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!u?tHEI ^n 1985 it appeared suddenly as if all the inherent tension and 
* vi " promise of the post-Mao years came together. In almost every sphere 
of Chinese life there were contradictory signals, allowing all points of view 
to claim confirmation in reality. Agricultural production, the one-child family, 
industrial incentives and the special economic zones, intellectual expression, 
relations with the United States and the Soviet Union, the paring down and 
restructuring of the party apparatus and the army, the legitimacy of public 
protests—each of these was, often in combination, a focus of national atten-
tion and a source of disagreement. 

For many—perhaps the majority—of peasants, the dismantling of the 
communes and the establishment of a contract system operating at the 
household level brought new freedom and new profits. But the changes 
were not universally welcomed. Those peasants who had thrived in the 
collective structure of the communes and production brigades, who believed 
the political rationalization for that form of social and economic organiza-
tion to be convincing, and who considered the communes the main benefit 
brought by China's long and bloody revolution, now found that they had 
to abandon their former lives and go into contract farming with their fam-
ilies or on their own if they had no families. There was an immense amount 
of waste in this process. In northern provinces like Shanxi, for instance, 
where wheat and other grain crops could be grown profitably on large 
fields, the communes had invested hundreds of thousands of yuan in the 
period after the Great Leap to buy farm machinery such as tractors and 
combine harvesters from the state. Now, with the fields once more subdi-
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vided into small parcels, such machinery was useless and was left to rust in 
the abandoned commune garages, or raided for parts that could be used in 
privately owned equipment. In the south, as peasants rushed to profit from 
high-yield cash crops, thousands of commune-based industrial enterprises 
were also put up for contract but found no bidders. 

With rural production brigades no longer guaranteeing a minimum grain 
allowance to members of the rural community, those who could commute 
to nearby market towns often did so to earn a basic wage, leaving subcon-
tracted grain production to women workers, children, or the elderly. As 
proof of their financial ingenuity, enterprising peasant-entrepreneurs in south 
China bid for sizable state contracts in grain, and then put all their land 
into higher-profit sugar cane; by selling the sugar cane and purchasing huge 
amounts of grain from other provinces to supply the state, they exploited 
the price differential of the two crops as a source of profit. One community 
in Guangdong put at least 1 million yuan into buying Hubei grain, and 
then transferred it back to the state. 

Initially almost forgotten in the race for new entrepreneurial arrange-
ments in the countryside were the residue of the millions of urban youth 
sent to rural areas over the previous decades who had not been permitted 
to return home. Some had been radical Maoists and had found meaning in 
the commune system; now they were simply exiles from their homes and 
families, the men often unable to find wives locally because of their uncer-
tain status, and less skilled at rural work than the peasants born on the 
land. In April 1985, hundreds of Chinese who had marched as youngsters 
to Shaanxi seventeen years before to serve Mao Zedong in the countryside 
returned to Peking illegally. Defying the ban on such activities, they staged 
a sit-in on the steps of the CCP headquarters, and appealed to Deng Xiao-
ping to hear their case. They were not seriously harassed by police, but 
received no clear answers to their requests to be allowed to return to the 
capital. Since they claimed to speak for 20,000 such "urban exiles" in Shaanxi, 
and over 400,000 young people had been sent to Shaanxi in all, their requests 
presented the government with a knotty problem, especially since waiting 
lists for even minimal housing in Peking were already several years long. 

The one-child family also posed new problems in the countryside. Since 
the household incentive system put a premium on family-based work power, 
many rural families came to see that it was more important to have several 
children to work on the land and care for them in old age than to follow 
the state's call to limit family size so drastically. And although a wide range 
of family-planning aids were easily available in the cities, these were less 
easily obtainable in the countryside. Furthermore, the breakup of the hier-
archically integrated system of teams, brigades, and communes made the 
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state's implementation of its population-control message much harder to 
achieve. 

The state introduced severe penalties for families who violated the one-
child limit. Whereas families with only one child received special economic, 
educational, and housing benefits, those with several children were pun-
nished with fines and the withholding of rights to housing and education. 
The state continued the practice begun in the late 1970s of forcing some 
pregnant women to undergo abortions against their will, even if their preg-
nancies were well advanced, although it relaxed the campaign of enforced 
sterilization. Other abuses practiced by individuals included the selling of 
female babies to other communities so that the infants would be raised in 
the families of their future in-laws. In many tragic instances, desperate 
families resorted to female infanticide. This practice was harshly con-
demned by the state, but the very harshness of the critique hinted at the 
scale of the problem, believed by some Western analysts of Chinese demo-
graphic data to be in the region of 200,000 female babies in a single year. 
Some parents used the newly available technique of amniocentesis to detect 
the gender of the fetus early in pregnancy, and then obtain an abortion if 
the tests showed the baby to be female. A number of seriously ill girls were 
just left to die. 

In the field of industry there was ongoing public praise for the initiative 
shown by factory managers in independently running what had once been 
state enterprises, and for individuals who created and developed their own 
businesses. In the summer of 1985 the Chinese state moved to an even 
higher level of entrepreneurial commitment by selling over 200 transport 
planes from the Chinese air force to private firms or to provincial airlines. 
The sales mandated the opening up of sources for engines, fuel, spare parts, 
maintenance facilities, aircraft personnel, and airfields. In other areas of 
technology, China began to investigate the feasibility of a solar power plant 
in Gansu and of a nuclear generating plant in Zhejiang to help meet Shang-
hai's immense energy needs. The Zhejiang plant was to be one of a group 
that would, the government planned, raise China's nuclear capacity to 10 
million kw by the year 2000. In the coal industry, once a central focus for 
the union-organizing skills of the fledgling Communist party in the 1920s, 
in early 1985 the state opened two large coal fields in Anhui province to 
bids from local collectives or even individuals, if they would contract to 
boost production and increase efficiency. 

Many problems hampered reform in the industrial sector. Excessive 
bureaucracy and "egalitarianism" (a term now carrying the negative con-
notations of resistance to incentives) were prevalent still, and People's Daily 
in early 1985 wrote that a survey showed only 15 percent of China's "large 



T E S T I N G T H E L I M I T S 7 1 5 

and medium-sized enterprises" had made "good progress" in "invigorat-
ing" their economic organization and production. Most (65 percent) had 
made only marginal progress, and many (20 percent) none at all.1 The neg-
ative effects of economic development were also becoming clearer. In the 
summer of 1985 the government announced the first bankruptcy cases to 
occur in China since the nationalization of the economy in the 1950s. These 
occurred in the northeast industrial city of Shenyang (formerly Mukden), 
where three medium-sized plants that produced farm machinery were cited 
for having run up debts of $607,000, a sum exceeding all their assets. Cal-
culating the value of assets in China's mixed command and market econ-
omy was virtually impossible, and such problems were likely to increase as 
more firms took more risks with insufficient capital. Despite much opposi-
tion from old-guard party leaders, who saw it as a mockery of socialist 
principles, work began on the drafting of a bankruptcy law, which was 
promulgated the following year. 

Along with a general lack of initiative and the threat of bankruptcy, 
corruption spread as the economic opening to the West continued. Local 
cadres now had new opportunities for controlling imports of consumer 
goods that appealed to a huge potential market among newly affluent Chinese 
peasants and workers. The Hainan Island case of mid-1985, by far the 
worst economic scandal in the PRC's thirty-six-year history, showed how 
serious the corruption had become, and made Wang Shouxin's coal-distri-
bution abuses in Heilongjiang during the 1970s seem petty. A group of 
officials—some stationed on Hainan Island, others in China's inland prov-
inces—had conspired to exploit the "enterprise zone" aspect of China's eco-
nomic growth. Using money raised as development loans from Peking banks, 
the Hainan officials bought overseas products and then sold them to buyers 
all over China. The goods the officials had imported for illegal resale between 
January 1984 and March 1985 included 89,000 motor vehicles, 2.9 million 
television sets, 252,000 video recorders, and 122,000 motorcycles; their 
fraudulent schemes involved sums in excess of $1.5 billion. 

According to the facts discovered by the hundred-person investigation 
team belatedly commissioned by Peking, the corrupt Hainan officials found 
willing purchasers in twenty-seven out of China's twenty-nine provinces 
and metropolitan regions. At least $700 million of the money was unrecov-
erable, and hundreds of Japanese trucks and cars rusted in Hainan's sea air 
as the probe continued. Because it was hard to pinpoint the legal parameters 
of such trading, and perhaps also in order to downplay the incident and 
avoid discrediting the whole enterprise-zone structure of the Four Modern-
izations movement, the principal offenders were simply demoted for "seri-
ous mistakes" and for having ignored government warnings that they must 
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not resell their imported goods. (Many of the confiscated cars that remained 
in good condition were subsequently shipped to Peking and sold by other 
officials.) 

This scandal prompted worries about the feasibility of the special-eco-
nomic-zone concept. Shenzhen in particular came in for severe criticism for 
not attracting enough foreign investment, for the corrupt life-styles that 
were prevalent there, and for its self-protective interconnections with senior 
officials, many of whose grown-up children were given lucrative jobs there. 
Yet if Hong Kong were to be successfully incorporated into the PRC, and 
if Taiwan were to be wooed back to the fold over the long term, such 
economic and social initiatives had to continue. So as Deng Xiaoping stated 
publicly that ten of the fourteen newly opened coastal economic zones would 
slow their expansion, and that Shenzhen was "only an experiment" that 
could "change" at any time, the Chinese government went ahead with 
negotiations for the return of Macao from Portugal, which would bring 
back the last foreign-controlled piece of China's mainland. 

In the realm of intellectual expression as well, 1985 was a year of crossed 
signals. At the very end of December 1984, a meeting of the Chinese Writ-
ers Association had been assured by senior party leaders that there would 
be no return to the kind of antirightist campaign that had followed the 
Hundred Flowers movement, nor to the strangulation of free expression 
that had been a hallmark of the Cultural Revolution. In a prepared speech, 
read for him at the congress because he was too ill to appear, the octogen-
arian Ba Jin, who in the 1930s had written one of China's most famous 
novels, Family, claimed that the time was ripe for Chinese writers to pro-
duce a new genre of "epic masterpieces" that would rival the works of the 
old Tang poets and the Qing dynasty's The Dream of the Red Chamber, and 
that would give China its own "Dante, Shakespeare, Goethe and Tolstoy." 
Only a week later, on January 5, 1985, the party issued a new "charter" for 
the writers, promising them new rights to "democracy and freedom" and 
claiming that once more "a hundred flowers should blossom and a hundred 
schools of thought contend." 

But lest this "blossoming" get out of control and call down renewed 
charges of "bourgeois liberalization" or "spiritual pollution," the writers 
were also told that they must still be "led by the Communist Party and 
guided by Marxism-Leninism," even as they worked "to break new ground." 
Yet the implied menace of this language was contradicted by a January 
1985 speech by the party secretary-general Hu Yaobang. In extraordinarily 
frank terms, Hu told the graduates of the party's training school that they 
must never again espouse the "radical leftist nonsense" of preferring "socialist 
weeds to capitalist seedlings."2 
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Another deeply ambiguous area was that of China's foreign policy, in 
particular its attitudes toward the United States and the Soviet Union. The 
possibility seemed to be emerging that China would swing back, at least 
part way, toward the Soviet Union, and adopt a more cautious attitude with 
regard to the United States. But here, too, the signals were contradictory. 
A sign of warming U.S.-Chinese relations was the journey to China by the 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff to meet with senior PLA military 
officers. In addition the United States made arms sales of considerable scale 
and technological sophistication to China, and signed an agreement that 
would give China equipment to speed the development of its nuclear power 
program. The Chinese in turn surprised the Western powers by agreeing 
to join other nuclear powers in opening civilian nuclear power plants to 
safety inspections from the International Atomic Energy Agency. 

On the negative side, the Chinese were angry over the U.S. refusal to 
grant moneys to the United Nations Fund for Population Activities on the 
grounds that China was inflicting forced abortions on its women. The United 
States was also tense over the case of an American businessman who had 
been sentenced to an eighteen-month prison term and a $46,900 fine because 
he fell asleep in his Chinese hotel room while smoking a cigarette, causing 
a serious fire in which ten hotel guests died. China's insistence that this be 
prosecuted as a criminal case rather than an accidental homicide raised 
questions about comparative legal systems and jurisdictions that in some 
ways echoed those over the Lady Hughes and the jEra/Zy-Terranova cases 
more than one hundred fifty years before. The Chinese defused the crisis 
by releasing the man on Thanksgiving Day, 1985, after he had served five 
months of his term. The United States was also angry and embarrassed 
over the discovery that a trusted Central Intelligence Agency translator and 
analyst, Larry Chin—who had been recruited by the United States during 
the civil-war period and had served in the CIA from 1952 to 1981—had 
been delivering confidential information during much of that time to the 
PRC, which in exchange had funneled money into three of Chin's secret 
bank accounts in Hong Kong. 

In its relations with the Soviet Union, China continued to insist on the 
resolution of three points of disagreement before more constructive dia-
logue was possible: the end of Soviet troop buildups on China's northern 
borders, the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan, and the end of 
Soviet support for the Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia. But the requests 
of the new Soviet leader, Mikhail Gorbachev, for an easing of tensions met 
with considerable success in 1985, including the expansion of trade and 
cultural contacts, the Chinese purchase of seventeen Soviet jet aircraft, the 
first scheduled meeting between the two nations' foreign ministers since 
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relations were severed in the early 1960s, and the reopening of consulates 
in Shanghai and Leningrad. 

In the critical area of reforming the government and army, Deng Xiao-
ping and his like-minded colleagues seemed to score some signal successes 
in 1985, even though the overall size of the bureaucracy continued to grow. 
At least 140 elderly CCP leaders stepped down, allegedly voluntarily, from 
the Politburo, the Central Committee, and other senior government posts. 
The retirement of around 900,000 other cadres aged sixty or more at var-
ious levels in the bureaucracy was also announced at this time. In the place 
of the retired senior government leaders came the initial appointment to 
senior positions of sixty-four much younger officials—averaging in age just 
over fifty—three-quarters of whom were college-educated. Long-antici-
pated changes in the army also took place in March 1985, starting with the 
announced retirement of 47,000 elderly officers, almost all of them veterans 
of Mao's pre-1949 guerrilla forces. In April, the Chinese presented a com-
plicated plan to lay off almost one-quarter of the 4.2 million members of 
the armed forces. These 1 million would either be reintegrated into the 
civilian labor force, or transferred to the armed police and security units 
that would henceforth fall under civilian control. A new professionalism 
was anticipated by the declaration that formal distinctions in insignia between 
officers and troops would once more be introduced into the PLA, ending 
the last vestiges of Lin Biao's attempts to eradicate such marks of rank. 

Few in China disputed the need for these changes, but their implemen-
tation was painful nonetheless. Most of a person's status and degree of respect 
in PRC society came from the holding of rank in the party, government, or 
army, since such rank brought along with it the use of cars, spacious apart-
ments, special foods, access to confidential information, and other perqui-
sites. Any comprehensive attempt to shake up this system was bound to 
lead to resentment. Furthermore, the rapid promotion to senior office of a 
new group of younger, technologically trained cadres overleaped an entire 
older generation with poorer educations but good revolutionary credentials; 
these veterans had been waiting on the edges of the inner power structure 
for years, and now realized that they would be denied access to it forever. 

The major public protests of 1985 were mounted by those who had come 
to oppose the new atmosphere associated with the Four Modernizations. 
Some of this unrest was fed by resentment of public slights, as in the case 
of China's first-ever soccer riot, which broke out in Peking after the Hong 
Kong team defeated the PRC in an international challenge match. Others 
felt a different and understandable hostility to "progress," such as the thou-
sands of Uighur minority people from Xinjiang who demonstrated boldly 
in Urumchi, Shanghai, and Peking against China's continued atmospheric 
nuclear testing in the Xinjiang testing grounds of Lop Nur. Many Chinese 
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also began to express concern over Japan's growing economic influence in 
the PRC, referring sarcastically to "Japan's second occupation." Near year's 
end in 1985, when it appeared that student groups were preparing protest 
demonstrations, the government announced its own rallies for December 9, 
apparently to pre-empt any flare-up of antistate hostility similar to that 
staged by the December Ninthers against Chiang Kai-shek exactly fifty 
years before. But such games had to be played with caution. The last thing 
that Deng or the other veterans of the Cultural Revolution purges wanted 
was a new wave of youthful violence that would pit one wing of an uncon-
trollable mass movement against another, leaving the CCP fractured and 
impotent in the middle. They had already seen where that could lead. 

D E M O C R A C Y ' S C H O R U S 

Although Deng calculated correctly on this occasion, and there were no 
large antigovernment demonstrations on December 9, 1985, the general 
malaise continued to grow. It was slowly becoming clear that millions of 
Chinese—students especially, but also many of their teachers and growing 
numbers of unemployed youth—found it difficult to get their bearings in 
China's shifting landscape or to see where they were going. Many now 
began to express their bafflement in stories, plays, rock lyrics, poems, paint-
ings, cartoons, and films, some of which were censored by party officials 
but most of which circulated with greater freedom than had been allowed 
at any time since 1949. Disconsolate Chinese began to express their doubts 
and insecurities aloud. Some, like the authors of the "Not-Not Manifesto" 
proclaimed in Chengdu, Sichuan, on May 4, 1986, saw current politics as 
absurd, and responded with imagery and logic that seemed to be drawn in 
part from Daoism and in part from the Western Dadaist movement of the 
1920s. 

Not-Not: a blanket term covering the object, form, contents, methodology, 
process, way and result of the principles of Pre-cultural Thought. It is also 
the description of the primordial mien of the universe. Not-Not is not "no." 

After deconstructing the relationship between man and objects to their pre-
cultural state, there is nothing in this universe that is not Not-Not. 

Not-Not is not the negation of anything. It is only an expression of itself. Not-
Not is aware that liberation exists in the indefinite.3 

Writing from Xi'an in Shaanxi, in the fiftieth anniversary year of Chiang 
Kai-shek's kidnaping, the poet Li Shan presented the country he called 
"Endland" as a sad place: 
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The emblem flies 
The stars ripen 
Rotten on the ancient secret-covered pond 
The black spirit speeds past— 

close-up of doomsday 

Awakening a wilderness of wolf bones 
sad beauty 

Ten thousand leagues of hatred 
unfurled 

Mollified by a chromosome 

Ants mawing hair and nails 
Bringing rotten news from below ground . . .4 

A dark view of China's potential for creative change, and a condemnation 
of Chinese character as a whole, were provided by an extraordinary pam-
phlet that began circulating in China in 1986. This was The Ugly Chinaman, 
written in 1984 by a Taiwan-Chinese using the pseudonym Bo Yang. That 
this sardonic work could circulate at all in the PRC was surprising, since 
Bo Yang attacked the Chinese for their failures and self-inflicted degrada-
tions with an energy and bitterness that recalled Zou Rong's Revolutionary 
Army of the late Qing, or Lu Xun's biting essays of the 1930s. "What makes 
the Chinese people so cruel and base?" asked Bo Yang. "What makes the 
Chinese people so prone to self-inflation?" His answers were harsh: 

Narrowmindedness and a lack of altruism can produce an unbalanced person-
ality which constantly wavers between two extremes: a chronic feeling of 
inferiority, and extreme arrogance. In his inferiority, a Chinese person is a 
slave; in his arrogance, he is a tyrant. Rarely does he or she have a healthy 
sense of self-respect. In the inferiority mode, everyone else is better than he is, 
and the closer he gets to people with influence, the wider his smile becomes. 
Similarly, in the arrogant mode, no other human being on earth is worth the 
time of day. The result of these extremes is a strange animal with a split 
personality.5 

Yet the despair suggested by the writings of Bo Yang, the Not-Nots, and 
Li Shan was not shared by all their compatriots. Despite their sufferings, 
the Chinese were resilient and showed an irrepressible awareness of the 
zany paradoxes of life. In one exemplary exploration of this mood, two 
Chinese writers traveled their own country by train and on foot, interview-
ing men and women from all walks of life and transcribing their interviews 
from tape recorders into printed form. Though some of those interviewed 
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asked to be protected by anonymity, their trenchant stories and views were 
received with fascination by Chinese readers when they appeared in small-
circulation literary journals in early 1985 and in book form in 1986. Now 
Chinese from all backgrounds could see how their fellow citizens reacted 
to the circumstances of their lives. The chief hair stylist at a once-fashion-
able beauty salon in Chongqing, for instance, gave his own inimitable view 
of Chinese politics: 

I tell you, nobody can beat a hairdresser when it comes to spotting political 
changes. Take the campaign against Hu Feng. All the educated people stopped 
coming to get their hair done right away. They were like rats, terrified of 
being noticed, remembered and dragged into the case. If you ask me, that 
campaign was what started educated people on the downward slope. Every 
time there was a movement our business fell off—the anti-rightist movement, 
class struggle in 1962, the "four clean-ups" in 1964, and so on till the begin-
ning of the Cultural Revolution in 1966. By then the only women's style left 
was bobs.6 

A former peasant who survived as a twelve year old in the famine year 
of 1960 by begging in the streets, and kept comfortably alive during the 
Cultural Revolution by pretending to believe in every single faction so he 
could get handouts from all of them, now sold polyvinyl moldings from his 
hometown factory and hustled on the side. This was his view of surviving 
the Four Modernizations: 

Tricks of the trade? Plenty! I don't rely on a notebook. If you lose it you're 
sunk. I keep everything in my head—what everyone else's job is, what they 
like eating, what they want, what I can get from them. When I go to a new 
place I find out what's in short supply—it's scarcity makes things valuable. 
Isn't that what the national economy and the people's livelihood is all about? 
They look after the national economy with their state plans, and I sort out the 
people's livelihood—food, clothes, consumer goods, entertainment.7 

And a quietly proud mother reflected on her daily two hours of bicycling 
in Peking to get to and from her factory job: 

None of us riders know each other, we don't talk to each other, we all ride 
our different ways. I think all cyclists are the same, workers, students and 
ordinary cadres going to work or back. I once had the idea that someone 
should make a film of us and show it to our children and grandchildren in 
twenty or thirty years' time. They should see how we raised them, cycling 
like this, taking our licences, ration books, grain coupons and oil coupons with 
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us. . . . From morning till night, for the sake of the country and our families, 
we weave in and out of the traffic on our bikes to help modernize China.8 

And the children being raised by such mothers also spoke out clearly as 
they responded honestly and often humorously to interviewers, sharing their 
sense of the strains and joys within their own families and trying to place 
their lives of incessant and competitive schoolwork in the broader context 
of an open future. "I think a lot about traveling to the moon and other 
planets," as one nine-year-old boy put it. "It would be fun to go there. On 
the moon the gravitational force is weak, so a person can jump very high 
and then come down slowly. That sounds like a lot of fun." "I want to be 
an athlete, a runner," said a second child, a girl of thirteen. "I want to run 
faster; I want to get better. Also I want to study medicine. I want to become 
a doctor." "When I am at home all by myself," said a third, a boy of twelve, 
"I imagine I can invent things. I imagine these things, but I can't really 
build them." "I fantasize about everything," said a fourth, a boy of fifteen. 
"My ambition is to become a high official. You probably think it's funny, 
but I really mean it. I want to become a high official. . . . Sometimes I 
fantasize that I have conversations with foreigners. I want to know all about 
world affairs, about U.S. politics, for example. I am interested in their pres-
idential election."9 

Self-doubt, cynicism, pride, and hope—each here expressed by different 
voices from a range of generations—found a curious unity in the mind of 
Fang Lizhi. Born in 1936, a brilliant student who entered Peking Univer-
sity at sixteen to study astrophysics, only to be disgraced and dismissed from 
the party in the antirightist campaign of 1957, Fang had been rehabilitated 
in the late 1970s and become one of China's best-known professors. Appointed 
vice-president of the University of Science and Technology, once a branch 
of Peking University but now transferred to Hefei in Anhui, Fang was 
instrumental in reshaping the school in a new, more open mold, one that 
reflected his views on the fundamental premises of democracy. For Fang, 
power had to be shared i'n order to prevent abuses, decisions had to be made 
openly, differences had to be confronted honestly, and free speech had to 
be protected. Thus could the university best contribute to the nation's life 
and advance the cause of the Four Modernizations. Fang openly told stu-
dents in Hefei and Peking that "unethical behavior by Party leaders" was 
especially to blame for "the socia] malaise in our country today." Elaborat-
ing on this theme, Fang told the students: 

Another cause is that over the years our propaganda about communism has 
been seriously flawed. In my view this propaganda's greatest problem has 
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been that it has had far too narrow an interpretation—not only too narrow 
but too shallow. I, too, am a member of the Communist Party, but my dreams 
are not so narrow. They are of a more open society, where differences are 
allowed. Room must be made for the great variety of excellence that has found 
expression in human civilization. Our narrow propaganda seems to imply that 
nothing that came before us has any merit whatsoever. This is the most worthless 
and destructive form of propaganda. Propaganda can be used to praise Com-
munist heroes, but it should not be used to tear down other heroes.10 

Fang Lizhi was touching a major national chord with these words. When 
even children were intrigued by American elections, it was not surprising 
that college students would be too. Rhetoric from Deng Xiaoping, Zhao 
Ziyang, and others had called for "reforms" in government, but nothing 
concrete had been done to open up the system to genuine mass participa-
tion. The electoral laws, established for China in 1953 and modified in 1979, 
had set up a four-tier system of allegedly representative government. At the 
base were congresses in each of the communes (by 1986 these had become 
administrative townships or xiang) elected every two years. Above these 
were 2,757 county congresses elected for three-year periods. Then came the 
congresses with five-year terms in China's 29 provinces, autonomous regions, 
and the 3 urban areas of Shanghai, Peking, and Tianjin. At the top was the 
National People's Congress, which convened in Peking. The party defined 
this system as "democracy under the leadership of centralism,"11 and made 
sure that all congressional candidates followed the CCP line. Students trying 
to give real force to these elections had occasionally fought for seats as 
deputies to the commune- and township-level congresses—they had waged 
especially vigorous campaigns in Peking and Changsha in 1980. But even 
when elected, these students were prevented from taking their seats, and 
the CCP had effectively clamped down on such disputed elections in 1982 
and again in 1984 by insisting on their proposed slates. 

Party leaders who assumed they had done so again in 1986, however, 
miscalculated. At Hefei on December 5 and again on December 9, 3,000 or 
more students rallied vociferously against the manipulated elections in their 
city and university. Their slogans and wall posters once more echoed the 
past while addressing the present: "No democratization, no moderniza-
tion"; "Almost every day the newspapers talk about democracy. But where 
can we actually find any?"12 At least 5,000 more marched in Wuhan that 
same week. News of the disturbances soon reached Peking, where posters 
demanding democracy also began to appear on campuses along with others 
complaining about poor living conditions and low pay for graduates. The 
posters were removed overnight by university authorities, but were replaced 
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with new ones—and in greater numbers—on successive days. Since both 
demonstrations and the display of unauthorized posters were forbidden 
after the constitutional revisions of 1980 that followed the dramas of 
Democracy Wall, all these dissident students faced prospects of negative 
entries in their dossiers, suspension, ruined career chances, and even impris-
onment. 

Undeterred, on December 20, 1986, at least 30,000 students marched in 
Shanghai, parading through People's Square and the "Bund," where party 
and government offices were housed in the massive stone buildings raised 
long before by British financial firms. The students were joined by an esti-
mated 30,000 to 40,000 townspeople. Among the banners, the most common 
proclaimed "Long Live Freedom" and "Give Us Democracy." The main 
demonstrations proceeded without harassment by police, but students 
attempting sit-ins at municipal buildings were forcibly removed. Other pro-
tests were reported at Kunming, Chongqing, and the Shenzhen economic 
zone. Some students in Shanghai had prepared a brief manifesto, recalling 
in tone and content the one put forward by the May Fourth demonstrators 
so long before, which the students now printed on 3" X 5" slips of paper and 
handed out to the crowd. 

To our countrymen: 
Our guiding principle is to propagate democratic ideas among the people. 

Our slogan is to oppose bureaucracy and authoritarianism, and strive for 
democracy and freedom. The time has come to awaken the democratic ideas 
that have long been suppressed.13 

Other Shanghai posters and slogans flung their messages with a directness 
that raised the debate to a confrontational level: 

"When will the people be in charge?" 
"If you want to know what freedom is, just go and ask Wei Jingsheng." 
"To hell with Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought."14 

Government officials prevented mass-media coverage of the students' views, 
and tried to keep the rest of the country ignorant of what was happening. 
Ingeniously, the students avoided the news black-out by mailing hundreds 
of letters and manifestoes to friends across China and to students on other 
campuses. Other students ringed the railway stations asking departing pas-
sengers to spread the word, and assembled outside the United States con-
sulate shouting that their views should be heard abroad. Finally, after three 
days of demonstrations, the Shanghai police issued an official ban on all 
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such assemblies. The official government statement tried to discredit the 
protest movement by blaming it on a few troublemakers. 

A tiny number of people are attempting to disrupt stability and unity, de-
range production and social order by taking advantage of the patriotic zeal of 
students and their longing for democracy.15 

Despite the bans and condemnations of the authorities, fresh demonstra-
tions broke out in Tianjin and Nanjing. And in Peking itself, although 
threatened with jail if they did so, thousands of students from at least four 
of the major universities continued to march and demonstrate in the bitter 
winter cold and in the face of large forces of police. 

The meaning of the call for "democracy" was hotly debated by the stu-
dents themselves: some saw it as a meaningless slogan; others picked up the 
ideas of the students at Hefei and invoked the term in conscious opposition 
to the government's insistence on running elections from prepared slates of 
candidates. Students argued that these elections were mockeries of a per-
fectly valid political idea. Yet others saw it as the crucial second component 
to that call for liberation through "science and democracy" that had lain at 
the center of the May Fourth movement. 

In a chilling follow-up to the demonstrations, a small number of political 
leaders in Peking began to issue condemnations of the students' behavior 
and demand greater discipline and political indoctrination on campuses. In 
early January 1987, after Peking students defied police bans yet again and 
held a massive rally in Tiananmen Square itself, a member of the Politburo 
forcefully defended the hard-liners' common stand: 

The Chinese Communist Party is a great, glorious and politically correct 
party that has always retained its revolutionary vigor. The leadership of the 
Communist Party is not granted by heaven, but by countless revolutionary 
martyrs who, wave after wave, shed blood and sacrificed themselves for half 
a century.16 

Thereupon the party hard-liners (who could be called "conservatives" or 
"radicals" according to one's interpretation of their actions) moved swiftly 
to quash the burgeoning student movement, striking not at the students 
themselves, but at those the students found most inspirational. One of these 
was Fang Lizhi. In announcing Professor Fang's dismissal from the CCP, 
his removal from all teaching duties, and his assignment to a research posi-
tion, the secretary of the Anhui provincial CCP committee sharply attacked 
Fang's political doctrines: 
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Fang Lizhi advocated bourgeois liberalization, defamed the party's leader-
ship and party officials, negated the achievements of the party over the past 
decades, and slandered the socialist system. He also sowed discord among the 
party and the intellectuals, especially the young intellectuals.17 

The second prominent victim was the writer Liu Binyan, whose exposé of 
the corrupt Heilongjiang cadre Wang Shouxin in "People or Monsters" had 
been so influential in the early 1980s. Liu had followed that essay with other 
widely read descriptions of party insensitivities and corruption, and had 
charged party conservatives with obstructing reforms and failing to see the 
value of a loyal opposition. Such opposition was essential to a healthy nation, 
he argued in an incisive story entitled "A Second Kind of Loyalty." Liu's 
dismissal from the party on grounds of oversympathy to capitalism and 
bourgeois ideas, and of "violating party principles and discipline," was par-
ticularly ironic. 

The purges of these popular figures at first diverted attention from the 
fact that the secretary-general of the CCP, Hu Yaobang, had not been seen 
at any public functions in January 1987. When Deng Xiaoping, in mid-
January, joined in the general attacks on "bourgeois liberalization" it became 
apparent that Hu Yaobang himself would be made the scapegoat for the 
unrest. Hu's outspokenness on the need for rapid reform and his almost 
open contempt of Maoist excesses had made him a controversial leader of 
the party in any case. On January 16 it was announced in Peking that Hu 
had "resigned" as secretary-general of the CCP after making "a self-criti-
cism of his mistakes on major issues of political principles." Although Hu 
Yaobang was allowed to keep his place among the members of the Standing 
Committee of the Politburo, Premier Zhao Ziyang took over Hu's duties 
as secretary-general on an acting basis until a full-time successor was found. 

A few days later the government announced the creation of a new state 
agency whose express role was to control all publications and press in the 
PRC, and oversee distribution of all supplies needed in printing, including 
ink, paper, and presses. A number of "troublemakers" in cities where the 
demonstrations had taken place were identified, arrested, and given long 
prison sentences for "counter-revolutionary activities." In early February, 
the head of the CCP's propaganda department—a former protégé of Hu 
Yaobang—was dismissed from his post and replaced by the deputy editor 
of the hard-line party journal, Red Flag. Bowing to the times, Premier Zhao 
Ziyang, though still wearing the elegant Western-style suits and ties that 
had become one of his hallmarks, attacked the "pernicious" influence of 
Western ideas and declared that the two central tasks facing China were 
first to "increase production and practice economy," and second to "combat 
bourgeois liberalization." 
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In a gesture that showed how little it was interested in the pro-democ-
racy demonstrators' arguments, the party yet again held out the image of 
Lei Feng as a model. A national campaign was launched to remind the 
Chinese people of the simple PLA soldier's spirit of self-sacrifice. Lei Feng's 
original image builders, in the days of Lin Biao, had made the young man 
say of himself, "I will be a screw that never rusts and will glitter anywhere 
I am placed." In 1987 this metaphor again made the rounds.18 As the head 
of the PLA Political Department told the senior leaders of the CCP, who 
assembled in March 1987 inside their walled Zhongnanhai compound for a 
well-publicized "Lei Feng Spirit Forum": 

The Lei Feng spirit is the Communist spirit, the spirit of serving the people 
wholeheartedly, and the spirit of warmly loving the Party wholeheartedly, 
and the spirit of warmly loving the motherland and socialism, of studying 
painstakingly, of waging arduous struggle, of being selfless, and of taking 
pleasure in helping others. . . . It is representative of the advanced ideology of 
the young generation and has become a vital part of the great spirit of our 

19 
times. 

There could hardly be a sharper way of saying that the democracy dem-
onstrators were not only not "advanced," but were running contrary to the 
true needs of the nation. 

B R O A D E N I N G T H E B A S E 

These power shifts and countershifts seemed to suggest that Deng Xiaoping 
had been checked in his moves for a sustained level of rapid change. Yet an 
alternative hypothesis is that Deng remained an ideological conservative 
where party organization was concerned, and saw his role as a mediating 
one between the more cautious forces in the Politburo who wanted to main-
tain a planned economy guided by sternly enforced Leninist principles, and 
the eager prophets of reform. To hold this balance, Deng was willing to 
sacrifice his friend Hu Yaobang, if necessary; but that did not mean he 
would not also curb the hard-liners, if they threatened the policy of opening 
up to the West and developing substantial free enterprise within China's 
socialist economy. It was apparently along these latter lines that Deng worked 
through the summer and fall of 1987. 

The forum for these critical decisions on the direction of PRC policy was 
the CCP's thirteenth congress, which convened in Peking on October 25, 
1987 (the twelfth congress had met in 1982). The determination to keep 
lines open to the West was manifested by the willingness of party leaders 
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to admit Western reporters to the congress for the first time. This was more 
than a mere gesture, since following a major uprising in Lhasa by hundreds 
of Tibetans protesting China's presence there, grim scenes of which had 
been photographed by Western journalists and circulated abroad, the Chinese 
government had imposed martial law in Lhasa and ordered all Western 
journalists out of Tibet. They had subsequently imposed an effective news 
embargo on the region. 

Addressing the 1,936 party delegates in Peking's Great Hall of the People 
on October 25, 1987, Zhao Ziyang insisted on the need to maintain market 
pricing for all save a few staple items. He suggested further that the CCP 
should slowly separate itself from the administration of government and 
industry, leaving leadership there in the hands of professional civil servants 
and managers. At a press conference the next day, the director of China's 
Rural Policy Research Bureau announced that the government was consid-
ering allowing the peasants to buy and sell rights in the land they had 
contracted to work, and also to pass on such land rights as inheritances to 
their children. 

The presence of foreign journalists at the congress ended abruptly after 
only two days, when all foreigners were banned from the proceedings, sug-
gesting the seriousness of the deliberations that were now under way fol-
lowing Zhao's speech and the statement on the possible sale of land rights. 
Rumors swept Peking that Deng Xiaoping, now eighty-three, was battling 
to ensure implementation of his policies and would agree to leave the Cen-
tral Committee if he felt his policies were safely in place. The November 1 
announcement of Deng's resignation from the Central Committee, along 
with the resignations of hard-liners Chen Yun and Peng Zhen, who had 
been cautious about the pace of the reforms, seemed to confirm these rumors. 
Four other senior Standing Committee members also resigned. The follow-
ing day Zhao Ziyang was formally elected secretary-general of the CCP— 
now comprising 46 million members—which he would have to prune and 
reduce to a manageable number of better-educated members. 

Four new members were elected to serve with Zhao Ziyang on the Polit-
buro Standing Committee. They represented a substantially younger age 
group than the retiring old guard, for though one of them was seventy the 
other three were in their late fifties or early sixties. Of the four, Li Peng 
had the best connections.* A Sichuanese, born in 1928, Li had been only 
seven when his father was killed by the Guomindang. The childless Zhou 
Enlai personally befriended the boy in Chongqing during 1939, and later 
looked after him in Yan'an. After the war, Li was sent for advanced train-
ing in energy-related engineering to Moscow, where he spent the late 1940s 

*The other three were Yao Yilin, Qiao Shi, and Hu Qili. 
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and early 1950s. In the late 1950s and the 1960s, Li Peng was carefully 
groomed for leadership by powerful figures in the energy bureaucracy, who 
systematically promoted him until he was named minister of electrical power 
in 1979, and served as the expert on energy matters within the small ruling 
group. (He had survived the Cultural Revolution without harm because he 
was in charge of Peking's power supply at that time.)20 Informed observers 
were not surprised when Zhao Ziyang named Li Peng acting premier in 
late November 1987. 

But Deng Xiaoping remained China's pre-eminent leader, and continued 
to serve as the chairman of the Military Affairs Commission, which gave 
him ultimate control over the PLA. Deng also arranged for the eighty-
four-year-old Yang Shangkun to be named China's president. Yang had 
powerful connections throughout the party and the army: his brother was 
the chief of the PLA propaganda department, and he himself had served 
for years as director of personnel for the Central Committee, and as vice-
chairman of the Military Affairs Commission under Deng. Furthermore, 
like Deng, Yang Shangkun was a Sichuanese whose entire life embodied 
the country's revolutionary history. He had worked in Shanghai as a young 
labor organizer in 1927, had studied in Moscow and been one of the "returned 
Bolsheviks" of 1930, and had risen through the party ranks in Yan'an and 
during the civil war. 

With such powerful backing, Zhao Ziyang and Li Peng had an excellent 
chance to forge ahead with China's economic reforms. There was urgency 
to this task, since the economic indicators in early 1988 were not encour-
aging. Prices continued to rise, and agricultural production of staple food 
crops was declining once again as peasants moved to work in factories or 
raised more lucrative cash crops. Highly unpopular rationing of such items 
as pork, sugar, and eggs had to be reintroduced. 

After preliminary discussions of the most pressing issues in early 1988, 
the new party leaders decided to use the March and April sessions of the 
seventh National People's Congress as the forum for cementing the desired 
changes. These congresses had generally acted as rubber stamps for prede-
termined party decisions; however, the seventh congress became a focus for 
real debate and discussion. Seventy-one percent of the 1,970 delegates were 
newly elected, and many of them expressed independent and assertive views. 
In a total break with precedent, by which an automatic show of raised-
hand unanimity had terminated all policy discussions, delegates now began 
to cast negative votes. This trend was started by a lawyer from Hong Kong, 
attending as a member of the Guangdong delegation, who complained that 
she could not vote on a certain slate of committee candidates because she 
had no knowledge of how they had been selected. A former resident of 
Taiwan, now living and working as a scientist in China, also spoke out, 
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urging delegates not to vote for an eighty-nine-year-old candidate for a 
committee chairmanship. "He is too old and should be given more time for 
a rest," said the delegate; after a startled pause a burst of clapping came 
from his fellow delegates.21 Encouraged by these examples, more delegates 
began to speak up and cast negative votes on other candidates—as many as 
200 in the case of the vice-presidential candidate Wang Zhen, who had been 
one of the most hard-line critics of the student demonstrators the previous 
year. 

In a new departure, segments of the congress were shown on Chinese 
national television, lending a participatory sense to the occasion and allow-
ing viewers to see that a lively debate was indeed possible. Foreign journal-
ists were permitted to attend all the main sessions (not first invited and then 
banned, as they had been the year before at the party congress), and there 
were frequent press conferences and public discussions. 

The most important issues before the seventh congress were presented 
by Li Peng, and though he sometimes hedged his statements with qualifi-
cations and calls for caution, he seemed to convey a strong endorsement of 
the central ideas guiding the accelerated race to the Four Modernizations 
as opposed to the slower pace desired by many senior party members. Most 
radical in its implications was the decision that constitutional protection 
would henceforth be given to the freedom of people to buy and sell their 
land-use rights or their stakes in enterprises. (Since 1985 such rights could 
be inherited in the case of the contractor's death, but now transfers would 
be much more flexible.) Also of great potential importance was Li Peng's 
determination that housing too should be a market commodity, freely bought 
and sold like agricultural produce in the free markets or the industrial 
production of the new urban enterprises. Li suggested that housing be treated 
in this regard like "refrigerators or bicycles," but such a parallel understated 
the significance of what he was really proposing. Decent housing in China 
was in agonizingly short supply, and obtaining good housing was a key 
measure of power and status. If housing were now to come on the market 
freely, it would place great pressures on the system of party patronage and 
also cement emerging economic inequalities in both city and countryside. 

Of equal importance, were they to be fully implemented, were plans for 
restructuring the bureaucracy that were presented to the congress by another 
member of the Politburo. Building on ideas formulated by Zhao Ziyang, 
these plans called for a 20 percent cut in personnel throughout the bureau-
cracy, to be accomplished mainly by ending the final control of enterprises 
by government departments and investing the enterprises themselves with 
responsibility for both management and profits. Such cuts would remove 
millions of Chinese from the contacts and perquisites they had enjoyed, in 
many cases for decades. Four central ministries in charge of managing the 
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heart of China's energy and transportation systems—those for railways, 
petroleum, coal, and nuclear power—would be abolished and replaced by 
corporations with their own independent managements. The streamlined 
Chinese bureaucracy would then—in this visionary plan—become a true 
civil service, staffed by those chosen on the basis of merit rather than party 
service. 

In two of these ministries, institutional change was already under way. 
As we've seen, there were ongoing experiments with reorganizing coal pro-
duction, and in the petroleum industry Chinese corporations were operat-
ing extensive joint ventures with Japanese, British, and American companies. 
But the problem of how an independent civil agency might run China's 
fledgling nuclear industry, in a world just coming to grips with the impli-
cations of the nuclear accidents at Chernobyl and Three Mile Island, was 
an inordinately complex one. Similarly, the huge scale of China's railway 
network, which had been expanded enormously since 1949, made the idea 
of corporate management problematical. The need for reform in the rail-
way system was highlighted, however, by the news—released while the 
seventh congress was still meeting—that 290 people had been arrested in a 
giant train-ticket scalping operation in Shanghai. Buying up blocks of tick-
ets, the scalpers then sold them to desperate passengers for up to six times 
their nominal price. 

The PLA was undergoing institutional changes of its own. In order to 
encourage the army to take an innovative role in weapons and delivery-
systems development, the Chinese government allowed the PLA to sell its 
weapons worldwide and to keep for its own use a large proportion of any 
foreign currency obtained through such deals. The fruits of this policy could 
be seen in early 1988 as both Iran and Iraq, ravaged by their almost decade-
long war, began to bombard each other's cities with Chinese computer-
guided, short-range "silkworm" missiles, either sold directly to them by the 
Chinese or filtered through intermediaries. Between 1984 and 1987 China 
had signed arms deals with Iran worth some $2.5 billion, and with Iraq for 
$1.5 billion. By the summer of 1988 the Chinese were discussing the sale to 
Syria of a new 375-mile-range M-9 missile, capable of delivering chemical 
warheads. Libya was reportedly negotiating for the same missile, and had 
invested large sums in a Chinese silk factory in Zhejiang to prove its good 
intentions. China also sold ballistic missiles to Saudi Arabia.* In a world in 

* Imaginative uses were also being found for computers in many areas outside China's military and 
space programs. At the university of the new economic zone of Shenzhen, for instance, the Chinese 
literature department had combined with the computer science department to develop a word-retrieval 
program for the whole of Cao Xueqin's eighteenth-century novel, The Dream of the Red Chamber, so 
that within a few seconds seekers after Qing sensibility could locate any word cluster or association of 
images that they chose. 
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which French Exocet rockets launched by Argentineans had almost wiped 
out the British fleet in the Falkland Islands, and "Irangate" funds were 
filtered through American dummy corporations to deliver arms to Nicara-
guan Contras, the Chinese showed the West that they had also come to 
understand this particular aspect of international life and trade. 

How any of these institutional changes and proposals would address Chi-
na's inflation—which was running 20 percent or higher in the cities during 
the first quarter of 1988—was not clear. But the standing commitment to 
develop independent zones of enterprise was reaffirmed by the final act of 
the seventh congress, taken after it had approved all the proposals on con-
stitutional, economic, and institutional reform presented to it by Li Peng 
and others. By this final vote, Hainan Island was to be removed from the 
jurisdiction of Guangdong and made a separate province. As such, the island 
would be given wide autonomy in developing foreign investment, expand-
ing the tourist trade, and allowing a virtually free flow of goods and ser-
vices. Foreign visitors to Hainan province would not even require visas. 
This decision—a bold one in view of the notorious Hainan import scandals 
revealed the year before—could be seen either as a trial balloon for learning 
how to handle Hong Kong, or as an experiment in developing separate 
administrative and economic structures that might in the long-term heighten 
China's attractiveness to Taiwan. If successful, the model would also be 
adopted in major Chinese cities. 

The issue of Taiwan had become all the more relevant when Chiang 
Kai-shek's son, Chiang Ching-kuo, president of Taiwan since 1975, died in 
early 1988 shortly before the congress convened, changing the tenor of Tai-
wan-PRC relations. During the last years of his presidency, Chiang Ching-
kuo had carried through democratic reforms of considerable significance. 
The Taiwanese themselves were now running much of their country. Chiang 
Ching-kuo's vice-president, who under Taiwan's constitution took up the 
position of president, was a native Taiwanese, Lee Teng-hui. Born in 1923 
to a rural family of rice and tea farmers, Lee grew up under the Japanese 
occupation of Taiwan and received his college education in Japan before 
returning to study agricultural economics in Taipei. He subsequently enrolled 
in graduate programs in the United States, receiving an M.A. from Iowa 
State University and a Ph.D. from Cornell. 

On taking office, President Lee continued to invoke Chiang Ching-kuo's 
rhetoric about there being only one China, and made it clear he was not in 
sympathy with the anti-Chinese policies of the Taiwan Independence 
movement. Within a few months of his accession, all travel restrictions were 
lifted on Taiwanese who wished to visit their relatives in the PRC. The 
result was an amazing rush of Chinese visitors from Taiwan to the main-
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land that reached 10,000 people a month by May 1988. Taiwan businesses 
that for years had surreptitiously been routing their dealings with the PRC 
through Hong Kong agents or subsidiaries began openly to move produc-
tion to China, taking advantage of the tax incentives in the special eco-
nomic zones and of wage rates that in some cases were as little as one-tenth 
those they paid their workers on Taiwan. 

Nevertheless, these expanded contacts emphasized the immense dispari-
ties between the two societies, as much as their shared heritage, and there 
seemed little likelihood of speedy reunification, even on a variant of the 
Hong Kong model. In July 1988 President Lee was elected chairman of the 
Taiwan Guomindang; this greatly strengthened his power base, and prom-
ised to bond the Taiwanese and the post-1949 Chinese refugees and their 
families on the island into an even more prosperous union. Taiwan, which 
had seemed almost a pawn of American policy makers in 1972 and 1979, 
was now a fully independent and capable actor on the international scene. 
Before Taiwan developed any closer political ties with the mainland, the 
PRC would have to prove through its performance that it could indeed 
achieve a sustained level of economic growth and development. 

S O C I A L S T R A I N S 

While repression continued in China against those who spoke of democracy 
or who allegedly were prey to "bourgeois-liberal" values, it nevertheless 
appeared that millions were benefiting from the reforms and becoming 
unabashedly materialistic. As a lighthearted popular slogan put it, mocking 
the earlier Maoist inclination to list categories of political behavior by num-
ber, what you needed in China if you were a man nowadays were the 
"Three Highs" and the "Eight Bigs"; the "Four Musts" were no longer 
enough. The "Four Musts" that had set the outer limit of materialist yearn-
ings under Maoism had been a bicycle, a radio, a watch, and a sewing 
machine. In the new world of Deng Xiaoping they were replaced by the 
"Eight Bigs"; a color television, a refrigerator, a stereo, a camera, a motor-
cycle, a suite of furniture, a washing machine, and an electric fan. As for 
the "Three Highs," those were what a man needed to get a wife: a high 
salary, an advanced education, and a height of over five feet six inches. 

The Chinese and foreign media in early 1988 emphasized this optimistic 
approach by extolling individual entrepreneurs who were making a success 
of the new flexibility, whether in industry or agriculture. Two cases from 
1988 can serve for scores of others. At Fuxin, a city of 700,000 people in 
Liaoning province, the newly appointed mayor found when he took office 
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in 1987 that the city was essentially broke, with around 1,300 state-run 
shops, businesses, and factories operating at a loss. His answer was to auc-
tion off virtually every enterprise to local bidders, and by 1988 the city's 
businesses were running at a profit. One example held up as a model 
throughout China was a sock-knitting factory in Fuxin that had been in 
debt ever since it was founded in 1966, and lost over $100,000 in 1985 and 
again in 1986. The mayor leased the plant to one of the factory's own 
workers, Chen Zhiqin, on the surety of a 12,000 yuan ($3,000) deposit she 
was able to raise; the deposit was to be forfeited if she failed to make a 
profit of 100,000 yuan. Over that point, she could keep all the profit, subject 
only to taxation. By slashing administrative staff, upgrading sales tech-
niques, and reorganizing the shop floor, the new director made a profit of 
close to 1 million yuan in 1987, the first year of her operation. 

A parallel rural model could be found in the person of Li Chunzhu. Li, 
who farmed in Jincheng municipality in southern Shanxi province, had 
seen the landlords ousted, the land redistributed to the peasants, the land 
collectivized, the collectives concentrated into communes, the communes 
broken up, and in the early 1980s the land made available to individual 
families. Li also saw the opportunities of the contract system; and as other 
poor peasants left the land to work in new enterprises or swung agricultural 
production almost entirely to cash crops and vegetables, Li decided to stick 
to grain, to expand, and to mechanize. In 1988, in exchange for supplying 
the state with an agreed amount of wheat at a fixed price, he was farming 
207 mou (around 34 acres) under long-term contract. Such a farm would 
have been unattainable to his Qing, republican, or earlier PRC counter-
parts. But Li used the labor power of his children and relatives—nine in 
all—and the machinery he bought with loans from the county govern-
ment—a tractor and a harvester—to farm this contracted land intensively 
and effectively. Li figured that his yields were more than 80 percent higher 
than those of area farmers who clung to traditional methods of cultivating 
small family plots. 

"Some people simply don't like farming," Li told a visiting Western 
reporter, but he himself was fascinated by the new technology. "By using 
machines, production goes up" was the simple formula Li Chunzhu had 
arrived at. And by using his head, being able to read, and gauging the shape 
of the future, he could make the most of this new opportunity. Wherever 
he went, Li carried a blue plastic notebook filled with data he'd collected 
on production levels, wheat prices, fertilizer, and pesticide. As far as he was 
concerned, this was one of the Four Modernizations, and he was making a 
fine living while doing the government's bidding.22 

But late in 1988 and early in 1989, it became clear that these encouraging 
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entrepreneurial case studies were taking place in an economic and bureau-
cratic context that was suffering great tensions and problems. Taken cumu-
latively, these problems showed how difficult it was for China to contain 
the new forces that the decisions of Deng Xiaoping and his allies had set in 
motion. Among the difficulties that the government began to discuss at the 
plenum of the Central Committee in late 1988 and in the National People's 
Congress of early 1989, and which were extensively covered in the Chinese 
press, seven seemed paramount: inflation, low grain production, labor unrest, 
graft, unregulated population movements, rapid population growth, and 
illiteracy. 

The amount of income now accruing to those Chinese benefitting from 
the Four Modernizations and the new economic liberalization had led to 
an insatiable demand for consumer goods, and for new housing and capital 
construction. For a time, this level of demand led in turn to more employ-
ment opportunities and greater options for workers and peasants; but at 
the same time it pushed inflation, which had been around 20 percent earlier 
in 1988, up to 26 percent or more in urban areas by year's end. Living 
standards fell for many in the cities, and retrenchments in capital projects 
ordered by the government threw many out of work. Panic buying and 
hoarding affected a wide range of products, from grain and edible oils to 
toothpaste and soap. 

Hoarding exacerbated the problems created by the decline in grain pro-
duction in 1988. The reasons for the decline were many. State procurement 
prices for grain, though raised by the government in answer to peasant 
unrest, were still unrealistically low when compared to free-market prices 
and the profits that could be gained from cash crops like sugar and tobacco 
(production of which rose dramatically in the same period). The govern-
ment was so short of cash that it began paying peasants with scrip or prom-
issory notes for their compulsory procurement quotas; yet the peasants were 
not allowed to use these IOUs in trade for essential fuel and foodstuffs, and 
much bitterness resulted. The available amount of arable land continued to 
shrink in the face of alternative land uses—80 percent of all new enter-
prises, for instance, were situated in rural areas. Peasants themselves began 
to stockpile their own grain when they saw the surplus grain they sold 
to township governments resold at markups of two and a half times or 
more. 

Labor unrest sprang in part from urban inflation and in part from the 
harsh work conditions imposed by the new breed of entrepreneurial man-
agers. These managers in fact worked closely with the local party bureau-
cracy in most cases, and continued to rely on local political leaders for 
lucrative contracts, access to raw materials, transportation of goods, and 



7 3 6 L I V I N G I N T H E W O R L D 

favorable tax rates that increased investment profits. As wages lagged and 
workers were laid off, many began to strike. Though not on a scale familiar 
from the republican era, the extent of some strikes in 1988 was consider-
able: 1,500 workers at a Zhejiang textile mill, for instance, walked out for 
two days; 1,100 workers at a medical-appliance factory stayed out for three 
months. 

Graft and corruption among CCP members—many of them the associ-
ates of local managers—continued to grow. Figures for 1987 released in 
1988 showed that 150,000 CCP members—out of an unknown number 
investigated or charged—had been punished for corruption or abuse of 
authority. Over 25,000 of these had been dismissed from the party. Half of 
all enterprises in the same year had dodged taxes in various ways, as had 
80 percent of individual entrepreneurs. In rural areas, agricultural produc-
tion further suffered from the authorized sale of substandard insecticides, 
chemical fertilizers, and seed. The government ordered that henceforth 
every CCP member would have to face an annual review of his or her 
honesty and party loyalty. 

Internal migrations of part-time workers and disaffected or unemployed 
rural and urban populations were also reported to be uncontrollable. Ten-
tative government figures suggested 8 million Chinese a year were moving 
to urban areas, and that 400 million Chinese were now residing in China's 
365 largest cities, marking another decided increment in the shift away 
from rural residence shown in the 1982 census. Thirty thousand migrant 
workers of various kinds were reported daily in Sichuan rail stations; the 
"floating population" of unemployed or laid-off workers was said to be 1.8 
million in Shanghai and over 1.1 million in both Peking and Canton. Such 
huge migrations were themselves only part of a larger problem, since changes 
in rural land use and production methods, coupled with government 
retrenchments and a freeze on new capital construction projects, had made 
180 million farm workers "redundant"; 200 million more were expected to 
be in the same plight over the next decade. 

The overall population-growth figures gave little solace to government 
planners. Taking into account the size and youthfulness of China's child-
bearing population, the relevant state bureaus estimated that 20 million 
babies would be born each year for at least the next eight years. With a 
current urban birth rate per thousand of 14.3, and a rural birth rate of 24.94, 
China's population would inevitably reach 1.3 billion by the year 2000. The 
policy of one child per family was proving hard to enforce: 32.33 percent 
of all current births were second children; 14.95 percent were third chil-
dren. Although China was already importing far more grain than it should 
have been in light of its $3 billion trade déficit, per capita annual grain 
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consumption was falling steadily: down 40 kilos (from 400 to 360) between 
1984 and 1988. It was also likely that much of this rising population would 
be less well educated than preceding generations in the PRC. Two hundred 
thirty million people in China (95 percent of them rural and 70 percent of 
them female) were defined as "illiterate" by the State Statistical Bureau; the 
State Education Commission noted a growing resistance even to universal 
primary education among parents and employers seeking cheap child labor 
for their farms and enterprises. More than 7 million children dropped out 
of Chinese schools in 1988: this figure included almost 7 percent of China's 
40 million junior middle-school students and 33 percent of all those in 
primary school.23 

As if all these domestic problems did not make government planning for 
China's transformation seem inextricably mired, the foreign news was not 
much better. Although there was an overall foreign investment in the PRC 
of some $5.2 billion in 1988, and close to 6,000 joint-venture contracts of 
various kinds, this was not nearly as much as the Chinese had hoped for. 
China's exports for 1988 were $47 billion, but imports totaled $54 billion. 
As a world exporter, China ranked sixteenth, whereas Hong Kong was 
eleventh, and Taiwan twelfth. In many cases, official figures of foreign 
investment in China, when carefully scrutinized, turned out to be greatly 
inflated. A number of the most publicized joint ventures—such as that of 
American Motors and Beijing Jeep—had run into major crises, marked by 
low production levels, delays and evasions by Chinese managers (matched 
by American intransigence and unrealistic expectations), and a sullen hos-
tility among workers on the shop floor. Oil drilling by joint-venture cor-
porations off the southeast coast had not yielded the immense discoveries 
confidently expected a few years before. And the special economic zones 
themselves were often mismanaged and graft-ridden. So many of the enter-
prises in the zones were run by the children or relatives of the most senior 
party politicians that those Chinese outside this inner charmed circle began 
to talk openly and bitterly of a "clique of heir apparents" and "the princes' 
clique." Contacts and guanxi seemed for disillusioned young educated Chinese 
to be the only way to advance in the society. They felt correspondingly 
threatened by the new "freedoms" they were offered to find their own 
employment, for without connections there were no lucrative jobs to be 
had. To compound the disillusion, persistent government cost cutting had 
left the facilities of many colleges and universities so run-down, and the 
dormitories and dining halls so badly dilapidated, that both students and 
professors complained that it was impossible to do work effectively in them. 
The dream of reforming China's economy and modernizing the whole nation 
seemed to be disintegrating before people's eyes. 
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T H E B R E A K I N G P O I N T 

Nineteen eighty-nine promised to be an anniversary year of special signifi-
cance for China: the year would mark the two hundredth anniversary of 
the French Revolution, the seventieth anniversary of the May Fourth move-
ment, the fortieth birthday of the People's Republic itself, and the passage 
of ten years since formal diplomatic relations with the United States had 
been reinstituted. A number of China's most prominent scientists and writ-
ers—including the dismissed party member Fang Lizhi and the poet Bei 
Dao—sent letters to Deng Xiaoping and other leaders asking them to seize 
this opportune moment to take steps that would emphasize the flexibility 
and openness of Chinese politics. They urged that Wei Jingsheng, who had 
now served ten years in prison for his role in the 1978 Democracy Wall 
movement, be granted amnesty, along with others who were in prison solely 
for their dissident political views. They also urged the government to grant 
the rights of freedom of expression that would allow the kind of lively 
intellectual exchange considered essential to real scientific and economic 
progress, and to put more money into education for the sake of the country 
as a whole. Delegates to the National People's Congress suggested that a 
"socialist democracy" promised a solution if it could combine "political, 
social and cultural democratization" with the economic reform currently 
under discussion. Other intellectuals urged a return to the kind of prag-
matism that had seemed to be implied by Deng Xiaoping's famous remark 
from the late 1970s: "It does not matter whether a cat is black or white: as 
long as it catches mice it is a good cat." Others went further, like the former 
head of the Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought Institute, Su Shao-
zhi, who suggested that the divorce between theory and practice was now 
a "chronic malady" in China. Echoing the disgraced party secretary-general 
Hu Yaobang, he pointed out that Marxism in China currently seemed fro-
zen in the grip of "ossified dogmas." Surely genuine reform could invigo-
rate Marxism while rejecting all "ideological prejudices and bureaucratism," 
all "cultural autocracy." 

Such voices were a reaffirmation of what the massed students in Hefei 
had called for in 1986, and of what Wei Jingsheng had himself boldly 
suggested in 1978 and 1979: without abandoning the spirit of Marxism 
itself, there was still room for creative growth and change. Neither Deng 
Xiaoping, Li Peng, or Zhao Ziyang responded publicly to these various 
overtures, leaving the task to their subordinates, whose response was harshly 
dismissive. Such requests and critiques, they observed, were "incitements" 
to the public and an attempt to exert "pressure" on the government. Since 
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there were no political prisoners in China, the request to "release" Wei 
Jingsheng and others was a meaningless one. 

In this uneasy atmosphere, on April 15, 1989, Hu Yaobang suddenly died 
of a heart attack. Hu, the feisty Long March veteran and Communist Youth 
League leader, had been Deng Xiaoping's handpicked secretary-general of 
the CCP until he was made the scapegoat for allowing the 1986-1987 stu-
dent demonstrations to spread. At the time of his dismissal from his party 
posts in 1987 the Central Committee had made him issue a humiliating 
"self-criticism"; the nature of this disgrace and the way Deng condoned or 
even encouraged it had left a bad taste in Chinese mouths. As soon as the 
news of Hu Yaobang's death was released, students in Peking saw a means 
of pressuring the government to move more vigorously with economic and 
democratic reforms. It was Deng Xiaoping, after all, who in 1978 had 
"reversed the verdicts" on the Tiananmen demonstrations of 1976 in hom-
age to the deceased Zhou Enlai, thus openly acknowledging the legitimacy 
of such actions. By launching a pro-Hu Yaobang demonstration, and 
demanding a reversal of the verdict against him too, the students would 
ensure that all the issues of the 1986-1987 pro-democracy protests, and 
perhaps also those of Democracy Wall in 1978-1979, would once more be 
at the forefront of the nation's attention. 

This idea seems to have originated with students in the party-history 
department at People's University in Peking. Many of these students were 
themselves party members and the children of senior Communist cadres, 
and could be expected soon to be embarking on careers in the party bureau-
cracy or the new economic corporations. They understood how to apply 
political pressure and how to maintain it. Thousands of students from the 
other Peking campuses, including Peking University itself, joined them in 
a rally that was held in Tiananmen Square on April 17. Their purpose was 
to mourn Hu's passing and to call for an end to corruption and nepotism 
in government, for more democratic participation in decision making, and 
for better conditions in the universities. Wall posters—declared illegal by 
the party since 1980—appeared in many places, openly praising Hu and his 
support of liberalism and political and economic reform. After class, and 
when the libraries closed, excited groups of young people would join together 
spontaneously and share their feelings; from such gatherings sprang new, 
autonomous student associations. Students in Shanghai and other cities caught 
the mood and took up the same cry. On April 18, students held a sit-in 
near the Great Hall of the People in Tiananmen Square; that night, with 
bravado unparalleled under the PRC, they staged sit-ins at the party head-
quarters and in front of the most senior party leaders' residences in the 
Zhongnanhai compound on the edge of the Forbidden City. The govern-
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ment declared April 22 to be the official day for Hu Yaobang's funeral 
ceremonies; demonstrations were forbidden and plans made to cordon off 
the whole of Tiananmen Square. But by clever preparation and inspired 
coordination, Peking students entered the square before the police had taken 
up their positions and held a large, peaceful demonstration. In a ritualistic 
but sincere gesture, reminiscent of Qing practice, several students knelt on 
the steps of the Great Hall and begged Premier Li Peng to come out and 
talk to them. He declined to do so. On April 24, students began a mass 
boycott of classes in an attempt to pressure government leaders into hearing 
their requests. 

Up to this point, compromise of many kinds appeared possible, even if 
the demonstrators had gone beyond anything attempted in 1976, 1978, or 
1986. Zhao Ziyang was believed by students to be receptive to dialogue over 
changes, as were many of his senior staff, and in his position as secretary-
general of the CCP he could presumably urge the party in the same direc-
tion. Zhao, for his part, may have seen the students' demonstrations as a 
potential political force that could strengthen his own party base and enable 
him to shunt aside Li Peng and perhaps even Deng Xiaoping himself. (In 
1978 Deng Xiaoping had successfully used the Democracy Wall protests to 
cement his position against Hua Guofeng.) But in late April the students 
and their supporters were stunned by a strong editorial in People's Daily 
that referred to their movement as a "planned conspiracy," firmly implying 
that all those following the current action might be subject to arrest and 
prosecution. Zhao himself was away on a state visit to North Korea at the 
time, and the People's Daily editorial obviously represented the views of a 
tougher group of party leaders, perhaps Premier Li Peng or Deng Xiaoping 
himself. 

Instead of being intimidated, the students reacted with anger and defi-
ance. They were joined now by many of their teachers, by scores of jour-
nalists, and by citizens of Peking. The rallies and marches grew larger, the 
calls for reforms and democratic freedoms more bold. The government 
leaders appeared paralyzed, for any use of force on the anniversary of the 
May Fourth demonstrations would immediately lead to reminders of the 
warlord era. May 4 came and went peaceably, though over 100,000 marched 
in Peking, dwarfing the student demonstrations of 1919. Similar rallies and 
parades were held in cities throughout China, but it was Peking that remained 
the focus for world media attention, not only because of the demonstrations, 
but because the secretary-general of the Soviet Communist party, Mikhail 
Gorbachev, was due in Peking in mid-May for a crucial and long-planned 
summit meeting with Deng Xiaoping. This summit was expected to mark 
the end of the rift between the Soviet Union and China that had lasted for 



Two days after Hu Yaobang's death on 
April 15, 1989, thousands of students from 
Peking universities marched to Tiananmen 
Square and laid wreaths at the Monument 
to the People's Heroes in honor of the for-
mer CCP secretary-general, who had been 
forced to resign his post in January 1987 
(photograph by Rene Burri) 

The official memorial service for Hu Yaobang at the Great Hall of the People, April 22, 1989 From left: 
Wan Li, President Yang Shangkun, Zhao Ziyang, Deng Xiaoping, and Premier Li Peng. Outside the 
Great Hall, an estimated 200,000 demonstrators were gathered in Tiananmen Square. 



Wang Dan, a history major at Peking Uni-
versity and one of the leaders of the student 
demonstrations, May 27, 1989 

Communist party Secretary-General Zhao Ziyang urging students in Tiananmen Square to end their hunger strike, 
then in its sixth day, May 19, 1989 Zhao tearfully admitted, "I came too late, I came too late," but assured 
the students, "The problems you have raised will eventually be resolved." 



Spirits still high on May 22, two days after the martial-law declaration 



The symbol of the demonstrations: the Goddess of Democracy and Freedom, May 30, 1989 



Morning, May 16, 1989 (photograph by Patrie^ Zachmann) The next day more than 1 million Chinese 
took to the streets of Peking to support the prodemocracy movement. 



Night, May 19, 1989 (photograph by Patrick Zachmann) In a televised speech this night Premier Li Peng 
condemned the demonstrators as "counter-revolutionaries" and called in the army. On May 20 martial 
law was declared in Peking. 

Poster depicting Premier Li Peng as a Nazi officer with a pig's snout, Tiananmen Square, late May 1989 In 
the poster to the right, Li Peng's mother bemoans her son's "craziness." His father replies, "Our son is 
asking for self-destruction. He's had the nerve to be the enemy of the people. How can he possibly end up 
well?" 



More than 1 million Chinese citizens 
defied martial law and successfully blocked 
soldiers attempting to enter central Peking, 
May 21, 1989 

The massacre, Peking, June 3–4 More than 700 protesters were killed as tens of thousands of well-armed 
PLA troops crushed the demonstration in the area of Tiananmen Square and other sections of Peking. 



An unarmed Chinese civilian halts a tank convoy heading for Tiananmen Square, June 5, 1989 After speak-
ing to the crew of the lead tank, he was pulled away to safety. His fate is unknown. 
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thirty-three years, ever since Khrushchev had shocked Mao with his "secret 
speech" attacking Stalin's memory. 

Gorbachev was enthusiastically welcomed by the Peking demonstrators, 
not least because his own attempts to introduce a range of new political and 
intellectual freedoms in the Soviet Union could be contrasted sharply with 
the Chinese leaders' obvious resistance to such change. But the significance 
of Gorbachev's visit and the benign light this might have cast on Deng 
Xiaoping was overshadowed as the student demonstrators introduced a new 
tactic—the hunger strike—to emphasize their pleas for reform. Tiananmen 
Square became a vast camp as close to 3,000 hunger strikers lay out in 
makeshift tents, surrounded by tens of thousands of their classmates, Peking 
citizens, and curious visitors and onlookers. Students all over Peking were 
kept in touch with the latest developments by a squad of volunteer motor-
cyclists who proudly named themselves the "Flying Tigers." Planned cere-
monies for Gorbachev had to be canceled or changed by the Chinese 
government, and as television cameras broadcast the scene around the world, 
ambulances raced in and out of the square attending to those now so dan-
gerously weakened by their fast that there was a real chance they would 
die. 

Nothing like this had been seen in China before, for although crowds as 
large had assembled during the Cultural Revolution, those gatherings had 
been orchestrated by the state and were held in homage to Mao Zedong as 
supreme leader of the party and the people. Now, even though Zhao Ziyang 
still tried to mute the conflict, and suggested that the People's Daily's con-
demnation of the students had been too harsh, the demonstrators began 
openly calling on Deng Xiaoping and Li Peng to resign. Boisterous and 
angry, sometimes chanting and dancing, at other times deep in political 
discussion or sleeping in exhaustion, the students and their supporters were 
at once a potent political challenge to their government and an endlessly 
engrossing spectacle to the rest of China and the world. Li Peng did invite 
the hunger-strike leaders to one meeting, but it went badly. Li found the 
students rude and incoherent, while they found him arrogant and aloof. 
On May 17 and again the following day, the number of demonstrators in 
and around Tiananmen Square passed the 1 million mark. Muzzled until 
now by government controls, journalists and editors of newspapers and 
television news threw off their restraints and began to cover the protests as 
honestly and comprehensively as they could. On May 19, appearing close to 
tears, Secretary-General Zhao Ziyang visited the hunger strikers and urged 
them to end their fasts. Li Peng also briefly talked with strikers, but made 
no pleas and no promises. On May 20, with no published comment by Zhao 
Ziyang, Premier Li Peng and the president of China, Yang Shangkun, 



L I V I N G I N T H E W O R L D 

declared martial law and ordered units of the People's Liberation Army 
brought into Peking to clear the square and return order to the city. 

But for two weeks the soldiers could not clear the square, their efforts 
stymied by the courage and unity of the citizens of Peking. Workers, ini-
tially sought out as allies by the students, now organized themselves into 
their own groups to join in the protests and to stem the soldiers' advance. 
With a kind of fierce yet loving solidarity, the people of Peking took to the 
streets and erected makeshift barricades. They surrounded the army con-
voys, sometimes to let the air out of tires or stall engines but more often to 
argue with or cajole the troops, urging them not to enforce the martial-law 
restrictions and not to turn their guns on their fellow Chinese. For their 
part the troops, seemingly embarrassed by their assignment, practiced con-
siderable restraint while the central leadership of China, both in the party 
and the army, was clearly divided. Enraged by the students' intransigence 
and the mounting disorder in the streets, which surely reminded him of the 
Cultural Revolution, Deng Xiaoping lobbied for hard-line support and 
ordered each of the regional PLA commanders to send a certain number 
of their seasoned troops to the capital. Zhao Ziyang found himself without 
a sufficient base of support among his colleagues, and was unable to check 
the hard-line approach from gaining ground. 

The students who had emerged as leaders of the demonstrations over 
the previous month now found themselves in charge of a huge square 
crammed with their supporters but also awash with dirt and garbage that 
threatened the outbreak of serious disease. At May's end they began to urge 
their fellow students to end the hunger strikes, return to their campuses, 
and continue to attempt a dialogue with the government from there, and 
the great majority of the Peking students did so. But there were new 
recruits—often from other cities where major demonstrations were occur-
ring—to take their place. Speakers espousing a tougher stance urged that 
retreat would mean a betrayal of their principles, and that the government 
would never speak to them openly unless they maintained the pressures 
they were currently exerting through their numbers and tenacity. A group 
of Peking art students provided the faltering movement with a new symbol 
that drew all eyes—a thirty-foot-high white plaster and Styrofoam statue 
of their version of Liberty, fashioned as a young woman with head held 
proudly aloft, clasping in both her hands the torch of freedom. 

Late at night on June 3, the army struck. These were not inexperienced 
and poorly armed soldiers like those called in up to this time, but tough, 
well-armed troops from the Twenty-seventh Army (whose commander was 
a relative of President Yang) and from other veteran units loyal to Deng. 
Backed by scores of heavy tanks and armored personnel carriers that smashed 
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through the barricades, crushing those who fell in front of them or tried to 
halt their progress, the troops converged on Tiananmen Square down the 
wide avenues to its east and west. Armed with automatic weapons, they 
fired at random on crowds along the streets, at anyone who moved in nearby 
buildings, and at those who approached too close to their positions. 

In the small hours of June 4, troops blocked off all the approaches to 
Tiananmen Square, and turned off all the lights there. After protracted and 
anguished debates, the remaining students and demonstrators decided to 
leave. As they walked out in bedraggled but orderly formation, troops and 
tanks overran their encampments and crushed the liberty statue to pieces. 
There followed a period of macabre and terrifying chaos in Peking, as the 
army gunned down students and citizens both near the square and in other 
areas of the city. Screams echoed through the night, and flames rose from 
piles of debris and from army trucks or tanks hit by homemade bombs. 
Hospitals were overwhelmed by the numbers of dead and wounded, but in 
many cases were forbidden to treat the civilian casualties. PLA soldiers also 
died, some killed in terrible ways by enraged crowds who had just seen 
unarmed demonstrators mowed down. Rumors spread swiftly that the fires 
in Tiananmen Square were piles of corpses burned by the army to hide the 
evidence of their cruelty. Whether that was true or not—and no one could 
get past the troops to check—there were enough bodies in full view else-
where, lying in the roads, in hospitals, or tangled up in their bicycles where 
they had fallen, to indicate the scale of the violence. Many hundreds were 
dead and thousands more wounded. The callousness and randomness of 
the killings evoked memories of the worst episodes of China's earlier civil 
wars and the Cultural Revolution.24 Similar violence was meted out to civil-
ian demonstrators by the armed police in Chengdu and perhaps other cities, 
but the thoroughness of the government's news blackout made it hard to 
gauge the scale. Foreign journalists were forbidden to take photographs or 
conduct interviews, and satellite links abroad were cut. 

For a few days rumors swirled that other units of the PLA, shocked by 
the massacre, might attack the Twenty-seventh Army and start a civil war, 
or that China's workers would unite in a general strike, or that sympathy 
riots in other major cities would bring down the government, but none of 
those things happened. The hard-liners had "won," if that was the right 
word. Zhao Ziyang was dismissed, the second of Deng's hand-picked "suc-
cessors" to meet that fate. Li Peng and Deng Xiaoping, in the presence of 
the most influential party elders—all dressed once again in the traditional 
high-collared "Mao suits" that were meant to represent a revolutionary 
simplicity of life-style—publicly thanked the PLA officers and soldiers for 
clearing the square, and praised their courage. The tough, adept first party 
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secretary of Shanghai, Jiang Zemin, who had maintained order there in the 
face of massive street demonstrations, was promoted to head the party in 
Zhao's stead. The party launched a concerted campaign in press, radio, and 
television blaming the demonstrations on counterrevolutionaries and "hoo-
ligans," and mounted an extensive hunt for the student leaders and their 
main supporters. Many of the "most wanted" students eluded the police for 
weeks, and several managed to leave China secretly, suggesting the range 
of public support for their actions and the efficiency and solidarity of their 
organizations. But thousands of other students were arrested and interro-
gated. The government also determined to avoid the formation of any 
autonomous unions of workers, and showed special ferocity toward work-
ers who had joined in the protests. Many were arrested and executed, with 
maximum publicity. 

Foreign governments were stunned by these events, though uncertain 
how to act. Many of them expressed outrage, ordered their nationals home, 
imposed economic sanctions, and talked of barring China from various 
international associations. But they did not break diplomatic relations with 
China, even when trigger-happy troops sprayed the buildings where for-
eigners lived with fire from automatic weapons. The U.S. embassy did give 
sanctuary to Fang Lizhi and his wife when they requested it, an act blasted 
by the PRC government as unwarranted interference in Chinese internal 
affairs. 

On June 9, Deng Xiaoping himself issued a harsh attack on the demon-
strators in a speech that became the mandatory text for study sessions and 
party discussions all over China, and clearly represented the official inter-
pretation of events. In its idiosyncratic way, the speech summed up the long 
years of revolution that China had endured, while also showing the diffi-
culty of relating those experiences to the turbulent present. What the 
government had suppressed, said Deng, was nothing less than a "counter-
revolutionary rebellion." Moreover, it was a rebellion "determined by the 
international and domestic climate, it was bound to happen and was inde-
pendent of man's will." Yet while offering this long-range, almost cosmic 
interpretation of events, Deng told the assembled party leaders and army 
officers that it was the "dregs of society" who had been seeking to over-
throw both state and society in order to "establish a bourgeois republic 
entirely dependent on the West." 

Deng did not make clear who these dregs were, but they were to be 
distinguished from the "masses," the "young students," and the "onlook-
ers." The army's courage in suppressing the rebellion had been exemplary, 
Deng said, and showed that even new PLA recruits aged eighteen or nine-
teen understood how to defend socialism and their country. Deng made no 
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attempt at all to suggest why the students had been demonstrating with 
such protracted tenacity, nor why so many citizens supported them, but he 
did insist that any effort to discredit CCP leadership and the paramountcy 
of "Marxism, Leninism, and Mao Zedong Thought" must always be reso-
lutely quashed, along with any move to introduce "the American system of 
the separation of the three powers." Yet this did not mean China should 
again become a "closed country," or that the government leaders should go 
"back to the old days of trampling the economy to death." Deng's speech 
concluded with a ringing affirmation of the needs of rapid national eco-
nomic growth: more railways, more ships, more roads, more steel, more 
electric power. He called for a doubling of the gross national product in 
twelve years followed by fifty years of 2 percent annual growth, so that 
China would reach the level of a "moderately developed nation" by the 
year 2050. 

In his assessment of the "crux of the current incident," as he referred to 
the crackdown of June 3 and 4 in the context of the events of April and 
May, Deng did grope toward wider ideological themes. China was facing a 
great struggle, he said. It was between socialism on the one hand and the 
forces of "bourgeois liberalization and spiritual pollution" on the other. 
This was the battle that the Chinese, under the leadership of the CCP, 
would be fighting into the foreseeable future. Nostalgic for the austere yet 
exciting days of the Jiangxi Soviet, of Yan'an, and of the founding years of 
the PRC, Deng called for a return to simple values and standards, for "plain 
living" and the "enterprising spirit in hard struggle." Only so could China 
achieve its own vision of "reform and openness" without "importing evil 
influences from the West."25 

Despite these confident words, Deng must have been fully aware that 
the CCP itself was in crisis. Deng's sudden benediction of Jiang Zemin as 
party secretary-general after he had turned against both his previously 
anointed successors, Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang, was eerily reminiscent 
of Mao's attempt to install Hua Guofeng after turning against both Liu 
Shaoqi and Lin Biao. In a longer historical context, the absence of any 
effective mechanism for the peaceful and enduring installation of successors 
to the highest leadership positions in China was one that had plagued the 
republic after the death of Yuan Shikai, had gravely weakened the late 
Qing regime, and had brought even the otherwise astute emperor Kangxi 
to the edge of despair. 

Deng's own legacy to China, it could now be seen, was not to be one in 
which a united nation marched confidently toward economic and political 
reform. By insisting to the last that economic reforms could be completely 
divorced from the immensely complex social and cultural effects that the 
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reforms brought in their train, Deng, the party elders, and the younger 
politicians in their clique threatened jointly to commit the government again 
to the nineteenth-century fallacy that China could join the modern world 
entirely on its own terms, sacrificing nothing of its prevailing ideological 
purity. The task was even more hopeless in the late 1980s than it had been 
in the 1880s. What was left of Chinese Communist doctrine after the rejec-
tion of many of Mao's ideas and the emergence of the enterprise system 
was a thinner gruel even than the overformalized Confucianism that had 
guided the reformers of the late Qing. The party elders flailing out at Zhao 
Ziyang and his noisy supporters were reacting in an oddly similar way to 
the empress dowager Cixi as she struck back at Emperor Guangxu for 
attempting his Hundred Days' Reforms. 

One other aspect of Deng's legacy was fraught with unpredictable dan-
gers. He had ordered the use of deadly force against Chinese students and 
citizens who had spent weeks sticking to a program of nonviolent protest 
in order to emphasize the moral dimensions of their quest for participation 
in government. The brutality of the crackdown, and the cynicism of the 
lies the Chinese government then told the world, could not but affect tens 
of thousands of China's brightest students who were currently studying 
abroad. These students, joined by the handful of hunted protestors who 
managed to escape and by thousands of immigrants of Chinese descent who 
had been shocked into political awareness by the June massacre, now formed 
a potent overseas source for disaffection. However fiercely the government 
opposed the Democracy movement at home, however much it claimed that 
democratic ideas were irrelevant to Chinese needs, these Chinese abroad 
would give them the lie. It was among politically aroused Chinese overseas 
that Sun Yat-sen had found support. It was among such Chinese, indeed, 
that Deng Xiaoping had first sharpened his radical consciousness as a work-
study student of sixteen in France. 

Despite his efforts to put the disruptions down to a handful of hooligans, 
Deng Xiaoping could not hide the fact that the Chinese leadership was now 
confronted with an emerging movement of great potential power. It was a 
movement with profound historical echoes, echoes carried forward by the 
recurrent determination of educated Chinese to insist on their obligation to 
criticize the shortcomings of their government, even in the face of that 
government's implacable insistence on preventing them from doing so. 
Wittingly or not, those Chinese who marched and spoke out in 1976, 1978, 
1986, and 1989 shared a great deal with the anti-Guomindang nationalists 
of the 1930s, the May Fourth experimenters of the 1920s, the anti-Qing 
activists of the later nineteenth century, certain "evidential research" schol-
ars of the eighteenth century, and both the Donglin partisans and the Ming 
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loyalists of the seventeenth century. And there was not the faintest reason 
to believe, despite the Chinese government's intellectual and political 
repressions, that the protests of 1989 would be the last. 

The outbursts of extraordinary rage and cruelty on the part of some 
Chinese citizens and workers, however much they had been provoked to 
such acts by the very soldiers they killed, pointed back to a different kind 
of tradition. Again and again, ordinary Chinese people with little or no 
education and no particular guiding ideology had risen against those who 
oppressed or exploited them. Vague dreams for a better life, an inner sense 
of hopelessness, bitterly impoverished living conditions—these had proven 
potent goads to action against apparently unyielding and uncaring govern-
ments. And those with no weapons who wished to kill soldiers had to use 
their bare hands until they had seized their enemies' arsenals. Late Ming 
peasant rebels, desperate followers of Wang Lun, Lin Qing, or White Lotus 
sects, the Nian, the Boxers, peasants and urban workers in Hunan or Shanghai 
in the twentieth century, all showed that there were limits to the indignities 
they would endure. 

Whether they cared about such historical echoes or not, many of the 
Chinese attending the compulsory study sessions dedicated to Deng's words 
and the events that had triggered them must have brooded on certain cen-
tral contradictions. Their leaders were insisting that dramatic economic 
growth and technological transformation could come without any funda-
mental political change, yet the need for political change was becoming 
overwhelming. The party that had swept to power forty years before by 
challenging all the existing social, political, and economic norms now seemed 
to have no purpose but to ensure that it faced no such challenges itself. If 
China was to develop as a modern nation through incentive systems, enter-
prise zones, long-term individual contracts, and joint ventures, those taking 
the chances would have to be given some role in the making of political 
decisions. For China's leaders in the 1980s, as for those across the previous 
four centuries, political protest and the desire to share in the act of ruling 
remained either a proof of disloyalty or a harbinger of chaos. But such 
attitudes would have to change in the 1990s if China were not to be trapped 
in a new cycle of impoverished helplessness. The gleaming yellow roofs and 
spacious marble courts of the Forbidden City still stood in place, but they 
now reverberated to a new kind of challenge from the great open space 
that stretched in front of them. There would be no truly modern China 
until the people were given back their voices. 




