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Chapter 14 Cultural Revolution 2: Fall of Lin Biao, 1969–1972

Historical interpretations 14.1: Was Mao the new emperor?

It seems incongruous that a Marxist who had sympathies with the peasants could be regarded as an emperor, but the first Ming emperor was a peasant who successfully led the revolution that overthrew the Yuan dynasty. As a ‘Marxist’, Mao was more likely to be reading the histories of various dynasties than the theories of communism.
Mao’s choice of residence for the high-ranking Party members was Zhongnanhai, which had been the personal retreat of the emperors and their families. In fact, Mao chose for his residence the ‘Chrysanthemum Study’, the personal study of the former emperors.

While Mao stated, ‘Women hold up half the sky’, his attitude to women could be very imperial. Mao’s doctor, Li Zhisui, revealed that Mao was supplied with troupes of females from the various armed forces for his sexual pleasure, and that he usually retired to a special room during the twice-weekly dance parties. Even in the Great Hall of the People, Room 118 was set aside for Mao’s sexual pleasures. This was common knowledge to the Inner Party members but they turned a blind eye.

As with the emperors, Mao also used a food taster to prevent being poisoned. Mao also punished the families of his ‘enemies’ almost to the ‘third degree’ of the first emperor Qin Shi Huangdi. Finally, the fact that Mao named his own successor without consulting the CCP was reminiscent of how Cixi selected the next emperor.

Li Cunxin, recollecting his reaction to Mao’s death, wrote:
But this time, crying for Chairman Mao, it was like a religious experience mixed with a certain fear. I had worshipped Chairman Mao. His name was the first word I had learnt in school. The words from his famous Red Book were embedded in my brain. I would have died for him.
Source 14.3 Li Cunxin, Mao’s Last Dancer, 2003, p. 232
As the Reddest of Red Suns was at his political greatest, the party he founded was at its worst. As Immanuel C.Y. Hsu perceptively wrote in 1970:
Yet, in the final analysis, the deification [making a god of] process is a defensive measure designed to restore the sacrosanct image of a failing leader.
Source 14.4 Immanuel C.Y. Hsu, The Rise of Modern China, 1970, p. 779
1 What qualities do we associate with emperors?
2 What reasons would a Red Guard give to deny the accusation of Mao being an emperor?
3 What does Hsu mean in his quotation?
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