Document 16.2: Excerpts from Deng Xiaoping’s speech “Emancipate the Mind,
Seek Truth From Facts and Unite as One in Looking to the Future,” December 13,
1978
Deng Xiaoping’s time in the Communist Party under Mao was one of meteoric rise and
spectacular fall. After overseeing the Anti-Rightist purge of 1957, Deng was named by
Mao to be the General Secretary of the Party. Deng began a period of reform to
modernize the Chinese economy, but was halted by Mao, who had become disenchanted
with Deng’s efforts. He was purged from the Party during the Cultural Revolution in the
1960s and sent to work in a tractor factory. Ironically, this may have saved his life, as he
was removed from the efforts of the Red Guards to sweep away the old. When Zhou Enlai
became ill, he chose Deng as his successor, and Zhou convinced Mao to bring Deng back
in 1974. After Zhou’s death in 1976, Deng was again stripped of his positions in the
Party by the Gang of Four, who sought to gain control of China and who saw Deng as
the most immediate threat to their doing so. Deng was unanimously voted out by the
Politburo, but carefully mobilized his supporters to be reinstated and assume full control
of the Party by defeating Hua Guofeng and the Gang of Four.

Comrades,

This conference has lasted over a month and will soon end. The Central Committee has
put forward the fundamental guiding principal of shifting the focus of all Party work to
the four modernizations and has solved a host of important problems inherited form the
past. This will surely strengthen the determination, confidence and unity of the Party, the
army and the people of all of China’s nationalities. Now we can be certain that under the
correct leadership of the Central Committee, the Party, army and people will achieve
victory after victory in our new Long March….

Today, I mainly want to discuss one question, namely, how to emancipate our minds, use
our heads, seek truth from facts and unite as one in looking to the future.
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I.

EMANCIPATING THE MIND IS A VITAL POLITICAL TASK

When it comes to emancipating our minds, using our heads, seeking truth from facts and
uniting as one in looking to the future, the primary task is to emancipate our minds. Only
then can we, guided as we should be by Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought,
find correct solutions to the emerging as well as inherited problems, fruitfully reform
those aspects of the relations of production and of the superstructure that do not
correspond with the rapid development of our productive forces, and chart the specific
course and formulate the specific policies, methods and measures needed to achieve the
four modernizations under our actual conditions.

The emancipation of minds has not been completely achieved among our cadres,
particularly our leading cadres. Indeed, many comrades have not yet set their brains
going; in other words, their ideas remain rigid or partly so. That isn’t because they are not
good comrades. It is a result of specific historical conditions.

First, it is because during the past dozen years Lin Biao and the Gang of Four set up
ideological taboos or “forbidden zones” and preached blind faith to confine people’s
minds within the framework of their phoney Marxism. No one was allowed to go beyond
the limits they prescribed. Anyone who did was tracked down, stigmatized and attacked
politically. In this situation, some people found it safer to stop using their heads and
thinking questions over.

Second, it is because democratic centralism was undermined and the Party was afflicted
with bureaucratism resulting from, among other things, over-concentration of power.
This kind of bureaucratism often masquerades as “Party leadership,” “Party directives,”
“Party interests” and “Party discipline,” but actually it is designed to control people, hold
them in check and oppress them. At that time many important issues were often decided
by one or two persons. The others could only do what those few ordered. That being so,
there wasn’t much point in thinking things out for yourself.
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Third, it is because no clear distinction was made between right and wrong or between
merit and demerit, and because rewards and penalties were not meted out as deserved. No
distinction was made between those who worked well and those who didn’t. in some
cases, even people who worked well were attacked while those who did nothing or just
played it safe weathered every storm. Under those unwritten laws, people were naturally
reluctant to use their brains.

Fourth, it is because people are still subject to the force of habit, the small producer, who
stick to old conventions, is content with the status quo and is unwilling to seek progress
or accept anything new.
When people’s minds aren’t yet emancipated and their thinking remains rigid, curious
phenomena emerge….

People whose thinking has become rigid tend to veer with the wind. They are not guided
by Party spirit and Party principles, but go along with whatever has the backing of the
authorities and adjust their words and actions according to whichever way the wind is
blowing. They think that they will thus avoid mistakes. In fact, however, veering with the
wind is in itself a grave mistake, a contravention of the Party spirit which all Communists
should cherish. It is true that people who think independently and dare to speak out and
act can’t avoid making mistakes, but their mistakes are out in the open and are therefore
more easily rectified.
Once people’s thinking becomes rigid, book worship, divorced from reality, becomes a
grave malady. Those who suffer from it dare not say a word or take a step that isn’t
mentioned in books, documents or the speeches of leaders: everything has to be copied.
Thus responsibility to the higher authorities is set in opposition to responsibility to the
people.
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Our drive for the four modernizations will get nowhere unless rigid thinking is broken
down and the minds of cadres and of the masses are completely emancipated….
When everything has to be done by the book, when thinking turns rigid and blind faith is
the fashion, it is impossible for a party or a nation to make progress. Its life will cease and
that party or nation will perish. Comrade Mao Zedong said this time and again during the
rectification movements. Only if we emancipate our minds, seek truth from facts, proceed
from reality in everything and integrate theory with practice, can we carry out our
socialist modernization program smoothly, and only then can our Party further develop
Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought….

People both at home and abroad have been greatly concerned recently about how we
would evaluate Comrade Mao Zedong and the Cultural Revolution. The great
contributions of Comrade Mao in the course of long revolutionary struggles will never
fade. If we look back at the years following the failure of the revolution in 1927, it
appears very likely that without his outstanding leadership the Chinese revolution would
still not have triumphed even today. In that case, the people of all out nationalities would
still be suffering under the reactionary rule of imperialism, feudalism and bureaucratcapitalism, and our Party would still be engaged in bitter struggle in the dark. Therefore,
it is no exaggeration to say that were it not for Chairman Mao there would be no New
China. Mao Zedong Thought has nurtured our whole generation. All comrades present
here may be said to have been nourished by Mao Zedong Thought. Without Mao Zedong
Thought, the Communist Party of China would not exist today, and that is no
exaggeration either. Mao Zedong Thought will forever remain the greatest intellectual
treasure of our Party, our army and our people. We must understand the scientific tenets
of Mao Zedong Thought correctly and as an integral whole and develop them under the
new historical conditions. Of course Comrade Mao was not infallible or free from
shortcomings. To demand that of any revolutionary leader would be inconsistent with
Marxism. We must guide and educate the Party members, the army officers and men and
the people of all of China’s nationalities and help them to see the great service of
Comrade Mao Zedong scientifically and in historical perspective.
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The Cultural Revolution should also be viewed scientifically and in historical
perspective. In initiating it Comrade Mao Zedong was actuated mainly by the desire to
oppose and prevent revisionism. As for the shortcomings that appeared during the course
of the Cultural Revolution and the mistakes that were made then, at an appropriate time
they should be summed up and lesson should be drawn from themthat is essential for
achieving unity of understanding throughout the Party. The Cultural Revolution has
become a stage in the course of China’s socialist development, hence we must evaluate it.
However, there is not need to do so hastily. Serious research must be done before we can
make a scientific appraisal of this historical stage. It may take a rather long time to fully
understand and assess some of the particular issues involved. We will probably be able to
make a more correct analysis of this period in history after some time has passed than we
can right now….

The four modernizations represent a great and profound revolution in which we are
moving forward by resolving one new contradiction after another. Therefore, all Party
comrades must learn well and always keep on learning.
On the eve of nationwide victory in the Chinese revolution, Comrade Mao Zedong called
on the whole Party to start learning afresh. We did that pretty well and consequently,
after entering the cities, we were able to rehabilitate the economy very quickly and then
to accomplish the socialist transformation. But we must admit that we have not learned
well enough in the subsequent years. Expending our main efforts on political campaigns,
we did not master the skills needed to build our country. Our socialist construction failed
to progress satisfactorily and we experienced grave setbacks politically. Now that our
task is to achieve modernization, our lack of the necessary knowledge is even more
obvious. So the whole Party must start learning again.

What shall we learn? Basically, we should study Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong
Thought and try to integrate the universal principles of Marxism with the concrete
practice of our modernization drive. At present most of our cadres need also to apply
themselves to three subjects: economics, science and technology, and management. Only
if we study these well will we be able to carry out socialist modernization rapidly and
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efficiently. We should learn in different waysthrough practice, from books and from
experience, both positive and negative, of others as well as our own. Conservatism and
book worship should be overcome. The several hundred members and alternate members
of the Central Committee and the thousands of senior cadres at the central and local
levels should take the lead in making an in-depth study of modern economic
development.

So long as we unite as one, work in concert, emancipate our minds, use our heads and try
to learn what we did not know before, there is no doubt that we will be able to quicken
the pace of our new Long March. Under the leadership of the Central Committee and the
State Council, let us advance courageously to change the backward condition of our
country and turn it into a modern and powerful socialist state.
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