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The Personalist Dictatorship and Collective Leadership of the Mao Zedong Regime:
1955-1958
Shinichi TANIGAWA

When, how, and why Mao Zedong turned his back on collective leadership and
become more dictatorial? This question has become increasingly relevant in recent
years as China’s current leadership has “regressed” into personalist dictatorship.
Based on detailed data on the Politburo of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
and its Standing Committee from 1955 to 1958, this study tackles these questions
by examining how Mao engaged—and disengaged—with those bodies of CCP’s
collective leadership.

Major findings are as followings. There was increased momentum toward
collective leadership from the denunciation of Stalin in early 1956 through the
Eighth Plenum of CCP’s Central Committee in the Autumn. Mao Zedong’s leadership
shifted dramatically in the wake of launching of the Anti-Rightist Struggle in July
1957, when Mao left Beijing to local region and stopped attending Politburo and
Standing Committee meetings. From Autumn 1957 to 1958, Mao convened series
of important meetings in local cities such as Nanning, Hangzhou and Chengdu, and,
with the support of local leaders, harshly denounced Standing Committee members
such as Zhou Enlai and Chen Yun, building momentum toward the Great Leap
Forward.

Then, why CCP’s attempt at introducing collective leadership failed, and Mao
turned into more dictatorial? There was little evidence to support leadership
conflict hypotheses. Major Communist leaders such Liu Shaoqi and Zhou Enlai
never questioned—let alone protested against—Mao’s circumventing of collective
leadership. Far from that, those comrades in the Standing Committee always tried
to “work toward the Chairman” every time Mao veered off course without consulting
with them. CCP’s attempt at collective leadership in mid-1950s failed not because
of leadership conflict, but because of the very lopsided power balance between Mao
Zedong and other CCP leaders.

Keywords : China, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), Mao Zedong, collective
leadership, personalist dictatorship
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