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ABSTRACT

The Gao Gang-Rao Shushi Incident was the first political purge in
Chinese elite politics since the founding of the People’s Republic of
China. Deng Xiaoping, then a vice-premier, was deeply involved in this
political struggle. Regarding the role and activities of Deng in this
political affair, Chinese-language publications published in Mainland
China dealt with the issue according to Deng’s related statement which
actually had been officially selected and was an incomplete account of
the incident. Western publications have long noted Deng’s important role
in the political purge. However, given the limitations of materials and
information, there has been no detailed empirical study related to the
issue.

Based on newly available materials and recent interviews, this study
demonstrates the following: to promote and facilitate his political
initiative, the general line for the transition from New Democracy to
socialism, Mao Zhedong, on the one hand, explicitly or implicitly urged
State Planning Commission Chairman Gao Gang and Minister of Organi-
zation Department of CCP Rao Shushi to heavily pressure other leaders,
especially Liu Shaoqui and his following, into accepting Mao’s related
policy. On the other hand, Mao asked Deng to play a role which was to
ease the political tension and confrontation caused by Gao and Rao, and
promote party unity and consolidation. During the above political proc-
ess, Deng himself gradually believed and formed the perception that Mao
cared about party unity and stability more than other political goals.

When Mao was already disappointed with some of Gao’s impetuous
political behaviors and started to doubt Gao’s loyalty to him, Deng acted
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as the crucial informer letting Mao know of Gao’s secret lobbying efforts
aimed at changing Liu’s political status as Mao’s successor. In order to
show his dispassionate fairness and prevent divulgence of his own deep
involvement in some of Gao’s secret political plots against Liu, Mao, who
might have had a much closer personal relationship with Gao and more
sympathy for Gao’s political views and ideological orientation, had no
choice but to decide to rapidly handle and punish Gao’s illegal acts and
activities.

Mao delegated Deng and other leaders to investigate the so-called
“anti-party activities” of Gao and Rao, and harshly conduct a struggle
against these two political figures who had lost the grace of the Supreme
Leader. Deng strove to please Mao and meet his expectations. Unsurpris-
ingly, Deng finally replaced Gao as Mao’s favorite and consequently was
the largest beneficiary of the political incident. ,

This study also enhances the understanding of the patterns of Deng’s
special political behavior and attitudes which repeatedly appeared in the
rest of Deng’s political life and had much influence on Chinese politics.
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