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Chapter 10 Hundred Flowers, 1957–1958

Focus questions 10.1
Was Hundred Flowers a sincere but miscalculated gesture by Mao, or was it an attempt to ‘lure snakes out of their lairs’ – that is, to trap intellectuals and expose perceived enemies in the Party? A Chinese–English dictionary published in 1981 defines the Hundred Flowers as:

a policy set forth by Chairman Mao for promoting the progress of the arts and sciences and the development of a flourishing socialist culture.

Source 10.2 A Chinese–English Dictionary (Han-Ying Cidian), English Department of Beijing Foreign Languages Institute, 1981

Jack Gray offers an alternative view:

The main point was not to secure the suppression of those who were hostile, but to secure a renewed and strengthened consensus. In this way, to return to his [Mao’s] metaphor, China would be inoculated with a benign form of the Hungarian distemper, and so saved from the real disease.

Source 10.3 Jack Gray, Rebellions and Revolutions: China from the 1800s to the 1980s, 1990, p. 305

Finally, Harrison Salisbury, author of a dual biography of Mao and Deng, wrote:

In reality the case was much more complex, and it is small wonder that it has been interpreted in so many ways both abroad and within China. In the early stages Mao seems to have been impressed by the verdict against Stalin and to have drawn the conclusion that the time had come to loosen up the regime in China … His ideas were not popular within the Party. Non-Party people reacted with extreme caution. They realized that there was a split in the Party and did not want to be crushed between the two sides.

Source 10.4 Harrison Salisbury, The New Emperors: Mao & Deng, 1992, p. 136
1 What did Gray mean by ‘the Hungarian distemper’ metaphor?
2 How do these viewpoints differ?
3 What further information would you like to have to help you decide which author you would agree with?
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