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      Preface

      When the tanks rolled into Tiananmen Square early in the morning of June 4, 1989, they crushed an unknown number of demonstrators and the once-vibrant student movement for which they stood. They also crushed the career of Chinese Communist Party General Secretary Zhao Ziyang and the hopes of innumerable reform-minded workers in public agencies and private think tanks whom Zhao had charged with restructuring China’s political and economic system. More tragic still, they crushed the hopes of Chinese everywhere who believed in the leadership’s commitment to replacing the rule of men with the rule of law. The excitement of events in Eastern Europe in the fall, which made all things seem possible, made the taste of China’s increasingly repressive authoritarianism more bitter still.

      There is an old saw in the China field: if you visit China for a week you can write a book; after a month you can write an article; and after a year you cannot write anything at all. The contributors to China Briefing, 1990 have spent many years studying China and have written many books, but 1989 was the kind of year that puts the most discerning analyst to the test. For many professional and amateur China watchers the crackdown that began June 4th crushed a growing hope that in the wake of the inexplicable madness of the Cultural Revolution, China was once again embarked on the kind of stable modernization process its leaders claimed to prefer. It is the task of this book to explain what went wrong and provide some understanding of what might come next.

      China Briefing, 1990 continues the tradition of its predecessors by analyzing the key events and trends in Chinese affairs over the course of the previous year. However, many people will be chronicling and analyzing the dramatic events of 1989; a partial listing of those efforts already in print appears at the end of this volume. We have taken a somewhat different approach, asking the authors of our annual chapters on politics, economics, culture, and foreign relations to answer a broader question than simply “what happened” in 1989. We have asked each author to ponder how the events of the past year fit into the longer history of the People’s Republic of China, which observed the 40th anniversary of its founding on October 1, 1989. Was 1989 a watershed year, whose events sharply reversed China’s course, or will those events prove to have been relatively minor disruptions of longer-term trends? What broader systemic issues were raised or brought into sharper focus in the course of that less-than-celebratory anniversary year?

      To help round out the picture, we have also addressed these questions in a chapter on society. And we have added special chapters on Hong Kong, which was dramatically affected by the year’s events, and Tibet, which continues to cause problems for Beijing both domestically and in its relations with the rest of the world.

      China Briefing is prepared annually by the China Council, a program of The Asia Society’s Education and Contemporary Affairs Division. The division also produces an annual India Briefing, and, for the first time this year, a Korea Briefing. The Asia Society is a nonprofit, non-partisan educational organization committed to increasing understanding of Asia and of U.S.-Asian relations through a nationwide program of cultural and informational events and publications.

      The editor wishes to thank the staff of the Education and Contemporary Affairs Division who work so hard to bring this series to press on a very tight schedule: particularly Senior Editor Deborah Field Washburn and Publications Assistant Andrea Sokerka. Ellen Lenson prepared the chronology, the glossary, and the appendix, with help from Dorothy Grant. Salma Hasan Ali and Puneet Talwar provided excellent research assistance and editorial suggestions. Patricia Farr was extremely helpful in the final copyediting of the manuscript.

      
	Anthony J. Kane
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    Introduction: Reunderstanding China

    Anthony J. Kane

    Tiananmen Square was created to witness history, and it has witnessed a lot. It spreads out before the Gate of Heavenly Peace, entrance to the ancient Forbidden City and the platform from which Mao Zedong proclaimed the founding of the People’s Republic of China on October 1, 1949. In 1966 Chairman Mao used the square to rally millions of Red Guards and launch his Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. And it was there nearly ten years later, on April 5, 1976, that demonstrators mourned the death of Premier Zhou Enlai and initiated a movement that brought the Cultural Revolution to an end.

    For many years to come, however, Tiananmen will be associated with the tragic events of June 4, 1989, when six weeks of often joyous demonstrations for democracy came to a brutal and bloody end. Now it is not just millions of Chinese but hundreds of millions of people around the world who think of Tiananmen and mourn.

    A year later, many of those who were there and many more who watched from afar are still struggling to understand how things could have gone so terribly wrong. The painful scars left by the chaos and madness of the Cultural Revolution were thought to be healing after a decade of reform, reform that was supposed to bring peace and prosperity back to China and to the world around it. Now many of the old wounds have opened once again, and no one seems to know how to stop the bleeding.

    It is difficult to remember what the world was like when 1989 began. China was undergoing a difficult economic retrenchment program following a serious bout with inflation and other problems produced by an overheated economy. Nevertheless, the spirit of reform was pervasive in free markets and tiny independent enterprises around the nation. Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev was scheduled to make a pilgrimage to Beijing, hat in hand it seemed at the time, after giving in on all of the “three obstacles” (as defined by the Chinese) to improved Sino-Soviet relations: troops on the Sino-Soviet border, the Soviet presence in Afghanistan, and Soviet support for the Vietnamese in Cambodia. U.S. President George Bush rushed to get to Beijing first, and when the Chinese blocked dissident astrophysicist Fang Lizhi from attending an American-hosted banquet the president refused to let it upset his relationship with his good friend Deng Xiaoping.

    This is not to say that trouble was not expected, but even when expected, trouble came in unexpected ways. Plans to commemorate the 70th anniversary of the May Fourth Movement were short-circuited by the unexpected death of former Chinese Communist Party (CCP) general secretary Hu Yaobang on April 15. In spontaneous tribute to the man who had been forced from office for not suppressing the pro-democracy demonstrations of December 1986, tens of thousands of people, mostly students, came to Tiananmen Square to mourn both the man and the movement.

    When the government threatened to drive the mourners from the square, the students organized, and then the unthinkable happened. Reacting to rumors that troops were about to suppress the demonstrations, people took to the streets in even greater numbers (more than 100,000 on April 21), and the troops backed away. An angry editorial in the April 26 edition of the CCP organ People’s Daily virtually accusing the students of sedition merely served to fan the flames of resistance among growing numbers of students and others now flush with the taste of victory.

    By the time Gorbachev arrived in Beijing the demonstrators numbered in the millions, and they included people from all walks of life. Demonstrations of some kind were reported in at least 80 other cities and towns. When Gorbachev left the capital the authorities declared martial law, but it was more than two weeks before the order was enforced. Then it was enforced with a brutality that shocked the nation; concerns were raised by party members and even some in the army itself. We may never know how many died: there are no official figures for military, much less civilian, casualties.

    It has been said that the leadership’s brutality on June 4 and its repressiveness since that time offer proof that nothing has really changed in China. It is the consensus of the authors in this volume that, on the whole, quite a bit has changed. True, Kenneth Lieberthal remarks in his chapter on politics that “the frequently used phrase ‘the evolution of China’ is somewhat misleading” because the changes that have occurred “do not appear to have brought the country significantly closer to establishing the essential conditions for stable national government.” But he also acknowledges that China has changed a great deal in other respects: “demographically, economically, socially, and in other ways.” Dwight Perkins notes that in economic terms, at least, China has changed beyond the recognition of its aging leadership, many of whom see a country “rooted in conditions of a backward, near subsistence rural economy” that simply no longer exists.

    Where these two analyses, and others in the book, converge is in their description of a nation changing much faster than the people who rule it. What Lieberthal sees as a failure to establish the conditions for stable government is a failure of leadership, and that failure comes precisely from the inability of the octogenarians who seized power on June 4 to acknowledge that China needs new leaders whose vision is focused on the nation’s future needs, not its past revolutionary glories.

    One might well ask how a leadership so out of touch with the needs and desires of its own people survived the crisis of 1989 and continues to maintain its grip in 1990. The simple answer to that question lies in the leadership’s willingness to use brute force and intimidation, but there are other factors as well, factors well analyzed in the pages of this book. Martin Whyte, for example, makes it clear that while the impulse for reform was powerful, a large majority of the Chinese population was either satisfied with the pace of reform or felt the reforms had already gone too far. In the countryside, especially, China’s conservative leadership had a base of support that had been strengthened by the success of the reform movement in improving people’s lives.

    This analysis is underscored by Perkins in his answer to the question, Did reform cause Tiananmen? He argues that while reform produced many new problems, it also solved important problems and thereby ensured the support of those who benefited from it.

    If this is true, then one might turn around and ask whether Zhao Ziyang and his reformist minions were in fact even more isolated than the octogenarians who removed them from power. If their constituency was a small minority, those who felt that reform had not gone far enough, then is the current leadership not justified in claiming to have ousted a few troublemakers in the name of the Chinese masses?

    The answer suggested in the pages of China Briefing, 1S90 is that, however isolated the reformers had become and whatever doubts had been raised in people’s minds about the continued viability of the reform economy, there is nothing in the record of the post-June 4 leadership to suggest that the conservatives are either more popular or more able to solve the many problems that remain. As Whyte argues, the struggle of last spring was not essentially between those who believed that reform had gone too far and those who thought it had not gone far enough. Rather it was a crisis precipitated by a forced alliance between these two groups against a leadership that seemed to be increasingly unable to satisfy either constituency. Retrenchment policies introduced in September 1988 may well have been necessary in the face of rapidly rising prices, but by the spring of 1989 it was clear that other fundamental problems remained unsolved. Premier Li Peng proved to be no more effective than Zhao Ziyang had been in eliminating corruption or addressing other inequities in the system, and the slow growth brought on by the conservatives’ retrenchment policies had not won fans for the leadership.

    For better or for worse, the events of 1989 seem to have helped crystallize the differences between the more adventurist reform policies represented by Zhao Ziyang and the more conservative approach represented by Li Peng. (Although Deng Xiaoping has designated new CCP General Secretary Jiang Zemin the “core” of the leadership, nobody inside or outside of China seems to believe that Jiang is truly in charge.) While Zhao was a frequent target of the demonstrators in late April and early May, by the time martial law was declared on May 20 he had become their hero. Just as Hu Yaobang became increasingly popular after his fall from power and was idealized as a hero of the Democracy Movement following his death, Zhao’s tearful farewell to the demonstrators on May 19 served to galvanize support behind him. Thus the current leadership, while stripping Zhao of his party posts and keeping him from public view, has been unable to expel him from the party or to bring charges against him (despite an official ongoing “investigation”). To the extent that the events of last spring became an accelerated struggle between would-be successors to Deng Xiaoping, that struggle is far from over, even if it has moved once again behind the scenes.

    If the only leaders in China who are popular are those who have fallen from official grace, is it possible for anyone to succeed? What will it take to modernize China and to restore it to the status its people expect, that of a great world power? These are the questions facing all Chinese, both leaders and led, in the wake of last year’s tragic events. But they are not new questions; they have been asked repeatedly in the course of China’s many 20th-century revolutions. As Leo Lee’s chapter reveals, they are questions that were raised 70 years ago in China’s original “cultural revolution,” the May Fourth Movement, and they are questions many of China’s more courageous intellectuals were raising again in the 1980s. In the process of “cultural self-reflection” that Lee describes, China’s intellectuals are asking now, as they did in 1919, whether the political crisis China faces might not have deep cultural roots requiring a massive rethinking of past experience, current practice, and future needs.

    The difference between 1919 and 1989, however, is that whereas 70 years ago Marxism provided radical new answers to China’s problems, now it is part of the tradition being questioned. Perhaps the greatest weakness of the current leadership is not its inability to solve the many problems China faces today, but its unwillingness to allow these probing questions to be asked. It is in this respect that the leadership most closely resembles the leftists who were in power during the Cultural Revolution. Mao Zedong’s fear of losing control of the revolution led him to destroy its strongest institution, the Chinese Communist Party. Deng Xiaoping fell prey to the same fear when he joined other retired rulers in overriding the established political structure to resolve the crisis created by the Tiananmen Square demonstrations. In destroying a process of institutionalization he had nurtured over ten years of reform, Deng also destroyed what might well have been his greatest legacy.

    In Lieberthal’s analysis, failure to replace personalized rule with enduring political institutions is half of the core agenda of issues on which China has failed to progress in its struggle for modernization. The other half of that agenda pertains to “the quest to shape a national consensus on China’s posture toward the world.” Allen Whiting sees cause for pride in China’s record on foreign relations, noting that “China had never been more secure in this century” than it was in 1989. But although China had never been less vulnerable to foreign attack, Whiting agrees with Lieberthal that its leaders seemed to feel increasingly (one might almost say irrationally) afraid of foreign influence, claiming the need for “a fine mesh screen to keep out the ‘worms, flies, and mosquitoes’ whose dangerous infections had poisoned the body politic.”

    One major source of these “foreign” influences, of course, is not the West but a part of China itself: Hong Kong. Set to be returned by the British to Chinese control in 1997, Hong Kong is a modern society that the leadership both covets for its wealth and fears for what it suggests about China’s future. In attempting to reassert its control over the British colony, Beijing hopes to avoid destroying one of the most vibrant of East Asia’s newly industrializing economies, an economy that could potentially be a boon to China’s own. But China’s communist leaders have always been concerned about the noneconomic impact this paragon of capitalism would have on the People’s Republic, and in 1989 that concern turned to outright fear. Freelance journalist and Hong Kong resident Frank Ching details the three-way dance between Hong Kong, Beijing, and London as the leaders of all three societies try to figure out how to make the “one country, two systems” formula work.

    China’s leaders now admonish Hong Kong not to spread capitalism to the mainland, but they continue to offer some degree of autonomy by allowing the territory to remain a “special administrative region” after 1997. However, Beijing’s record for tolerating autonomy within China’s borders has not been good, as demonstrated by anthropologist Melvyn Goldstein in his chapter on Tibet. Believing it had righted the wrongs Tibetans suffered in the Cultural Revolution, when thousands of temples were destroyed by Red Guards, China’s reformist leadership reacted angrily when demonstrations erupted demanding more autonomy from China in the name of preserving the Tibetan way of life. Martial law was declared in March 1989 in Lhasa, the Tibetan capital, after another outbreak of violence in a chain of disruptions that began in 1987.

    Tibet has in fact been a particularly intractable problem for the leadership in Beijing since 1959, when the Dalai Lama, Tibet’s traditional spiritual and political leader, fled to exile in Dharamsala, India. It has also been a focus of attention for human rights activists, U.S. congressmen, and others suspicious of the rapidly warming relations between Beijing and Washington. The drama of Tiananmen Square seems to have temporarily swept from many people’s minds the ongoing and in many ways even more painful drama being played out in Lhasa, but the two became connected in people’s minds in October when the Dalai Lama was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. Without progress on Tibet, many critics feel, the relationship between the United States and China should never be allowed to progress too far.

    As of mid-1990, those on both sides of the Pacific who have been critical of the Sino-American rapprochement of the 1970s and 1980s are getting the reassessment they had hoped for. In the fall of 1990 and again in 1992 George Bush’s China policy will almost certainly be an issue. Democrats and Republicans alike have criticized the president’s “softness” in response to the 1989 crackdown. Relations between Congress and the administration deteriorated through the fall of 1989 and turned to confrontation after the visit of National Security Adviser Brent Scowcroft and Deputy Secretary of State Lawrence S. Eagleburger to Beijing in December. The president won a crucial showdown in January 1990 when Congress failed to override his veto of a bill protecting the status of Chinese students in the United States, but the victory may have been a Pyrrhic one. Even Republicans who supported the president made it clear that their support stopped short of approval for his policies.

    The national media have trumpeted the outrage of the American public in its reaction to events in China and to the debate in Washington. Deng Xiaoping, who had twice been named “Man of the Year” by Time magazine for his reformist policies, quickly turned from hero to villain, and opinion polls registered unprecedented swings from positive to negative feelings toward China. And just like in the 1950s, China scholars who dared to defend the relationship with the communist leaders have come under attack (see, for example, a March 9, 1990, column by Anthony Lewis in the New York Times titled ‘Trahison Des Clercs”).

    The question critics seem to be asking is why the United States could not save the Democracy Movement in China, and this is disturbingly close to that earlier question, why we “lost” China in 1949. Sino-American relations in the 1990s are likely to look a lot more like those of the ‘50s than those of the ‘80s, and that is not good news for either side. Mutual anger and recrimination across the Pacific and deep dissension in both capitals over what to do about it will not bring democracy to China. Nor will they hasten China’s integration into an increasingly interdependent world as we try to work globally to save the environment, conserve resources, and limit populations.

    Ironically, one place in which the chill in Sino-American relations seems to be welcome is Beijing, where the conservative leadership accuses the United States of trying to change China through a policy of “peaceful evolution.” When Richard Nixon visited China in the fall of 1989, Deng Xiaoping told the former president, “Frankly speaking, the United States was involved too deeply in the turmoil and counter-revolutionary rebellion that occurred in Beijing not long ago. China was the real victim, and it is unjust to reprove China for it” (New York Times, November 1, 1989). One can only wonder what Deng meant his reform program to do, if it was not to transform China from the inside by a process of peaceful, evolutionary change.

    Of course when Deng and others complain of an American policy that advocates “peaceful evolution,” their complaints stem from a fear that China is being changed not from internal necessity but rather in response to external pressure. As China Briefing authors have pointed out repeatedly, Chinese leaders have been trying for over a century to preserve the essence of what it means to be Chinese while adopting some of the more useful advances introduced by the barbarians from across the seas. It is a strategy based on resisting change as much as possible, a variation on the time-honored Chinese adage that one must use the barbarians to fight the barbarians.

    One problem with that strategy is that technology does not come “value free,” as several authors in this volume point out. An even greater problem is that in reality China had begun to change in important ways long before the Chinese were startled into an awareness of their technological backwardness in the Opium Wars (1840–42). By 1800 change was already occurring at speeds that tested the capacity of the country’s conservative leaders, both Han and Manchu, to adjust. It is for that reason that historians no longer mark the birth of modern China as 1840; the roots go far deeper. (The Search for Modern China, a comprehensive history by Jonathan Spence [New York: W. W. Norton, 1990] begins in 1600.) Thus the problem with attempting to preserve the Chinese essence while adopting Western methods is not just that those methods come with an essence all their own, it is that the essence of China itself has already changed dramatically. China was in some ways becoming more and more like the rest of the world—less agrarian and more commercialized, for example—even before its rulers began to equate that kind of change with Westernization. It was becoming modern. As Leo Lee indicates, even those who claim to be Westemizers in China (both historically and today) often have little real idea what the West is like. They advocate change in the name of Westernization for much the same reason that those who oppose change do so in the name of protecting China from “spiritual pollution.” The West is for both sides a symbol of change itself, whether or not the content of any particular change resembles something that actually exists in the West.

    One thing seems dear: whether conservatives or liberals are in power in Beijing and whether United States policy favors engagement or disengagement, China will continue to change. The current leadership in Beijing has learned this in its failed attempt to reestablish an atmosphere of fear in which neighbors inform on one another and orders are obeyed without question. That kind of passive cooperation in repression made the Cultural Revolution possible, and the Chinese people, by not cooperating this time around, are silently making it clear that China cannot go back in that direction.

    Americans angry at the suppression of the Democracy Movement can take solace in the Chinese people’s reaction to the repression that has followed the bloody crackdown. But our reactions must be tempered by the knowledge that while American values have had an impact on China, we are not the ones who will shape China’s future. President Bush learned that lesson the hard way when he tried to soften the repression with promises of rapid reengagement. Change will come in China, but it will come at its own pace, and, most likely, in continually unexpected ways.

  
    1
A Year of Great Significance

    Kenneth Lieberthal

    Many Chinese and China specialists wondered at the end of the 1970s whether the reform effort recently begun by the Deng Xiaoping leadership would survive for more than a decade. They pondered this question because the history of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) had provided startling evidence of policy reversals or large-scale political instability roughly every ten years. Significantly, the events of 1989 demonstrated that ten years of reform policies and of opening the country to the outside world, while bringing dramatic changes, nevertheless had not created institutions or policy consensus that would enable the PRC to break out of this destructive decennial cycle.

    Each period of disruption has resulted from two broad phenomena: first, the policies being pursued create increasingly acute problems, thus generating considerable tension; and second, the political system’s long-term failure to make progress toward resolving two underlying issues, identified below, leaves the system susceptible to major political storms. The strains of the first set of problems create disputes that combine with the underlying stresses on the political system to produce dramatic consequences, including major substantive policy shifts. Thus, in the late 1950s strains created by the First Five-Year Plan combined with political flaws in the system to produce the disastrous Great Leap Forward, while the late 1960s witnessed violent political conflict among the elite as the country moved against the radical mobilization policies of the Cultural Revolution. In the late 1970s the political crisis that occurred in the wake of Mao Zedong’s death produced the far-reaching reforms of the Deng era. And in 1989 the unresolved issues erupted yet again as new policies ran their course and produced new strains.

    This framework of analysis suggests that the events of 1989 should be viewed through two prisms. First, the immediate problems that precipitated the mass movement that began in April 1989 and went on for seven weeks and the leadership’s policy responses throughout the remainder of the year warrant scrutiny. And second, the events of the year require analysis for evidence of China’s progress (or lack of progress) toward resolving the two core problems that have rankled and weakened the system over a much longer period: the investment of political power in officials rather than in offices and the lack of a national consensus on China’s posture toward the world.

    
      Substantive Policy Runs Its Course: Reform and Its Discontents

      The reforms begun in 1978 sought to ignite the initiative of a disillusioned populace and channel that initiative into efforts that would serve the development of the country’s economy. Broadly speaking, the reforms reduced the role of politics in people’s lives, increased the role of the market in shaping economic decisions, and broadened China’s exposure to the international arena. Combining appeals to individual self-interest with a retreat from active state management of the economy, the Deng leadership tried to spark an explosion of creative and efficient effort that would lift China into the ranks of the rapidly developing countries around its eastern periphery.

      Deng Xiaoping’s early reform policies released many of the bonds that had kept talented Chinese from working effectively. In 1979 the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) declared that it would dismantle the castelike system of class categorization that held roughly 50 million citizens in a state of permanent discrimination. Subsequent policies essentially declared that individual Chinese should have far greater personal freedom in matters of daily life—hobbies, clothing, hair-styles, recreational preferences, and so forth.

      Of more fundamental importance, during 1979–84 the collective system in agriculture gave way to family-based farming, and a massive exodus of farmers from the land was not only tolerated but encouraged. New freedoms for private enterprise created a situation in which by 1988 fully 25 percent of the country’s industrial production occurred outside the state sector. At the same time, the reformist leadership turned abroad to acquire foreign technology, capital, managerial skills, and worldwide market expertise.

      The results of these and related initiatives were, overall, impressive. Chinese GNP and foreign trade grew rapidly, while the PRC during the early 1980s absorbed more foreign capital than did any other Third World country. Real per capita income grew at a tremendous pace, a remarkable feat for a country whose population encompasses more than 22 percent of humankind. While the actual number of foreigners in China—and of Chinese living abroad—did not reach the level of earlier periods in the 20th century, the impact of foreign ideas and styles greatly exceeded that of any previous period due to the explosion of access to television throughout China.1

      The net effects of these changes were profound. Urbanization proceeded at remarkable speed, with some 100 million individuals shifting from rural-to urban-based remuneration between 1984 and 1986. Consumer mania gripped large segments of the Chinese population, rapid regional differentiation of wealth became evident, and large portions of the population became aware of living standards elsewhere in the country, around Asia, and in the West. All these developments produced changes in popular sentiment that, on balance, increased expectations concerning living standards, heightened the sense of individualism among many, and exacerbated jealousies over inequality and fears of unemployment.

      The initial reforms focused on agriculture and on opening China to the outside world. The early rural reforms paid off handsomely, with unprecedented gains in grain production and rapidly increasing rural living standards. But the output of grain peaked at roughly 410 million metric tons in 1984. Until that time, production gains had reflected in part the removal of disincentives and structural inefficiencies in the agricultural system, but these generally were one-time gains. Since 1984, insufficient new investment for agriculture and other problems have caused output to level off, even as the population has continued to grow.

      Between 1979 and 1984 the reformers trod lightly in the most complex arena—the urban industrial economy. But beginning in 1984, with a great deal of momentum having been created by the initial successes of the rural reforms, the top leaders turned their attention to making serious changes in the way the urban economy functioned. Since 1986, however, the urban reforms have, on balance, run into trouble. Components such as the dual-price system2 have created an environment in which corruption has flourished, while other anomalies in the reform effort produced increased local protectionism and rapidly accelerating rates of inflation from 1987 to early 1989.

      As a result, mass-level grievances grew substantially during the years leading up to 1989. Inflation created widespread fears and, especially in the summer of 1988, panic buying. Top-level indecision nurtured popular unease about future policies. And, perhaps most serious, popular awareness of the abuse of power by officials and their relatives grew dramatically.

      In the popular mind, a “new class” was forming in a richer society, comprising those with political connections who used their official power to capture fortunes and to monopolize prized opportunities such as travel abroad. Thus, growing numbers of Chinese viewed the once-popular reforms as having created financial and job uncertainty for themselves while nurturing opportunities for unjustified enrichment by an increasingly corrupt elite. The fact that the reformers never developed a cogent rationale for their efforts added to the sense of disquiet.

      Among the various sectors of the population, university students and faculty felt especially aggrieved for several reasons. They more them most were exposed to the international arena and thus were more likely to measure China against the standards prevailing abroad. They more than most felt the reforms had undercut their prestige, for in the new social environment where income equaled success many street vendors made more money than did university professors, who were on fixed, low salaries. And they more than most felt a historical obligation to serve as the conscience of society. By 1989, therefore, the universities were set to explode, and the potential for unrest elsewhere in the population had grown ominously.

      The dissatisfaction of intellectuals became evident early in the year, as unprecedented petitions and open letters calling for increased human rights and the release of political prisoners garnered signatures and attention. Some intellectuals formed discussion groups to thrash out the need for political reforms. In this effort, the increasing ties between intellectuals in China and Chinese intellectuals living abroad played a role. Astrophysicist Fang Lizhi exemplified the crosscurrents that fed this activity. Fang had spent a year at Princeton University in the mid-1980s, and upon his return to China he became an outspoken advocate of democratic reform and human rights.

      The Chinese government was aware of the enormous popular concern about inflation and corruption, but it reacted hesitantly and ineffectively. In autumn 1988 the government tightened credit as a means to reduce the demand-driven inflation, but this produced increased popular disaffection. The Agricultural Bank found itself without sufficient funds to honor its procurement obligations for the 1988 fall harvest, and thus many peasants were paid with IOUs.3

      The credit crunch also caused severe distress to many small-scale private and collective enterprises. And the credit squeeze produced widespread unemployment in the urban construction industry, as many new projects lost their financial underpinning. As a result, disgruntled peasants who had recently moved from rural areas into the urban construction trades became potential sources of social instability in major cities. Moreover, efforts by the political leaders to stem corruption proved so ineffective that they merely served to highlight to the population the extent to which politically powerful families in the country had become untouchable.

      During the winter of 1988–89 popular support for the political leadership collapsed. Moreover, the leadership showed every sign of disagreeing about how to deal with the inflation that contributed so strongly to popular discontent. Some felt the situation required greater use of state administrative controls to tighten up on credit, reduce the growth in the money supply, and bring inflation under control. Others viewed the fundamental problem as being insufficient reform, where partial movement toward the use of market forces had created a situation in which the country benefited from neither the discipline of the plan nor the discipline of the market.

      Advocates of tightening up included the octogenarian Chen Yun and two members of the Standing Committee of the Politburo, State Planning Commission Chairman Yao Yilin and Premier Li Peng. Advocates of accelerated reliance on the market included CCP General Secretary Zhao Ziyang, along with Tian Jiyun and other leaders closely associated with Zhao. Deng Xiaoping in the late spring of 1988 had supported Zhao’s position, but as inflation worsened during 1988 Deng essentially left Zhao and his market-oriented reformers to take the blame and increasingly sided with those who sought greater administrative controls.

      The Chinese leadership thus was gripped by unease and division as it grappled with serious economic and political challenges in the spring of 1989. Indeed, many political observers believed that Zhao Ziyang had lost Deng’s confidence to the extent that Zhao himself would be edged out of power soon after Soviet party leader Mikhail Gorbachev visited Beijing for a summit in mid-May. These factors provided the immediate background for the leadership’s handling of the growing agitation by democracy and human rights activists from January through March and the tidal wave of protest that began in April.

      This widespread popular discontent and the tension within the elite combined with specific, unanticipated events to produce the mass movement and temporary disarray of China’s leaders that gripped the capital and the country in the spring of 1989.

      First, former CCP general secretary Hu Yaobang’s sudden death on April 15 created an opportunity for students to challenge the political leadership by mourning Hu as an individual who had been wronged by being purged in 1987 for supporting greater freedom in China. Hu acquired greater stature (and liberalism) in death than he had enjoyed in life, and students in Beijing astutely utilized mourning rituals (banners, wreaths, eulogies, elegiac poetry, processions) to make their political point.

      Second, Deng Xiaoping and most of the top party leadership adopted tactics for handling the student demonstrations that proved counterproductive. They enraged the students by stating in an April 26 People’s Daily editorial (such editorials are a major vehicle for communicating authoritative views to the population) that the students were merely troublemakers and that they had been hoodwinked by those who sought to destroy the socialist system in China. The editorial made it clear that the demonstrators must be stopped. But the authorities then failed to use force to back up their words and, indeed, virtually yielded control over Beijing during the ensuing weeks to the demonstrators.

      Another tactical blunder occurred on May 20 when the leaders declared martial law in parts of Beijing but ordered the troops not to cause bloodshed in securing key points around the city. This order proved to be a contradiction in terms, given popular resistance to the troops. Finally, the leaders applied massive and deadly force in early June to bring the movement to an end. This series of misjudgments and inconsistent signals from the top played an important role in sustaining the movement during its seven-week life.

      Third, several events in May boosted the energy behind the movement. The 70th anniversary of the May Fourth Movement produced marches and speeches that stressed the continuity of goals between students of that earlier generation and those of 1989. The visit in mid-May of Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev further inflamed the situation. Chinese students saw Gorbachev as a communist leader who dared to promote political reform, and thus his presence encouraged calls for comparable changes in the PRC. Beyond this, major television networks around the world had months earlier identified the Sino-Soviet summit as the news event of the year, and thus the world’s media converged on Beijing. The popular movement proved ideal for worldwide TV coverage—something that the movement’s leaders (with their close ties to students abroad) quickly grasped but that the country’s leaders handled poorly.

      Finally, the student leaders of the movement proved as tactically adept as the top party leaders proved tactically inept. The students maintained extraordinary discipline in their ranks, thus avoiding the violence and hooliganism that could have alienated the populace. Some 3,000 students in mid-May began a hunger strike that touched the souls of the populace as a whole. The hunger strike also provided a rationale for other citizens to join the protests safely—they could argue that the country’s leaders should meet the student demands in order to save the lives of the hunger strikers. In this way, people cloaked their demands for political change in humanitarian garb. At the end of May, the students gave new life to the movement by erecting what became known as the Goddess of Democracy statue in the northern part of Tiananmen Square, thus drawing crowds back into the square. In these and other ways, the students maintained the momentum of the movement through seven long weeks.

      In sum, the major political earthquake that struck China during the spring of 1989 grew directly out of problems, most notably inflation and corruption, that had become closely identified with the reform effort. Disagreements among the elite over how to cope with these problems had produced tensions that made it more difficult for the leaders to control the popular movement once it began. A series of occurrences, such as Hu Yaobang’s death and the Gorbachev visit, added fuel to the fires and exacerbated the disagreements within the elite.

      When the leadership finally did respond decisively on June 3 and 4, it chose to use massive military repression as its vehicle for reestablishing its control over the capital and its image of decisiveness throughout the country. The bloodletting that resulted from the introduction of troops produced sharp reactions around the world, and for a period of time many countries curtailed their dealings with the Chinese leaders.

      Domestically, one important result of the popular movement was leadership change at the top. The hard-line Premier Li Peng won in the power struggle with reform-minded CCP General Secretary Zhao Ziyang, and the latter was purged. Zhao was last seen in public on May 19, and he formally lost his position at a party Central Committee meeting in late June. Although it appeals that Li Peng and others sought to put Zhao on trial later in the year as part of their effort to discredit the reformers, no such trial occurred, and Zhao continued living under house arrest for the remainder of the year.

      Deng Xiaoping sought to prevent a total victory by hard-liners who wished to throw the reform baby out with the pro-democracy bath water. While Deng himself firmly believes that CCP dominance is vital to China’s stability and development, he also wants to see economic reform and the opening to the outside world continue. He therefore brought two individuals who seemed to share his priorities—Jiang Zemin and Li Ruihuan—into the Standing Committee of the Politburo in the wake of Zhao’s ouster. The Politburo Standing Committee is a small group (five to seven people) who formally direct the activities of the CCP and thus of the country.

      Jiang Zemin had served as the political leader of Shanghai, and Li Ruihuan had filled the same role in Tianjin. Both men had gained considerable exposure to foreign businesspeople, and both recognized the dangers and inefficiencies of an administratively controlled economy. Deng made Jiang the head of the party and, a few months later, of the powerful party body that commands the military, the Central Military Commission. Li Ruihuan assumed responsibility for the propaganda portfolio. Both men were careful to doff their hats to hard-line principles through the remainder of the year, but each also projected an image of commitment to long-term reform and openness to the international arena.

      With the ouster of Zhao and the removal or weakening of many of his colleagues, greater administrative control over the economy was stressed in government policy. The leadership tackled inflation with renewed vigor, producing a severe credit squeeze. The harsh medicine showed clear signs of taking effect by the fourth quarter, as industrial production slowed, inflation eased off, unemployment increased, and inventories of unsold goods piled up.

      Corruption proved more difficult to tackle. The new leadership quickly acknowledged that corruption had become a major factor in causing popular discontent, but it made only marginally effective efforts to correct the problem. New rules prohibited a few of the top leaders and their relatives from engaging in commerce and business, but there is little evidence that these subsequently were applied with vigor. Much-heralded audits of major state corporations, such as the China International Trust and Investment Corporation, for example, produced minor slaps on the wrist at best. As often happens, a few individuals at lower levels in the system suffered harsh punishments while the upper crust continued to pursue its activities unscathed by the anti-corruption efforts. The net result of these efforts was further evidence of the existence of a new class above the law.

      The months of June through December witnessed a concerted effort by the government and party to discredit the spring 1989 popular movement as an attempt at “turmoil” designed to “overthrow the party and the state and produce chaos.” Constant propaganda depicted the movement as secretly led by a few elitist elements who wanted to establish a nonsodalist system. Massive efforts were made to determine the identities of those who were active in the demonstrations. As of the end of 1989, however, relatively few of the students and other intellectuals and officials who had participated had been arrested, and none of those arrested was known to have been executed. Workers, the unemployed, peasants, and vagrants who were rounded up, however, suffered more severe punishment, with many executed and others sentenced to long prison terms.

      The quite limited information available about China toward the end of 1989 suggested that the top leadership had restored calm but had not regained a substantial measure of popularity or legitimacy. The national media produced a drumbeat of criticism and harsh rhetoric, but resistance in many pockets throughout the political system greatly reduced the real effects of the pronouncements from Beijing.

      The political earthquake that overturned communist dictatorships throughout Eastern Europe in the last months of 1989 highlighted a dramatic fact: China at the beginning of that year had been widely regarded as the socialist system most committed to reform and most advanced in moving along a market-oriented path; but China as of the end of the year was equally widely seen as one of the most hard-line, even retrograde, socialist societies, a country whose ideological brethren now included the likes of Albania and North Korea.
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