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PREFACE

This study began as a relatively narrow reexamination of one of the most elusive cases of Chinese Communist leadership conflict, the 1953-54 Gao Gang-Rao Shushi affair, on the basis of substantial new information from the post-Mao period. While the present account remains very much a detailed analysis of and, indeed, something of a detective story about this obscure conflict, it soon became apparent that the investigation had broader implications concerning the nature of elite politics in the Maoist era. Basic questions of power, policy, ideology, factions, and patterns of leadership interaction generally are all central to the unfolding story. The illumination these issues receive in the context of the Gao-Rao case is relevant not only to the initial post-1949 period of comparative—but flawed—Party unity, but also to the structural fault lines of the political system that were later to contribute so significantly to the Cultural Revolution. The ultimate aim of the book is to home in on these structural features of the Maoist system, which were to have such momentous consequences long after the Gao-Rao affair.

Coming back to the Gao-Rao case after a decade is in some ways a humbling experience. This is not particularly due to the fact that some of the main propositions offered in my 1979 analysis in Politics and Purges in China have proven considerably wide of the mark. Indeed, in a fundamental sense the basic theme of Mao's unchallenged position, which underlay the earlier analysis, has been strengthened and clarified by the new data available. Humility is rather engendered by the awareness that my previous interpretation was stated with a degree of certitude not justified by the information then available. It is further created by the realization that even with new, much more revealing post-Mao data, points that seemed clear in both draft form and several brief published accounts of the case have become problematic as further evidence has been unearthed. In fact, the very nature of the matter under investigation means many aspects of the present analysis lie beyond anything approaching definitive proof. The result, then, is an account that may have to be further amended as new evidence appears or particularly perplexing issues are thrashed out with Chinese scholars in the future.

None of the above, however, has prevented me from arguing forcefully a general view of elite politics in the early 1950s as dominated by one man, Mao Zedong. Notwithstanding myriad other factors, in the end high-level politics became court politics, where the name of the game was to divine the preferences of the Chairman and use or adjust to those preferences in ways that furthered individual or group interests. Various conflicts within the elite had diverse sources, but at the top they were all shaped and constrained by the parameters of court politics. This interpretation is supported by a host of specific developments discussed in the following pages; more importantly, in my view at least, it is the only viable interpretation for the overall pattern of events that occurred. It is also a view resoundingly supported in substance, if not precise formulation, by the evidence of a wide range of Chinese scholars specializing in Party history and related disciplines.

But with many aspects of the story uncertain or problematic, how does one deal with the paradox of what seems to me a clear overall picture yet many unclear details? I have attempted to be rigorous in handling each particular event or facet of the story. Where the evidence is ambiguous or contradictory I have sought to bring this to the reader's attention. Where alternative explanations are possible I have attempted to outline the possibilities. I have tried to eschew the temptation to slot particular events into my overall interpretation where such a procedure would be congenial to my argument but lacking adequate independent evidence. I have even repeatedly questioned, in the research if not the writing, the validity of the basic interpretation as against less Mao-dominant interpretations of Chinese politics. As a result, the reader can puzzle with me over the many remaining uncertainties of the story. At the same time, it will also be up to the individual reader to use his or her own judgment to decide whether the general interpretation prevails despite the many problematic specifics.

A number of people have contributed to this study. Bruce Jacobs and Wang Gungwu offered helpful comments on an earlier draft. Gyorgy Markus and Patricia Springborg provided valuable assistance on an obscure but revealing theoretical point. At various times research materials that are difficult to obtain, particularly internal (neibu) publications, were generously provided by Keith Forster, Edward Friedman, David Holm, Kenneth Lieberthal, Roderick MacFarquhar, Michel Oksenberg, and Tony Saieh. Graeme Gill not only provided relevant Soviet materials but served as an expert source of guidance for those aspects of the study touching on the Soviet Union. I thank them all.

Three people deserve special mention, however. First, David Chambers made available the long neibu document that appears as appendix I to this book. David's generous and unsolicited offer of this comprehensive account early in the project provided an essential documentary base that, together with the results of interviews with Chinese sources, encouraged me to embark once again on systematic research into the Gao-Rao affair. Second, Timothy Cheek, in addition to some valuable assistance with sources not available in Australia, provided extensive, insightful comments on the initial draft. Apart from the general encouragement provided, many of his suggestions have been gratefully incorporated into the final version. Indeed, on at least one occasion, Tim will recognize the insertion of his words to emphasize a key point. Finally, but profoundly, this study has benefited from the many contributions of my research assistant, Warren Sun. Although Warren joined the project after the basic interpretation had taken shape, his relentless pursuit of data, judicious weighing of evidence, and careful consideration of the larger issues helped to extend and deepen the analysis. The end result, I believe, has been to enrich greatly the version presented here.

The staff of the University of Sydney's Department of Government has provided major support for this book. I am grateful to Lyn Fisher for her research assistance and the preparation of the index, and to Sandra Donnelly, Pauline Rimmer, Maria Robertson, Sonja Waikawa, and especially John Robinson for their diligent work in preparing the manuscript through a number of stages. I also thank Anita O'Brien of M. E. Sharpe, Inc., for her excellent editorial work, and Doug Merwin for his steadfast backing of the project. Research funding was generously given by the Australia-China Council, the Australia-China Exchange in the Humanities and Social Sciences, the Ian Potter Foundation, the University of Sydney's overseas travel grant awards, and especially by the Australian Research Council. Without this financial support the study could not have been undertaken or executed in anything like its present form.

Special acknowledgment must be made to a substantial number of Chinese scholars and former officials who must necessarily remain nameless. Quite simply, without the assistance of these oral sources this study would not have been possible. Not only did these sources provide the only available information on the key event that set in motion the Gao-Rao affair—Mao's late 1952 or early 1953 talks with Gao Gang—they also introduced and clarified a whole series of other key issues. Over a four-year period from 1985 to 1989, nearly four dozen Chinese scholars were questioned about the Gao Gang affair in the course of broader interviews on Party history; of these, about half provided significant information or insight. While naturally these sources varied in their depth of knowledge, particular perspectives, interpretation of events, and, on some occasions, candor, they by and large made sincere efforts to assist me within the limits of their understanding. I quickly came to respect their seriousness in dealing with the questions raised, and I gratefully acknowledge the invaluable help they so generously offered.

A note on the appendices is also in order. The original translations were largely prepared by Pamela Tan, Warren Sun, and Ai Ping. Several of the appendices are based on previous translations drawn from either official Chinese sources, Western translation services, or the comprehensive collection of Mao's works, The Writings of Mao Zedong, 1949-1976, Volume 1: 1949-1955. I thank M. E. Sharpe, Inc., for permission to use the latter source, and also thank the Corbett Publishing Company for permission to include an excerpt from History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolsheviks): Short Course.

Finally, no recounting of the support that has sustained this project would be complete without mention of the sacrifices and good cheer of my family. I am deeply indebted to my wife Kath, and to my children Inge and Jack to whom this book is fondly dedicated.
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TODAY'S official view of the initial years of the People's Republic of China (PRC) depicts something of a golden age, a period not only when the Party's policies were usually correct, but also when leadership relations were marked by a high degree of unity and democracy.1 While there is much to recommend this overview, it at best overstates the case and at worst ignores some key weaknesses of the Maoist system. In these early years considerable unity did exist, but it was a flawed unity involving significant tensions and linked precariously to Chairman Mao Zedong's commitment to Party solidarity. Simply put, the unity and democracy that existed were not structural2 but rather a result of the Chairman's self-restraint. Moreover, even with Mao's commitment to unity and democracy relatively high in this period, his rather aloof personality and especially the awe surrounding the architect of revolutionary success created an authoritarian distance from other Party leaders and with it uncertainty concerning the Chairman's intentions. Thus the classic conditions for court politics existed at the very start of the PRC—other leaders saw their status, policy priorities, and careers dependent on the favor of the "emperor" and competed for that favor in circumstances where his preferences were often unclear. In the early 1950s the consequences of this were relatively benign if hardly completely harmonious. A decade later the same general conditions set the stage for the Cultural Revolution.

Apart from the basic fact of court politics, various other fault lines potentially threatened Chinese Communist Party (CCP) unity in the early 1950s. First, a number of groupings or "factions" based on the military units and other organizations that won the revolution existed within the Party.3 While an equitable division of the spoils of victory in 1949 served to underpin unity, each grouping was proud of its particular achievements in revolutionary struggle and jealous of its rewards. Any development that threatened to upset the existing balance naturally endangered the larger unity as well. In addition to the prestige provided by one's revolutionary achievements, status was conveyed by considerations of Party rank and length of service to the revolution. Such status distinctions generally worked for stability, but the possibility of "generational" conflict was another potential threat to unity. Ironically, given that in real terms such conflict seemed relatively low in the immediate post-Liberation period, an effort on Gao Gang's part to stimulate generational divisions apparently did occur as a result of Mao's actual or purported views on the matter. In the 1960s such tensions appeared in much more severe form against the background of the Chairman's far more clearly articulated opinions on the need for generational change within the leadership.

Another source of tension rooted deeply in both the larger culture and the particular traditions of the Communist movement was the moral-ideological approach to politics. The pursuit of philosophically based "correct" positions purportedly linked by an overall "line," the belief that deviations from such a "line" are not uncommon, and the conviction—often validated by personal experience in harsh revolutionary struggle—that even those ostensibly bound to the Party by a lifetime commitment can betray the cause potentially contain the seeds of sharp division. Such phenomena as ahistorical evaluations of past performance from the needs of a current line, the compilation of documentary files to demonstrate a pattern of deviation on the part of targeted enemies, and the use of vague moral terms by political climbers against bureaucratically better positioned opponents, which were such prominent features of the Cultural Revolution, were all present albeit on a much more limited scale in the early 1950s. And while policy differences themselves formed another significant cleavage, more threatening was the possibility that a disgruntled Chairman or an ambitious subordinate would raise policy issues to the ideological level. In a Party environment where correct theory and moral virtue were closely tied, and with a Chairman who showed signs of ideological uncertainty regarding a virulent Stalinist theory at variance with his own policy orientation, the potential for escalating leadership conflict was not insignificant.

These and other features of Chinese elite politics are illuminated by a reexamination of the 1953-54 Gao Gang affair, the one obvious blot on Party unity in the early 1950s. This affair, which culminated in Gao's purge and suicide, has long been one of the least understood and most poorly documented CCP leadership conflicts. While the post-Mao period has produced only a comparatively limited number of new documentary materials dealing specifically with the case, these documents, a wider range of new sources on related developments in 1952-54, and critically important oral sources now provide the basis for a more complete and accurate analysis than was previously possible.4 These sources allow a deeper understanding of the nature of Party factionalism in this initial post-1949 leadership struggle, an understanding going well beyond the basic outline of the factional activity originally condemned in the 1955 official resolution on Gao's "clique." The new material also provides a much clearer picture of the personalities, policy positions, and bureaucratic interests involved in the case. Finally, the post-Mao sources demonstrate, although not without remaining gray areas, what was always obscured previously—the pivotal role of Mao Zedong in the affair from start to finish. The result is a richer picture of Mao's interaction with other leaders at the apex of the Communist system in these early years.


Previous Studies and New Conclusions

In the decade following the formal purge of Gao Gang and his alleged ally, Rao Shushi, the few Western analyses of the affair advanced speculative interpretations emphasizing such factors as possible policy differences,5 regionalism,6 and Gao's possible ties to the Soviet Union.7 Surprisingly, unlike Hong Kong accounts, these studies paid relatively little attention to the central official charge that Gao and Rao had engaged in factional activities that aimed to split the Party and seize supreme power, nor to the crucial questions of the precise nature of these factional maneuvers or the individual leaders targeted by Gao.8 Materials provided by the Cultural Revolution changed this situation only to a degree; the small number of new analyses to appear still dwelled on the same issues, although now with greater focus on the factional activities and targets themselves.9 In addition, a new consideration was raised in the form of Mao's health as a possible factor precipitating the affair.10

In 1979 I published the most systematic analysis of the Gao-Rao case to date using early 1950s', Cultural Revolution, and post-Mao sources.11 The major conclusions of this study were: (1) despite charges that Gao established an "independent kingdom" in the Northeast, regionalism was not a major factor in his purge as his Northeast region had not been beyond the effective control of the central authorities; (2) while Gao had good relations with the Soviet leadership and particularly Stalin, those relations were not a major aspect of his activities or a precipitating factor in his fall; (3) policy issues played a secondary role at best in the efforts of Gao and Rao, who did not put forward a coherent policy program; (4) the main factional appeal used by Gao Gang—an attempt to fan the resentment of army leaders against those with "white area" or underground careers during the revolutionary period, especially Liu Shaoqi and Zhou Enlai—was poorly conceived and had limited impact; (5) the key circumstantial factor in the situation was Mao's poor health, which led Gao to begin maneuvers for a possible succession struggle; and (6) overall, the effort of Gao and Rao was marked by inept politics and was easily beaten back with only minimal damage to Party unity.

The new materials available since 1979 necessitate some important alterations to the above conclusions. While the first two conclusions substantially hold, new information allows a fuller understanding of the regionalism and Soviet aspects of the case. With regard to the Soviet factor, although the Gao-Stalin link still seems peripheral, a greater if somewhat indirect impact resulted from the generational implications of the post-Stalin succession and from Mao's weakness for Stalinist theory. The third conclusion on the comparatively minor role of policy also retains some validity, but Gao and Rao openly raised policy issues as a significant part of their activities. Moreover, the general policy debates of the period were an essential factor shaping the attitudes of key figures in the drama. The fourth and sixth conclusions must be substantially revised; the effort to manipulate tensions between "red" and "white" area cadres was far more potent than originally believed, and Gao made considerably more headway than previously seemed likely—even though the activities of Gao and Rao can in many respects still be considered inept. Finally, Mao's health—although somewhat poor in this period and relevant to the unfolding events—was not a precipitating cause of Gao's activities. Instead, what set Gao in motion was several personal discussions with Mao in which the Chairman indicated dissatisfaction with Liu Shaoqi and Zhou Enlai. Rightly or wrongly, Gao interpreted these conversations as providing an opportunity to displace Liu and himself become Mao's successor.

The broad outlines of the Gao-Rao case can be sketched briefly. As part of a more general shift of regional leaders to the capital, Gao Gang was transferred to Beijing in late 1952 from his position as the leading Party, government, and military figure in China's Northeast to become head of the State Planning Commission (SPC). In early 1953, Rao Shushi, the leading Party and government official in East China, similarly came to Beijing to head the Central Committee's organization department Sometime after Gao's arrival his fateful discussions with Mao took place, and after Rao appeared on the scene he tacitly aligned himself with Gao. The first major effort to undermine Liu and Zhou took place at the National Conference on Financial and Economic Work, held from mid-June to mid-August 1953. The centerpiece of this effort was an attack on the tax policies of Minister of Finance Bo Yibo, an attack actually aimed at Bo's close colleague, Liu Shaoqi, and also implicating Premier Zhou Enlai. While Mao may have been initially impressed with Gao's criticisms of Bo, by the end of the conference he emphasized unity and mitigated the seriousness of Bo's rather significant errors. Later in the year, at the September-October National Organization Work Conference, Rao continued an attack that had begun at the time of the earlier conference on another long-time Liu associate, deputy organization department head An Ziwen. A key aspect of this attack was criticism of An over a draft list for the new Politburo to be chosen at the next Party Congress, a list that assertedly slighted army leaders in comparison to "white area" figures. By the end of the conference Mao and the "Party Center" intervened to support An Ziwen.

Meanwhile, following the Financial and Economic Conference, Gao headed south on "holiday." During his stay in the south, as well as in Beijing both before and after the trip, he contacted various leaders seeking their support for a reorganization of the Party and government. In these efforts he offered various posts to prospective allies and made use of An's list to gain the support of disgruntled army figures. In the same process Gao targeted several key members of a slightly younger generation of CCP leaders and tried to win support in most of China's large administrative regions. Gao's successes included enlisting the backing of Peng Dehuai, a Politburo member and titular head of the Northwest region who had successfully commanded Chinese forces in Korea. He also curried favor with the great general and head of the Central-South region, Lin Biao. He was less successful, however, with Vice-Premier Deng Xiaoping, concurrently Southwest Party leader, although Deng appears to have given Gao's proposals careful consideration. Chen Yun, the CCP's leading economic official and fifth-ranking leader, may also have pondered the situation for a considerable period of time, but eventually both Chen and Deng rejected Gao's entreaties and reported his activities to Mao.

The affair came to a climax at a series of Politburo meetings in December when Mao indicated his intention to go on holiday and, as was the custom, proposed that Liu Shaoqi take over in his absence. Gao objected, proposed instead that leadership be exercised "by rotation," and indicated his desire to be Party vice-chairman or general secretary and concurrently premier. Finally, at a late December meeting, Mao denounced Gao's "underground activities" and Gao's cause was lost. Mao subsequently left for his holiday and entrusted Liu with conducting a Central Committee plenum to deal with the case. When the plenum met in February 1954 the intention was to allow Gao and Rao a way out in return for appropriate self-criticism, but they would not show the required contrition. Gao's recalcitrance was manifested in an attempt on his own life during February, and a successful suicide in August 1954. The case was finally put to rest at the March 1955 National Party Conference when Gao and Rao were denounced by name and expelled from the Party, and a brief resolution elusively detailing their "crimes" was adopted and openly published.12

What is the precise political meaning of the above events? What do they tell us about Chinese leadership politics in the early 1950s? Before these questions are addressed in detail in the body of this study, it is necessary to consider problems of sources and methodology.


Sources and Methodology

All of the various sources used in this analysis raise vexing problems. Each category of documentary evidence, at least as far as the case per se is concerned, is relatively sparse in volume, contains major gaps of substance, reflects a particular bias, and is inconsistent in important respects with information from other sources. Contemporary documents from the 1950s dealing specifically with the Gao-Rao affair are limited to two periods of several months duration each—the period following the February 1954 Fourth Plenum of the Seventh Central Committee, and that after the March 1955 National Party Conference. In 1954 the names of Gao and Rao were not even mentioned, and only general statements concerning deviations threatening Party unity appeared.13 A year later Gao and Rao were officially denounced, and a few charges especially concerning their alleged "unprincipled" factional activities and Gao's setting up of an "independent kingdom" in the Northeast were laid but hardly elaborated upon.14 In the period from 1955 to the Cultural Revolution there was a virtual total blackout on the Gao-Rao case in official sources; only a handful of major statements made any reference to the affair.15

Pre-Cultural Revolution documents project an image of Party unity. As I shall argue, to an important extent this unity was a reality notwithstanding various strains, but the image was also the result of a conscious decision not to wash dirty linen in public any more than absolutely necessary and to play down any divisions that existed within the elite. Moreover, with regard to Gao and Rao specifically, once it was officially determined that their activities were "unprincipled," that is, involved seeking power and position rather than "principled" differences over policy, there was an obvious inhibition to discussing policy issues, particularly as some of those issues remained subject to debate after the purge. Beyond these considerations, the political sensitivity of a situation where various figures involved in Gao's activities continued to hold key positions, including (as of 1955) two Politburo members, Peng Dehuai and Lin Biao—not to mention the role of Mao himself—argued for silence. Finally, the fact that, relatively speaking, Gao and Rao had clearly violated official norms of leadership behavior, and that Gao's core group of supporters had been relatively weak politically, gave little impetus for any reconsideration of the case. Because of such factors, 1950s' sources only give general clues to the reasons behind the affair; however, particularly when combined with subsequent information, these sources provide considerable insight into the general developments in 1953 against which the activities of Gao and Rao unfolded.

Cultural Revolution sources brought to light some new information concerning the case but never addressed it directly. The polemics of the period in both official and Red Guard publications were limited to comparatively few attacks linking active or recently deposed officials to the Gao-Rao "conspiracy,"16 or articles criticizing the lingering prestige of Gao and Rao in areas where they had served.17 Apart from the continuing inhibitions created by the role of Mao and lack of a strong pro-Gao constituency within the leadership, the long absence of Gao and Rao from power made them uninteresting targets of attack, while the fact that Gao's major protagonist had been Liu Shaoqi left little scope for fitting the affair into the demonology of a Mao-Liu "two-line struggle." While the fragments of information released were not necessarily inconsistent with those from earlier and later periods, the overall gloss of fierce leadership conflict stood in sharp relief to the emphasis on unity in both 1950s and post-1978 sources. Moreover, the use of Cultural Revolution sources—both official and Red Guard but especially Red Guard—raises not only the question of their interpretive slant but also the factual validity of events described in the polemics of the period.18 Nevertheless, these Cultural Revolution polemics have raised a few issues of importance.

The Cultural Revolution period also produced various collections of Mao's hitherto unpublished writings and speeches to internal Party gatherings, particularly the Wansui volumes.19 These collections contain a fair number of references to Gao and Rao, but they are always in the form of elusive passing remarks. Overall there is little doubt that these documents are genuine, although not every comment can be vouched for confidently.20 In terms of understanding the Gao-Rao case, the most vexing problem is the unsystematic nature of Mao's remarks concerning that affair.

Perhaps the most difficult source to come to grips with is the official volume 5 of Mao's Selected Works, published in 1977 during the initial post-Mao phase.21 This collection covering 1949-1957 is both authoritative and suspect Much as the Hua Guofeng leadership itself, volume 5 was transitional in nature, reflecting not only the comparatively stable elite politics of the 1950s but also the "two-line struggle'' perspective of the Cultural Revolution—particularly as it dealt with Liu Shaoqi and Bo Yibo. This legacy of the Cultural Revolution, which also distorted other sources from 1977-78,22 resulted from both Hua's need to link himself firmly to Mao and the fact that volume 5 was based on a draft compiled by the so-called Gang of Four.

According to an authoritative oral source, in the haste to get volume 5 out there was not a great deal of revision to the selections already made under the direction of Zhang Chunqiao and Yao Wenyuan. As aresult, significant distortions appeared: the editors added pointed titles to the selections; mitigating terms such as "comrade" were dropped; and phrases, sentences, and whole sections of Mao's talks were deleted, resulting in an unbalanced picture of the Chairman's meaning. In the case at hand, volume 5 excerpts from Mao's August 12, 1953, speech to the Financial and Economic Conference harshly criticize Bo Yibo under the title "Combat Bourgeois Ideas in the Party"23 when, according to sources with access to the complete text, the Chairman's full talk ranged much more widely and was less severe overall. Moreover, the editors specifically excluded the section of the speech where Mao absolved Bo of errors of political line, thus leaving quite the opposite impression. Finally, while some oral sources believe there was no altering—as opposed to the deletion of—Mao's actual words, a comparison of volume 5 to the Wansui texts more generally does indicate some differences in wording, seemingly modifying intent.24 In any case, the deletion of individual phrases or whole passages is more than sufficient to distort Mao's meaning.

Another problem with volume 5, or with any other Mao texts for that matter, has less to do with the intent of the editors than with that of the Chairman himself. Mao, particularly in his rambling comments to internal Party gatherings, often lacked rigorous consistency or clarity.25 Thus, in an August 1953 speech Mao articulated the ostensibly threatening opinion that "the contradictions between the working class and the bourgeoisie are antagonistic," but in the same passage he spoke of "the alliance of the working class and the national bourgeoisie."26 The latter statement was clearly compatible with Mao's backing of moderate united front policies toward private businessmen, while the former stands in uneasy tension with those policies. Of course, Mao may have simply meant that there was an underlying antagonism between the two classes but it could be transformed into a nonantagonistic contradiction by proper policies—a position he elaborated in 1957.27 Nevertheless, such apparent imprecision, particularly when married to politically truncated texts, makes even more difficult the task of getting a fix on Mao's intent.

Following the historic December 1978 Third Plenum of the Eleventh Central Committee, the discipline of Party history began once again to attract serious attention and a new, more objective interest in the CCP's past emerged.28 A rich vein of new materials appeared, including official histories, memoirs, scholarly articles on specific events and problems, collections of speeches and writings by leading Party figures and other official documents, detailed chronologies, and internal discussions of historical developments. In nearly all of these sources the Gao-Rao affair has received remarkably short shrift. Official histories, while adding some enticing details, steer clear of the key issues and present only brief discussions of the case in much the same stilted language as the formal 1955 verdict.29 The 1981 resolution on Party history makes only a passing reference to Gao and Rao, while the extensive compendium of notes on the resolution offers no summary of the affair.30 Scholarly articles rarely deal directly with the case, although studies of other developments in the early 1950s are sometimes extremely useful for the light they shed on it. Similarly, general and specialist chronologies produce information of great value concerning the context but often ignore the Gao-Rao case itself.31

Memoir material, despite some extremely revealing brief accounts,32 also largely avoids mention of the affair, while collections of leaders' speeches and writings—even including remarks by Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, and Chen Yun to the Fourth Plenum in 195433—are remarkably vague concerning the actual factional activities of Gao and Rao. Only the post-Mao speeches of Deng Xiaoping directly raise the events of 1953, revealing publicly for the first time such crucial developments as Gao's approaches to Deng and Chen Yun.34 Significandy, Deng's raising of the issue seemingly reflected less of an interest in the Gao-Rao affair itself than an effort to debunk the hated "two-line struggle" interpretation of Party history pushed during the Cultural Revolution.35

Finally, neibu sources also generally ignore the case, with two major exceptions of which I am aware.36 One exception, a 1980 article by Chen Shihui published by the Anhui Party School,37 provides a major source for this analysis. This extensive 15,000-character account, which is translated nearly in full in appendix I, provides rich insight and detail into the activities of Gao and Rao, including such key aspects as An Ziwen's list and the attack on Bo Yibo. This account, in turn, is to a significant extent based on internal "teaching reference materials," which include seven directly relevant documents from 1953-55 that to my knowledge are unavailable in any other source, among them Zhou Enlai's summing up speech to the Financial and Economic Conference and Deng Xiaoping's report on the Gao-Rao affair to the March 1955 National Party Conference.38 Yet both Chen Shihui's account and the documents from the teaching materials avoid direct discussion of Mao's role in the launching of Gao's activities and remain elusive on other issues.

The reasons for this continued comparative lack of attention to the Gao Gang affair involve some familiar considerations that have taken on new force in the post-Third Plenum period. First, there is only a limited constituency with a possible interest in a thorough reexamination of the Gao-Rao case, although the seriousness of their sins has been somewhat played down. Since Gao and Rao fell well before the hated Cultural Revolution, their cases were largely irrelevant to the large numbers of officials demanding a review of the 1966-1976 period. While several of those denounced as members of Gao's clique in 1955—notably Ma Hong and Guo Feng—assumed responsible positions after the Third Plenum,39 generally speaking no one in a truly high place has had a vital interest in airing the case.40 The two dominant leaders of the post-Mao era, Deng Xiaoping and Chen Yun, can have no interest in exploring the story beyond Deng's account of their rejection of Gao's approaches. The legion of followers of Liu Shaoqi and Zhou Enlai still active in high-level CCP politics also have no particular interest in reopening the case since their patrons emerged unscathed from the affair. But perhaps the most important political factor is the taboo on discussing Mao's role.41 Not only does the departed Chairman remain a key to legitimacy in the elite's own eyes,42 but the need for compromise in the official 1981 assessment of Mao's merits and faults provided a strong impetus for ignoring difficult questions concerning the period up until 1957 when, by consensus, Mao assertedly "gave full play to democracy."43 With so much contention over the evaluation of the later Mao, it was best to leave such questions alone.

Apart from the sensitivity of Party historians to political currents in the post-Mao era, other factors have also conspired to inhibit scholarly investigation of the Gao-Rao affair. Quite simply, the data available to scholars have limited the possibilities of thorough analysis. As one academic source put it, once Gao had been purged it was felt there was no need to gather materials on his career; thus whole topics of historical investigation, such as the Shaan-Gan-Ning Border Region where Gao had been a leading figure, suffered as a result.44 As for the events of 1953 themselves, scholars are frustrated by the fact that the records are semiopen at best. Even academic historians who have seen the minutes of the Financial and Economic Conference or the discussion meetings on Gao and Rao convened after the Fourth Plenum have had only partial access, and the record of the crucial December 24 Politburo meeting reportedly is totally closed. Such historians recognize the importance of memoir material, but many sensibly regard recollections to be of variable quality and often unreliable. Thus it is unsurprising that one scholar declared that documentation was inadequate for drawing a correct conclusion on the case. Nevertheless, when one considers the full range of post-1978 documentary sources dealing with both the affair and the background events, the basis is laid for a quantum leap in our understanding of the Gao-Rao case.

In terms of interpretation, none of the limitations of reform era sources means that the basically reaffirmed 1955 verdict on Gao—or the overall characterization of Mao in the early 1950s—is necessarily wrong, although they do suggest that a bias toward unity not unlike that in contemporary 1950s' material affects these sources. Nevertheless, in Party history circles in China today, a subtle reconsideration of the Gao-Rao affair has occurred. Concisely put, while there is no fundamental controversy concerning the historical verdict that Gao and Rao had carried out Party-splitting activities aimed at toppling Liu Shaoqi—at least within the main-line scholarly and political circles consulted—there is considerable feeling that the traditional characterization of Gao and Rao was too harsh. In particular, the 1955 conclusion that Gao and Rao formed an anti-Party "clique" or "alliance" is no longer used in Party history accounts,45 and scholars are deeply skeptical that the two men engaged in any explicit coordination of activities. Yet the larger verdict and accompanying biases remain in the published sources of the reform era.

If the documentary record of the present period has, for all its shortcomings, provided the basis for a significant advance in the analysis of the Gao Gang affair, oral discussions with informed Chinese scholars and political figures (usually retired) have been absolutely crucial to this study. Not only have these discussions produced the only PRC sources providing explicit information on Mao's late 1952 or early 1953 talks with Gao Gang,46 they have also yielded additional unique information as well as a richer, more finely detailed account of matters raised in Chen Shihui's neibu article and the wider array of post-1978 sources.

Those consulted, numbering nearly four dozen in total, varied considerably in their knowledge of the case or, in at least some cases, their willingness to discuss it. They also varied considerably in type, including scholars whose main source of information was the (restricted) documentary record, other academics with wide leadership contacts who heard or read about aspects of the case in an unsystematic fashion, political figures on the periphery of the events (including those who subsequently heard accounts from the principals), and even one political figure who had been intimately involved himself. In some cases, particularly with academics, it was possible to have repeated, detailed discussions allowing a homing in on perplexing issues. Two approaches were adopted in the discussions. One was to focus on events and allow broader interpretations to emerge naturally; in this manner care was taken to avoid leading respondents to any particular point of view. This was, however, supplemented by a more exploratory approach where I put certain interpretations to Chinese scholars to facilitate discussion of difficult questions. Together these methods yielded an impressive amount and range of information.

A number of general points can be made concerning oral sources and the problems involved in using them. First, information remains tightly held within the Chinese system, and even individuals of similar high rank and function will have access to vastly different amounts and quality of information. Rank itself is naturally one key determinant of access,47 but personal connections and specific work responsibilities are often crucial. Moreover, communication among scholars working in Party history and personally familiar with one another is seemingly flawed to a significant extent. I was struck by the number of times a most authoritative source excitedly interjected with "this is new, this is fresh" when a colleague discussed some Party history question; seemingly it took a foreign presence to facilitate the exchange of information. Another key point is that debate that exists within scholarly circles and differences in interpretation will be expressed to a foreign interlocutor. That said, however, certain restrictions seem to operate. Thus the taboo on dealing with Mao's talks with Gao Gang prevailed in most discussions.48 More generally, while there did not appear to be a "line" on the Gao-Rao affair, there clearly was a conventional wisdom; thus, diverse sources reaffirmed that Mao's discontent with Liu Shaoqi in 1953 was strictly limited. While I am inclined to agree on the basis of a review of the total evidence, I am nevertheless left with the uneasy sense that the Chinese scholars concerned have in at least some cases simply accepted at face value a plausible interpretation.

How, then, can the interviewer know whether to have confidence in the testimony of his respondents? Such confidence must be based on a number of factors: an intuitive sense of reliability built up in the course of extensive discussions, thorough questioning to the extent feasible as to how the sources in question came by their information, by checking the compatibility of information provided with the contemporary 1950s' record and other documentary sources, and ultimately through one's own feel for the politics of the matters under examination. Similarly, the reader will have to evaluate the information gathered from such sources and the accompanying interpretations on the basis of the total pattern of evidence presented and his or her own confidence in the scholarship of the analyst.

The above discussion of sources still leaves some basic methodological questions. When sources conflict, how does one choose? Are the main questions at issue in understanding the Gao-Rao affair subject to rigorous standards of evidence? Can one avoid imposing one's own bias on elusive and sometimes contradictory evidence? Concerning conflicting sources, some rules of thumb apply. First, contemporary evidence must obviously take precedence when issues of fact arise. Thus, the actual December 1952 tax regulations drafted by Bo Yibo's Ministry of Finance must be regarded a better guide to their real nature than either Mao's criticism as reported in volume 5 or Chen Yun's September 1953 speech as presented in his 1984 Selected Works. Unfortunately, as is so often the case, the key issues are not the nature of the regulations but the attitudes and political actions of figures such as Mao and Chen toward them, and here no truly contemporary sources are available. Another rule of thumb is that when Cultural Revolution and post-Mao sources conflict, preference is normally given to post-Mao sources, which, although hardly completely objective, are far less polemical and considerably more reliable than those from 1966-68.49 On the key issue of the relative merits of Mao's volume 5 and other 1977-78 materials versus post-1978 sources, cautious preference is given to the latter concerning overall interpretation while a close examination of each point at issue is undertaken. Finally, I rely heavily on those oral sources in which I have the most confidence, but each detail provided must be evaluated carefully against documentary material to the extent possible. Where the views of even the most trusted oral sources are incompatible with the documentary record, they must be rejected.

Even the most meticulous weighing of source materials cannot settle some of the basic questions at issue in this study. The analysis concerns the political motives and intent of Mao in particular and the degree of trust and reservation in the relations of leading figures, factors unclear not only to observers but perhaps even to the individuals themselves at the time. It also concerns the degree of unity or conflict within the elite as a whole and between specific segments, something that could only be grasped imperfectly even with much more systematic evidence. Conclusive proof cannot be offered on such matters, but what can be done is to present alternative possibilities and reasoned argument for one's own preferred explanation. Finally, analysts must confront the inescapable fact that their general overview of Chinese politics shapes specific interpretations of cases such as the Gao-Rao affair. This is unavoidable since an overall sense of Chinese politics must inform the effort to sort out ambiguous evidence. The task is to avoid imposing preconceptions on evidence that will not sustain them, to modify past views when required by new information, and to make sure that the evidence takes precedence in any irreconcilable conflict.



1 The Setting Beijing Politics, Late 1952-Mid-1953
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WHEN Gao Gang and Rao Shushi moved to Beijing in late 1952 and early 1953, they entered a national political environment that was in many ways stable but at the same time undergoing important changes. With economic recovery completed and the Korean War stalemated, a new era of planned economic development and socialist transformation beckoned. This, of course, meant new policies, and with them came a changed ideological overview. It also meant the elaboration of new institutions, which required extensive personnel reassignments to staff them. At the very top it meant that personalities previously serving in the large administrative regions, such as Gao and Rao but also including others like Deng Xiaoping, would now interact on the most important issues of state.

This chapter, in addition to analyzing the key developments in the story before the Financial and Economic Conference was convened in June 1953, examines those broader policy, bureaucratic, ideological, and personality factors that set the stage upon which the events of the Gao-Rao affair enfolded. But before turning to the specifics of late 1952 to mid-1953, a more general review of leadership cohesion and conflict in the early 1950s is in order.


Mao, Party Unity, and Conflict in the Early 1950s: An Overview

How adequate is the official view of a golden age of inner-Party unity and democracy?1 Much evidence indeed suggests significant unity in the initial post-Liberation years. With the exception of the Gao-Rao affair, there were no major leadership purges in the early 1950s. Perhaps even more telling, there was remarkable leadership stability over the full period from the Seventh Party Congress in 1945 to the Eighth Congress in 1956: only a handful of Central Committee members apart from Gao and Rao were not reelected in 1956, and, moreover, the overall pecking order among top officials changed comparatively little.

A number of factors contributed to this relative stability and unity. The victory of 1949 against considerable odds was a crucial factor that greatly enhanced the authority of Mao and other top leaders who had developed the successful revolutionary strategy. Revolutionary success also provided the spoils of power, which were widely shared within the elite. Different groups within the Party—"factions" if one prefers—all benefited from the parceling out of positions, a process that not only satisfied their sense of revolutionary merit but also fulfilled deep feudal notions of getting one's own share. While a common ideological commitment to Marxism in the abstract need not be a force for unity, as the fissiparous history of the Communist movement demonstrates, a decade of indoctrination in a specific CCP version of Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy did contribute to cohesion. Moreover, a broad consensus formed quickly on ambitious industrialization and social transformation along the lines of the Soviet model. While this did not obviate spirited debate on how the model should be adjusted to Chinese conditions or how rapidly it should be implemented, the existence of a broadly accepted model avoided the type of fundamental divisions that rocked the Soviet Communist Party in the 1920s. Finally, solidarity was a result of the reinforcing interplay of Party unity and policy success. Unity contributed to effective solutions in terms of both constructive debate and disciplined implementation, while success in solving problems further deepened the commitment to leadership cohesion.

Overall unity, however, did not mean an absence of leadership cleavages. One potential source of division was the diversity of revolutionary careers within the Party elite. Different career patterns produced the various groups or "factions" within the larger elite; moreover, each group was jealous of its position, and any change upsetting the existing balance among them was potentially disruptive. Indeed, the effort to manipulate tensions among such groups was a key feature of the activities of Gao Gang. But as in the latter revolutionary period, the overall pattern in the early 1950s was to mitigate factional tensions by the broad sharing of power and positions recognizing the claims of each group. As Mao reportedly rejoined to the complaints of Gao and Rao in summer 1953 that certain leaders belonged to a faction, "China's revolution was made by many mountaintops [i.e., factions]."2

Another source of tension carried over from revolutionary days was the inevitable personal friction affecting various personalities at the apex of the CCP, friction derived from conflicts over power, different policy preferences, or sheer personal incompatibility. Examples of relevance to the Gao-Rao affair, as will be seen, were strained relations between Rao Shushi and Chen Yi, and between Gao Gang and Peng Zhen. In both cases, as in others, Mao had sought to dampen tensions in the name of Party unity. A further source of limited, nonpolarized conflict was the growing identification of individual leaders with the institutions and departments they headed as the new system took shape and became increasingly bureaucratized in the early 1950s. Finally, related to the above, cleavages inevitably arose from the large agenda of policy issues facing the CCP in power. Different policy inclinations and institutional interests led to recurring conflict on such questions as how quickly to press ahead with economic development and social transformation. In the 1949-1953 period in particular, an inevitable tension existed between an emphasis on securing economic revival and broad political acceptance through general reassurance and tangible concessions to key social groups, on the one hand, and the desire to establish firm organizational control and quicken the steps to planned development and transformation, on the other.3 Such differences generated spirited debate, but the range of contending views by and large remained relatively narrow.

Party unity, then, did not mean a lack of tensions but a willingness on the part of CCP leaders to minimize those tensions that did exist. It meant falling in behind official decisions once made, and a broad acceptance of the existing configuration of power at the top. Crucial to this type of unity was the role of Mao. Mao's unchallenged leadership provided the foundation upon which broader stability could be built, but by its very nature it could undermine that stability at any moment of the Chairman's choice. Mao's position was that of the charismatic leader whose strategic insights had solved the mysteries of the Chinese revolution; it was further bolstered by the traditional aura of an awesome founder of a new dynasty. In legal terms, Mao's authority rested on not only a 1943 Central Committee decision giving him formal powers to act unilaterally in certain instances,4 but also the fact that after 1949 he was, in the words of one oral source, "Chairman of every-thing"—the individual placed "in charge" (zhuchi) of Party, government, and army affairs. By 1953, moreover, Mao's reputation for political wisdom had been furthered by the perceived successful outcome of Chinese intervention in the Korean war—a policy imposed on the Party by Mao despite widespread reservations within the leadership concerning the costs and dangers of such a venture.5

Mao's authority thus created the basis for broader elite solidarity but it did not guarantee it. The unity that existed to a large extent reflected Mao's conscious strategy of leadership and rule. In the early 1950s the Chairman normally observed the official norms of collective leadership and democratic discussion, although in a manner that retained enormous discretion in his own hands. While reserving the right to insist on his own way in matters of prime concern such as the Korean decision, Mao's general approach was to encourage broad discussion in order to reach a consensus position. He by and large avoided harsh rebukes to those who took positions contrary to his, and—especially in areas such as industrial policy where he acknowledged his own inadequacies6—he would concede to a strong majority view despite his own reservations.

If this approach to dealing with policy debates enhanced Party unity, so did Mao's orthodox and mainstream intellectual position in the early period of the PRC. Throughout these years Mao emphasized the need to steer a course between "leftist" excesses and "rightist" timidity. Although the Chairman's policy preferences may have on occasion been somewhat to the "left" of other key leaders, these were still relatively centrist in terms of the overall range of elite opinion, at least in the period up to mid-1955. Thus, when debate did intensify, generally Mao's centrist position served to ameliorate conflict and build consensus rather than polarize differences within the leadership. However, Mao's intense concern with ideological probity, especially when taken in conjunction with the political/moral tradition of "correctness" within the Communist movement, had the contrary effect of potentially exacerbating what in fact were relatively narrow policy differences.

Crucial to Party unity was Mao's approach to the politics of leadership. Basically his approach was akin to that used in revolutionary struggle: to isolate the handful of diehard opponents (i.e., Wang Ming and his followers up to the early 1940s) by attracting the support of as broad a coalition of "factions" within the Party as possible. This meant shaping a leadership at the Seventh Congress in 1945—and again in 1956—that contained men of talent and independent prestige. In 1945 this further meant a Politburo consisting of leaders at least half of whom had stood on opposite sides of crucial issues from Mao in the CCP's past To unify the "factions," ' there was also a recognition of existing status in the leadership as reflected in a marked continuity of Politburo membership; virtually all members apart from Wang Ming's group were retained. In addition, Mao drew in new figures reflecting the diverse constituencies of the Party, including Gao Gang representing the pre-1935 North Shaanxi base area and Peng Zhen of the "white areas," while studiously avoiding raising any member of his own "faction," such as Lin Biao, to the Politburo.7 Equally important is that once this leadership structure was established, Mao did not alter its makeup dramatically. Of special importance is that Liu Shaoqi was confirmed as number two in the Party and Mao's successor in 1945, and from 1945 to 1953 the order of rank on the highest Party body of the period, the five-man Secretariat, was clearly Mao, Liu, Zhou Enlai, Zhu De, and, by 1950, Chen Yun.8 Such stability at the top was the basis for stable expectations lower down in the hierarchy; conversely, any threat to that stability could potentially pose a severe threat to Party unity.

The relations between Mao and other high-ranking Party leaders—particularly members of the Secretariat and Politburo—were obviously crucial to Party unity. While these relations involved a generally consensual style, at root they can hardly be said to embrace democracy, other than the democracy of the Chairman's self-restraint. In fact, the essence of Mao's relations with his leading associates might be termed "authoritarian distance." Factors of personality,9 Mao's often noncommittal approach to policy discussions,10 the elevation conferred on the holder of any ultimate office, the revolutionary prestige of a successful maximum leader, and the cultural awe surrounding the founder of a new Chinese regime all contributed to an aloof remoteness on the Chairman's part While not the most unbiased observer, in 1953 Mao's old foe Zhang Guotao offered from afar perhaps the best summary of the Chairman's interpersonal style based on experience well before Mao was crowned with revolutionary success: "[Mao] is usually courteous in his relations with others, but he is very dictatorial and firm in his views.. . . Although he knows how to use power in the top leadership, he has little talent for building up a large personal following except as a remote symbol."11 Although underestimating the degree to which Mao balanced his forceful ("dictatorial and firm") bent with the pursuit of consensus, this assessment captures an essential aspect of Mao's rule immediately after 1949.

The fundamental basis of this authoritarian distance undoubtedly was Mao's status as the successful revolutionary leader, a status amplified by the Chinese cultural tradition. While access to Mao became more difficult for leading colleagues used to dropping casually by the Chairman's cave in Yan'an, even with Mao ensconced in Zhongnanhai and shielded by the accoutrements of power, other top leaders of Secretariat or Politburo status either had fairly constant contact, as in the case of Zhou Enlai, or apparently could arrange for a meeting on short notice, as happened with Rao Shushi.12 The distance was not a function of access per se but rather due to the dangers perceived in getting too close to the awesome power in Mao's grasp. As I shall demonstrate, throughout the events of 1953 various actors remained hesitant to approach Mao on sensitive matters for fear of misreading the Chairman's intent. While this tendency was much less pronounced than during the Cultural Revolution,13 the same basic phenomenon played a vital role in leadership politics during the "democratic" early 1950s.

Although remote in the above sense, the Mao of the early 1950s was deeply immersed in ongoing policy. Ironically, given his relatively consensual style, Mao paid greater attention to detail than he did in the more absolutist final decade and a half of his life. This, of course, served to keep close colleagues and more distant officials on their toes and sensitive to the Chairman's wishes. His interventions were decisive; thus there was no question of his authority to rewrite important sections ofLiuShaoqi's 1950 report on land reform.14 Yet in the period up to 1953 such interventions seem to have been largely courteous. When Mao corrected someone's "erroneous" views, generally no names were mentioned, although usually his displeasure with other leaders was widely known within the top circles.15 Moreover, without prejudging the Gao-Rao case, up to that time there is little evidence of Mao using divide-and-rule tactics to undercut specific leaders or play off different groups in any systematic sense.16

Yet the ability to single out any view or individual for criticism was a profoundly effective tool for reinforcing the Chairman's authority. However much Mao may have believed that criticism and self-criticism enhances Party unity, he surely was aware of the political benefits of a situation where anyone bar himself was subject to criticism, where he could provide the impetus for decisive criticism, and where he could sit in judgment in all cases. The uneasiness this must has engendered even in the context of a broadly consensual style was useful to Mao, but his "unify the factions" approach required that it be used with restraint. Party leaders could accept their vulnerability to such rebuke if they were likely to be spared once the ritual of criticism and self-criticism was over, and if the substance of the criticism would more often than not prove correct. Mao's track record and prestige was such in the early 1950s that both assumptions were widely held. But the vast amount of discretion in the Chairman's hands meant uncertain times if Mao deviated from his standard practice. Unity did prevail to a significant degree in the early 1950s, but it was unity with an Achilles' heel.


Gao and Rao Come to Beijing, Late 1952-Early 1953: The Political Context

Gao Gang and Rao Shushi moved to Beijing from their respective regional bases in late 1952 and early 1953. The exact dates cannot be pinned down; post-Mao sources only say that Gao arrived at the end of 1952 (1952 niandi) and Rao at the start of 1953 (1953 nianchu).17 Gao had formally been named head of the newly formed SPC in November 1952 and was last reported in the Northeast at the end of that month.18 Rao's official posting to replace Chen Yun as head of the Central Committee's organization department came in February 1953,19 and he did not attend a major regional government meeting in East China in middle of that month.20 The move of these two high officials to the national capital was part of the process of centralization, which saw many other key regional leaders such as Deng Xiaoping also take up central posts.


The Implications of Centralization

The process of centralization had numerous political and administrative implications. Basically it furthered the long-anticipated transition to a new period and new tasks. The regional form of government established in 1949 whereby great de facto power was vested in six large administrative regions had always been regarded as a temporary measure required by the diverse conditions initially facing China's Communist rulers.21 Centralization had been carried out incrementally and on the whole quite smoothly from 1950, and the process would continue until the dissolution of the six regional Party, government, and military structures in 1954—1955. It was, moreover, linked to the successful completion of economic recovery in 1949-1952 and the beginnings of planned economic construction in 1952. Thus, with a new stage of development emerging, preparations under way for China's First Five-Year Plan (FFYP) based on Soviet-style centralized planning, and new economic ministries being established in Beijing, the transfer of leaders of the rank of Gao and Rao to assume part of the increasingly heavy administrative work load was a natural outcome. The setting up of institutions and the assumption of duties, however, also created new bases of power for key CCP leaders and new patterns of interaction within the top echelons of the Party and state.

Gao Gang and Rao Shushi were not the first major regional leaders to be transferred to Beijing. That honor apparently went to Deng Xiaoping, who arrived at the Center from the Southwest in July 1952 and the next month was named a vice-premier of the Government Administration Council (GAC), the predecessor of the State Council.22 About the same time Xi Zhongxun came from the Northwest and assumed a vice-chairmanship of the GAC's Culture and Education Committee.23 In January 1953, shortly after Gao and about the same time as Rao, Deng Zihui was transferred from the Central-South to Beijing, where he took up the post of head of the Central Committee's rural work department and thus direction of the agricultural cooperativization movement;24 even before his arrival he had been named vice-chairman of both the GAC's Financial and Economic Committee (FEC) and Gao's SPC. While all these leaders now had heavy central duties, they still retained their regional posts—perhaps as a result of Gao Gang's lobbying.25 Their influence continued to be great in the regions, but they appear to have been physically absent on the whole and relied on subordinates to exercise control.26 Table 1 summarizes the positions of these and other key regional leaders.



Table 1 Key Regional Leaders, 1949-1953


	
(1) Main regional positions

	
(2) Important historical ties to key leadersa

	
(3) Main central postsb




	
Northeast
		


	
Gao Gang*
		


	
    Party secretary

	
Chen Yun#

	
Chm SPC 11/52



	
    Chm government

	
Lin Biao
	


	
    Commander and political commissar MR

	
Li Fuchun
	


	
Lin Feng
		


	
    Deputy Party secy

	
Liu Shaoqi#?

	
—



	
    Vice-chm government

	
Peng Zhen*?
	

	
	
Bo Yibo?
	


	
North China
		


	
Bo Yibo
		


	
    Party secy (1948-49)

	
Liu Shaoqi#

	
Vice-chm FEC 10/49



	
    Vice-chm government

	
Peng Zhen*

	
Finance minister 10/49-9/53


	
	
Deng Xiaoping


	
	
An Ziwen
	


	
Nie Rongzhen
		


	
    2nd Party secy

	
Mao Zedong#

	
Deputy (later acting) PLA chief of staff 10/49



	
    Commander and political commissar MR

	
Zhou Enlai#



	
Peng Dehuai*
	


	
Peng Zhen*
	

	
	
Lin Biao
	

	
	
Deng Xiaoping
	

	
	
Bo Yibo
	

	
	
Liu Lantao
	


	
Liu Lantaoc
		


	
    Party deputy secy and secy

	
Liu Shaoqi#

	
—



	
Gao Gang*
	


	
    Chm governmentd

	
Peng Zhen*
	


	
    Deputy political commissar MR

	
Bo Yibo
	


	
Nie Rongzhen
	

	
	
An Ziwen
	


	
East China
		


	
Rao Shushi
		


	
    1 st Party secy

	
Liu Shaoqi#

	
Head CC organization dept 2/53



	
    Chm government
	


	
    Political commissar MR
		


	
Chen Yi
		


	
    2nd Party secy

	
Mao Zedong#

	
—



	
    Commander MR

	
Liu Shaoqi#
	


	
    Party secy and mayor Shanghai

	
Lin Biao
	


	
Deng Xiaoping
	

	
	
Tan Zhenlin
	


	
Tan Zhenlin
		


	
    3rd Party secy

	
Mao Zedong#

	
—



	
    Vice-chm government

	
Liu Shaoqi#
	


	
    Deputy political commissar MR

	
Deng Xiaoping
	


	
Rao Shushi?
	


	
Party secretary and governor Zhejiang

	
Chen Yi
	


	
Central-South
		


	
Lin Biao
		


	
    1st Party secy

	
Mao Zedong#

	
—e



	
    Chm government

	
Zhou Enlai#
	


	
    Commander MR

	
Chen Yun#
	

	
	
Gao Gang*
	

	
	
Peng Dehuai*
	

	
	
Deng Xiaoping
	


	
Deng Zihuif
		


	
    2nd Party secy

	
Mao Zedong#

	
Head CC rural work dept 1/53



	
    Vice-chm government

	
Liu Shaoqi#



	
    Deputy commander and deputy political commissar MR

	
Lin Biao

	
Vice-chm SPC 11/52



	
Deng Xiaoping

	
Vice-chm FEC 11/52



	
Rao Shushi
	


	
Ye Jianying
		


	
    Party 3rd secy and acting secyg

	
Mao Zedong#

	
—



	
Zhou Enlai#
	


	
    Vice-chm government

	
Peng Dehuai*
	


	
    Party secy South China Subbureau
		


	
    Party secy and governor Guangdong
		


	
    Party secy and mayor Guangzhou
		


	
Northwest
		


	
Peng Dehuai*
		


	
    1st Party secy

	
Mao Zedong#?

	
—h



	
    Chm government

	
Zhou Enlai#
	


	
    Commander MR

	
Lin Biao
	

	
	
Deng Xiaoping
	


	
Xi Zhongxuni
		


	
    2nd Party secy

	
Gao Gang*

	
Vice-chm GAC Culture and Education Committee 8/52



	
    Vice-chm government

	
Peng Dehuai*



	
    Political commissar MR
	

		
	
Head CC propaganda dept 6/53



	
Southwest
		


	
Deng Xiaoping
		


	
    1st Party secy

	
Mao Zedong#

	
Vice-premier 8/52



	
    Vice-chm government

	
Zhou Enlai#

	
Vice-chm FEC 9/53



	
    Political commissar MR

	
Peng Dehuai*

	
Finance minister 9/53



	
Liu Bocheng
		


	
    2nd Party secy

	
Mao Zedong#

	
—j



	
    Chm government

	
Zhou Enlai#
	


	
    Commander 2nd Field Army

	
Peng Dehuai*
	


	
Deng Xiaoping
	

	
	
Bo Yibo
	

	
	
He Long
	


	
He Long
		


	
    3rd Party secy

	
Zhou Enlai#

	
Chm Physical Culture and Sports Committee 11/52



	
    Vice-chm government

	
Peng Dehuai*



	
    Commander MR

	
Liu Bocheng




Sources: Donald W. Klein and Anne B. Clark. Biographic Dictionary of Chinese Communism, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971); Wang Jianying, ed., Zhongguo Gongchandang Zuzhishi Ziliao Huibian [Collection of Materials on the Organizational History of the CCP] (Beijing: Hongqi chubanshe, 1983); oral sources; and sources cited in this chapter, notes 22-25, 27, 41-42.

Notes:


	* = Politburo member,

	# = Secretariat member, italices = no. 1 regional leader (column 1), particularly close personal or political ties (column 2); FEC = GAC Financial and Economic Committee; MR = Military Region; ? = circumstantial evidence (Lin Feng), Taiwan report of hostile relations (Tan Zhenlin), or history of close but testy relations (Peng Dehuai).

	a .The most significant criteria for historical ties with Mao are: (1) support for Mao early in his career when his position was under threat; and (2) close working relations over a substantial period. Thus, the cordial Mao-Gao relationship is not included as it does not meet either criterion. The criteria for important ties among leaders other than Mao are looser; those with significant common work experience or documented personal links are listed. With regard to such ties, however, where relations of coworkers have been particularly conflictual (e.g., Rao Shushi and Chen Yi, Gao Gang and Peng Zhen), they have not been included. Those included in column 2 have been limited to Secretariat members excluding the nonpolitical Zhu De, important regional leaders, and several figures (Li Fuchun, An Ziwen) who played important roles in the Gao-Rao affair. Leaders are listed in order of status as follows: (1) Mao; (2) other Secretariat and Politburo members; (3) the number 1 leader in each region; and (4) other important regional leaders. For the number 1 regional leaders, only ties with people from categories 1-3 are normally listed; for other regional leaders, people from categories 1-3 and category 4 officials from the same region are included. For listing purposes, An Ziwen is treated as the equivalent of a category 4 leader and Li Fuchun as a category 3 figure.

	b .Operational posts only with dates of appointment.

	c .De facto regional leader given other duties of Bo and Nie.

	d .Minister of North China Affairs under GAC 1950-52; chairman of North China Administrative Committee 1/53.

	e .Unavailable for major central post as ill and on sick leave for much of this period.

	f .De facto regional leader given Lin's illness.

	g .Appointed acting secretary and acting commander MR 5/53.

	h .Unavailable for major post due to serving as commander of Chinese forces in Korea.

	i .De facto regional leader given Peng's absence in Korea.

	j . President of PLA Military Academy in Nanjing from 1951.


Several implications of this situation bear comment. First, all of the regions—apart from North China, whose leading figures had started to move into key central posts from 1949 by virtue of already being stationed in Beijing—were involved in the new postings. Thus the same careful balancing of the underlying military units and other Party constituencies in evidence since 1949 and earlier continued. Moreover, the ongoing importance of the various military "mountaintops" is clear with regard to power within the various regions themselves. The loyalties forged during the revolutionary period within these organizations were apparent in the continued exertion of authority by the former key regional figures after they had been sent to the capital. Even more dramatic is the fact that two key military figures unable to assume much of an administrative role in their regions throughout the early 1950s—Lin Biao in the Central-South for reasons of health27 and Peng Dehuai in the Northwest by virtue of his role as commander of Chinese forces in Korea—not only retained their formal posts when new regional governments were elected in January 1953 but remained the key political leaders of their regions. This was clearly demonstrated when Gao made Lin and Peng, as well as Deng Xiaoping, his key targets in his efforts to secure regional support later in the year.

Here the emphasis is on the broader point—the importance of status in the key revolutionary-military organizations of the pre-1949 period for regional and national political influence as the quite different tasks of economic construction came to the fore. Ironically, given his later appeals to army leaders, Gao was perhaps least suited of the top regional leaders in terms of military experience and achievements to draw on such factors for personal support. Not only were Lin and Peng great generals, but Deng Xiaoping, although a political commissar by position, was one of the outstanding military figures of the Chinese revolution.28 Even Rao Shushi, with his substantial period as political commissar of the New Fourth andsubsequently Third Field armies,29 arguably had superior military credentials than Gao, whose post-1935 role apparently was more civilian than military.30 In any case, it appears that in comparison to Lin, Peng, and Deng, the regional clout of both Gao and Rao was based far more on their organizational positions per se than on military accomplishments.

Further inferences about Gao Gang's regional authority and the nature of regional power generally can be drawn from reports of Gao's suspicious response to the summons to the Center. According to Chen Shihui's neibu article, 1954-55 documents collected in post-1978 teaching materials, and oral sources, Gao saw his move to Beijing as a mixed blessing.31 While caution must be exercised since these accounts portraying an arrogant, power-hungry individual may simply reflect the Chinese tendency to denigrate those who have fallen, there nevertheless appears to be substance in them. These sources assert that Gao regarded his transfer as "luring the tiger out of the mountains"—an effort to take him away from his power base in the Northeast Gao reportedly initially refused to go unless he could keep his position as secretary of the Northeast Party Bureau. He argued he was needed in the Northeast and allegedly only put his anxieties to rest when Mao eventually agreed to the holding of concurrent posts; similar arrangements were then made for other regional leaders who came to Beijing in order to maintain parity.

Another aspect or Gao's reluctance, according to an oral source, was dissatisfaction with the SPC job, which he assertedly regarded as a "promotion in name but demotion in fact." This latter claim seems somewhat questionable in view of the key role the SPC would play in national construction and other accusations concerning Gao's efforts to use the SPC to promote his aims (see below). Nevertheless, even granting the significance of his new role, which together with his 1949 appointment as vice-chairman of the central government conveyed very high rank, Gao's actual status was still less than that of Liu Shaoqi and Zhou Enlai and, somewhat more ambiguously, that of Secretariat member Chen Yun.32

The above account raises several important issues. How reasonable was Gao's attitude? What does it tell us about regionalism in the pre-1953 period? Gao's posture suggests a degree of suspicion that sits uneasily with the Party unity said to exist in the early 1950s. While an authoritative oral source insists that his attitude reflected his power-thirsty nature, and that others such as Deng Xiaoping did not feel the same way about moving to the capital, a degree of skepticism is necessary. But such an evaluation cannot be dismissed out of hand. Individual character does vary and is crucial to political behavior at the top; moreover, Gao's overall performance throughout 1953 suggests a lust for power that got the better of his judgment.

Yet surely there were systemic factors influencing Gao's attitude, especially the large degree of power placed in the hands of regional leaders. Here new sources allow a fuller understanding of the charge that Gao had established an "independent kingdom" in the Northeast, or, as Deng Xiaoping put it in 1955, the region had become "Gao Gang's kingdom."33 Notwithstanding the repetition in post-Mao sources of 1955 allegations that Gao's Northeast opposed the leadership of the Party Center,34 the key to this phenomenon was not any lack of responsiveness to central directives35 but the monopoly of power within the region by Gao Gang and his close followers. Gao reportedly placed authority in the hands of a small number of subordinates—particularly the so-called five tiger generals.36 He denied real power to other officials with whom he did not have close personal ties, most notably Lin Feng (an old "white area" cadre), who was second secretary of the regional bureau. Gao reportedly continued to squeeze Lin out after moving to Beijing and, at some indeterminate time, was criticized by Mao for this behavior.37 Here, too, Gao's actions may have been abnormal, but the capacity for regional leaders to be local monarchs with far-reaching power over everything undoubtedly generated some ambivalence more widely about moving to the necessarily more constrained national stage, or at least concerning giving up one's regional base.38 Still, in the context of the times, the move to Beijing was natural and an opportunity for ambitious officials to enhance their status; thus, Gao's attitude as depicted does appear somewhat extreme.39


New Relationships at the Center

Another consequence of the centralization process revolves around the relations of the newly transferred leaders to Mao.40 While there is no doubt that by 1952 Gao Gang had established cordial relations with the Chairman (see below), as table 1 demonstrates he was by no means unique in that regard. Deng Zihui had been one of Mao's closest supporters since the dark days of the early 1930s when Mao had been under attack by the Returned Student leadership;41 now Mao personally sought Deng out to offer him the rural work post.42 Deng Xiaoping was a similar and perhaps even more striking case. He had also stood with Mao against the attacks of others during the Jiangxi Soviet. Moreover, the Chairman had subsequently been most impressed with Deng's abilities; in 1951 he declared, "whether politics or military affairs, Deng Xiaoping is good at everything."43 But the Mao-Deng Xiaoping relationship was significant for more than old loyalties and the Chairman's regard for his younger colleague; vitally important for both the events of 1953 and subsequent CCP history was Deng's subtle understanding of Mao. This understanding, combined with a toughness Mao admired and an ability to work smoothly with others, made Deng a key actor in Beijing well above his formal status even before Gao Gang arrived.44

In general terms, the old ties to Deng Zihui and Deng Xiaoping, as well as to others who also assumed important central posts, meant that an even greater role was played by Mao's historical allies in the affairs of the Center. While the natural administrative consequences of the new period remains the most persuasive overall explanation for the new appointments, the political side-effects are of some import. In a real sense, the emerging core leadership just below the Secretariat was more Mao-oriented than the balanced Politburo elected in 1945. This should not be overstated; the overall balance of the "factions" had not been upset, and Mao's power rested on factors far more fundamental than the gains derived from the new postings. But in theory at least—practice would prove somewhat different by late 1953 given Deng Zihui's differing views from those of Mao on cooperativization, not to mention the confusion caused by the Gao Gang affair—Mao's hand was strengthened for pushing his policy preferences, or even for shaking up the leadership if that were his intent For Gao Gang, however, the implications were more mixed. Not only was his military clout less than that of other key players like Deng Xiaoping, but his claims to Mao's affections were less solidly based historically than those of at least two of the newly transferred leaders. Beyond this, his revolutionary links to movers and shakers more generally suffered in comparison not only to those of several of the other new boys in town, but also to those of additional key figures who remained in the regions. In this regard, one of the few leaders Gao seemed better placed than was Rao Shushi.

Further implications of the centralization process concerned the bureaucratic and working relationships among leaders now being forged at the Center. Of particular significance, both intrinsically given the new national priorities and in terms of the Gao Gang affair, were the new organizations and relationships in the sphere of economic management. The crucial relationship, of course, was between Gao Gang's State Planning Commission and the body that had been in charge of the overall direction of the economy since 1949, Chen Yun's Financial and Economic Committee, and its parent body, the Government Administration Council (see table 2). Perhaps the most striking thing about this relationship in retrospect is the confusion surrounding it: quasi-official contemporary 1950s sources,45 outside observers at the time,46 post-Mao documentary sources47 and oral sources48 all give conflicting stories on whether the SPC was of equal status to the GAC (and thus of higher rank than the FEC), or under the GAC and of equal or even lower status than the FEC. This was in part due to the ambiguous wording of the original announcement on the setting up of the SPC,49 but it is nevertheless clear that in formal terms the SPC was of equivalent status to the GAC under the Central People's Government Council.50 In political and administrative terms, however, the situation remains somewhat uncertain; it is no accident that scholars today are confused concerning precisely what the relationship was.



Table 2 Leading Members of the Financial and Economic Committee and State Planning Commission, 1952-1953


	
GAC Financial and Economic Committee

	
Other positions

	
State Planning Commission




	
Chairman
	
	
Chairman



	
Chen Yun**

	
(Vice-premier)
	

	
	
(Vice-chm central govt, leader NE)

	
Gao Gang*



	
Vice-chairmen
	
	
Vice-chairmen



	
Deng Zihui

	
(Head CC rural work, de facto leader CS)

	
Deng Zihui



	
Li Fuchun

	
(Ex-Heavy Industry min)

	
Li Fuchun 9/53



	
Jia Tuofu

	
(Ex-official NW)

	
Jia Tuofu 9/53



	
Bo Yibo

	
(Finance min, leader NC)
	


	
Ma Yinchu#

	
(Pres Beijing University)
	


	
Zeng Shan

	
(Commerce min)
	


	
Ye Jizhuang

	
(Foreign Trade min)
	


	
Deng Xiaoping 9/53

	
(Vice-premier, leader SW)
	


	
Li Weihan 9/53

	
(GAC secy-gen, head CC united front)
	


	
Members
	
	
Members



	
47 members as of 7/53
	
	
Chen Yun**


	
	
(Commander Korea, leader NW)

	
Peng Dehuai*


	
	
(Leader CS)

	
Lin Biao


		
	
Deng Xiaoping


	
	
(Head CC org, leader EC)

	
Rao Shushi


		
	
Bo Yibo


	
	
(Vice-chm GAC Political and Legal Com, Party secy and mayor Beijing)

	
Peng Zhen*


		
	
Li Fuchun


	
	
(Vice-chm GAC Culture and Education Com, head CC propaganda, de facto leader NW)

	
Xi Zhongxun


	
	
(Deputy chief of staff PLA)

	
Huang Kecheng


	
	
(De facto leader NC)

	
Liu Lantao


	
	
(Ex-Party secy Henan)

	
Zhang Xi


	
	
(Ex-official NE)

	
An Zhiwen


	
	
(Ex-official NE)

	
Ma Hong


	
	
(Head State Statistical Bureau)

	
Xue Muqiao




Sources: Wang Jianying, Zuzhishi Huibian, pp. 612-13; Renmin Shouce 1953 [People's Handbook 1953] (Tianjin: Dagongbao, 1953), pp. 176-80; Ta Kung Pao (Hong Kong), December 8, 1952, in SCMP, no. 468, pp. 18-19; and NCNA, Beijing, September 18,1953, in SCMP, no. 654, pp. 5-7.

Notes:


	* = Politburo;

	** = Secretariat;

	# = non-Party; italics = on both FEC and SPC. FEC and SPC positions as of 11/52 unless otherwise indicated.


I would argue that, on balance, the precise relationship was not fully clear to the actors themselves. Clearly, the SPC was a body of great significance given not only the status of those making up its membership but also the centrality of its main function—the drawing up of the FFYP—to current policy, This task had been under Chen Yun's control since 1951, and he had formulated three drafts before Gao took over; in 1954, control would again revert to Chen.51 Moreover, the SPC clearly had some operational authority in the management of the economy, but its nature and scope remain unclear and were in any case shared with the GAC and FEC.52 A clear case in point concerns the State Statistical Bureau, which was formally set up in January 1953 by the GAC and reported to the GAC, but still was charged with close working relations with the SPC and seemingly received instructions from Gao personally.53 Another source of confusion was the overlapping membership of the two bodies; Chen Yun himself served as a member of the SPC, as did many of his FEC vice-chairmen. Moreover, these leaders had other concurrent posts in the economic sphere, which resulted in close working relations with Chen Yun Finally, while the size of the SPC apparatus was apparently substantial,54 it would still pale beside the total economic apparatus under the FEC.

Quite apart from the specific institutional role of the SPC, it is clear that GaoGang's importance in the economic realm was on the rise. The most dramatic evidence of this was a May 1953 GAC notice on the leadership of financial and economic departments. This notice divided these departments into five work organs formally designed as FEC offices and placed under the personal authority of individual top leaders. Seemingly the most important of these, designated Office Number 1, dealt with heavy industry, light industry, the construction and fuel industries, geology, and the First and Second Ministries of Machine Building; this potent industrial complex was given to Gao Gang. Chen Yun was given Office Number 2, responsible for finance, food, commerce, foreign trade, and the People's Bank, while transport and communications went to Deng Xiaoping, agriculture and related matters to Deng Zihui, and labor to Rao Shushi. Responsibility for coordinating the work of these offices was given to Premier Zhou Enlai.55 These arrangements certainly would have confirmed Gao's sense of great economic clout.

What, then, are the political implications of this generally, and particularly for the relationships of Gao Gang and Chen Yun and Gao and Zhou Enlai respectively? It has been argued that the setting up of the SPC was a political setback for Chen that marked a decline in his fortunes lasting to at least mid-1953.56 While this cannot be ruled out, and while Gao was obviously on the rise, the actual picture seems more complex. Although the situation clearly was prone to tension over bureaucratic turf, and one piece of evidence suggesting this will be discussed later, overall there is little explicit information to indicate major conflict or a decline in Chen's status.

Chen's whereabouts are difficult to trace throughout the first half of 1953, but he was positioned by his seat on the SPC to continue to exert influence, and his earlier drafts served as the basis for the SPC's revised FFYP, which was finally presented to the Financial and Economic Conference.57 Oral sources, moreover, say that while there were of course contradictions between Chen and Gao in concrete work, they have seen no materials indicating personal conflict or maneuvers by either Chen or Gao against the other. To the extent that Chen was in "decline" in the first part of 1953, it was most likely due to health problems. The May 1953 notice on economic responsibilities stipulated that when Chen was on sick leave, Bo Yibo would assume his duties,58 and oral sources report not only that Chen's health at this time was poor but that his practice was to work for a period and then take a complete rest. Thus, while Chen's influence may have waned somewhat at the very time Gao's increased, the circumstances were not necessarily those of personal conflict.

Generally speaking, the strongest evidence for conflict in the economic sphere are the post-Mao accusations that Gao thought he had organized an "economic cabinet" (jingji neige) with a great deal of power which allowed him to grasp much of the economic authority of Zhou's GAC.59 These, however, are vague and perhaps biased charges. In a situation where new bodies were set up, uncertain relationships and a degree of conflict were inevitable, but hard evidence of major bureaucratic conflict in the period leading up to the Financial and Economic Conference is lacking. The GAC-SPC tensions that did exist were undoubtedly subtle. Thus, in addition to his coordinating role under the May 1953 decision, Zhou Enlai had already in fall 1952 "spent a good deal of time with the responsible comrades of the SPC" and offered oversight and corrections to the commission's work.60 Notwithstanding the ambiguities of formal governmental rank, Zhou's position was still bureaucratically superior to that of Gao Gang. Yet the problem was Gao's rising political fortunes, and particularly the esteem in which he was held by Mao (see below). While Zhou had the authority to oversee at least some of Gao's work, probably more important was the fact that, according to oral sources, Gao had direct access to Mao. In such circumstances, formal chains of command were an imperfect guide to actual power. The most that can be said with any confidence is that the relative positions of Zhou, Chen Yun, and Gao Gang were delicately balanced in early 1953.

In broader personal terms, the implications of the situation were also significant. Overall, the transfer of key figures to Beijing saw the creation of either new working relations cross-cutting previous ties based on revolutionary "factions" or the revival of old relationships from an earlier period. Perhaps crucial here are the relationships among Zhou Enlai, Chen Yun, and Deng Xiaoping. Upon arriving in the capital Deng not only renewed a warm personal relationship with Zhou, dating from the 1920s,61 but served under Zhou as vice-premier. Although not formally a vice-chairman of the FEC until September 1953, Deng was before too long involved in economic work with special responsibilities in the transport and communications sphere.62 While one must be wary of post-1978 accounts in this regard, these sources depict a close and supportive relationship between Chen and Deng on economic policy.63 Similarly, the relationship between Zhou and Chen in guiding the economy in the early 1950s was reportedly extremely close.64 More broadly, all three, but particularly Zhou and Chen, developed intimate working ties to other key economic actors, such as Bo Yibo and Li Fuchun 65 Thus, when Gao Gang stepped into his key economic post, he was met by a closely cooperating group of economic decision makers.

Like Deng Xiaoping, Chen Yun is clearly one of the decisive actors in the Gao-Rao affair—perhaps even more so than Deng. Crucial to note is Chen's relationship to both Gao Gang and Mao. Of all the figures shaping China's economic program in 1952-53, Gao had the most developed pre-1949 work ties to Chen and Li Fuchun based on their experiences together in the Northeast from 1945 to 1949 (1950 in Li's case). At least in Li's case, however, this contact may not have been entirely smooth. According to an oral source, when Zhou Enlai denounced Gao's dictatorial tendencies in 1954 he claimed that Gao had ignored Li's suggestions in the Northeast. On the other hand, Chen and Gao had stood


[image: ]
Deng Xiaoping (right) conversing with Chen Yun, Fall 1952
together in an important conflict with Peng Zhen over revolutionary strategy in 1946 (see below), and both appear to have been deeply immersed in the region's political and economic affairs. Thus, it was not surprising that Chen became one of the key people Gao tried to win over to his cause in the latter part of 1953, a fact that makes any pronounced tensions between them earlier seem unlikely.66

But the most important factor bearing on Chen's role in the crucial events of 1953 was his relationship with Mao. Although Chen, unlike Deng Xiaoping, was not an early follower of the Chairman, from 1937 on he developed close and immensely significant ties to Mao.67 While some differences over economic policy cannot be ruled out,68 the picture presented in post-1978 sources is of enormous trust in Chen's economic leadership on the Chairman's part throughout the early 1950s.69 But perhaps most crucial is that Chen, like Deng, had a subtle understanding of Mao. Chen seems to have been able to read Mao extremely well; in later years this would mean a discreet fading into the background whenever the Chairman was on a different wavelength, only to reemerge when Mao was more willing to listen.70 It does not appear that matters reached this state in 1953 but rather, as I shall argue, that Chen's understanding of Mao allowed him to play a critical policy and political role throughout.
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