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m Abstract

Working Toward the Chairman?—Lin Biao’s
“Coup d’Etat” Speech and the Opening of
Mao’s Last Revolution

Yiching Wu

(Department of East Asian Studies, University of Toronto, Canada)

How did China’s Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution really begin?
Conventional narratives often portray Mao Zedong as the unchallenged
architect and decisive instigator of this unprecedented and prolonged
upheaval. This paper seeks to complicate the prevalent “Mao-centric”
view by critically examining Marshal Lin Biao’s notorious “coup d’etat
speech” at the onset of the Cultural Revolution on May 18, 1966. Through
thorough analysis of the text and its historical context, the study contends
that Lin Biao’s address did not merely reproduce Mao’s preconceived
intentions but, in fact, deviated from the principal content of the “May
16 Circular,” the political manifesto that formally initiated the Cultural
Revolution, passed by the politburo meeting only two days earlier.

Lin Biao’s discourse on “sabotage” and “coup d’état” not only redefined
the initial scope of the Cultural Revolution, which was originally envisioned
as a radical cultural movement targeting the nation’s cultural and
educational establishment, but also significantly reshaped the movement’s
trajectory by constructing a political interpretive framework that facilitated

its expansion and expansion. The significance of Lin Biao’s “Coup d’Etat
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Speech” underscores the intricate dynamics of continuity and
discontinuity, centralization and dispersal, as well as reproduction and
mutation within the Cultural Revolution. This speech catalyzed the
transition of the movement from an initial radical cultural assault on
“bourgeois intellectuals” and their alleged agents within the Chinese
Communist Party to a broader political mobilization against party

bureaucracies and bureaucrats.

Key-Words : The Cultural Revolution, Mao Zedong, Lin Biao, Coup d’Etat Speech,
May 16 Circular
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