen. Li suggested that one way to 
prevent the Deng and Tiananmen issues from becoming explosive 
was to emphasize the big picture. The most obvious way to do this 
was to rally around Mao. Therefore, when on January 21, the fi rst 
draft of Hua’s planned January speech was completed, the following 
phrase appeared: “Whatever policies Chairman Mao raised, they 
must be protected; they cannot be violated; whatever language and 
behavior damages Chairman Mao’s image, they must be controlled; 
they cannot be tolerated.” Li Xin later explained why he included 
these words:

In the process of writing the draft, the most diffi cult matter 
to manage was, under the circumstances of the time, stabi-
lizing the situation, which meant raising high the banner 
of Chairman Mao. It was impossible to say Chairman Mao 
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made mistakes; it could not be said that “criticize Deng, 
counterattack the rightist verdict-reversal wind” was a mis-
take; at the same time, it was necessary to say that Deng 
Xiaoping’s return to work was correct and necessary. There-
fore, writing the draft was extremely diffi cult; no matter what 
was said, it was imperfect. Because I emphasized raising high 
the banner of Mao Zedong and stabilizing the situation, the 
expression “two whatevers” appeared in the second draft of 
the speech.

By the time that the fourth draft of Hua’s January speech was com-
pleted, the situation had changed. Instead of a meeting for leading 
cadres in the party, government, and military, a work meeting of the 
CC would take place—but later. On February 3, Li Xin informed his 
group that the speech would be delayed, and instead fi rst an edito-
rial would be published. On February 6, the editorial, called “Study 
the Documents Well and Grasp the Key Link,” was read on the ra-
dio, and it was published in People’s Daily the following day. This 
editorial contained the infamous “two whatevers”: “We will reso-
lutely uphold whatever policy decisions Chairman Mao made and 
unswervingly follow whatever instructions Chairman Mao gave.”56 
The “two whatevers,” therefore, was not, as Vogel argues, the result 
of Hua “direct[ing] his supporters to prepare a theoretical article to 
show his commitment to the Maoist legacy.”57

Both the appearance of the “two whatevers” and the delay in 
more broadly announcing the plan to rehabilitate Deng had disas-
trous long-term political repercussions for Hua. Some in the top 
leadership interpreted this phrase as a dogmatic statement. Geng 
Biao, for example, remarked, “Publishing this article is the equiv-
alent of not smashing the ‘Gang of Four.’ ”58 Deng Liqun saw the 
“two whatevers” as an attempt to prevent Deng Xiaoping from re-
turning to work. A few days later, Wang Zhen lambasted the “two 
whatevers” at a meeting of the National Defense Industry Offi ce of 
the State Council. Then Wang told Deng Xiaoping about how he 
and Deng Liqun had interpreted the “two whatevers.”59

A terrible misunderstanding had occurred. The historian Han 
Gang writes,
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The planning at the top to solve the Deng Xiaoping issue 
was unknown to the outside world, and even the majority of 
the membership of the party, including senior members 
[党内大多数人包括资深人士], did not understand; so it was 
diffi cult to avoid giving the impression of a “delay.” . . . But 
when the “two whatevers” appeared, matters did not move 
in the direction hoped for by its creators but instead created 
an unforeseen reaction. It seemed that they had created a 
political restriction for more deeply exposing and criticizing 
the “Gang of Four” and that the creators had not funda-
mentally understood the connection between the “Cultural 
Revolution” and Mao Zedong’s mistakes in his later years 
and, therefore, they could not solve or completely eliminate 
the mistakes of the “Cultural Revolution.”60

Despite the assertions by many Chinese scholars that fi gures 
such as Chen Yun had tried but failed to persuade Hua to allow 
Deng to return to work at the party meeting in March 1977, it was 
in fact at this meeting that the decision to allow Deng to return 
to work (already made) was revealed publicly.61 Hua seems to have 
understood that the delay, and especially the “two whatevers,” had 
raised suspicions about his intentions. He tried to explain himself:

Recently within the party and among the masses there has 
been no small amount of debate around the issues of Deng 
Xiaoping and the Tiananmen Incident. . . . With regard to 
Deng Xiaoping, everyone knows that “criticizing Deng and 
opposing the rightist reversal of cases” was decided by the 
great leader Chairman Mao. Criticism is necessary, but how 
the Gang of Four criticized Deng was different; they vio-
lated Chairman Mao’s order. . . . This was an important part 
of their plan to take over the party and seize power. . . . When 
the center solved the problem of the Gang of Four anti-party 
clique, it believed that the issue of Deng Xiaoping should 
be solved correctly and that it should be done in phases, as 
part of a process; the center’s decision to continue to “criti-
cize Deng and the rightist reversal of cases” was considered 
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 multiple times; by doing it in this way, it would fundamen-
tally destroy and excuse the Gang of Four and its remnants 
and other counterrevolutionary powers from using this issue 
to provoke counterrevolutionary activity, thereby stabilizing 
the entire country. . . . Some comrades did not really under-
stand and do not really support the center’s decision, believ-
ing that once the Gang of Four was defeated, it was neces-
sary to immediately have Comrade Deng Xiaoping return 
to work. This position did not consider the question from 
the perspective of the struggle on a comprehensive level. . . . 
It has now been demonstrated by investigation that a small 
group of counterrevolutionaries had a counterrevolutionary 
policy of calling for Comrade Deng Xiaoping to return to 
work to force the center to take a position and then to attack 
us for violating the last wishes of Chairman Mao, thereby 
overthrowing the party Central Committee.62

Hua declared that an offi cial decision for Deng to return to work 
would be made at the Third Plenum of the Tenth Party Congress.63 
In a speech at the March work meeting, Ye Jianying argued that 
Mao had shown that party “revisionists” could be defeated with 
another Cultural Revolution, apparently trying to quell fears that 
Deng’s return to power would imply a victory of revisionism.64 Even 
Chen Yun, who is described in many sources as unhappy with Hua’s 
policies at this time, said, “I strongly support having Comrade Deng 
Xiaoping return to work when the time is ripe.”65

Deng was upset about the “two whatevers.” On May 24, he 
had an important meeting with Wang Zhen, Deng Liqun, and Yu 
Guangyuan.66 Deng said it was impossible to explain why the ver-
dict on him was reversed or why the Tiananmen Incident was not 
a counterrevolutionary incident under the “two whatevers.”67 Hua 
seems to have immediately taken Deng’s criticisms to heart. In 
1978, Zhao Ziyang, who would later become party general secre-
tary, pointed out that Hua very quickly moved away from the “two 
whatevers” and accepted Deng’s terminology:

I believe that the “two whatevers” spoken of at the March 
work conference of last year were a result of the historical 
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conditions at the time; it is understandable. That’s because 
the Gang of Four had just been destroyed and it was neces-
sary to decrease the amount of guessing going on in other 
countries, and, moreover, the solving of everyone’s thinking 
needed to go through a process. At the Third Plenum of the 
Tenth Party Congress [July 1977], Chairman Hua and Vice 
Chairman Deng suggested a comprehensive and accurate 
understanding of Mao Zedong Thought, and practically 
speaking, this was a clarifi cation and already the issue was 
solved.68

At the end of the November 1978 work conference, the land-
mark meeting that signifi ed an important defeat for Hua, he did 
a self-criticism for the “two whatevers,” explaining that they were 
intended to encourage unity and protect Mao’s image, not to at-
tack Deng:

At the time, my intention was that while giving a free hand 
in mobilizing the masses to start the great struggle to expose 
and criticize the “Gang of Four,” it was absolutely impera-
tive not to damage the glorious image of Chairman Mao. 
This was an important issue I was always considering in the-
oretical terms immediately after the smashing of the “Gang 
of Four.” Later, I discovered that the fi rst part [of the “two 
whatevers”] was too absolute and the second part really did 
need to be emphasized. But I did not clearly say how to re-
strict this. At the time, I did not consider these two expres-
sions completely enough. Refl ecting now, if only I had not 
raised the “two whatevers,” things would have been fi ne.69

But the concept of the “two whatevers” was pinned to Hua, and later 
Deng would even use this expression against him.

Other than the “two whatevers,” Hua is often accused of oppos-
ing Deng’s view that “practice is the sole criterion of truth” and that 
the appearance of the “practice” position was originally a reaction 
to Hua’s “two whatevers.” If Hua truly opposed the popular “prac-
tice” position because of his dogmatic viewpoints and was punished 
politically for it, this would support Hypothesis 1a. However, newly 
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available evidence shows that for several reasons this characteriza-
tion is extremely misleading. This evidence supports Hypothesis 1b: 
Deng gained the upper hand against Hua by turning the “practice” 
issue into a political tool.

The “practice” debate was originally not about ideology in gen-
eral but rather about a much narrower topic: how to reverse ver-
dicts on cases that had been personally approved by Mao, which, as 
discussed earlier, were supported by Hua. Therefore, the issue was 
much narrower than general accounts suggest, and it certainly had 
nothing to do with Maoist policies in economics. The problem was 
that in order to reverse political verdicts on purged cadres, Mao’s 
personal orders would somehow have to be addressed.70 In Decem-
ber 1977, Hu Yaobang, then vice dean of the Central Party School, 
gave a speech on how to study history in which the phrase “practice 
is the sole criterion of truth” was fi rst used, and the context was 
clearly about wrongful cases from the Cultural Revolution. Hu said, 
“With regard to history during the last ten-plus years, do not just 
use one document or one speech by a comrade; it is necessary to 
conduct an analysis with practice as the criterion.”71

In May 1978, an article that used the phrase “practice is the sole 
criterion of truth” appeared in Guangming Daily and again the next 
day in People’s Daily and People’s Liberation Army Daily. This article 
argued that if theories failed to achieve their intentions, they should 
be changed in the face of experience. Crucially, this article was not 
written at the direction of any top-ranking leader.72 Moreover, be-
fore Yang Xiguang, the editor of Guangming Daily, mentioned the 
phrase “two whatevers” at a meeting on April 13, neither the author 
nor the man who commissioned the article had ever heard the ex-
pression before. Although they were conscious of the “two what-
evers” as a negative infl uence that should be countered in the next 
stage of revisions, the newspaper took careful steps to make sure 
that the article did not too obviously criticize Hua’s formulation 
from the year previously.73

Negative reaction to the article was swift. Late at night on 
May 12, Wu Lengxi, who was working for a committee editing Mao’s 
documents, called Hu Jiwei, a deputy chief editor at People’s Daily. 
According to Hu, Wu said, “This article made a fundamental mis-
take. In theoretical terms it is a mistake; in political terms the prob-
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lem is even bigger. It is very bad, very bad.” Wu said that the article 
rejected both the relativity of truth and the universal truth of Marx-
ism. He pointed out that Lenin made theoretical predictions before 
they came to pass, but that did not mean they were not theories 
before the events transpired. One did not have to wait many years 
to realize that the Eleventh Party Congress was truth. In Wu’s mind, 
the article called for a philosophy of doubting everything: “Mao Ze-
dong Thought is the basis for our unity; if we go and suspect the 
Chairman’s directives are wrong, if we think they should be revised, 
if everyone goes and debates which ones are wrong and which ones 
need to be changed, can our party still maintain unity?”74

Top offi cials in the propaganda apparatus did their best to pre-
vent a broader discussion of the principles in the Guangming Daily 
article. On May 17, Wang Dongxing asked, “Which party center is 
this the opinion of? It must be investigated, people must be taught 
a lesson, thinking must be unifi ed, and this must not set a prece-
dent.”75 On May 18, Wang Dongxing told the editor of Red Flag that 
the article was opposed to Mao and it was not the thinking of the 
party center.76

Wang’s tough reaction threatened to end any discussion of “prac-
tice.” The historian Shen Baoxiang writes, “If powerful support was 
not available, this discussion of the criterion of truth that had just 
begun would have been stopped and forced down.” But suddenly the 
discussion was given a boost by Deng, who was beginning to make a 
political issue of it.77 Therefore, the historian Long Pingping is cor-
rect to argue that “the authors and organizers of the article did not 
plan beforehand and did not even think that the article’s publication 
would cause a big discussion. The reason that it could turn into a 
big discussion on a national scale that would last for a prolonged pe-
riod of time and develop into a thought movement, fundamentally 
speaking, is because Deng Xiaoping started and led it.”78

Hua’s plan for managing the situation remains somewhat mys-
terious, but he very obviously did not try to quash the debate. Many 
of the anecdotal accounts about Hua’s attitude came after he had 
already been identifi ed by party historians as an opponent of “prac-
tice.” Moreover, Hua even provided some of his own language to 
justify moving on to new things, like “new period, new situation, 
and new topic” and “studying new things and studying old things.” 
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In about August, one old revolutionary, Wang Renzhong, asked Hua 
about the “practice” position. Hua’s response was that it was an im-
portant question that needed to be clarifi ed but that it should begin 
and end with unity.79

In some ways, Hua even directly expressed support for “prac-
tice.” He twice read an article published in June 1978 in the theo-
retical journal Lilun dongtai that implied support for the “practice” 
argument by criticizing individuals who during the Cultural Rev-
olution only sought to support the position of the Gang of Four, 
thus leading real Mao Zedong Thought to disappear.80 When the 
magazine China Youth resumed publication in 1978, the fi rst issue 
included both an article implying support for “practice” and poems 
from the Tiananmen Incident of 1976. Wang Dongxing canceled 
the issue and demanded that it be retracted. When the editors pro-
tested, Wang met the leadership of the journal on September 14 and 
revealed that “Chairman Hua says: if they dare to publish, what is 
there to be afraid of? If it is published, it is published. Let them do it, 
if they dare [只要他们敢干就干吧].” This permission signifi ed that 
Tiananmen and “practice” were no longer off-limits.81 When the old 
revolutionary Tan Zhenlin tried to include support for the “practice” 
position in an article in Red Flag, the editors of the journal, who had 
been instructed not to participate in the debate, asked the top lead-
ership how to proceed. Hua was the fi rst one to express support.82

In Hua’s closing speech at the November 1978 work conference, 
he gave the following account of his actions:

On May 11 of this year Guangming Daily published and on 
May 12 People’s Daily and the PLA newspaper reprinted this 
article on practice being the sole criterion of truth. Because 
at the time I had just returned from North Korea, there 
were many issues that had to be dealt with. So I did not have 
time to read it in June or July. Several members of the PSC 
told me in succession what they had heard about this. At 
that point I learned that there were different viewpoints on 
these two articles; when the members of the Standing Com-
mittee of the Politburo held a meeting, they discussed this 
issue. They believed that the topic of the article was good, 
but they did not specifi cally go and research the multiple 
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articles that came out later. There were many domestic and 
international reactions. Marshal Ye believed that the State 
Council theory meeting went well, so he suggested having a 
theory working meeting with all the comrades together, . . . 
have everyone with different opinions express them, on the 
basis of democratic discussion unify thinking and solve this 
problem, and all Standing Committee members agreed with 
this. Because I wanted all Standing Committee members to 
be present to solve this problem, when Comrade Xiaoping 
went on a business trip, there was no time to have this [the-
ory meeting] before the work conference started.83

Wang Dongxing did have conservative ideological views, and 
Hua was unfairly associated with them. Hua Nan, then editor of 
People’s Liberation Army Daily, later admitted that although Hua 
Guofeng, as the top leader, had to take responsibility for the “two 
whatevers,” “in reality Comrade Wang Dongxing was the direct 
executor and creator of the ‘two whatevers.’ ”84 The historian Han 
Gang writes, “At the time certainly not all of the Standing Commit-
tee members thought the article was good. There is no evidence that 
shows whether Hua liked the topic—but there is also no evidence 
that he attempted to end the debate. At most, Hua was cautious and 
simply did not want to express a position on the theoretical issue; 
this simply cannot be compared with Wang Dongxing’s quashing 
and criticism.”85

Hua was not only not a “whateverist” who defi ed “practice.” 
At the November 1978 work conference, he also did not oppose 
changing the party’s “key link” from “class struggle” to economics. 
The idea that Deng somehow triumphed over Hua on this issue is 
wrong. During Hua’s tenure, “class struggle” did not have the same 
meaning that it had during the Cultural Revolution. Then it meant 
the campaign to expose and criticize the Gang of Four. As the histo-
rians Cheng Zhongyuan, Wang Yuxiang, and Li Zhenghua explain, 
“At the time it was thought that the contradiction between socialism 
and capitalism, the contradiction between the proletariat and the 
bourgeoisie, and the contradiction between Marxism and revision-
ism were collectively manifested as the contradiction between the 
Chinese Communist Party and the ‘Gang of Four.’ ”86
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At the Eleventh Party Congress in 1977, the plan of Hua and 
the top leadership was to fi nish the “ferreting-out” (清查) phase of 
exposing and criticizing the Gang of Four within the year or a little 
longer. At the Fifth National People’s Congress in February and 
March 1978, Hua said that the “ferreting-out” campaign was basi-
cally fi nished on a national scale.87 For some unclear reason, the top 
leadership never offi cially declared an end to the campaign, but the 
evidence is clear that Hua never intended for class struggle as the 
“key link” to mean a continuation of the Cultural Revolution or for 
it to last forever.

Deng has been credited with opposing “class struggle” as the 
“key link.” However, his statements in this spirit were exclusively 
in regard to the situation in the military. If the military was focused 
on purging “Gang” elements, then it could not do what it was sup-
posed to do: prepare for war.88 Deng, therefore, had reason to sup-
port a different timetable for the military than he did for the rest of 
the party.

In September 1978, during a trip to the Northeast, Deng spoke 
with the top leadership of the Shenyang MR and expressed dissat-
isfaction with the length of the “ferreting-out” campaign. He said, 
“With regard to the campaign, you can research it. How does it end? 
There is never a complete victory. The campaign can’t really go on 
like this, right? When campaigns go on too long, people get sick of 
them. It is a little superfi cial, there is no goal, and it’s formalism.”89 
The next month, Deng met with Hu Qiaomu, president of the Acad-
emy of Social Sciences, and Deng Liqun. Deng Xiaoping told them, 
“This time in the Shenyang Military Region I discussed the issue of 
exposing and criticizing the ‘Gang of Four.’ I said there must be an 
end to the campaign to expose and criticize the ‘Gang of Four’; we 
certainly cannot continue it for another three or fi ve years!”90

We now know that Hua did not oppose Deng on this matter. 
On October 9, Hua met with members of a committee working on 
Mao’s writings. Hua told them that when Deng was in Shenyang, 
the head of the Shenyang MR, Li Desheng, had said that offi cers 
at the grass-roots levels were sick of the campaign. Hua also said 
that Deng had raised fi ve criteria for ending the campaign in the 
military. Hua suggested that the November work conference discuss 
this issue, a proposal that was approved by the Politburo.91
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On the night before the work conference meeting, Hua told 
some speechwriters, “It should be clear that the change [away 
from class struggle as the “key link”] will be made on January 1. 
Stubbornly change. The opinions of local governments have been 
sought out, the Standing Committee has discussed [it], the Polit-
buro has talked [about it], everyone supports this; if again change 
does not occur, work will be delayed.” Hua did want the “change in 
emphasis” to still fall under the slogans of “class struggle is the key 
link” or “expose and criticize the ‘Gang of Four’ as the key link.” By 
approaching the matter in this way, “liberating thinking” would not 
in any way be presented as contradicting Mao Zedong Thought. Ac-
cording to Han Gang, “With regard to [the work conference before 
the Third Plenum], it was only on this little point that Hua’s opinion 
was slightly different from Deng’s.”92

Strikingly, Hu Yaobang credits Hua, not Deng, for the break-
through that fi nally happened at the Third Plenum. On Novem-
ber 25, 1978, Hu Yaobang returned home and told his son, “The 
pain and disaster suffered by the Chinese people caused the awak-
ening of the entire people today. What is the meaning of ‘having 
foresight’ [先知先觉]? Actually, there is only one meaning; it’s that 
thinking comes fi rst, actions take a fi rst step, and those who origi-
nally do not want to step forward also come along. . . . Hua Guofeng 
in one swipe of the pickaxe broke a hole in the dyke; just how big 
the fl ow of history will make that hole is completely up to the power 
of the people.”93 Hu Yaobang once told his secretary, “Our party did 
not have any ‘whateverist faction!’ . . . Making a leader of the what-
ever ist faction is for nothing other than for getting rid of Comrade 
Guofeng.”94

Pinning conservative “leftist” or “radical” views on Hua is also 
problematic for another reason. Just a few months after the work 
conference, Deng announced the extremely conservative “Four 
Cardinal Principles.” Intellectuals who had helped defeat the “two 
what evers” were shocked, feeling that the values of the Third Ple-
num were being reversed and that now the emphasis would be on 
attacking the Right, not the Left.95 Deng had used intellectuals and 
calls for greater democracy outside the party to improve his posi-
tion, but once they were no longer needed, and indeed once he saw 
that they were threatening broader stability, he immediately turned 
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on them. The Chinese intellectual Su Shaozhi concludes, “While 
the sound of Deng Xiaoping’s assault on the ‘whateverist faction’ 
was still ringing in one’s ears, he himself also ‘whatevered’ up to 
Mao Zedong and Mao Zedong Thought.”96

Historical Legacies and Compromising Material

If Hypothesis 1a is not able to answer what cleavage separated Hua 
from Deng, what really happened? The more important forces 
shaping Hua’s fall were historical legacies, personal antagonisms, 
and worries about whether individuals close to Hua might use com-
promising material as a weapon. To overcome Hua’s signifi cant pop-
ularity within the party, Deng deliberately misrepresented Hua’s 
tenure as leader and even engaged in character assassination.

Hua was a member of the “took-the-stage” group (上台派): in-
dividuals who had somehow avoided being purged.97 One way or 
another, these cadres had survived while countless numbers of their 
compatriots had fallen. The “took-the-stage” group was skeptical 
of the broader purges and often harbored more pragmatic sympa-
thies. Many of these individuals who benefi ted from the purges but 
did not participate in them directly also cooperated in Deng’s brief 
rectifi cation campaign in 1975. They had a complicated relationship 
with the old revolutionaries; this was also known as the “fell-off-the-
stage” group (下台派) because of their downfall during the Cultural 
Revolution.

The “fell-off-the-stage” group was suspicious of the “took-the-
stage” group for several reasons.98 First, the old revolutionaries had 
lost their jobs to these younger counterparts. The “took-the-stage” 
group often saw their careers skyrocket to the top, a type of career 
development that was later referred to by their detractors as “heli-
coptering.” As Ji Dengkui later noted, “Because I was liberated early, 
I was on the stage for a long time; [the old comrades] hoped I would 
help them, but I was not able to help.”99 Second, those who benefi ted 
from the Cultural Revolution, by simply remaining in power for 
such a long time in an environment like the Cultural Revolution, of-
ten had no shortage of skeletons in their closets. Third, the old revo-
lutionaries, who had spent decades leading the Communist Party to 
victory against the Japanese and the Nationalists, had little respect 
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for individuals who had joined the party later or who had played 
smaller roles in those earlier times. Shortly before the move against 
the Gang of Four, Hua asked Ye, “My credentials are weak; can the 
old comrades respect me?” (我资历浅，老同志能看得起我吗?).100 
In the words of Vogel, “Hua lacked Mao’s and Deng’s heroic revo-
lutionary past.”101 Fourth, many of the old revolutionaries knew they 
could not take out their anger on Mao’s memory, but they still felt the 
need to punish someone. Finally, these arrivistes had come to power 
during the Cultural Revolution, a time that the old revolutionaries 
hated. The old guard suspected that the “took-the-stage” group still 
harbored sympathies for those dark old days. In the words of Teiwes, 
“Hua’s decline essentially had nothing to do with policy disputes: it 
had everything to do with historical status in the CCP.”102

Beyond these historical antagonisms, the old revolutionaries 
were also concerned that compromising material might be used 
against them again in the future. Wang Dongxing, Ji Dengkui, and 
Wu De, all members of the “took-the-stage” group, were in charge 
of the notorious “special case committees” (专案组) set up during 
the Cultural Revolution to investigate purged cadres.103 Many old 
comrades returned to work before their cases were offi cially re-
habilitated and, as a result, felt as if a sword was still hanging over 
their heads.

Dissatisfaction with the “took-the-stage” faction in general and 
the issue of compromising material in particular, not differences 
in policy or ideology, is what led to the surprise outcome of the 
November 1978 work conference. Hua began the meeting with a 
speech that announced four topics for discussion: agriculture, eco-
nomic growth for the next two years, a speech Li Xiannian had re-
cently given to the State Council, and the “change in emphasis.”104

But many old revolutionaries instead addressed historical issues 
and attacked prominent “took-the-stage” group members such as 
Wang Dongxing. Tan Zhenlin revealed that Luo Ruiqing, the for-
mer secretary general of the CMC who had recently died, had urged 
the dissolution of three special case committees. Luo called these 
committees “a ticking time bomb” because of the compromising 
material they controlled. On the second day of the meeting, the old 
general Lu Zhengcao suggested that the three special case commit-
tees be turned over to the Organization Department because they 
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were “keeping secrets,” which was equivalent to “keeping secrets for 
Lin Biao and the Gang of Four.”105 This demand to settle accounts is 
what led to the Third Plenum and the signifi cant rise in power and 
stature of the old revolutionaries, especially Deng.

Even after the Third Plenum, Hua was still formidable. Hy-
pothesis 1a predicts that Deng would seek to further weaken Hua 
by co-opting members of Hua’s group or by canvassing for support 
with a more popular set of policies. Instead, Deng resorted to re-
writing history and to skillfully using compromising material. His 
chosen method is the reason why, even today, Hua’s tenure as leader 
is widely misunderstood. As Hua himself put it, “Writing history, 
writing true history, is very, very diffi cult. Offi cial history writers 
[史官] walk with the emperor; [the Han Dynasty historiographer] 
Sima Qian wrote Records of the Grand Historian; [Emperor] Han 
Wudi did not disseminate a single chapter.”106

Justifying the removal of Hua from the leadership demanded 
character assassination. As Xiao Donglian puts it, “In the eyes of the 
people, Hua did not have high prestige, he was not particularly wise, 
and it was diffi cult for him to manage the three top positions. But 
by capturing the ‘Gang of Four’ he had made a major contribution, 
and he had not made any unforgivable mistakes; he was honest, his 
style was relatively democratic, and there was no reason to defi nitely 
knock him off his horse. This type of domestic opinion and feeling 
could not be ignored.”107

In February 1980, right before the Fifth Plenum of the Eleventh 
Central Committee when a number of the “took-the-stage” group 
lost their positions, an offi cial photographer informed the deputy 
chief editor of People’s Daily about a picture he had taken three days 
after the death of Mao. This picture, taken next to Mao’s dead body, 
included not only the Gang of Four but also Hua Guofeng, Wang 
Dongxing, Chen Xilian, and Mao Yuanxin (Mao’s nephew). The 
picture was sent to Chen Yun with the implication that Hua had a 
closer relationship with the Gang and a weaker relationship with Ye 
Jianying than had been previously understood. The accusation was 
outrageous.108

According to Xiao Donglian, although an issue like the “gang-
of-eight picture” could not be written into offi cial documents, “it 
was enough to put Hua Guofeng into an even more passive posi-
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tion.”109 In June 1981, Chen Yun said that the picture was a useful 
way to convince people that Hua was not a good person. At the 
same meeting, Hua pointed out that the picture was taken after 
he had already set plans in motion to destroy the Gang of Four. 
Li Xiannian and Hu Yaobang criticized the use of the picture and 
defended Hua.110

In particular, Hua’s role in the arrest of the Gang of Four and 
his status as Mao’s chosen successor had to be undermined. In July 
1981, Feng Wenbin, fi rst vice chairman of the CCP Central Offi ce, 
gave a speech to the Central Party School in which he explained the 
decisions of the June 1981 Sixth Plenum of the Eleventh Central 
Committee. Feng noted that “some people see the fall of the ‘Gang 
of Four’ entirely as the sole contribution of Comrade Hua Guo-
feng; they say something like not letting him become chairman is 
supposedly ‘crossing the river and burning the bridge.’ ” According 
to Feng, Hua only sought out Ye’s support after he learned that the 
Gang of Four were about to move against him. Moreover, “every-
one knows that at the time, if not for the support of the military, 
would [the move against the Gang] have worked? No.” Feng told 
the group, “According to the way Comrade Chen Yun put it, Com-
rade Hua Guofeng did something that a Communist Party member 
should have done.”111

Finally, Hua’s relationship with Mao also had to be addressed. In 
August 1980, Deng famously gave a speech criticizing “feudal prac-
tices and calling for an institutionalized political system. The speech 
is often interpreted as a programmatic statement in favor of political 
reform.”112 However, that is a fundamental misreading of the speech’s 
origins and implications. Criticisms of feudalism and calls for polit-
ical reform were not a real platform but rather an ideological justi-
fi cation for Hua’s removal from the leadership. Deng clearly stated 
what he meant by “feudal” in an interview with an Italian journalist: 
“A leader who picks his own successor on his own is an extension of 
a type of feudal practice.”113 As Deng Liqun freely admitted, “This 
speech by Comrade Xiaoping in actuality was directed against Hua 
Guofeng; it was preparation for Hua to leave his position, to fi nd 
a theoretical justifi cation.”114 When a friend pointed out that this 
speech was a reason why many people believed that Deng Xiao-
ping supported real inner-party democracy and  institutionalization, 
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Zhao Ziyang discounted this analysis, saying, “At this time, Deng 
was primarily addressing Hua Guofeng; he was struggling against 
Hua Guofeng.”115

Hypothesis 2a versus 2b

The Deliberations

Hypothesis 2a predicts that effective institutions enabled the party 
to balance the pros and cons of Hua as a leader and that a clear 
majority of the party supported one individual. However, neither of 
those predictions is accurate. Deng met conspiratorially with other 
fi gures in the elite to discuss the need to remove Hua. Hua still en-
joyed signifi cant popularity not only in the middle and lower levels 
of the party but even at the very top. Deng’s decision to remove Hua 
was essentially a fait accompli, one that Hua accepted to avoid open 
struggle within the party. Counterintuitively, the pressure to remove 
Hua became stronger as his popularity increased. If Hua’s position 
could have been put to an open vote, he would not have been re-
moved in the way that he was in 1980 and 1981.

In November 1979, Hua made a trip to western Europe. Party 
historians claim that while Hua was gone, Deng used the oppor-
tunity to widely complain about Hua and to make demands for 
changes in the top leadership. The number of people Deng met with 
is disputed, with one historian suggesting he met up to a hundred 
people and another expressing skepticism he would be so brazen. 
After Hua returned, both Ye Jianying and Peng Zhen warned him 
about Deng’s behavior and even suggested that Hua should meet 
with the people Deng had contacted. Hua refrained, however, once 
again referring to the danger of the party splitting if such behavior 
were to occur.116

Before and during Hua’s absence, Deng focused his efforts on 
the military in particular to replace the country’s leadership. Deng 
had already placed Marshal Nie Rongzhen in charge of planning 
for the next leadership in the General Departments, armed services, 
and main military regions.117 According to Ye’s offi cial chronology, 
on July 13, Ye received a letter from Nie that included details on a 
reorganization of the top leadership in the military regions, which 
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Ye had approved.118 On July 17, when Zhou Genlong of the General 
Political Department’s Cadre Bureau reported to Marshal Xu Xi-
angqian on personnel changes, the discussions were still ongoing.119 
Curiously, after that meeting, no evidence suggests that the leader-
ship returned to this issue until October 11, when Zhou Genlong 
again reported to Marshal Xu. Xu then called Geng Biao, secretary 
general of the CMC, to ask how the other marshals felt.120 The next 
day, October 12, Hua left on his trip to Europe and would not re-
turn until November 10.

On the same day that Hua departed, Xu met with Zhu Yunqian, 
vice head of the GPD, and Zhou Genlong to talk about person-
nel issues. Xu was in a curious rush: immediately after the conver-
sation  ended, he called Geng Biao and said he wanted to discuss 
matters as quickly as possible. Geng suggested they go see Deng 
together. Xu said it would be best to set a time within two or three 
days, saying, “talking early is best.” However, the next day, Geng’s 
offi ce reported that Deng wanted to pick another time to meet 
(谈是谈一次，另定时间). Th en, only three days later, a major meet-
ing on military personnel was held that included Ye Jianying, Deng 
Xiaoping, Nie Rongzhen, Geng Biao, Wei Guoqing, Xu Xiang qian, 
and several other important leaders. On October 21, after reading 
a report by Zhou Genlong on personnel matters, Xu wrote two 
separate letters: one to Deng and another to Nie Rongzhen and 
Geng Biao, in which he said that he took responsibility for the per-
sonnel changes personally in front of Deng (说明班子调整是在

邓面前承担了责任的). On October 23, Deng responded, “Com-
rade Xiangqian, I completely agree; please manage everything.” 
Xu then, “according to Vice Chairman Deng’s notifi cation,” called 
for a meeting at Sanzuomen on October 24. On October 29, with 
Hua still out of the country, Geng Biao reported that the CMC vice 
chairmen had agreed that a CMC Offi ce meeting (军委办公会议) 
would be set up under the leadership of the CMC Standing Com-
mittee. That meeting would include Geng Biao, Wei Guoqing, Yang 
Yong, Wang Ping, Wang Shangrong, Liang Biye, Hong Xuezhi, and 
Xiao Hongda: a group with many historical ties to Deng. Geng 
also  reported that the CMC (nonvoting) Standing Committee 
(军委列席常委) would no longer meet. Meanwhile, challenges to the 
PLA personnel decisions were springing up. Between October 31 
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and November 2, several military commanders complained about 
the proposed changes, either because they did not want to move or 
because they thought other personnel changes were inappropriate. 
On November 4, Deng put the entire process of rearranging the top 
leadership on hold (大军区班子，邓副主席说暂缓).121 Despite this 
temporary retreat—only three major changes were made before the 
end of 1979—the PLA followed through with the changes in Janu-
ary and February 1980.122

Sometime between November 6 and December 18, Feng Wen-
bin went to report to Ye Jianying, then in Guangzhou, on personnel 
changes. Feng was almost certainly reporting on the plan to remove 
the so-called whateverists from the top leadership at the Fifth Ple-
num of the Eleventh Central Committee in February 1980. Yet Ye 
again defended both Hua and Wang Dongxing, noting that if any 
one of them had spilled the secret of the plot against the Gang of 
Four, “there would have been a big problem.” Therefore, “their con-
tribution cannot be forgotten.”123 When Ye returned to Beijing later 
that month, he also warned Hua about Deng’s behavior.124 Yet, de-
spite Ye’s remonstrations, Wang and the other “whateverists” were 
removed from the top leadership at the plenum.

Not only did Deng sometimes engage in conspiratorial meth-
ods, but his choice to remove and punish Hua was essentially a fait 
accompli. Hua did not even attempt to campaign for support within 
the party to defeat Deng’s machinations, which meant the CCP 
never seriously and collectively made a careful evaluation of the rel-
ative merits of Deng and Hua. As early as August 1980, around the 
time of Deng’s famous speech against feudal practices within the 
party, Hua expressed his willingness to resign.125 When Deng made 
up his mind, no one resisted, even Hua, despite the fact that Deng 
was not even the formal party leader.

If Hua wanted to fi ght, he almost certainly would have lost, but 
he could have drawn on signifi cant support. Hua was Mao’s hand-
picked successor, had defeated the Gang of Four, was moving China 
toward reform, and was humble and capable of listening to the opin-
ions of others. Moreover, others must have certainly realized that 
a move against Hua could be destabilizing after years of political 
chaos, and they recognized that Hua had helped solve the succes-
sion crisis in generational terms. Although he did not deliberately 
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cultivate this belief, Hua became increasingly popular among the 
middle and lower ranks of the party as the reform process acceler-
ated. Leftist attitudes were powerful after the Third Plenum, and 
Hua stood to benefi t. Of the thirty-eight million members who had 
joined the party by 1980, twenty million had joined during the Cul-
tural Revolution. Xiao Donglian writes, “Just from open reports it 
could be felt that in all regions a new and serious blocking force had 
appeared when executing all the policies of the Third Plenum. In 
Shanghai, there was a popular expression among cadres: ‘The Third 
Plenum cut down the fl ag [of Mao Zedong Thought]; the change in 
emphasis left the line [重点转折离了线], liberating thought went off 
the rails, and developing democracy caused a disaster.’ ”126 Conser-
vative, leftist forces were using the opportunity to blame Deng for 
the chaos.127 In essence, Hua was proven right: moving too quickly 
and carelessly on ideological issues would prove to be destabilizing.

Regional offi cials displayed their fealty to Hua in signifi cant 
ways well into 1980. As Xiao Donglian puts it, “Among local of-
fi cials who were not in the know, Hua still had signifi cant infl u-
ence. . . . The methods of these regional offi cials were certainly not 
according to Hua Guofeng’s wishes, but Hua clearly did not stop 
them.” Counterintuitively, Hua’s popularity accelerated the prepa-
rations to remove him: “Whether he wanted to use this to restore 
his decreasing infl uence is impossible to know, but the result was the 
opposite. Hua was criticized even more, and pressure against him 
increased.”128 As late as July 1981, Deng Liqun was still complaining 
about wide swaths of the party not believing that Hua should be re-
moved: “Among high-ranking cadres, this issue [of removing Hua] 
has been solved, at least for the vast majority of cadres. But among 
medium and lower levels, and among some of the masses, this mat-
ter has yet to be solved well. What kind of issue is this?”129

Despite Deng Liqun’s comments, Hua was popular at the top 
of the party leadership as well. Heavyweights such as Peng Zhen, 
Li Xiannian, and Ye Jianying had positive inclinations toward him. 
Hua wanted to bring Peng, an individual whose party seniority was 
comparable to that of Deng Xiaoping and Chen Yun, into the lead-
ership as a counterweight against those two men, and Peng would 
later indirectly express indignation at how Hua was treated.130 Li 
Xiannian, another major elder, had no reason to oppose Hua, as the 
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two had closely together planned the arrest of the Gang of Four.131 
Although Li seems to have gone along with the decision to remove 
Hua from the party chairmanship in June 1981, at a meeting imme-
diately prior to Hua’s dismissal, he also summoned the courage to 
speak a few words in Hua’s favor.132

At a May 1981 enlarged Politburo session, “a majority of com-
rades,” already under intense pressure from Deng, agreed to crit-
icize Hua by name in a forthcoming document on party history. 
However, several important fi gures opposed this public criticism 
(Huang Kecheng, Han Xianchu, Deng Yingchao, Ulanfu, and Xu 
Xiangqian).133 In June 1981, at a small group meeting during the 
Sixth Plenum, when Hua was to be formally stripped of his power, 
Xu even praised Hua, saying that without Hua’s permission, it would 
have been impossible to remove the Gang of Four: “If the ‘Gang of 
Four’ were in charge, then we would have lost our heads [掉脑袋]; 
fi rst it would have been Ye and Deng, then us.”134

Hu Yaobang, who replaced Hua as formal head of the party, also 
opposed the change. Hu, who had worked with Hua in 1964, dis-
agreed with Deng’s assessment that Hua was really a “leftist rebel” 
(造反派) who had “helicoptered” to the top of the party.135 Hu be-
lieved that Hua could have adopted his position on “practice” but 
that unfortunately he had been led poorly by individuals like Wang 
Dongxing.136 In Hu’s speech to the Politburo on November 19, 
1980, he admitted that up until two or three months earlier, he had 
only spoken of Hua’s strengths.137 Hu revealed to his son that Zhao 
Ziyang and Hu Qili also opposed the move: “The new thinking in 
my opinion is a risky move; me, Zhao [Ziyang], Hu [Qili?] are all 
not very supportive. . . . Making personal issues [人事] the most im-
portant issue, not principles, is no good!” In Hu’s mind, this would 
have been a good opportunity to create a “Chairmen Presidium” 
(主席团) with multiple chairmen. Each of them would have one 
vote: “In the top leadership we would simply create a completely 
democratic leadership, a completely collective leadership.” Deng, 
however, opposed such an institutionalized system.138

According to a Chinese journalist who interviewed people 
about their true feelings on the history decision that criticized Hua, 
 dissatisfaction with the charges was ubiquitous. Everyone (各界
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在学习讨论中, 一致认为) apparently believed that Deng was only 
 exacting vengeance (算总账) because Hua was made fi rst vice chair-
man and premier during the “criticize Deng” campaign. In their 
minds, all other explanations for Hua’s removal were outrageous 
(莫须有的栽腻).139

The new PSC established in June 1981 included, in rank order, 
Hu Yaobang, Ye Jianying, Deng Xiaoping, Zhao Ziyang, Li Xian-
nian, Chen Yun, and Hua Guofeng. Of this group, only Deng and 
Chen had unambiguously negative opinions of Hua. Deng, in other 
words, was able to force the decision on the party despite Hua’s pop-
ularity and at precisely the moment when large swaths of the party 
were rallying under Hua’s banner.

The Decision-Making Body

Hypothesis 2a predicts that rules on leadership selection are stan-
dardized and formal. Yet throughout Hua’s tenure as leader, Deng 
repeatedly allowed authority to shift to lower levels of the party 
when it suited his interests to hurt Hua. In other words, Deng only 
tolerated the interpretation of ambiguous rules when it worked 
to his advantage. Famously, the November 1978 work conference 
removed the initiative from the PSC and damaged Hua’s political 
standing. In 1980, without the permission of the PSC, Deng manip-
ulated discussion of the decision on CCP history to ensure that the 
decision mentioned Hua in a negative light.

As discussed earlier, Hua and Deng were united on almost all 
the key political and economic issues. That begs the question, if the 
party was united on the question of reforms, then how is it possi-
ble that the work conference before the Third Plenum suddenly 
took the initiative away from the PSC? The answer is not, as many 
scholars previously understood, that the work conference opposed 
Hua’s dogmatic policy agenda. Instead, what surprised the PSC 
was the sudden emphasis on historical verdicts from the Cultural 
Revolution.

On the eve of the work conference, the PSC had fi ve members: 
Hua Guofeng, Ye Jianying, Deng Xiaoping, Wang Dongxing, and Li 
Xiannian. Wang and Ye were defi nitely loyal to Hua, and Li was an 
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old revolutionary who had remained in power during the Cultural 
Revolution and was friendly toward Hua. For Hua and Wang to suf-
fer a political setback, pressure had to come from outside the PSC.

As discussed earlier, when Hua made his introductory remarks at 
the work conference, he listed four subjects for discussion. Yet, as Han 
Gang points out, “After the meeting started, the participants went 
beyond the original agenda; they raised demands to resolve unsolved 
historical cases. Not only did Hua Guofeng not expect this; it is likely 
that other members of the PSC did not expect this as well.” Wang 
Dongxing, Ji Dengkui, Chen Xilian, and Wu De, all high-ranking 
benefi ciaries of the Cultural Revolution, were also criticized. Wang 
and Ji were under special suspicion because of their direct role in 
managing cases from the Cultural Revolution. Those spontaneous 
attacks, especially because they included a member of the PSC, were 
unprecedented and almost unimaginable at the time.140

The work conference then turned to the Third Plenum of the 
Eleventh Central Committee to make sudden unplanned changes to 
the leadership. Old revolutionaries such as Chen Yun, Deng Ying-
chao, and Wang Zhen were added to the Politburo. Chen Yun not 
only became a member of the PSC but also assumed the position of 
vice chairman of the party, and he replaced Wang Dongxing as the 
man responsible for reviewing old cases.141 Hua was not explicitly 
criticized, but Deng Xiaoping was clearly a major benefi ciary of the 
outcome, as he rode the wave of the shifting political tide and deter-
mined the fi nal decisions of the meeting.

In one important sense, then, the work conference had a re-
markable similarity to the June 1957 plenum in the Soviet Union: a 
shift not in policy but in leadership. The outcome was predicated on 
the initiative to make an unprecedented shift in authority to a new 
body. Han Gang argues, “With regard to this work conference and 
the Third Plenum, the authorities and academia both have made 
many judgments, and together, their judgments can be summarized 
as ‘executing a change in emphasis.’ I, however, believe that the most 
important result of this meeting was not so much a ‘change in em-
phasis’ as a shift in the center of authority.”142

Yet this new role for the CC did not last. Ultimately, Deng’s 
attitude toward such moments of “inner-party democracy” was 
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clear: he only supported them when they favored him. The chief 
editor of People’s Daily Hu Jiwei recalls how surprised he was by 
Deng’s reaction to a speech he gave at a meeting of the National 
People’s Congress in June 1979. In his speech, Hu criticized Wang 
Dongxing for corruption and suggested that Wang should be re-
moved from the chairmen group (主席团) of the NPC. Hu was 
supported by other delegates, but Deng exploded, “This is a list 
determined by the Politburo; do you still dare to give an opin-
ion?!” According to NPC rules, Hu had every right to discuss 
something the Politburo had proposed. Moreover, Wang was in 
fact a political enemy of Deng and would be removed shortly 
thereafter in February 1980.143 Deng’s inclination, in other words, 
was to support discussion at lower levels when he was ready for it 
and could direct it.

And that is exactly what happened again between October and 
November 1980, when discussions about party history began among 
more than four thousand top-ranking cadres.144 One major question 
for the history document was whether to cover the time period after 
the Cultural Revolution (meaning the Hua era). In late September, 
Hu Qiaomu, with Deng’s support, wrote a new fourth section for 
the document that included criticisms of the “two whatevers” and 
Hua. This was done without a discussion within the PSC. When this 
section was submitted to the PSC, Hua expressed his opposition, 
pointing out that the document on history written at the Seventh 
Party Congress in 1945 did not cover the war against Japan since 
the war was still ongoing. A decision was made that the fourth sec-
tion would only be included if the four thousand cadres decided it 
was necessary.145

However, the four-thousand-plus party members did not have 
an entirely democratic discussion. As Xiao Donglian puts it, “On the 
eve of the four-thousand-person discussion, Deng Liqun made a hint 
[把风放了出去]. When the draft seeking opinions was distributed, 
Deng Liqun and others required that everyone express an opinion: 
Should this section be written?”146 Subsequently, Deng Liqun gave 
two speeches, on October 15 and 18, to the Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences in which he delineated Hua’s alleged crimes. Thus, 
a theoretical justifi cation was being provided to the party for why 
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Hua should be removed, and the hint was that everyone should sup-
port including this reason in the historical decision.147

Legitimacy of Behavior

The November 1978 work conference represents a new precedent 
in CCP history. Moreover, certain aspects of the way in which Deng 
Xiaoping engineered Hua’s exit, such as character assassination, 
the disregard for Hua’s popularity, and dirty tricks, were all seen as 
deeply unfair and unjust.

During most of CCP history, power had fl owed downward, not 
upward. The PSC, or more likely the top leader, made the decisions, 
which were then executed. Therefore, the work conference truly was 
a unique moment in Chinese politics. In particular, the criticisms of 
Wang Dongxing, a party vice chairman, were extraordinary. As Han 
Gang writes, “In the past, unless it was the party chairman criticiz-
ing a vice chairman, criticizing a vice chairman by name at a central 
meeting was almost totally unimaginable.”148 Everyone understood 
that something new had occurred.

However, not only was Deng’s method of going after Hua un-
popular at the time, some individuals who participated later regret-
ted their actions. Hu Jiwei later expressed remorse for his role in the 
“gang-of-eight picture.”149 Deng Liqun’s role in creating pressure to 
include criticisms of Hua in the history decision was seen as dishon-
est. Some party members even wondered if Deng Liqun’s actions 
had been approved by the entirety of the top leadership, “and if 
not, it is nonorganizational activity [非组织活动]; there are ulterior 
motives, and it should be investigated.”150 Deng Liqun later did a 
self-criticism for his behavior: “Now looking back, my evaluation 
of Hua Guofeng at the time included several not entirely justifi ed 
opinions. It can be put like this, I suppose: in order to purge some-
one [拱倒], no matter whether it is a big fi gure or a small one, you 
list all of his mistakes together; it is all right to include some that in 
fact are not issues of political principle but are issues of things that 
were taken too far [但讲得过于上纲了].”151 In the words of General 
Zhang Aiping, “Comrade Hua Guofeng is an honest man. I have 
always been grateful to him. He was treated unjustly.”152
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Hypothesis 3a versus 3b

Views of Power Ministries

Hypothesis 3a does not expect that the military will serve any spe-
cial function in a power struggle, except as voting members of a 
 selectorate. However, the evidence is overwhelming that the mili-
tary played a role in the denouement of Hua’s tenure as leader. Af-
ter the Cultural Revolution, the old guard was worried about who 
held ultimate control over the military. Deng Xiaoping’s sense that 
Hua was expanding his infl uence in the PLA was the fi rst trip wire 
that led Deng to dramatically undermine Hua’s authority. When 
unease about the speed of reform became more prominent after 
the Third Plenum, Deng was primarily focused upon the situation 
in the military, and he spearheaded his response within the PLA. 
In 1980, Deng’s concern that Hua was continuing to curry favor in 
the armed forces, as well as a shocking small insurrection, led him 
to speed up the process of Hua’s removal and subject Hua to even 
more severe criticism.

Deng’s own personal authority was inextricably linked to his his-
tory as a major military fi gure.153 Deng had extensive war- fi ghting 
experience and saw himself primarily as a military man: “I am a sol-
dier; my true profession is fi ghting wars.”154 In 1937, he was pro-
moted to vice head of the GPD of the entire Red Army, and by 1938, 
he was political commissar of the legendary 129th Division (one of 
three political commissars at the time), which later became the Sec-
ond Field Army.155 In the war against the KMT after the defeat of 
the Japanese, Deng led a joint committee that commanded both the 
Second and Third Field Armies in the decisive Huaihai campaign.156 
Not only was Deng secretary of the Front Committee, but Mao had 
told him that he had the power to command.157

Hua was offi cially chairman of the CMC, yet he spent little time 
on military issues, with the curious exception of the nuclear weap-
ons program, in which Deng apparently exerted little infl uence.158 Ye, 
who was in charge of managing the daily affairs of the CMC, gave 
Deng great leeway as chief of staff. After Deng announced that he 
would assist Ye in managing the CMC’s daily affairs, Ye allowed docu-
ments submitted to the CMC for approval to be fi rst sent to Deng.159
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Because the PLA had played such a critical role in helping to 
start the Cultural Revolution, the question of who controlled the 
gun was an extremely serious matter. Chen Yun, for example, be-
lieved that Ye was a bulwark against a potential political coup by the 
“took-the-stage” group. At the November–December 1978 work 
meeting, Chen said, “Because Marshal Ye is old, people are afraid 
there will be an incident; they are afraid that Deng Xiaoping will be 
purged again.”160

The evidence clearly shows that the contest between Hua and 
Deng revolved to a decisive extent around the PLA. Han Gang ar-
gues, “After the smashing of the Gang of Four, these two men, Hua 
Guofeng and Deng Xiaoping, generally speaking, cooperated, and 
their relationship was largely positive. Then why was it that later 
there was a power transition? In 1978, there were many incidents, 
and these incidents, in my opinion, were an extremely important 
factor for why Deng developed suspicions about Hua; they were a 
crucial point [关节点].”161

The three factors identifi ed by Han are a navy leader (Su Zhen-
hua) complaining to Hua after being criticized by Deng, Hua’s de-
cision to visit the navy without telling the CMC, and criticism of 
Deng’s comments by a member of the PLA’s GPD—all military- 
related issues. These three incidents together explain why Deng 
decided not only to support the “practice” position but also to turn 
it into a discussion that would weaken the authority of Wang Dong-
xing and, to a lesser extent, that of Hua. Moreover, by doing so, 
Deng clearly violated the spirit of civilian control over the military. 
As Han Gang concludes, “These three incidents [Su complaining 
to Hua, the navy inspection, and criticisms of the “Political Work 
Decision”] occurred within one month exactly, so Deng Xiaoping 
supported ‘practice.’ ”162

On March 9, 1978, an explosion occurred on ship “160” at 
8:40 p.m. in Zhanjiang harbor in Guangdong province.163 The ship, 
an elite missile destroyer, sank at 10:55 p.m., killing 134 and wound-
ing 28. An electrician who was upset that he had been punished for 
an illicit sexual relationship was at fault.164 According to the offi cial 
Biography of Luo Ruiqing, Deng criticized Navy Commissar Su Zhen-
hua for the “160” Incident, but Su ignored him and went to meet 
Hua on April 12 to complain. Hua allegedly expressed support for 
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Su and told him that he would go to Dalian for a naval inspection 
after a trip to North Korea. Su then went to tell the navy high com-
mand that Hua supported them, that they should not be nervous, 
and that they would not be purged. Su, demanding complete secrecy, 
told a few naval vice commanders to prepare 120 ships and 80 planes. 
When Yang Guoyu, head of the Navy General Staff, suggested that 
Navy Commander Xiao Jingguang should know about this exercise, 
Su agreed. But when Yang suggested telling Deng’s General Staff 
as well, Su said that there was no need to since Hua had already ex-
pressed his approval. When on April 13 Yang reported this to Xiao, 
Xiao told him to report to Luo Ruiqing. On April 15, Yang Guoyu 
supposedly again told Su that it was necessary to report to the CMC 
and the General Staff, and otherwise it would be impossible to move 
the ships. Su fi nally approved. When Luo Ruiqing met Yang on 
April 17, Luo allegedly asked why it was necessary at that time to 
have such a large military maneuver and what kind of effect this 
would “have on the international and domestic situation.” Luo also 
expressed puzzlement as to why this was only being reported then if 
the decision had been made on April 12. Luo said, “I will report this 
to Vice Chairman Deng; whether or not this is okay, I will contact 
you by phone later.” According to Luo’s biography, Luo expressed 
his personal opposition to Su’s plans to Deng, who agreed.165

An addendum to the decision that stripped Hua’s position as 
party chairman and CMC chairman, distributed in July 1981, con-
tained the following account of the incident:

When a navy ship exploded and sank, Comrade Xiaoping 
criticized Comrade Su Zhenhua, but Su was unhappy so he 
went to Comrade Hua Guofeng to complain. They spoke 
for fi ve hours, and Hua Guofeng said to Su: “The navy only 
had a ‘160 Incident’; what are you afraid of, you won’t be 
knocked down.” In order to express his support for Su, Hua 
also decided that when he returned from a visit to North 
 Korea, he would go to Dalian to inspect the navy. Su manip-
ulated Hua’s support, did not care about the serious infl uence 
and political implications domestically or internationally, 
did not get permission from the Operations Department of 
the navy, and did not get permission from the General Staff 
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and the CMC. He still prepared to move 120 destroyers and 
80 airplanes for a training exercise. This matter was blocked 
by Comrade Luo Ruiqing. Before Su returned to Beijing 
from Shanghai, he told people that Chairman Hua wanted 
him to return to Beijing so he could help Chairman Hua 
control the military.166

What are we to make of these two accounts? Other evidence sug-
gests Su Zhenhua might not have actually acted so brazenly. Qiao 
Ya, a secretary who had worked for both Su Zhenhua and Xiao Jing-
guang, argues that Xiao played a role in a smear campaign against 
his own commissar. According to Qiao’s account, Xiao was a politi-
cally astute man who held long grudges and liked to exact vengeance 
on those who crossed him, and Su and Xiao had crossed swords 
multiple times throughout the history of the PLA Navy.167

In 1998, Su’s wife asked Hua Guofeng about the incident. Hua 
revealed that after the fall of the Gang of Four, he was busy and 
did not have time to pay much attention to the military. At the be-
ginning of 1978, Ye and the Standing Committee members of the 
CMC told Hua to familiarize himself with military affairs. There-
fore, he, along with most of the CMC leadership, fi rst watched an 
air force demonstration in Yangcun. Hua began to consider a trip 
to the navy. This created an opportunity when Su Zhenhua came to 
report to Hua. After Su’s report, Hua used the opportunity to say he 
wanted to inspect the navy. Hua claimed, however, that he ended up 
not having time to attend the inspection. But he also said, “At the 
time, I was chairman of the CMC, and going to take a look at naval 
units was absolutely acceptable. When people say that Su Zhenhua 
came to me to complain [about Deng], that is simply not true.”168

The historian Yu Ruxin points out that the navy commander, 
Xiao Jingguang, should have taken primary responsibility for the 
ship that exploded, especially because at the time Su’s main baili-
wick was Shanghai, where Su had been sent to stabilize the situa-
tion after the fall of the Gang. Yu writes, “Was it Luo’s report that 
blocked Hua’s inspection, or was it Hua taking the initiative not 
to go? Both of these arguments are suspicious. Let’s hypothesize 
another possibility: Luo reported to Deng, without expressing his 
own opposition, but Deng Xiaoping did not want to give Hua this 
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opportunity, using the excuse that Luo was opposed; and then he 
went to persuade Hua not to go. Of course, we emphasize that this is 
only a hypothesis; there is no direct evidence, but it fi ts the historical 
background and personality of the characters.” Yu remarks, “Hua 
Guofeng was correct: as CMC chairman, why couldn’t he inspect 
the navy?”169 Yu only hints at the answer, but he seems to suggest 
that Hua’s attempt to manage military affairs was seen as a violation 
by Deng. Therefore, analysts of this period, such as Yang Jisheng 
and Han Gang, are probably correct to point to the navy incident as 
the turning point at which Deng decided that Hua somehow had to 
be brought to heel.170

Soon after the navy incident, another event further incensed 
Deng. On March 12, the GPD sent two documents to Deng for 
examination: a “report” to be given by the head of the GPD, Wei 
Guoqing, and a “Political Work Decision.” During a meeting with 
the GPD leadership on March 20, Deng argued that the “Decision” 
should include more about the nature of political work “under the 
new historical conditions” (现在处在新的历史条件下).171 However, 
some members of the group in charge of the draft refused to use that 
language.172

On April 27, Liang Biye, vice head of the GPD, announced that, 
according to the GPD party committee, the “Decision” would have 
to be edited based on the spirit of Deng’s instructions. However, 
those who opposed the new terminology refused to obey. On May 2, 
the draft “Decision” was submitted to the various working com-
mittees for discussion. At this time, the differences between Wei’s 
report, which hewed to Deng’s position, and the draft “Decision” 
became obvious to the committee. In order to overcome opposition 
to this change, Wei had the GPD create a third group (in addition 
to the two groups in charge of writing Wei’s report and the “Deci-
sion”).173 Yet the individuals on the “Decision” draft committee ar-
gued that Deng’s “new historical conditions” differed too strongly 
from the extant formulation, “new historical period” (新的历史时期). 
They also criticized the expression “the PLA has a proletarian na-
ture.” According to them, Mao had only said that the PLA was “the 
people’s army.”174

The meeting became so heated that Liang sent everyone home. 
That evening, when the discussions continued, they were even more 
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intense. Li Mancun, head of the Propaganda Department of the 
GPD and one of the drafters of the “Decision,” suggested that if 
opinions were different, then they should ask the party center for 
advice. Liang said that Wei’s report was written according to Deng’s 
wishes. Li then suggested that the GPD Party Committee discuss the 
issue, to which Liang responded that the GPD Party Committee had 
already done so. When Wei returned from Guangzhou on May 19, 
he said that such a situation should have never been allowed to hap-
pen: “This is not a coincidence; it should raise serious concern.” He 
agreed to the demand of the head of the “Decision” draft committee 
to go to Deng on May 20. Deng, of course, supported Wei.175

On May 30, Deng met with offi cers from the GPD and Hu 
Qiaomu. Deng told them about the debate on the two different 
expressions, concluding about those who opposed his wording, “In 
summary, the opinion is this: As long as the words you speak are 
different from those of Chairman Mao, and different from those 
of Chairman Hua, they are not all right. It is not all right if you say 
what Chairman Mao did not say or what Chairman Hua did not 
say. How can this be acceptable? You must copy completely what 
Chairman Mao said and what Chairman Hua said. This is not an 
isolated phenomenon; this is a refl ection of a type of contemporary 
thinking.”176

Deng gave a major speech to the political work meeting on 
June 2. Although he did not use the exact terms “practice is the sole 
criterion of truth,” as discussed earlier, it was clearly intended to 
give a boost to that debate. Deng also took a not-so-subtle swipe at 
the “two whatevers”: “In essence, their view is that one need only 
parrot what was said by Marx, Lenin, and Comrade Mao Zedong—
it is enough to reproduce their words mechanically.”177 Some parts 
of the speech were so infl ammatory that they were not included in 
collections of Deng’s offi cial works but can be read in the Hubei 
Provincial Archives: “At this military-wide political work meeting, 
certain individual comrades did not support us in discussing the 
‘new historical conditions,’ saying that this is different from a ‘new 
era of development,’ and they do not support discussion of ‘main-
taining the proletarian nature of our military,’ saying this is different 
from ‘maintaining the nature of the people’s army.’ And, therefore, 
this led to a debate.”178
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On June 15, Wang Dongxing, at a meeting of the top leaders in 
the Department of Propaganda and news agencies directly subordi-
nate to the top of the party, criticized coverage of Deng’s speech at 
the PLA political work meeting: “People’s Daily’s news coverage of 
the military political work meeting also has problems; it was cor-
rect to headline that Deng insightfully elaborated on Mao Zedong 
Thought. But why weren’t the speeches by Chairman Hua and Vice 
Chairman Ye headlined as ‘insightful elaboration’? Can it be that the 
speeches by Chairman Hua and Vice Chairman Ye did not insight-
fully elaborate on Mao Zedong Thought? Doesn’t this mean there 
is some signifi cance to the headline?”179

Deng’s speech was not the only way the military moved the 
“practice” debate forward. Around May 20, Hua Nan, editor of 
People’s Liberation Army Daily, and Yao Yuanfang, deputy editor, went 
to Luo Ruiqing to discuss the upcoming political work meeting. Luo 
told them that he had heard that some individuals were opposed to 
the Guangming Daily article and that it was necessary to convince 
them otherwise. Luo clearly told them that the military-wide po-
litical work meeting was intended to spread the “ideological line” 
(思想路线) of seeking truth from facts. Luo also told them that 
People’s Liberation Army Daily should propagate this message as this 
was part of “an important struggle” to eliminate the infl uence of the 
“two whatevers” from the military.180

Immediately after Deng’s speech to the political work meeting, 
Luo Ruiqing told People’s Liberation Army Daily to quickly write an 
editorial to affi rm Deng’s message. On June 7 or 8, Yao Yuanfang 
told Luo about an article written by Wu Jiang, a member of Hu 
Yaobang’s group at the Central Party School. Luo began discussions 
with Hua Nan on this piece on a daily basis. On June 10, Luo said 
that he approved of the article but that it had to be strengthened, in 
particular by using Mao’s own words and quotes from Deng’s speech 
to the military political work meeting.181

Without this support from the military, Hu Yaobang would not 
have been able to push forward the discussion of “practice.” The 
propaganda apparatus had already refused to allow the Party School 
newsletter to continue the discussion, and Guangming Daily and 
People’s Daily had also been put on notice. After realizing that Deng’s 
speech at the military political work conference was opposed to the 
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“two whatevers,” Wu Jiang decided to go to the military for help, 
knowing that no other media organ would dare publish it. Wu even 
suggested using a “specially invited People’s Liberation Army Daily 
commentator” to increase the importance of the article. This was 
the fi rst time the newspaper ever used such a byline.182

Deng’s speech and the People’s Liberation Army Daily article were 
critical for communicating the nature of the struggle between Deng 
and Hua more broadly. Deng had artifi cially manufactured an ide-
ological debate that he could turn into a political debate. Prior to 
that, the “two whatevers” was not something on the minds of most 
individuals. General Chen Heqiao reminisces, “When the great de-
bate on the issue of the criterion of truth fi rst started, a few of us in 
the military could not immediately fi gure out the political and ide-
ological signifi cance of this great theory. . . . After Deng Xiaoping’s 
speech to the military-wide political work meeting, and Chief of 
Staff [sic] Luo Ruiqing became personally involved in organizing an 
article to support discussion of the criterion of truth, all of the big 
units throughout the military also expressed support.”183 According 
to Zhang Guanghua, who was studying at the PLA Political Work 
Academy, “As far as we students go, including myself, if we had not 
heard and seen the speeches and articles by Deng Xiaoping and 
other comrades, we would not have known that the ‘two whatevers’ 
was incorrect; actually, it is possible we would have very naturally 
accepted the viewpoint of the ‘two whatevers.’ ”184

Deng had successfully used the PLA to advocate “practice” and 
undermine Wang Dongxing and, to a lesser extent, Hua. But that 
was not the end of the role of the military. As discussed earlier, many 
individuals within the party, as well as in the military, were con-
fused by the rapid changes in the country. Younger offi cers who had 
been indoctrinated with the leftist ideals of the Cultural Revolution 
were concerned that Deng was leading China down a path of de- 
Maoifi cation. High-ranking offi cers who realized the disastrous na-
ture of the Cultural Revolution were fully aware that the new winds 
of reform were undermining their ability to discipline these young 
leftist offi cers.185

For example, in April, the Nanjing MR conducted a theory train-
ing course in which two hundred offi cers participated. The meeting 
did not proceed smoothly. Some offi cers disputed that either “left-
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ism” or “rightism” as described by Deng existed. Others complained 
about propaganda directives that they felt were leading people to crit-
icize Mao. With young people returning to the cities from the coun-
tryside and class labels being removed, offi cers questioned whether 
class struggle had really ceased to exist. Some offi cers worried that 
“liberating thinking” was a mistake and that the real task ahead was 
to properly execute the four cardinal principles. They explicitly crit-
icized the Third Plenum for adopting the wrong policies.186

Crucially, the Third Plenum had not eliminated Hua’s prestige 
in the military among younger individuals who had been promoted 
during the Cultural Revolution. According to Zhang Guanghua, 
the general sense during discussions about the plenum was that the 
“mistakes” made by Hua and Wang were forgivable: “Especially 
Hua Guofeng, he clearly had the honest and frugal moral character 
of many offspring of Chinese peasants; he could not have raised the 
‘two whatevers’ in order to protect his personal position. In actu-
ality, it was very likely that it was done to protect the authority of 
Chairman Mao and on behalf of the interests of the project started 
by Chairman Mao.”187

In the spring of 1979, a student at the PLA Political Academy 
claimed at a small meeting that one-third of the people at the school 
opposed the Third Plenum. Afterward, a reporter from the military 
newspaper agency drafted a confi dential report based on the words 
of this student.188 On July 9, Deng wrote comments on an internal 
newsletter saying, “This material is very important; please ask the 
Central Committee Offi ce for a few copies to be sent to the mem-
bers of the Standing Committee, members of the Politburo, and 
the CMC for them to take a look; everyone should consider this 
matter a bit.”189

Deng was clearly deeply worried about these developments. On 
July 12, he told Hu Qiaomu and Deng Liqun that “in the [PLA] 
 Political Academy one-third of the people do not understand, doubt, 
or are dissatisfi ed with the Third Plenum and with the policies de-
termined by the party center since the Third Plenum.” Hu Qiaomu 
remarked that someone at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences 
also said that everywhere there was a problem of one-third of the 
cadres opposing the Third Plenum. But Deng did not care about 
these other units nearly as much as he cared about the military.190
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According to two interviewees who were deeply familiar with 
the PLA Political Academy at this time, Deng was overreacting to 
what were only minor grumblings.191 A self-published memoir by 
Zhang Guanghua affi rms this viewpoint. Zhang writes that the in-
vestigator concluded that one-third of the students completely sup-
ported the Third Plenum; one-third basically supported it but had 
trouble understanding certain issues; and the fi nal third disagreed 
with specifi c issues, such as rehabilitating rightists, restoring indi-
vidual plots, and reversing the verdicts on the Tiananmen Square 
Incident and Liu Shaoqi, but they did not oppose the plenum as a 
whole. When a colleague asked Zhang Guanghua whether the situ-
ation was as serious as Deng described, Zhang replied, “It would be 
accurate to say that about one-third were resentful about or did not 
understand this or that specifi c policy, but saying that they opposed 
[the Third Plenum] is an exaggeration. . . . We cannot say that peo-
ple who do not adequately understand a few issues after the Third 
Plenum are opposed to the line of the Third Plenum.”192

We can only hypothesize about why Deng reacted the way he 
did. Deng had a tendency to perceive small grumblings as represen-
tative of broader, more serious problems—a habit he shared with 
Mao. Deng may also have been particularly sensitive to problems 
in the military because he viewed the armed forces as a key source 
of political power. Finally, he may have believed that emphasizing 
alleged opposition to the Third Plenum would help justify an asser-
tion of his power.

On May 20, 1979, the GPD released a document, “An Opinion 
Regarding Deepening the Study of the Third Plenum and Work 
Conference Spirit,” that called for unifying around the Third Ple-
num.193 The fi rst salvo in public was an article in People’s Liberation 
Army Daily on May 21 complaining that in many units the study of 
“practice” had not really been executed and many comrades had not 
truly understood its importance. The article called for a “review” of 
practice as the sole criterion of truth and demanded that the military 
study the documents from the Third Plenum more closely.194

Deng turned up the heat by giving an important speech to an 
enlarged session of the Navy Party Committee on July 29. One sig-
nifi cant section of this speech was cut from the offi cial Selected Works 
of Deng Xiaoping. The redacted words again show Deng’s concern 
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that a third of the military was not completely under his control: 
“Using the mistakes of Chairman Mao and upholding the ‘two 
whatevers’ is the same as still upholding that business of Lin Biao 
and the ‘Gang of Four’ but just changing one’s face; this kind of 
person makes up about a third of all units [单位]. This is a refl ection 
of the entire country.”195 Deng also reminded the committee about 
what had happened to those who supposedly resisted him by mak-
ing a disparaging remark about Su Zhenhua, saying that in the last 
year he had to “embarrass a general” (将了一军) for not addressing 
problems as earnestly as the air force did.196

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of Deng’s “review” activities 
is that his speeches on the matter were not publicized or distributed 
offi cially through party channels. Instead, in September and Octo-
ber, Deng’s words were communicated through confi dential Xinhua 
reports. Because this was done in such a manner, some people started 
to doubt whether they actually had to participate. Xiao Dong lian 
writes, “This shows that whether or not the ‘review’ should be ex-
ecuted throughout the entire party, whether the debate against the 
‘two whatevers’ should be brought up again, was debated both at the 
center and in the provinces.” Even before the September Xinhua 
report, the “review” had already started in the military. In August 
and September, the Ji’nan, Shenyang, Nanjing, Guangzhou, Beijing, 
Chengdu, Lanzhou, and Urumqi MRs, as well as the air force, navy, 
and Second Artillery, had all already conducted “review” sessions.197

Deng was employing a familiar trick: using the military, his nat-
ural place of dominance, to expand a broader campaign intended 
to strengthen his own position. The “review” was not only about 
bringing the military around to support the Third Plenum but also 
about gaining control of the gun. Xiao Donglian summarizes:

These facts show that changing the thinking among military 
offi cers and soldiers was a serious problem; making them 
accept the guidelines and policies of the Third Plenum still 
faced signifi cant trouble; it also shows that Hua Guofeng 
still had signifi cant support in the military, especially at the 
lower levels, and that this was not because he had any his-
torical relationship with the military but because he was 
the successor picked by Mao Zedong. In the military, Deng 
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Xiaoping’s prestige was not absolute. This caused Deng 
Xiaoping to decide to solve the problem in the military, and 
the topic he picked was to review practice as the sole crite-
rion of truth in the military. At a fundamental level, this was 
a matter of solving whose commands the military would obey and 
whom it would follow.198

During the fi nal push against Hua over the course of 1980, the 
PLA again played a crucial role in politics. The “review” campaign 
had not extinguished Hua’s support within the military. Deng con-
tinued to worry about morale in the PLA as the reforms deepened, 
and he explicitly tied instability in the armed forces to Hua’s contin-
uing presence within the leadership. Deng once again used a mili-
tary issue—this time a debate over an old slogan—as a key wedge to 
justify Hua’s defeat.

Between April 18 and 30, 1980, a military-wide political work 
meeting was held in Beijing. At this meeting, Hua gave a speech in 
which he used a Cultural Revolution–era slogan: “Supporting the 
proletarians and annihilating the capitalists.” Wei Guoqing, head of 
the GPD, agreed that the military should “actively expand the edu-
cation and struggle of ‘supporting the proletarians and annihilating 
the capitalists.’ ”199

Some observers reached the conclusion that Hua was attempting 
to rally leftist forces in the military to his side.200 The CIA believed 
that Hua was seeking support from the military: “Faced with an 
emerging and unfriendly majority in both the party and the govern-
ment, Hua turned to the military for support. The PLA had its own 
reservations about Deng’s reform policies.” Most interestingly, the 
CIA concluded, “In any case, we believe Hua’s turn to the PLA was 
the last straw insofar as Deng was concerned.”201 According to Ruan 
Ming, the use of this leftist phrase was a direct rejection of the “re-
view”: “Dogmatists in the military dug in behind the ‘Four Cardinal 
Principles’ in order to shut the door on this debate.”202 However, 
senior party historians in China fi nd the idea that Hua was trying a 
counterattack to be fanciful. Instead, they believe that Deng simply 
chose to make Hua’s words a bigger deal than they really were.203

When Deng Liqun saw that the phrase “supporting the prole-
tarians and annihilating the capitalists” had reappeared, he criticized 
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it at a number of venues, arguing that it was a Cultural Revolution–
era slogan. When Wei Guoqing heard about this, he became angry. 
He told members of the military that the report on using this slo-
gan had been approved by Deng Xiaoping himself. Wei personally 
complained to Deng Xiaoping about Deng Liqun.204 Yet on May 31, 
Deng Xiaoping stood by Deng Liqun, telling him and Hu Qiaomu, 
“In my opinion, this slogan has some drawbacks, and it is not com-
plete. I myself am not involved with this meeting of the PLA’s Gen-
eral Political Department. I have asked Comrade Deng Liqun to 
tell Comrade Hua Nan of the General Political Department not to 
overpropagandize this slogan. It is important to interpret its con-
tents correctly and apply them accordingly.”205

On August 10, Hua offered his resignation. That same month, 
“several PSC members” argued at an enlarged Politburo session that 
Hua should no longer be head of the CMC.206 The close chronolog-
ical proximity of these events hints strongly that the calls for Hua’s 
removal were linked to Deng Xiaoping’s attack on Hua’s behavior 
toward the military. On August 18, in the speech described earlier 
in which Deng cynically attacked “feudal” tendencies in the party to 
theoretically justify Hua’s removal, Deng stated, “Not long ago, in 
order to educate people in the revolutionary outlook, the People’s 
Liberation Army again raised the slogan ‘foster proletarian ideology 
and eliminate bourgeois ideology.’ I read the relevant documents of 
the General Political Department and didn’t fi nd anything wrong at 
the time. As I see it now, however, this slogan is neither comprehen-
sive nor precise enough.”207

The pressure to swiftly remove Hua and provide as strong a rea-
son as possible drastically increased in November. That month, a 
temporary worker at a People’s Armed Forces Department in Hebei’s 
Jize County named Gao Huaiming stole a gun and went to an artil-
lery regiment in the Sixty-Sixth Army near Tianjin to declare himself 
“a special emissary from the new Central Committee.” Gao said it 
was time to “establish a new People’s Republic of China.” Most trou-
blesome were Gao’s claims, supported by some offi cers, that some 
in the party wanted to overthrow Hua. The commissar of the reg-
iment, Zhu Fuxiang, opened two meetings for regimental and bat-
talion leaders to listen to Gao’s words. Shockingly, all but one of the 
offi cers in the regiment and battalions expressed support for Hua.208
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Deng was furious. After listening to a report of the event on 
January 17, 1981, Deng said, “The problem in the artillery regiment 
is a serious trend in the Beijing Military Region, and it is also a seri-
ous trend in the entire military; it is imperative that it raises serious 
concern, and it cannot be treated lightly.” Deng called for a special 
investigation into the event. On the follow-up report, Deng wrote, 
“This is an extremely serious incident that has occurred in the mil-
itary; it is a blatant counterrevolutionary political incident, and it is 
a sparrow that should be dissected carefully.”209 On March 4, during 
a discussion with leaders from the Beijing MR, Deng said, “This 
is not a problem within a single regiment but a problem with uni-
versal characteristics. The entire military has underappreciated this 
phenomenon.”210

The stage was set for Hua’s offi cial removal from the party and 
CMC chairmanships. On June 22, at a preparatory meeting for the 
Sixth Plenum of the Eleventh Central Committee, Deng justifi ed 
criticizing Hua in the special document on party history by em-
phasizing that leftist forces were rallying behind Hua, regardless of 
whether Hua had any such intentions to lead them or not. Deng was 
particularly worried about the consequences of these political trends 
in the military: “The remnants of the ‘Gang of Four’ and dissidents, 
whose fl ag do they wave? The two incidents, in the Sixty-Sixth Ar-
tillery regiment and [the navy] in Dalian, both use the name of an-
other center to send people to start activities. And this center is Hua 
Guofeng’s center. . . . Of course, there is another center; we count 
as another center.” Wang Renzhong responded, “Reactionary post-
ers in Xinjiang say ‘return Hua Guofeng to us.’ ” Deng continued, 
“There are not only offi cers in the regiment; there are commanders 
at the army level; they truly believe there is such a center. [General] 
Qin Jiwei, is this not correct? Why did they not dare to immediately 
stop this? . . . If the center is not united, if matters are dealt with 
poorly, we will burn ourselves. There are some slogans, including 
those that want to overthrow me, also [slogans such as] the ‘new 
Gang of Four’ [Deng Xiaoping, Zhao Ziyang, Hu Yaobang, and 
Chen Yun]; these people all support Hua Guofeng.” General Qin 
Jiwei, head of the Beijing MR, then said, “The offi cers [at the very 
top] of the Sixty-Sixth Army are also guilty. He [the commander] 
knew that those words were false, but he did not dare deny them. 
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Why? He believed it was like when the Gang of Four were captured, 
that you were all taken; that is why he believed it.”211

Top military leaders worried about destabilization at the lower 
levels of the military if their subordinates perceived a rupture be-
tween Deng and Hua.212 On June 30, Marshal Nie Rongzhen drafted 
a letter to Deng Xiaoping, Hu Yaobang, and Chen Yun in which he 
blamed the recent public security crises throughout the country on 
Hua not being strong enough in his purge of the remnants of the 
Gang of Four. Nie wrote, “These people, when opposing the cur-
rent center and leading comrades, also all bring out [use] Comrade 
Hua Guofeng; this is a unique point of the current struggle.” There-
fore, it was necessary to “clarify the muddled thinking toward Hua 
Guofeng.”213 Deng had Marshal Nie’s letter distributed to every par-
ticipant in an ongoing work conference.214

Ji Dengkui referred to these incidents in the military and their 
effect on Hua in a conversation with his son: “If some [of your subor-
dinates in the military] get a little excited and do things sloppily, sol-
diers carry weapons; if God forbid there is some trouble, you will be 
the one held responsible. Hua Guofeng simply did not understand 
the seriousness of this issue; later there was a ‘Third Artillery Regi-
ment Incident.’ When things like that blow up, it will only make your 
punishment worse.” When Ji’s son asked whether positions in the 
military were really that sensitive, his father responded that “holding 
military power and being a civilian are of course different.” Ji de-
clared, “In peacetime, holding military power is playing with fi re!”215

Threat of Coercion

The preceding section clearly demonstrates the extent to which 
Deng prioritized control over the military during his competition 
with Hua. The position of the military also had implications for 
how the nonmilitary elite interpreted the situation. Deng’s ability 
to demonstrate that the military listened to him, and not Hua, in-
fl uenced calculations within the leadership. Two cases in particular 
reveal how this dynamic worked: the military’s role in the “practice” 
debate as described earlier and the decision to attack Vietnam.

The People’s Liberation Army Daily’s publication of the “practice” 
article on June 24, 1978, was not only important because the  military 

Y7973-Torigian.indb   185Y7973-Torigian.indb   185 11/19/21   12:51 PM11/19/21   12:51 PM



186 The Fall of  Hua Guofeng

newspaper was the only top publication not controlled by Wang 
Dongxing. The publication also signaled the military’s support for 
the idea, which led others to fall in line. As Hu Yaobang explained 
to his confi dential secretary, Liang Jinquan, “There’s a way, going to 
[找] a senior general [大将], going to Senior General Luo [Ruiqing].” 
Liang asked why. Hu said, “Senior General Luo says he wants to 
publish. If it is published there [in People’s Liberation Army Daily], the 
weight is very different. Senior General Luo’s prestige in the party is 
high, he has a lot of infl uence, he is strong in theoretical terms, and 
it is impossible to use our own publication [the Central Party School 
journal] now.” Luo’s infl uence, Hu implied, was derived from his po-
sition in the military.216 When the article appeared on June 24, peo-
ple, in the words of one party intellectual, “believed that the gun had 
spoken, so all areas started in succession to express their position.”217

The key was the byline: a “People’s Liberation Army Daily specially 
invited commentator.” Wang Dongxing had criticized the use of 
“specially invited commentators,” leading Luo to make the sarcastic 
comment, “Isn’t there someone who despises ‘specially invited com-
mentators’? That’s why People’s Liberation Army Daily will publish 
this article under the name of a ‘specially invited commentator.’ ”218 
Luo was fully aware of how dangerous his behavior was. On July 18, 
as Luo was getting on a plane to undergo surgery in East Germany, 
he told the heads of the People’s Liberation Army Daily, “It is possible 
that some people will oppose that article; I take responsibility. If 
someone is to be fl ogged, fl og me [打板子 打我].” Before leaving, 
Luo also called the deputy chief editor of People’s Daily, Hu Jiwei, to 
tell him that if someone was to be punished for the article, he was 
willing to be caned fi ve times.219

The decision to attack Vietnam was more evidence for the 
country’s top leadership that Deng controlled the military. Among 
the elite, Deng was isolated in his support for attacking Vietnam, 
and the ultimate decision to attack was, therefore, a key signal of 
his authority within the PLA. This outsized effect on the political 
situation is evidence for Hypothesis 3b.

Three interpretations of the evidence are possible. First, Deng 
had strategic reasons for wanting to attack Vietnam, and the politi-
cal benefi ts, which showed that the military followed his wishes, was 
a side benefi t. Second, Deng had both international and domestic 
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reasons for engineering the attack on Vietnam. Third, Deng chose 
an issue on which he knew others in the elite would differ from 
him in order to assert his dominance and demonstrate that the mil-
itary obeyed his wishes. We cannot decisively identify which inter-
pretation is correct. One senior party historian is fully confi dent of 
the third hypothesis, while other historians say the evidence is still 
not decisive, although they allow for the possibility of all three.220 
However, all three theses, albeit to a greater or lesser extent, are 
supportive of Hypothesis 3b, which suggests that demonstrations of 
dominance over the military are of critical importance for political 
maneuvering in Leninist regimes.

Deng was clearly one of the few in the top leadership who sup-
ported the attack. In the words of Teiwes, “It is diffi cult to fi nd any 
areas of signifi cant policy differences between Hua and Deng, with 
the possible exception of the invasion of Vietnam where Hua, as 
well as many civil and military leaders, apparently initially doubted 
Deng’s venture.”221 Deng Liqun’s account is the following: “At the 
time I did not hear Marshal Ye or Wang Zhen say anything. Was 
there anyone else in the military who also held a contrary position? 
It is diffi cult to say. At the time, Comrade Xiaoping’s position on this 
issue was very diffi cult [在这个问提上处境难], so he went to seek 
out Chen Yun’s help.” Chen Yun sought out many generals to dis-
cuss the issue and then told Deng Xiaoping that the most dangerous 
outcome of a war against Vietnam was Soviet involvement. Chen ex-
plained that if the Soviets decided to intervene, the result would be 
a large, medium, or small war. Chen argued that the Soviets would 
not have time to start a big war (大打); if the fi ght were wrapped up 
in less than half a year, then even a medium war (中打) would be 
easily managed. Chen expressed support for the war.222 Chen’s chro-
nology confi rms that Deng asked him to consider the advantages 
and disadvantages of an attack and that Chen supported the war and 
made suggestions, but the account provides no extra details.223 Yet 
Chen had an extremely consistent record of opposing any actions 
that would drain the budget.224 He also never had an especially close 
relationship with the military.225 However, we do know that Chen 
was extremely upset with Hua during this time. This suggests that 
if Deng’s decision to attack Vietnam was connected to weakening 
Hua’s position, then Chen’s curious behavior might have been the 
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result of a tactical alliance with Deng. Later, Chen and Deng would 
enter into such an alliance on economic policy, despite somewhat 
differing preferences, to undermine Hua.226

Beyond Deng Liqun’s account, other evidence hints at broad 
skepticism within the military about an attack on the scale that 
Deng Xiaoping was suggesting. On March 16, 1979, at a conference 
reviewing reports on the war in Vietnam, Deng himself admitted 
that there was broad opposition to the war: “Everyone knows that 
it was diffi cult for the party center and the CMC to make this deci-
sion. Only after repeated considerations during about two months 
was this decision made. Among our party and among our people, 
many people worried about this issue—whether it could be done 
well, how big the chain reaction would be, whether it would in-
fl uence our four modernizations, and whether it would be fought 
well.”227 Several high-ranking generals were skeptical. In June 1977, 
Ye Jianying argued that it did not make sense to continue struggling 
with the Vietnamese (斗争要适可而止).228

According to interviews conducted by Xiaoming Zhang, Ye op-
posed the war against Vietnam for some reason related to a family 
member. He also points out that Ye did not attend an important 
expanded Politburo meeting on New Year’s Eve.229 According to 
 General Wang Shangrong, Ye said that Deng was the “main direc-
tor” (总导演) of the war against Vietnam.230 Warren Sun was told 
in his own interviews that Ye’s position was ambiguous, as opposed 
to those of Marshals Xu Xiangqian and Nie Rongzhen, who op-
posed fi ghting and spoke out.231 The Taiwanese historian Chung 
Yen-lin was told by a mainland party historian that General Su Yu 
also opposed attacking Vietnam.232 A secret report disseminated on 
July 4, 1981, included eleven examples intended to show that it was 
“old comrades,” and especially Deng, not Hua, who were most re-
sponsible for positive changes since the death of Mao. According 
to point 8, “Between October 1978 and January 1979, Comrade 
Xiaoping visited Japan, America, and again Japan, began to open 
the foreign-policy general pattern [总格局] of united opposition to 
hegemony, and at the same time made a decision for a defensive 
counterattack against Vietnam. This matter is extremely important; 
without any boldness, without any strategic thinking, [one would] 
not have dared to start the defensive counterattack.”233
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The fi nal decision to attack was made on November 23, plac-
ing the decision sometime right in the middle of the November– 
December work conference—a key moment in Hua’s shifting 
political fortunes. According to Zhou Deli, a staff offi cer in the 
Guangzhou MR, Deng had already determined the plan of attack, 
which was much larger in scale than the draft that Zhou had seen at 
the meeting in September. Zhou writes, “Because this was an issue 
decided by the head of the General Staff, none of our opinions were 
raised again, and we did not reveal them to others.”234

Within a few months, the PLA would invade Vietnam. Several 
pieces of evidence raise the strong possibility that the war was in-
tended to have an effect on the political situation at home: Deng’s 
decision to enlist the unlikely ally Chen Yun to rally support, Hua’s 
absence from the planning, the timing of the decision so soon after 
the spat over the navy military exercise, and the collapse of Hua’s 
authority around the time of the fi nal decision. As Pantsov, with Le-
vine, points out, “Some observers in China believed that Deng, who 
was then chief of the PLA General Staff, insisted on war and then 
directed the entire operation only so he could establish his own total 
control over the military in order to gain unlimited power.”235 And 
indeed, the understanding that Deng used Vietnam for domestic po-
litical purposes appears to be widespread among the Chinese elite. 
According to David Lampton, “Some ‘supreme’ leaders, at the start 
of their terms, use external confl icts to shore up their positions with 
both the military and the populace, exerting more control over the 
PLA and external relations once they have consolidated power. As 
one knowledgeable senior person explained, it is like Deng  Xiaoping 
coming back and then in 1979 pursuing a strike against Vietnam. 
‘Do something to control the army, and indeed Jiang Zemin did this 
in 1995–1996 regarding Taiwan.’ ”236

How Did Institutions Matter?

The preceding sections strongly indicate that institutionalization 
was not robust. But it was not entirely absent. Most obviously, the 
leadership took steps to make it seem as if the removal of Hua was 
justifi ed. That helps explain both the use of compromising material 
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and the decision to keep Hua in offi ce for so long. Hua’s humiliation 
was prolonged: he was not removed from his party chairmanship 
position until June 1981, and he was still kept on as a vice chairman 
until the Twelfth Party Congress in September 1982. Stunningly, 
the decision to criticize Hua in the document on party history and 
to introduce the worst of the compromising material occurred after 
Hua had already agreed to resign. Hua in fact fi rst offered to resign 
in August 1980.237 Finally, Deng wanted to keep the real reasons 
for the split hidden. In the words of Ezra Vogel, “Deng’s informal 
authority would trump Hua’s formal authority, but Deng, like his 
colleagues, tried to avoid any public dissension.”238

In a mockery of the power of formal authority, Hua had been 
forced to stay on as party chairman in a fake show of unity while the 
history decision was being prepared and more compromising ma-
terial was being introduced. Disgusted by this treatment, Hua refused 
to show himself at a New Year’s gathering, placing the top leadership 
in a diffi cult position.239 Marshal Ye, having initially agreed to have 
Hua removed on the condition that Deng declare himself chairman 
of both the party and the CMC, was not impressed by Deng’s “play-
ing the good guy” for not taking up the party chairmanship.240

Institutions also mattered to Hua, and he obviously hewed more 
closely to a democratic interpretation of party rules. When he real-
ized that his position was under attack from Deng, he chose not to 
put the party through yet another power struggle. Therefore, Hua 
deserves credit not only for being involved in the beginning of the 
reform process but also for respecting the party enough not to dam-
age it by subjecting it to another political crisis.

Had Chinese elite politics been more clearly defi ned by robust 
institutionalization, power dynamics would not have been nearly so 
deeply affected by pro-Hua elements in the military, nor would it 
have been possible for Deng to have been so successful at using 
the military to improve his own political position. However, the 
evidence provided here indicates that the political dynamics of the 
time did not revolve entirely around the armed forces. Moreover, it 
is absolutely clear that this was not a military fi gure marching into 
a Politburo meeting to arrest the head of the party. This was not a 
case of naked aggression by the power ministries against the party 
leadership.
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The story of the military in Hua’s ultimate defeat is much sub-
tler. Deng did not command the military to physically isolate Hua 
or even to help him maneuver during a moment of intense political 
crisis. Instead, he took steps that made his personal authority in the 
PLA obvious, and he used the PLA to push political discussions in 
directions that benefi ted him politically. Deng did not need to exe-
cute a coup for others in the party, especially Hua, to appreciate that 
he controlled the most powerful coercive organization in politics.

Implications

For a brief moment, the PRC had experienced a triumvirate. Led by 
Hua, Ye, and Deng, China achieved major breakthroughs in reform 
across a number of different issue areas. Yet gradually, for reasons 
that had nothing to do with differing opinions about those reforms, 
Hua and Ye were gradually sidelined. During this transition, Deng 
demonstrated characteristics that would continue to manifest them-
selves throughout his tenure as top leader: a pattern of interpret-
ing challenges where none probably existed; a belief that China was 
served best by one leader with absolute authority; an extremely hier-
archical view of party discipline; a habit of making decisions on ma-
jor personnel changes without a meaningfully deliberative process; 
and an understanding that control over the military would always 
prove decisive in any leadership contest.

At the conclusion of the Hua era, Deng chose not to assume 
the top formal positions in the party. He did not even rank fi rst on 
the PSC. Yet he did decide to accept the position of chairman of the 
CMC. In the words of a former People’s Daily chief editor,

Deng Xiaoping inherited the key of Mao Zedong’s control 
over power: to closely guard control over the military, to def-
initely hold the position of CMC chairman. . . . Deng Xiao-
ping could let Hu Yaobang or Zhao Ziyang serve as general 
secretary, but Deng closely guarded control over the position 
of CMC chairman. Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang in actual-
ity were only “big secretaries”; they could not move a single 
unit. Thereby, Deng Xiaoping, using his position as CMC 
chairman as a shield [后盾], could use a group of cohesive 
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elders raised by Mao Zedong, and a few elders could have a 
meeting and Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang could be fi red.241

As Hua made his exit, the new general secretary, Hu Yaobang, 
made clear that he was serving only at Deng’s request. At the closing 
session of the Sixth Plenum, Hu remarked,

According to the wishes of the vast majority of comrades 
in the entire party, Deng Xiaoping should be the chair of 
the party. Other than Comrade Deng Xiaoping, from the 
perspective of talent, ability, or prestige, there are many 
other old comrades more suitable than I am. . . . I have the 
responsibility to tell the plenum that two things have not 
changed: one is that the role of the old revolutionaries has 
not changed, and the other is that my qualities have not 
changed. . . . Even foreigners know that Comrade Deng 
Xiaoping is the main  decision-maker in China’s party to-
day [现今中国党的主要决策人]. . . . The members of the old 
revolutionary generation are still the core fi gures who play 
the main role in the party. Can this situation be told to the 
entire party? I think that it is not only appropriate but that 
it even should be done.242

Deng was pleased: “Just now [Hu] gave a short speech; I think that 
this speech also proves that our decision was correct.”243 The Hua 
era was offi cially over: “old man politics” had arrived, and such a 
state of affairs, not true collective leadership, would defi ne the 1980s 
and early 1990s.244
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C h a p t e r  s i x

Conclusion

The Chinese and Russian revolutions represent two of 
the most ambitious political experiments in human his-
tory. After the tumult of Stalin and Mao, all of their 
successors worried that signifi cant political changes 

were necessary to regime survival. Yet the post-Stalin and post-Mao 
leaderships were internally splintered by historical antagonisms and 
lack of trust. Aspiring leaders waged wars of intrigue against each 
other using compromising material, twisted interpretations of rules, 
and explicit or implicit threats of force. The winners were not those 
individuals who were best able to co-opt potential challengers but 
the ones with the most aggressive political styles.

The historic failure of the Soviet Union and China to truly in-
stitutionalize politics even within their own ruling parties is one of 
the many tragedies of these grand political projects. The path de-
pendencies created at several moments of transition after Stalin and 
Mao, as well as the fl awed characteristics of elite politics that those 
struggles revealed, had profound implications for the long-term 
 political trajectories of these states.
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Soviet Union

Soon after Khrushchev’s defeat of the anti-party group, he swiftly 
turned against his former ally Marshal Zhukov. Zhukov generally 
supported Khrushchev’s policies, but the power that Zhukov had 
demonstrated during the transition distressed the Soviet leader. 
With the new civilian leadership now fully behind Khrushchev, 
Zhukov was incapable and unwilling to fi ght for his political career.

Khrushchev not only refused to enter into a collective leadership 
arrangement with legendary fi gures such as Molotov or Zhukov but 
also refused to deliberate with the new members of the Presidium. 
He regularly humiliated the other members of the elite.1 Despite 
Khrushchev’s behavior, his comrades acted obsequiously. In a letter 
to the CC in the mid-1960s, Molotov asked, “Where, in which ma-
terials after 1957 and all the way up to October 1964, can be found 
even the slightest opposition to Khrushchev? It is not on a single 
one of the thousands of pages published over all these years from 
the CC CPSU plenums, party congresses, the dozens and hundreds 
of meetings at the highest level of both the all-union and republic 
scale.”2

Khrushchev was indeed removed in 1964. Yet that was hardly 
a victory for collective leadership.3 Soviet leaders withstood years 
of abuse and egregious behavior by Khrushchev before he fi nally 
fell. At a Presidium meeting in August 1964, Khrushchev, after a 
dispute with Deputy Premier Dmitrii Polianskii, asked Aleksandr 
Shelepin, who ran the State Control Commission, to stick a mem-
orandum into Polianskii’s nose. Polianskii pleaded, “Don’t put it in 
my nose. I’m a human being.” When Khrushchev responded that he 
too was a human being, Polianskii asked, “How can anyone speak 
with you? When an opinion is expressed by someone, immediately 
there is confl ict. Perhaps you have such an attitude toward me?” 
Khrushchev was blunt: “Apparently yes, I do not deny it. . . . I cannot 
rely on you.”4

Just as in 1957, the plotters fought not to execute a new pol-
icy platform but to save themselves. Khrushchev’s colleagues on the 
Presidium feared that their days were numbered. The available evi-
dence now supports Anastas Mikoian’s analysis: “Now I think that 
Khrushchev himself provoked them, having promised after vacation 
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to introduce suggestions on making the Presidium younger.”5 In 
other words, only fear for their political careers persuaded the plot-
ters to risk a move against Khrushchev.

Instead of holding a meeting to give Khrushchev an opportu-
nity to revise his ways, the plotters acted in conspiratorial fashion. 
When Ukrainian party boss Petro Shelest suggested that instead of 
a coup the leadership simply meet and discuss the situation, Leonid 
Brezhnev almost screamed, “I already told you, I do not belie ve in 
open conspiracies. Whoever speaks fi rst will be the fi rst to be hurled 
out of the leadership.”6 Up until the very end, a strong possibility 
persisted that Khrushchev would emerge triumphant. If one more 
meeting had been held at which Khrushchev could have shaken up 
the leadership, he would have stabilized his position. When Brezh-
nev got word that Khrushchev might have learned about the plot, 
he started crying and said, “He will shoot all of us.” Brezhnev’s col-
league had to bring him to a sink and tell him to clean himself up.7 
When one speech at the Presidium meeting showdown went on 
too long, Aleksei Kosygin interrupted: “It is necessary to not talk so 
long; otherwise we will end up with what we got in 1957, the mem-
bers of the CC will come and carry us all out of here.”8

Although Brezhnev was subtler than Khrushchev, he too jeal-
ously guarded his authority as top leader. Brezhnev once told an 
assistant, “If necessary, I can strike so hard that, whatever happens 
to the other person I would strike, I would remain sick myself for 
three days.”9 Over the years, he either undermined or removed 
previous allies such as Shelest, Shelepin, Polianskii, Moscow party 
boss Nikolai Egorychev, chairman of the Council of Ministers of 
the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic Gennadii Voronov, 
Premier Aleksei Kosygin, and chairman of the Soviet Presidium 
Nikolai Podgornyi. Even when Brezhnev started to decline, power 
did not revert to the full Politburo. Instead, if the troika of Iurii An-
dropov, Dmitrii Ustinov, and Andrei Gromyko made a decision and 
obtained Brezhnev’s support, that was the equivalent of a fait accom-
pli, and no other individuals dared to express opposition.10 When 
Mikhail Gorbachev complained about Brezhnev falling asleep at a 
meeting, Andropov said that “the stability of the party, country and 
even the world” meant everyone had to “support Leonid Ilʹich.”11
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China

The current consensus in historiography on China during the Deng 
era depicts a golden era of political and economic progress, with 
the notable exception of the 1989 events in Tiananmen Square. In 
particular, Deng is credited with creating institutions to prevent 
the rise of any future Mao-like fi gure and ruling in conjunction 
with other powerful fi gures.12 One recent book describes the PSC 
in the post-Mao era as “an unelected board of directors . . . which 
governs by consensus” and argues, “China has had no despots.”13 
That assessment has become heavily politicized in the current Xi 
Jin ping era, during which Xi’s detractors accuse him of departing 
from Deng’s reformist line.14 Even Xuezhi Guo, one of the few 
scholars who acknowledge that Deng became an autocrat, believes 
that Deng at least briefl y promoted “institutionalization and for-
mal politics.”15 Yet, as this book shows, the hints of what Deng 
would become were already apparent in the immediate aftermath 
of Mao’s death.

And, indeed, the Deng era was emphatically one of continued 
strongman rule. Tragically, the Mao era had not been overcome. Lu 
Zhichao, a leftist party intellectual, concludes,

But [Deng’s detractors] also had some defects, one that was 
cultivated by the Chinese Communist Party over many 
years; beginning with the Communist International the con-
straining effects of the passive tradition were large, which 
meant that in party struggles it was necessary to take special 
care to follow the rules, in particular to keep the big picture 
in mind, to be very weak, and to very easily compromise. 
Previously under Mao Zedong, and now under Deng Xiao-
ping, it was always like this; no one dared to have a different 
opinion; no one dared to “rebel” or to rely on the party’s 
collective power to struggle with mistakes. This also had to 
do with a lack of inner-party democracy.16

Wang Xiaozhong, who worked in the Central Advisory Commis-
sion, a body of old revolutionaries that Deng created to ease gener-
ational turnover, concurs:

Y7973-Torigian.indb   196Y7973-Torigian.indb   196 11/19/21   12:51 PM11/19/21   12:51 PM



 Conclusion 197

Especially leaders such as Bo Yibo, Wang Zhen, and Song 
Renqiong, they followed Deng’s positions and plans as 
if they were his own shadow; they followed him slavishly. 
Even though the elders had different ways of thinking, and 
splits and contradictions in opinions, and some elders even 
had different political positions and viewpoints, generally 
speaking, even if they were “left” or “right,” they were pro-
gressive or retrogressive, the basic position and attitude of 
the Central Advisory Commission as a collective was to 
always follow the ideas of Deng Xiaoping. . . . After a life 
of diffi culties and turbulence, especially the catastrophe of 
the “Cultural Revolution,” the elders refl ected and even 
criticized the personality cult and superstition of the Mao 
 Zedong era, and they all believed that this was the most pain-
ful historical lesson. But a new personality cult and supersti-
tion were again quietly appearing around Deng Xiaoping.17

A lack of real institutionalization meant that it was easy for 
Deng to ignore dissenters, even senior party elders such as Chen 
Yun. During both the Hu and Zhao eras, the PSC met irregularly. 
Hu Yaobang told Li Rui that “PSC meetings are held rarely. . . . 
Xiaoping said: ‘Can’t come to an agreement, so don’t hold a meet-
ing. I go to Chen’s home once a year.’ ” Zhao Ziyang informed the 
historian Yang Jisheng, “When I was acting general secretary, Chen 
Yun wanted me to hold a meeting; Xiaoping said not to do so. Chen 
Yun wanted a meeting as a place to talk, but Xiaoping opposed a 
meeting because in this way he could talk directly to us. When I 
did not hold a meeting, Chen Yun asked me: ‘Why don’t you hold 
a meeting?’ I said: ‘I am just a big secretary. To hold a meeting, you 
and Comrade Xiaoping have to agree fi rst.’ Chen Yun then repeated 
under his breath: ‘just a big secretary.’ ”18

Chen Yun, who was allegedly Deng’s greatest competitor, never 
constituted a serious threat. Throughout his life, Chen was sickly, 
devious, and cowardly.19 Mao Zedong once complained that Chen 
was “the type of person who is afraid that a falling leaf will hurt 
his head.”20 According to Deng Liqun, “Comrade Chen Yun always 
took the big picture and put Comrade Deng Xiaoping fi rst.”21 On 
May 26, 1989, in a speech intended to rally support for martial law, 
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Chen even referred to Deng in his speech as touzi (头子), a term per-
haps best translated as “capo.” In the public version of his remarks, 
that phrase is turned into “core” (核心), probably because of the 
word’s mafi a-like connotations.22

As Xuezhi Guo powerfully demonstrates in one of the few works 
that acknowledge China’s failure to institutionalize in the 1980s, 
“core” was the term that Deng used to characterize his own thinking 
on authority.23 Deng believed that “any leadership collective must 
have a core; without a core the leadership is unreliable.”24 It was the 
characteristic of strong centralized leadership, in Deng’s mind, that 
made the CCP so effective. Zhao Ziyang recalled, “I remember an 
instance, sometime in the early 1980s, when the topic of the Soviet 
invasion of Afghanistan came up, Deng said, I think that America is 
inferior to the Soviet Union—all the Soviet Union had to do was 
hold a meeting of the Politburo [to make the decision to invade]. 
Could America achieve such a thing?”25

Deng regularly made decisions without widespread consulting 
and, in some cases, despite widespread opposition. In May 1988, 
Deng suddenly suggested that it was necessary to achieve rapid 
progress in price reform. Li Peng and Yao Yilin, two PSC mem-
bers, were aware that Chen opposed the idea, but they did not even 
convey Chen’s position to the PSC, Politburo, or the leading small 
group on fi nance. Li and Yao understood that if they had done so, 
that “would mean they clearly stood on the side of Chen Yun and 
they were directly challenging Deng Xiaoping’s authority.”26 The 
choice led to infl ation and severely delayed China’s reforms.

In 1987, Deng, without going through the appropriate protocol, 
removed Hu Yaobang from his position as general secretary. Deng’s 
complete disregard for party rules during this incident was widely 
reviled within the leadership. When Jiang Zemin replaced Zhao 
Ziyang as leader in 1989, Jiang worried that he would be installed 
in the same unpopular fashion.27 But perhaps most crucially for the 
fate of the PRC, Deng engineered a violent solution to the protests 
centered in Tiananmen Square in the spring of 1989. Deng was able 
to force this decision despite widespread opposition in the party, 
state, and military.28

This state of affairs meant that Deng could rule not only with-
out fear of resistance but also without formalized restrictions on 
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his behavior. According to Lu Zhichao, the spying, use of compro-
mising material, lying, and plotting that were characteristic of the 
1980s often reached levels reminiscent of the Cultural Revolution 
and were also a direct result of the lack of institutionalization. Lu 
writes in his memoirs that Deng “did not achieve unity by using 
methods of collective leadership in the party or the principles of 
democratic centralism or by using democratic life in the leadership 
core; instead, he used the special old method of past emperors, the 
result of which was to spark left-right factional struggles.”29

Deng was probably China’s last best chance for real institution-
alization. Ren Zhongyi, the late reformist leader of Guangdong 
province, once sadly told an interviewer that “Comrade Xiaoping’s 
main defi ciency was that he did not use his lofty authority at the 
right time to execute the political reform for which he expressed 
support.”30 The CCP has gone to great lengths to keep the true na-
ture of Deng’s rule secret. In March 2003, the newspaper 21st Cen-
tury Global Report published an interview with the party elder Li Rui 
in which Li stated,

It is said that during the leadership transition to the third 
generation Xiaoping said three things: When Mao was 
around, Mao had the fi nal say. When I am around, I have 
the fi nal say. When you have the fi nal say, I’ll be at ease. . . . I 
believe that Xiaoping fi rmly and correctly grasped the econ-
omy. . . . But in terms of the political structure and the lead-
ership structure, he thought that China was so big and had 
so many people that if everyone spoke at once, without an 
authority, that would be intolerable. With regard to a capi-
talist political structure, the so-called separation of powers, 
he was stubbornly opposed. . . . Why was [Deng Xiaoping’s 
August 1980 speech] disregarded? Ultimately, other than 
the infl uence of Hu Qiaomu, it was that he himself could 
not escape the old understanding, the old habits.

Li explained that he raised these ideas in a report to the Fifteenth 
Party Congress in order to “avoid repeating the same mistake 
again.”31 21st Century Global Report was immediately shut down, and 
the contents of its website were deleted.
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Post-Strongman Transitions in 
Comparative Perspective

Trotsky

Having fi nished this book, readers familiar with communist history 
may wonder, but what about Lev Trotsky? Trotsky’s prestige as a 
revolutionary was second only to Lenin—indeed, most people saw 
Trotsky as the “second man” in the party precisely because of his 
contributions to early victories. Trotsky had been a prominent fi g-
ure for many years before 1917 and then played a prominent role 
in the October Revolution. Moreover, during the Civil War, he was 
people’s commissar of military and naval affairs, which meant he 
had proven his mettle on the battlefi eld as well. In 1922, Trotsky 
was almost as popular with the delegates at the Eleventh Party Con-
gress as Lenin was: both won the exact same number of votes, with 
Lenin’s name consistently appearing fi rst in the fi lled-out voters’ 
forms.32 This begs an obvious question: Why was it that Trotsky did 
not pull a “Deng Xiaoping” against Stalin’s “Hua Guofeng”? The 
commonalities are clear: before Lenin’s death, he had promoted the 
lesser-known Stalin to general secretary, just as Mao had made Hua 
head of the party, state, and military. So why, after Lenin’s death, 
did authority relations not naturally revert to a proper refl ection of 
revolutionary legacies, as they did in China?

This question is particularly pertinent because, as J. Arch Getty 
points out, Trotsky’s defeat is generally explained as the result of 
Stalin’s superior ability to forge policy coalitions and by “plant[ing] 
his supporters in the provincial party committees, who in turn sent 
delegates to the national party meetings and who supported him and 
not others”—a “circular fl ow of power.”33 Trotsky himself famously 
claimed that Stalin was the political representative of the interests 
of the bureaucracy. This classic understanding of Stalin’s rise clearly 
subscribes to the economic model. However, the latest generation 
of historiography suggests a rather different picture—one that more 
closely hews to the authority model.

As Getty points out, the “circular fl ow of power” theory fails 
to recognize that Stalin did not pick delegates to the Party Con-
gresses—those representatives were still being elected democrati-
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cally. Therefore, he concludes, “It is diffi cult to posit massive provin-
cial delegate support based on gratitude or loyalty for giving them 
their jobs.”34 In the words of the Russian historian Oleg Khlevniuk, 
“All power fl owed downstream from the Politburo.”35

Ideas were, naturally, important, especially in the cultural mi-
lieu of Bolshevism. Ideological propriety was a key to power, and 
Stalin understood that he had to provide a coherent vision as part 
of any claim to top leader.36 However, the contest for power was not 
primarily about competing political platforms. The opposition’s 
critiques lacked practical details, and “often it was not principled 
programmatic differences that spawned confl ict but ties of friend-
ship, sore feelings, or ambition.”37 In fact, Getty argues that “pro-
vincial party leaders saw the struggle in Moscow as non-principled 
and non- ideological. . . . Trotsky’s and Zinoviev’s critiques of Stalin’s 
policy on the Chinese and German revolutions, their hairsplitting 
about theories of permanent revolution or ‘primitive socialist ac-
cumulation,’ must have seemed wholly irrelevant to the provincial 
parties.”38 As one delegate put it, “We are constructing socialism, 
and will construct it in the future, and the task of the theoreticians 
of our party is to theoretically justify what we are doing in prac-
tice.”39 Hiroaki Kuromiya similarly concludes that “the delegates 
[to the Fourteenth Party Congress] suspected that the opposition’s 
true concern was power, and not substantive policy issues.”40 Ste-
phen Kotkin characterizes Trotsky’s position in 1923 as “strikingly 
narrow” and a “sterile program.”41

In a more forgiving political environment, Trotsky might have 
been able to draw on real concern about the New Economic Policy 
(NEP). As one Bolshevik said in 1923, if the NEP had been proposed 
by anyone other than Lenin, that person would have been labeled 
“a fl abby compromiser, if not an insidious traitor and betrayer.”42 
Yet even colossal foreign-policy failures such as the collapse of the 
General Strike in 1926 or the KMT crackdown on the CCP in 1927 
also failed to arrest Stalin’s rise to dominance.43 By then, “politics 
had become a matter not of ideology and debate but of faith and 
loyalty.”44 Just as in the previous cases in this book, politics was not 
about competing policies or punishing failures.

Trotsky’s contributions during the October Revolution and the 
Civil War were undeniable. Just as the authority model predicts, 
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those legacies proved to be Trotsky’s most formidable weapon. 
When Lenin’s health completely collapsed, the fi rst salvo in the 
 ensuing struggle was in the form of an article by Karl Radek, a 
Trotsky ally, in Pravda: “Lev Trotsky—Organizer of Victory.” The 
article argued that the only institution that functioned well after the 
Revolution was the Red Army, which was led by Trotsky.45 But unlike 
Deng, Trotsky also had very serious historical problems. Crucially, 
Trotsky spent many years as a Menshevik and only allied with Lenin 
in 1917, which led the Old Bolsheviks to “view him with suspicion 
as a Johnny-come-lately.”46 Trotsky’s Jewish heritage was probably 
also a strike against him.47

As part of Trotsky’s claim to political power, he tried to portray 
himself as both a close friend to Lenin but also an individual who 
had sometimes corrected the late leader. Those claims were not per-
suasive, however, and Trotsky was vulnerable to the clear evidence 
that he had often quarreled with Lenin. Stalin’s allies used access to 
Lenin’s archives to fi nd the choicest remarks Lenin had made about 
Trotsky. Kompromat was ubiquitous—Trotsky was regularly sub-
jected to attack by “underground” works such as What Ilʹich Wrote 
and Thought about Trotsky.48 Trotsky, therefore, can be roughly com-
pared to Molotov in 1957: both enjoyed authority and prestige re-
lated to their history in the party, but that narrative was susceptible 
to the effective use of compromising material.

Although the Russian historian Valentin Sakharov believes 
that Stalin and Trotsky were separated by real policy differences, 
his book on Lenin’s “Testament” demonstrates that the succession 
struggles were still largely dominated by questions about the na-
ture of the competitors’ relationships with Lenin before the Soviet 
leader’s death, and, to a dramatic extent, this debate was shaped by 
the strategic use of compromising material. Sakharov concludes that 
the most powerful weapon in the hands of Stalin’s opponents were 
comments, falsely attributed to Lenin, about Stalin’s style of leader-
ship, which even included a call for his departure from the position 
of general secretary. One of Stalin’s greatest achievements was his 
ability to cleverly address those accusations while still affi rming his 
closeness to Lenin.49

Both Stalin and Trotsky, just like Deng, only supported  inner- 
party democracy when it suited them. This extremely cynical and 
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opportunistic approach to party rules led members of the party to 
conclude that Trotsky was motivated by personal ambitions when 
he later claimed, opportunistically, that his ideas were not given 
suffi cient attention. Ultimately, the dangers of factionalism and 
fears of a party split made it easy for Stalin to prevent a serious 
discussion of competing policy proposals.50 Stalin could effectively 
shut down meaningful debate by portraying any attack against him 
as a criticism of the party itself.51 Signifi cantly, and curiously, this 
characteristic was a clear difference with Hua, who deliberately re-
fused to shut down party debate by declaring potential opponents 
factionalists.

Stalin could also prevent serious deliberation by manipulating 
which groups were allowed to make decisions. Between 1923 and 
1925, key decisions were deliberately made among a small group 
before full Politburo meetings to avoid giving Trotsky an opportu-
nity to exert infl uence.52 At the Thirteenth Party Congress in 1924, 
Stalin had Lenin’s alleged testament discussed among delegations, 
not during plenary sessions, which allowed Stalin to better guide 
the course of the deliberations.53 Often, the party did not even know 
what Trotsky really thought. For example, in 1927, “control of the 
party apparatus enabled the majority to conceal the proposals of 
the opposition not only from rank-and-fi le Communists but also 
from the Central Committee members.”54 Stalin also used “joint 
plenums” to determine membership of key decision-making ses-
sions. As Kotkin writes, at one decisive meeting at which Trotsky 
suffered a serious setback, “the room had already been prepared.”55 
Stalin even allegedly stated, “Who votes how in the party is totally 
unimportant. What is extremely important is who counts the votes 
and how.”56 The game was clearly rigged.

Trotsky’s opponents were cognizant of the possibility that he 
would use his relationship with the military in the power strug-
gles.57 Yet, by late 1923, Trotsky no longer ran the daily affairs 
of the military, and Stalin had been able to use the party to exert 
greater power over the Red Army.58 Perhaps most famously, how-
ever, the political police were fully in Stalin’s hands, and Stalin also 
used his special relationship with them to exert terrifi c pressure on 
Trotsky’s allies.59
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Kim Jong-il

Readers of this book may also wonder whether the authority model 
can explain the rise of Kim Jong-il. After all, at the time of Kim 
 Il-sung’s death in 1994, some of the guerrillas that had fought with 
him in Manchuria against Japan during the 1930s were still alive.60 
Why, then, was Kim Jong-il, a man with no military experience, able 
to emerge triumphant? The answer to this question is especially in-
teresting given the content of this book, as scattered evidence sug-
gests that Kim Il-sung’s preparation for the succession was at least in 
part inspired by what had happened in the Soviet Union and China.

Kim Il, a partisan who was especially close to Kim Il-sung, alleg-
edly pointed to the succession crises in the Soviet Union after Stalin 
and Lin Biao’s fall in China when expressing support for Kim Jong-il 
as successor, although we are still unable to confi rm this comment.61 
Kim Jong-il seemed a better prospect to the old marshals than Kim 
Il-sung’s wife, Kim Song-ae. One analyst believes that the parti-
sans supported Kim Jong-il because they were afraid of Kim Song-
ae’s growing power, which they saw as similar to Mao’s wife,  Jiang 
Qing.62 One version based on defector accounts argues that, in con-
trast to Kim’s wife, “who attempted to reduce privileges to the old 
partisans, Kim Jong-il doggedly took care of them. . . . Sin Kyong-
wan [a defector] reports that elders of the fi rst generation of the 
revolution pushed for Kim Jong-il to be chosen as the successor.”63

Troubling outcomes in neighboring countries and prolonged 
worries about a stable succession help to explain one of the stand-
out characteristics of the succession in North Korea: the amount of 
time Kim Il-sung spent preparing the succession before his death. 
The CIA dated the decision to groom Kim Jong-il to 1973, while 
Kong Dan Oh believes the preparation for the succession began as 
early as 1971.64 At the time, Kim Il-sung’s power was overwhelming. 
During the 1950s and 1960s, he had purged from the top leadership 
all but his closest associates from the Manchurian period.65 The CIA 
concluded in October 1978 that Kim’s ability to install his son as 
successor was high because of Kim’s great personal power, the lack 
of any obvious challengers, and political indoctrination.66

Although correlation is not causation, the timing of some of 
the key moments in the succession suggests the import of events in 
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China. The earliest reports of Kim Jong-il’s status as possible suc-
cessor come around the time of the death of Lin Biao—Mao’s cho-
sen successor. Kim Il-sung apparently accelerated the formal instal-
lation of his son after the fall of the Gang of Four (which included 
Mao’s own wife) and the removal of Hua Guofeng (Mao’s chosen 
successor at the time of the Chairman’s death). In 1980, Kim even 
expressed concern to the Chinese leadership that Hua’s departure 
from the leadership would damage the PRC’s stability.67

Extant scholarly analysis and intelligence reports all support the 
same conclusion: the old partisans strongly supported Kim Jong-il 
as the successor. In 1983, the CIA concluded that “there seems little 
doubt now that the son has crossed the fi rst hurdle—the veteran 
guerrilla leaders of Kim Il-sung’s generation.”68 Kim Jong-il was 
smart enough to respect the old guard, declaring that “to respect 
the revolutionary seniors is a noble moral obligation of all revolu-
tionaries” and that “the revolutionary achievements of old guards 
must be inherited and protected.”69 Kim showed a deep appreciation 
of both the potency of martial contributions as a propaganda tool 
and the emotional sensitivity that the old generals felt to the way 
their martial accomplishments were portrayed. He helped establish 
a propaganda system in which the partisan experience and familial 
succession were fundamentally intertwined.70

Why did Kim Il-sung and the old partisans decide that Kim 
Jong-il was the safest choice to guarantee a stable succession? Mao’s 
behavior in his late life provides clues. The Chairman had at least 
briefl y seriously considered Jiang Qing as his successor. When he 
decided against her, he then started developing his nephew Mao 
Yuan xin as a potential successor. According to Yao Wenyuan, “I al-
ways had the feeling that maybe Chairman Mao was cultivating Mao 
Yuan xin.” In October 1975, Mao, having lost faith in everyone else, 
entrusted Mao Yuanxin to become a “liaison” with the Politburo, 
but, in practice, this position far surpassed its innocuous-sounding 
title. If Mao’s own son had not died in the Korean War, Jiang had 
made fewer enemies, and Mao Yuanxin was a little older, the post-
Mao succession may have looked much closer to what happened in 
North Korea.71

The recognition that family ties can help guarantee stable suc-
cessions has now entered the third generation in the form of Kim 
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Jong-un. According to Kim Jong-il’s oldest son, Jong-nam, who 
may have been assassinated because of his heritage, Kim Jong-il 
originally opposed a third generation of dynastic succession but 
 ultimately changed his mind because of its ideological power: “My 
own understanding is that for the Korean people who only trust 
and serve the so-called Paektusan bloodline, if someone’s ‘blood’ is 
not ‘pure’ enough, it is possible that it will cause the nation much 
trouble. I judge that even if in the future Korea moves toward a col-
lective leadership system, if its core is not the ‘Paektusan bloodline,’ 
then the ruling elite will not be able to continue.”72 In other words, 
the coin of the realm in North Korea’s succession politics is, once 
again, not political exchange but historical prestige, here in the form 
of familial relations with the founder of the regime.

Foreign Policy

This book focuses primarily on domestic politics. But what import 
do the fi ndings of this book have on the study of foreign policy? Po-
litical scientists have recently grown increasingly interested in how 
the structure of elite politics in dictatorships affects decisions on war 
and peace. The basic insight of this literature is that dictators, just as 
leaders in democratic regimes, might be punished politically if they 
fi ght a losing war. Jessica L. P. Weeks, for example, argues that au-
thoritarian leaders in certain types of systems are more susceptible 
to domestic pressures (“audience costs”) than others, and this helps 
explain whether or not they choose risky or ambitious policies.73

A fi ne-grained, in-depth examination of these contests reveals 
several surprising, perhaps counterintuitive nuances to these dy-
namics that previously were unappreciated by the political science 
literature. First, for audience costs to have an effect, there must be 
real policy differences within the elite. As this book shows, this is 
very often an unrealistic assumption. After Stalin’s death, the Soviet 
leadership was united in the hope for better relations with the West. 
One of the most crucial foreign-policy decisions of the Khrushchev 
era, the decision to invade Hungary, was a consensus position within 
the elite. It was not an issue at the 1957 June plenum that saw the 
defeat of the anti-party group.
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Second, for audience costs to be important, policy differences 
not only have to exist but also have to matter. This book is full of 
examples in which the individual with even the less popular policy 
position is ultimately able to emerge victorious through some mix 
of personal prestige, rule manipulation, and reliance on coercive or-
gans. Even when a leader’s foreign-policy blunder “matters” in the 
sense that it somehow damages their political position, they have 
plenty of tricks at their disposal to discount its importance. When 
removed from power, Khrushchev was criticized for the debacle of 
the Cuban missile crisis. But to say that this was the single most de-
cisive factor in his removal would be historically inaccurate. Deng’s 
political position was damaged by the disastrous war in Vietnam. But 
he continued as the most powerful leader for many years thereafter.

Third, researchers should be very careful when interpreting 
policy differences that are “revealed” as part of a political power 
struggle. For example, Khrushchev very obviously overstated his 
foreign-policy differences with Molotov as a political weapon to 
weaken his opponent. Strikingly, the creation of any sort of polit-
ical cleavage was so useful to Khrushchev that it hardly mattered 
whether the “opposing” viewpoint might have been more popular. 
As suggested throughout this book, when leaders are removed, the 
victors have every incentive to lie and exaggerate about the crimes 
of their predecessors so as to make their own victory appear to be 
more legitimate.

Fourth, prestige as a successful military leader is identifi ed in 
this book as an especially important quality for political competi-
tors. We might expect that some leaders would adopt deliberately 
risky and ambitious foreign policies so as to contribute to their sta-
tus in this regard, especially when other forms of authority are par-
ticularly weak. No cases of such behavior are identifi ed in this book, 
but some analysts believe that North Korea’s recent behavior might 
be partially explained by such thinking.74

Fifth, the case of China’s invasion of Vietnam is potentially an 
important example of a leader pursuing an unpopular policy pre-
cisely because the adoption of such a position would be a clear in-
dicator of his dominance. This is a concept that has not previously 
been identifi ed within the literature on audience costs, and indeed 
it strongly differs from the themes emphasized in that literature.
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Sixth, loyalty to the party as an organization is a clear theme 
throughout this book. Removing a leader during either a major in-
ternational crisis or in the aftermath of a crisis that had a disastrous 
outcome would very obviously be a damaging blow to party unity. 
Under such conditions, we would be much more likely to see unity 
as a primary concern.

Lessons and Future Directions

Unfortunately, one takeaway for readers of this book should be the 
diffi culty that not only outside analysts but even party insiders face 
when trying to understand elite politics in Leninist regimes. Sinol-
ogists have always struggled to see inside the “black box,” and the 
track record is not strong.75 Yet getting history right is immensely 
important, as the past is one of the few places that allow us to under-
stand structural features that might persist. In particular, critical 
junctures are moments when politics are at their most “visible,” and 
thus they allow us to theorize about limitations and possibilities for 
the future.76 For example, in January 2017, drawing on the fi ndings 
of the research presented here when it was still in dissertation form, 
I published a short article in the War on the Rocks blog about what 
Deng Xiaoping’s legacy might tell us about Xi Jinping. Since Deng 
had not actually achieved real institutionalization, I suggested that 
Xi would probably not face real constraints if he decided to break 
“tradition” and not choose a successor at the forthcoming Nine-
teenth Party Congress—a prediction that proved accurate.

Just like the continuities from the Mao to the Deng era that 
are described in this book, we are now seeing parts of the Deng 
legacy manifest themselves in the Xi era. Despite a regular focus on 
the “vulnerabilities” of dictators, the CPSU and CCP have usually 
proven to be quite favorable to leaders—the lieutenants generally 
have much more to worry about than their superiors. And indeed 
Xi’s leadership has persisted despite severe attacks on high-ranking 
fi gures and a number of policy decisions that have led some critics 
to question his judgment.77

If continuities are strong, in the unlikely situation that conspir-
ators make a move against Xi, they will probably not be acting be-
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cause they have different policy preferences. It is more likely that 
the plotters will have concluded that Xi had completely escaped any 
constraints or that they had decided that they had to move fi rst to 
save their own skins. Hopes that the party will somehow “select” 
a leader with a different policy platform, an act of “elite revolt,” 
will only come true if the continuities identifi ed in this book are 
weak.78 Generally speaking, policy differences do not determine the 
outcome of elite contestation, and, in any case, Xi is in a strong 
position to manipulate party rules and direct the military and the 
political police.

However, in several important ways Xi faces a different set of 
challenges than Mao’s immediate successors did. The leadership 
may not be divided by the antagonisms that were present after the 
Cultural Revolution, but Xi does not enjoy the kind of personal 
prestige that Deng had as a legend of the wars against the KMT 
and the Japanese. Perhaps for this reason, Xi has cared more than 
Deng did about formal authority, day-to-day decision-making, and 
prominence in party propaganda. Deng never assumed the position 
of party chairman, which led to complaints that he “reigned from 
behind the curtain.” Deng preferred to direct leaders on the “fi rst 
line” and to avoid PSC meetings at which dissenters might have a 
chance to express their opinions. He cared deeply about his public 
image and wanted people to understand that when it counted, he 
was in charge. Xi’s decision to more aggressively and obviously arro-
gate power speaks more to his weakness than to his strength.

Given Xi’s dominance, the extent of the purges conducted under 
his tenure, and the controversial choices he has made with regard to 
policy, his successors, whenever and however they might appear, will 
face a complex set of challenges. How such tensions will be resolved 
is impossible to say. But whatever may come, the victor will not nec-
essarily be the most “popular” individual who beats their opponents 
by playing by the rules.
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Chronology

October 16, 1952 CC plenum. Stalin attacks old revolutionaries 
and proposes the creation of a new leadership 
body of young men who had played no role in 
the October Revolution.

March 5, 1953 Stalin dies.
March 13, 1953 Beria orders the creation of special investiga-

tive groups to reevaluate the Doctors’ Plot, 
the arrests of former members of the Minis-
try of State Security, offi cers in the General 
 Artillery Department, and Georgian party 
offi cials.

April 4, 1953 Beria distributes a document that criticized 
the use of torture in the past and explicitly 
forbids its use in the future.

May 6, 1953 Beria writes a memorandum to the Presidium 
rehabilitating Kaganovich’s brother.

May 8, 1953 Beria writes a note to the Presidium blaming 
the failure to defeat the insurrection in Lith-
uania on the lack of Lithuanians in the repub-
lic’s MVD and draws attention to the absence 
of ethnic Lithuanians in the party leadership 
of the republic.

May 13, 1953 Beria proposes an end to restrictions on 
where Soviet citizens can live within the 
USSR and suggests greater restrictions on 
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the  extrajudicial Special Council, which was 
responsible for many of the abuses of the 
Stalin era.

May 16, 1953 Beria submits to the Presidium a memoran-
dum on Ukraine pointing to the lack of ethnic 
Ukrainians in leadership positions in western 
Ukraine.

May 27, 1953 Discussion in the Soviet leadership on the 
crisis in the GDR.

Summer 1953 Beria proposes the arrest of former secretary 
of the CC and minister of state security S. D. 
Ignatʹev and arrests M. D. Riumin, former 
head of the investigative unit for particularly 
important cases and a man who can make ac-
cusations against Malenkov and Khrushchev.

June 8, 1953 Beria submits a proposal to the Presidium in 
which he suggests the removal of the Belo-
russian party chief Patolichev in favor of an 
ethnic Belarusian.

June 1953 Khrushchev writes a memorandum about Lat-
via that touches on the same themes as Beria’s 
memos on Ukraine, Belorussia, and Lithuania.

June 26, 1953 Beria’s arrest.
June 29, 1953 New state procurator Rudenko is ordered by 

the Presidium to identify and investigate the 
facts of hostile anti-state, anti-party activities 
of Beria through his entourage.

July 1, 1953 Beria writes a letter to Malenkov on the re-
form proposals he made as head of the MVD. 
He does not deny that he asked the MVD to 
collect information on non-Russian cadres.

July 2, 1953 Beria writes pleas to the Presidium to investi-
gate his affair, but his wishes are denied.

July 2–7, 1953 CC plenum. Malenkov accuses Beria of 
 single-handedly ordering preparation for 
the fi rst test explosion of a hydrogen bomb. 
Malenkov is described as Stalin’s successor; he 
states that he is not the sole successor.
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August 1953 Malenkov’s speech to the fi fth session of the 
Supreme Soviet appeals to the peasant masses.

February 8, 1954 Presidium meeting. Kaganovich says that 
after the July 1953 plenum, the MVD is 
“behaving passively” and suggests writing 
a “motivating document.” The leadership 
establishes a Committee of State Security that 
entails greater control than a Ministry of State 
Security.

Fall 1954 Soviet delegation goes to China. When asked 
by the Chinese, they fail to identify a single 
top leader, claim they function as “collective 
leadership.” Bulganin attacks Mikoian for the 
latter’s position on Beria’s arrest.

February 1955 Malenkov is removed from premiership.
July 4–12, 1955 CC Plenum. Molotov is severely criticized 

over foreign policy toward Yugoslavia. He de-
nies having fundamentally different positions 
on any issue.

November 5, 1955 Presidium meeting. Discussion of how to 
commemorate the anniversary of Stalin’s 
birth.

End of 1955 Khrushchev humiliates Kaganovich by se-
cretly developing a railways plan that he 
knows Kaganovich will oppose.

January 1956 Led by Molotov, the Soviet Foreign Minis-
try drafts a document that acclaims the steps 
taken by the socialist camp to ease interna-
tional tensions, including improving relation-
ships with Yugoslavia, Austria, Finland, and 
West Germany.

February 1, 1956 Presidium meeting. Molotov does not deny 
Stalin’s mistakes but insists that the latter still 
be recognized as a great leader.

February 9, 1956 Everyone in the leadership agrees to tell the 
Party Congress the “truth” about Stalin. Some 
believe these truths should include not only 
Stalin’s wrongdoings but triumphs as well.
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February 14–25,  Twentieth Party Congress. Molotov supports 
 1956  the introduction of “peaceful coexistence” into 

the party platform.
April 1956 Molotov speaks with the Chinese ambassador, 

admits there is no fatal inevitability of war. 
The CC distributes a letter to the party that 
restricts discussion of Khrushchev’s Secret 
Speech.

May 1, 1956 Khrushchev says at a reception that no differ-
ences on Stalin exist within the leadership.

May 26, 1956 Presidium meeting. Khrushchev attacks Mo-
lotov and suggests the latter be removed from 
his position as minister of foreign affairs.

June 29, 1956 A CC document takes an offi cial position 
on Stalin that is much more positive than in 
Khrushchev’s speech.

December 6, 1956 Presidium approves the draft of a letter to be 
sent in the name of the CC to all party orga-
nizations on ending attacks by anti-Soviet and 
enemy elements.

January 1957 Khrushchev gives a speech at the Chinese em-
bassy, describes Stalin as a man who devoted 
his whole life to the victory of the working 
class and socialism, and continues to publicly 
play the pro-Stalin card.

March 27, 1957 Presidium meeting. Bulganin, Pervukhin, and 
Malenkov complain that Molotov’s memo on 
industrial reform threatens party unity. Mo-
lotov claims he was operating within a broad 
consensus on the issue, states that Khrushchev 
misrepresented him and did not disagree with 
the decisions of the February plenum.

April 25, 1957 Presidium meeting. Decision is made to 
posthumously reinstate into the party Soviet 
offi cers killed during the height of the Great 
Terror.

May 19, 1957 Khrushchev attacks Molotov at a meeting 
with intellectuals.
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June 1957 The anti-party group tries to remove 
Khrushchev from his position as fi rst secretary 
of the CPSU.

July 2, 1957 Meeting of the Ministry of Defense apparat 
and Moscow garrison. Zhukov frankly admits 
that he saved Khrushchev.

October 28–29,  October plenum. Zhukov is purged.
 1957
April 1–24, 1969 Ninth Party Congress ratifi es the political 

purge of Deng Xiaoping and elevates the 
military and Mao’s radical allies to power. 
Lin Biao is chosen as “the close comrade-in-
arms of Chairman Mao” and Mao’s 
successor.

September 13,  Death of Lin Biao in plane crash over 
 1971 Mongolia in attempt to fl ee to the Soviet 

Union.
1972 Jiang Qing talks to the American scholar Rox-

ane Witke.
March 1973 Announcement that Deng Xiaoping will re-

turn to work.
August 24–28,  Tenth Party Congress. With support of Mao, 
 1973  the Gang of Four manage to secure leading 

party positions.
December 1973 Mao refers to Deng Xiaoping as a “needle 

wrapped in cotton”: on the outside he is a lit-
tle gentle, but inside he is a steel factory. Deng 
is reappointed to the Politburo.

January 1975 Fourth National People’s Congress abolishes 
positions of president and vice president of 
China, according to the suggestion of Chair-
man Mao Zedong as part of the Cultural 
Revolution. Second Plenum of the Tenth 
Central Committee appoints Deng Xiaoping 
as a vice chairman of the Politburo Standing 
Committee.

September 1975 Zhou Enlai signs document rejecting that he 
was a traitor.
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November 1975 Mao Zedong admits that the Cultural Revolu-
tion is 30 percent wrong.

January 8, 1976 Death of Zhou Enlai.
February 1976 Hua Guofeng becomes acting premier.
April 1976 Protests in Tiananmen Square labeled 

“counter revolutionary rebellion”; Deng Xiao-
ping is removed from all positions.

September 9, 1976 Death of Mao Zedong.
October 6, 1976 Arrest of the Gang of Four.
January 6, 1977 Hua Guofeng’s speech to the Politburo con-

fi rms that he never opposed Deng’s return to 
work and that he had already approved Deng’s 
return at an appropriate time.

February 6, 1977 Editorial called “Study the Documents Well 
and Grasp the Key Link” contains “two what-
evers”: “We will resolutely uphold whatever 
policy decisions Chairman Mao made and 
unswervingly follow whatever instructions 
Chairman Mao gave.”

July 21, 1977 Communiqué of the Third Plenum of the 
Tenth Central Committee formally reinstates 
Deng Xiaoping and approves of Hua’s purge 
of the Gang of Four.

August 1977 Eleventh Party Congress announces plan 
of Hua and the top leadership to fi nish the 
“ferreting-out” (清查) phase of exposing and 
criticizing the Gang of Four within the year 
or a little longer.

December 1977 Hu Yaobang’s speech on how to study history 
fi rst uses the phrase “practice is the sole crite-
rion of truth,” referring to the wrongful cases 
from the Cultural Revolution.

February–March Fifth National People’s Congress. Hua 
 1978  announces that the “ferreting-out” campaign 

is basically fi nished on a national scale.
March 9, 1978 Explosion on ship “160” in Zhanjiang harbor 

in Guangdong province.
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May 1978 Guangming Daily, People’s Daily, and People’s 
Liberation Army Daily use the phrase “practice 
is the sole criterion of truth.”

June 1978 Deng gives major speech at a military-wide 
political work meeting, giving a boost to the 
“practice is the sole criterion of truth” 
debate.

July–December State Council Conference to Discuss 
 1978 Principles sets stage for major breakthroughs 

on a slew of economic issues at the Third 
Plenum.

July 24, 1978 People’s Liberation Army Daily’s publication 
of the “practice” article signals the military’s 
support for the idea and leading others to fall 
in line.

November 23,  Final decision to attack Vietnam.
 1978
November– Work Conference before the Third Plenum.
 December 1978
December 1978 Third Plenum of Eleventh Central Commit-

tee. Signifi cant rise in power and stature of the 
old revolutionaries, especially Deng Xiaoping, 
and the verdicts on a number of major mili-
tary offi cials reversed, even though many of 
them had already returned to work.

February–March Chinese invasion of Vietnam, providing more 
 1979  evidence for the country’s top leadership that 

Deng controlled the military.
March 16, 1979 Deng admits broad opposition to war in 

Vietnam.
March 30, 1979 Deng introduces the Four Cardinal Principles.
May 20, 1979 The military’s General Political Department 

releases a document, titled “An Opinion 
Regarding Deepening the Study of the Third 
Plenum and Work Conference Spirit,” that 
calls for unifying around the decisions of the 
Third Plenum.
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July 29, 1979 Deng’s speech to an enlarged session of the 
Navy Party Committee indicates his concern 
that one-third of the military was not com-
pletely under his control.

October– Hua Guofeng’s trip to western Europe.
 November 1979
February 1980 Fifth Plenum of Eleventh Central Committee 

dismisses a number of the “took-the-stage” 
group, including Wang Dongxing, Ji Dengkui, 
Wu De, and Chen Xilian.

April 18–30, 1980 Hua Guofeng’s speech at a military-wide 
political work meeting uses a Cultural Revolu-
tion–era slogan: “Supporting the proletarians 
and annihilating the capitalists.”

August 1980 Deng gives speech criticizing feudal practices 
and calling for an institutionalized political 
system as an ideological justifi cation for Hua’s 
removal from the leadership. Hua expresses 
his willingness to resign. Several Politburo 
Standing Committee members argue at an 
enlarged Politburo session that Hua should 
no longer be head of the Central Military 
Commission.

October– Discussions about party history begin among 
 November 1980  more than four thousand top-ranking cadres.
October 15, 18,  Deng Liqun gives two speeches to the 
 1980 Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in 

which he delineates Hua Guofeng’s alleged 
crimes, thus justifying why Hua should be 
removed.

June 1981 Sixth Plenum of Eleventh Central Commit-
tee. Hu Yaobang replaces Hua Guofeng as 
party chairman. Hua is reduced to vice chair-
man. The new Politburo Standing Commit-
tee includes, in rank order, Hu Yaobang, Ye 
Jianying, Deng Xiaoping, Zhao Ziyang, Li 
Xiannian, Chen Yun, and Hua Guofeng.
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July 1981 Deng Liqun complains about wide swaths of 
the party not believing that Hua should be 
removed.

November 1981 Trial of the Gang of Four.
September 1982 Twelfth Party Congress. Political position of 

Hua Guofeng is reduced to membership on 
the Central Committee.
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