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Deng’s Art of Governing

Deng would not tolerate the cult of personality that Mao happily indulged 
in.1 In sharp contrast to the Mao era, virtually no statues of Deng were placed 
in public buildings and virtually no pictures of him hung in homes. Few 
songs and plays were composed to celebrate his triumphs. Deng never even 
became chairman of the party or premier. Students did learn about his poli-
cies and they could cite his best- known aphorisms, but they did not spend 
time memorizing quotations from his writings.
 And yet, even without a cult or august titles—merely the positions of vice 
chairman of the party, vice premier, and chairman of the Central Military 
Commission (CMC)—Deng acquired effective control over the im por tant 
le vers of power. How did he accomplish this amazing feat? By fully using his 
reputation and moving boldly to create a well- run system capable of building 
a strong, prosperous country. If Mao were like an emperor above the clouds, 
reading his tory and novels and issuing edicts, Deng was more like a com-
manding general, checking carefully to see that his battle plans were properly 
staffed and implemented.

The Structure of Power

Deng worked in his home of fice on Kuang Street, which by car was less than 
ten minutes northeast of Zhongnanhai. As his hearing worsened, it was awk-
ward for Deng to take part in group meetings. His hearing prob lem resulted 
from an untreatable, degenerative nerve disease, occasional tinnitus, which 
led to nerve deafness and a ringing in the ears.2 As his hearing deteriorated in 
the late 1980s, a speaker had to speak loudly in his left ear. Deng also found 
it a better use of time to read documents than to attend meetings. He pre-
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378 the deng era,  1978–1989

ferred to read reports of the meetings and hear about them from his of fice 
director, Wang Ruilin, who attended the meetings on his behalf and knew 
the views of other high of fi cials by meeting with their of fice directors.
 Deng kept a regular schedule. He ate breakfast at home at 8 a.m. and at 9 
a.m. went into his of fice. Deng’s wife, Zhuo Lin, and Wang Ruilin prepared 
materials for him to read, including some fif teen daily news papers, reference 
materials with translations from the foreign press, a large stack of reports 
from the ministries and from provincial party secretaries, internal memo-
randa collected by the New China News Agency (Xinhua), and drafts of doc-
uments sent for his approval. For un der stand ing the latest developments, 
Deng relied most on the summaries of major activities produced by the party 
Secretariat and the party General Office. Deng took no notes when he read. 
Documents were to be delivered to his of fice before 10 a.m., and he returned 
them the same day. He left no papers around his of fice, which was always 
clean and neat.
 Chen Yun had ordered that his of fice director select five of the most im-
por tant items for him to read each day, but Deng wanted to see the entire pile 
so that he could decide for himself what he would look at more carefully. Af-
ter he had read the materials and made brief comments on some of them, he 
would pass the whole pile back to Wang and Zhuo Lin, who would pass on 
those with his circles of approval or his comments to the appropriate of fi cials 
and place the rest in the files. Deng’s circle of approval and his comments on 
such documents constituted his way of guiding the overall work of the party. 
On some documents, he simply gave final approval; other documents he sent 
back for more work, clar i fi ca tion, or with suggestions for new directions to 
explore.
 Deng rarely met visitors during his three hours of morning reading, but 
for twenty to thirty minutes in the middle of the morning he would take a 
brisk walk around the garden next to his house. After lunch at home, he gen-
erally continued reading materials but sometimes would ask various of fi cials 
to meet him in his home of fice. When im por tant foreign visitors came, he 
would meet them in one of the rooms of the Great Hall of the People and 
sometimes dine with them.
 Early in his career, Deng acquired a reputation for being able to distin-
guish between major and minor issues and to focus his efforts where they 
would make the biggest difference for China: devising long- term strategies, 
evaluating policies likely to determine the success of his long- term goals, win-
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Deng’s Art of Governing 379

ning the support of fellow of fi cials and the public, and publicizing models 
that illustrated the policies he wished to pursue. In some im por tant but com-
plex areas like economics or science and technology, Deng relied on others to 
think through the strategies and present him with the options for the final 
decision. On other issues, like national security, relations with key foreign 
countries, and the selection of high- level of fi cials, Deng spent more time 
find ing out what he needed to know to devise the strategies himself. When 
Wang Ruilin, Deng’s of fice director since 1952, explained Deng’s views to 
the outside, he was very circumspect in what he said and avoided adding his 
own interpretation. Many of fi cials believe that, in contrast, when Mao Yuan-
xin, in late 1975 and early 1976, explained his uncle’s views to the outside 
world, he allowed his own strong convictions to color and even supplement 
his explanations of what Mao wanted conveyed to other of fi cials. But Wang 
Ruilin avoided giving his personal interpretations of any matter concerning 
the party or government, even though his long relationship with Deng made 
him more like a member of the family. It was im por tant to Deng that Wang 
Ruilin not embellish what he wanted to transmit to the outside. Sometimes, 
to ensure that on im por tant matters others received his views precisely, Deng 
would write down his key points and then tell Wang to pass those written 
comments along.
 General Secretary Hu Yaobang, the executive for party matters, and Pre-
mier Zhao Ziyang, the executive for government affairs, forwarded all im por-
tant matters, mostly by paper and rarely in person, to Deng for a final de-
cision. Hu Yaobang chaired the Politburo Standing Committee and regular 
Politburo meetings, and Zhao chaired the State Council meetings. Chen Yun 
and Deng rarely attended these gatherings, but instead were represented by 
their of fice directors. In his dictated memoirs, Zhao Ziyang reports that he 
and Hu Yaobang were more like staff assistants than decision- makers, but 
they were responsible for implementation. Deng did reserve the right to make 
final decisions, but he was ordinarily not a micromanager; rather he set the 
agenda and let Hu and Zhao carry out his directives as they thought best. 
In making the final decisions, Deng did consider the overall po lit i cal atmo-
sphere and the views of other key leaders. He was authoritarian and bold 
but in fact he was constrained by the overall atmosphere among Politburo 
members.
 In 1980, the Politburo consisted of the top twenty- five party of fi cials 
and two alternates. The inner core—the powerful Standing Committee—in-
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cluded seven members. It was understood that the youn ger members of the 
Politburo were potential candidates for membership on the Standing Com-
mittee, and that the memers of the Standing Committee would be chosen 
from among the Politburo members.3 The Standing Committee in the early 
1980s consisted of Deng, Chen Yun, Li Xiannian, Marshal Ye, Hua Guofeng, 
Hu Yaobang, and Zhao Ziyang. The elderly Marshal Ye took little part in the 
ac tual work. Chen Yun and Li Xiannian expressed their views on major is-
sues, but the daily party decision- making was largely in the hands of Deng, 
Hu Yaobang, and Zhao Ziyang. Each member of the Standing Committee 
and a  selected group of other Politburo members had an of fice director (mi-
shu, sometimes translated as “secretary”), located at the Secretariat, who col-
lected materials, drafted papers, pro cessed documents, and served as liaison 
between the Standing Committee and the of fices of other high of fi cials. De-
spite differences of view, under Deng the Politburo was a relatively disciplined 
or ga ni za tion that responded to his direction.
 When Hua Guofeng was in charge as chairman of the party, he held regu-
lar meetings of the Standing Committee of the Politburo. But Deng rarely 
called Standing Committee meetings: when Zhao once asked him why, Deng 
replied, “What would two deaf people [Deng and Chen Yun] talk about?” 
Deng aimed to have a clear assignment of responsibilities. Deng well under-
stood that to gain control over the le vers of power, it would be easier to start 
with a fresh or ga ni za tional structure than to send one or two leading of fi cials 
to an old or ga ni za tion that did not match his policies. After the Secretariat 
was reestablished it became an entirely new or ga ni za tion over which Deng 
achieved clear control. Deng located this new nerve center for the top party 
leadership just inside the north gate of Zhongnanhai and put his own ap-
pointee, Hu Yaobang, in charge, to lead the daily work of the party. Politburo 
members had of fices at the Secretariat and held their regular meetings there.4 
Unlike the Communist Party General Office—a larger administrative unit 
responsible for drafting and distributing documents and handling communi-
cations among party units in Beijing and the provinces—the much smaller 
party Secretariat, which served only the highest of fi cials, worked like an 
inner- party cabinet.
 Hu Yaobang chaired the Secretariat meetings. Although Hu also chaired 
the Politburo and Standing Committee meetings, after Deng formed his own 
administration, the Standing Committee rarely met and the Politburo met 
less than once a month. Although Zhao Ziyang, as premier, sat in on the Sec-
retariat meetings, Deng, Chen Yun, Li Xiannian, and Marshal Ye did not per-
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Deng’s Art of Governing 381

sonally attend them; instead their of fice directors went in their place. Each 
of fice director had a deep un der stand ing of the views of the person he repre-
sented, and as a group these of fice directors could have frank exchanges, insu-
lated from awkward prob lems or tensions that might have arisen among the 
leaders themselves due to concerns about rank, power, or the need to save 
face.
 Deng’s perspectives helped shape the consensus, but ordinarily he did not 
express a final decision until an issue had been vetted through the Secretariat. 
Once a consensus had been reached on an im por tant issue, documents were 
drawn up and circulated to the Standing Committee members, who would 
draw a circle to indicate approval or jot some brief comments—in which case 
the document would be sent back to the Secretariat for another round of 
drafting. In the end, Deng would figuratively “slap the table” (pai ban) to sig-
nify final approval of a decision or the final wording of a document.
 Several high of fi cials, mostly just below the Politburo level, were assigned 
to be a party secretary (shuji) in the Secretariat, and they all had manage-
rial authority. Politburo members and these party secretaries were placed in 
charge of a “leading small group” that was responsible for coordinating work 
in certain areas. Peng Zhen, for example, led the leading small group on po-
lit i cal and legal affairs; Wan Li headed the leading group on agriculture; Song 
Renqiong on personnel issues; Yu Qiuli on large industrial and transporta-
tion proj ects; Yang Dezhi on the military; Hu Qiaomu on party his tory and 
ideology; Yao Yilin on economic planning; Wang Renzhong on pro pa ganda; 
Fang Yi on science and technology; Gu Mu on foreign trade and investment; 
and Peng Chong on work on the Yangtze delta area (around Shanghai).5

 Other top leaders sometimes disagreed with Deng’s decisions and occa-
sionally were upset by his failure to consult with them. Early on, Deng had to 
contend with the views of Chen Yun, who understood the economy better 
than Deng and whose opinions carried great authority with the other leaders. 
In the military field, once Marshal Ye stepped aside, Deng did not feel inhib-
ited by anyone else’s opinions. On military and foreign policy issues, Deng, 
con fi dent of his own views based on his de cades of experience, rarely yielded 
to others—though he relied on experts for the details and the drafting of 
documents. Even when other leaders disagreed with decisions Deng made, 
they accepted party discipline and did not express contrary views in public.
 Deng could engage in relaxed conversation with his of fice director Wang 
Ruilin, but his relations with Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang remained more 
formal and he rarely saw them alone. They had considerable freedom to run 
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their of fices as they saw fit. Deng learned their views through the written 
documents they forwarded to him, supplemented by comments from Wang 
Ruilin.
 Deng did occasionally meet informally with se nior veterans closer to his 
own age, like Yang Shangkun, Wang Zhen, and Bo Yibo, all of whom he 
had known for several de cades. The high degree of personal trust among this 
small group of confidants enabled Deng to get more con fi den tial estimates of 
the prevailing po lit i cal atmosphere and personnel issues. Deng had an espe-
cially close relationship with Yang Shangkun, who was also from Sichuan and 
had been in charge of the party General Office when Deng was general secre-
tary. Yang served as Deng’s trusted go- between in dealing with the mili-
tary. Deng also maintained less formal relations with his personal speech-
writers and document drafters, especially Hu Qiaomu and Deng Liqun, with 
whom he enjoyed an easier give- and- take than with Hu Yaobang or Zhao 
Ziyang.
 Deng devoted considerable time to preparations for the annual party ple-
nums, for they helped forge a common perspective among the more than two 
hundred regular members of the Central Committee and the over one hun-
dred alternate members. He gave even more time to the preparation of party 
congresses, held ev ery five years, for they helped forge a consensus among 
even greater numbers of delegates who planned for a  longer time period. For 
the planning of such major meetings, Deng did work with Hu Yaobang and 
Zhao Ziyang to lay out his agenda of major issues to be covered, then allowed 
them to work with Hu Qiaomu and others in overseeing the drafting of doc-
uments and speeches. For Deng’s major speeches, even after delivery there 
was usually another round of editing to tailor his speeches for the long- term 
historical record and to include them in his Selected Works.
 Like other top of fi cials, Deng generally spent a few weeks during the cold-
est months of January and February visiting warmer climates. During the 
summer, too, he would go to coastal Beidaihe, where top- level of fi cials gath-
ered for relaxation and informal conversation. But for Deng, these “vaca-
tions” were, of course, also opportunities to deal with party business. In 1984, 
for example, he spent his winter vacation in Guangdong and Fujian, the site 
of the experimental zones, to af firm their achievements and declare them 
models for coastal development (see Chapter 15). And in 1988, 1990, 1991, 
and 1992, Deng visited (among other places) Shanghai, where he promoted 
plans for speeding up the city’s development.
 In his advanced age, Deng found several ways to conserve his strength. He 
conducted most business through written documents, avoiding taxing meet-
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ings. Most of his phone calls were handled by Wang Ruilin. Deng required 
no oral briefings before meetings with foreign dignitaries, although his staff 
would see that he knew about some of the latest activities of the visitors. If 
not meeting visiting dignitaries, Deng usually ate his meals at home with his 
family; after supper he generally relaxed and watched TV with his children. 
He closely followed the news, but he also took an interest in sports, and once 
or twice a week he invited in people for dinner and bridge. But he did not 
engage in much idle conversation with his bridge partners, or even with his 
family.6 Deng had a well- earned reputation, even within his family, for not 
being very talkative (bu ai shuohua).7 Especially in his later years, Deng man-
aged to conserve his strength so that when he met outsiders, they found him 
alert, lively, even intense.
 When Deng gave speeches that did not require formal presentations, he 
could make or ga nized presentations without notes. Typically, his only note 
was the topic of the speech and the group he was addressing. After he turned 
eighty in 1985, Deng backed away from giving lengthy speeches that required 
careful writing, editing, and presentation. With only a few exceptions, such 
as the talks from his 1992 southern journey, his speeches were no  longer 
crafted into long symbolic documents.
 Outside his immediate family, who considered him lovable, benign, and 
fun, Deng was not an intimate person. Colleagues and others had enormous 
respect for him, but they did not love him as they loved Hu Yaobang or as 
some loved Zhou Enlai. They knew that in a crunch Deng would do what he 
thought was best for the country, not necessarily what was good for those 
who served him. Indeed, some felt that in contrast to Zhou Enlai or Hu Yao-
bang, Deng treated people as useful tools. By never returning to his home 
village after he left at age sixteen, Deng made it clear that his personal com-
mitment was to China as a nation, not to any locality, faction, or friend. Un-
like Mao, Deng was not devious or, with only rare exceptions, vindictive. 
Underlings saw him as a stern, impatient, demanding but reasonable task-
master, and they maintained a respectful distance. He was a comrade for the 
overall cause, not a friend whose loyalty went beyond or ga ni za tional needs.8 
Mao had mercurial changes of mood, but Deng, as paramount leader, main-
tained a steady demeanor and consistent approach to governance.

Deng’s Guidelines for Governing and Reinventing China

As a military leader during twelve years of warfare, Deng valued authority 
and discipline. Later, as a high civilian of fi cial participating in governing the 
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country, Deng valued national authority because he knew how dif fi cult it 
had been for Chinese leaders in the century after the Opium War to maintain 
the authority necessary to rule the country. As a leader in the 1950s Deng 
had experienced the godlike power of Mao Zedong, and he had seen what 
such authority could achieve. But Deng also saw how dif fi cult it was to ac-
complish anything when authority dissipated as it had during the Cultural 
Revolution. As preeminent leader, he knew that rules alone would not make 
people follow him. China was not yet a country in which citizens had inter-
nalized a general respect for the law, in part because they had long seen lead-
ers change laws at will. Deng, like his fellow Communist leaders, believed 
that citizens needed to be “educated” in schools and in lifelong pro pa ganda 
to understand why they were expected to behave in certain ways. But the 
“education” needed to be supplemented by a certain awe toward the highest 
leaders and a vague fear of what might happen to them and their families 
should they dare to flout that authority.
 Deng knew he could never inspire the awe that Mao once did, but he was 
sensitive to what could be done to preserve his own authority. By the time 
he had become paramount leader, he was already enjoying personal respect 
based on his half- century of experience as a party leader, his training by Mao 
and Zhou Enlai for possible successorship, and his ability to make good deci-
sions for the country. Until 1981 the image of Mao had remained so power-
ful that to maintain his own authority, Deng had to show his reverence for 
the Chairman. But by 1981, after Deng had gained acceptance that Mao’s 
main teaching was to “seek the true path from facts,” and after the resolution 
on party his tory that acknowledged Mao’s errors since 1958, Deng could 
maintain his authority even when he was departing from Mao’s views on spe-
cific issues.
 Deng embraced the notion of “inner- party democracy,” by which he meant 
that leaders would listen to “constructive opinions” to reduce the danger of 
making serious errors. But once a decision was made, party members, follow-
ing “democratic centralism,” had to implement it.
 Deng believed that economic growth would strengthen the authority of 
the party and his personal stature, and this assessment proved correct. When 
economic growth proceeded rapidly and smoothly, as in 1983–1984, Deng’s 
authority was almost unassailable. But when economic prob lems became se-
rious, such as in the late 1980s when China suf fered rampant in fla tion, the 
public became frightened and Deng’s stature suf fered.
 Deng never set out any guidelines for how to govern, but if one reads his 
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speeches, considers the comments of his underlings, and notes what Deng 
ac tually did, it is possible to summarize some principles that underlay his pat-
tern of rule:

speak and act with authority.  As a stern military leader for over a 
de cade, Deng had learned to convey an air of command even when he en-
gaged in witty conversation. Before a major presentation, he would clear his 
speech with other im por tant leaders and with the guardians of orthodoxy, 
reinforcing his con fi dence that he was speaking with the voice of the party.
 Once Deng announced a decision, he did not weaken his authority by ad-
mitting to errors. With foreign guests, Deng could relax, but within party 
circles he was cautious about put ting his authority on the line, and when he 
did, he was decisive.

defend the party.  Having seen in Moscow how Nikita Khrushchev’s 
wide- ranging attacks on Sta lin in 1956 damaged the authority of the party, 
Deng was determined to maintain respect for the Chinese Communist Party. 
He reined in criticism when he judged it would undermine basic respect for 
the party or his leadership. If critics attracted a large following, he responded 
even more vigorously. When Deng judged that praise of Western ideas such 
as Western- style democracy implied serious criticism of the Chinese Com-
munist Party, Deng was prepared to respond firmly to preserve the party’s 
authority.
 Unlike Mao, Deng did not subject his critics to public humiliation, but he 
was always tough with those whom he judged to be a threat to public order. 
He supported the death sentence for Jiang Qing and imprisoned critics like 
Wei Jingsheng. Party members who, despite their contributions, were critical 
of the party, like Wang Ruowang, Liu Binyan, or Fang Lizhi, were expelled 
from the party and dismissed from their positions. In the end, he allowed 
such people to travel abroad, but he prevented most from returning.

maintain a  uni  f ied command structure.  Deng did not believe 
that a separation of powers between the executive, legislative, and judicial 
branches would work in China. He believed a single uni fied command struc-
ture was much more ef fi cient and effective. China may have had the rudi-
ments of a separation of power with the party congress acquiring quasi- 
legislative functions; the Secretariat, executive functions; and the Central 
Commission for Discipline Inspection a quasi- judicial function examining 
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the behavior of party members. But under Deng, the strong single line of 
authority prevailed.

keep a  f irm grip  on the military.  Deng, like Mao, endeavored to 
retain personal as well as party control over the military. When Hua Guofeng 
showed signs of being too close to military leaders, Deng immediately moved 
to block those ties. Even after giving up his other of fi cial positions, Deng re-
mained chairman of the CMC until November 1989. Throughout his term 
as preeminent leader, he worked through his loyal supporter, Yang Shangkun, 
to guarantee the support of the military’s top brass. Deng appointed true 
loyalists—his former subordinates in the Second Field Army—to key posi-
tions such as head of the Beijing Garrison Command. In return, they helped 
ensure that no dissident group would consider challenging his authority 
within the party.

build public support before promoting path- breaking 
policies .  Deng tried to avoid going out on a limb to advocate policies 
that might arouse the resistance of many high of fi cials and the general public. 
One of his most controversial moves was de- collectivizing the countryside. In 
1979, Deng did not publicly support de- collectivization. He said only that 
where peasants were starving, they should be allowed to find a way to survive, 
a view that even conservative opponents could not easily criticize. Upon re-
ceiving reports that the starving peasants had dramatically increased produc-
tion after they had “contracted down to the household,” Deng ensured that 
the successes were widely publicized. Only then, in May 1980, when a sub-
stantial number of localities reported successes and there was widespread 
public support for the policy of contracting agricultural production down to 
the household, did Deng declare his own support, and even then he did so 
without a big public appearance. Although he was still careful to state that 
the household responsibility system would be permitted only where local 
people supported it, Deng had ev ery reason to expect that the practice would 
continue to spread rapidly.

avoid taking the blame.  When Deng’s policies proved unpopular or 
mistaken, subordinates were ordinarily expected to take responsibility, just as 
Mao’s errors were blamed on Lin Biao, Jiang Qing, and lower- level of fi cials. 
In a country where discipline at the top still depended on personal authority, 
Deng, like many other high party of fi cials, believed that it was sometimes 
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necessary to sac ri fice the pawns to ensure continued respect for the king and 
his throne. There were some extreme situations when Deng judged it essen-
tial to put his own authority on the line to accomplish the task at hand—
for example, when attacking Vietnam in 1979. But generally, a subordinate 
leader was expected to shoulder the blame for things that went wrong. Some 
of the key prob lems that developed with subordinates were over the question 
of who should accept the blame.

set short-  term policies  in light of long- term goals . 
Coming to power after six de cades during which he had witnessed numerous 
changes, and leading a country proud of its 2,200 years of his tory, Deng 
found it natural to take a long- term perspective on the ups and downs of na-
tional power. Once in power, Deng did not have to face short- term elections 
and thus could focus on  longer- term goals, such as the quadrupling of GNP 
between 1980 and 2000 or making the country a middle- income country by 
the middle of the twenty- first century. He could also offer Hong Kong and 
Taiwan the continuation of separate systems for at least a half- century after 
being absorbed into China. In making annual and five- year plans, too, Deng 
placed them in the perspective of his  longer- term goals.

pursue policies  that help achieve long- term goals .  Once 
Deng won widespread support for pursuing the four modernizations, he 
could then win public support for policies that helped realize that goal. Spe-
cialists were trained and hired, and older, less trained people were replaced by 
youn ger people who were better trained. Deng fought to reduce the bloated 
bureaucracies, both civilian and military, that were sapping resources needed 
to promote investment in China’s modernization. Reducing the size of the 
military and civilian bureaucracies took a great deal of Deng’s time because of 
powerful resistance from those who did not wish to retire. Deng also realized 
that many new programs had to be introduced step by step. He knew that 
raising educational standards, for instance, would take many de cades and 
that he had to set benchmarks for the realization of each of the goals.
 Aware that the elimination of state enterprises immediately, before new 
jobs were created, would create massive social and even po lit i cal prob lems, 
Deng decided to postpone eliminating large numbers of noncompetitive state 
enterprises until more jobs were available. Realizing that the forced retire-
ment of se niors who had fought in the revolution would create massive pro-
tests, he willingly used substantial portions of his limited budget to provide 
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bene fits to those who agreed to retire, including providing housing, recre-
ation centers, and for some high of fi cials, even continued use of of fi cial cars. 
Once these dif fi cult transitions were complete, he began to establish a regular 
system with a mandatory retirement age.
 Deng greatly expanded the opportunities for promising young people to 
receive better training, raised the sta tus of scholars, and allowed young intel-
lectuals to return to the urban areas from the countryside. He quickly set 
up training programs to allow some 4.45 million “specialists,” who had been 
working without proper quali fi ca tions, to receive supplementary training. 
Personnel exchange centers (rencai jiaoliu zhongxin) were established and en-
couraged to obtain the résumés of educated personnel so as to facilitate their 
reassignment to places where they were most needed.9

 Deng was willing to allow transitional mea sures, but he kept the long- term 
goals in mind. In 1981, when Chinese universities again began graduating 
classes after the Cultural Revolution, Deng continued the system of govern-
ment placement of graduates, whereby university graduates were directed to 
take particular jobs in critical positions. Not until the end of the de cade, 
when the number of graduates increased, did Deng allow some leeway for 
graduates to choose their own future employment.
 Deng did not believe that it was possible in 1978 to foresee which institu-
tions would be most suitable for a modernized China. So he commissioned 
think tanks, under Zhao Ziyang, to study the introduction of fundamentally 
different systems in various localities. If the trial was successful, he encour-
aged others to see if the same results could be repeated elsewhere.

uncover even the unpleasant truths.  Deng believed that it was 
im por tant to learn how things really were. Having been at the center of the 
Great Leap Forward, a tragedy exacerbated by exaggerated reporting, Deng 
always sought to con firm his information through several channels before 
deciding if it was true. Even then, he remained skeptical and welcomed op-
portunities to see things for himself. Deng especially listened to a select group 
of of fi cials like Yang Shangkun and his of fice director Wang Ruilin, who 
would report things as they truly were. He also listened carefully to foreigners 
who relayed their observations of China.
 Deng not only avoided overblown language about what he thought China 
could achieve in the long run; he also sought to dampen the unrealistic ex-
pectations of local of fi cials and of the public at large about what could be 
achieved in the short term. In addition, he accepted the advice of specialists 
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that China should not try to leapfrog into large heavy industry sectors and 
should instead concentrate initially on light industry.

be bold.  As the Chinese expression goes, Deng was ready to “move heavy 
things as if they were light” (juzhong ruoqing). Chen Yun, like Liu Bocheng, 
the military commander with whom Deng had worked for twelve years, had 
a reputation for being very cautious, “moving light things as if they were 
heavy.” Chen Yun considered details, especially in economic matters, far 
more carefully than Deng did. But in Deng’s view, generals who insist on 
gathering all the information about their enemy before they go into battle 
will sometimes lose their chance to strike. Deng did spend a great deal of 
time analyzing the potential consequences of his decisions, but on im por tant 
issues, he was often ready to push ahead boldly even before all the facts were 
known.

push,  consolidate,  and push again.  Deng believed that on issues 
where he encountered serious resistance, the most effective approach was to 
exert some frequent pressure, then wait for things to consolidate, and then 
push again.10 In easing aside Hua Guofeng, for example, Deng applied pres-
sure in several stages, allowing others to adjust before he pushed again. Dur-
ing the early 1980s, too, he believed it was not yet time to restore normal re-
lations with the Soviet  Union, but he made small advances in that direction 
and waited until the Soviets were overextended and thus willing to normalize 
relations on China’s terms.

strengthen unity,  minimize divis ions.  The China that Deng in-
herited was suf fering from deep internal strife. The destruction of landlord 
families in the late 1940s and early 1950s and the frequent vicious po lit i cal 
campaigns culminating in the Cultural Revolution left many “I live, you die” 
enmities. Moreover, the struggles had taken place within individual villages 
or work units, which meant that the victims or the children of the victims 
would often work side by side with their former assailants.
 One of the most fundamental issues Deng faced on assuming of fice was 
how to dampen the passions of the families and friends of victims who were 
looking for opportunities to “settle accounts.” He frequently used the bully 
pulpit to encourage people to let bygones be bygones and to get on with their 
work. He also frequently used the phrase bu zhenglun (let’s avoid quarrels). 
He sidestepped many contentious issues by saying that solutions to the dif fi-
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390 the deng era,  1978–1989

cult prob lems could be left to the next generations, who would be smarter 
and thus better able to solve them. He also fully supported Hu Yaobang’s ef-
forts to undo the damage done during the Cultural Revolution by restoring 
the victims’ honor or compensating those who had suf fered material losses.

avoid publicizing past grievances.  Deng directed that the Cul-
tural Revolution should be discussed publicly in general terms, but that one 
should not go over details that would highlight personal wounds and ex-
pose, and quite likely revive, old enmities. Those of fi cials who had been 
wrongly criticized during the Cultural Revolution were rehabilitated, but 
Deng advised bringing them back without fanfare so as to avoid stirring up 
old quarrels.

s idestep conservative resistance through experimenta-
tion.  Many conservative party leaders feared the formation of cap italist en-
terprises. But when the young people who had been forcibly sent to the 
 countryside under Mao began streaming back into the cities, Deng and other 
of fi cials became concerned that if they  couldn’t find jobs, massive social un-
rest would result. Due to current budget shortfalls, the government could 
not afford to expand employment in state enterprises. Thus in order to avoid 
massive unemployment, families were allowed to form “household enter-
prises” (getihu) in which the entrepreneur himself worked. Marx’s statement 
in Das Kapital about a cap italist with eight employees exploiting his workers 
was interpreted to mean that working entrepreneurs who employed no more 
than seven others were not cap italists. Household enterprises sprouted “like 
bamboo shoots after the spring rain.” Deng, with Chen Yun’s consent, said 
“let’s see how it goes.” At first entrepreneurs were cautious about hiring more 
than seven workers, but as they observed the government took no action, 
other successful firms followed suit. Deng did not argue with them. He sim-
ply cited “shazi guazi” (“Simpleton’s Sunflower Seeds”), the very popular 
toasted sunflowers produced by an illiterate farmer and his employees in An-
hui. “If you put [the simpleton with his sunflower seeds] . . . out of business, 
it will make people anxious and that won’t do anyone any good. . . . If we let 
him go on selling his seeds for a while, will that hurt socialism?”11 With his 
cle ver explanation for why China should try to experiment with individual 
households, and a well- timed shrug at the conservatives, Deng ingeniously 
avoided an ideological battle, encouraged more employment, and permitted 
larger private enterprises.
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use aphorisms to explain complex controversial  issues . 
Once Deng had made a basic policy decision, he would explain it by using a 
popular aphorism. This shrewd but folksy touch not only made it dif fi cult to 
disagree with the policy, but also made Deng himself seem personable. He 
was not the first high- level party leader to use the aphorisms that came to be 
associated with his name, but he made wide use of them. The “cat theory”—
“it  doesn’t matter if the cat is black or white as long as it catches the mouse”—
was a creative way of winning further support for diminishing the impor-
tance of Mao’s ideology; it suggested that doing what worked was more 
im por tant than following a particular ideology. If Deng had simply said “ide-
ology is un im por tant,” he would have provoked enormous controversy, but 
his “cat theory” made people smile (in fact, some entrepreneurs even made 
and sold decorations with the cat theme). Another saying, “some people can 
get rich first,” helped lower the expectations of many who hoped to get rich 
quickly after the reforms, and helped disarm those who might feel envious of 
those who prospered before the bene fits of reform had reached ev ery one. It 
was also a promise that after some people became rich, the government would 
keep working to spread the wealth. “Groping for stones while crossing the 
river” was a creative way of encouraging experimentation and acknowledg-
ing that in a new situation they should not expect that all policies would 
work well.

make balanced presentations that explain underlying 
principles .  Following well- established party practice, in major policy 
documents Deng aimed to present his programs as a sound middle course. 
He often criticized extremists, both leftists and rightists, both “feudalistic” 
and “bourgeois” thinkers. In addition, when presenting major policies to the 
public, Deng found it more effective to provide an explanation rather than to 
issue a direct order—to talk of the general situation and of the long- range 
goals that required action.

avoid factionalism and select competent of f i  cials .  Some 
lower- level of fi cials believed that it was safer to choose as work associates peo-
ple with whom they shared a special connection (guanxi), such as the same 
background, locality, or educational level. Among the Beijing elite at the 
time, three kinds of people were said to form easy relationships with one an-
other: (1) those who had served as of fi cials in the Communist Youth League, 
(2) “princelings,” that is, children of high Communist of fi cials who attended 
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392 the deng era,  1978–1989

the same schools, and (3) those who had served as mishu, of fice directors, for 
high of fi cials. Deng, however, was prepared to work with all three kinds of 
people if they were competent, dedicated high- level of fi cials, and did not 
promote factional activities. He encouraged others to do the same.

study and shape the “atmosphere.”  Deng as the paramount leader 
enjoyed considerable flex i bil ity in choosing policies, but even he was con-
strained by the po lit i cal atmosphere among the highest- level of fi cials in Bei-
jing. When Deng moved boldly, he wanted to ensure that other high of fi cials 
would fully support him. Within limits, of course, Deng could help shape 
the mood through his speeches, his actions, and the people whom he sup-
ported, but even when he spoke, he usually advocated broad general princi-
ples rather than spe cific details. The highest- level of fi cials, those in the Polit-
buro, knew enough about national issues that they developed their own views 
about what was desirable or at least acceptable. On big issues, therefore, like 
the handling of Mao’s reputation, rural and urban de- collectivization, depar-
ture from economic planning, and allowing foreigners to travel freely within 
China, Deng avoided moving before he sensed that the po lit i cal climate 
would be fully supportive.
 In keeping with democratic centralism, ev ery one, including high- level of-
fi cials, was expected to express strong support for current policies and current 
leaders. It was not always easy, therefore, even for a high- level of fi cial, to dis-
cern when others developed serious doubts about current policies and leaders 
and became convinced that changes were needed, as they were in late 1978 
with respect to Hua Guofeng and his policies. Because contrary opinions on 
im por tant issues of policy were not voiced openly by high- level of fi cials, each 
province maintained an of fice in Beijing with of fi cials who tried to discern 
signs of possible changes of policy, and to sense when certain actions the 
province was considering would be considered correct or at least tolerated. To 
understand the mood, even Deng needed to rely not only on his own sea-
soned judgment acquired from reading all the papers that came to him, but 
also on listening to the small number of people who dared to speak unpleas-
ant truths to him, like Deng Liqun, Yang Shangkun, Wang Zhen, Wang Rui-
lin, and his own children.
 What altered the atmosphere at the highest levels remained complex and 
subtle for it was based on tacit un der stand ings rather than direct open discus-
sions. Perhaps nothing was more critical in shaping changes in the high- level 
atmosphere than whether or not a given policy, strategy, or leader was pro-
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ducing results. If something was working, that policy or that person garnered 
support. If something was failing, however, people began to move away and 
to shun the failure. When economic results came in toward the end of each 
year, for example, they affected the evaluation of the current economic policy 
and of the of fi cials responsible for the policy. Most high of fi cials approved 
of trying experiments in certain localities, and when an experiment demon-
strated success, Deng and others felt free to push for its adoption on a broader 
scale.
 To be sure, views about how successful policies had been and what might 
work in the future were colored by the varying lenses of different of fi cials, 
some more conservative and others more liberal and cosmopolitan. Deng 
made an effort to maintain the support or at least the acceptance of a sub-
stantial minority as well as the majority. On those issues where he sensed 
strong opposition—even from a small but in flu en tial minority—he would 
seek to find ways to win their cooperation or at least their passive acceptance 
before undertaking a major initiative. Otherwise he might postpone taking a 
firm stand until the climate became more favorable.
 Ultimately, democratic centralism requires that ev ery one jump on the 
band wagon to endorse a particular policy. With policies they considered ap-
propriate, people were ready to sign up because they knew that if they failed 
to join quickly, they might suf fer the consequences. For Deng, being a suc-
cessful leader meant not just determining the correct strategic direction for 
the long run, but also knowing how to shape the atmosphere and how to 
time his bold steps so that they occurred when other of fi cials and the public 
were ready to jump on board.
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