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The Tiananmen Tragedy

May 17–June 4, 1989

As Deng moved ahead with plans to bring in the troops and declare martial 
law, Zhao and a group of liberal of fi cials made a final desperate effort to avoid 
a violent crackdown. At 10 p.m. on May 16, after a meeting with Gorbachev, 
Zhao chaired an emergency Politburo Standing Committee meeting where 
he reiterated his view, supported only by Hu Qili, that there would be no 
peaceful resolution unless the party retracted the April 26 editorial. Outside 
the Politburo, a group of retired liberal of fi cials on the Central Ad visory 
Commission—including Li Chang, Li Rui, Yu Guangyuan, and Du Run-
sheng—gathered to make final arrangements for releasing a declaration that 
the student movement should be declared pa tri otic. And early the next morn-
ing, with his back to the wall, Zhao called Deng’s of fice, hoping that if he 
could meet privately with Deng, he might be able to persuade him not to 
bring in the troops. Zhao was told to come in the afternoon. But when he 
arrived, he learned that he would not be meeting Deng alone; other members 
of the Standing Committee would be present. Clearly Deng was not about to 
accept his views.1

Martial Law and Zhao’s Departure, May 17–20

Even before Gorbachev arrived in Beijing, Deng had begun considering con-
tingency plans in case the demonstrators did not clear the square. On April 
25, the same day he decided to publish the editorial warning the demon-
strators, Deng put the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) on alert. By the be-
ginning of May, all military leaves had been canceled.2 Later, after the Gor-
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The Tiananmen Tragedy, May 17–June 4, 1989 617

bachev visit had ended and the most prominent members of the foreign 
me dia had left, Deng was ready to make his move. On May 17 at 4 p.m., 
Deng assembled the members of the Politburo Standing Committee (Zhao 
Ziyang, Li Peng, Qiao Shi, Hu Qili, and Yao Yilin) as well as Yang Shangkun, 
Deng’s liaison with the Central Military Commission (CMC), to decide on 
the next steps. All the par tic i pants were allowed to express their views. Zhao 
explained that the situation was serious; there were still as many as 300,000 
to 400,000 people protesting daily. He believed that unless they retracted the 
harsh April 26 editorial, the students would not voluntarily evacuate the 
square.3

 After listening to others’ opinions, Deng said that a solution to the nation’s 
prob lems had to begin in Beijing because any turmoil in the cap ital would 
have an in flu ence on the whole country. They needed to be firm. In Hungary, 
for example, national leaders had made concessions that had only led to fur-
ther demands. If Chinese leaders were to yield again, China would be fin-
ished. In Shanghai, Deng added, Jiang Zemin had successfully restored order 
in 1986 by taking a tough, top- down approach, closing down the World Eco-
nomic Herald for failing to follow directions (which had helped calm student 
demonstrations there). Deng believed that a similar steely resolve was needed 
now. But at present, Deng concluded, the police in Beijing were in suf fi cient 
to restore order: troops were needed. These troops would have to be moved 
in quickly and decisively, and for the time being, plans for their deployment 
needed to remain secret.4 When some in the room expressed worries that for-
eigners would react negatively to any use of force, Deng replied that swift ac-
tion was required and the “Westerners would forget.”5

 Li Peng and Yao Yilin immediately supported Deng’s views, and although 
Hu Qili raised some concerns, only Zhao Ziyang clearly disagreed. When 
Zhao spoke up, he was reminded that the minority must follow the lead of 
the majority. Zhao replied that as a party member he accepted this, but he 
still had some personal reservations.6 As general secretary, Zhao realized that 
he would be expected to announce the imposition of martial law and then to 
oversee its implementation. He feared that the decision to bring in the mili-
tary, even if unarmed, would only inflame the con flict.
 Immediately after the meeting with Deng, Zhao asked his assistant, Bao 
Tong, to prepare his letter of resignation. Zhao knew that he could not bring 
himself to implement martial law and that this decision would mean the end 
of his career, but he also was con fi dent that his decision would place him on 
the right side of his tory. At the dinner table with his family, he told his wife, 
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618 challenges to the deng era,  1989–1992

Liang Boqi, and daughter, Wang Yannan, that he planned to resign and that 
his decision would be hard on all of them. The family then phoned Zhao’s 
sons in Macao and Hainan with the same message. They all understood and 
accepted what he was about to do.7

 That evening Zhao had the awkward responsibility of chairing a Politburo 
Standing Committee meeting, without Deng, to discuss how to implement 
Deng’s decision to carry out martial law. At the meeting Zhao announced 
that he could not implement the decision to introduce martial law. Acknowl-
edging that his career was over, he said his time was up.
 The next morning Zhao Ziyang arrived in Tiananmen Square at about 5 
a.m. to express his concern for the students. Accompanied by Li Peng, who 
was now monitoring his movements, Zhao, speaking into a handheld micro-
phone, said, “We have come too late. . . . No matter how you have criticized 
us, I think you have the right to do so.” Zhao was shown on television around 
the world, trembling, with tears in his eyes. He explained that he too had 
once been young and had taken part in demonstrations without regard for 
the consequences. He then encouraged the students to give up their hunger 
strike and look after their health, so they could take an active part in the four 
modernizations.8 Some listeners interpreted Zhao’s message as a warning that 
he could no  longer help protect the students. This would be his last public 
appearance.
 After forcing this split on May 17, Zhao was not kept informed of meet-
ings to plan for martial law and he refused to make the public announcement 
on its imposition. On May 19 Zhao wrote a letter to Deng, trying once again 
to persuade him to soften the April 26 editorial, even though by then he 
knew it had virtually no chance of success. His letter was never answered.
 When Yang Shangkun first learned about Zhao’s letter of resignation, he 
asked Zhao to withdraw it so as not to reveal to the public an open split 
within the leadership—even though Deng, upset about Zhao’s appearance in 
the square, felt that such a split may have already become apparent. Zhao re-
fused to chair the meeting to announce the imposition of martial law, but he 
did agree to withdraw his letter; instead of resigning he requested a three- day 
leave due to physical exhaustion.9 During those three days, martial law was to 
be introduced.
 On May 28 Zhao wrote a letter to Deng, attempting to explain his re-
marks to Gorbachev that had so angered Deng. On the same day, Zhao was 
put under house arrest. His assistant Bao Tong was arrested and later moved 
to Qincheng Prison for high- level inmates. Although Deng lived for eight 
more years, he never answered Zhao’s letter and the two never again met.
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 From May 24 to May 26, the party center in Beijing hosted provincial first 
party secretaries, many governors, and leaders from Hong Kong and Macao 
to explain the reasons for introducing martial law and to seek their support.10 
The procedures for making a formal case against Zhao, however, took place 
after June 4. Having observed the results of Hu Yaobang’s confession in 1987, 
Zhao refused to confess, saying he had done nothing wrong. Under house 
arrest, he was given comfortable living conditions, but his visitors were strictly 
limited and his own visits outside were tightly controlled until his death in 
2005.11

 Plans for carrying out martial law moved quickly after Deng’s meeting 
with the members of the Politburo Standing Committee on May 17. The 
CMC held an enlarged meeting the next morning, and Yang Shangkun an-
nounced the decision to introduce martial law. That afternoon, the CMC 
held a working meeting to finalize the details for implementation: Gorbachev 
was to leave Beijing on the morning of May 19 and that evening 50,000 
troops would begin moving in quickly, arriving in Tiananmen Square the 
morning of Saturday, May 20.12 At 10 p.m. on May 19, Li Peng spoke to a 
large gathering of high- level party, government, and military of fi cials to in-
form them of the movement of troops. The following morning, at 9:30 a.m., 
Li Peng announced that martial law would begin at 10:00 a.m.13 Yang Shang-
kun instructed the military commanders that their soldiers were not to fire, 
even if provoked. Most of the soldiers did not even carry weapons.

The Failure of Martial Law, May 19–22

Deng and the military leaders were so con fi dent that the troops would reach 
their destination quickly and without incident that the soldiers were not 
briefed on what to do if they encountered resistance. They were not even 
given maps of alternate routes in case their paths were blocked. Meanwhile, 
by the afternoon of the May 19 the students were beginning to learn that 
soldiers in tanks, trucks, and armored vehicles were entering the outskirts of 
the city. The mood among students in the square was tense and fearful as 
they anticipated that the troops would arrive before dawn. Some Beijing stu-
dents returned to their universities, but the more radical students, as well as 
those students who had come to Beijing from some distance (the Ministry of 
Railways reported that some 56,000 students had arrived in Beijing by rail 
between 6 p.m. May 16 and 8 a.m. May 19), hunkered down and braced for 
the worst.14

 Neither the students in the square nor the high of fi cials anticipated what 
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happened next: the people of Beijing overwhelmed and completely stalled 
the 50,000 troops coming in from the north, east, south, and west, on six 
major and several minor routes. In his May 20 diary entry Li Peng simply 
noted: “We had not expected great resistance” and he then went on to record 
that troops ev erywhere had been stopped. Some troops had tried to enter 
Tian anmen Square by subway, but the subway entrances were blocked. Some 
had attempted to come in by suburban trains, but people lay on the tracks. In 
one instance, two thousand troops coming from some distance managed to 
arrive at the train station, but as soon as they got off the train, they were sur-
rounded and unable to move.15 Cell phones were not yet available, but people 
used regular phones to call acquaintances, and those with walkie- talkies set 
themselves up at key crossings to warn of the arrival of troops so that people 
could swarm to attempt to stop them. People or ga nized motorcycle corps to 
speed ahead and carry news of the troops’ movements as they entered Beijing. 
Some of fi cials blame Zhao Ziyang’s assistant Bao Tong for leaking to the stu-
dent protesters the plans for how and where the troops would arrive, but even 
if Bao Tong were a brilliant or ga nizer, he could not have been able to alert or 
or ga nize the vast throngs that took to the streets.
 That night a full moon lit up the city. Foreign news people observed mas-
sive numbers of people coming from all directions, joining crowds total-
ing hundreds of thousands in the streets of Beijing. Correspondents reported 
that the entire city became involved in the demonstrations, beyond anything 
ever before witnessed in the city. There was not only widespread sympathy 
for the students, but also overwhelming opposition to martial law.16 Be-
fore dawn the next morning, at 4:30 a.m., student- controlled loudspeakers 
in Tian anmen Square triumphantly announced that the troops had been 
blocked in all directions and were unable to reach the square. Demonstrators 
in the square cheered.
 The soldiers, mostly rural youth who were less educated and less sophisti-
cated than the university students, were unprepared for what they encoun-
tered. Foreign correspondents reported that many of them appeared bewil-
dered. They had been briefed not to respond to taunts and not to cause 
bloodshed, and they obeyed. Few soldiers carried weapons. Students quickly 
or ga nized themselves to address the truckloads of stalled troops, trying to 
convince them of the justice of the student cause—their desire for more free-
doms and an end to corruption. Bystanders with access to printing machines 
quickly printed and passed out leaflets opposing martial law. Some soldiers, 
with little knowledge and preparation, appeared sympathetic to the students’ 
appeals.17
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 In his diary entry of May 22, Li Peng acknowledged that the troops were 
unable to move for fifty hours. He also reports that Deng was worried that 
the “soldiers’ hearts may not be steady” (junxin buwen). For Deng, this be-
came the crucial issue. Would the soldiers maintain order when so many 
young people opposed them? Might the soldiers be in flu enced by the stu-
dents and lose their determination to impose discipline? Some soldiers ap-
peared weary and hungry.18

 At 7 a.m. on Monday, May 22, the troops were ordered to withdraw. As 
they began to leave, however, confusion reigned. Some residents thought the 
troops were merely maneuvering to find alternate routes to the center of the 
city and so they continued to block their movements. In any case, by May 24 
the troops had disappeared and withdrawn to the outskirts of the city, where 
they remained. Martial law had not of fi cially ended, but as the troops de-
parted, the demonstrators began to celebrate their victory.19 Never since 
1949—not even during the Cultural Revolution—had so many people in 
Beijing spontaneously demonstrated against the party leadership. Deng now 
confronted a mass movement that Mao would have been proud of, if only it 
had not been directed at his very own Communist Party.

Deng Prepares for Armed Force, May 22–June 3

Immediately after May 20, while allowing the troops to retreat temporarily, 
Deng directed Yang Shangkun to prepare tanks, armored vehicles, trucks, 
and armed men in suf fi cient numbers to overcome all resistance. By this 
point, the top leaders in Beijing had become acutely worried about the steadi-
ness of the troops and high of fi cials in the face of civilian opposition. On 
May 20, eight retired generals who had not been consulted about the imposi-
tion of martial law sent Deng a statement opposing the use of force. Deng 
and Yang Shangkun dispatched two top military leaders to visit each of these 
generals individually to explain the reasons for the imposition of martial 
law.20

 Over the next few days, Li Peng led an effort to garner the support of high 
of fi cials throughout the country. Li Peng’s diary for days after May 20 is filled 
with reports of phone conversations to local leaders across the country in 
which he relayed what had happened, asked for their approval, and recorded 
their declarations of support for the decisions of the Beijing leadership. By 
May 21, Li Peng had reported that leaders of twenty- two provincial- level units 
had expressed their support for martial law.21 For his part, Deng remained 
busy consulting with other se nior Chinese leaders to ensure their support. In 
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622 challenges to the deng era,  1989–1992

the crisis, Chen Yun supported Deng, saying it was im por tant to remain firm 
and not back down.22 Deng met also with Li Xiannian, Qiao Shi, Peng Zhen, 
and other elders to make sure there were no splits in the top leadership.
 In mid- May Wan Li was traveling in North America. Fearing that he might 
support Zhao, central party leaders notified him not to return directly to Bei-
jing but to return first to Shanghai. On May 26 at 3 a.m., Wan Li arrived at 
the Shanghai airport, where he was met by Jiang Zemin and Ding Guan’gen, 
an alternate member of the Politburo, who briefed him on the situation. On 
the next day, Ding Guan’gen gave Wan Li a more complete briefing based 
on orders from Beijing, and Jiang Zemin gave Wan a package of documents 
prepared in Beijing that explained why Zhao was being pushed aside.23 Al-
though Wan had spoken favorably of democracy while in North America, 
after he returned to Shanghai, Wan, ever the loyal party member, expressed 
support for Deng’s policies.24 Only then was he given permission to return to 
Beijing.

Deng Readies a New Leadership Structure

Even before martial law was imposed on May 20, Deng was busy considering 
the new leadership structure that would be announced to the public immedi-
ately after order was restored. Deng first took time to reaf firm the decisions 
of the 13th Party Congress, convened in 1987, before announcing the dis-
missal of Zhao, for he wanted to make clear to the public that decisions in-
troduced by Zhao would continue: markets would not only remain open but 
would be expanded. Projects then being carried out by foreign companies, 
even the large controversial proj ect planned for Yangpu in Hainan (led by the 
Japanese trading company Kumagaigumi), would continue. It was also an-
nounced that there would be a vigorous effort to deal with the prob lem of 
of fi cial corruption.25

 In his effort to regain public support, Deng wanted new leaders who were 
not iden ti fied with the Tiananmen crackdown to be introduced right after 
the troops took over the square. By May 19, the day before martial law was 
imposed, Deng, Chen Yun, and Li Xiannian had already chosen Jiang Zemin 
as general secretary; they planned to announce his appointment immediately 
after the Fourth Plenum.26 Deng had praised Jiang Zemin for his decisive ac-
tion in skillfully closing down the World Economic Herald without causing a 
big reaction. From 1983 to 1985, Jiang had also served as minister of the 
Ministry of Electronics Industry and had given briefings to Deng in 1985. 
Deng, Chen Yun, and Li Xiannian had come to know Jiang well during their 
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winter visits to Shanghai, where Jiang, as first party secretary, had hosted 
them. He had already served for three years as one of the youn ger members of 
the Politburo, so he was also familiar with central party issues. Moreover, Ji-
ang had the combination of firmness, commitment to reform, knowledge of 
science and technology, and experience in dealing with foreign affairs that 
Deng considered im por tant for leading China.
 Deng, Chen Yun, and Li Xiannian also considered the new membership 
of the Standing Committee of the Politburo. Li Ruihuan, party secretary in 
Tianjin, another effective, reform- minded leader, would be placed on the 
Standing Committee in charge of pro pa ganda—replacing Hu Qili, who now 
seemed too close to Zhao. Song Ping, an experienced and popular of fi cial 
who had dealt with dif fi cult or ga ni za tional issues, was to be added at the sug-
gestion of Chen Yun. And Li Peng, who had proved to be firm in carrying 
out Deng’s wishes, would remain as premier, along with Yao Yilin as vice pre-
mier. The new appointments were to be announced immediately and would 
become of fi cial at the next Central Committee plenum.27 Zhao Ziyang would 
leave the Politburo. Although he did not accuse Zhao of factionalism, Deng 
said that like Hu Yaobang, Zhao had worked only with a small circle of 
 people.28

 Having made his decisions about the new leadership, Deng met with the 
two continuing members of the Standing Committee, Li Peng and Yao Yilin. 
It would have been only human if the two were upset at being passed over for 
the top position of general secretary, so Deng patiently explained to them the 
need for new faces to maintain national order. He also encouraged them to 
take practical steps against corruption to show the public that the party lead-
ers were serious about dealing with the prob lem. At the meeting, Deng ex-
plained that Jiang Zemin and the other new leaders would need to take dra-
matic steps in their first few months of power to show their commitment to 
reform. Deng believed Jiang should not bring his personal staff with him to 
his new position; instead he urged ev ery one to unite around Jiang Zemin and 
form a strong leadership team.29 Once that new leadership team was in place, 
Deng would announce his intention to retire completely. He would retain 
some in flu ence even without any titles, but Jiang Zemin, without the per-
sonal authority of the revolutionary leaders, would need authority conferred 
by of fi cial titles in order to lead the country.
 Jiang Zemin was unaware of many of these high- level discussions about his 
future role. Li Peng telephoned Jiang and, without explaining why, told him 
to fly to Beijing immediately. When Jiang arrived, Li Peng told him that 
Deng wished to see him. Deng then notified Jiang of his of fi cial selection as 
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paramount leader. In Beijing, Jiang consulted individually with the other two 
top leaders, Chen Yun and Li Xiannian, and began at once to prepare for his 
new responsibilities.
 Jiang Zemin’s background made him an appealing choice for leader of the 
second generation. Born in 1926, Jiang had proved his high intellectual abil-
ity by passing the examinations to enter Yangzhou Middle School and later to 
enter Jiaotong University, one of the top engineering universities in the coun-
try. While pursuing his education, he learned some En glish and also some 
Russian, which he used during the two years when he was an exchange stu-
dent in the Soviet  Union. He also learned some Romanian. Jiang’s uncle, a 
Communist revolutionary martyr, became Jiang’s  adopted father after Jiang’s 
own father died when he was thirteen, a turn of events that gave Jiang a per-
sonal revolutionary his tory. Jiang joined the underground Communist Party 
before 1949. Beginning in 1980, as party secretary and a member of the lead-
ing group on foreign investment, under Gu Mu, he gained experience in re-
form and opening. During his six years as party leader in a Changchun auto-
mobile factory (one of China’s largest), Jiang also acquired a solid grounding 
in heavy industry. He became mayor of Shanghai in 1985, party secretary of 
Shanghai the following year, and a member of the Politburo in 1987.
 In selecting their successors, top Chinese leaders were partial to those who 
came from families of party revolutionaries, especially martyrs, for in a crunch 
they could be counted on to remain absolutely dedicated to the party. Deng 
wanted someone thoroughly committed to and knowledgeable about reform, 
as Jiang had proved he was. He also wanted someone who was firm and 
skilled at handling crises, as Jiang had been during the 1986 student demon-
strations and in closing the World Economic Herald. In addition, Deng was 
looking for someone who could maintain good relations with a va ri ety of 
people; while in Shanghai and Beijing, Jiang had shown that he could get 
along with other of fi cials. Indeed, beneath his jovial exterior, Jiang was a 
smart and mature po lit i cal manager. Although he never worked in the party 
structure in Beijing, he used his three years on the Politburo to familiarize 
himself with party leaders and central party affairs, becoming known as some-
one who could effectively manage po lit i cal issues.30

The Hardcore Students Persist, May 20–June 2

Immediately after the failure of the troops to establish martial law in Beijing 
on May 20, more and more people flocked back to the square, buoyed by the 
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mood of popular support and outraged at the imposition of martial law. Al-
though some students had grown weary or intimidated and returned to their 
campuses, they were replaced by new arrivals from the provinces, who con-
tinued to flood in.
 On the night of May 29, the Goddess of Democracy, a huge styrofoam 
statue modeled after the American Statue of Liberty, was placed facing the 
portrait of Mao and unveiled in a ceremony that attracted enormous atten-
tion at home and abroad.31 The statue had been made by students from 
the Central Academy of Fine Arts in three rushed days and carted on pedi-
cabs, piece by piece, to Tiananmen Square. Intended to provide a lasting re-
minder of the cause of Chinese democracy, it would be smashed to pieces in 
the cleaning up of the square after June 4.
 Meanwhile, the tenor of the movement had begun to change. Railway of fi-
cials estimated that during the period there had been some 400,000 one- way 
trips to or from Beijing, but by May 30 more people were leaving than arriv-
ing.32 Many of the protestors worried about punishment and wanted to bar-
gain for clemency. By late May, like the Propaganda Department they were 
opposing, the student leaders began trying to limit the access of reporters to 
ordinary demonstrators so that they could control the message reaching the 
public. The message itself was hard to control because the students were not 
united and because those who emerged as leaders tended to be bold orators 
who could sway a crowd rather than strategists with a long- term, uni fied pro-
gram; the students could not agree on a course of action. In an effort to have 
at least a minimum of unity, those who remained in the square took the fol-
lowing oath: “I swear to devote my life and my loyalty to protect to the death 
Tiananmen Square, the cap ital Beijing, and the republic.”33

The Crackdown, June 3–4

There is no evidence to suggest that Deng showed any hesitation in deciding 
to send armed troops to Tiananmen Square. At 2:50 p.m. on June 3, he gave 
the order to Chi Haotian to do whatever was necessary (yong yiqie de shou-
duan) to restore order. Melanie Manion, a perceptive Western scholar who 
was there at the time, explained Deng’s rationale. In her view, it was “highly 
probable that even had riot control mea sures cleared the streets on June 3, 
they would not have ended the protest movement. . . . The protestors would 
have retreated only temporarily, to rally in even greater force at a later date 
. . . the force used on June 4 promised to end the movement immediately, 
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certainly, and once and for all.”34 Deng’s family reported that despite all the 
criticism he received, he never once doubted that he had made the right deci-
sion.35 Many observers who saw the dwindling numbers in Tiananmen Square 
toward the end of May believe it may have been possible to clear it without 
violence. But Deng was concerned not only about the students in the square 
but also about the general loosening of authority throughout the country, 
and he concluded that strong action was necessary to restore the government’s 
authority.36

 Two years would pass before the Soviet  Union was to collapse, but by 1989 
Deng had become convinced that Soviet and Eastern European leaders had 
not done enough to preserve state and party power. In Poland on April 4, 
1989, as a result of the roundtable talks, the labor  union Solidarity had taken 
po lit i cal control, the presidency had been made an elective of fice, and the 
Communist Party had been dissolved. By coincidence, the Polish election 
was held on June 4, the same day that Chinese troops took over Tiananmen 
Square. Jiang Zemin, who had studied in the Soviet  Union, later praised 
Deng for having moved boldly to keep China from falling apart as had the 
Soviet  Union.37

 In total, some 150,000 troops were positioned on the outskirts of Bei-
jing.38 They had arrived mostly by rail, but ten planeloads of soldiers from the 
more distant military regions of Chengdu and Guangzhou also arrived on 
June 1. In case more troops were needed, the Guangzhou airport sold no 
tickets for six days starting on May 31. Troops had come from five of the 
seven military regions, but commanders of all the military regions had re-
corded their approval of the military effort to control the square, so there was 
no danger that some regions might later express after- the- fact opposition to 
the suppression of the students. For better or worse, they were in this to-
gether.
 For the crackdown itself, military strategists, in an effort to prevent roads 
from being blocked, as early as May 26 started sending small groups of sol-
diers to infiltrate the neighborhoods of Beijing. Secrecy was key. Some ar-
rived in unmarked trucks, with their weapons hidden. Others came in street 
clothes, on foot or on bicycles, in groups of three to five, so as to avoid draw-
ing attention. Some stationed near key intersections wore sunglasses and 
dressed like street toughs. Others were allowed to wear uniforms but ap-
peared to be groups of joggers, out for their regular exercise.39 For several 
days they continued entering in small numbers, but on Friday, June 2, the 
number of soldiers arriving increased. In particular, a large group of soldiers 
gradually assembled inside the Military Museum four miles west of Tianan-
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men, which would become an im por tant staging area for troops and equip-
ment. Many especially well- trained troops began to pass through the under-
ground tunnels to position themselves inside the Great Hall of the People, 
adjacent to Tiananmen Square, where they could be counted on to help clear 
the square in a disciplined manner. Other soldiers in civilian clothes were 
 located at additional key points around the city, where they could pro-
vide  intelligence about roadblocks and about any movements by the demon-
strators.
 On May 19, when the troops had first tried to impose martial law, they 
had moved at night believing (incorrectly) that people would be in bed, but 
masses of people swarmed the streets, aided by the light of a full moon. On 
this second attempt, military leaders chose the night of June 3, the darkest 
night of the lunar month. The date also seemed promising because if order 
could be established on June 4, a Sunday, most of the disruption would occur 
during the weekend, not on a normal work day.
 On June 3, Deng acknowledged that once order had been reestablished in 
Tiananmen Square and Beijing at large, it would take additional months or 
even years to change people’s minds. He was in no hurry and felt no need to 
blame those who had joined the hunger strike, demonstrated, or petitioned. 
He told the troops to target only those who were breaking the law and trying 
to subvert the nation. The logic of the crackdown, he told them, was that 
China needed a peaceful, stable environment in order to continue its reform 
and opening, and to modernize the country.
 In explaining his rationale for sending in the troops, Deng acknowledged 
that po lit i cal reform was needed, but he was firm about maintaining the 
four cardinal principles: upholding the socialist path, supporting the people’s 
democratic dictatorship, maintaining the leadership of the Communist Party, 
and upholding Marxist–Leninist–Mao Zedong Thought. If the demonstra-
tions and the pasting up of posters continued, he said, there would not be 
enough energy left to get things done. He said that leaders should explain 
their decision to restore order and persuade all levels that it was correct to 
take action against the protesters.40

 In the days before June 3, students began to get some hint of troop move-
ments, but they had no idea how many soldiers had already infiltrated the 
center of Beijing. Moreover, most students could not imagine that their pro-
tests would lead to shooting. On several occasions before June 3, the students 
had voted whether or not to continue to occupy the square. The majority al-
ways voted to stay, for most of those who advocated leaving simply voted 
with their feet. Yet in the days before June 4, some student leaders, fearing 
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punishment, tried to bargain with the government, saying that as a condition 
for leaving the square they should be guaranteed that they would not be pun-
ished and that the student or ga ni za tions would be given of fi cial recognition.41 
They received no such guarantees.
 On the night of June 2, word spread on the streets of Beijing that some 
troops were entering Beijing. Demonstrators and their allies sent the word 
out, and many PLA vehicles were blocked, overturned, or even set on fire as 
the troops tried to make their way through the city. Meanwhile, government 
of fi cials pushed ahead. On the afternoon of June 3, Qiao Shi called an emer-
gency meeting to discuss the final plans for clearing the square. Yang Shang-
kun presented the plans to Deng, and Deng quickly approved them.42 The 
leaders had expected some resistance from demonstrators on June 2, but they 
had underestimated the strength of the opposition: Chen Xitong reported 
that people “surrounded and beat soldiers. . . . Some of the rioters even seized 
munitions and military provisions. Offices of the Central Government and 
other major organs came under siege.” Li Peng was so distraught at the scale 
and determination of the resistance that for the first time he used the term 
“counterrevolutionary riot,” indicating that those resisting would be treated 
like enemies. He declared, “We have to be absolutely firm in put ting down 
this counterrevolutionary riot in the cap ital. We must be merciless with the 
tiny minority of riot elements. The PLA martial law troops, the People’s 
Armed Police, and Public Security are authorized to use any means necessary 
to deal with people who interfere with the mission.”43

 On June 3, the commanders of the various group armies met at the head-
quarters of the Beijing Military Region to go over the details of their assault 
plan. Three waves of soldiers in motorized vehicles would enter Beijing. In 
each wave troops would move in from the north, south, east, and west. The 
first wave would move from the third and fourth ring roads between 5:00 
p.m. and 6:30 p.m.; the second between 7:00 p.m. and 8:00 p.m.; and the 
third between 9:00 p.m. and 10:30 p.m. Some of the earlier trucks would not 
contain weapons, but two waves of armed soldiers would follow the three 
earlier waves; one would set out at about 10:30 p.m. and another after mid-
night.44 The soldiers were to clear the square before dawn.
 The launch proceeded as planned. At 6:30 in the evening on June 3, an 
emergency announcement was made on radio and TV that workers should 
remain at their posts and citizens should stay at home to safeguard their lives. 
Chinese state television (CCTV) broadcast these emergency announcements 
nonstop, while loudspeakers made the same announcements in the square.45 
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The announcements did not say spe cifi cally that troops were moving in, 
however, and since the government had already issued many other warnings, 
many people did not attach suf fi cient weight to the phrase “safeguard your 
lives.”
 On June 2 and June 3, the student protesters used tactics they had devel-
oped since May 19. Few had walkie- talkies, but they did make good use of 
motorcycles to spread the word of troop movements. Several hundred motor-
cyclists, known as the “Flying Tigers,” made themselves available to speed 
from one site to another, warning of troop movements, so that the people 
had time to set up new roadblocks. When the roadblocks forced the lead 
trucks to stop, people rushed to slash tires or simply to let the air out, thus 
bringing the trucks to a halt. Then the people cut wires or ripped out parts 
of the engines and began taunting and throwing bricks and stones, and 
in some cases assaulting the soldiers on the back of the trucks. These road-
blocks proved effective in some cases, stopping not only the first wave of 
trucks, but also later waves that could not get around the first group of dis-
abled vehicles.46

 The greatest resistance and the greatest violence on the night of June 3 and 
the early morning of June 4 took place on a main street four miles west of 
Tiananmen Square, near Muxidi Bridge and next to tall apartment buildings 
where retired high- level of fi cials lived. At about 9:30 p.m., troops from the 
38th Group Army reached Muxidi, where they found several thousand civil-
ians gathered to resist any advance. Buses were stretched across the road at 
Muxidi Bridge, blocking further movement by armored vehicles. The PLA 
first tried firing tear gas and rubber bullets, which had little effect; people re-
sponded by boldly throwing rocks and other objects at the troops. An of fi cer 
used a bullhorn to order the crowds to disperse, but to no avail. The 38th 
Group Army that had approached from the west, like the Guomindang turn-
coats who had joined the PLA during the Chinese civil war, were under spe-
cial pressure to prove their loyalty: their commander, Xu Qinxian, had ex-
cused himself, saying that medical prob lems made it impossible for him to 
lead his troops. At about 10:30 p.m. the troops near Muxidi Bridge began 
firing into the air and throwing stun grenades but there were no deaths.
 By 11:00 p.m. the troops, still unable to advance, began firing live weap-
ons directly at the crowds (using AK- 47 automatic rifles that can fire ninety 
shots per minute). As people were shot, others carried the wounded to the 
side of the battle area and took them to ambulances, or put them on bicycles 
or pedicabs to rush them to nearby Fuxing Hospital. PLA trucks and ar-
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mored cars also began charging ahead at full speed, running over anyone who 
dared to stand in their path.47 Even after they began shooting with live 
rounds, using deadly force against their countrymen, it took the troops some 
four hours to advance the four miles eastward from Muxidi to Tiananmen.48

 At Tiananmen Square, troops did not arrive in sizable numbers until after 
midnight, but some police and plainclothes military were already in place, 
having arrived several hours earlier. At 8 p.m., lights lit up the square and the 
adjacent Chang’an Boulevard that runs east of the square, and by 9 p.m., 
this boulevard was mostly deserted. In armored vehicles and tanks, the troops 
began to move toward the square. Several miles out, as they approached from 
the east, some rifle shots hit the windows of buildings where foreign photog-
raphers and reporters were located; the troops were warning them to keep 
away from the windows, where they might take pictures of killings near the 
square. Foreigners were also stopped by plainclothes of fi cers, who told them 
to get off the streets so that they would not get hurt and warned them not to 
take photographs of military action. Many photographers had their cameras 
and film con fis cated.49

 An estimated 100,000 demonstrators were still in Tiananmen Square just 
before the troops began to move in. By 1 a.m. on Sunday, June 4, soldiers 
had begun arriving from ev ery direction. Around the edges of the square, on 
Chang’an Boulevard and at the Great Hall of the People, soldiers opened fire 
on civilians who had begun taunting, throwing bricks, and refusing to move. 
The protestors had not expected that the troops would fire real bullets, but 
when some died and when wounded protesters were carried away, the re-
maining people panicked.
 By 2 a.m., only several thousand people remained in the square. Student 
leader Chai Ling announced that those who wanted to leave could leave, and 
those who wanted to stay could stay. Hou Dejian, a popular singer from Tai-
wan who along with several well- known intellectuals had entered the square 
on May 27 for what they all thought would be the final days of the occupa-
tion, took the microphone to warn those still there that armed troops were 
now pressing into the square.50 Hou said that those listening had proved that 
they were not afraid to die, but that there had already been enough blood-
shed; those remaining should withdraw peacefully without leaving behind 
anything that could be used as a weapon.
 At about 3:40 a.m., as the soldiers approached, Hou Dejian and three 
 others met with the martial law troops to negotiate a peaceful exit from the 
square. After a brief discussion, the PLA of fi cer agreed. At 4 a.m. the lights 
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went out in the square. Hou Dejian returned to the microphone shortly 
thereafter to announce their agreement and told those who remained to evac-
uate immediately. Some three thousand persons hurriedly followed Hou out 
of the square. At 4:30 a.m. troops and military vehicles moved forward, and 
the students who stayed behind retreated toward the southwest. At 5:20 a.m., 
only about two hundred defiant demonstrators remained. They were forced 
out by the troops and by 5:40 a.m., just before dawn, as ordered, the square 
was completely clear of demonstrators.51

 Some observers reported that people were shot in the square, but govern-
ment spokesmen denied that anyone had been shot in the square between 
4:30 and 5:30 a.m.—implicitly acknowledging that some may have been 
shot before or after that time.52 The government also did not deny that peo-
ple were killed on Chang’an Boulevard, adjacent to the square. Many have 
tried to determine the number of people killed during that night, but esti-
mates vary widely. Official Chinese reports a few days after June 4 stated that 
more than two hundred were killed, including twenty soldiers and twenty- 
three students, and that about two thousand were wounded.53 Li Peng told 
Brent Scowcroft on July 2 that 310 had died, including some PLA soldiers 
and thirty- six students.54 Ding Zilin, the mother of one of those killed, later 
tried to collect the names of all those killed that night, and as of 2008 she had 
collected almost three hundred names. Li Zhiyuan, chief po lit i cal commissar 
of the 38th Group Army, reported that in addition to the killed and wounded 
soldiers, some sixty- five trucks and forty- seven armed personnel carriers were 
destroyed, and another 485 vehicles were damaged.55 The most reliable es-
timates by foreign observers who have carefully studied the event are that 
somewhere between 300 and 2,600 demonstrators were killed and that sev-
eral thousand were wounded. Some initial foreign reports of tens of thou-
sands killed were later acknowledged to have been greatly exaggerated. Ti-
mothy Brook, a Canadian scholar then in Beijing, drawing on estimates by 
foreign military attachés and data from all eleven major Beijing hospitals, re-
ported that at those hospitals there were at least 478 dead and 920 wounded.56 
Some believe that the number of deaths may have been higher than the num-
bers documented at these hospitals, however, because some families, fearing 
long- lasting po lit i cal punishment for the wounded or themselves, would have 
sought treatment for their loved one, or disposed of his or her body, outside 
of regular channels.57

 For several days after clearing the square, the PLA and the police cleaned 
up the area that had been trashed during the demonstrations, crushing the 
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Goddess of Democracy in the pro cess. There were a few scuffles with local 
citizens, but following the bloody crackdown, an uneasy calm returned to the 
square and to Beijing.
 Student leaders of the demonstrations were rounded up and arrested: some 
were detained briefly, others were placed in jails. Even some prominent intel-
lectuals like Dai Qing, who had been in the square encouraging the students 
to withdraw, were arrested and jailed. Deng personally decided on a seven- 
year sentence for Bao Tong, Zhao Ziyang’s assistant; but after serving his 
seven years, he has remained under strict surveillance. Other subordinates 
of Zhao’s were jailed and after more than twenty years some demonstrators 
had still not been released. Some student leaders, including Chai Ling and 
Wu’er Kaixi, and intellectual leaders such as Yan Jiaqi and Chen Yizi, with 
the help of an “underground railroad” of safe houses and brave friends, man-
aged to escape from the country. Wang Dan, however, was jailed for several 
years before being released and exiled to the West, where he continued his 
studies.

The Hothouse Generation and a Postponement of Hope

The students and older intellectuals who took part in the 1989 demon-
strations—like intellectuals throughout Chinese his tory—felt a deep sense of 
responsibility for the fate of their country. They were, however, a hothouse 
generation, with little experience outside their schools and universities. Un-
like the students of the late 1940s, they had not spent years building an or ga-
ni za tion to attain power. Unlike the students of the early 1980s, they had not 
been tempered by po lit i cal campaigns, struggles during the Cultural Revolu-
tion, or work in the countryside. They were the ablest students of their gen-
eration, but they had been tested by examinations instead of experiences—
they were the sheltered beneficiaries of academic reform in the best middle 
schools and universities of the country.
 Moreover, these students had grown up at a time in Chinese his tory that 
offered no space for in de pen dent po lit i cal activists to or ga nize and test their 
ideas. The demonstrators were not members of po lit i cal or ga ni za tions, but a 
part of crowds with changing leaders and loosely affiliated par tic i pants. Those 
who rose to take high positions in the movement did so not by displaying 
superior judgment and strategic planning, but through their spontaneous 
oratory and bravado. Those who remained in the square harbored the illu-
sion that their national leaders would recognize their pa tri ot ism and their 
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high morals, talk with them, take their concerns as legitimate, and deal with 
the issues they were raising.58

 This hothouse student generation resembled Sun Yat- sen’s de scrip tion of 
China in the 1920s: like a sheet of loose sand. Zhao Ziyang’s opponents 
blamed him for inciting the students and directing their spears at Deng. 
Zhao’s supporters, in turn, blamed his rivals for provoking the students to 
embarrass Zhao. Both Zhao’s supporters and his opponents may have tried to 
direct the student protestors, but in fact they had little ability to do so. The 
Chinese students marched to their own drummers. Even the students’ own 
leaders could only incite the protesters gathered in the square, not control 
them.
 After June 4, students and their families mourned those who had been 
killed or injured. They also mourned the loss of hope that a more open, moral 
China would emerge in the near future. Student leaders, considering what to 
do after June 4, acknowledged to one another that they had been naïve in 
challenging the nation’s leaders and in expecting them to give up their power. 
Students of this generation, as well as the following generations, took away 
from their tragic experience the lesson that direct confrontation with the 
leadership would likely cause a reaction so forceful that it was not worth the 
costs.
 The Chinese students after June 4, then, unlike their counterparts in the 
Soviet  Union and Eastern Europe, stopped attacking the Communist Party. 
Many students came to believe that prog ress could only be achieved by slowly 
building a base, by improving the economic livelihood of more people, by 
improving people’s un der stand ing of public issues, and by gradually develop-
ing experience in democracy and freedom. Even some students who were not 
members of the Communist Party acknowledged that the leaders had been 
in danger of losing control over the country, and that only the party could 
maintain the stability necessary to promote economic growth. Many believed 
that despite the corrupt and self- serving of fi cials, the Communist- led pro-
gram that had brought about the reform and opening policies—and with 
them, the improved livelihood of the people—was preferable to any likely 
alternative. They hoped that after de cades of stability and economic growth, 
a stron ger base for a freer society could develop. In the meantime, the vast 
majority of student activists simply gave up promoting collective action and 
instead concentrated on pursuing their own careers.
 Many intellectuals and even some high- level party of fi cials believed that 
the decision to fire on innocent people was unforgivable and that sooner or 
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later the party would have to reverse its evaluation of the movement. Al-
though such a change seems unlikely while those who played an active role in 
deciding to use force are still alive, there has been a softening of the govern-
ment’s position. Within two de cades after the crackdown, many of those im-
prisoned were released and the opprobrium of having taken part was gradu-
ally reduced as the events first called a “counterrevolutionary rebellion” 
(fangeming baoluan), became a “riot” (baoluan), then “po lit i cal turmoil” 
(zhengzhi dongluan), and fi nally, the “1989 storm” (1989 fengbo).

The Power of the Tiananmen Image

All of us who care about human welfare are repulsed by the brutal crackdown 
on June 4, 1989. The tragedy in Tiananmen Square evoked a massive outcry 
in the West, far greater than previous tragedies in Asia of comparable scale 
elicited.59 For instance, on February 28, 1947, as the Guomindang took over 
Taiwan, the Guomindang general Chen Yi killed off thousands of the most 
prominent local leaders so as to eliminate any local leader who might have 
resisted the Guomindang. In Taiwan the incident embittered relations be-
tween “locals” and “outsiders” for de cades, but it received little attention 
abroad. In 1980, too, Korean president Chun Doo Hwan led a bloody crack-
down during which he slaughtered far more people than were killed in Bei-
jing in 1989 in order to eliminate local resistance in Kwangju. Yet the 
Kwangju events were not covered by Western television, and global condem-
nation of the South Korean leaders did not compare with the condemnation 
of the Chinese leaders after the Tiananmen tragedy.
 In his comparative analysis of these incidents, American scholar Richard 
Madsen tackles this question of why Western audiences became so emotion-
ally involved in the Tiananmen tragedy and suggests that the answer has to 
do with the way the events unfolded dramatically in real time on television, 
as well as how the students came to be iden ti fied with Western ideals. In 
short, Madsen concludes that the crackdown in Beijing struck a nerve be-
cause it was interpreted as an assault on the American myth that economic, 
intellectual, and po lit i cal freedoms will always triumph. Many foreigners 
came to see Deng as a villainous enemy of freedom who crushed the heroic 
students who were standing up for what they believed in.60

 During the Cultural Revolution, there was no comparable foreign media 
access in China, even though the raw brutality that occurred then affected far 
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greater numbers of people than did the events of June 4. Paradoxically, Deng 
Xiaoping’s efforts to open China to the foreign press made it possible for for-
eign correspondents to report to the world about his crackdown in Tianan-
men Square.
 Before the spring of 1989, foreign reporters in China had been highly re-
stricted in their movements and in their access to the Chinese people. Chi-
nese of fi cials, too, under pressure from above not to give away “state se-
crets,” rarely talked to the press and when they did, they were guarded. Until 
April 1989, when reporters began meeting with dissidents who wanted to 
pass on their message, they had to meet secretly so as not to get the activists 
in trouble.
 For foreign correspondents trying to see behind the curtain, then, the Bei-
jing Spring provided a unique opportunity. Indeed, for most foreign report-
ers in Beijing, covering the student demonstrations from April 15 through 
June 1989 was the most exciting time of their careers. During this period, 
they worked to the limits of their physical endurance under adverse circum-
stances to capture the yearning for freedom and democracy and were given 
air time and print space to report the exciting drama in their home media.
 Meanwhile, the Chinese students were as eager for their views to reach 
wider audiences as the reporters were to broadcast them. For reporters, as for 
students, the obvious depth of support for the students from the older citi-
zens of Beijing made it dif fi cult to imagine that the government would fire 
on its own people. Many reporters later criticized themselves for being so 
caught up in the excitement that they, like the students whom they were cov-
ering, had failed to see the lurking dangers and to prepare Western audiences 
for the consequences.
 By the end of May, Western TV viewers and news paper readers had so 
thoroughly iden ti fied with the students fight ing for democracy that the 
bloody finale was perceived as a crackdown on “our” students, who stood for 
what “we” stand for. The Goddess of Democracy statue brought home to 
Americans in particular the apparent yearning for all that the Statue of Lib-
erty represents. In the eyes of Western viewers, heroic young demonstrators 
were being gunned down by brutal dictators. And when the reporters saw the 
students they had come to know being battered and killed, they were so vis-
cerally moved that they tended to exaggerate the horrors. Some reported that 
as many as five thousand or ten thousand demonstrators were killed. After 
June 4, the story that China was on the brink of civil war continued in the 
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Western press even though by June 9, when Deng had met with the leaders 
from all the military regions, it was clear to objective observers that the situa-
tion had stabilized.61

 To Chinese leaders straining to keep control over events, the foreign media 
that could be seen or heard by hotel staff and residents of southern cities near 
Hong Kong, as well as by Chinese people overseas, became “black hands” fo-
menting the disturbance. Indeed, many Chinese eagerly sought the reports of 
Voice of America, the BBC, and CNN. Professional Chinese journalists en-
vied the freedom of Western journalists to report events as they saw them and 
tried to stretch their own range of freedom in the stories they wrote.
 In the aftermath of the Tiananmen incident, businesspeople, scholars, and 
U.S. government of fi cials who believed that U.S. national interests required 
working with the Chinese government were vulnerable to criticism for coop-
erating with the “evil dictators” in Beijing. As the Cold War was coming to a 
close, many outspoken U.S. liberals were arguing that our policies should re-
flect our values, that we should not coddle dictators but instead should stand 
on the side of democracy and human rights. And what better way to display 
Western commitments to these ideals than to condemn those responsible for 
the Tiananmen crackdown? After June 4, then, Deng Xiaoping was con-
fronted not only by disaffected youth and urban residents in China, but 
also by Western of fi cials who espoused the same values as the Chinese dem-
onstrators.

What If ?

A tragedy of such enormous proportions, one that caused such extensive hu-
man suf fering and was witnessed around the world, led all those who care 
about the welfare of humankind to ask how such a catastrophe might have 
been avoided. Those looking for an immediate cause of the tragedy point to 
the decision by Deng Xiaoping to use whatever means necessary to clear the 
square. Deng’s critics argue that if he had not taken such a firm stance against 
the “turmoil” on April 26, 1989, if he had been more willing to listen to the 
students, or if he had used all the nonviolent means at his disposal, the square 
could have been cleared without such violence and loss of life. Critics of Zhao 
Ziyang argue that if he had given less encouragement to the students and had 
been more resolute in dealing with them, and if he had been less concerned 
about his personal image as an enlightened leader, the ultimate tragedy could 
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have been avoided. Critics of Li Peng claim that if he had not been so stub-
born in refusing to talk with the students and to understand their concerns, 
so quick to condemn them, so determined to promote the editorial of April 
26 that branded them as perpetrators of “turmoil,” and so rigid in his disdain 
for and lack of sympathy for them, the tragedy might not have occurred. 
Critics of Chen Xitong and Li Ximing say that had they not exaggerated the 
gravity of the situation and the extent of foreign involvement in their reports 
to Deng and other se nior of fi cials, the se nior leaders, including Deng, would 
not have felt compelled to respond so strongly.
 Critics of the student leaders say that had they not been so vain, displayed 
such an exaggerated sense of personal importance, and refused to consider 
the dangers they were creating, the tragedy would not have occurred. Some 
suggest, too, that if the students and the other Beijing residents had not 
stopped the troops on May 20 that were trying to bring order by peaceful 
means, the regime could have avoided the shootings that followed two weeks 
later. For their part, Chinese critics of Westerners argue that if Westerners 
had not fanned the flames of student protest and if the foreign “black hands” 
had not tried to destroy Chinese communism and the socialist system, the 
demonstrations would never have gotten out of hand.
 Those who look for deeper causes point to the decisions by Deng and 
Zhao Ziyang to allow in fla tion to rise in 1988 and to lift price controls on 
consumer products, arousing the anger and anxiety of the citizenry. Others 
complain about the arbitrary exercise of power and privilege by those in high 
positions who intimidated the public, exercised unnecessarily tight controls 
over personal lives, and gave unfair advantages to their friends and relatives. 
Some conservatives blame the market reforms that went too far by en-
couraging greed and contributing to of fi cial corruption. Others believe that 
Deng’s failure to move the country faster toward democracy and to support 
Hu Yaobang in 1986 was the ultimate cause of the conflagration. Deng did 
believe that of fi cials at the “commanding heights” have a responsibility to 
make decisions and that although they should listen to constructive opinions, 
in the end they must do what they feel is necessary for the long- term success 
of the country. If Deng had done more to experiment with voting methods, 
to weaken the bonds of authoritarian leadership, to introduce the rule of law, 
and to punish corrupt of fi cials, some say, the country could have pro gressed 
faster and avoided the challenge from the students.
 Other of fi cials, who admire Deng’s handling of the Tiananmen demon-
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strations, believe that in late May 1989, once the situation in Tiananmen 
Square began spinning out of control, the strong actions taken by Deng rep-
resented the Chinese people’s only chance for keeping their nation together. 
Many of fi cials believe that once Deng was unable to bring order by introduc-
ing martial law without firing on the crowds, he had no choice but to do 
what he did to keep the country united. When many Chinese people com-
pare Deng’s response to the Beijing student uprising with those of Gorbachev 
and his Eastern European counterparts to their own versions of the Beijing 
Spring, they believe the Chinese people and the Chinese nation today are 
far better off. They are convinced that given its early stage of development, 
China could not have stayed together had the leadership allowed the intel-
lectuals the freedom they sought. They acknowledge the seriousness of the 
tragedy of 1989, but they believe that even greater tragedies would have be-
fallen China had Deng failed to bring an end to the two months of chaos in 
June 1989.
 As much as we scholars, like others concerned about human life and the 
pursuit of liberty, want to find clear answers that explain the causes of that 
tragedy, the truth is that none of us can be certain what would have hap-
pened had different courses of action been taken. Nor is it possible, only two 
de cades after these events, to make a final judgment on the long- run impact 
of Deng’s decisions. If Chinese people in the de cades ahead acquire more 
freedom, will the path to that freedom be less tortuous than that taken in the 
former Soviet  Union, and will the events of the spring of 1989 have been a 
major factor? We must admit that we do not know.
 What we do know is that in the two de cades after Tiananmen, China 
 enjoyed relative stability and rapid—even spectacular—economic growth. 
Small- scale protests have occurred in large numbers and the leaders have been 
nervous about the danger of larger outbreaks, but in the first two de cades af-
ter Tiananmen China avoided any large- scale turmoil. Today hundreds of 
millions of Chinese are living far more comfortable lives than they were liv-
ing in 1989, and they enjoy far greater access to information and ideas around 
the world than at any time in Chinese his tory. Both educational levels and 
longevity have continued to rise rapidly. For these reasons and others, Chi-
nese people take far greater pride in their nation’s achievements than they did 
in the previous century.
 We also know that the yearnings of Chinese people for more personal free-
dom and for a more representative government remain deep. Popular discon-
tent due to government corruption has if anything grown since 1989. Many 
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Chinese worry that without more in de pen dent media and a more in de pen-
dent judicial system, it will be dif fi cult to make prog ress in controlling cor-
ruption. And clearly many Chinese leaders who believe Deng was correct in 
linking rapid economic growth to increased popular support are worried 
about the ultimate “what if ”: what if they fail to make prog ress in solving 
these prob lems before the pace of growth slows?
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