
READING #1:  
On May 2, 1956, Mao's movement of "let 
a hundred flowers bloom" and "let a 
hundred schools of thought contend" took 
into effect. The first quote was aimed at 
artists and writers, whom he encouraged 
to freely express themselves within the 
realms of social realism. The latter quote 
was for the scientists (intelligentsia), 
whom he wanted to not fear the 
government when advocating different 
scientific theories for the purpose of 
scientific progress.   
At first, the intelligentsia was hesitant to 
voice criticism due to the persecution 
many had already faced since the 
founding of the FRC. For example, in 
1955, Hu Feng, a writer, was imprisoned 
for voicing his criticisms about the 
political involvement in literary works. 
However, Mao and others continuously encouraged the intelligentsia to voice their 
views on political matters, and by the summer of 1956, criticisms of bureaucracy, 
social realism, and the government's disregard for Marxist humanitarian ideals were 
being printed in newspapers. Also, they were emboldened by a Hungarian 
revolutionary rebellion by anti-Stalinists, which indicated that change in the Soviet 
system was possible and that the same thing could happen in China.   
 
In February of 1956, Mao revived his campaign with the speech, "On the Correct 
Handling of Contradictions Among the People".  He strongly emphasized agriculture 
and a lighter industry.  His idea was that "the standard of living of the people should 
correspond with the stage of development of productive forces and no section of the 
population, and certainly not the leading groups, should seek a standard higher than 
the remainder". Mao also gave intellectuals another opportunity to criticize freely. His 
belief was that since the intelligentsia was thought to be in support of socialism, Mao 
felt that it was beneficial for the country to hear the different views of the 
intelligentsia. Mao also criticized the Communist party through emphasizing the need 
for class struggle over bureaucracy and reintroducing the idea of class struggle. He 
stated that the class struggle was "now a matter between class ideologies".   
 
However, as time went on, the criticisms were not as gentle as "a gentle breeze" or 
"mild rain". When Mao launched his plan of free criticism, he was expecting criticism 
from the people for Zhou's ideas, and not for his own. Much criticism was about the 
leaders and the led. Because Mao said that leaders and other political officials were 
not to interfere with the criticisms of the people, intelligentsia and students alike 
voiced their dissatisfactions openly. They were very bold and accusing of the Party, 
for example, many of the intellectuals wanted professional autonomy, or they 
addressed the issue of the monopoly of political power in China. They even attacked 
the social systems saying that the Communists were not acting in a socialist manner, 
such as promoting inequalities in the economy. There were even published letters 



stating that there was a "privileged class" who were enjoying better medicine care, 
living in special residences, or just enjoying everything not accessible to the masses. 
Intellectual and political freedoms were to be for everyone, not just the officials. Mao 
even attacked bureaucracy saying that the classes needed to be eliminated. He said 
that the gap between the city and countryside needed to be narrowed.   
 
A major event that stood out in Chinese history occurred on May 19 involving 
students at Beijing University, who dedicated a Democracy Wall; the side of the 
dining hall was filled with posters and newspaper articles. It was filled with criticisms 
of the Socialist system. Organizations, such as Hundred Flowers Society an held 
meetings and passed out packets of information regarding the socialist system and the 
criticisms that went along with it. This movement grew more and more violent as time 
went on due to there being attacks on government buildings.   
 
Such activities alarmed Mao, who on June 8 put an end to the Hundred Flowers 
Campaign. This movement, however, was not ended without repercussions. The 
government republished Mao's Hundred Flowers speech on June 18 with new 
additions, such as the government was trying to take out the "poisonous weeds" in the 
bed of flowers. Weeding out the bad involved having public confessions, self-
denunciations, and recantations.   

Historical Significance 
 
Even though Mao had similar beliefs to those who were known to be enemies of 
socialism, he helped to condemn and persecute them. This action made some of the 
Chinese wonder if this was what Mao and the Chinese government had in mind all 
along: to give them that freedom so that those against socialism could more easily be 
found and then dealt. Other revised additions to Mao's Hundred Flowers speech were 
that the critics who spoke against socialism were banned from being a part of China; 
also, there was a strong emphasis on distinguishing between those who were good and 
those who were bad. The CCP blamed the intelligentsia, who the CCP said were 
overly critical of the government, and the party used that criticism to repress the 
intelligentsia. The intelligentsia who were against the government of New China were 
termed, "rightists". They were sent to labor camps or to jail. There, they had to work 
the land, however, most of them were exiled in what was known as the Xiafang 
Movement.   The degree of the criticisms was unexpected, because Mao believed that 
the majority of the intellectuals should be supportive of these socialist policies. 
However, because the criticisms were not bringing China closer together as a whole, 
"the logical and inevitable Maoist response was to bring it to an end".  
  
The biggest downfall and disappointment was that because freedom of speech was 
absolutely disastrous during the Hundred Flowers Movement, that freedom was never 
exercised in China under Mao again.   

 

 

READING #2: On February 27, 1957, Mao made an unusual request. 

Addressing a session of the Supreme State Conference in Beijing, the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) chairman called for a relaxation of constraints upon the 



nation's intellectuals. Moreover, Mao called on the intellectuals themselves to engage 

in open criticism of the Party. 

 

Known as the Hundred Flowers campaign, Mao's new policy had a dramatic 

effect. For the next several weeks, China's intellectuals answered the chairman's call 

for criticism with a vengeance derived from years of CCP oppression. Finding itself 

the subject of serious criticism, the Party soon repealed its newly adopted liberal 

policy and placed the intellectuals under even more strict control.  

 

With the CCP victory of Chiang Kai-shek and the Nationalists in 1949, Mao's 

restrictions on intellectual activity would encompass all of China. Throughout the 

1950s, China underwent a massive political re-education, as the CCP consolidated its 

power. Study sessions, "struggling," and reform through labor were used on a national 

scale to eradicate former modes of social and political thought. The intellectual class--

along with landlords and other groups labeled "counter-revolutionary"--were subject 

to especially brutal methods of thought reform. Criticism from the masses isolated 

them and squelched the creativity of the artists, writers and scientists. Throughout the 

early 1950s, the Party moved to purge counter-revolutionaries, a goal that, under 

Mao's authority, led to nearly 800,000 deaths; included in the purge were many 

academicians. By 1956, the intellectual class had been effectively reined in, its 

members' activities closely supervised by CCP cadres. 

 

Secure in the Party's power, Mao first expressed an idea that would test its 

strength in a speech delivered on May 2, 1956. Mao's speech called on the Party to 

"let a hundred flowers bloom and a hundred schools of thought contend," allowing for 

the free expression of artistic and political ideas. The chairman also outlined a policy 

of "long-term co-existence and mutual supervision" with China's United Front, a 

collection of democratic parties that had, to that point represented only the barest 

semblance to opposition to the CCP. Mao's speech, entitled "On the Correct Handling 

of Contradictions Among the People," delineated a new, tolerant policy toward artistic 

expression and political debate by the nation's intellectuals. Party officials and cadres 

were understandably apprehensive of the new directive's possible consequences. 



Much of their own rise to power, after all, had been at the expense of the same 

intellectuals who were now invited to criticize them. 

 

Mao's February talk ultimately caused a vigorous blooming--and a more 

serious crop of criticism than the chairman had anticipated or wanted. Initially, it 

appeared that Mao's invitation would bring little more response than his 1956 

entreaty. As spring progressed, intellectuals grew bolder in their criticism of the Party. 

Criticism continued to revolve around technical subjects but began to center on the 

Party's repression of scientific inquiry through "irrational practices," "inadequate 

resources" and "unreasonable security restrictions. “ The Hundred Flowers movement 

quickly gained momentum throughout May, when debates turned from the 

shortcomings of Party officials and cadres to criticism of Marxist-Leninist ideology 

and the Party's role in governing the country.  

 

Criticism was especially rampant on college campuses, where students 

published all posters denouncing the party and calling for a re-examination of 

capitalist and democratic doctrines. If these attacks were cause for concern among 

lower Party ranks, sentiments were soon emerging which must have alarmed Mao 

himself. The anonymous author of a June 2 wall poster at Qinghua University joined 

many other scholars in castigating both the Party and its chairman:  

 

We have given our blood, sweat, toil and precious lives to defend not the people but 

the bureaucratic organs and bureaucrats who oppress the people and live off the fat 

of the land. They are a group of fascists who employ foul means, twist the truth, band 

together in evil adventure, and ignore the people's wish for peace both at home and 

abroad ... In Yan'an was Chairman Mao, who had two dishes plus soup for every 

meal, having a hard time? Were the peasants, who had nothing to eat but bitter 

vegetables, enjoying the good life? Everyone was told that Chairman Mao was 

leading a hard and simple life. That son of a b***h! A million shames on him! ... Our 

pens can never defeat Mao Zedong's Party guards and his imperial army. When he 

wants to kill you, he doesn't have to do it himself. He can mobilize your wife and 

children to denounce you and then kill you with their own hands! Is this a rational 

society? This is class struggle, Mao Zedong style?”  



 

Such accusations of Mao's deception and brutality were by no means 

uncommon during that first week of June. With their appearance, the Party quickly 

moved to contain and halt the experiment. The college campuses had been Mao's 

main source of hope for China's leap toward industrial vitality. To find that there was 

such widespread dissidence among this first generation of the People's Republic 

undoubtedly presented a shock to Chairman Mao and the Party. 

 

On June 18, Mao's February speech was published for the first time. 

Admittedly revised from the original, the published speech contained six criteria that 

intellectuals were to consider before criticizing the Party. The attacks that the 

movement had brought upon the Party and himself renewed Mao's distrust of the 

intellectuals. A return to political norms was in order, and Mao instituted the Anti-

Rightist campaign. Conducted by Deng Xiaoping, the campaign labeled as "rightist" 

all those who had used the Hundred Flowers experiment as a platform for Party 

criticism. The worst offenders were imprisoned, but many more students, teachers and 

technical experts were "sent down" for years of reform through labor. 

 

 

	  


