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Beijing Spring

April 15–May 17, 1989

From April 15 to June 4, 1989, as the whole world watched in fascination, 
hundreds of thousands of young Chinese took to the streets of Beijing and 
other Chinese cities.1 In the early days after Hu Yaobang’s untimely death on 
April 15, the demonstrators were mostly innocent youth seeking to pay their 
respects to their departed hero and to the democracy that he had supported. 
When they first started gathering, they expressed respect for the Communist 
Party and paraded in an orderly fashion so that they would not disturb traf-
fic; initially, they had no po lit i cal agenda. As the demonstrations grew larger 
and the demands became louder and more radical in content, however, ten-
sions between the demonstrators and the authorities escalated. The clashes 
culminated on June 4, 1989, when troops restored order by shooting un-
armed civilians on the streets of Beijing.
 Deng was then eighty- four years old and he did not come out to the streets 
to meet the demonstrating students nor did he manage the daily details of 
the party’s response. But behind the scenes, he remained focused on the un-
folding drama and was the ultimate decision- maker. He had little sympathy 
with the demonstrators, who had bene fited from the reform and opening 
that he had helped to create and from the po lit i cal stability that underpinned 
the economic growth, a stability they were now threatening.
 Deng sought to avoid in China what was occurring in Eastern Europe as 
po lit i cal leaders were yielding to citizens’ demands and losing control. Ini-
tially, Deng tried to avoid bloodshed, which he knew would only inflame 
the demonstrators. But from the beginning he believed that firmness was re-
quired, and after Hu Yaobang’s funeral he became more directly involved in 
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596 challenges to the deng era,  1989–1992

supervising the party’s response to the demonstrators. He was prepared to 
ensure that of fi cials carried out whatever steps he considered necessary to re-
store order.
 Before June 4, no one—party leaders, intellectuals, or student leaders—
proved able to stop the mounting chaos. Party leaders’ efforts to gain control 
were frustrated by splits in their own leadership, disagreements about how 
much freedom China could then manage, the differing perspectives between 
se nior of fi cials who had fought in the Chinese revolution and students accus-
tomed to more comfortable lives, the insecurity of the urban residents who 
were worried about in fla tion and jobs, the massive scale of the demonstra-
tions, the inability of the student leaders to control their own movement, the 
sympathy of the Chinese public and foreigners for the demonstrators, and 
Chinese troops’ lack of experience in crowd control.
 The student movements that se nior leaders had taken part in before 1949 
were well or ga nized, with thought- through plans and agenda, and by 1949, 
the student leaders had worked together for many years. Students in the late 
1960s had experience as Red Guards. But the tight controls in the de cade 
before 1989 had prevented the growth of an in de pen dent or ga nized student 
movement. In 1989 the students who came together did not have any experi-
ence in organizing. Articulate orators emerged as leaders, but, lacking or ga ni-
za tion, an agenda, and procedures for ensuring compliance, they had no basis 
for negotiating with po lit i cal leaders on behalf of other students.
 Urban residents did not join in restraining the demonstrators, for they 
sympathized with their complaints. Even some older intellectuals who tried 
to keep the students from taking radical actions in fact admired the students 
for boldly expressing views that they themselves, beaten down by years of po-
lit i cal pressures, were afraid to express. What began as an unplanned peaceful 
outpouring of mourning for Hu Yaobang was transformed into parades, po-
lit i cal forums, campouts, angry protests, hunger strikes, and clashes that spi-
raled out of control.
 Student demonstrators wanted improvements in their living conditions 
and they were upset that they were receiving fewer economic rewards for their 
ability and hard work than were uneducated entrepreneurs. But they had 
learned from the failure of the student movement in 1986 that it was im por-
tant to win widespread public support for their cause. So in 1989, instead of 
complaining about their miserable living conditions, they used slogans that 
resonated with the citizenry—democracy, freedom, and a more humane and 
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Beijing Spring, April 15–May 17, 1989 597

accountable party with upright of fi cials who were dedicated to the public 
good.
 The demonstrations were spurred on by and played out before global tele-
vision audiences who were moved by the tender, heartfelt appeals of Chinese 
youth. Foreign reporters in China, who in their work had long been hounded 
by Chinese of fi cials who policed their activities and arrested any sources who 
dared to speak out, listened eagerly to the students’ demands. Before April 
15, most students had been afraid to talk openly with foreign reporters, but 
as they grew bolder over the course of the spring, foreign reporters gave 
voice to their hopes for a more democratic society, winning them sympathy 
throughout the world.
 For their part, students were buoyed not only by the enormous support at 
home and abroad, but also by the failure of the government’s initial efforts to 
curb the demonstrations. When masses of students broke through police cor-
dons, students and foreign observers alike became unrealistically hopeful that 
the government would eventually yield to their cause. At the time, the stu-
dents could not have imagined that the po lit i cal leaders would eventually re-
sort to armed force and that the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) would shoot 
unarmed citizens on the streets of Beijing.
 Chinese leaders, for their part, could see that foreign attention and sup-
port encouraged the protestors. They found it dif fi cult to believe that Chi-
nese citizens could be that angry at the leadership and found it easy to believe 
that the protests were being controlled behind the scenes by domestic and 
foreign “black hands.” Stories and rumors of such “black hands” circulated 
widely among high of fi cials and were used by the conservatives to push Deng 
to take stron ger action.

The Death of Hu Yaobang

Shortly after returning to Beijing from a winter holiday in the south, Hu 
Yaobang attended a Politburo meeting on April 8. During the first hour of 
the meeting, he had a sudden, severe heart attack and collapsed. Rushed to 
the hospital, he seemed to be recovering when suddenly, early on the morn-
ing of April 15, he passed away. The news was made public on the seven 
o’clock evening television news. On the following day, an of fi cial obituary 
was read on television and printed in the news papers. The shock was uni-
versal. Hu’s death had been completely unexpected and attracted enormous 
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598 challenges to the deng era,  1989–1992

sympathy, even among hardliners.2 Deng Liqun, Hu’s most vocal critic and 
the one who had led the attack on Hu in January 1987, now praised him. 
He later wrote that Hu had not engaged in plots and that he had been com-
pletely aboveboard and bore no grudges. Deng Liqun later claimed that, in 
contrast, Zhao Ziyang had engaged in plots and attacked people.3

 The Chinese public had long been inspired not only by Hu’s enthusiasm 
and personal warmth, but also by his integrity and dedication to the party. 
He was the hope of the intellectuals, for whom he had fought so valiantly, 
and he was their symbol of the good of fi cial—a man with high ideals who was 
free of any trace of corruption. As the longtime general secretary of the Com-
munist Youth League, Hu had always iden ti fied with young people, whom he 
cultivated and whose interests he promoted. Yet Hu was coldly ejected from 
of fice in 1987 amid accusations that he had been soft on the 1986 student 
demonstrators.
 The 1989 demonstrations represented an implicit criticism of Deng Xiao-
ping’s unwillingness to do more to promote democracy and to support Hu 
Yaobang’s efforts. Hu Yaobang’s friends felt that Hu had been criticized un-
fairly and they reported that he had felt deeply wounded, especially by the 
criticism from Deng, whom he had served so loyally. After being removed in 
1987, Hu had ceased watching television and lost weight.4 Many believed he 
died from sheer disappointment, a martyr for the cause of freedom and de-
mocracy. But many of those who took part in the demonstrations were not 
concerned about Hu Yaobang personally; instead, they regarded him as a use-
ful rallying point for expanding their efforts to increase freedom and democ-
racy. Indeed, many intellectuals regretted that they had been submissive in 
1986 when the student movement was so easily defused. They were now de-
termined to stand stron ger.
 As students invoked the memory of Hu Yaobang to advance the cause of 
freedom and democracy, the parallels between the April 5, 1976, demonstra-
tions (to mourn Zhou Enlai) and the April 1989 demonstrations (to mourn 
Hu Yaobang) were striking enough to inspire the demonstrators and to worry 
the Chinese leaders. The demonstrations in 1989 were taking place in the 
very same place as the April 1976 “Tiananmen Incident.” Like Zhou Enlai, 
Hu Yaobang had fought to protect the people and had died a tragic death. In 
both 1976 and 1989, the public was outraged that a man whom they revered 
had not been treated with more respect. In 1976 the demonstrators had taken 
advantage of the occasion to attack the Gang of Four. Now, was it not possi-
ble to use the occasion to criticize Deng Xiaoping and Premier Li Peng? By 
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the fall of 1978, too, those arrested in the spring of 1976 had been rehabili-
tated and called pa tri otic. In the same way, was it not possible that the dem-
onstrators in 1989 would later be called pa tri otic as well? Among those Chi-
nese who hoped for a more humane government, Hu Yaobang had replaced 
Zhou as the great hero of the time.

Sources of Unrest

In the spring of 1989, po lit i cal disagreements among high- level leaders, par-
ticularly Zhao Ziyang and Li Peng, as well as the gradual withdrawal of Deng 
from involvement in leading daily affairs, led to con flicting signals and con-
fusion. This uncertain environment allowed serious sources of social unrest 
to fester and in ten sify at lower levels. Most Chinese students in the late 1980s 
were less concerned about po lit i cal freedoms than about their personal free-
doms, such as the ability to choose their own jobs and to escape from their 
“po lit i cal guides.” After already having proved their talent and dedication 
by preparing for the dif fi cult university entrance examinations, they felt en ti-
tled to pursue whatever jobs they wanted. But in 1989, with a shortage of 
trained graduates in key industries and government of fices, government pol-
icy still mandated that graduates be assigned their jobs. Since one’s job as-
signment was based in part on what the po lit i cal guides who lived with the 
students wrote in the “little reports” in each student’s secret records, the po-
lit i cal guides became the symbol of government surveillance. The po lit i cal 
guides were rarely as well educated as the students on whom they were re-
porting; some were suspected of favoritism and flaunted their authority to 
in flu ence a student’s future. Many cosmopolitan, in de pen dent- minded stu-
dents detested the constant worry about pleasing them. “Freedom,” to them, 
meant eliminating these po lit i cal guides and being able to choose their jobs 
and careers on their own. The students ac tually spent little time discussing 
election systems.
 Intellectuals, both young and old, were also still angry about the 1983 
campaign against spiritual pollution and the 1987 campaign against bour-
geois liberalization. The popular Chinese television documentary River Elegy, 
which had been broadcast for a short time in the late 1980s (until the conser-
vatives were able to end it), caught the mood of many intellectuals when it 
criticized the Yellow River—a symbol of traditional China—and praised the 
Blue Ocean that had brought innovative foreign ideas and modern practices 
to China’s shores.5
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 For the general public, a major worry was in fla tion. Party and government 
workers, state enterprise employees, and others with fixed salaries were furi-
ous to see rich private businesspeople flaunting their material wealth and 
driving market prices higher, threatening the ability of salaried workers to 
pay for their basic food and clothing needs. The prob lem was exacerbated by 
corruption: township and village enterprise workers were enriching them-
selves by siphoning off needed materials and funds from state and public en-
terprises; in de pen dent entrepreneurs were making fortunes, in part due to 
government loopholes; and “ profiteering of fi cials” were find ing ways to use 
society’s goods to line their own pockets as the in comes of law- abiding of fi-
cials stagnated.6 Migrants beginning to stream into the cities also con trib uted 
to the in fla tion prob lem.
 Official indices, which underestimate the ac tual changes, showed con-
sumer prices in Beijing between 1987 and 1988 rising more than 30 percent, 
terrifying families that were de pen dent on fixed salaries and for over three de-
cades had expected stable prices. Frugal families that had been able to put 
aside some savings for old age and future illness were distressed to note the 
drop in the value of their savings. As prices continued to rise and of fi cials 
threatened to lift more price controls, anger turned to panic.
 Government employees on fixed salaries had been taught that they were 
working for the public good. It was thus outrageous that the least moral peo-
ple in Chinese society, those working for themselves and those willing to ex-
ploit public resources for personal bene fit, were now able to afford expen-
sive restaurants, better housing, stylish clothes, motorcycles, and even cars or 
vans. No city had as large a concentration of public salaried of fi cials or uni-
versity students who expected to live on fixed salaries after graduation as Bei-
jing. They believed that government enterprises should use more of their in-
come to offer employees higher salaries or at least better welfare ser vices. In 
the excitement of the spring of 1989, some government employees were suf-
fi ciently outraged that they were willing to run the risks of joining the dem-
onstrations with signs bearing the names of their government units. But even 
for the general public, the student slogans opposing in fla tion and corrupt of-
fi cials tapped a deep reservoir of outrage.
 When the Chinese public talked about “corrupt of fi cials,” they did not 
mean those who disobeyed laws, for the concept of legality was not that 
strong. They meant those who used their positions or their personal contacts 
for bene fits that others sought but did not have. Protesting students, furious 
at “ profiteering” of fi cials, demanded that these of fi cials’ in comes and expenses 
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be revealed, along with the number of villas they owned and the sources of 
their children’s money.7 In 1966 many children of high of fi cials had joined 
the Red Guards against those who had “taken the cap italist road,” but in 
1989 few children of high of fi cials joined the protestors. Instead they were 
under attack, along with their parents, for the privileges they enjoyed as a re-
sult of turning their powerful positions into sources of  profit in the new mar-
ket economy.
 For employees in state enterprises, even more frightening than in fla tion 
was the fear that their “iron rice bowls”—their secure jobs and bene fits—
might be at risk as state enterprises became subject to market forces. The 
government had already begun to pressure state enterprises that were losing 
money to cut their costs. Some firms were even permitted to go bankrupt, 
creating near- panic among their employees. The stakes were extremely high 
for workers because China lacked a national social security system and a na-
tional health program. Sizable state enterprises, much like U.S. military bases, 
were not just economic units but total so ci e ties that provided subsidized 
housing, medical care, and even education for workers’ children. For the 
workers in state enterprises, to lose a job was to lose ev ery thing. The prospect 
of free markets that could put state enterprises out of business was terrifying.
 In the expanding economy of the mid- 1980s, many rural migrants were 
streaming into Beijing and other urban areas to work—especially in construc-
tion where machinery was not yet widely available and large numbers of la-
borers were needed. But the tight readjustment policies that had begun in 
late 1988 took away dramatic numbers of job opportunities for these labor-
ers, and many of those who were laid off struggled to remain in the cities, 
where they observed  profiteering of fi cials and entrepreneurs displaying their 
newfound wealth. In short, to many, the results of the drastic new changes 
wrought by market forces were deeply upsetting.
 But in addition to those sources of discontent, many people wanted more 
than freedom of movement. They were tired of living in fear of being criti-
cized and punished for “po lit i cal errors.” The calls for freedom and democ-
racy, and the celebration of Hu Yaobang, tapped into a desire to be liberated 
from the surveillance and criticism sessions of the intrusive state.

From Mourning to Protesting, April 15–22

In the evening of April 15, within hours after the announcement of Hu Yao-
bang’s death, the walls of Peking University were full of posters mourning 
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his passing.8 The next day, April 16, an estimated eight hundred students 
marched to the foot of the Monument to the People’s Heroes in the center of 
Tiananmen Square to lay memorial wreaths. The police did not interfere with 
the mourners who marched from their universities to pay their respects.
 As more students began assembling in the square, the mourning began to 
take on more po lit i cal overtones. Early in the morning of April 18, several 
hundred students went across Tiananmen Square to the Great Hall of the 
People to deliver to the Standing Committee of the National People’s Con-
gress (NPC) several demands, including allowing more freedom and democ-
racy, ending the campaign against burgeois liberalization, reversing the deci-
sion to punish the 1986 protesters, and publicizing the in comes of party 
leaders and their children. That night, around 11 p.m., several thousand an-
gry protestors walked the few hundred yards from Tiananmen Square to the 
Xinhua Gate at Zhongnanhai, the seat of the party and government. There 
they continued to shout and demand that they be allowed to enter. Despite 
requests to leave, they refused and the crowd persisted until 4 a.m., when 
police fi nally forced their dispersal. This marked the first time since the Com-
munists’ 1949 takeover of the government that protestors had demanded ac-
cess to Zhongnanhai. As Li Peng noted, April 18 was the day the tone of the 
demonstrations changed from one of mourning to one of protest.9

 The rowdy shouting at Xinhua Gate could easily be heard within Zhong-
nanhai, and high- level of fi cials soon realized the seriousness of the situation. 
Li Peng, who had rushed back from Japan as soon as he was notified of Hu 
Yaobang’s death, disagreed with Zhao Ziyang about what should be done. Li 
Peng told Zhao that they needed to respond firmly. But Zhao Ziyang, who as 
general secretary remained in charge, believed that it was better not to pro-
voke the students, and that as long as there was no hitting, smashing, looting, 
or destruction of property, the leadership would be wise not to take any 
strong actions.10

 By April 21, the demonstrations had grown in size and speakers in the 
square had begun calling for more democracy.11 In their efforts to calm the 
students, Li Tieying, head of the State Education Commission, directed uni-
versity of fi cials to carry on normal campus activities and to restrain the stu-
dent demonstrations. A regiment of troops was sent into Zhongnanhai as a 
precaution against the danger that students might break through the gates. 
The People’s Daily announced that demonstrations were banned and warned 
students “not to mistake the regime’s forbearance for weakness.” But the of fi-
cials had badly miscalculated, and the students, flaunting their power, refused 
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to quiet down. On April 22, the day of Hu’s funeral, an estimated 200,000 
people listened attentively to the twenty- minute memorial ser vice as it was 
broadcast on loudspeakers in the square. Hu Yaobang was given an honorable 
memorial ser vice in the Great Hall of the People, and his body was taken to 
Babaoshan, the burial place for high of fi cials. After the memorial ser vice, 
three student representatives kneeled on the steps of the Great Hall of the 
People and waited some three hours to talk with Li Peng. They later com-
plained that they had been encouraged to believe that Li or another high of fi-
cial would meet with them, although Li Peng and other of fi cials claimed 
that Li was unaware of this.12 At the time, Li Peng did not agree to meet any 
groups of students for fear that it would give the student or ga ni za tions a le-
gitimacy he refused to grant. He also worried that doing so would weaken the 
of fi cial student or ga ni za tions sponsored by the party, over which the party 
had more control.

Li Peng and Deng’s April 26 Editorial

Deng Xiaoping did not take any steps to curb the students when they were 
mourning Hu Yaobang. Whatever criticisms Deng had of Hu Yaobang dur-
ing his last years in of fice, Hu was still considered a dedicated of fi cial who 
had made a contribution to reform and opening. Deng knew that the stu-
dents would become incensed if their mourning were curtailed, just as the 
April 1976 protesters had become inflamed when their attempts to mourn 
Zhou Enlai’s passing were blocked. But as soon as the period of mourning 
ended, Deng was ready to issue a warning to the students, and at this point Li 
Peng, who favored taking a hard line, temporarily replaced Zhao Ziyang in 
managing the demonstrations.
 Zhao Ziyang’s trip to North Korea had long been scheduled to begin on 
April 23, the day after Hu’s funeral. Zhao reports that when he met Deng 
shortly before departing for North Korea, Deng told him that he should still 
make the trip and that when he returned, he would be promoted to head 
the Central Military Commission, a sign that at the time Deng still expected 
Zhao to be his successor. Right on schedule, then, Zhao left for Pyongyang 
from the Beijing train station on April 23.13 Li Peng, to dampen talk of con-
flict with Zhao, saw him off at the station. Zhao told Li that in his absence he 
should feel free to call a Politburo meeting.
 Zhao Ziyang and others had hoped that after Hu Yaobang’s funeral the 
crowds would disperse, but they did not. On the day Zhao left Beijing, de-
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spite the ban on forming student or ga ni za tions, students from twenty- one 
universities met to form what they called a “United Students’ Association,” 
which decided that in 1986 students had given up the protests too easily; the 
current group of students would be more steadfast. Reversing their earlier an-
nouncement that the students would return to classes after May 4, the stu-
dent or ga nizers declared that the boycott of classes would continue for an 
indefi nite period.14

 After Zhao left the country, Li Peng, who was then in charge, realized the 
weight of his responsibility. He consulted with Yang Shangkun, who advised 
that in view of the seriousness of the situation they should report to Deng. 
That very evening, Li Peng and Yang Shangkun communicated to Deng their 
view that the protests required firm and swift action. Li Peng said that stu-
dents were criticizing Deng Xiaoping personally, and that there were other 
troubling developments: scuffles at Xinhua Gate of Zhongnanhai, the report 
that 60,000 students were still boycotting classes, the obstruction of traffic, 
and the reports of “black hands” who wanted to bring down the Communist 
Party and the socialist system all signaled serious prob lems.15 Deng agreed 
that the demonstrators should be warned of the gravity of their actions. From 
then on, Deng became deeply involved in decision- making about how to re-
spond to the demonstrators.
 The next day, Li Peng called a meeting of the Politburo to hear reports by 
Chen Xitong and Li Ximing, the Beijing municipal of fi cials responsible for 
monitoring developments in the cap ital. Some observers have argued that the 
two men, worried about the danger of being held responsible if something 
were to go wrong, exaggerated the gravity of the demonstrations and so mis-
led Deng about the ac tual situation. But other of fi cials believed that the de-
velopments were indeed serious and that Li and Chen were reporting accu-
rately on what was happening in Tiananmen Square.
 At 10 a.m. on April 25, Deng met Li Peng and Yang Shangkun in his 
home to hear their report of the situation. Li Peng wrote in his diary that by 
April 23 Deng had already decided that a firm warning was needed.16 After 
listening to their report, Deng said that the turmoil had to be stopped—
that in other Communist countries where protests had been tolerated, such 
as Poland, party authority had simply collapsed. Chinese leaders therefore 
needed to be clear and firm in ending the turmoil and in bringing things un-
der control. Deng then said an authoritative editorial warning the students of 
the dangers should be released immediately. Party leaders in the region were 
to be told to remain firm, and party and administrative leaders in the univer-
sities were to be directed to quiet things down.17
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 Deng personally directed what he felt the editorial should include and as 
usual with im por tant decisions, he prepared his comments carefully. Hu Qili 
was put in charge of preparing the editorial and the master drafter Hu 
Qiaomu edited the final version. The editorial was broadcast that very same 
night and appeared the next day, April 26, in the People’s Daily.18 It praised 
the majority who had mourned Hu Yaobang, but it also accused some of the 
mourners of making improper statements and engaging in inappropriate ac-
tions. According to the editorial, protestors were attacking the leadership of 
the Communist Party and the socialist system, going so far as to form illegal 
or ga ni za tions to try to seize power from the government- approved student 
associations. They were engaging in strikes and causing turmoil (dongluan) to 
overthrow the leadership of the Communist Party and using the banner of 
democracy to undermine Chinese- style democracy. If such turmoil went un-
checked, there would be chaos. The struggle was serious, and all illegal or ga-
ni za tions were to be disbanded and unlawful parades banned, immediately. 
Any persons fabricating rumors would be investigated for criminal liability.19

 Li Peng and his allies were counting on the editorial to intimidate and 
 subdue the students; after all, the serious accusations articulated in the edito-
rial constituted an open threat by the government that many student leaders 
would be arrested. But to Deng’s dismay, the plan back fired. Instead of back-
ing down, the student leaders dug in their heels and recruited massive num-
bers of additional students to join them. In his diary Li Peng wrote that the 
April 26 editorial had succeeded, but reports from the square concluded that 
it had only served to inflame the students. University presidents and adminis-
trators, who were more in touch with the student mood than Li Peng, felt 
that the editorial had removed the basis for dialogue that might have led to a 
peaceful resolution of the student grievances. In their view, the April 26 edi-
torial was too harsh.20 At age eighty- four, Deng went out less, talked to fewer 
people, and no  longer had a keen sense of the public mood. Had Zhou Enlai 
been alive, some of fi cials believed, he could have reached an un der stand ing 
with the students. But in April 1989 no leader had both the authority to offer 
a solution and the ability to bridge the communication gap between the se-
nior revolutionaries and the youth. Even Zhao Ziyang, who later advocated 
dialogue with the students and a retraction of the April 26 editorial, had been 
aloof and at the time was not seen by the students as a sympathetic ally. Stu-
dents accused his sons of corruption and criticized him for playing golf.
 With the appearance of the April 26 editorial, the battle lines were drawn. 
The leaders of the demonstrations iden ti fied Deng Xiaoping and Li Peng as 
their enemies. The demonstrations grew, to the extent that they easily broke 
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through the line of police who had been told to be restrained in their re-
sponse, for fear of causing bloodshed.21 Meanwhile, the of fi cials would not 
budge. Deng would not retract the editorial for fear of weakening the party’s 
authority. And although Li Peng and other of fi cials overcame their initial 
 reluctance to meet the students, while meeting with them the of fi cials held 
their line and failed to calm the situation. For instance, when Yuan Mu, State 
Council spokesperson, and He Dongchang, vice minister of the State Educa-
tion Commission, met with forty- five students on the afternoon of April 29, 
Yuan Mu refused to admit that corruption was a serious prob lem and denied 
the existence of any censorship. Students left angrier than ever.22

 Sympathy for the students was so widespread that Li Peng had dif fi culty 
retaining support of lower- level of fi cials for the crackdown. Hu Qili, the Po-
litburo Standing Committee member who supervised pro pa ganda work, ex-
plained to his fellow of fi cials that many news paper reporters were upset be-
cause their articles about what was ac tually happening in the square were not 
being published. University of fi cials who were told to quiet down the dem-
onstrations dutifully passed along the message to the students, but for many 
their hearts were not in it.23 Li Peng could not even count on the of fi cial me-
dia to support him. For several days no news papers of any kind appeared. On 
one national television station, reporters describing what was taking place in 
the square were interrupted, and for a brief time the picture went dark and 
the voiceover simply stopped. One day, an announcer said, “There is no news 
today.”24 After June 4, the head of the Propaganda Department and the edi-
tor of People’s Daily, who were considered too sympathetic to the students, 
were both removed from their positions.

The Li Peng–Zhao Ziyang Split, April 29–May 12

Under the strain of the growing popular demonstrations against the govern-
ment and party, high- level of fi cials became polarized between those who 
feared chaos and believed tighter control was necessary, and those who be-
lieved they should be more accommodating to the student demands. Li Peng 
was the symbol and rallying point for the former, and Zhao Ziyang for the 
latter. Li Peng’s diary is filled, day after day, with criticisms of Zhao Ziyang; 
he notes that by the fall of 1988 Deng was already dissat is fied with Zhao’s 
handling of the economy, his po lit i cal softness in failing to give strong sup-
port for the campaign against bourgeois liberalization, and his reluctance to 
accept full responsibility for the rampant in fla tion and the public’s reaction 
to the lifting of price controls.25 Zhao, by contrast, stated the prob lems be-
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Beijing Spring, April 15–May 17, 1989 607

came worse after he left for North Korea and Li Peng reported to Deng on 
the ominous threats from the demonstrations.26 Deng, the other party elders, 
and the security forces all supported Li Peng. Zhao, who after returning from 
North Korea advocated that the April 26 editorial be retracted, won the sup-
port of the intellectuals, reformers, students, and the general public.
 Li Peng and Zhao made a serious effort to avoid displaying their differ-
ences in public. Just as Li Peng had dutifully seen Zhao off at the train station 
on April 23, so too did he dutifully welcome him back home on April 30. 
But their personal differences, rivalries, and the pull of separate constituen-
cies were far stron ger than their desire to cooperate with one another. Ten-
sions between the two had been escalating since the summer of 1988 as the 
economic prob lems mounted and Zhao was held responsible for China’s high 
in fla tion. At the time, Zhao of fi cially kept his position as head of the Finance 
and Economics Leadership Small Group, but control of China’s economic 
bu reau cracy, which formerly had also rested with Zhao, shifted to Li Peng. 
The overlapping responsibilities became a battleground between Zhao the 
reformer and Li Peng the cautious planner.
 Li Peng, a sober of fi cial, was trained originally as a hydraulic engineer and 
was known to be a responsible and effective administrator. He held special 
sta tus as the son of a revolutionary martyr and as one of the many godsons of 
Zhou Enlai and his wife, Deng Yingchao. Li Peng, in fact, had to have had a 
high level of ability to have attended a very selective program to study ad-
vanced science in the Soviet  Union, but among leaders he was not renowned 
for his brilliance. He was unassertive in offering in de pen dent ideas and he 
was thoroughly loyal, hard- working, and dedicated—ready to carry out the 
wishes of the se nior leaders, no matter how unpopular their message. Li’s 
dour, careful nature was in sharp contrast to the warm and sympathetic Hu 
Yaobang or the more aloof but gentlemanly and analytical Zhao Ziyang. Be-
cause Li Peng found it hard to hide his disdain for the student protestors, his 
encounters with them did more to incite them than to quell their anger.
 On April 25, when Deng laid out to Li Peng his views on the importance 
of publishing an editorial, the summary of Deng’s comments was sent to 
Zhao in Pyongyang where in a secluded room, surrounded by a black cur-
tain, he read Deng’s message. Zhao immediately wired back, “I completely 
agree with the policy decision of Comrade Xiaoping with regard to the pres-
ent prob lem of turmoil.”27 In his diary, Li emphasizes that Zhao had approved 
of the editorial, though in reality he had only approved of Deng’s comments, 
upon which the editorial was eventually based.
 Once Zhao returned from his trip to North Korea, he quickly concluded 
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that the battle lines between the party and the students were so sharply drawn 
that there was little hope for reconciliation without retracting the editorial. 
At one point he even agreed to take full responsibility for the April 26 edito-
rial if it could be withdrawn.28 Zhao, who knew Deng well, must have real-
ized that the prospects of getting Deng to withdraw the editorial were very 
slight. Indeed, Deng, who believed that indecision and reversing decisions 
could only weaken party authority, refused to consider a retraction. On the 
student side, Zhao did what he could to ease the tension. He tried to reassure 
the students that they would not be punished by stressing that the vast ma-
jority of them were pa tri otic; he also encouraged them to leave the square and 
return to their classrooms.
 On May 1, just two days after he returned from Pyongyang, Zhao chaired 
a Politburo Standing Committee meeting to discuss how to respond to the 
anticipated demonstrations on the seventieth anniversary of the May 4, 1919, 
protests. Zhao advocated adapting to the changed times by issuing a state-
ment stating that the party supported increasing democracy and transparency 
in po lit i cal life. Li Peng, however, argued that the government’s primary em-
phasis should be on stability. He criticized the illegal or ga ni za tions and the 
spreading of rumors. If the young people got their way, he insisted, China 
would take a huge step backward. Zhao countered that although China did 
need stability, the students’ slogans—which advocated upholding the Consti-
tution, promoting democracy, and opposing corruption—were also the posi-
tions of both the party and the government.29

 In contrast to the stern, disapproving, and disciplinarian tone of Li Peng’s 
pronouncements, Zhao’s attitude was that of an un der stand ing parent giving 
advice to children who were basically good. On May 3 and May 4, in two 
im por tant public addresses, Zhao laid out the larger case for responding posi-
tively to the student demands. On May 3, at a conference celebrating the an-
niversary of the May Fourth movement, Zhao said that just as seventy years 
earlier the demonstrators had promoted science and democracy, the current 
demonstrators should also stress the essential roles of science and democracy 
in the modernization of China. He emphasized the importance of stability 
and Deng’s four cardinal principles, but he also declared that “the vast num-
bers of youth . . . hope to promote democracy and call for punishing people 
who . . . are guilty of corruption. This is also the exact intention of our 
party.”30 As always, party leaders attempted to present a united front. Zhao’s 
speech was so skillfully worded that it was dif fi cult for the conservatives to 
find any criticism.
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 In his speech to the annual meeting of the Asian Development Bank on 
May 4, Zhao also made an effort to reassure foreign investors that China’s 
social and economic systems were not disintegrating into turmoil and that 
the student demonstrations would soon be brought under control. Unlike 
Zhao’s May 3 speech, which had been sent to other leaders for comments 
before delivery, this speech was not vetted by other of fi cials, since Zhao was 
not required to clear in advance a presentation to an economic institution 
like the Asian Development Bank. Even so, Zhao faced criticism later for 
not sending the speech to se nior party leaders for review before he delivered 
it.31 This carefully worded speech, written by Bao Tong, was also broadcast 
to the students. In it Zhao acknowledged that there were prob lems with 
 corruption in the party, prob lems that he at trib uted to imperfections in the 
 socialist legal system and to a lack of openness and democratic supervision. 
He reiterated that the students were pa tri otic.32 The students were calmed by 
Zhao’s speech; afterward the numbers demonstrating in the square fell off 
sharply.
 By this time, the Hong Kong press had picked up on the difference in 
tone between Zhao’s speech and Li Peng’s conversations with the students, 
and began speculating about con flicts between the two. A July 6 report to the 
NPC on the “counter- revolutionary rebellion” by Chen Xitong, the Beijing 
municipal of fi cial allied with Li Peng who was presenting reports to the top 
of fi cials on the demonstrations, claimed Li Peng was ready to be tough while 
Zhao was trying to be more un der stand ing. Chen Xitong joined the allies of 
Deng and Li Peng in criticizing Zhao’s May 4 speech; like the others, he said 
that it departed from the message of the April 26 editorial. Chen stated that 
many grassroots of fi cials like himself who had been attempting to control the 
unruly students felt that they had been betrayed by Zhao’s speech. These of fi-
cials had been trying to get the students to back down, but in their eyes Zhao 
was far too sympathetic. Chen Xitong also claimed that many intellectuals, 
encouraged by Zhao’s speech, had begun speaking out more openly, causing a 
new wave of demonstrations and promising more turmoil.33 Zhao’s followers 
felt that Li Peng and his allies were making their task of winning the coopera-
tion of the students more dif fi cult.

Preparing for Gorbachev and the Hunger Strike, May 13–May 24

Gorbachev’s visit to Beijing on May 15–18 marked a historic turning point in 
Sino- Soviet relations and a personal triumph for Deng Xiaoping. The three- 
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de cades- long estrangement of the world’s largest Communist powers was 
coming to an end and normalized relations were in sight. In the early 1980s, 
Deng had summarized the conditions necessary for China to resume normal 
relations with the Soviet  Union: the Soviets had to pull out of Afghanistan 
and remove their troops from China’s northern border area, and the Viet-
namese had to leave Cambodia. Deng’s earlier view that the Soviet  Union 
was overextended and would need to readjust its foreign policy had proved 
correct. Gorbachev had agreed to all of the conditions and was coming to 
Beijing on Deng’s terms. The event would be one of the capstones to Deng’s 
career. In his triumph, Deng was prepared to be the gracious host, welcoming 
the press from around the world to the celebration.
 As Gorbachev’s arrival approached, reporters and photographers from 
around the globe assembled in Beijing in large teams to cover the event. 
American TV anchorman Dan Rather, who rarely went abroad, appeared, as 
did other Western celebrities. Not surprisingly, then, Deng was ready to try 
almost anything to clear Tiananmen Square before Gorbachev’s arrival. After 
Zhao’s speech on May 4, when students began returning to their campuses, 
there was reason to be hopeful. Moderate students from the Beijing area had 
voted with their feet and returned to their classrooms. Yet more radical locals 
and students who had traveled from distant regions persisted in camping out 
in the square.
 On the morning of May 13, two days before Gorbachev was scheduled to 
arrive, radical student leaders, desperate to keep their dwindling movement 
alive and con fi dent that they would not be arrested while Gorbachev was in 
Beijing, announced a novel addition to the Chinese protest tradition: a hun-
ger strike to start that very afternoon. Over a thousand students marched 
to Tiananmen, where they stated that they would not eat until the govern-
ment met their demands. The students declared, “We do not want to die. We 
want to live and live fully. . . . But if the death of a single person or of several 
people will enable a greater number of people to live better or if these deaths 
can make our homeland stron ger and more prosperous, then we have no right 
to live on in ignominy.”34

 Most hunger strikers did drink liquids and some pretended to fast but in 
fact ate solid food. Others took no food or water and before long, fainted. 
Their readiness to die elevated their struggle above practical politics and gave 
them a moral superiority with the public. The pictures of hunger strikers on 
television evoked sympathy both at home and abroad. Some viewers who had 
blamed the students for interrupting Beijing traffic began to sympathize with 
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those who were ready to sac ri fice their lives, seeing them not as troublemak-
ers but as heroic victims. Government of fi cials, aware that any deaths from 
hunger could inflame the public, were restrained in dealing with the strikers. 
None of the students were attacked or arrested, and the government supplied 
buses to shelter them when it rained, provided toilet facilities, and assigned 
government workers to help clean up the square. Sympathetic medical work-
ers treated those who were fainting and moved the more serious cases to 
nearby hospitals. According to of fi cial statistics, between May 13 and May 
24, some 8,205 hunger strikers were taken to hospitals.35 With such good 
medical attention, none of the students died, but the risk of death added 
drama to the demonstrations.
 The hunger strike caught party leaders completely by surprise. On May 13, 
the day the hunger strike began, a worried Deng Xiaoping met with Zhao Zi-
yang and Yang Shangkun. Deng declared that the movement had dragged on 
for too long; he wanted the square cleared before Gorbachev’s arrival. When 
Deng inquired about the mood of the public, Zhao replied that the vast ma-
jority of students were aware that the honor of their nation was at stake and 
would be unlikely to disrupt the welcoming ceremony. The pressure was on 
Zhao to ensure that Beijing would remain quiet during Gorbachev’s visit, 
and he was given considerable leeway to do whatever he thought necessary to 
clear the square.
 On May 14, several well- known Chinese intellectuals, aware of how im-
por tant it was to empty the square before Gorbachev arrived and fearing a vi-
olent confrontation, did their best to mediate the dispute. Twelve of China’s 
most famous writers and commentators, including Dai Qing, Liu Zaifu, and 
Yan Jiaqui, issued an announcement criticizing the government’s treatment 
of the students and failure to publish the truth about the movement. In an 
attempt to reach a reconciliation, they advocated that the government recog-
nize the in de pen dent student or ga ni za tions. But they also urged the students 
remaining in the square to return to their universities.36 They pleaded with 
the students: “Democracy is erected gradually . . . we must be completely 
clear- headed . . . we beg that you make full use of the most valuable spirit 
of the student movement, the spirit of reason, and temporarily leave the 
Square.”37

 Instead of personally appearing in front of the students, Zhao sent Yan 
Mingfu in his stead. Yan, head of the United Front Work Department, met 
with the students on May 16. As one of the party secretaries in the Secretar-
iat, Yan was sympathetic to the students’ demands. Desperate to reach an 
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agreement, Yan spoke frankly with them about the split within the party; he 
urged them to leave the square to protect Zhao. He promised to meet them 
again the next day and assured them that if they returned to their campuses, 
they would not be punished. Yan Mingfu went so far as to offer himself as a 
hostage to guarantee their protection.38 His efforts, however, failed.
 Although the hunger- striking students were demonstrating for democracy, 
they did not practice majority rule among themselves. As Wuer Kaixi, a bold 
student leader, explained, they had made a pact that if any one student 
wanted to stay in the square, the movement would continue.39 The students 
remained well- behaved, and when the Chinese flag was raised, they stood 
up in respect and sang the national anthem. But the enormous outpouring 
of sympathy from the citizenry had strengthened their determination not to 
yield. When it became obvious that the students were not going to leave, Yan 
Mingfu, who understood what this would mean for Zhao’s career and had 
some intimations of what it could mean for the country, was seen in tears.40

Gorbachev Visits Beijing, May 15–18

By May 15, the day of Gorbachev’s arrival, the crowds in support of the stu-
dents had again grown. At about 1 a.m. on May 16—the day Deng was 
scheduled to meet Gorbachev—the government made a last- ditch effort to 
clear the square. Loudspeakers in the square broadcast that the government 
was beginning a dialogue with the student representatives. The of fi cial mes-
sage urged the students to consider China’s national interest, end their hun-
ger strike, and return to their universities. The students listened under ban-
ners they had made welcoming Gorbachev, whom they regarded as a po lit i cal 
reformer worthy of China’s emulation. One banner read, “We salute the am-
bassador of democracy.”41 But they refused to leave the square and more 
crowds assembled to support them. The government had no choice but to 
cancel the planned welcoming ceremonies in the square. Instead, a small cer-
emony was held at the heavily guarded airport, and the meeting between 
Deng and Gorbachev was held inside the Great Hall of the People, which the 
demonstrators also tried to crash into, breaking a window in the pro cess.
 These changes of venue amid the distractions caused by the hunger strike 
were humiliating to Deng and the other se nior of fi cials who were unable to 
bring order to their own cap ital. Yet the meeting between Deng and Gor-
bachev went smoothly. No Chinese leader had been more centrally involved 
in the quarrels with the Soviet  Union than Deng. He had supervised the 
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drafting of the nine anti- Soviet letters in the early 1960s and he had repre-
sented China in the quarrels with Mikhail Suslov in 1963. But Deng person-
ally had also laid the basis for the improvement of relations immediately after 
his attack on Vietnam in 1979 and in 1985, when he had asked visiting Ro-
manian leader Nicolai Ceauåescu to convey to the Soviet leaders the Chinese 
conditions for normalization of relations. Negotiations between Soviet and 
Chinese diplomats had continued until February 1989, when the two sides 
agreed on the wording of a joint communiqué that ended the Vietnamese oc-
cupation of Cambodia and announced the timing of the visit by Gorbachev 
to Beijing to launch a new era of friendly relations between the two na-
tions.42

 Deng was careful to keep U.S. of fi cials informed so that improvements in 
relations with the Soviet  Union would not come at the expense of relations 
with the United States. No sooner had the two sides worked out the agree-
ment than Deng, on February 26, 1989, met with President George H. W. 
Bush. During their meeting Deng assured Bush, who was making a quick 
trip to China after the Japanese emperor’s funeral, that China’s improved re-
lations with the Soviet  Union would not affect its good relations with the 
United States. Deng began by tracing the his tory of Sino- Soviet relations, 
making it clear that conditions were now very different and that there was no 
danger that China would develop a close relationship with the Soviet  Union 
similar to that in the 1950s. China, he explained, would continue to seek 
closer relations with the United States because it was in China’s strategic in-
terests to do so.43 In May, on the eve of the Gorbachev visit, Deng sent Wan 
Li to reassure U.S. and Canadian of fi cials, including President George H. W. 
Bush on May 23, that the meeting with Gorbachev would not be at the ex-
pense of relations with the United States and Canada. And after the visit, 
Deng arranged to send Foreign Minister Qian Qichen to inform the U.S. 
government about the discussions.
 Foreign Minister Qian Qichen, who sat in on Deng’s two- and- a- half- hour 
discussion with Gorbachev on May 16, reported that Deng was in good spir-
its, even exuberant, as he healed the breach with the Soviet  Union on his 
terms. Deng and Gorbachev were both reformers; Deng at eighty- four was at 
the end of his career and Gorbachev at fifty- eight was at the beginning of his. 
Deng proved disarming when talking about the previous tensions with the 
Soviet  Union. He acknowledged that he had been personally involved in the 
ideological debates with the Soviet  Union, but described the arguments on 
both sides as “all empty words.”44 He confessed that “we do not believe that 
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our views were always correct.” Speaking from memory and without notes, 
Deng then gave a clear, detailed account of the ups and downs in Sino- Soviet 
relations. The prob lems, he said, stemmed from the fact that the Soviet  Union 
did not always treat China as an equal. But he also said that the Chinese 
would never forget the Soviet  Union’s assistance in laying the industrial foun-
dations for the new China. Deng agreed to end the past disputes and focus 
on the future, so that China could enjoy friendly relations with its neighbors. 
Gorbachev had been well briefed on the historical background; he spoke 
carefully and expressed support for Deng’s view that, as neighboring coun-
tries, the two should strive to develop a friendly relationship.45

 Deng made a thorough and forward- looking presentation to Gorbachev, 
but at the time he seemed uncharacteristically tense. While on camera during 
the banquet honoring Gorbachev, Deng, hands shaking, let a piece of dump-
ling drop from his chopsticks.46 That same day, some two hundred hunger 
strikers had been rushed to Beijing hospitals for emergency care and there 
were still some 3,100 hunger strikers left in the square.47 Deng could not eas-
ily forget the worsening situation.
 When he met Zhao Ziyang later in the afternoon of May 16, Gorbachev 
said that he had already met with Deng, but now that he was meeting 
with General Secretary Zhao, all agreements could become of fi cial. Zhao ex-
plained that Deng was still acting in an of fi cial capacity; China still needed 
Deng’s wisdom and experience and “therefore the First Plenary Session of the 
13th Party Congress in 1987 made the solemn decision that we still need 
Comrade Deng Xiaoping at the helm when it  comes to the most im por tant 
questions.”48 When Deng learned about Zhao’s statement, he was upset. 
Zhao’s supporters later explained that it was natural that Zhao should try to 
correct Gorbachev’s impression because in fact his meeting with Deng had 
been of fi cial. Zhao later said he was trying to protect, not harm, Deng’s im-
age.49 In his diary, however, Li Peng offered a different view: he admitted that 
Zhao’s comments were accurate but he felt that raising them in this context 
was Zhao’s way of laying blame on Deng for the economic prob lems in 1988 
and for the decisions that had led to the worsening of the student demonstra-
tions.50 Indeed Deng, like Li Peng, interpreted Zhao’s comments as blaming 
him for the recent prob lems.51

 The world press, assembled in Beijing to cover the reconciliation between 
China and the Soviet  Union, found the student movement spellbinding; in-
deed, the dramatic events on the square quickly eclipsed the Gorbachev visit 
as the center of media attention. For foreign reporters, it was impossible not 
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to get caught up in the idealism and enthusiasm of the students, who were far 
more open than Chinese had previously dared to be. With a vast interna-
tional audience watching, the students grew even more con fi dent that the 
PLA would not attack. Some, recognizing an opportunity to present their 
case to the world, assigned En glish- speaking demonstrators to the outside 
columns of the marchers, so they could tell the world about their desire for 
freedom and democracy and the need to end high- level corruption. A few 
persistent foreign reporters, trying to maintain balance, reported that most 
students in fact knew little about democracy and freedom and had little idea 
about how to achieve such goals.52

 During the Gorbachev visit, the number of students in the square grew 
daily. On May 18, the Ministry of State Security estimated that despite the 
rain, some 1.2 million people were in Tiananmen Square.53 Protests had 
spread to other major cities as well, and an estimated 200,000 students, from 
as far as several days’ train ride away, had descended upon Beijing. Some stu-
dents, feeling en ti tled on moral grounds, demanded free railway passage like 
the Red Guards had received during the Cultural Revolution. At the last 
minute, Gorbachev’s press conference, originally scheduled to be held in the 
Great Hall of the People, was moved to the Diaoyutai Guest House because 
his motorcade could not pass through the square.54 Vast numbers of report-
ers, however, skipped the press conference altogether to remain at Tiananmen 
Square.
 The Gorbachev visit marked a turning point not only in Sino- Soviet rela-
tions, but in the student movement as well. Until then Deng had hoped that 
the students would heed the call for pa tri ot ism and leave Tiananmen Square 
before the arrival of Gorbachev. For Deng, the end of the Sino- Soviet rift on 
Chinese terms was too big of an occasion to consider abandoning Tiananmen 
Square as the site of the welcoming ceremony. But the students were unwill-
ing to back down. Deng did not want to spoil the Gorbachev visit by sending 
in troops that would have clashed with students. But after the students had 
been so brazen as to refuse to leave Tiananmen Square during Gorbachev’s 
stay, Deng concluded they had gone too far. He was ready to bring in the 
troops.
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