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Foreword

In Dreamtigers, Jorge Luis Borges tells of an Argentine boy who disappeared in
an Indian raid. Years later, the bereaved parents heard of a young man who
might be their lost son. Although the Indian-raised man was averse to towns
and unable to speak their tongue, the town-dwellers brought their putative son
home. When the man arrived at their house, he hesitated at the entrance, then
suddenly raced through the foyer and two patios, entered the kitchen, reached
into the hearth, and pulled out a knife he had hidden there as a boy. “His eyes
shone with joy,” continues Borges,

and his parents wept because they had found their son. Perhaps this recollection was
followed by others, but the Indian could not live within walls, and one day he went
in search of his wilderness. I wonder what he felt in that dizzying moment when
past and present became one. I wonder whether the lost son was reborn and died in
that instant of ecstasy; and whether he ever managed to recognize . . . his parents
and his home. (“The Captive”)

Can any of us travelers ever really go home again? When Chinese troops
ruthlessly cleared protesters from Beijing’s Tiananmen Square on June 3 and 4,
1989, Dingxin Zhao was completing an entomology doctoral thesis in Montreal.
Three weeks earlier he had returned to Canada from a month in Shanghai, his
home. During his visit, Zhao had witnessed early stages of the mobilization
that culminated in June’s government massacre near the Gate of Heavenly
Peace. Focusing the eyes of a passionate witness with the newfound spectacles
of a skilled sociologist, he has since then become an expert analyst of the
Tiananmen mobilization. He has recognized his home, but as only an insider
who has journeyed elsewhere can do.

The Power of Tiananmen concerns power in two different senses of the word:
as in power struggles and as in the power of an idea or experience. First comes
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the exercise of power on both sides of the state-society relation on which Zhao
pivots his analysis. The book shows how the activation of power in conflict
transforms existing structures of power. Second, we have the power of the
events Zhao relates to dramatize China’s political problems, galvanize political
action within China, and redefine the regime’s character after the fact. Despite
the students’ short-run defeat, we learn how the struggle redefined relations be-
tween citizens and regime.

Intersection of the two kinds of power poses profound questions about de-
scription and explanation of political processes: Given the demonstrated influ-
ence of codes, practices, and relations embedded in previous Chinese history,
how can outsiders reconstruct, recognize, comprehend, and explain the Chinese
struggles of 1989? Assuming some capacity of explication, empathy, and anal-
ogy to clarify what happened on the ground, how can analysts translate that
grounded experience effectively into idioms of social science developed else-
where? How can the events in question simultaneously result from historically
formed local conditions and be explicable in terms of broadly applicable prin-
ciples? Let us call these the problems of reconstruction, translation, and generalization.
The three problems confront all historically grounded social science, but they
appear with particular vividness in Dingxin Zhao’s account of Tiananmen.

Reconstruction? Despite being a savvy insider, Zhao faced serious problems
of reconstruction. For one thing, he conducted his main interviews between
December 1992 and May 1993, speaking with participants and observers about
events that had occurred three or four years earlier. He was unpacking stories
that inevitably selected from his respondents’ many actions and sentiments of
1989, built in their own self-representations, and responded to their subsequent
experiences. He prudently scrutinized the stories with care, cross-checked ac-
counts with each other, and used documentary evidence to contextualize, am-
plify, and correct them. Still, he had to reconstruct the whole complex of sig-
nals and meanings that had prevailed in 1989 when none of his respondents
could themselves do so in retrospect. It is a measure of his subtlety that he plau-
sibly reconstitutes meanings, audience by audience, for such complex events as
the so-called Xinhua Gate Bloody Incident (April 20) and the hunger strike
assembly of May 13.

Translation? Having performed his own reconstructions, Zhao still faced the
difficulty of conveying his descriptions and explanations to readers who had
vastly less knowledge of Chinese life than he. He actually undertook a double
translation. The first rendered Chinese events in western (and more particularly
English-language) idioms. The second translated from the language of partici-
pant observation to the abstractions of contemporary western sociology. Thus

x f o r e w o r d
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the sprawling Chinese system of power translates into the State as complex in-
teractions among intellectuals, students, workers, peasants, and entrepreneurs
translate into Society.

Zhao makes his translations effective by criticizing, reshaping, and illustrat-
ing available analogies topic by topic. He identifies connections between the
1989 mobilization and shifts in state-society relations; good and bad analogies
to western social movements; social geography as a base for student activation;
prevailing discourses as crystallizations of available meanings; interaction among
media, participants, and events on the ground in the construction of shared un-
derstandings. Even readers who know little of China can easily recognize these
categories through analogies with struggles in their own countries.

Generalization? As Zhao shows us amply, analogies are not identities. Con-
sidering the large part played in Tiananmen’s crisis by locally grounded mem-
ories, symbols, meanings, institutions, practices, and social ties, does it make
any sense to subsume the crisis under such general headings as revolution, re-
bellion, social movement, or protest, then hope to show that it conformed to
laws evoked by those headings? When it comes to explanation, how can we rec-
oncile particularity with generality? An extreme historicist response says we
can’t, because every setting and sequence is unique; in that case, the most we can
hope for is insight and empathy. An extreme generalist response says we can,
once we learn to distinguish between fundamental regularities in behavior and
secondary variation.

Zhao points us to a middle ground. He argues that once we single out cru-
cial features of the episodes at hand for explanation rather than imagining that
we can explain everything that happened, we can draw effectively on causal
analogies with similar features of other episodes in China and elsewhere. Thus
he argues at the broadest level that authoritarian regimes undergoing relaxation
of central control are especially vulnerable to radical opposition because the
sort of organizational structure generated by authoritarianism provides little
middle ground and thereby sharpens dissidents’ choices between acquiescence
and open challenge. Without producing a general law for revolution or rebel-
lion, that argument helps explain a wide variety of struggles outside of China.

Actually Zhao is making astute choices in a very difficult game. Leaving aside
those who think social life is so chaotic, individual, or impenetrable that all ex-
planation is futile, social scientists generally choose among four rather differ-
ent ideas of explanation: systems, covering laws, mechanisms, and propensities.

System explanations consist of specifying the place of some event, structure,
or process within a larger self-maintaining set of interdependent elements,
showing how the event, structure, or process in question serves and/or results

f o r e w o r d  xi
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from interactions among the larger set of elements. Thus other analysts have
sometimes explained the rebellions that recurrently racked imperial China as
necessary readjustments within a highly centralized system. Although a careless
reader might read his state-society model as a system account, Zhao generally
avoids this sort of explanation.

Covering law accounts consider explanation to consist of subjecting robust
empirical generalizations to higher and higher level generalizations, the most
general of all standing as laws. In such accounts, models are invariant—work
the same in all conditions. Investigators search for necessary and sufficient con-
ditions of stipulated outcomes, those outcomes often conceived of as “depen-
dent variables.” Studies of covariation among presumed causes and presumed
effects therefore serve as validity tests for proposed explanations. Other students
of Tiananmen, as Zhao remarks, have unsuccessfully assimilated the crisis to
general models of revolution. Zhao himself conveys ambivalence about cover-
ing law accounts, criticizing all concrete attempts to subordinate the events at
hand to general laws, yet displaying a wistful hope that his work will contribute
to the discovery of such laws.

Mechanism-based accounts select salient features of episodes, or significant dif-
ferences among episodes, and explain them by identifying robust mechanisms
of relatively general scope within those episodes. In analyses of biological evo-
lution, for example, genetic mutation and sexual selection serve as mechanisms
of extremely general scope without in the least producing the same outcomes
wherever they operate. Social scientists have not identified any mechanisms so
robust and well defined as genetic mutation, but such mechanisms as broker-
age and identity shift (which figure by implication in Zhao’s account) do recur
over a wide variety of political processes.

In chapter 6, for example, Zhao’s analysis of spontaneity beautifully illus-
trates mechanism-based explanation. Precisely because no student organization
established central control and because intense rivalry and distrust among shift-
ing groups of leaders continued throughout the crisis, two apparently contra-
dictory clusters of mechanisms intersected. On one side, local groups incessantly
responded to encounters with representatives of those they defined as belong-
ing to the enemy by improvising coordinated actions of self-defense, solidarity,
and attack. On the other side, connections with authorities, allies, potential
participants, and supporters determined which of the improvised, locally coor-
dinated actions survived and became part of larger-scale struggle. These mech-
anisms, familiar to students of war, industrial conflict, peasant rebellion, revo-
lution, and social movements in their own terms, figure centrally in Zhao’s
explanation of Tiananmen’s actual course.

xii f o r e w o r d
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Propensity accounts consider explanation to consist of reconstructing a given
actor’s state at the threshold of action, with that state variously stipulated
as motivation, consciousness, need, organization, or momentum. Explanatory
methods of choice then range from sympathetic interpretation to reductionism,
psychological or otherwise. In the case of social movements, analysts com-
monly seek to reconstruct the motives of participants on the assumption that
motivation prior to action explains that action. Zhao sometimes turns to pro-
pensity explanations, especially when he is seeking to discern the meanings of
symbols and practices that would otherwise remain opaque to his readers.

In chapter 9, for example, Zhao makes two consequential arguments. First,
the standard communist legitimations of the Chinese regime had begun to
lose their grip as a consequence of economic change and the regime’s own 
self-refashioning during the 1980s. Second, as a consequence, Chinese citi-
zens reached into an older but still available repertoire of legitimations in terms
of leaders’ moral, economic, and political performance. During the Tiananmen
crisis, according to Zhao, that process accelerated. Themes of filial piety
(“Grandpa Zhao, uncle Li, come save our big brothers and sisters!”) and sub-
mission (kneeling on the steps of the Great Hall as a way of calling for Li Peng
to receive a student petition) resonated in the setting as they would never reso-
nate in Paris or San Francisco. Zhao remains discreetly silent about the extent
to which these themes motivated those who broadcast them. But he leaves no
doubt that they affected propensities of observers to join or support the action.
We might therefore characterize his analyses as mechanism-based explanations
in which activation of propensities plays a significant part.

So what? This strategy allows Zhao to reduce the risks of his daring enter-
prise. By eschewing any claim to have explained everything that happened in
Beijing’s turbulent spring of 1989, much less to have subordinated it to some
general law of revolution or some recurrent feature of the Chinese social sys-
tem, Zhao has freed himself to reconstruct, translate, and generalize. He helps
readers who have never passed through the Gate of Heavenly Peace to under-
stand why thousands of Beijing residents once risked their well-being there. He
shows us a knife hidden in a hearth. At length we learn, with gratitude to
Dingxin Zhao, how it got there.

Charles Tilly

f o r e w o r d  xiii
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Preface

In 1989, facing rising social problems, Beijing students took the sudden death
of Hu Yaobang as an opportunity to start perhaps the largest student move-
ment in human history.1 Between April 15 and early June of that year, Beijing
students initiated several demonstrations, in which the majority of students par-
ticipated. They also occupied Tiananmen Square and staged a massive hunger
strike. The movement caught the hearts of millions of Chinese and spread to
most of urban China. It also received great attention from the international
media; few adults alive today did not hear of and wonder at the excitement
and the bloody confrontation in Tiananmen Square. While the movement was
eventually suppressed by military forces, considering its duration, scale, and 
on-going impact on Chinese politics, it was unquestionably one of the most
important events in contemporary China. This book explains the rise and de-
velopment of this great student movement.

Let me start the book by explaining how I decided to conduct research on
the 1989 Beijing Student Movement. On April 5, 1989, I, a doctoral candidate
in entomology at McGill University in Montreal, Canada, took a trip to visit
my family in Shanghai. Like many other Chinese students studying abroad
back then, I planned to return to China after finishing up the program. How-
ever, as soon as I arrived in Shanghai, I was shocked by the dramatic changes
to the political landscape that had occurred while I was away. Only two and a
half years earlier, when I had left Shanghai, most people there had been quite
content with their life. But now, wherever I went, including on the bus and on
street corners, people were talking about inflation, corruption, income dispar-
ities, and widespread crime. In those days, “Do not come back,” “Stay in

1. Hu Yaobang was the former general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). He lost this
position in part because of his soft attitude toward a student movement in 1986. After his resignation, Hu
became a highly respected figure among Chinese students and intellectuals.
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Canada,” and “China is hopeless now” were the most frequent words of advice
that I received. My mentor in Shanghai was a left-wing progovernment intel-
lectual who in the early 1950s had returned to China from the United States to
answer the call from the newly established People’s Republic. In 1986, before I
left for my doctoral study, he was still very confident about China’s future and
advised me to return home as soon as I finished my studies. This time, how-
ever, when I visited him he suggested that I stay in Canada. He also complained:
“The situation now is just like in 1948. I saw how the Guomindang [the Na-
tionalist Party] lost power. Now I see it happening again to the Communists.”
I was shocked by the drastic change in his attitude over such a short period.

Ten days after I arrived at Shanghai, on April 15, 1989, Hu Yaobang died of
a heart attack. Big-character posters immediately appeared at major Beijing
campuses upon Hu’s death. Two days later, students went to the streets claim-
ing to mourn the ousted former CCP general secretary. The 1989 Movement
then broke out. I happened to be there. In retrospect, I see now that I was then
experiencing the pre-revolutionary public mood.

Although I knew little about the movement then in comparison with what
I know today, I was glad to see that students raised many serious social prob-
lems publicly. I was also happy to see that by late April students and the gov-
ernment had begun to hold dialogues, and that China’s major media had started
to cover the movement in either a neutral or positive tone. After ten years of
reform, the Chinese had become more open and the Chinese government
seemed to be more tolerant of differences. Yet although I was impressed by this
political development, I was uninvolved in any of the movement’s activities.
Even when I was in Beijing applying for a visa to return to Canada during early
May, the only activity that I was involved in was watching a student demon-
stration. I firmly identified myself as a natural scientist, and took my China visit
as only a private trip.

I returned to Montreal on May 13, the day when some Beijing students
started a hunger strike at Tiananmen Square. At that point, the 1989 Move-
ment had become the single biggest item of international news on all the ma-
jor North American news networks. Therefore, I was able to follow, day by
day, the increase in the number of hunger strikers from a few hundred to over
three thousand students, the expansion of the Tiananmen Square occupa-
tion, and the mass support and emotion in and around Tiananmen Square. In
the process, I, like most Chinese students then studying in North America, be-
came more and more concerned about the health conditions of the hunger
strikers and the development of the movement. During that time, while people
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in Beijing came out in millions to support the hunger strikers, we, the students
in Montreal, organized fundraising activities and demonstrations to condemn
the government. I also learned through the media that Chinese all around the
world had staged demonstrations. The movement had become a focus of
worldwide attention.

The Chinese government announced martial law seven days after the start
of the hunger strike. On the night of May 19, hundreds of thousands of soldiers
entered Beijing. I was very nervous at first, but was surprised to find that most
soldiers were unarmed and were easily blocked by the students and the Beijing
residents. In the following days, we saw on TV the people’s dances and songs
in Tiananmen Square, the emotional speeches, the beautiful nylon tents do-
nated from Hong Kong, the famous goddess of democracy, and other activities
that captured the attention of Western news reporters.

The failure of the early implementation of martial law boosted the excite-
ment of overseas Chinese students. Many students in Montreal, for example,
considered the movement “a final battle between darkness and light” and sup-
ported the movement more strongly. Yet my worries were intensifying. I was
particularly pessimistic about how the movement would end. My intuition
warned me of pending military repression, but this side of me was very re-
pressed. During that time all I did was watch TV, read newspapers, discuss and
debate various issues with other Chinese students, and join all the activities sup-
porting the Beijing students. I guess that even the most realistic mind longed
for a romantic ending.

Martial law troops entered Beijing once again on June 3. On TV, I saw
rolling tanks and fully armed soldiers. I heard nonstop gunfire, and saw fire
and live ammunition flashing across the dark sky. I saw street barricades and
angry people throwing bricks. I saw burning tanks and military trucks. I saw
survivors dragging the wounded and the dead. I saw hospitals filled with
wounded people. I saw blood, lots of blood. In those days, rumors were every-
where. The reported deaths skyrocketed from dozens and hundreds to thou-
sands and even tens of thousands. Every new update was like a knife slowly
pushed into my heart.

In the following months, I became very depressed. Before the movement, I
had completed all the requirements of my doctoral program, except for one
chapter of my dissertation, and I was expected to complete the first draft within
two months. However, for several months after the crackdown, I was unable
to write anything substantial. Every time I sat down, the tragic images that I
saw on TV came to me. As a child of the Cultural Revolution, I had witnessed

p r e f a c e  xvii
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too much senseless fighting and killing. I had developed a deep-seated distrust
of ideological zeal, and saw solutions emerging through gradual transitions. I
hoped that China could develop a culture that would tolerate differences. I also
hoped that the Chinese regime could gradually evolve into a nonideological
government with a routine transition of political power. The tragic ending of
the movement, however, put all my hopes into question. Countless acts of re-
pression have occurred in twentieth-century China, each time only provoking
more radical reactions. In each political struggle, the Chinese believed that they
were fighting “the last battle between darkness and light,” only to end up with
another tyranny. I was worried that the tragic ending of the movement might
actually delay China’s political modernization and reduce the possibility of a
peaceful democratic transition. In those months of painful reflection, I found
that my deep concern for China had taken away my interest in insects.

After several months of reflection, I decided to change my major to sociol-
ogy. The good news was that, after I made the decision, I was able to go back
and finish my dissertation on entomology. I submitted the dissertation a few
months later and entered a Ph.D. program in sociology in 1990, also at McGill
University. Naturally, the first thing I wanted to do in sociology was to study
the 1989 Movement. I also decided to devote as much time as was needed to
learn sociology, to do solid research, and to overcome the emotions that I ex-
perienced immediately after the movement.

In 1989, most people predicted that the Chinese regime would fall within a
couple of months or a few years. Yet I was quite sure that the regime was not
going to fall in a short period of time. Instead, it would renew itself economi-
cally during the 1990s. I theorized this understanding in a 1994 article entitled
“Defensive Regime and Modernization.” 2 Still, although the regime did not
fall immediately, the legacy of the 1989 Movement has not gone away. In early
1999, a new wave of protests was occasioned by the tenth anniversary of the
movement. In Beijing, Ding Zilin and four other people published their Mani-
festo of Freedom and Citizen Rights and Manifesto of Social Equality and Citizen Rights. In
many Chinese provinces, intellectuals tried to establish new parties, such as the
Chinese Democratic Party, the Chinese Socialist Party, and the Chinese Labor
Party. In New York, former student leader Wang Dan and many other dissi-
dents in exile sought to get a million people across the globe to sign a petition
demanding that the government rehabilitate the 1989 Movement on its tenth
anniversary. In Europe, over twenty human rights organizations convened an

xviii p r e f a c e
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“International Committee for the Tenth Anniversary of the June Fourth Inci-
dent.” They decided to erect five hundred miniature Tiananmen Squares in Eu-
rope on June 4. Although the momentum of antigovernment protest in China
was later diverted by the surge of nationalism triggered by the NATO bomb-
ing of the Chinese Embassy in Yugoslavia, as time goes on the legacy of the
movement will again and again enter into Chinese politics and draw the atten-
tion of the international community.

Although I am aware that the impact of a serious scholarly work can be lim-
ited, I also believe that humans are able to learn from the past. I wish for China
to have a successful economic reform and a peaceful transition to democracy. I
also hope that the bloody confrontation of the 1989 Movement will be the last
of modern China’s many political tragedies. To avoid more such tragedies, we
must first understand what happened before and during the 1989 Movement.
To this end, this book presents a sociological analysis of the causes and devel-
opment of the 1989 Movement. The book consists of a theoretical introduc-
tion, a conclusion, and ten empirical chapters. The empirical chapters come in
two parts. The first part discusses the factors that led to the rise of the move-
ment. The second part starts with a history of the movement, which is followed
by four analytical chapters explaining the movement’s development. The intro-
duction presents the explanatory paradigm that guides the analysis of the em-
pirical chapters. Although I have tried to write the introduction in a way that I
hope will be easy to understand, some parts of it might still be heavy going for
those who are not so interested in sociological theories. I suggest that those
readers skip such parts.

This work would not have been possible without the support of many
people. First, I would like to thank all the people whom I have formally or in-
formally interviewed at various stages of the research. I am grateful to those I
had interviewed in Montreal and especially in Beijing. Their trust, frankness,
and encouragement have inspired me.

While at McGill, I received help and encouragement from many friends. In
particular, I would like to mention Marcia Beaulieu and Muriel Mellow for
their painstaking editing of earlier chapters of the book. Through their help,
I gradually learned how to write in English. Four teachers (and friends) ex-
erted an enormous impact on me while I was studying at McGill. Donald von
Eschen’s effective teaching on the complexities of historical social changes in
different geographical areas transformed me from a natural scientist inclined to
find universal laws into a social scientist sensitive to diversities of human expe-
rience. John A. Hall introduced me to various state theories and theories of civil
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society. From Steven Rytina I learned organization theories, game theories, and
resource mobilization theories. Finally, I learnt from Maurice Pinard the clas-
sic theories of social movements and the importance, in social movements, of
motivations other than interests. I want here to take the opportunity to express
my deepest appreciation for their guidance and friendship.

At the University of Chicago, my colleagues Andrew Abbott, William Parish,
Edward Laumann, Roger Gould, Robert Sampson, Martin Riesebrodt, and
Doug Mitchell have read some chapters of the book and provided valuable
suggestions for improvement. Mayer N. Zald, John McCarthy, Suzanne
Staggenborg, Yuezhi Zhao, and Craig Jenkins have also made suggestions on
some chapters. During the revision, Jack A. Goldstone, Neil J. Smelser, Tang
Tsou, Dali Yang, Feigon Lee, Harris Kim, Yiqun Zhou, and Yang Su have read
the manuscript and provided many valuable suggestions.

During the book’s final revision, Charles Tilly, then acting as an anonymous
reviewer, read the manuscript three times and provided many highly valuable
criticisms and suggestions. Here, I wish to register my deepest appreciation.

Funding for the research was provided by Canadian Social Sciences and
Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) doctoral and post-doctoral fellow-
ships, the Thesis Research Grant of McGill University, and the Social Science
Divisional Award at the University of Chicago. In my final writing-up of the
book, the Franke Humanities Institute at the University of Chicago provided
me with a fellowship. I received help from the fellows of the institute, especially
Samuel Baker and Pi-yen Chen.

I wish to thank several publishers for permission to use the material that ap-
peared in the following papers: the University of Chicago Press for “Ecologies
of Social Movements: Student Mobilization during the 1989 Pro-democracy
Movement in Beijing,” American Journal of Sociology, vol. 103 (1998), and “State-
Society Relations and Discourses and Activities during the 1989 Beijing Stu-
dent Movement,” American Journal of Sociology, vol. 105 (2000); the Institute for Far
Eastern Studies, Kyungnam University, for “State Legitimacy, State Policy, and
the Development of the 1989 Beijing Student Movement,” Asian Perspectives,
vol. 23 (1999); JAI Press Inc. for “Decline of Political Control in Chinese Uni-
versities and the Rise of the 1989 Chinese Student Movement,” Sociological Per-
spectives, vol. 40 (1997); Kluwer Academic Publishers for “Foreign Study as a
Safety-Valve: The Experience of China’s University Students Going Abroad in
the Eighties,” Higher Education, vol. 31 (1996).

Finally, I also would like to take the opportunity to express my deepest ap-
preciation to my wife, Qin Chen. She showed great understanding and support
for my decision to embark on another Ph.D. program. Without her under-
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standing, this could never have been possible. Moreover, she has been a loyal
reader and always a sharp critic of the first draft of almost every chapter in this
book. She has also, while in her own Ph.D. program, brought into the world
our two most adorable daughters, Linda and Lily. Their arrival changed the
meaning of my life.

The final stages of this book’s production coincided with the publication of The
Tiananmen Papers, a collection of what has been described as the Chinese govern-
ment’s secret documents on the 1989 Movement. The Tiananmen Papers created
great controversy as soon as it was published. It has been acclaimed as a mile-
stone in the study of Communist China, but at the same time its authenticity
has been seriously challenged. This controversy, however, has little relevance to
my book, since The Tiananmen Papers does not contain any new information that
would compel me to rethink my original arguments.

p r e f a c e  xxi
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Chronology

Before the 1989 Chinese Student Movement

1976 january Death of Zhou Enlai
april Tiananmen Square Incident. People go to Tiananmen Square

to commemorate Zhou Enlai and express grievances to the state.
The movement is repressed and Deng Xiaoping is purged from
his post.

september and october Death of Mao and arrest of the “Gang of
Four,” including Mao’s widow, Jiang Qing.

1977 august Eleventh CCP Congress. Deng returns to power as the vice-
chairman of the CCP, vice premier, and People’s Liberation Army
chief of staff.

1978 february Fifth National People’s Congress adopts Hua Guofeng’s
Four Modernizations plan.

december Third Plenum of the Eleventh Central Committee. The
meeting criticizes Mao loyalists who advocate the “two-whatever”
policy. The state shifts its focus to economic development. It is
regarded as the beginning of China’s economic reform and a 
turning point in Chinese history.

1978 –1979 Stimulated by a freer political climate, thousands of big-character
posters appear on walls west of the Forbidden City in Beijing (the
Democracy Wall). The activities come to a climax in early 1979
when Wei Jingsheng posts his big-character poster “On the Fifth
Modernization,” and decline after Wei is arrested.
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1980 september Third session of the Fifth National People’s Congress.
Hua Guofeng is pushed to abandon the Four Modernizations
Plan. Zhao Ziyang replaces Hua as China’s premier.

1981 The state initiates a criticism of the discussion of socialist alienation
and Marxist humanism. Bai Hua’s film script “Unrequited Love”
is criticized.

june Sixth Plenum of the Eleventh Central Committee. Hua resigns
as the chairman of the CCP and Hu Yaobang takes the position
under the title of the CCP general secretary. The meeting ap-
proves “A Resolution on Certain Questions in the History of
Our Party Since the Founding of the People’s Republic of China,”
in which Mao is openly criticized.

december 1982 Fifth Session of the Fifth National People’s Con-
gress. The meeting adopts a new constitution in which the right
to strike and the “Four Great Freedoms” are removed. The xiang
replaces the commune as the lowest level of rural government, the
private economy is formally accepted, and foreign enterprises are
allowed in China.

1983 january Document No. 1 of the CCP Central Committee endorses
rural decollectivization.

october The CCP launches an attack on “spiritual pollution.”

1984 october Third Plenum of the Twelfth Central Committee endorses
urban reforms.

1986 november – december Students in Hefei, Shanghai, Beijing, and
some other major cities demonstrate in the street.

1987 january Enlarged meeting of the CCP Politburo Central Commit-
tee. Hu Yaobang accepts responsibility for the student movements
and resigns from the post of CCP general secretary, but he still
keeps his position as a member of the politburo. Zhao Ziyang be-
comes the CCP general secretary. The campaign against bourgeois
liberalization starts.

1988 Corruption and inflation become a threat to normal life. Urban re-
form is in crisis. Intellectual elites are very active on Beijing cam-
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puses and openly push the state for political reforms. Small- to
medium-scale student protests become frequent. The state is
forced to adopt an economic adjustment policy.

During the 1989 Chinese Student Movement ( Events in Beijing Only)

april 15 Hu Yaobang dies of a heart attack.
april 16 Wreaths and elegiac couplets appear in Tiananmen Square

and at many Beijing colleges. Hu’s family, intellectual elites, and
students demand that the government rehabilitate Hu from his
1987 disgrace.

april 17 Several hundred people from the University of Political
Science and Law march to Tiananmen Square to lay wreaths. The
same evening, around two thousand Beijing University students
also march to the Square. Protest activities are continuous from
this time up until the final government crackdown on June 3. The
movement’s focus gradually moves away from mourning Hu’s
death.

april 20 Minor skirmishes occur between policemen and students
at the Xinhua Gate, the south gate of the government compound.
Students call it the “Xinhua Gate Bloody Incident.” Students in
some universities start a class boycott.

april 22 Hu’s state funeral is held at the Great Hall of the People,
located on the west side of Tiananmen Square. Around 50,000
students march to the Square overnight to participate in the
funeral. During the funeral students attempt many courses of
action, the most well known being that in which three students
kneel on the steps of the Great Hall of the People for about 
forty minutes to deliver a petition and to demand a meeting with
premier Li Peng.

april 23 The Beijing Student Autonomous Union Provisional Com-
mittee is founded.

april 26 A People’s Daily editorial labels the movement “a planned
conspiracy” and “turmoil.”

april 27 About 100,000 students march to Tiananmen Square to
protest the editorial. The State Council expresses willingness to
hold a dialogue with students.

c h r o n o l o g y xxv
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april 29 Yuan Mu, a State Council spokesman, and some senior
officials hold a dialogue with 45 students from sixteen Beijing uni-
versities. Yuan claims that the April 26 editorial is only aimed at 
a very small number of black hands. Students challenge both the
procedures of the dialogue and the representativeness of the par-
ticipants because some of them are drawn from official student
unions.

may 4 Students hold a march in commemoration of the May 4th
Movement of 1919. Zhao Ziyang speaks to delegates of the 22nd
Annual Meeting of the Asian Development Bank. He claims that
most students support the government and that China will not
experience large-scale turmoil.

may 5 The Beijing Student Dialogue Delegation is formed. Most
students in Beijing return to class.

may 13 About three hundred students start a hunger strike in
Tiananmen Square. The number eventually rises to over three
thousand. A huge number of students begins to occupy the
Square.

may 14 A high-level state delegation starts an emergency dialogue
with student activists. The meeting goes chaotically because
different students have totally different agendas in mind. In the
evening students withdraw from the talks. The hunger strike
continues.

may 15 Gorbachev arrives. The state has to hold the welcome cere-
mony at the Beijing Airport.

may 17 Over a million Beijing residents of all occupations march in
Beijing to express their concern for the hunger strikers and to
support the students.

may 19 Li Peng declares martial law, but the martial law troops are
blocked by Beijing residents and students. More and more stu-
dents from universities outside Beijing arrive in the city.

june 3 Military repression starts. Hundreds of people are killed dur-
ing the confrontation.

june 4 The remaining 4,000 students leave the Square after they are
completely encircled by the troops.

xxvi c h r o n o l o g y
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1. Chinese personal names in the text, notes, and bibliography follow Chinese prac-
tice, in which the surname comes before the given name. Excepted from this rule are
the names of people with Western given names. I have used the pinyin system for all
Chinese words and names, even for names that are well known in other forms. For
example, Chiang Kai-shek and Sun Yat-sen appear in this book as Jiang Jieshi and Sun
Zhongshan.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

The state is like a vessel and the people are water.
Water can carry or sink the vessel.

Xun Zi (ca. 298 –238 b.c.)

Scientific explanation consists not in moving from the complex to
the simple but in the replacement of a less intelligible complexity by
one which is more so.

Claude Lévi-Strauss (1966, 248)

O
n the morning of April 22, 1989, seven days after the emer-
gence of the 1989 Beijing Student Movement, a state fu-
neral was held for Hu Yaobang inside the Great Hall of the

People.1 The previous night, about 50,000 students had gone
to Tiananmen Square, just outside the Great Hall of the People,
in order to be part of that funeral. Throughout the morning of
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2 i n t r o d u c t i o n

April 22, activists from different universities staged various and often uncoor-
dinated protests, the themes of which were mostly irrelevant to Hu’s state fu-
neral. Among these many protest activities, the one that most resonated with
the students’ emotions was the kneeling of three students in front of the Great
Hall of the People. These three students knelt there for over half an hour with
a petition in their hands, insisting that premier Li Peng come out to receive
the petition and meet with the assembled students. In imperial China, kneel-
ing in front of a government building to present a petition had been a popular
way for the Chinese to address their public grievances, and a good official was
expected to come out and receive the petition, yet Li Peng did not appear. The
students were distraught; some cried like babies, while others shouted anti-
government slogans.

Four days later, on April 26, the Chinese government published a People’s
Daily editorial that departed from the remarkably tolerant stance of the previ-
ous eleven days, which labeled the movement antirevolutionary agitation by a
small number of conspirators. Chinese would usually have been discouraged by
such a message, indicative as it was of impending government repression. Yet
to most people’s surprise, instead of backing off, the Beijing students defied the
editorial with a large-scale demonstration. On the morning of April 27, stu-
dents from most of Beijing’s sixty-seven universities went into the streets. At a
few major universities, including Beijing University and Qinghua University,
the participation rate reached over 90 percent. Some reports estimated that as
many as 100,000 students, or more than half of the students in Beijing, partici-
pated in the demonstration.

The kneeling of the three students in front of the Great Hall of the People,
the government’s drastic policy shift from its early concessions to its repres-
sive April 26 People’s Daily editorial, and the mass participation in the April 27
demonstration, are all very well known episodes of the 1989 Movement. The
April 27 student demonstration marked the first large-scale open defiance of
the state by the Chinese people since the Communists took power. In many
ways, the success of this demonstration shaped the subsequent dynamics of
the movement, leading, finally, to the state crackdown. The same was true of the
action of kneeling. This protest so effectively mobilized the emotions of stu-
dents that no other activities staged on that day could match it. The next day’s
Beijing-wide class boycott became possible largely because the kneeling, and the
fact that Li Peng did not come out to receive the petition and meet with the
students, triggered the anger of Beijing students.

The events of April 22 and 26 also reveal three of the major characteristics
of the 1989 Movement: frequent government policy changes back and forth
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2. See, for example, Chen Yizi (1990), Cheng Chu-yuan (1990), Dittmer (1990a, 1990b), Kristof
(1990a), and Nathan (1990) for analyses that emphasize the impact of factionalism on the rise and devel-
opment of the 1989 Movement.

3. See Burns (1989), Huan Guocang (1989), Strand (1990, 1993), and Sullivan (1990) for the argument.
4. Zhou Xueguang (1993).
5. See Calhoun (1991, 1994), Chan and Unger (1990), Esherick and Wasserstrom (1990), Macartney

(1990), Perry and Fuller (1991), Pye (1990), and Wasserstrom (1991).

from concession to repression, quick and successful participant mobiliza-
tions, and the dominance of traditional forms of language and action during
the movement. These characteristics shaped the movement’s development and
contributed to its tragic outcome. They, therefore, have received a great deal of
attention in scholarly analyses.

So far, most writings treat the change of government policies and the con-
sequent dynamics of the 1989 Movement as a result of reformer-hardliner fac-
tional struggle within the government.2 They also take the eventual imposition of
military repression as a signal that hardliners gained the upper hand in the
power struggle, bringing an end to China’s reform. There are various interpre-
tations of the stunning success of student mobilization during the movement.
Some scholars attribute the rise of the 1989 Movement and the massive move-
ment participation to the rise of civil society through the process of the economic
reform. They argue that while China’s economic reform facilitated the forma-
tion of numerous interest groups, the slow pace of political reform simply
could not cope with the situation. Hence, when China’s economy faced prob-
lems, these interest groups took action against the state.3 Others attribute the
movement’s scale and mode of development to the lack of civil society in China.
They argue that the totalitarian Chinese state, by eliminating civil society, pro-
duced a large number of people with similar experiences, grievances, and unor-
ganized interests. Once collective actions occur in such a society, the argument
goes, they will happen on a large scale and with great spontaneity.4 Finally,
scholars who have studied the language and activity of the 1989 Movement have
emphasized the importance of Chinese culture for the movement.5 They suggest
that while students cried out for democracy, their way of thinking, their rheto-
ric, and their activities closely followed traditional Chinese cultural scripts.
This traditionalism is also identified as one of the most important causes of the
tragic outcome of the movement.

Although the above arguments all have their strengths, a number of facts put
their premises in question. In regard to elite factionalism: while its existence is
a truism, as an explanation for the development of the 1989 Movement it en-
counters several difficulties. First, the theory does not explain the timing of
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6. Chen Yizi (1990a, 152–53); Chen Xiaoya (1996, 206 –7).
7. A typical example is Nathan’s prediction. According to Nathan (1990, 46), factional struggle in

China should have led to such pernicious outcomes as a reversal or partial reversal of Deng’s program, an-
other Cultural Revolution, or a senseless power struggle leading only to immobilism. Nathan’s assessment
certainly does not fit what actually happened in China in the 1990s. Schram’s (1988, 189) assessment of the
possible political outcome in China makes more sense: “From a political perspective, I would argue simply
that the overall process of reform has almost certainly passed the point of no return. It is extremely doubt-
ful whether even Chen Yun and his supporters, whatever may have been their aspirations prior to the De-
cision of October 1984, would now seriously seek to return to the methods of the mid-1950s, even in
modified and updated form.” (Chen Yun was an alleged paramount conservative leader.)

8. White (1993) and Wang, Zhe, and Sun (1993, esp. 34 and 72) show that although intermediate asso-
ciations mushroomed in Xiaoshan City, Zhejiang province, from only four in 1978 to ninety-nine in 1990,
70 percent of them had a semi-official status. Their leaders were appointed or at least acknowledged by the
local state agencies, and their financial resources came partly from the state. These associations did have
limited autonomy in guarding the interests of their members, but they also extended state control. For other
discussions of Chinese civil society, see Huang (1993), Chamberlain (1993), and Wakeman (1993).

9. For example, in the 1980s Guangdong’s reform was far more advanced than most other areas (Vogel
1989). However, Liu Zhongyi (1989) reported that by May 10, 1989, only a small-scale student demonstration

some important events. For example, Zhao Ziyang was generally believed to be
a reform leader, and the April 26 People’s Daily editorial was thought to have been
made possible because he was in North Korea for a state visit.6 However, this
does not explain why the state shifted back to a concessive strategy on April 27
and held a dialogue with students on April 29—while Zhao was still in North
Korea. Secondly, the course of events since the 1989 Movement does not bear
out the predictions of models based on factionalism. There was no extensive
purge of the so-called reformers in the CCP after the movement, and China’s
economic reform gathered new momentum after 1992. The elite factionalism
theory may have a certain value in analyzing Chinese politics before the 1980s,
when the state could make policy choices relatively free from social pressure
and when its policies could penetrate society and make a great impact. By the
late 1980s, however, most Chinese no longer believed in communism and were
concerned about the state’s economic performance. The resultant social pres-
sure narrowed the state’s policy choices.7

As for the rise of civil society argument: while it was true that intermediate
associations greatly expanded in China during the 1980s, most of these asso-
ciations were semi-officially organized. Their relationship with the state was
more one of subordinate cooperation than one of confrontation.8 Moreover, if
a so-called civil society did contribute to the movement, the scale of the move-
ment in a region should positively correlate with the extent of the market re-
form in that region. In fact, the movement was much weaker in Guangzhou and
Xiamen, where the market economy was more developed, than in other major
cities.9 One piece of evidence cited by the rise of civil society argument is the
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(about 1,000 students) occurred in Guangzhou on the evening of May 4. This contrasted sharply with nu-
merous large-scale demonstrations staged in most other cities of a comparable size.

10. Ren Yanshen (1990, 127).
11. Calhoun (1991, 1994).
12. Pye (1990).

heavy worker participation in the late period of the movement. However, what
I found in my study is that most worker participation was coordinated by
lower-level government cadres during the hunger strike and was neighborhood-
based during the martial law period. Even the major workers’ unions formed
during the movement were actually established, supervised, and financially sup-
ported by the students (chapter 6).

Likewise, the lack of civil society argument also fails to adequately explain
the rise and development of the 1989 Movement. During Mao’s era, when the
Chinese certainly shared more similar life experiences, China had no large-scale
social movements except for government-initiated campaigns. It was only many
years after reform, when people’s life experiences and interests had become
greatly differentiated, that large-scale social movements broke out. In addi-
tion, thousands of collective actions occurred during the 1980s: in 1988, over 
210 student protests and 1,100 wall posters appeared in Beijing alone,10 although
only two of the protests reached a moderate scale. This shows that small- to
medium-scale collective actions are possible in China, and that the large-scale
1989 Movement was actually a rare kind of event.

Explaining the pattern of student activities during the movement as a mani-
festation of Chinese culture is likewise problematic. It is argued that the move-
ment was sustained because during it students were increasingly committed to
a culturally embedded student identity.11 Although I did find in my research
that a few student activists had become increasingly committed to the move-
ment, I did not find that this was a general trend. As a matter of fact, by the
end of May most Beijing students were very tired and went home, and the
Tiananmen Square occupation was sustained by students from other provinces,
who were continuously arriving at Beijing after mid-May. Since identity cannot
be borrowed from someone else, the prolonged movement must not be due to
an internal identity transformation. It is also argued that because Chinese cul-
ture censures self-interested behavior, students (and the government) had to at-
tack the other party with lofty, symbolic, and moralistic rhetoric and activities.
Since a battle of morality and shame has a positive feedback nature, such in-
teractions have been thought to portend not only the movement’s bloody end-
ing but also the likelihood of severe reprisals against students and reformers by
the government.12 Although the argument is a logical one, it neglects the facts
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that both the students and government made frequent compromises, many of
which almost worked, during the 1989 Movement (chapter 6), that subsequent
Chinese politics was not governed by a desire for revenge, and that the eco-
nomic reform continued.

In Search of a General Explanation

Based on materials from an extensive research, I found that the above-listed three
features of the 1989 Movement can be better explained as follows. With regard
to the government’s frequent policy changes toward the movement, I argue that
while the existence of power struggles among Chinese top leaders is a truism,
the key factor behind the policy changes was the ineffectiveness of previous
policies, an ineffectiveness that resulted from different understandings of state
legitimation on the part of the top state elites and the general public (chapter
7). During the late 1980s, while the majority of top state elites still hung on to
communist ideology, most students and Beijing residents evaluated the state
by its economic and moral performance. Thus when the government was chal-
lenged ideologically and morally, the challenge resonated widely. However, when
the government invoked ideological or legal dimensions of state authority to
control the movement, its measures only antagonized people. To adopt a game
theory analogy, the whole situation was such as if the state elites treated the
game as chess and the people took it as Chinese chess. Since the chessmen for the
two games are similar, each side remained unaware of the situation. Therefore,
each player kept making moves that violated the other player’s sense of the rules
of the game, as if continuously applying Garfinkel’s “breaching experiments” to
each other. Both sides became increasingly irritated; eventually, the chessboard
was overturned.

With regard to the high rate of student participation, I found that the phys-
ical environment of the Beijing campuses played a crucial role (chapter 8). As a
result of state policies in the 1950s, most of the sixty-seven universities in Bei-
jing were located in the Haidian District. This environment enclosed a huge
number of students in a small area with a unique spatial distribution. The set-
ting had facilitated government control over students during Mao’s era, when
most students still believed in communism and when mutually checking upon
each other’s political conduct was not considered immoral behavior. However,
after the ideological legitimation of the state declined and other channels of up-
ward mobility opened up, the same setting became fertile ground for student
mobilization (chapter 4). During 1989, this campus ecology nurtured many

00b-C1513-INT  1/17/01  3:17 PM  Page 6



i n t r o d u c t i o n 7

close-knit student networks as well as directly exposed all Beijing students to a
collective action environment. The campus ecology also provided some central
locations for participant mobilization, induced dormitory-based communi-
cation and coercion, facilitated interuniversity competition for activism, and
shaped the routes of student demonstrations both on and off campus. Hence
it played a crucial role in student mobilization and in the dynamics of the 1989
Movement.

To treat the dominance of traditional Chinese culture during the movement,
I compared the language and forms of activity used during the 1989 Movement
with those used during the May 4th Movement of 1919 and the December 9th
Movement of 1935 – 36, the two largest student movements of Republican China.
I found the rhetoric and forms of activity of the 1989 Movement to actually be
more traditional than those of its forerunners. Since Chinese culture has expe-
rienced dramatic modernization in the twentieth century, if movement partici-
pants simply acted according to cultural scripts, we should expect that tradi-
tional Chinese culture would be less manifest in the 1989 Movement than in the
two earlier student movements. Therefore, this finding poses a puzzle. I argue
that, in comparison with the two earlier student movements, the students dur-
ing the 1989 Movement faced stronger repression and therefore resorted to cul-
turally accepted forms of collective action in order to reduce the chances of im-
mediate repression. Also, in comparison to the two earlier movements, the 1989
Movement was poorly organized, and composed of participants who tended to
judge the government by its moral performance (a major source of state legit-
imation). I argue that when a movement is poorly organized, the psychology of
its audience becomes more important. Traditional rhetoric and forms of activ-
ity also shaped the 1989 Movement because the movement participants were
more easily moved by morally charged activities, becoming very emotional when
the government responded improperly to the morally centered challenges from
the people.

Readers may notice some commonality in the explanations provided above.
In explaining the forces behind the frequent shift of government policies, I use
the concept of state legitimation. Treating the high level of student participa-
tion during the movement, I stress how campus ecology offset the weaknesses
of movement organizations and otherwise played a crucial role—but campus
ecology was in turn a result of past state designs, and it would not have been so
effective for student mobilization without a great decline of the student con-
trol system in universities. In regard to the dominance of traditional Chinese
culture during the 1989 Movement, I stress factors including strong state re-
pression, weak intermediate associations, and a morally based concept of state
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legitimation. Three sets of embedded structural factors emerge in these analy-
ses. These are the nature of the state (including the state’s behavior, its strong
repressive capacity, and its weakening student control system in the universi-
ties), the nature of society (the weakness of intermediate associations, and the
spatial layout of the university campus), and the linkages between the state and
society (here mainly the various articulations of the sources of state legitima-
tion). They are all under the domain of state-society relations.

I argue that the rise and development of the 1989 Beijing Student Movement,
in all of its aspects that I found important, can be explained in terms of state-
society relations in China, understood in three impure dimensions: in terms of
the nature of the state, of the nature of society, and of the economic, political,
and ideational linkages between the state and society. More specifically, I argue
that, during the 1980s in China, the state was authoritarian, society was poorly
organized, and state legitimation was based on its moral and economic per-
formance. This particular “state-society relationship,” in conjunction with the
great uncertainties and conflicts brought about by state-led economic reform,
led to the rise and shaped the development of the 1989 Movement. The fol-
lowing paragraphs further summarize this book’s main arguments.

Due to the disastrous Cultural Revolution, the Chinese economy was on the
verge of collapse by the time of Mao’s death in 1976. The Chinese government
had to start a reform in 1978. During that process, the Chinese state began to
transform from an ideology-based revolutionary regime into a performance-
based authoritarian regime. The society became increasingly pluralist, but it was
still poorly organized (chapter 1). China’s reform went well initially. Within a
few years, the standard of living of most Chinese had improved greatly. How-
ever, by the late 1980s China’s economy had run into a crisis. Problems such as
high inflation and rampant official corruption mounted in society. The gov-
ernment had to start an economic adjustment.

The 1989 Movement was initiated by a small group of pro-Western intel-
lectual elites and a few students who were influenced by them. It was soon
joined by rank-and-file students and intellectuals. The two groups participated
in the movement for somewhat different reasons. The pro-Western intellectual
elites had emerged in the process of China’s reform. People in this group had
very painful memories of Maoist rule and saw a lack of democracy as a crucial
factor in the rise of Maoist tyranny. There was an uneasy cooperation between
the intellectual elites and the state during the early 1980s, when the reform was
going well. During the late 1980s, however, as the economic crisis deepened, the
intellectual elites diagnosed China’s political system as its root cause. Haunted
by the memory of the Maoist past, the intellectual elites considered the state’s
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13. In the literature of the 1989 Movement, while some claimed that Chinese students had little under-
standing of democracy, others, such as Calhoun (1994), found that students had an excellent understand-
ing of it. In fact, they may have referred to different student populations.

14. I omit a more detailed description of the chapters related to the dynamics of the 1989 Movement
since the arguments made in chapters 7, 8, and 9 have been summarized earlier in this section.

economic adjustment policy as a leftist revival. They, therefore, engaged in a
crisis discourse, pressing hard for more economic reform and democratic open-
ings. Their discourses and actions paved the ways for the rise of the move-
ment (chapters 2, 5). Most rank-and-file students and intellectuals also disliked
Maoist rule and supported the reform. Yet with little knowledge of a market
economy, they tended to believe that a market-oriented reform should bring
them more benefits. They became very disappointed by the fact that a few less-
educated people or people with government connections became rich first in
the reform (chapter 3). During the late 1980s, when the Chinese economy was
in a deep crisis, the living standard of intellectuals declined and students had a
hard time finding desirable jobs after graduation. Students and intellectuals
were demoralized. When this aggrieved population was galvanized by campus
crisis discourse after 1986, the result was frequent student protests, which cul-
minated in 1989.13

When it comes to the development of the 1989 Movement, I focus on the
question of why the movement ended tragically even though the majority of
student activists, intellectual elites, and government leaders all struggled for a
compromise solution. I first give a historical account of the movement, intended
to provide an in-depth narrative of the most important events of the movement
and to reveal the role of contingent factors and activities in its development
(chapter 6). I then analyze the tragic dynamism of the movement from four
different angles (chapters 7 through 10), each of which involved state-society
relations. I argue that by the late 1980s China’s state-society relationship had
crystallized into an authoritarian regime with performance legitimation, a rela-
tively strong capacity for repression, and weakly developed intermediate orga-
nizations. This particular set of state-society relations simultaneously shaped
the patterns of interaction between the state and the movement (chapter 7), the
movement’s mobilization structure (chapter 8), the patterns of language and ac-
tivity used during the movement (chapter 9), and the behavior of the media and
public opinion (chapter 10). These factors all contributed to the development
of the movement and to the final head-on confrontation between the state and
the people.14

I chose “state-society relations” to model the 1989 Movement with another
consideration in mind. China has the longest uninterrupted state tradition in
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15. Tsou Tang (1991).
16. See Zhou Xueguang (1993), Tang and Parish (2000), Shirk (1993), Alan P. L. Liu (1996), Wong

(1997), Kate Xiao Zhou (1996), and Shue (1988).
17. Tilly (1982, 1986) has excellent analyses on the rise of modern social movements in Western 

Europe.
18. By large-scale social movements I refer to the movements that involve a significant proportion of

the population and that aim to achieve fundamental changes in the society. There is no objective dividing
line between large-scale social movements and revolutions and other social movements. However, the Sol-
idarity movement in Poland, the student and civil rights movements in the 1960s in the United States, and
the 1989 Beijing Student Movement are clear examples of large-scale social movements. Please notice that
the state-society relations theory developed in this introduction is intended for large-scale social move-
ments and revolutions rather than small-scale collective actions such as a strike in a factory.

the world. Confucianism, the most important political philosophy in China, is
essentially an ingenious design of state-society relations for an agrarian society
with a strong patrilineage tradition. Moreover, since the communists took
power, the Chinese government has initiated numerous social programs aimed
at changing the state, society, and their relationships. Each of these programs
has had a profound impact on the population. The Great Leap Forward, the
Cultural Revolution, and, to a great extent, the current reform, are only the
best-known examples. In fact, for those who know China, it is very hard not to
think of Chinese politics in terms of the state and of state-society relations. I
imagine that it is for this reason that many China scholars have adopted ap-
proaches that either directly use or imply the idea of state-society relations. 
For example, Tsou Tang has used the concept of state-society relations in his
analysis of the 1989 Movement.15 Zhou Xueguang’s “large number” and “un-
organized interests” concepts also contain the idea of state-society relations. 
In other research areas, Tang and Parish’s recent study of social changes during
Deng’s era, Shirk’s interpretation of the drives of China’s economic reform,
Liu’s study of China’s mass politics, Wong’s study of tax resistance in Chinese
history, Kate Xiao Zhou’s study of Chinese farmers, and Shue’s study of the
state’s capacity before and after the communists came to power, to mention just
a few, have all explicitly used or implied a state-society relations perspective.16

Theoretically, it is also well known that in the last few hundred years, since
modern social movements were born,17 the state and state-society relations
have become increasingly important to the rise and development of social
movements—especially to large-scale social movements occurring in authori-
tarian regimes.18 First, in the last few centuries, the world has experienced on-
going processes of state building, nation building, and the development of cap-
italism. As these processes have evolved, the state has continuously changed its
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political issue in France because the Old Regime accepted responsibility for the bread supply (Mann 1993,
ch. 6). Also, in China job security was usually a political issue because the state took responsibility for en-
suring employment. However, during the 1990s, that is, after the labor market reform, job security became
increasingly an economic issue tied with the performance of individual companies.

nature and expanded its scope.19 Tax, judicial, welfare, military, and other pow-
ers that formerly belonged to local communities have been taken up by the
state. Since the state has become increasingly relevant to ordinary life, it has
naturally received more attention from society. In a way, many modern social
movements can be seen as people’s attempts to harness an increasingly power-
ful state or to use the state to advance sectorial interests.20

Second, following the above logic, the role of the state is more important for
social movements in less developed nations than in developed ones. Histori-
cally, many less developed countries have had a weaker state tradition than de-
veloped nations. They thus underwent state building within a much shorter
period than the developed nations. Moreover, the state in less developed na-
tions often takes on a much more active role in economic development than in
developed nations.21 In functional terms, all state initiatives during late devel-
opment entail the reallocation of resources among social groups whose own in-
terests and identities are also changing rapidly. The dislocations resulting from
state-led modernization are apparently even stronger in the underdeveloped
nations than in the developed ones, as depicted by Huntington, Johnson, and
others in the Durkheimian tradition.22 On top of that, many initiatives by states
of less developed countries have been corrupt or even parasitic, inducing a sense
of injustice in aggrieved populations.

Third, the importance of the state for the rise of a social movement varies
with different state-society relations. If one views those relations along a total-
itarian-democratic continuum (ideal forms at both extremes), one sees that the
state is the center of attention of any social movement in a totalitarian context,
for since a totalitarian state exercises control over everything, even the most
trivial matter can be political.23 On the other hand, at the democratic end, the
state becomes only a “referee,” while the rules of the game are set by competing
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organizations. Thus, the state becomes irrelevant and “society” becomes the
target of social movements.24

Finally, after a social movement directly or indirectly challenges a state, there
are two actors, the state and society. However, different types of states have dif-
ferent strategies and capacities to deal with the same type of social movements.25

People’s reaction to the same state action also differs according to the ways they
are organized and to their perception of state power. Under some state-society
relationships, strong grievances can be alleviated and nonconformist ideologies
can be marginalized. In other cases, minor grievances may intensify and initially
conformist programs can be radicalized. Thus, when a social movement begins,
its dynamics are shaped by a state’s capacity to contain political conflicts—a
capacity that is a function of state-society relations.

Obviously, the 1989 Movement was a large-scale social movement that broke
out within an authoritarian regime. It was triggered by economic and political
crises brought on by a state-led economic reform. Throughout the movement,
students challenged the state by demanding political liberalization. To some
extent, the movement can be viewed as a failed revolution. If it had succeeded,
as happened in Eastern European countries, it not only would have toppled
the government but would also have brought about drastic changes in the so-
cial and political structure of Chinese society. Therefore, it is ideal both em-
pirically and theoretically to study the movement by focusing on the state and
on state-society relations during and before the movement.

State-Society Relations and Patterns of Social Movements

The phrases “state and society” and “state-society relations” existed only mar-
ginally in sociology before the 1970s.26 Back then, the dominant theories and
research agendas in sociology were largely society-centered; 27 “state-society re-
lations” was more a casual phrase than a theoretical framework. The situation
gradually changed during the late 1970s and 1980s. One of the pioneering works
was Skocpol’s classic study on the role of the state in great social revolutions.
In that work, Skocpol treats the state “as an autonomous structure—a struc-
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ture with a logic and interests of its own not necessarily equivalent to, or fused
with, the interests of the dominant class in society or the full set of member
groups in the polity.” 28 Since then, state-centered research has blossomed not
only in the study of social revolutions,29 but also in studies of other types of
contentious politics, such as working-class movements,30 contemporary social
movements,31 and economic development.32

However, as this research has developed, more and more societal factors have
been brought back into state-centered analyses. In the area of economic devel-
opment, instead of arguing for a “strong state,” Zhao and Hall as well as Evans
try to capture the importance of state-society linkages in economic development
with such concepts as “bounded autonomy” or “embedded autonomy.” 33 In
the study of social revolutions, scholars—in particular Goldstone and Mc-
Daniel—emphasize not only the structure and nature of the state but also fac-
tors such as population density, economic structure, culture, and ideologies.34

By far the largest amount of recent research to focus on state-society relations
concerns democratic transition and consolidation.35 Although their approaches
vary, most such studies treat democratization as an interactive process between
the state and society, by examining the impact of such factors as the nature of
the state, the nature and strength of civil society, and socioeconomic structure
on democratization. Obviously, the state-society relations perspective is in-
tended to achieve a more balanced understanding of some political processes
by apprehending not only the structure and nature of the state but also the in-
teractions between the state and society.

The state-society relations model differs from the currently dominant re-
source mobilization or political process theory in several aspects. Most impor-
tantly, however, while the early models emphasize the importance of structural
conditions such as the amount of resources or changes of political opportuni-
ties in the rise and development of a social movement,36 for the state-society
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relations model the dynamics of a social movement is also determined at in-
tersections of the interactions between the state and movement participants or
among the movement participants. Therefore, it can be labeled as an intersection
model.

Recently, scholars have also begun to agree that large-scale social movements
are often contentions between the state and people in society and that the out-
comes of such movements (ranging from a total failure to a successful revolu-
tion) depend not only on structural factors and on actors’ intentions but also
on path-dependent interactive processes between the state and movement ac-
tors.37 To focus on just one or the other is to risk missing the essential drama
of a complex political process.38 For such reasons, some recent writings on so-
cial movements and revolutions have started to examine social movements in a
relational process between the state and society.39

Yet although recent writings have placed a greater emphasis on the rela-
tional and interactive processes between social movements and authority, they
share some weaknesses. First, most treatments of state-society relations in
social movements deal either with social movements in democratic countries
or with revolutionary movements in authoritarian states.40 Except for a recent
theoretical discussion by Goldstone,41 few studies examine how interactions
between the state and the people as well as among the people might turn a so-
cial movement into a revolutionary confrontation, or vice versa. This study is
an effort in this direction of research. For while the 1989 Movement was largely
reformist in origin and had many characteristics of a social movement as that
phenomenon is commonly defined,42 it took place in what was clearly an au-
thoritarian state, and its relationship with that state molded a course of action
that nearly reached a revolutionary outcome.

Second, recent relational studies on social movements tend to treat the in-
teractions among major social movement actors as the “bargaining processes”
of rational actors.43 This approach may have a great validity in studying so-
cial movements in a democratic regime, where intermediate organizations are
fully developed and social movements become similar to interest group poli-

00b-C1513-INT  1/17/01  3:18 PM  Page 14



i n t r o d u c t i o n 15

44. See Blumer (1969) and Turner and Killian (1987) for the symbolic interaction approaches to social
movements, and Collins (1981, 1990) for the theory of interaction ritual chains.

45. Gitlin (1980); Gamson and Modigliani (1989).
46. For example, in McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald’s (1996) recently edited book, political opportuni-

ties and resource mobilization are treated as part of the frame process, and mobilizing structure is con-
strained by both the frame and political opportunities.

47. For example, Alford and Friedland (1985), Lisa Anderson (1986), Entelis and Naylor (1992), Hil-
dred Geertz (1991), Gellner (1988), Nee and Mozingo (1983), and Rosenbaum (1992).

tics. However, this approach is difficult to apply to an authoritarian regime and
traditional society where civil organizations are sanctioned by the state, social
movements tend to develop with great spontaneity, and politics is based on
“right or wrong” rather than on “gains or losses.” Therefore, by interactions,
this book refers not only to a kind of rational-choice-based bargaining process
but also to a value- or norm-driven emotional process. (That is why the con-
cept of legitimation is so central in my analysis). I have borrowed extensively
from the early symbolic interaction approaches on social movements and from
Collins’s model of “interaction ritual chains.” 44 I will further clarify this posi-
tion in the conclusion.

Third, most studies of the state or of state-society relations have focused
on a narrow range of issues. Questions about patterns of state behavior, move-
ment language and activities, movement-media interactions, and the structure
of movement mobilization have either been neglected or have been treated un-
der different theories. Political process scholars are interested in all these ques-
tions. However, in their analyses, the role of the state in a social movement
is studied through “political opportunity structures.” Studies of mobilization
structures have been largely conducted within the context of analyses of orga-
nizations and networks. The study of the rhetorical and symbolic activities of
a social movement has traditionally been the realm of strategy framing and cul-
tural perspectives. The media’s role in social movements has been described as
a part of cultural hegemony.45 In such analyses, the “dependent factors” for one
research question are often turned into “independent factors” in another re-
search agenda, making the reasoning circular.46 In this book, I intend to explain
the above-mentioned issues in a large-scale social movement within the general
framework of a state-society relations theory.

However, the concept of state-society relations is capacious. Although many
studies have mentioned “state-society relations,” 47 with the noticeable excep-
tion of Linz and his associates’ work on democratic transition and consolida-
tion, the concept tends to be casually used, and very few concrete analytical
tools have been developed to assist such analysis. For example, in the area of
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forum, church, and nobility. Their combinations yield six hybrid types. In their study of the democratic
transition, Linz and Stepan (1996) identify five ideal types of modern states: democratic, authoritarian, to-
talitarian, post-totalitarian, and sultanist. Different regime types have different paths and tasks in making
a transition to democracy.

economic development, where the theory of state-society relations is more de-
veloped, scholars have used concepts such as “bounded autonomy,” “embedded
autonomy,” or “the state in society” to capture state-society relations conducive
to development.48 Although these concepts are crucial, they are not very help-
ful for capturing the path-dependent interactive processes between the state
and society, which are vital to the trajectory of a large-scale social movement.
Obviously, we need concepts that are less abstract and more capable of catch-
ing interactive processes between the state and society. To this end, my strategy
is to separate state-society relations into three impure but non-reducible di-
mensions: the nature of the state, the nature of society, and linkages between
the state and society.

In the following, I first define the state and its nature. Then, I discuss state-
society linkages. Finally, through a discussion of the nature of society, I bring
in a set of propositions that relate the nature of social movement dynamics to
state-society relations. Please notice that these propositions are not waiting to
be formally tested in empirical chapters, nor are they supposed to exhaust all
the possible dimensions of state-society relations. Rather, they outline some
major patterns of contentious politics in relation to different state-society re-
lationships that are particularly relevant to this book. They serve as theoretical
guidelines for the empirical chapters.

the state and its nature

Following Michael Mann, I define the state as a complex, territorially centered
organization with a differentiated set of institutions, including military organi-
zations.49 I do not define the state in functional terms because states perform
multiple functions that vary over time and across different countries. Histori-
cally, states emerged as territory-centered organizations whose functions cen-
tered on defense and warfare. But states also acquired class domination, law-
making, welfare, and other functions. States are often classified in terms of their
political nature. Different classification systems have been proposed.50 In this
book, I simply adopt the democracy versus authoritarianism dichotomy. A 
state is democratic when the government commits to the rule of law, tolerates
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May 4th Movement of 1919, the December 9th Movement of 1935 – 36, and the 1989 Movement, the three
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movements.

54. Kornai (1959, 1989) and Szelenyi (1986), based on their own experiences of Eastern European Com-
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minorities, and elects leaders by regular and competitive elections in which the
majority of the adult population participates. A state is authoritarian when the
regime has weak political, social, or even economic pluralism and is led by lead-
ers who are not popularly elected and who are not always subject to the legal
codes that they have created.

These are ideal types. Within democracy, there are presidential and parlia-
mentary variations. There have also been many democracies in which minori-
ties were not much tolerated. Variations within authoritarian regimes are even
wider. They encompass autocratic regimes ruled by a divine king, totalistic
regimes ruled by an ideological party, and authoritarian regimes that coexist
with a de facto plural society because of their weak capacity to penetrate so-
ciety. Some authoritarian regimes are situated in an environment so insecure
that the state leaders harvest any gain they can get before being overthrown.51

In the 1980s, the nature of the Chinese state, which I will discuss in the next
chapter, was similar to that which Linz and Stepan call a post-totalitarian re-
gime.52 However, in most of this book, I have implicitly or explicitly compared
the 1989 Movement to social movements under Western democracy. Therefore,
a simple democracy versus authoritarian dichotomy is sufficient for my pur-
poses here.53

A state’s political nature shapes, but does not determine, state behavior.
Once state elites sense a real danger, the state can do much more than what a
dogmatic structuralist can imagine. The French Revolution was instructive for
other European Old Regimes, leading them to act more prudently in order to
prevent further revolutions. Similarly, the Great Depression triggered waves of
reforms in capitalist states unimaginable to orthodox Marxists. Finally, the eco-
nomic miracles of East Asian NICs (newly industrializing countries) and the
collapse of Eastern European communism have motivated the current Chinese
state to reform itself. These reforms have made the Chinese state look much
more like a bureaucratic-authoritarian state of the former South Korean and
Taiwanese type than like a Stalinist totalitarian regime.54 Very few social out-
comes are inevitable.
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Mann refers to the power that state elites have to act upon their will. Obviously, what is important for a
modern state is not only how much autonomy the state has to act upon its will but also the capacity of a
state to penetrate and coordinate society.

59. For example, the communist regimes in Eastern Europe collapsed suddenly. However, they col-
lapsed not because there was a lack of despotic power or because their infrastructural hardware deteriorated,
but because the state could neither sustain elite cohesion nor receive cooperation from society. In general,
a modern authoritarian regime, especially that with a weak tradition of bureaucracy and civil law, regard-
less of how well it is equipped with infrastructural hardware, faces legitimacy problems in the long run. The

A state has autonomy. State autonomy is derived from unique functions that
other organizations cannot provide.55 Over time, a state also gains autonomy
from elements of the nature of state organization itself, such as its special ac-
cess to information, expertise, and resources.56 State autonomy allows political
elites to initiate state-centered programs. Yet although the state has some au-
tonomy, its behavior is not necessarily coherent. Such incoherence derives from
the autonomy of different state organizations, from various social pressures,
and from the crosscutting identities of state elites. However, this is not to say
that a state is not able to make coherent decisions. State cohesion depends on
elite unity, or on the ability of a dominant state organization (i.e., the cabinet
in many cases) to control and coordinate more peripheral institutions.

Even when a state is able to come up with coherent policies, nothing guar-
antees that a policy will effectively penetrate society. Thus, another important
dimension of the state is its capacity. A state’s capacity depends, again, on in-
ternal cohesion on the part of the elites. It also depends on what Mann terms
the state’s “infrastructural power.” 57 Mann’s original formulation emphasizes
the importance of roads, universal coinage, and communication for state ca-
pacity (I classify these as infrastructural hardware). Infrastructural power is
defined by Mann as the capacity of a state to actually penetrate society to gen-
erate revenues or mobilize people for various purposes.58 By defining infra-
structure in this way, Mann predicts a high stability in modern authoritarian re-
gimes, since they have high levels of despotic as well as infrastructural capacity.
What Mann neglects is, however, people’s voluntary cooperation with the state
(I classify it as “infrastructural software”). This aspect of infrastructural power
depends, among other things, on the level of legitimation that a state enjoys.59

Legitimacy is a concept that I will turn to shortly.
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honeymoon of a revolution that brought the authoritarian regime fades, charismatic leaders die, the econ-
omy has downturns, political mistakes are inevitable, and the political system becomes less flexible.

60. See Steinmetz (1999, 4 – 8) and Sewell (1996) for summaries of various definitions of the concept
of culture.
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In conclusion, the nature of a state carries two impure meanings in this
book: its political nature as well as its strength. State strength is determined by
elite cohesion and by the capacity of the state to penetrate society. Both are re-
lated to the level of state legitimation.

state-society linkages

The nature of a regime links the state and society politically, yet state and so-
ciety are also related through psychological and economic aspects. By psycho-
logical relations, I mean the legitimacy of state power as perceived by rank-and-
file citizens and by state elites themselves. Needless to say, links between the
state and society are multidimensional, and these dimensions are entwined. The
importance of economic relations is conventional wisdom and is emphasized
in this book. As chapter 3 shows, except for a few ideologically motivated in-
tellectuals and students, the majority of students initially supported the 1989
Movement because some reform measures reduced their economic benefits and
blocked their channels of status attainment. However, a large-scale social move-
ment cannot be just a rational-choice-based strategy game; it is also an emo-
tional moral crusade. Therefore, beyond political and economic linkages, what
I want to elaborate here is another aspect of state-society linkages—the sources
of state legitimacy. But first, let me briefly define ideology and political culture,
a set of closely related concepts that will be frequently used.

Culture has been defined most broadly as both a system of symbols and mean-
ings and a pattern of practices.60 However, culture is useful to sociological
analysis when it is considered as autonomous yet influential on patterns of so-
cial practice. If culture is already defined as both a meaning and a performative
system, what else is there to explain? In this book, like Geertz and Schneider,61

I define both ideology and culture as systems of meaning, not performance.
Ideology is a belief system with various degrees of false (or true) content, while
political culture is a repertoire of traditional (and modern) beliefs, values, and
symbols. Here, “ideology” is restricted to grand visions such as communism,
socialism, liberalism, and nationalism, whereas by “culture” I refer to a rela-
tively stable meaning system that passes down through socialization. Again, the
distinction is impure.
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maintain the belief that the existing political institutions are the most appropriate ones for the society.”
Barrow (1993, 25) argues that “the legitimacy of a state is ultimately expressed in people’s willingness to

To understand the importance of state legitimacy to social movements, we need
to understand the close relationships between legitimation, ideology, and po-
litical culture. Intuitively, state legitimacy is part of political culture. Indeed, the
form of state legitimacy will change a society’s political culture and slowly be-
come an integrated part of that political culture. However, political culture and
state legitimacy have this subtle difference: culture is habit-dependent, while le-
gitimation is state-dependent. Culture is a relatively stable aspect of human life.
We do not expect the political culture of a nation to change overnight. How-
ever, legitimacy related political behaviors can change very quickly. Legitimacy
and ideology also share many similarities. A form of legitimacy, for example,
can be justified or opposed in ideological terms. The difference is that state le-
gitimacy itself is just an unwritten social contract. It is a shared understanding
of state-society relations, not an ideology.

State legitimacy certainly depends on social structure. A certain form of so-
cial structure (say, a strong civil society) often correlates with a certain form of
state legitimacy (say, legal-electoral legitimacy). However, state legitimacy in
turn confines the behavior of state elites, dominant classes, movement activists,
and people’s interpretation of (or sentiment towards) others’ behavior. (For ex-
ample, it determines when the people will think that a state action is an injus-
tice and get upset, and when state elites are demoralized and refuse to repress
the rebels, and so forth). These cannot be explained by simple resort to socio-
economic structures. Therefore, legitimation is not only a “mediating” but also
an independent factor.62

Legitimacy has been a very popular concept in political analysis. It has been
used in explaining a wide range of phenomena, from the crisis of capitalism to
the democratization of authoritarian regimes.63 Unfortunately, legitimacy also
remains a vaguely defined and much abused concept. Until very recently, schol-
ars continuously used “limits of legitimacy,” “legitimation crisis,” or “lack of
legitimacy” to explain the rise of a movement or the crisis of a regime.64 When
they do not specify what kind of legitimation crisis a state is facing, and which
population has experienced a legitimation crisis, such analyses remain un-
convincing.65 Therefore, as a first step, we need to define several dimensions of
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state legitimacy that can be empirically measured, independent of the social
movement being studied. In chapter 7, when I analyze the relationships be-
tween the Chinese state and the 1989 Movement, I shall specify the major Chi-
nese urban population’s perception of state legitimation during the late 1980s.

According to Weber, habit, affection, and rational calculation are three bases
of human compliance. Correspondingly, he proposes three ideal types of au-
thority relations: traditional, charismatic, and rational.66 While the typology
has been criticized in different ways,67 critics still accept it. Weber’s classifica-
tion is certainly illuminating. However, when these ideal types are used to an-
alyze state power, there are two problems. First, as Collins has argued,68 Weber’s
typology is static. Authority relations are interactive and dynamic; people’s per-
ceptions of a state’s legitimacy influence how they interact with the state, but in
turn their interactions further shape their judgments of the state’s legitimacy.
Second, Weber’s ideal types separate the emotional and cognitive elements in
people’s perceptions of state legitimation. In actual situations, people’s (espe-
cially dominant-class members’) sense of state legitimation always involves a
mix of sentiment and rationality regardless of the ways that a state tries to le-
gitimize itself. For example, in historical China the emperor was legitimized as
“the son of the heaven.” Nonetheless, dynasties were frequently challenged and
overthrown when heaven’s son failed to provide basic services. The same is true
when people (especially the dominant classes) support a charismatic leader.
They do so out of affection as well as in hope of a promising reward. These
two problems, concerning the interactive and dynamic nature of authority re-
lations and the isolation of emotional and cognitive elements in the concept of
legitimation, make it difficult to adopt Weber’s ideal types as the basis of an
empirical analysis.

In this book, legitimation is treated as a relational and interactive concept.
My aim is to show empirically and in detail how people’s assessments of state
legitimacy manifested themselves in the meso- and micro-level interactions
among participants in the 1989 Movement and between the participants and the
state. Sources of state legitimation are classified not in terms of ideal types of
human compliance but by the ways that state power is justified: by a commonly

00b-C1513-INT  1/17/01  3:18 PM  Page 21



22 i n t r o d u c t i o n

69. People may find similarities between legal-electoral and ideological legitimacy since legal-electoral
legitimacy has democracy as its ideological base. However, they are different in two aspects. Democracy
promises only a procedure to select leaders, not a utopian future. Most importantly, my definition of legal-
electoral legitimacy emphasizes procedure, not ideology. Although legal-electoral legitimacy can be justified
by democratic doctrines, over time it is the commonly accepted procedure of leadership selection, not the
value system, that legitimizes such a state. I want to stress here that stability is an important feature of legal-
electoral legitimation. Since election itself forms the basis of this legitimation, a government can rule such
a society without a grand ideology, and policy mistakes and scandals can lead to governmental change with-
out a legitimacy crisis. In this system, elite conflicts and electoral changes still systematically provide op-
portunities to political outsiders, which lead to a gradual opening of society or democratic consolidation
(Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens 1992). However, this extension of pluralism encourages individu-
als to organize themselves on a sectional or sectorial basis in ways that further lower the possibilities of
mobilization on the national level. Therefore, if we treat Western electoral democracy as a culture, its
“hegemony” is pervasive.

70. Dogan (1995, 65).

accepted procedure, by the service that the state has provided, and by a future
promise. Correspondingly, I define three types of state legitimation as perceived
by different sections of people in society and by state elites themselves: legal-
electoral, ideological, and performance legitimacy.

A state is based on legal-electoral legitimacy when it takes laws as binding
principles for all social groups including state elites themselves, and when top
leaders are popularly elected on a regular basis. Ideological legitimacy means
that a state’s right to rule is justified by a grand vision based on a future prom-
ise to which a government is committed.69 Performance legitimacy means that
a state’s right to rule is justified by its economic and/or ritual performance and
by the state’s capacity for territorial defense. Finally, when citizens tie their
hopes to the ability and personality of one or a few state leaders, the state en-
joys charismatic legitimacy. Charismatic legitimacy can be supplementary to
any kind of state legitimacy, but it tends to be an extreme form of ideological
legitimacy. Again, these are not pure types but impure constructions. A state
can never secure its survival with a single source of legitimacy. Nevertheless, in
one country at a particular time, one source of legitimacy tends to dominate.
The dominant source of state legitimacy defines the nature of a state in addi-
tion to the authoritarian and democratic dichotomy.

The above definition allows us to measure the type and level of legitimacy
as perceived by different sectors of a population, including state elites. Legal-
electoral legitimacy is the easiest to assess. By definition, states under Western
democracy are based on legal-electoral legitimation. One of the striking fea-
tures of Western democracy is that the state can enjoy a great legitimacy even
when people have little trust in some leaders and government institutions.70
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71. They are the adherence to socialism, adherence to the leadership of the CCP, adherence to Marxism-
Leninism and Mao Zedong thought, and adherence to the dictatorship of the proletariat.

72. The concept is in part from Durkheim’s (1933) idea of “non-contractual elements of contract.”

This is possible because a democratic state does not base its legitimacy pri-
marily on the quality of leaders and institutions. On the other hand, an au-
thoritarian state like China may not be able to sustain political stability in the
long run if a significant proportion of the citizens strongly dislike their leaders
or institutions, because China does not have routine electoral channels that
could potentially be used to get rid of the leaders and institutions.

While legal-electoral legitimation tends to be the basis of democratic re-
gimes, ideological legitimation is often characteristic of authoritarian regimes.
In China during the 1980s, the state still claimed its legitimacy in the ideologi-
cal terms of the Four Cardinal Principles written into the preamble of the Chi-
nese Constitution.71 People’s perception of the ideological legitimacy of the
Chinese state can thus be assessed by their attitude towards these principles.

The principal dimensions of performance legitimation include economic
performance, moral conduct, and territorial defense. Without a pending threat
from other countries, the economic and moral dimensions of state performance
tend to dominate. Economic performance can be measured objectively, by eco-
nomic growth and tangible benefits to specific populations, or subjectively, by
directly asking individuals to evaluate a state’s economic performance. Moral
performance is embedded in the traditional unwritten form of a “social con-
tract”: in terms of the proper behaviors and rituals that good rulers should per-
form.72 It is a defensive form, and a cultural dimension, of state legitimation.
Its measurement should start with an understanding of a local culture. In the
book, I argue that the source of state legitimation in China during the late 1980s
was predominantly economic and moral performance, not ideology, and that
much of the protestors’ behavior during the 1989 Movement was shaped by this
form of state legitimation.

the nature of society, state-society 
relations, and movement dynamics

The nature of society primarily depends on its structure. In traditional Marx-
ist literature, social structure is equated with economic and class relations.
However, class is a weak identity in comparison with identity categories that
have clear territorial and linguistic bases (such as nation or ethnicity). More
hurdles need to be overcome before a class is capable of forming an imagined
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73. The term “imagined community” is borrowed from Anderson (1983).
74. Katznelson (1985), Lipset (1983), Mann (1993, chs. 15 –18), and Marks (1989).
75. Here, I define organization as a social group which is constructed to achieve specific goals through

coordinated effort. It usually has a nonrandom division of labor, power, and communication responsibili-
ties (Etzioni 1964). Churches, unions, neighborhood associations, student and professional associations,
and social movement organizations are some examples.

76. See Gellner (1994), Hall (1995), Keane (1988), Schmitter (1993), and Seligman (1992) for recent de-
velopments of the civil society theory.

77. See Kumar (1993), Wank (1995), and Whyte (1992) for similar definitions.
78. See Gellner (1994) and Hall (1995, 15) for this definition of civil society.
79. See Tocqueville (1972) for discussion of the roles that intermediate associations have played in

stabilizing American democracy.
80. Hall (1985a); Zhao and Hall (1994).

community.73 As studies of working-class movements demonstrate, workers do
not automatically develop a class-consciousness under capitalism unless they
are treated by the state in certain ways.74 Historically, most large-scale human
conflicts have been organized political struggles rather than economically based
class struggles. I thus define social structure more broadly, in terms of the spatial
relations among people as well as in terms of the density, diversity, and rela-
tionships of social organizations in a society.75

Within the non-Marxist tradition, civil society has been revived as a popu-
lar term describing the structure of society.76 It is defined in a narrow sense
as the sum total of autonomous social organizations that counterbalance the
state.77 Recently, civil society has also been defined as an ideal society in which
membership in social organizations is “both voluntary and overlapping” so that
individuals are free not only from the tyranny of the state but from all forms
of social cages.78 This form of society, according to Gellner, is actually trust-
worthier than democracy. In most non-Western societies, however, intermedi-
ate organizations take forms far from this ideal definition. The usage of “civil
society” in this book is therefore closer to its narrow definition, in which a
strong civil society implies the existence of strong and heterogeneous interme-
diate organizations that counterbalance the state.

The density, diversity, and strength of intermediate organizations are im-
portant indexes to the nature of a society and of state-society relations.79 First,
strong and diverse intermediate associations not only check state power but
also facilitate the state’s penetration into society. Without intermediate or-
ganizations, state power will be despotic and people’s attention will be state-
centered. Without cooperation between social organizations and the state, state
power cannot penetrate very deeply into society and generate concerted social
energy for achieving various state-centered projects such as modernization or
warfare.80 Second, intermediate organizations nurture bonds and contractual
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81. See Kornhauser (1959) for the “mass society theory.” Also, see Oberschall (1973), Pinard (1975),
Tilly (1978), Halebsky (1976), Useem (1980), and von Eschen, Kirk, and Pinard (1971) for criticisms of the
mass society theory and for their emphases on the role of organizations in social movement mobilization.

82. I would like to make it clear that, first, all the propositions that I propose in this chapter assume
“other things being equal.” Second, for those propositions that link the nature of society to the type of re-
gime, the validity of these propositions, when they are applied to other cases, depends on how close that
regime is to the ideal regime types that I have defined earlier in this chapter.

relations among social groups, creating and sustaining shared identities and tra-
ditions. Poorly organized individuals tend to have little mutual understanding
and shared sense of reality, and tend to pursue their interests in an uncoordi-
nated fashion. Finally, a high density and a diversity of intermediate organiza-
tions in society facilitate sectional and segmental mobilization and prevent
national-level uprisings.

Students of resource mobilization theories criticize Kornhauser’s mass soci-
ety theory by emphasizing the importance of organizations for movement mo-
bilization,81 and indeed organizations do sometimes play a crucial role in how
movement participants are mobilized. When society is treated as a whole, how-
ever, strong and diverse intermediate organizations actually reduce the chances
of a national-level grand mobilization. This is because different organizations
tend to have distinctive interests and tend to nurture crosscutting identities
among their members. An issue of great interest to one social group may be to-
tally irrelevant to or even at odds with the interests of another group. People
are less likely to act radically when intermediate associations in a society are
well developed. This discussion can be concluded with a proposition that links
the nature of society with the strength of intermediate organizations in that
society: 82

a. A society with a high density of heterogeneous intermediate organizations inde-
pendent of the state tends to be conformist, while a society with poorly developed
intermediate organizations inclines to be radical.

By “conformist” I refer to a society where radical ideas and activities are kept
on the margins and where the mainstream generally sticks to the existing order
or pursues reformist changes. By “radical” I mean a society where people are
more likely to support anti-establishment ideas and participate in social move-
ments that aim to fundamentally change, or even abolish, the current social-
political systems. Thus the proposition says that large-scale social movements
and revolutions are more likely to happen in countries with poorly devel-
oped intermediate organizations. However, poor development of intermediate
organizations is not a sufficient condition for large-scale social movements.
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83. See Arendt (1951) and Friedrich and Brzezinski (1965), among others, for theories of totalitarianism.
84. In a recent article, McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly (1996) also argue that authoritarian regimes are

more likely to give rise to rare but revolutionary mobilization.

Large-scale social movements are always accompanied by some sort of social
changes that undermine the state’s capacity to control society. Therefore, we
need the following two propositions, which relate the rise and nature of social
movements to the strength and scale of changes in intermediate organizations:

b. A state will be politically stable under two ideal conditions: either the existence
of strong and heterogeneous intermediate organizations, or a complete absence of
intermediate organizations. In the case of strong intermediate organizations, polit-
ical stability does not mean no, or even fewer, social movements, but a lower chance
of revolutionary turmoil.

c. Revolutionary turmoil is most likely to occur when intermediate organiza-
tions in a society are emerging or in decline, although in neither case is a revolution
inevitable.

When intermediate organizations are completely absent, as in a totalitarian
regime, a state achieves total domination.83 No opposition is possible. More
explanation needs to be provided for the second part of this proposition: “In
the case of the existence of strong intermediate organizations, political stabil-
ity does not mean no, or even fewer, social movements, but a lower chance of
revolutionary turmoil.” Since the early 1970s, Kornhauser’s mass society theory
has been severely criticized by resource mobilization scholars. This proposition
gives some credit to Kornhauser. Kornhauser’s mass society theory implies that
large-scale social or political movements are more likely to occur in societies
with weak intermediate organizations,84 whereas his opponents focus either on
social movements that occur in democratic societies with strong intermediate
organizations or on micro-level mobilization processes. Preexisting organiza-
tions are certainly important to micro-level movement mobilization; therefore,
a society with strong intermediate organizations experiences many more social
movements than a mass society. Yet it is exactly the nature of a strong civil so-
ciety—that is, the low cost of initiating a movement, the heterogeneity of inter-
mediate organizations, well-calculated interests, and the crosscutting identities
of the people as a consequence of organizational heterogeneity—that helps
prevent revolutionary turmoil. Therefore, mass society theory at least correctly
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85. Arjomand (1988), McDaniel (1991), and Skocpol (1982).
86. For the decay of totalitarian regimes, see Janos (1986), Jowitt (1983), and Rigby and Feher (1982).

For the state-led reforms and social movements, see Di Palma (1991) and White (1993).
87. McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly (1996) express a similar view.

predicts that weak intermediate associations create political niches for national
mobilization. How organizations facilitate movement mobilization is an issue
at another level.

Proposition “c” is Durkheimian, because it predicts that large-scale social
movements are more likely to occur in a process of social change. Empirical
cases that fit “the decline of intermediate organizations and revolution” argu-
ment are those of failed attempts at state centralization. For example, in Iran
the Shah’s modernization threatened many segments of society, especially two
powerful groups, the ulama and the bazaar merchants, thereby provoking a revo-
lution.85 For the emergence of intermediate organizations, the examples are 
the decay of totalitarian regimes and state-led reforms in those regimes during
the 1980s.86 However, revolution is not inevitable during either the emergence
or decline of intermediate organizations. Simply put, state centralization can be
successful, and an emerging society does not necessarily clash head-on with 
the state.

In a democratic regime, a state does not prohibit organizations founded and
operated under the law. Therefore, a real democracy should be accompanied by
numerous intermediate organizations. In contrast, modern authoritarian re-
gimes commonly emerge in countries with weak intermediate organizations,
and they implement sanctions against social organizations outside the realm of
state control. Since the density and diversity of social organizations is closely
related to the character of a regime, the mobilization potential of a society is
directly related to the nature of a state:

d. A society tends to be radical in an authoritarian state and conformist in a demo-
cratic state.

This proposition depicts the distinctive nature of state-society relations under
different types of state. It implies that opposition movements tend to be radi-
cal in authoritarian states and reformist in democratic states 87—a crucial dif-
ference of social movement dynamics. In light of this proposition, many theo-
ries of social movements developed in the West can be seen as more suitable
to explain social movement dynamics in democratic states than elsewhere. For
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88. Gamson (1975).
89. However, scholars have attributed this conservatism to different factors, ranging from the func-

tional routine of the media (e.g., Fishman 1980; Gans 1979), market forces (Epstein 1973; Ryan 1991; Tuch-
man 1972), and cultural hegemony (Gitlin 1980; Herman and Chomsky 1988; Molotch 1979). I will provide
a more detailed review of this literature in chapter 10.

90. See Lang and Lang (1981) and Gamson and Modigliani (1989), among others, for the constructive
nature of public opinion in the West.

example, Gamson concludes that social movements which fight for less radical
issues tend to flourish.88 However, during the 1989 Movement, activities that
fundamentally challenged the regime tended to win popularity (chapters 6, 9,
and 10).

During the 1980s, the Chinese state retreated both organizationally and ide-
ologically (chapter 1). Many institutions that once belonged to the state, such
as the media, public opinion, and the universities, were freed from the tight
control of the state and became increasingly “societal” in nature. Taking this
into consideration, the above proposition can be extended into the following
corollaries:

d.1. Media and public opinion tend to be conformist institutions in a democratic
regime. However, in an authoritarian regime media and public opinion tend to be
radical institutions, especially immediately after they free themselves from state
control.

d.2. Universities tend to be more radical in an underdeveloped authoritarian regime
than in a Western democratic regime.

Here, the first corollary depicts the different nature of media and public opin-
ion under the two types of regime. The nature of mainstream Western media
and public opinion is well documented. It is generally agreed in communica-
tions literature that the modern Western media tend to follow the dominant
culture and the majority view, to rely on government sources for news, and ei-
ther to neglect a social movement or to produce biased reports on a movement
that aims at challenging the establishment.89 Moreover, the public in the West
tends to see the media as an institution independent of the state and to read the
media’s messages constructively.90 By contrast, during the 1989 Movement, Chi-
nese media tried to escape from state control by positively reporting on the
movement, and public opinion followed rumors most of the time, except when
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91. Ringer (1979); Vaughan and Archer (1971).
92. Lipset (1967); Altbach (1981).
93. Therefore, for example, except for German student movements in 1848, students in the West were

not a major force in national politics until the 1960s, whereas students in underdeveloped nations have al-
ways been involved in nationalist, communist, and currently, democratic movements (Altbach 1968a, 1989;
Chow 1967; Shils 1968).

94. See Fernandez and McAdam (1989), Roger V. Gould (1991), McAdam (1986), McCarthy (1987),
McCarthy and Zald (1973), Opp and Gern (1993), and Snow, Zurcher, and Ekland-Olson (1980) for the
role of social networks in movement mobilizations.

95. Olson (1990).

the media reported on the movement positively. In chapter 10, I explain this
fundamental difference in the behavior of the media and public opinion.

Although universities have been arguably the most radical institutions in
democratic regimes, they were born in the West and maintained largely as a
conformist institution. In medieval Europe, the university was controlled by
the church, its curriculum was based on indigenous higher culture, and its
students were almost exclusively from upper-class families. It was not until the
middle class had become a dominant class that its children commonly went to
the university. The Western university was gradually converted into a modern
institution over a long historical period.91 By contrast, the university in most
underdeveloped authoritarian countries was a foreign institution with few or
no indigenous cultural roots. It was founded as a part of the package of forced
development, and the subjects taught in it have introduced foreign ideas that un-
dermine the traditional social order.92 On top of that, in order to develop mod-
ern industry, almost all the underdeveloped authoritarian states have tended
to greatly emphasize higher education, and thus to “over-produce” students,
which also leads to radicalism.93 In chapter 3, I analyze how a set of state poli-
cies encouraged radicalism in Chinese universities.

Scholars generally find organizations and preexisting movement networks
to be important for social movement mobilization.94 In many authoritarian
regimes, however, organizations outside the control of the state are poorly de-
veloped, and dissident networks are confined to a very small circle. A sudden
rise of a large-scale social movement is thus an anomaly.95 However, while au-
thoritarian regimes may be able to crush intermediate organizations, they have
never been able to eliminate everyday human relations. As chapter 8 shows,
when a strong authoritarian regime undertakes a large-scale transformative
project, it often does so by gathering a large homogenous population into a
common physical environment. The spatial layout of the people facilitates 
active interactions among people as well as passive encounters between them.
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96. Recently, Goldstone and Useem (1999) have demonstrated the importance of prison ecology to
prison riots. In the study of poor people’s social movements in Iran, Bayat (1997) also emphasizes the im-
portance of spatial proximity, not formal networks and organizations, in movement participation.

In a political crisis, such an ecology often becomes the basis of a social move-
ment mobilization.96 Thus, we have the following proposition:

e. When intermediate organizations are poorly developed in a society, social move-
ment mobilization tends to be spontaneous and highly dependent upon the ecol-
ogy of the living and working environments of the individuals to be mobilized.

In chapter 6, I discuss the empirical meaning of the concept of spontaneity dur-
ing the 1989 Movement. Here, by “spontaneity,” I simply mean how movement
organizations were frequently incapable of controlling movement participants,
and how a significant number of movement activities were voluntarily initiated
by individuals or a small groups of people who were not necessarily the leaders
of the movement organizations. This proposition states that, when a society is
poorly organized, the density, distribution, and spatial routine of the people
that movement activists intend to mobilize are crucial in participant recruit-
ment and in shaping the development of the movement. It also claims that
social movements breaking out under authoritarian regimes will be more spon-
taneous in nature. The following corollaries further link a movement’s sponta-
neous nature to its dynamics:

e.1. When intermediate organizations in a society are weak, social movement activ-
ities tend to be initiated at an individual level, and the development of a social
movement tends to be driven more by emotions than by strategies.

e.2. When intermediate organizations in society are weak, structural conditions be-
come more important in shaping social movement dynamics. In other words, al-
though individuals are “freer” in such situations, their contingent choices have less
impact on social movement dynamics.

The first corollary assumes that organizations are better equipped to overcome
the influence of individual-level emotions in making strategic decisions. The
second corollary implies the principle of the “invisible hand.” That is, when
many activities occur at the same time and place, what makes a certain action
dominate is not so much the minds of actors as the minds of the observers. An
action dominates because it is better able to move the audience. It moves the
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97. See Oliver (1989) and McPhail (1991) for the recent crowd behavior literature, and Jasper (1997,
1998), Scheff (1994), and Goodwin (1997) for studies of the role of emotions in collective actions. See also
Smelser (1962) for earlier literature.

audience more effectively, in turn, because it matches with the existing popular
“schemata of interpretation” in society. (In this book, these schemata are the
existing popular perceptions of state legitimation.) Several chapters of this book,
especially chapters 8 and 9, take the above propositions and corollaries as a
starting point.

Since the early 1990s, scholars have regained interest in the role of crowd be-
havior and emotion in social movements.97 Most of the studies, however, tend
to emphasize the importance of crowd behavior and emotions in social move-
ments without specifying the structural conditions under which the crowd be-
havior and emotion become dominant in a social movement. This set of propo-
sitions is an effort to redress such tendencies.

The above propositions come together to relate the potential and character-
istics of social movement mobilization and dynamics to the structure and na-
ture of society. They also link the nature of society (in terms of its mobiliza-
tion potential) to the nature of a state. They depict different social movement
dynamics under democratic and authoritarian regimes. These propositions do
not exhaust the repertoire of possible state-society relationships and their im-
pact on social movement dynamics. As chapter 9 demonstrates, state-society
relations differ within authoritarian regimes. They need to be empirically de-
termined. However, the nature of the state, the nature of society, and link-
ages between the state and society are the three aspects that are basic to under-
standing the impact of state-society relations on large-scale social movements.

Methodological Remarks

Before moving to the empirical chapters, it will be helpful to make two
methodological comments on the book’s theoretical arguments and empirical
data. I have made various theoretical arguments to which some readers may
pose counterexamples (for instance, when I argue that ecology-based mobiliza-
tion dominated the 1989 Movement, one may immediately point out the role
of organizations in that movement). I make three types of arguments in this
book: definitional, comparative, and competitive. Although I will qualify each
argument where it appears, it is useful to discuss the problem more generally by
explaining specific issues with regard to each type of argument.
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98. Lipset (1967); Altbach (1981, 1991).

First, there are definitional arguments. For instance, I define the media in
democratic regimes as a conformist institution. Here I am not ignoring the ex-
istence of far-right and far-left media, variations in mainstream media contents,
and journalists’ reformist efforts under Western democracy. Rather, when I lay
out this type of definition, I see what is to be defined as following a “statistical
distribution,” of which my definition captures the “central tendency.” Counter-
examples do not undermine the definitions unless their existence significantly
alters the “central tendency.”

The second type of argument is comparative. For example, I argue that uni-
versities tend to be more radical in an underdeveloped authoritarian regime
than in a Western democratic regime (chapter 3). This should not be taken as
suggesting that universities will revolt every day in underdeveloped nations and
will never revolt in democratic regimes, that there are no variations in students’
political behaviors within underdeveloped (or developed) nations, or that stu-
dents’ political behavior in a nation never changes. Still using the statistical
analogy, a comparison of this kind could be considered as a t-test (or ANOVA
and other multiple test methods when more than two groups are involved).
The argument is valid as long as universities in underdeveloped authoritar-
ian nations as a whole are much more radical than their counterparts in West-
ern democracies. Some counterexamples to my argument, such as the student
movement in 1848 Germany and the New Left movements in the 1960s, can be
taken as within-group variations when compared with the frequent radical stu-
dent movements in authoritarian regimes.98

The last is the competitive type of argument, to which the major argu-
ments in chapters 7, 8, 9, and 10 belong. This type of argument usually comes
together with competing argument(s), and the intention is to show that the
argument explains significantly more variations than the competing ones. For
example, in chapter 7, I argue that the state behavior and consequently the dy-
namics of the 1989 Movement were primarily driven by state-society relations
rather than by factionalism among the top state elites. There is obviously evi-
dence of power struggles among top state elites during the movement. How-
ever, unless one shows empirically that a model emphasizing factionalism does
explain larger variations than the state-society relation theory, my arguments
remain unfalsified.

Still more important, however, are the issues concerning the methods by
which this book’s major empirical evidence has been gathered. While a more
detailed description of the interviews will be presented at the end in an ap-
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pendix, it may be useful to discuss the most crucial issue here. My writing is
based mainly on data collected from three sources. First, I formally interviewed
seventy informants in 1992–93. They ranged from movement activists and stu-
dents to teachers and student control cadres in universities. Second, I collected
materials available at McGill, Princeton, Harvard, the University of Chicago,
and the Chinese University of Hong Kong. Third, I went to several major li-
braries in China, and, with the help of some friends, obtained many materials
from Chinese sources. Each of these sources has its own strengths and weak-
nesses. For example, regarding the interview data, I am concerned about biases
in retrospective reporting such as forgetting and recasting particular events ac-
cording to general opinions or personal views. Even though the interviews were
constructed to avoid these shortcomings, they may not be totally eliminated.
Therefore, an immediate question is how I selected materials from such volu-
minous sources—a legitimate concern regarding the reliability and validity of
the data used in the book.

As a rule of thumb, I took great caution with all of the data, especially those
related to important events. I compared different accounts within the same
source or/and across different types of data. Relying on a process that Chinese
historians call kaozheng, which could be roughly translated into English as cross-
validation, I tried to figure out what most likely happened. Admittedly, this did
not protect me from various personal biases in making judgments. However,
potential biases were minimized when I applied falsifiable logics in rendering
judgments. I sometimes followed the account of my informants or of the sec-
ondary nongovernmental sources, sometimes followed the Chinese government
account or/and semi-official sources from China, and sometimes adopted bits
and pieces of accounts from each of the sources. Sometimes, I followed none
of them. Instead, by reading between the lines in all the materials, I constructed
a picture or captured a social mood that was not clear in any one of the sources.
Due to the scope of the research and enormous diversity of the events, it is very
difficult to summarize the processes for each event. Let me just give an example
of how an event is typically constructed.

On April 19, the police tried to restore order in front of the Xinhua Gate,
the south gate of the government compound. By the early morning of April 20,
about 200 students still refused to go. Policemen dragged them into a very big
bus and sent them back to Beijing University. When some of them arrived at
the university, they held bloodstained clothes and shouted slogans angrily. Ru-
mors about police brutality spread out and a class boycott immediately followed
in several major universities. The whole event, which is discussed in chapter 6,
was labeled the “Xinhua Gate Bloody Incident” (Xinhuamen canan). So far, most
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99. For the importance of historical memory in contentious politics, see Corney (1998), Polletta (1998),
and Tilly (1994).

100. Huigu yu Fansi (1993, 52–53).

writings have simply followed what rumor has said. Indeed, the rumor has be-
come a widely shared “historical memory.” 99

However, a government-controlled newspaper claimed that the blood was
from some students who were cut by glass while trying to break the bus win-
dows. These students got off the bus and the bus driver saw them stopping a
truck, which took them away. The accounts are obviously contradictory. I also
saw a big-character poster written at about that time by a student. The stu-
dent denounced the behavior of a group of his fellow classmates who were dis-
cussing how to induce the police to beat them so that they could use the inci-
dent to mobilize other students. I cannot, however, simply follow the student’s
account, since people may argue that the student might be a government agent.
Nevertheless, I became alert to the issue.

In my interviews, two students claimed that they had direct knowledge of
this incident. One student provided details of how one of his classmates was
beaten by police. However, from other sources I found out that the classmate,
named Wang Zhixin, was beaten near the Qianmen subway station in a brawl
with several policemen when he was alone and on his way to school. It was un-
related to the Xinhua Gate Incident. Another student who was among the last
two hundred told me that there were skirmishes that morning, but that the po-
lice did not really hit them with full strength. Yet I was still worried that this
could have been only his personal experience.

I continuously searched through materials related to the event. Then, I en-
countered an account by student leader Zhang Boli, who left Xinhua Gate only
a little earlier than the last two hundred students did. He recalled:

As soon as I went back to Beijing University, Peng Rong and other students (they
were among the last 200 students) were also back. They were on a big truck. When
the truck arrived, I heard them shouting “Police brutality!” I asked Peng Rong what
had happened. Peng showed me a big piece of glass with a large spot of bloodstain.
He then said: “This is the evidence of a bloody crime. What should we do?” I said:
“We should get all the students in our university and go demonstrate.” Then I
planned the major slogans: “The savage police, beating the students; countrywide
class boycott, etc., etc.” 100

I was surprised to find that the account of the broken glass and the truck was
nearly identical with the governmental one. The beauty is also that when Zhang
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101. A remaining question is whether the side windows on the bus were made of safety glass. If so, the
glass in the windows could not cut the students because it would break into very small pieces when
smashed. However, I consulted a Chinese car expert, who told me that, because safety glass is very expen-
sive in China, all the side windows on buses made in China and used in domestic public transportation are
made of ordinary glass.

102. See Feigon (1990, 139) for his observation of the government’s tolerance in that period.

was making this account, he was only trying to explain how the class boycott
in Beijing University was initiated, not provide evidence related to the Xinhua
Gate Incident. (Such unintended recall usually has less systematic bias, and I re-
lied heavily on it in constructing the book.) I then visited the Xinhua Gate area
and found no glass windows around. It also does not make sense to assume that
the police had beaten students with glass or that wounded students went some-
where to find broken glass on which to collect the blood as a specimen.101 The
police brutality accusation also did not fit the larger context of the time. As
many observers agreed, the government at this stage was very afraid of antago-
nizing the students and still hoped to reach a peaceful settlement.102 Up to that
point, I became confident in concluding that skirmishes between the police and
students did happen that night and some students were indeed hit by police.
However, the so-called Xinhua Gate Bloody Incident was most probably an
unfounded rumor. This is how a small section in chapter 6 was constructed.
This kind of methodological approach, while painstaking, is actually very re-
warding. It has given me not only great confidence in the empirical evidence but
also many unanticipated insights into the movement.
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I
have laid out a theoretical framework that argues that state-
society relations—understood in terms of the nature of the
state, the nature of society, and the linkages between the state

and society—are the most important factors underlying the
rise and development of a large-scale social movement or revo-
lution. Before moving into empirical analyses of how partic-
ular state-society relations contributed to the rise of the 1989
Beijing Student Movement and shaped its development, we need
some knowledge of the history of China’s historical state-society
relations before the rise of the 1989 Movement as well as an
overview of Chinese society in the 1980s. This chapter serves
both purposes.

The History of State-Society Relations in China

From 221 b.c. to a.d. 1911 China was ruled for the most part by
unitary agrarian empires. During that long period, China under-
went tremendous changes in its demography, politics, economy,
and social structures; but it was in the twentieth century (between
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1. From time to time eunuchs could also be important in palace politics.
2. See Hsieh (1978, ch. 1).
3. Gernet (1987, xxii).
4. Gernet (1987), Hsieh (1978, ch. 1), and Ray Huang (1981).
5. At the time of the Qing dynasty, the bureaucracy was about 40,000 strong (Skocpol 1978, 69).

1911 and 1978) that China experienced perhaps the most dramatic changes in its
long history. Any short summary will not do justice to the great changes over
these long spans. What I present here captures only some of the essential features.

In the seventh century and after, the Chinese agrarian empires were headed
by an emperor who inherited his crown from his family and were managed by
a bureaucratic administrative system whose members were selected by means of
periodic civil service examinations.1 The emperor was legitimated as “the son
of heaven.” Such legitimation not only gave the emperor a supernatural and di-
vine quality but also assigned him two mandates: to serve the people and to
observe a vast number of normative rites and customs. There are many sayings
in Chinese texts regarding the first mandate, including: “people are the heaven
of their prince; food is the heaven of the people”; “heaven looks accordingly as
the people look and listens accordingly as the people listen”; and “the people
first, territory next, and the king last.” 2 Obviously, state legitimacy in histori-
cal China always had a very important performance dimension. When an em-
peror failed to deliver public goods that the people had expected, he could lose
the mandate of heaven, giving people the right to rebel.

The rites and customs that an emperor had to follow varied to some degree
from dynasty to dynasty, but they were largely founded in the works of Con-
fucius and Mencius and interpreted by a body of state bureaucrats whose sup-
port was indispensable to the emperor. “Any infringement of the rites and cus-
toms always provokes strong reactions and grave disorders.” 3 In this sense, a
Chinese emperor usually had very limited power.4 In the Chinese empire, mod-
ern “totalistic” pretensions were not only technologically infeasible but also
normatively impossible.

The civil service examination system also shaped the nature of Chinese so-
ciety. Becoming an official was such an important mode of status attainment
that the examination encouraged local education and gave rise to a literati or
gentry class. Yet because of its limited financial resources, a state could only re-
cruit a small proportion of the literati into the bureaucracy.5 Given China’s size
and population, the number of officials employed by the state was far from
sufficient to govern the whole country. Local affairs below the county level
were actually managed by the lower-level gentry. The state needed the cooper-

01-C1513-PT1  1/17/01  3:18 PM  Page 40



s tat e - s o c i e t y  r e l at i o n s  d u r i n g  t h e  1 9 8 0 s  41

6. Chesneaux (1972), Eastman (1988, ch. 10), and Esherick (1987).
7. The notion that societies may be either “maintenance oriented” or “goal oriented” is from Schwartz

(1987, 3).

ation of local gentry to collect taxes and to maintain order in towns and peas-
ant villages. Such gentry-led and village-based power networks constituted a
dominant structure in society. Horizontal links among the people were sanc-
tioned mainly through various secret societies.6 In times of social disorder, se-
cret societies were often a major force for rebellion because of their size and
their entrenched organizational networks.

In sum, historically China had a bureaucratic-authoritarian regime with
largely performance-based state legitimation, an emperor whose power was
checked by complicated rites and customs interpreted by the bureaucrats, and
a peasant society that was vertically led by the gentry class and horizontally
linked by secret societies. This light form of norm-centered and maintenance-
oriented government was challenged, in the nineteenth century, by the “goal-
oriented” capitalist nations.7 Faced with Western imperialism, China tried to
implement different reform measures. Although such reforms brought many
changes, they failed to create a government that could defend China from
Western imperialism (see chapter 2). The failure of less radical reforms pro-
voked more radical attempts, eventually leading to the establishment of the
communist government in 1949.

China’s state-society relations underwent a tremendous change after the
communists came to power. China was now led by a goal-oriented Leninist
party. Because many Chinese in the 1950s and 1960s believed that communism
would bring a bright future, and because of the past success in the war with the
nationalist government, the CCP, and especially Mao, enjoyed a high level of
ideological and charismatic legitimacy. Since the 1950s, the CCP under Mao’s
leadership conducted many social engineering programs that tremendously
changed the nature of society. The most important among them were the
collectivization of agriculture, the nationalization of industry, and the adoption
of a planned economy. From the 1950s on, the Chinese were organized around
the commune system in the countryside and the work-unit (danwei) system in
the cities.

With the establishment of the commune and work-unit system, the state
was for the first time in history able to penetrate society down to the village and
factory level and to effectively engage in radical transformative programs ac-
cording to utopian visions. Freed from rites and customs, Mao also placed him-
self among the very few Chinese “emperors” who could dominate the entire
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8. See Tsou Tang (1991) for the concept of a totalistic regime.
9. Meisner (1986).
10. See, for example, Baum (1994), Nathan (1997), Shirk (1993), and Kate Xiao Zhou (1996).
11. See also Byrd (1992), Byrd and Lin (1990), Fewsmith (1994), White (1993), and Harding (1987) for

economic reform, and Barnett and Clough (1986), Baum (1994), Davis and Vogel (1990), Lull (1991), and
Schell (1988) on other aspects of Chinese society during the period of reform.

state bureaucracy and determine China’s fate according to his personal visions
and interests. Even the traditionally weak secret societies were wiped out under
Mao’s rule. In this period, Chinese society became highly atomized.

Such state-society relations, which have been variously labeled as “totalitar-
ian” or “totalistic,” led to disastrous outcomes.8 Since policy mistakes and per-
sonal powers were not checked, state social engineering activities after the mid-
1950s brought disasters upon Chinese society. The three-year famine of 1959
through 1961, during which about 30 million people died of hunger, and the
Cultural Revolution are only the two most well-known examples. By the time
of Mao’s death in 1976, the Chinese economy was on the verge of collapse,9

Chinese people were living in poverty, and grievances were mounting in society.
It was largely the widespread crises brought by the Cultural Revolution that
pushed China’s new leaders to start a reform in 1978. The reform had an initial
success. Because of the reform and the new open-door policy, the Chinese ac-
quired a level of political freedom and economic affluence that they could not
even have dreamed of during Mao’s era. However, reform once again funda-
mentally changed state-society relations, in a manner which I will now dis-
cuss. Please note that the following is again only a brief overview. More sys-
tematic discussion and analysis of China’s state-society relations in the 1980s
and their impact on the 1989 Beijing Student Movement will be given in later
chapters.

“Social Fevers” as an Indication of the Change

There are many ways to look at Chinese society during the years of reform.10

For the purpose of understanding the origin of the 1989 Movement and mass
participation during it, I start with the social changes brought about by the
largely state-led reform.11 China experienced a great deal of change after the
start of reform: class labeling of citizens was abolished; economic moderniza-
tion became the principal, if not the only, national goal; a market economy was
introduced; and new industrial sectors such as private business, joint ventures,
and foreign firms mushroomed—yet so too did corruption and other anti-
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12. The Chinese word re can be translated into English as “hot,” “warm,” “fever,” “fad,” or even “wave”
or “tide.” In this context, I translate “re” as “fever,” by which I mean a sudden increase of interest in the
same subject on the part of a large population. For example, chuguo-re (going abroad fever) means the sud-
den passion of many people for going abroad.

13. Frequent social fevers are the expected outcome when a formerly isolated population is suddenly
exposed to an influx of new information and opportunities. In a closed society, opportunities are few and
individuals have narrow and homogenous ideas. Its people tend to be simultaneously excited by new oppor-
tunities or concepts. When a closed society is just opened, everything is new, and information and oppor-
tunities fluctuate rapidly. Social fevers, therefore, are themselves significant signs of the scale and scope of
social changes.

14. The data in table 1.1 come mainly from Xiao Qinfu (1989), Wang Jintang (1990), Yang Xiong
(1991), and from my interviews.

15. See Wang Jing (1996) for a recent discussion of the high culture fever during the 1980s.

market forces. State control over intellectual activities was loosened, allowing
extensive exploration of pro-Western forms of literature and the other arts.
State control over public and private life was also relaxed, which led to the
resurgence of religion as well as of some old Chinese traditions. The ordinary
Chinese person’s standard of living skyrocketed during the period from 1978 —
when, for instance, a mechanical watch was a luxury—to 1989, when color tele-
vision sets and refrigerators became common for many rural as well as urban
families. The list could go on and on.

The scale and impact of the social changes brought by the economic reform
was revealed by waves of “social fevers” (re-dian) 12 during the 1980s.13 Table 1.1
lists the decade’s major social fevers.14 The table also briefly explains the mean-
ing of different social fevers, except where their names are self-explanatory.
This is by no means a complete list. It does not include some cases, such as
those of “conference fever” and “reportage novel fever,” which were more di-
rectly related to the 1989 Movement and will therefore be discussed separately
in the next chapter. It does however illustrate the scale of social change in the
1980s. Frequent changes of social fevers brought great uncertainties to most
people in society. Culture fevers brought values or ways of life that were in
conflict with the prevailing orthodoxy. Socioeconomic fevers often turned past
winners into losers—yet the force of transition was so irresistible that many
joined them willy-nilly. Thus, although social fevers came into being under the
impetus for change, they also brought great pain both to the people caught up
in them and to the people left on the outside.

The social fevers listed in table 1.1 can be roughly categorized into three
types: socioeconomic fevers, high culture fevers, and popular culture fevers.15

Socioeconomic fevers can be seen as people’s reactions to the sudden emergence
of new economic and political freedoms as a result of state reform policies.
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table 1.1 Major Social Fevers in Urban China during the 1980s

Types Examples Explanations

Socioeconomic Study fever and Arose because early reform policies emphasized 
fevers diploma fever intellectuals’ role in economic reform and greatly

elevated the political status of intellectuals.

Congzheng re (political Arose due to massive recruitment of state cadres among 
career fever) university graduates during the early 1980s and 

diminished after state offices were saturated in the 
mid-1980s.

Business fever Arose with the opportunities created by the market-
oriented reform and peaked in 1988, when some 
intellectuals and students, many in a protesting mood,
got involved in commercial activities.

Going abroad fever Students and some young urban workers tried any means
to study or work abroad in order to have a better life and
career and to escape from Chinese realities. Peaked in the
late 1980s, when the reform was in crisis and as more
and more students became familiar with the procedures
for applying to foreign universities.

Special economic Massive numbers of people flooded into the SEZs to
zones (SEZs) fever look for better opportunities. The most infamous such

fever was Hainan fever in the late 1980s, when hundreds 
of thousands flooded to the newly founded island 
province and SEZ, seeking better opportunities.

High culture fevers Western culture A series of social fevers affected Chinese intellectuals and
fever: Sartre fever, students searching for meaning in the wake of the 
Nietzsche fever, decline of Marxism.
and Freud fever

Western religion In cities, mainly the fever for Christianity. People looked
fever for alternative faiths after Marxism, although many 

followed just out of pro-Western curiosity.

Culture criticism: Culture criticism started in the mid-1980s and peaked in
culture fever, Heshang 1988 with the TV series Heshang and the world citizen-
fever, world ship discussion. The central idea here was that Chinese
citizenship discussion culture should be held responsible for the failed 

development and tragedies of Mao’s era.

Xungenre “searching Most of these fevers were apolitical. They marked the 
for roots” fevers: revival of Chinese culture after the death of Mao, headed 
“searching for roots” by intellectuals absorbed by features of traditional 
literature, Neo- Chinese culture.
Confucianism,
I-Ching, and Qi-Gong 
fevers
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16. By totalitarian regime I mean the totalitarian intentions of the state during Mao’s era, not the real-
ity. As for the realities, see, for example, Walder (1986) and Friedman, Pickowicz, and Selden (1991). Also,
see Zhao Dingxin (1994) for more discussion of the nature of the current regime.

Both the high culture fevers and the popular culture fevers resulted from a
sudden influx of new information from the West and a simultaneous rediscov-
ery of the Chinese past. High culture fevers can be further divided into three
subtypes: Western culture fevers, (Chinese) culture criticism fevers, and tra-
ditional Chinese culture (or “searching for roots”) fevers. The first two sub-
types are two sides of the same coin. While the culture criticism fevers treated
Chinese culture as a major hurdle to modernization, the Western culture fevers
looked to the West for solutions.

Behind these rather bizarre fevers, however, were major transformations
of state-society relations: transformations of the state, of the economy, and of 
society. The state was gradually changing from an ideology-based totalitarian
regime into a performance-based authoritarian regime; 16 the economy was
moving from a planned to a market basis; and Chinese society in general was
reviving, transforming itself from one based on a collectivist ideal into one that
was increasingly pluralistic, though still poorly organized (table 1.2). I will now
discuss the major changes along the three dimensions and their impact on the
urban population.

table 1.1 Major Social Fevers in Urban China during the 1980s (continued)

Types Examples Explanations

Popular culture fevers The Hong Kong/ During the early 1980s, Hong Kong and Taiwan pop 
Taiwan pop song songs flooded the mainland. The state initially tried
fever to resist but eventually acquiesced.

Jeans fever, brand Western and Hong Kong–style dress and ideas of 
name dress fever, beauty dominated Chinese cities and coastal areas after 
make-up fever these and other similar fevers.

Western food and Eating Western food and celebrating Western holidays
holiday fevers such as Christmas became very popular from the mid-

1980s, especially among students.

Pop and movie Since the late 1980s, fans of movie stars and pop singers 
star fever acted more and more like their Western counterparts.

Mah-jongg fever Mah-jongg fever represented the revival of many 
traditional recreational activities, rituals, and 
superstitions.
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table 1.2 Three Major Ongoing Transformations in China during the 1980s

State: Ideology-based totalitarian regime l Performance-based authoritarian regime

Economy: Planned economy l Market economy

Society: Highly suppressed unitary society l Increasingly plural but still poorly
organized society

17. See Shue (1988).

The State in Retreat

Under the enormous pressure of past failure, the Chinese government started
along a path of reform in 1978. Although the political dimension of the reform
was limited to policy rationalization and a controlled political participation, it
still greatly changed the nature of the state. One of the major goals of political
reform was to separate the CCP from the government. Before the reform, for
example, the party secretary of a work-unit often held the position of general
manager of that work-unit. Even when the position of general manager was
held by an expert, the real decision-making power rested in the hands of the
party boss. The reform introduced various responsibility systems that gave
power to presidents in universities, directors in research institutions, editors
in newspapers, magazines, and publishing companies, and managers in state-
run factories. Under these systems of responsibility, party secretaries could no
longer interfere with the decisions made by administrative authorities. Similar
reforms were also carried out in rural areas. To accommodate the household
responsibility system, for example, communes were dismantled and the tradi-
tional xiang was restored as the basic unit of rural government. The party’s ab-
solute power was weakened in the process.

Another part of political reform was the meritocratic selection of state
bureaucrats and the abolition of tenure in leadership positions. Under the new
policy, aging bureaucrats or those with less education were typically either
forced out of office or stripped of their chances for further promotion. They
were replaced by people who had a better education.

Although the nature of Chinese state was in a state of rapid change, this state
of change should not be understood as a simple decline of state power. Many
political reforms were at least intended to increase the state’s capacity to pene-
trate society.17 Moreover, because most top state leaders joined the CCP long
before the communist victory and had a great faith in the regime (chapter 7),
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18. Shiheng has been one of the two most often used terms in Chinese scholars’ analyses of social prob-
lems. The other is shifan (to “lose one’s moorings”), which translates into Chinese Durkheim’s “anomie.”
During my visit to China in 1993 I found that these had become catchphrases used by Chinese to comment
on other people’s uneasiness under the impact of economic reform.

19. The absolute income disparities should not be overstated. In 1988, the gini index was 0.18 for ur-
ban areas and 0.30 for rural areas. Even the income disparities in rural areas were still considerably lower
than in South Korea in 1976 (gini = 0.36), and still much lower than in Latin America, where most coun-
tries’ gini indexes were around the 0.5 level (Zhou and Yang 1992, 69–74). For other discussions of income
distribution during the reform era, see Walder (1990) and Zhu Ling (1991).

the state still possessed a high degree of unity and a similarly high capacity for
repression. Nevertheless, under the open-door policy, the state was no longer
able to rule the people as it used to. One of the indications of this change
was that the punishment of those who challenged the state’s legitimacy softened
over time during the reform. When Wei Jingsheng challenged the regime, he was
sentenced to fifteen years; when Fang Lizhi, Liu Binyan, and Wang Ruowang
did so, however, they lost their CCP membership but still retained such basic
freedoms as the ability to do research, to publish, to make public speeches, and
even to go abroad. Even the June 4 repression in 1989 was more a matter of
the panicking of a desperate state than of the return of old “hardliner poli-
cies.” After the state recovered from the 1989 crisis, the political atmosphere
loosened again. In summary, during reform the Chinese state had gradually
converted from an ideology-based revolutionary regime into a performance-
based authoritarian regime.

Toward a Market Economy

Reform of the economy was at the core of the Chinese efforts at reform. Al-
though the direction of economic reform was not so clear in the beginning, it
later became increasingly clear that it was one of moving away from a planned
economy toward a market economy. Economic reform brought great changes
in the structure of society, such as an increasing spatial movement of the people,
the quick rise of village collective enterprises, and the emergence of private sec-
tors and a business class. It also contributed to a high speed of development
and a general increase in the standard of living. Meanwhile, it made most Chi-
nese shiheng (lose psychological balance) to varying degrees.18

Economic reform widened income disparities and greatly raised expecta-
tions.19 Before the reform, the overall wage differential between the ends of ur-
ban population was less than two to three times, and the greatest difference did
not exceed ten times. By the end of the 1980s a few famous singers were earning
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20. According to the Chinese government’s method of classifying those who work in the private econ-
omy, individual laborers are those who work on their own or who hire less than eight workers in their en-
terprises, while private entrepreneurs are those who hire eight or more workers.

21. “Iron bowl” and “iron wage” are metaphors for the highly secure state-sector job and wage systems
under Mao.

22. In Anhui province in 1988, even retired veterans, who were supposedly among the privileged
groups, applied for permission to demonstrate against their declining living standard (Wu Ren 1990a, 15).

23. For example, during the early 1980s commercial activities were often treated as indecent behavior
in many northern and inland provinces (Wang and Bai 1986). Commercial activities in many of these re-
gions were actually conducted by people from Wenzhou, a district of Zhejiang province. Until the mid to
late 1980s, such people were generally looked down upon by local residents for their humble occupations.

24. The traditions which the Chinese thus followed include many formed after the communists took
power. For example, because the communists abolished direct taxes in the 1950s, by the time the reform
started people had lost the habit of paying them. State taxation was a major grievance of private business-
men and individual laborers. One might attribute such grievances to the corrupt tax collectors, and there
is some truth to this. But in reality, the government’s tax rate was not high. For example, for small-scale
private enterprises the tax rate was only 5 percent of sales and 2 percent of income (Ma 1987); the real
tax paid was even lower because of large-scale tax evasion, which most Chinese never thought of as a
crime (He 1993). Tax rebellions were frequent, especially in rural areas. In 1987, there were 2,493 incidents
of tax rebellion, on various scales. During these incidents 1,830 tax collectors were beaten, among whom
263 were seriously wounded and 7 killed. In 1988 tax rebellions broke out at an even higher rate (Chen and
Yang 1989).

several thousand yuan for singing a song, which was equivalent to a year’s wage
for an average worker. A private entrepreneur could earn in a day an amount
equal to one month’s wage for a professor.20 The differential between the high-
est and lowest incomes had hence reached hundreds of times. As a result, many
people began to purchase luxury goods, such as brand-name foreign dresses,
cars, and Western-style cottages. Although rich individuals constituted only a
very small percentage of the population, their impact was enormous, because
they became a comparison group for a population that was not yet accustomed
to income inequalities.

The economic reform also brought a great sense of insecurity to urban resi-
dents. It gradually became apparent that people could no longer hold their
“iron bowl” and take an “iron wage” regardless of their work performance.21

Factories had to declare bankruptcy if they were unable to find a way to make
a profit. Pensioners worried about their future because of inflation.22 Those
who became rich were afraid of unfavorable policy changes. With the speed of
economic growth and of changes in policy, virtually everybody felt uncertain.

The market economy encouraged competition, profit making, risk taking,
and individualism, initiatives that clashed with the collective and cooperative
ethics which had been propagated by the same government before the reform.23

A market economy needs laws—but most Chinese were not yet accustomed
to respecting laws not in line with traditions.24 The new market economy also
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25. Wu Ren (1990a).
26. Bo Yang was one of the most famous Chinese culture critics in Taiwan during the 1960s.

crashed head-on into elitist sentiments, a conflict that constituted a major
grievance of Chinese intellectuals and students (chapter 3).

The immaturity of the market economy also brought side effects. For ex-
ample, the coexistence of planned and market economies became the source
of massive official corruption. Without a robust legal system, the commercial
world was under the law of the jungle. The dismantling of communes in the
countryside released a massive rural labor force which had formerly remained
underemployed. Many of these labors migrated to cities looking for better
opportunities. Their arrival greatly increased competition and crime rates in
cities.25

The impact of economic reform on different sectors of the urban popula-
tions varied. Based on formal interviews as well as extensive informal inter-
views, my impression is that virtually everyone’s living standard increased to
some degree. Nevertheless, at least during the 1980s, almost everyone, including
students, intellectuals, and even successful private businessmen, had grievances
directed at economic reform, albeit to varying extents and along different di-
mensions. Some went so far as to say that Mao’s era was better. In fact, most
Chinese did not really want to live a Maoist style of life. Nevertheless, they 
had not yet fully adapted to the changes, and they greatly envied those who had
benefited from the changes more than they had. They also had grievances 
because they were not sure where China was heading.

The Revival of Society

Under the Maoist regime, the state almost completely dominated society, and
individual desires were constantly assaulted and suppressed. Afterwards, along
with political relaxation and economic reform, Chinese society also started to
revive. Part of this revival could be characterized as a strong wave of Western-
ization. Under the influence of this trend, Chinese culture was charged with be-
ing responsible for Mao’s tyrannical rule and for the poor economic perfor-
mance of the state. Bo Yang’s The Ugly Chinese became a best-selling book,26 and
the TV miniseries River Elegy (Heshang ), with its critique of Chinese tradition,
achieved enormous popularity (see chapter 2). A more visible change, how-
ever, was the Westernization of popular culture, which was indicative of a re-
laxation of the former suppression of human desires. Pop songs and rock and
roll replaced revolutionary songs; free-moving disco dancing replaced stiff 
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27. Lei Feng, a model soldier in the 1960s, was a major inspiration to Chinese youths during the 1960s
and early 1970s. The essence of the Lei Feng spirit was “be a rustless screw of the party and the country.”
In the late 1980s, however, a survey showed that among soldiers, who are supposedly a relatively conformist
population among Chinese youth, only 8 percent treated Lei Feng as their role model, and that most
thought Lei Feng a “stupid man” (Wang Guisheng 1989). See Yang and Chen (1984) for a discussion of
youths in the 1960s.
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nist Party or the Communist Youth League, which fifteen years earlier most individuals would have se-
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“be rich” were among the most chosen.
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revolutionary dances; pop singers popular in Hong Kong or in the United
States were soon popular in China; and the “blue ants,” the nickname for
people who all wore the blue Maoist suit, began dressing in ways that were
almost indistinguishable from those of their East Asian neighbors. With West-
ernization came individualism. The attitude of the post-reform generation
changed so rapidly that students with only a two or three year age difference
talked about “gaps” among themselves. Lei Feng’s spirit was openly challenged.27

More and more youths started thinking independently and openly took geren
shixian (personal achievement) as their ultimate goal.28

The transitions during the 1980s were not a simple matter of the rise of a
civil society, however. During the 1980s, although the state was retreating, it was
still able to keep a lid on society, especially on nonconformist activities. As sev-
eral studies have indicated,29 although Chinese society became more and more
diversified and people’s interests increasingly differentiated, most emergent or-
ganizations were still controlled by the state. Their relationship with the state
was similar to that of local gentries to the state in traditional society. Before the
rise of the 1989 Movement, formal independent organizations were still at a
very rudimentary stage of development, and the state kept dissident networks
on a very short leash. Thus, although people’s interests became increasingly di-
versified, society remained poorly organized.30

Nor was this transition a simple Westernization. Parallel with Westerniza-
tion, there was a strong resurgence of old Chinese traditions. China saw a revival
of interests in Confucianism and Neo-Confucianism. It saw “I-Ching fever”
and “Qi-Gong fever” appear hand in hand with the anti-traditional “River Elegy
fever.” Many traditional Chinese festivals were once again celebrated in tradi-
tional ways, and religions underwent a great revival.31 Mah-jongg was repopu-
larized, as were gambling, drugs, and prostitution. A disturbing phenomenon
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was the reemergence of feuding between clan-based villages in rural areas. Such
fighting may involve up to several thousand people and result in large numbers
of deaths.32 The development of Chinese society thus showed multiple and
contradictory tendencies.

Confusions over this far-from-settled transition were widespread. The tran-
sition involved the decay of communist ideology and of collective-based ethics,
but the population had not yet adjusted to living under conflicting values and
beliefs. As China moved forward as a supposed whole, tensions sprang up be-
tween the traditional and the new, and between the young and the old. In cities,
when youths started wearing jeans, the older generations found many reasons
to discredit the practice, ranging from jeans representing a “capitalist lifestyle”
to their being unhygienic. But a few years later jeans became cross-generation
casual wear. People’s attitudes toward disco dancing were similar. By the late
1980s, the old generation not only accepted but also indulged in the so-called
“old people’s discos.”

In terms of knowledge influx, ways of thinking, value systems, and the mode
of economic resource reallocation, the speed and scale of social changes dur-
ing the 1980s were tremendous. Most Chinese at that time were in different
ways and senses “against” the reform, whether they were intellectuals, students,
workers, peasants, or state bureaucrats, and regardless of how much an individ-
ual thought of himself/herself as a strong supporter of reform. This does not
mean that most people wanted to return to Mao’s era. Rather, they wanted re-
form to bring more benefits to themselves, and they universally felt uneasy with
some results of this swift transformation of state-society relations. Therefore,
people’s grievances in this period tended to be not only strong but also state-
centered because it was the state that was responsible for changes that a partic-
ular population perceived as unfavorable to them.

Conclusion

I have discussed China’s historical state-society relations and the most recent
developments, arguing in particular that China’s state-society relations under-
went great changes after the reform started in 1978. During that process, the
Chinese state began to transform itself from an ideology-based totalitarian re-
gime into a performance-based authoritarian regime, the economy began to
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move from a planned to a market basis, and society began to convert from one
that enforced a highly suppressed uniformity into one that is increasingly plu-
ralistic but still poorly organized. My analysis of the rise and development of
the 1989 Movement in the rest of the book starts from this formulation of
China’s state-society relations.

It may be argued that the scale of change and the uncertainties involved were
themselves important to the rise of the 1989 Movement. An explanation at this
level, however, is too general. Other urban populations, such as workers and
rank-and-file state bureaucrats, also had many grievances and a great sense of
uncertainty as a result of the reform, but they did not initiate the 1989 Move-
ment, and they supported the students on a massive scale only after mid-May,
when the students started their hunger strike at Tiananmen Square (chapter 6).
To understand the rise of the student movement as such, we must examine more
specifically the nature of state-intellectual elite relations and state-student rela-
tions both before and during the economic reform.

In the rest of part 1, I argue that the way that intellectuals were treated by
the state during Mao’s era facilitated the rise of the idealistic and radical intel-
lectual elites that prepared the ideologies of the movement (chapter 2). During
the 1980s the Chinese state adopted a market-oriented, labor-intensive strategy
of economic reform, but because of a so-called Marxist conviction that science
and technology were the first forces of production, the state also heavily em-
phasized higher education, overproducing millions of students. This set of
contradictory state policies not only made receiving higher education a poor
investment but also provided a huge aggrieved young population ready for so-
cial movement participation (chapter 3). When the communists had just taken
power in China, they adopted a student control system based on mutual su-
pervision. This control system was highly effective when the state enjoyed a
high level of ideological legitimation and when active participation in mutual
supervision was economically and politically beneficial to students. It declined,
however, during the 1980s, when the state’s basis of legitimacy changed from
ideology to performance and when other channels of upward mobility opened
up. Now, the dense student living environment on campus, which assisted stu-
dent controls during Mao’s era, facilitated the spread of nonconformist ideas
(chapter 4). Thus, when in the late 1980s China’s economic crisis deepened and
major “safety valves” in society diminished, a large-scale student movement
broke out (chapter 5).
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A
lternative ideas and visions of politics are at the core of mod-
ern revolutions and large-scale social movements. Noncon-
formist ideas are usually created by intellectuals who either

no longer identify themselves with the existing political system
or who want to considerably modify that system. When a sig-
nificant number of elite intellectuals in a nation participate in
anti-establishment discourses, a large-scale social movement or a
revolution is pending in that society. The 1989 Movement was
framed around issues concerning the economic crisis and pro-
democratic political reform. This framing of the issues marked
the extension of popular intellectual discourse during the 1980s.
While the rank-and-file students provided manpower, it was the
intellectual elites who supplied ideologies for the movement. In
this chapter, I discuss how state-society relations during and be-
fore the reform era gave rise to radical intellectual elites, and how
those elites in turn contributed to the rise of the 1989 Beijing
Student Movement.

In this book, the term “intellectual elites” refers to groups of
intellectuals with high political awareness and great aspirations
to change the country through their own political activities. Al-
though by the late 1980s most urban Chinese who considered
themselves intellectuals did not really believe in communism and
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1. “Intellectuals” commonly refers only to cultural creators, such as professors, writers, and researchers.
When modern education had just started in China, to encourage students to enter the modern school the
Qing court granted those who received a Western education an equivalent gentry title. University gradu-
ates were equated to the Jinshi rank, high school graduates to the Juren rank, and middle school graduates to
the Xiucai rank (Bastid 1988, 37– 40; Fairbank and Reischauer 1978, ch. 12). Hence in China even middle
school graduates were once considered intellectuals. Middle school graduates stopped being considered in-
tellectuals after the Cultural Revolution, since by then most youngsters in cities had a middle school edu-
cation. However, until very recently most Chinese still considered university students as intellectuals. In
this book, I put university students in a broad intellectual category.

2. See Ding Xueliang (1994) for a discussion of the different types of intellectuals during reform.
3. Black and Munro (1993), Ding Xueliang (1994), Goldman (1994), and Perry (1991).
4. In chapters 6 and 8, I will show that although many intellectuals tried hard to steer the movement

in a direction they desired, their efforts were futile. Eventually the movement crashed head-on into the
state; most top intellectuals either fled the country or were silenced after the 1989 Movement, and China’s
political reform was delayed.

held various grievances toward the regime, only a few of them spent much time
and energy in activities that aimed to bring about political change.1 The core
of this group of intellectuals in China was thus rather small, consisting of per-
haps no more than a few hundred people. However, because they had occupied
strategic positions in China’s communication networks, even holding institu-
tional leadership positions and maintaining close ties with the top state elites,
the impact of these political intellectuals on politics had been enormous. They,
however, by no means made up a cohesive group.2 The intellectuals who held
leadership positions in China’s leading research institutions or in the government
were much more interested in reforming the system from within than were
radicals who did not hold government positions. However, all the intellectual
elites, by and large, shared some general characteristics. This chapter focuses on
the major characteristics of intellectual elites and on their impact on Chinese
politics during the 1980s. Since this chapter is mainly about intellectual elites, I
will simply use “intellectuals” to refer to this group. In the next chapter I dis-
cuss the larger population of intellectuals.

The role of intellectuals in the rise and development of student movements
during the late 1980s has received a great deal of attention.3 Currently, there are
two types of writings in the literature. The first simply construes the whole
process as the intellectuals’ persistent push for more democratic openings.
However, although the intellectuals during the 1980s did consistently push the
regime for more democracy, the 1989 Movement was totally out of their con-
trol and the outcome of the movement (that is, military repression) was what
the intellectuals had least wanted.4 We need to explain why the outcome that
the intellectuals least intended was the one that they in the end encountered.
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(1992).

Writings of the second type focus with ambiguous feelings on how traditional
Chinese culture contributed to the particular way of understanding democracy
and politics that in turn patterned the activities and the development of the
1989 Movement. This perspective helps explain why intellectuals’ political ac-
tivities led to unwanted consequences during the 1989 Movement. However, it
cannot explain why Chinese intellectuals in the 1990s became less interested in
challenging the state, even though traditional Chinese culture did not change
greatly in the same period. In this chapter, therefore, while I accept that both
of the above-mentioned analyses are valid to a degree, my focus will be on state-
society relations during Mao’s era. I argue that the nature of intellectuals dur-
ing the 1980s and their patterns of political activity were largely shaped by the
state-intellectual relations during Mao’s era.

In what follows, I first give a brief overview of the characteristics of modern
Chinese intellectuals before the communists took power. I then analyze the im-
pact of communism and especially of Mao Zedong’s rule on Chinese intellec-
tuals. The picture that I try to draw is one of how, after they had been fright-
ened by state power under Mao, intellectuals persistently fought for democracy
during the 1980s. In the meantime, however, their understanding of democracy,
as well as of China’s problems in general, had been severely limited both by
Marxist and populist thinking and practice and by their poor intellectual ca-
pacity in the wake of the state’s long-time monopoly of information. Both of
these conditions were a result of Mao’s rule. Finally, I discuss the major activi-
ties of intellectuals on the eve of the 1989 Movement, showing how these ac-
tivities contributed to the rise of the movement.

The Strong State Dilemma

To understand Chinese intellectuals during the 1980s, we have to have a basic
knowledge of their past. How far back are we to trace this past? Some scholars
have traced the character of modern Chinese intellectuals to Confucianism or
to other ancient Chinese cultural traditions.5 While the distant past certainly
matters, I believe that the nature of Chinese intellectuals was mainly shaped by
the sociopolitical environment during approximately the last hundred years.
This section briefly outlines some major characteristics of Chinese intellectuals
in the twentieth century. Before moving on, I want to make it clear that the
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6. For the history of intellectuals during this period, see Chang Hao (1971), Philip C. Huang (1972),
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length. His major purpose to translate the book was to call for a strong state to save China from Western
imperialism.

9. Cited in Nathan (1986, 62).
10. Fairbank and Reischauer (1978), Skocpol (1979), and Spence (1990).
11. Lin (1990).

following narrative intends only to capture a dominant intellectual trend. I do
not assume that all intellectuals thought and acted similarly.

The period between the Sino-Japanese War in 1894 and the May 4th Move-
ment in 1919 was crucial for the formation of modern Chinese intellectuals.6

For a time in the mid-nineteenth century, Chinese intellectuals had thought
Western technologies were a panacea for China’s weaknesses. Defeat by the
Japanese, however, made it apparent that China could not be saved merely by
introducing Western technologies. Equally importantly, the defeat changed the
regional geopolitics. China became the immediate target of a new power. The
burning question before Chinese intellectuals from then on shifted from “How
can we be strong?” to “How can we survive?” 7 To have a strong state to save
China became the strongest wish of Chinese intellectuals.

Seeking to save China, tens of thousands of students went to Japan and to
Western countries, where they studied not only science and technology but also
Western political thought. It was in this context that Yan Fu translated Thomas
Huxley’s Evolution and Ethics and brought social Darwinism to China,8 and Liang
Qichao claimed that “even if a government system deprives the people of much
or all of their freedom, it is a good system so long as it is founded on a spirit
of meeting the requirement of national defense.” 9 During the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, intellectuals introduced various Western social
theories to China. These theories were introduced to a single end—saving
China from imperialism.

The intellectuals of the late Qing dynasty also persistently urged the state
to reform. By the early twentieth century, however, mounting social and polit-
ical problems made conservative reforms an increasingly irrelevant solution.10

After the Hundred Day Reform failed, more and more intellectuals favored
the idea of revolution.11 Yet the Republican Revolution in 1911 failed to solve
many of the problems inherited from the Qing monarchy. China was as weak
as before. In 1919, when the news arrived in China that the Versailles Peace
Treaty would transfer all Germany’s Shandong rights to Japan rather than re-
turn them to China, Chinese intellectuals staged the May 4th Movement. The
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finally returning to China, he was held in custody by the United States government for several years.
14. Li Zehou (1989, 151).

May 4th generation championed the slogan “Mr. Democracy and Mr. Science”
primarily because it believed that democracy and science were the bases of a
strong state. Over time, especially after the Japanese invasion in the early 1930s,
more and more of the younger generation of intellectuals saw communism as
the avenue toward their dream of a strong state.12 The behavior of Chinese 
intellectuals up until the communists took power was thus primarily shaped by
the dream of having a strong state to defend China from Western and especially
Japanese imperialism.

After the communists took power, the Chinese intellectuals’ dream finally
came true. Most of them surrendered their autonomy to the state. The conse-
quences have by now become clear. The “strong state” for which the intellec-
tuals wished did not succeed in its efforts at modernization, but it did quite
efficiently punish intellectuals who showed even the slightest independence.
The repression of intellectuals reached its peak during the Cultural Revolution.
Chaotic communist rule during Mao’s era pushed intellectuals, who now de-
sired to limit the power of the state, toward a new affirmation of democracy—
the hallmark of the May 4th generation. But after over thirty years under a
communist government, Chinese intellectuals had acquired some new charac-
teristics that would have a fundamental impact on their political behavior dur-
ing the 1980s.

Under the Shadow of Mao

When Mao Zedong stood on Tiananmen and proclaimed before the cheering
masses that “From now on the Chinese have stood up,” the excitement of Chi-
nese intellectuals was tangible. The dream of a strong state that could defend
the nation from foreign aggression had finally come true. During the early
1950s, many Chinese intellectuals who had lived in the United States returned
to China enthusiastically, although for some their enthusiasm meant first en-
during hardships under McCarthyism.13 Even established scholars, whose own
philosophies and scholastic approaches were remote from or even opposite to
Marxism, such as Jin Yuelin, Feng Youlan, and Zhu Guangqian, sincerely tried
to convert themselves into Marxists.14 For the younger generations, acceptance
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of communist rule was unconditional. Fang Lizhi, the leading dissident of the
1980s, has recalled:

Immediately after Liberation and in the 1950s I firmly believed in Marxism. When
I entered the party in 1955, I was convinced that Marxism should show the way in
every field and that the Communist Party was absolutely good.

When I was expelled in 1958, during the Anti-Rightist Campaign, I made a sin-
cere self-criticism. I was convinced that I had wronged the Party.15

Fang expresses the feeling of the majority of intellectuals of that generation.16

It was not until the early 1970s, when the social crisis and political struggle
within the CCP had reached a massive scale, that Chinese intellectuals gradually
awakened. By that time Chinese intellectuals had acquired some new charac-
teristics as a result of over twenty years of communist rule: they were greatly
frightened by the negative impact of state power, they were indoctrinated by
Marxist and by Maoist populist thinking, and, finally, having been isolated from
the outside world, they had developed a great information deficiency. In what
follows, I examine these characteristics and their impact on the intellectuals’
political behavior.

a frightened group

In 1979, Beijing Spring published a futuristic story entitled “A Tragedy That Might
Happen in the Year 2000.” The story envisions the death of Deng Xiaoping in
1998 and a consequent power struggle within the party that ends with the hard-
liners winning the upper hand. As a result, Deng’s followers are executed and
leftist policies are reintroduced, including the old cult of Mao’s personality, a
wage freeze, strengthening of the police, heightened ideological vigilance, and
a break in economic and cultural ties with the West.17 In fact, this sober pic-
ture was widely shared among intellectuals of the time. For example, in Penitence,
Ba Jin expresses not only the deepest sorrow for his own obedience to the state
and his effort to convert himself into a communist, but also his worry about
another Cultural Revolution. To preclude this from happening once again, he
urges that a Cultural Revolution museum be established so that later genera-
tions will remember that event as a national tragedy.18 Ba’s view was widely
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shared among intellectuals and brought heated discussion.19 In fact, much writ-
ing from the “wounded literature fever” period and afterwards is filled with in-
tellectuals’ contrition for their past endorsement of the state.

After experiencing the tragic consequences of absolutist state power, intel-
lectuals during the 1980s became extremely averse to, and had a deep-seated
distrust of, the state. It was in this situation that intellectuals rediscovered de-
mocracy—this time as a tool to contain state power. Many characteristics of
intellectuals and students during the 1980s—for example, their utilitarian and
idealistic understanding of democracy and their radicalism—can be under-
stood in light of these experiences. Popular proposals made by the intellectu-
als, such as prohibiting life tenure, separating the powers of party and state, and
strengthening the power of the National People’s Congress, all centered on this
general concern. The theoretical exploration of socialist humanitarianism and
socialist alienation during the early and mid-1980s also partook of this logic.
Even the “culture fever” in the mid-1980s centered on the question: What cul-
tural factors in China had facilitated Mao’s tyrannical rule? When the state be-
came a problem, democracy once again emerged as the solution.

Because of their deep-seated distrust of the state, the worry of a conservative
revival was a key concern of Chinese intellectuals. Any state policy changes
during the 1980s were liable to be interpreted as moves towards a conservative
revival (which was true in some cases), and each such change thus generated
widespread concern. Such concern, in turn, became a major constraint on state
policy-making. In this sense, the current Chinese state actually has very limited
autonomy. Distrust of the state also had a great impact on the rise and develop-
ment of the 1989 Movement. When China’s economy was in a crisis during 1988,
the state implemented readjustment programs. However, many intellectuals
treated these programs as a signal of conservative revival and argued that the
problems of reform could only be solved by further reform.20 A strong urge to
stop a conservative revival led intellectuals to become deeply involved in a cri-
sis discourse around 1988, which contributed to the rise of the 1989 Movement.

a group indoctrinated in marxism

After thirty years of communist rule, the thinking and behavior of Chinese intel-
lectuals bore the strong influence of Marxist and Maoist traditions, even though
many of these intellectuals no longer believed in Marxism. Here I provide only
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a few examples. During the 1980s, Chinese intellectuals believed the Maoist no-
tion that a society would not make great progress unless the masses were en-
lightened. The River Elegy TV series and the “world citizenship” discussion in
1988 (both of which will be discussed more fully later) were examples of this
Maoist legacy. Jin Guantao, a leading intellectual of that time, praised River El-
egy for its great contributions in explaining difficult theoretical issues to the
masses in an understandable way. He applauded River Elegy not just because the
TV series adopted many of his views on China’s past, but also because he be-
lieved that thought “can produce the strength and power to transform society”
only when it reaches the masses. He enthused that “Chinese people need this
type of thinking just as the parched yellow earth needs a sweet rain.” 21

In the 1980s intellectuals still had a mechanical faith in the Marxist principle
of the coordination of the superstructure and the economic base. They were
convinced that “democracy is the major premise or prerequisite for all devel-
opments— or modernization.” 22 They believed that democracy, like scientific
laws, is unlimited by social or political conditions and therefore applies every-
where and can be sustained in any country,23 and that “Without reform in
all spheres, economic reform will be difficult. Revitalization of the economy is
closely linked to political democracy.” 24 Even the more moderate wing of this
group of intellectuals believed that “if there were no democracy, there would
be no socialism and four modernizations.” 25 By the late 1980s, “no democracy,
no economic development” had become a popular belief among intellectuals.
They, therefore, consistently pushed for more political openings.

Finally, although these intellectuals no longer treated the Marxist social pro-
gram seriously, they inherited a linear worldview and a strong desire for social
engineering on a grand scale.26 They believed that “there are no unsolvable
problems as long as scientific attitudes and scientific methods are applied.” 27

They greatly admired Gorbachev’s reform because Gorbachev tried hard to
work out a blueprint before the reform was conducted. They attributed China’s
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economic crisis to Deng’s “cross the river by touching stones” style of economic
reform.28 The lack of a grand theoretical base and the incoherence of reform
policies were among the major complaints of intellectuals.

a populist group

Chinese intellectuals and students also had a Rousseauian understanding of
democracy. Some of them might not have known Rousseau or even have read
any of the Western classics, but they definitely knew Mao’s “Rebellion is right,”
the Cultural Revolution, and the four great freedoms. They thus acquired a
Rousseauian understanding of democracy from Maoism.29

Mao was disdainful of procedural democracy. He called it xiaominzhu (the
small democracy). In its place, he advocated daminzhu (the great democracy). At
the center of his great democracy were the so-called “double hundred” policy
and the four great freedoms. The double-hundred policy originated in 1956 
after Mao claimed that letting “hundreds of flowers bloom” and “hundreds 
of schools of thought contend” would open the pathways to the development
of the arts and sciences.30 The four great freedoms are to speak out freely, air
views fully, hold great debates freely, and write big-character posters freely.
These were widely popularized and eventually written into China’s constitution
during the Cultural Revolution, but in reality people’s rights to exercise these
freedoms were never defined and guaranteed. With basic human rights and
proper legal constraints unacknowledged, these “freedoms” were often used by
people for ruthlessly and irresponsibly slandering others; at the same time, the
state frequently mobilized people to use these “freedoms” for advancing ultra-
leftist programs. As a result, the Dengist regime removed the four great free-
doms in the 1979 Constitution.

However, most methods of nonprocedural democracy are ideal for collec-
tive actions, and the four great freedoms are no exception. Even though Mao-
ism was no longer popular, the style of mass mobilization popularized during
the Maoist era had penetrated into the habits of the Chinese. During the 1980s,
the Chinese continuously used big-character posters and other Maoist mobi-
lization methods regardless of the fact that the state had tried to abolish them.
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31. See Zhao Zixiang (1986) and Yan Ming (1989) for more information on the development of soci-
ology in China before 1949, on its abolition after 1952, and on its reestablishment after 1978.

32. Du (1992, 47); Kwong (1979, 74).
33. Fei el al. (1984).
34. Hayhoe (1989, 37) found that during the Cultural Revolution “Political science and law as fields of

specialist study were [also] abolished with People’s University and the four regional institutes closed down
for the full ten-year period. Economics and finance went into an eclipse almost as serious.”

35. Fei et al. (1984). I use a textbook because I believe that the quality of textbooks is a good indicator
of the state of a discipline.

36. See his Peasant Life in China (Fei 1939) and Earthbound China (Fei and Chang 1945).

In chapters 6, 8, and 9, I will show how Maoist mobilization methods exercised
a great impact on the development of the 1989 Movement.

an information-deficient group

During Mao’s era, China cut off most Western contacts. It thus interrupted a
process of enlightenment that had begun at the turn of the century. When the
reform started in 1978, most intellectuals’ knowledge of the West and of West-
ern social and political theories was minimal and their scholastic attitude was
opportunistic. In the following, I present two cases to illustrate this “brain-
washing effect” of Mao’s regime.

Case I: The Impact on the Social Sciences. In China, some social science academic
publications during the 1930s and 1940s were of high quality, even by current
standards.31 After Marxism established its hegemony in China, however, many
social science disciplines were labeled “pseudo-sciences” of the bourgeoisie and
abolished. While disciplines such as economics and philosophy were spared,
Marxist orthodoxy became the bible; other Western theories were taught only
in distorted forms for the purpose of criticism. By 1978, when the reform be-
gan, the percentage of enrollment in social sciences had dropped from 6.3% to
0.2% in political science and law, and from 16.7% to 2.1% in finance and eco-
nomics.32 By the time that sociology was reestablished, most of the sociolo-
gists who had taught the subject thirty years earlier had passed away. Those
who were still alive were between sixty and eighty years old. Most of those who
taught sociology during the 1980s were thus not sociologists by training.33 The
situation was similar in related disciplines.34

Let me use a sociology textbook edited by a group headed by Fei Xiaotong
to illustrate just how bad the situation was.35 Fei is a respected sociologist, and
some of his early publications are still masterpieces.36 The book in question is
also not at all bad in comparison with other social science textbooks published
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37. Rosenberg et al. (1987).
38. Along with Fang Lizhi, Wen Yuankai also delivered frequent visitors’ reports during that period.

in China during that period. I have chosen it because it was the first sociologi-
cal textbook compiled after 1978 and therefore best illustrates the Maoist legacy.
For simplicity, I use the number and type of references cited by the textbook
to indicate its quality. The citation rate of textbooks is not an absolute index
of their quality. However, if a textbook has not incorporated most of the re-
cent developments in a discipline, it must not be of high quality.

The book cites only 129 references, of which 71 (55%) were written by 
Western and Japanese authors and 58 (45%) by Chinese. However, among
the 71 references to non-Chinese authors, 32 (45%) are to Marx, Engels, Lenin,
and Stalin. Cited books and articles by other than Marxist authors were very
elementary. Most were either to a chapter of an elementary textbook or to an
entry in an encyclopedia. Not a single research paper from a Western journal
was cited. Correspondingly, among the 58 references from Chinese sources, 42
(72.4%) were either written by party leaders or scholars in government posi-
tions, or were government documents. Only a handful of the citations were
really to sociological literature, and most of those publications had appeared
before 1949. To compare, I casually picked an elementary sociological textbook
from my bookshelf and found about 790 citations to approximately 630 authors
in that book.37

Case II: The Impact on Intellectuals’ Views of Chinese and Western Societies. During
the period of reform, Chinese intellectuals had chances to visit foreign coun-
tries for various academic activities. When they returned to China, they often
gave visitor reports on Chinese campuses to convey their image of the West,
generally depicting the West as a perfect society. They thus greatly aggravated
the grievances that the uninitiated young students had towards Chinese reality.
The following examples are taken from Fang Lizhi’s speeches to university stu-
dents; I have chosen Fang because he was the leading dissident during the 1980s,
who as an intellectual celebrity was able to visit some twenty nations after
reform started.38

In 1985, in a speech at Zhejiang University, Fang conveyed to the students
the message that China was an absolutely poor country in comparison with
Western countries:

Per-capita GNP (in U.S. dollars) is $11,000 in Japan, $13,000 in the United
States. . . . In Shanghai, per-capita GNP is $2,300. Thus, the average productivity
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39. Fang (1990, 102).
40. Kraus (1989) has an excellent analysis of Fang’s presentation of the Western societies.
41. Fang (1990, 304).
42. It can be argued that Fang used oversimplified or distorted examples in his speeches in order to

be effective before a largely uninitiated audience. This may be true, but if one reads carefully his major
speeches and works, one may agree that his arguments cannot be reduced to political strategies but indeed
constitute a way of thinking.

43. In game theory, it has been shown that opportunism will dominate in a frequently changing en-
vironment (Axelrod 1984). Also, in ecology, it is conventional wisdom that r-strategy (opportunistic)

of five Shanghai citizens is equivalent to that of one American. Of course, Shang-
hai happens to be the most productive region in China, a real “singularity” [in
physics parlance]. But what about the nine provinces where per-capita GNP is be-
low $100? They represent nearly one-third of our thirty provinces.39

While it is true that China is a very poor country in comparison with Japan and
the United States, by evaluating China’s GNP in terms of U.S. dollars, Fang
certainly exaggerated the differences.

Fang’s presentation of the policy-making processes of the Western nations
was incredibly naïve. In the same speech, he said that “when the American gov-
ernment was making policy, it requested the opinions of those academicians;
the government wanted to know if they had obtained any relevant results on
which to base policy.” The statement speaks for itself.40 Let me quote from one
more speech by Fang:

The youth of the West and of China are different; the West is a free society, and
opportunities for young people are relatively great, and people who have tempered
themselves are relatively many. Because opportunities are many and the competitive
nature strong, you only have to go do something; there are none who cannot find
opportunities. Therefore their students first temper their own independent, creative
ability; you only need to have ability, then you can do anything.41

The standard image of America that Fang delivered to students was of a land
of boundless opportunity. It is worthwhile to mention that Fang’s impact on
young students was enormous. His speeches made him a hero among students
during the 1980s.42

an opportunistic group

A sudden relaxation of political control during the reform brought an influx of
new information from the West. In a situation devoid of scholastic authori-
ties, this influx facilitated the dominance of opportunism in intellectual life.43
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species tend to dominate in a highly fluctuating environment and during the early period of community
succession.

44. When chances of success are limited, only a few will succeed even if everyone behaves oppor-
tunistically. Furthermore, those who succeed will not feel secure in an opportunistic environment. Finally,
most people who succeed by opportunistic means may not think that their success was based on oppor-
tunism. So they still decry opportunism.

45. Ge and Ren (1992) describe the major problems besetting historical research: the chasing of fads,
the overindulgence in establishing new theories at the expense of doing solid research, the writing of poor-
quality books, and various forms of plagiarism. This pretty much summarizes what dominated all spheres
of Chinese intellectual life at that time.

46. Fang, Chen, and Yu (1988).

I would like to stress that the intellectual opportunism discussed here was not
just limited to a small group of intellectual elites, but extended to almost every
sphere of intellectual life. Good scholastic work usually requires substantial
amounts of time and energy. In a healthy scholastic environment, success is
roughly positively correlated with energy expended. In this sense, opportunism
contradicts the nature of scholarship. It demoralizes intellectuals and students
and causes great confusion. When opportunism dominates, it induces grievances
among intellectuals and students even if they themselves engage in this behav-
ior.44 Students and intellectuals during the 1980s had many such grievances.
They accused others of achieving success by cheating, and they complained that
their talents could not be properly developed in this opportunistic environ-
ment. Eventually, all grievances were directed toward the state, because it was
the state that largely determined the rules of the game.45

The “book series fever” that spread after the mid-1980s is a good example
of opportunistic behavior among intellectuals.46 An informant (no. 1) ex-
plained to me how some of the book series were edited:

The so-called book series selects a set of related topics. The topics should be at-
tractive and should look new: such as the arts of love, the secret of life, or how to
reduce suffering. Then you find a publisher. When they agree to publish the series,
you start to organize people to write it. . . . [The writing] is actually copying the
content from other books. It is getting a number of books from the library and lift-
ing the content. Some people do not even bother to hand copy. They just make xe-
rox copies, cut them down, and connect them. It goes to the publisher after that.

A successful series can sometimes make a substantial profit. As the informant
told me, if an author only buys a serial number of a book from a publisher and
takes care of the rest from printing to distribution by himself, the author can
earn up to over a hundred thousand Chinese yuan for a book.
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47. Bole lived in China’s Spring and Autumn Period (722 to 481 b.c.). During his life, he became well
known for his talent in selecting the best horses from a large herd. Later on, Bolexiangma (Bole knows horses)
became a saying in China that was used to describe those officials who could recognize talented people and
appoint them to important positions.

48. The Chinese character guan means “pass” or “gate.” Here, the price reform was referred to as a
troop taking a strategic pass. Chuangjiageguan thus means getting the price right in one shot even with risks;
it was Chinese-style shock therapy, and the metaphor frequently appeared in newspapers before 1989.

49. Chen Yizi (1990, 125).

The state also encouraged people to bypass the entrenched channels of up-
ward mobility. Two phrases frequently encountered in Chinese newspapers
during the 1980s were zixuechengcai (to be a self-taught expert) and bolexiangma.47

These phrases usually appeared in news stories profiling a person without a
formal higher education who nevertheless invented something or developed a
new theory and was therefore promoted to a high academic position, or an able
official who hand-picked a talented young person for an important position. In
the news, those who made such decisions were strongly praised, whereas those
who opposed such practices were ridiculed. These practices might recruit a
few talented individuals who had been unfortunately sifted out by the selection
channels of the mainstream elite. But as a general practice propagated in the
media, it greatly encouraged opportunism and demoralized students and intel-
lectuals who were painstakingly climbing the ladder.

intellectuals and state reform policies

To improve the quality of its decision-making, after 1978 the state established
several major consulting institutions, through which it tried to make decisions
with advice from experts. The poor quality of scholarship and the great op-
portunism at work in scholarly pursuits thus came to affect the quality of state
decision-making and even induced political instability. By 1988 China’s economy
had run into a deep crisis. At this moment, the government decided to launch
a radical price reform (that is, the so-called chuangjiageguan).48 However, even be-
fore the reform was implemented, the leak of the news led to panic buying and
to great price hikes. In the end, the reform only compounded the uncertainties
and grievances of an already highly aggrieved urban population. So far, most
writings have blamed Deng Xiaoping for this chuangjiageguan decision.49 Deng
did strongly endorse price reform. However, the idea that “the crisis of reform
can only be solved by more reform,” which included chuangjiageguan as part of
the general notion, was certainly not originated by Deng, but stemmed rather
from the general mood of intellectuals. In the following, I select a few of the
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50. The book has been translated into English by Reynolds (1987).
51. See Yang, Yang, and Xuan (1987, 63). The first author wrote another paper two years later on the

same issue (Yang Guansan 1989). The English translation of the paper appeared in Chinese Sociology and An-
thropology. Faced with already mounting problems in society, the later surveys and assessments were more re-
alistic. However, his overall evaluation of people’s psychological capacity for further reform was very pos-
itive. According to him, despite various discontents, people’s enthusiasm for reform remained high and
their understanding of reform became deeper and more realistic. He concludes that “as long as people’s
subjective evaluation of their living standard and the situation of market supply remains high, there will be
no social unrest caused by the problem of price increases” (38).

52. Reynolds (1987, 70).

problems present in a book entitled Reform in China: Challenges and Choices to ad-
dress the issue.50 This book is chosen because it was basically a set of policy
recommendations presented to the state by the Chinese Economic Reform Re-
search Institute, a major government think tank. Moreover, the ideas expressed
in this book were widely shared among intellectuals during the late 1980s.

The central ideas of the book Reform in China are that past reform policies
were a general success and that most Chinese had either benefited from reform
or would support it even at the expense of their living standards (part 2). Al-
though many problems had emerged from reform, the problems derived not
from the public’s limited capacity to endure reform but from the structures of
the old economic system (part 3). Therefore, the only solution to current eco-
nomic problems is to accelerate reform (part 4). In short, the book presents
strong public support for reform and public willingness to risk inflation, job
loss, and bankruptcy as consequences. In reality, mass grievances over issues of
inflation and corruption became widespread by 1988. During the 1989 Move-
ment, many workers even held Mao’s posters to show their nostalgia for the
“stable” life under state socialism. The public response pointed in the opposite
direction from what the book predicted. Let me give an example to highlight
where it went wrong.

The book predicted strong support for price reforms, among others, based
on the respondents’ overwhelmingly positive reaction to the question: “What do
you think of the purpose of a price reform?” and to a follow-up question half
a year later, when price reform had started: “Some people think the price re-
form will ultimately benefit the prosperity of the country. Do you think so?” 51

However, when the same respondents were asked whether prices should be
controlled by the state, the market, or both, 61.8 percent of them preferred the
state, while only 5.9 percent wanted the prices to be regulated by the market.52

A half year later, when the price reform was under way, the respondents were
asked the same question again; now 34.7 percent of them thought that the price
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53. In that period, Chinese newspapers published many articles to emphasize the importance of price
reform. Obviously, people were affected by the propaganda.

54. Reynolds (1987, 70).
55. However, the chuangjiageguan cannot be evaluated as a total failure, especially given the fact that the

new momentum of Chinese reform after 1992 in many ways benefited from the earlier attempt. However,
the toll was extremely heavy, as indicated by the degree of social turmoil around 1989.

56. See Goldman (1994) for these campaigns.

should be regulated by the state. To my mind, the contradictory answers to the
first and second set of questions indicate that the respondents initially had little
understanding of the meaning of price reform, and that they reached a certain
degree of cognitive consistency only after a considerable exposure to state pro-
paganda on the subject.53 However, the authors conclude that “after a short ex-
perience with the market economy, . . . many people got rid of some traditional
concepts, [and] accepted the idea that prices can vary in a socialist country.”54

Based on these positive evaluations, the government decided to chuangjiageguan.
The result was runaway inflation that brought massive grievances and provided
the base for the mass support of the 1989 Movement.55

Intellectuals and the 1989 Movement

Memories of Mao’s tyranny continued to haunt—and terrify— Chinese in-
tellectuals. They therefore consistently pushed the state for more economic re-
form and for opening up the political system. But however radical they were,
the majority of intellectuals during the early 1980s demonstrated a strong desire
to act as a “loyal opposition,” intent upon reforming rather than abolishing the
system. Intentions aside, however, the activities and demands of intellectuals
often fundamentally challenged the regime’s legitimacy. Such challenges re-
sulted in several major conflicts between the state and intellectuals, as indicated
by the crackdown on “democracy walls” in 1979, the Anti– Spiritual Pollution
Campaign in late 1983, and the Anti–Bourgeois Liberalization Campaign in
early 1987.56 Each of these campaigns created dissident heroes while demoral-
izing other intellectuals. Ironically, as China became more and more open, state-
intellectual relations actually worsened. Therefore, when China’s economic re-
form went into a crisis, intellectuals diagnosed the root cause of the economic
crisis to be not too much reform but not enough reform, and the state adjust-
ment policies during the crisis to be a conservative revival. Consequently, in-
tellectuals indulged in a crisis discourse. This discourse immediately spread to
the universities and contributed to the frequent student movements after 1986,
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57. This comment is by Su Xiaokang. It is quoted in He Xilai (1989). The xueshuhua (academism) of
the reportage novel was also observed by Chinese literary critics (Xi 1988).

58. The best example was Jia Lusheng, A Band of Wandering Beggars (1988a). In order to write this re-
portage novel, Jia disguised himself as a beggar for quite a period of time.

59. As an example of the wide range of topics, see Shenshengyousi (Holy concerns) (Si 1988). In this two-
volume collection, twenty reportage novels cover most of the topics that I have listed above.

which culminated in 1989. In this section, I will provide a critical look at the
major activities of Chinese intellectuals during the late 1980s and at their role
in the rise of the 1989 Movement. I will limit my discussion to four related in-
tellectual discourses and activities: the “reportage novel fever,” the “River Elegy
fever,” the “world citizenship” discussion, and the “conference fever.”

reportage novels

The reportage novel arose out of the intellectuals’ reaction to unsatisfactory re-
alities. A strong sense of social responsibility revealed in some of the reportage
novels was very touching. Many social problems explored therein were real, and
the intellectuals’ analyses were interesting. However, the rhetoric of reportage
novels also showed the strong elitism, idealism, and opportunism of Chinese
intellectuals.

What is a reportage novel? In its ideal form, it is a combination of a news
report and a novel, that is, the content of a reportage novel should be real and
have news value. No fabrication is allowed. A reportage novel is not just a piece
of news, however. It should read like a novel and should therefore be artistic. In
order to make their argument look more authoritative, the authors of reportage
novels also employ bits and pieces from “philosophy, economics, ethics, law,
sociology, psychology, and even environmental sciences and architecture.” 57

Some of them even used survey data and statistics and carried out interviews
and participant observation to buttress their arguments.58

Yet mainstream reportage novels of that time were never really intended to
report a true story to readers in a novel form. Their topics ranged across the
field of social problems, including inflation, official corruption, crime, prosti-
tution, begging, suicide, brain drain, demography, rural-city migration, the one-
child policy, private business, education, social ethics, marriage and divorce,
history, ethnic conflicts, and so on.59 The reportage novelists wrote out of their
general concerns for social problems and their sense of social responsibility.

The reportage novel combined social sciences, journalism, and fiction into
one form. In contrast to social science, data collection and analysis in reportage
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60. Su and Zhang (1987); reprinted in Si (1988).

novel writing is generally driven by the authors’ preexisting views rather than by
hypotheses. While journalists strive for distinctive effects, social scientists aim
for representative results. Furthermore, novel writing contradicts the method-
ologies of both the social sciences and journalism, because even writers of real-
istic novels do not follow a true story faithfully. In reality, the fact gathering
and presentation of most reportage novels has been heavily bent toward jour-
nalism or even novelizing. For example, in Shensheng Yousilu (A record of holy
concerns),60 Su and Zhang try to sound the alarm over China’s primary and
middle school education crisis and attribute the root of the crisis mainly to the
poor economic status of teachers. To show how bad the living conditions were
for schoolteachers, they portray two extreme cases:

Two small rooms, only eighteen square meters in total, are a dwelling for six people.
It is so low so that you can touch the ceiling by hand, and very damp; it receives no
sunlight all day long, and therefore, the floor is wet; and so crude, the wind comes
in winter, so does the rain in summer. . . .

This was the living space of a special-grade teacher with forty years of teaching
experience. He had lived here for thirty-three years. . . . The poor environment de-
stroyed his health. He was tortured by pulmonary emphysema for many years and
frequently coughed non-stop in classes. [The disease and the environment] tortured
him more and more in his later years. He died in this dilapidated house.

The second story runs:

In a southern big city, there was an old teacher with over thirty years of teaching ex-
perience. Eight family members had only twenty-one square meters of living space.
When he stayed in the hospital for his liver cancer, he cried “house,” “house,” con-
tinuously in a coma. Before he died, his family members had to tell him a lie that
they were allocated “a three-bedroom apartment.” He was then able to close his
eyes and went to heaven.

All big cities in China had serious housing problems during the 1980s, but was
the average living condition of schoolteachers significantly worse than that of
the rest of the population, as this reportage novel implied? The answer could be
in the affirmative, but the question cannot be addressed by simply considering
a few extreme cases. Extreme cases, however, were highly effective in agitating
both already aggrieved intellectuals and many others. The above paragraphs
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61. The phrase “engineers of the soul of mankind” is a quotation from Stalin.
62. He Xingan (1988).
63. The following two passages are from an abbreviated version of the reportage novel published in

People’s Daily, Overseas edition (Jia 1988b).

really evoked a strong emotion in me while I was reading them, as did some
additional commentaries in the reportage novel, such as: “Is it not said that
teachers are the engineers of the soul of mankind? Why is it that their own
souls do not even have a place to stay?” 61 “All are human, why can some live
spaciously while others have to live in awkward, embarrassing, and painful
ways?” My reaction was typical. “When his (that is, Su’s) works were published,
in some mountainous areas they were hand copied from one village to another
and in some counties they were even duplicated by photocopying. Many people
read them with tears.”62

Most of the reportage novelists also adopted social theories to buttress their
arguments. Words such as “sociologically,” “psychologically,” “linguistically,”
“philosophically,” and “historically” sometimes appear all together in a single
reportage novel. Such glosses made reportage novels more appealing to readers.
For example, in Di’er Qudao (The second channel), Jia Lusheng uses the IQ con-
cept to glorify vicious competition among private book dealers, and between
the dealers and a state-owned bookstore, in a lawless market:

The 1980s are an era of IQ competition. . . .
Illiterates win the commercial competition even over the university graduates

[i.e., a state-owned bookstore manager]. What does this say? It says that the IQ
of lizards is higher than that of dinosaurs. . . . What we need is a little flexibility.
That is why most members in the “ten thousand yuan family” have low educa-
tional levels. Education means little. Whether you can get rich wholly depends on
your IQ.63

The following quotation from the same novel presents the same view through
the mouth of a private book dealer:

My success is mainly due to my high IQ. . . . The stronger the competition, the
more conflicts between competition and morality. What shall we follow, morality
or competition? Morality [only] helps the incompetent ones. However, the law of
nature is [only] in favor of competition. . . . How is a baby born? Three hundred
million sperm rush to an egg, and only one succeeds. I am sure it is the best one.
This is how a baby is made.

02-C1513  1/17/01  3:19 PM  Page 71



72 c h a p t e r  t w o

64. For an excellent description of the history of the IQ test and its problems, see Stephen Jay Gould
(1981).

65. As a matter of fact, Chinese intellectuals and students also treated Western pop sociologists very
seriously. Kraus (1989, 300) notices that “Future Shock has been widely read in Chinese translation. Many in-
tellectuals find it appealing, because it purports to demonstrate their growing importance. Many Chinese
accept Toffler uncritically as a serious Western social scientist, much as they mistake Herman Wouk, Irving
Stone, and Eric Segal for serious novelists.”

66. In my view, reportage novels also became popular because of China’s weak legal system. Otherwise,
the potential of libel suits alone might have made their publication much more difficult.

Obviously, the author has no real knowledge of the IQ concept, or of IQ
testing and its limitations.64 His lizard versus dinosaur analogy shows that the
speaker misunderstood the mechanisms of biological evolution. He also does
not seem to understand that competition will not automatically give rise to a
healthy market without a state that at least supplies collective goods such as
law, education, and other infrastructures.

However, regardless of the naïveté of the novelists, the reportage novels were
highly attractive to uninitiated students and to an aggrieved urban population.
In fact, a “reportage novel fever” rose as soon as reportage novels became pop-
ular in the mid-1980s. They achieved great popularity in part because of the
persistence of social problems. However, the manner in which the novelists
presented social problems was also important. The novel style allows a “true
story” to be modified and exaggerated into a more effective form. The jour-
nalist’s attitude makes the goal that of effective presentation rather than of ac-
curate representation. The social science approach seduces naive students into
treating these authors as sophisticated thinkers.65 Through their literary effec-
tiveness, the politicized reportage novels effectively directed unhappy students
toward certain ways of thinking.66

the river elegy tv series

The River Elegy series was a combined outcome of the culture fever and re-
portage novel fever. It presented a critique of Chinese culture in a style that re-
sembled that of reportage novels. The first author of the script (Su Xiaokang)
was one of the most influential reportage novelists of that time. However, more
than a typical reportage novel, the TV series combined modern television, arts,
journalism, history, and sociology into one form.

The series essentially argues that China’s inward looking, river- and land-
based “yellow civilization” has led to conservatism, ignorance, and backward-
ness. In order to survive, China has to learn from the maritime-based “azure
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67. Su (1990, 3).
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terested English readers, Rosen and Zou (1991–92) have put together an excellent collection that includes
the translated River Elegy script and several articles from both mainland China and Taiwan that argue for or
against the series.

69. Cao Fang (1989).
70. Jin Ren (1989).

civilizations” and to establish a market-based economy. To make the general ar-
gument of the TV series appear more authoritative, the authors adopted many
Western theories, such as Wittfogel’s irrigation-despotism thesis, Hegel’s argu-
ment that land-based Chinese civilization leads to conservatism, and Toynbee’s
early notion that all civilizations had either been extinguished or were in the
process of being extinguished except for Christian civilizations. In addition, the
authors invited over ten “academically accomplished young and middle-aged
[Chinese] scholars” from various disciplines to sit in a “studio” to “briefly ex-
plain or express their opinions on certain topics.” 67 Finally, much historical evi-
dence was marshaled to support these theories.

Because of its careless citations of historical evidence, uncritical adoption of
some highly questionable Western theories, and poorly thought out conclu-
sions, the TV series received criticism from scholars in both mainland China
and Taiwan.68 Some of their criticisms were well founded. Nevertheless, critics
might have taken the matter too seriously, because even though the authors had
intended to make the series look scholastic, it was not a truly scholarly work in
terms of its nature, quality, and attitudes.

In terms of the extent to which the River Elegy TV series caught the attention
of the general public, and especially of the students, it was extremely success-
ful. Its immense passion, elegant prose, and sobering tone were fully extended
by its temporally and spatially unbounded moving pictures, further adding to
its theoretical flavor, and showcasing a way of thinking that was novel to most
Chinese. The series captured the attention of millions of Chinese as soon as it
was televised by the China Central Television Station (CCTV) during prime
time in June 1988. A “River Elegy fever” developed immediately. Students in uni-
versities discussed and debated various issues raised in the series. After watch-
ing the program many people wanted to have a copy of the script, leading to
the rapid sale of over five million copies of it.69 Pushed by high demand, as well
as supported by the then CCP general secretary Zhao Ziyang, the CCTV re-
televised the whole program.70 The viewing rate among intellectuals and stu-
dents was incredibly high. Among fifty-eight informants to whom I posed the
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71. Madsen (1990, 256).
72. See chapter 10 for more discussion of the issue.
73. Mao once said that China as a big nation should contribute more to world civilization, otherwise

China should be deprived of its world citizenship. The world citizenship idea originated from Mao’s
romantic metaphor.

74. The World Economic Herald was a liberal newspaper published in Shanghai and a major mouthpiece
of Chinese economic and political reform. It was forced to close down after the June 4 military crackdown.

75. The conclusion made in the subtitle was based on the reported GNP in U.S. dollars: in reality the
economic gap between China and the West was narrowing, a fact obscured by a great depreciation of the
Chinese yuan in the 1980s.

question: “Did you watch the TV series River Elegy?” fifty had watched the
complete TV series, five had watched part of it, and only three had not watched
it at all.

As expected, students’ assessments of the TV series were very positive.
When I asked: “What did you think about the TV series when you watched
it?” among the fifty-five informants who watched the series, only six expressed
negative feelings. Among the forty-nine informants who evaluated the series
positively, thirty reported that the series provided them with a new angle with
which to look at history and that they totally believed the arguments which it
presented. Another nineteen more or less insisted that although the series was
scholastically less than sound, it elicited a sense of crisis among Chinese that was
positive for the development of the country. The series was also highly praised
by some China specialists on the same grounds. For example, Madsen praised
how “with an extraordinary sophisticated use of video images to convey a
sweeping historical and philosophical argument about the state of Chinese cul-
ture, the series achieved a level of rhetorical power and conceptual complexity
rarely reached by television documentaries in the West.”71 Madsen is right. A
similar TV series would have never been televised by the mainstream Western
media because of Western media’s conformist nature.72

the world citizenship discussion 73

In 1988, when China’s economic reform faced serious problems, Chinese intel-
lectuals were actively looking for solutions. At the beginning of this unusual
year, an article was published in the World Economic Herald of February 15, entitled
“Facing the Last Year of the Dragon of the Century: The Most Urgent Prob-
lem for Chinese is still the Problem of World Citizenship.”74 The subtitle of
this article is “Alarm: The Economic Gap is still Widening Between China
and the Developed Countries, and even Some Developing Countries.” 75 Coin-
ciding with the economic downturn, this article sparked a huge surge of crisis
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76. That is: Feb. 15; Mar. 7, 29; May 15, 16, 30; June 6, 20, 27; July 4; Sept. 5, 12, 19; Oct. 24; and 
Dec. 19. I say “at least” because a few issues of the newspaper from 1988 were missing in the Shanghai 
Academy of Social Science library, where I located the paper.

77. Sept. 5, 1988.
78. See the report in the Dec. 19, 1988 World Economic Herald.
79. On Sept. 12, 1988, the World Economic Herald reported the involvement of the media in Hong Kong

and Taiwan. An article by Nian (1988), which appeared in Zhongyang Ribao (The Central Daily, Taiwan), was
also reprinted in the World Economic Herald.

80. World Economic Herald, May 30, 1988.
81. Zi Chao (1988).
82. Cao Fang (1989).
83. Ibid.
84. Fang (1990).

discourse centered on the world citizenship discussion. In the World Economic
Herald alone, at least fifteen articles on the topic appeared in 1988.76 Many other
Chinese newspapers were also involved, including the leading official paper, the
People’s Daily.77 A panel discussion was held in Beijing in August to discuss the
issue. The World Economic Herald compiled discussions from different sources
into a book series.78 Even Taiwan and Hong Kong media were eventually in-
volved in the discussion.79

The crisis consciousness was widely praised. For example, China’s most
renowned scientist, Qian Xuesen, argued that the “world citizenship” dis-
cussion could strengthen a sense of national solidarity.80 An article published
in the People’s Daily also states that “Crisis consciousness is an engine for a 
country’s development.” 81 The title of another article in the World Economic
Herald of May 16, 1988 claims that “China has to have people to speak out.”
During the discussion, “letters rushed to the World Economic Herald like snow
flakes.” 82 The following are two examples cited from those letters: “The world
has given China a yellow card. China has to have a general mobilization!” and
“Stand up, those who do not want their world citizenship to be revoked!” 83

In the summer of 1988, the discussion had created another fever on a scale
that matched the contemporaneous River Elegy fever. A pervasive sense of crisis
formed, extending beyond intellectual elites to the wider sphere of intellectu-
als and students.

the conference fever

During the 1980s, China’s university students were considered, and considered
themselves, to be intellectuals. The relationship between intellectual elites and
university students was very close. In Fang Lizhi’s speeches and writings,84 for
example, it is easy to see that his main audiences were first students and then
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85. Li Xinhua (1988).
86. Fang (1990, 157– 88).
87. Cited in Wu Ren (1990a).

Westerners. Other intellectual elites were also highly popular on campuses.
The following is a report on students’ enthusiasm toward Liu Binyan when he
made a speech at a university in Shanghai:

Invited by the Student Union of Tongji University, Liu Binyan delivered a speech
on November 6 [1986] at the Tongji auditorium. The auditorium can hold three
thousand people; however, students from many other universities also wanted to
attend the meeting. Finally, even the passageway of the auditorium and the area
outside were jammed with students. At least over five thousand students attended
the event.85

The same situation was repeated when Fang Lizhi spoke at the same university
two weeks later.86 In 1986, this kind of campus speech was still uncommon. By
1988, however, as China’s economy declined, making speeches in universities
became a major channel for intellectuals to spread their ideas. Consequently, a
“conference fever” formed in China’s major universities. As an informant told
me (no. 68), between 1988 and early 1989 several conferences would be held
each day in Beijing University. Some of his classmates spent most of their time
in attending conferences rather than in classroom study.

Speeches at conferences are not the same as formal publications. Govern-
ment censorship of formal publications pushed most intellectuals to hide some
of their views. However, intellectuals spoke frankly in the conferences. For ex-
ample, Jin Guantao once said in a conference at Beijing University that “one of
the heritages of the twentieth century is the experimentation and failure of
socialism.” 87 He definitely would not and could not have published this kind
of comment formally. One of the frequent attendees of the conferences at
Beijing University told me (no. 63): “In the conferences, they all tried to chal-
lenge the government. [During that period], if one wanted to complete a speech
at Beijing University, one had to attack the communists. Otherwise, the stu-
dents would simply jeer the speaker off the stage.”

The impact of the conferences on the rise of the 1989 Movement is obvious.
Among the forty-two valid informants whom I asked about the frequency of
their conference attendance, twenty-three reported low attendance and nine-
teen reported high attendance (table 2.1). However, among the low conference
attendance group, nineteen (82.6%) had a lower or median level of participa-
tion during the movement. In contrast, among the high conference attendance
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88. The data should be interpreted cautiously. Other factors related to the level of student activism,
which will be discussed later, are the prestige of a university (chapter 4) and the existence of social sciences
in a university (chapter 3). They are confounded with the above result because many conferences were held
in a few comprehensive universities or institutions specializing in the social sciences and humanities.

group, sixteen (84.2%) informants were either activists or organizers during the
movement. There is a very strong correlation between students’ level of con-
ference attendance and level of movement participation during the 1989 Move-
ment ( gamma � 0.82, p � 0.001).88

The River Elegy, world citizenship discussion, and conference fevers caused
major theoretical thinking and concerns to spread from small scholastic circles
to a wider population. They narrowed the political orientations of students to
several key issues, and fostered the establishment of politically oriented student
networks. By 1989 Chinese society was ripe for a large-scale movement.

Conclusion

I argue that the patterns of intellectuals’ political activities during the 1980s
were shaped by state-intellectual relations during the hundred years following
the emergence of modern Chinese intellectuals, and particularly by the way

table 2.1 The Relationship between Conference Attendance
and Level of Activism during the 1989 Movement

Level of Activism

Conference 
Attendance Low Moderate High Organizers Total

Lower 8 11 4 0 23

Higher 2 1 10 6 19

Note: Among the seventy informants, forty-eight were students during the 1989
Movement. Forty-two of these students provided information on their level of
movement participation and conference attendance (see appendix 1 for details).
The table shows a very strong correlation between conference attendance and
student activism ( gamma � 0.82, p � 0.001; gamma has properties similar to the
regression coefficient). Conference attendance: Lower � never attended or only
attended a few times; Higher � attended many times. Level of activism: Low �
remained only as adherents throughout the 1989 Movement; Moderate �

participated only in a few demonstrations or other events; High � participated
in the hunger strike or heavily participated throughout the 1989 Movement; 
Organizers � student leaders in the 1989 Movement.
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intellectuals were treated by the state during Mao’s era. Under imperialist pres-
sure, Chinese intellectuals during the late Qing dynasty and the Republican era
persistently sought a strong state that could defend the nation, an action that
finally led to the rise of communism. Yet the communist state, the strong state
of which intellectuals had dreamed, became a problem because the state per-
formed less well in economic modernization than it did in implementing
political repression. The painful experiences of intellectuals during Mao’s era
pushed them to fight for democracy. Still, the intellectuals themselves also in-
herited strong Maoist legacies: the unchecked state power under Mao had
frightened Chinese intellectuals and drove them to take democracy as the pre-
requisite of Chinese modernization; the long-standing Marxist mode of edu-
cation had given them a utopian vision; Mao’s mass mobilization had nour-
ished a populist understanding of democracy; and thirty years of repression and
isolation had created an educated class with a great information deficiency and
with opportunistic attitudes. All these factors contributed to the dominance of
idealism, opportunism, and radicalism among Chinese intellectuals, forming an
ethos which in turn shaped intellectual discourses during the 1980s and facili-
tated the rise of the 1989 Movement.
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1. China has gone through frequent policy changes (Lin and Xie 1989; Whyte 1981).
Skinner (1985) identifies eleven major policy cycles just between 1949 and 1977.

E C O N O M I C  R E F O R M ,  

U N I V E R S I T Y  E X P A N S I O N ,  A N D  

S T U D E N T  D I S C O N T E N T S

I
n the last chapter, I discussed how relationships between the
state and society before and during the 1980s facilitated the
formation of a group of radical intellectuals and students, and

how the activities of this group and its interactions with the state
paved the way for the rise of the 1989 Beijing Student Move-
ment. This group, variously called the liberal intellectuals or the
intellectual elite, was a small minority among Chinese intellec-
tuals. Nevertheless, the 1989 Movement was eventually partici-
pated in and supported by the majority of students and intellec-
tuals. Why did this larger group support the movement? My
research indicates that this had much to do with a set of state
policy changes during the period of reform. In the late 1970s,
the state adopted a policy that strongly emphasized the role
of intellectuals in China’s development, but by the early 1980s
state policy had shifted to a market-oriented developmental
strategy.1 This policy change was accompanied by an overexpan-
sion of university enrollment. Consequently, by the late 1980s
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2. They were the modernization of industry, agriculture, the military, and science and technology. It
was originally Mao Zedong’s own vision back in the 1950s, and it was restated by Zhou Enlai at the Fourth
National People’s Congress in January 1975. Deng Xiaoping also supported the development strategy at
least in its early stage of implementation.

3. Quoted from Hua Guofeng (1978) in his report to the fifth meeting of the National People’s
Congress.

4. Hua (1978) argued that “we must supply modern science and technology on a broad scale, make ex-
tensive use of new materials and sources of energy, and modernize our major products and the processes of
production.” Deng Xiaoping (1983, 86) declared more explicitly: “The key to the four modernizations is
the modernization of science and technology. Without modern science and technology, it is impossible to
build modern agriculture, modern industry, and modern national defense. Without the rapid development
of science and technology, there can be no rapid development of the economy.”

the perceived standard of living and social status of students and intellectuals
had greatly declined, and university students were experiencing more and more
difficulty finding satisfactory jobs after graduation. Higher education became a
poor investment. The change in state policy thus created an alienated academy
ripe for activism. In this chapter I examine this whole process and its negative
impact on intellectuals and students. On a theoretical level, I also suggest that
an overexpansion of enrollment had a greater impact on China than on devel-
oped nations because in China the university is a radical institution.

The University Expansion

Following Mao’s death in 1976, the Chinese government then headed by Hua
Guofeng launched a “new leap forward,” aimed at achieving “four modern-
izations” by the end of the century.2 The short-term goals of the “new leap 
forward” were laid out in a Ten Year Plan (1976 – 85) that aimed to achieve “at
least 85 percent mechanization of all major agricultural activities,” to pro-
duce “400 billion kilograms of grain and sixty million tons of steel,” and “to
build or complete 120 large-scale projects, including ten iron and steel com-
plexes, nine nonferrous metal complexes, eight coal mines, ten oil and gas fields, 
thirty power stations, six new trunk railways, and five key harbors.” 3 This 
neo-Stalinist strategy of economic development required big science and high
technologies. Thus the role of intellectuals was greatly emphasized, as a means
to these ends.4

In the late 1970s and early 1980s intellectuals found themselves highly
praised, in sharp contrast to their experience during the Cultural Revolution.
They were no longer labeled as the “stinking ninth” (choulaojiu), but as brain
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5. The number nine came to be associated with intellectuals in two ways. First, Mao used the phrase
“brother number nine” in the 1960s to allude to intellectuals; his inspiration was a line from the revolu-
tionary opera Taking Tiger Mountain by Strategy, in which the protagonist, a People’s Liberation Army soldier
who joins a group of bandits to learn their ways, is called “brother number nine” to denote his junior sta-
tus. Second, the term “the stinking ninth” was used to refer to intellectuals during the Cultural Revolution
when their low political status found them added to an existing set of eight bad social groups (landlords,
rich peasants, counter-revolutionaries, bad elements, rightists, renegades, enemy agents, and capitalist road-
ers). See Han and Hua (1990, 14).

6. Students enrolled during the Cultural Revolution were called “worker, peasant, and soldier stu-
dents.” They entered the university through the recommendation of local officials. In reality, the basis of
recommendation was often a candidate’s personal relationship with local leaders, and most importantly the
connections of the candidate’s parents with local officials.

7. For example, over 5.7 million people competed for 278,000 positions in the first nationwide univer-
sity entrance examination in 1977 (Huang and Mou 1990). The acceptance ratio was 1:20.5. The competi-
tion was so keen mainly because this was the first entrance examination in more than ten years. Yet the gen-
eral enthusiasm was very clear. The “study fever” turned into a “diploma fever” after 1980 and died out in
the mid-1980s (Liu Xiangyang 1989).

8. “The springtime of the science is arriving” is a line from a breathtaking speech by the then presi-
dent of the Academy of Science, Guo Moruo, at the Conference of Science and Technology held in
March 1978. It became a catchphase in the late 1970s and early 1980s.

9. Because of a general emphasis on higher education as well as the decline of public education in rural
areas after the dismantling of the commune system, middle school education experienced a huge decline in
the 1980s. Henze (1992, 115) reports that the rate of transfer from elementary school to junior secondary
schools was reduced from 94 percent in 1976 to 76 percent in 1980 and to 69.4 percent in 1988. The tran-
sition rate from junior to senior secondary school was 71 percent in 1977, 37 percent in 1980, and 21.2 per-
cent in 1988. For general information on Chinese education in the 1980s and its emphasis on higher educa-
tion, see Hayhoe and Bastid (1987), Hayhoe (1987, 1988, 1989, 1992), and Pepper (1984, 1990).

workers.5 They were also given greater academic freedom. Mao’s policy of en-
rolling university students from the ranks of workers, peasants, and soldiers
through the recommendation of local authorities was abandoned and the en-
trance examination system was reinstated.6 The seeming promise of a future as
intellectuals led to such keen competition in the first several years of university
admission entrance examinations that the first major social fever after Mao was
the “study fever.” 7 Therefore, after Mao’s death and before the mid-1980s, in-
tellectuals and students in China were cheered for their contribution to “the
springtime of the sciences.” 8

The mutual reinforcement of state policy and social demands thus led to
a great expansion of higher education. Between 1977 and 1985, while middle
school enrollment in China was declining, both the number of universities and
general university enrollment increased rapidly.9 In 1977 China had only 404
universities. The number rose to 1,075 in 1988. The first expansion occurred in
1977 and 1978, when universities that had been shut down during the Cultural
Revolution were reopened. The second surge occurred between 1982 and 1985.
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10. China Statistical Yearbook (1990). Please note that the great increase of adult higher education is not
reflected in table 3.1.

11. All the figures in this section that are not taken directly from table 3.1 are calculated based on the
data in table 3.1.

In these three years, the number of universities rose from 715 to 1,016; a new uni-
versity was formed every three or four days. As a result, the total student en-
rollment in universities rose by 3.3 times in eleven years (table 3.1).10

The greatest increases in enrollment occurred in the social sciences and 
humanities. Such enrollment rose 7.8 times between 1977 and 1988. In disci-
plines categorized under politics and law, it increased 75.8 times in the same
period (table 3.1).11 If, as I have argued in the introduction, the university in un-
derdeveloped nations is typically a radical institution, social science and hu-
manities departments in underdeveloped nations hone the leading edge of this
radicalism. This is in part because many of these disciplines teach ideas derived
from Western civic culture and political thinking that are revolutionary in re-
lation to indigenous political traditions. That is why in underdeveloped nations

table 3.1 Expansion of Chinese Universities during the Reform

Politics Social
and Sciences and Teacher/

Economics Politics Law Humanities Student
Total and and Liberal as Per- as Per- Ratio

No. of Enrollment Finance Law Arts Arts centage centage in
Year Universities (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) of Total of Total Universities

1977 404 625,319 7,992 576 35,038 4,783 0.09 7.71 0.298

1978 598 856,322 18,190 1,229 46,153 5,662 0.14 8.32 0.241

1979 633 1,019,950 21,597 3,315 57,244 5,319 0.33 8.56 0.232

1980 675 1,143,712 37,082 6,029 58,054 6,023 0.53 9.37 0.216

1981 704 1,279,472 47,895 9,944 69,076 7,326 0.78 10.49 0.195

1982 715 1,153,956 55,980 14,635 59,663 5,540 1.27 11.77 0.249

1983 805 1,206,823 71,100 18,286 67,909 6,266 1.52 13.55 0.251

1984 902 1,395,656 97,450 25,237 89,146 7,501 1.81 15.72 0.226

1985 1,016 1,703,115 147,543 36,129 126,828 12,644 2.12 18.97 0.202

1986 1,054 1,879,994 169,384 43,178 128,091 13,175 2.30 18.82 0.198

1987 1,063 1,958,725 180,398 42,034 113,423 14,012 2.15 17.86 0.197

1988 1,975 2,065,923 206,088 43,654 111,683 16,685 2.11 18.30 0.190

Data source: China Statistical Yearbook (1990). The numbers listed from columns (1)–(5) are the total numbers of students in universities
(column [1]) and in different majors, as indicated in the head of each column.
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12. Altbach (1968a, 58; 1989, 8); Nasatir (1967, 324 –26).
13. Guangming Daily, June 14, 1989.

students in social sciences and humanities are much more likely to be involved
in activism.12

During the 1980s, universities with social science disciplines held more
seminars and conferences to introduce Western political thinking and discuss
current Chinese politics than those universities without these disciplines. We
know from the previous chapter that conference attendance and student ac-
tivism were highly correlated. I have also found that while most students 
majoring in the social sciences or the humanities reported frequent confer-
ence attendance, the reverse was true for students in other majors (table 3.2, x 2

test, p � 0.01).
During the 1989 Movement, social science and humanities students were

highly over-represented among movement participants. In 1988, for instance,
18.3 percent of university students in China were in the social sciences and hu-
manities, and a similar proportion also held for the student population of
Beijing. Yet of the twenty-one Beijing student leaders on the most-wanted list
published by the Public Safety Ministry after the military crackdown, fourteen
(66.7%) majored in those areas.13 The University of Political Science and Law
is a small university, whose enrollment in 1988 was only 3,141; but that uni-
versity contributed two student leaders to the most-wanted list, and its stu-
dent activism reached a level that only a few universities in Beijing could match.

table 3.2 The Relationship between Students’ Major and
Level of Conference Attendance during the 1989
Movement

Conference Attendance

Discipline High Low

Social 14 7

Nonsocial 5 16

Note: Forty-two out of a total of forty-eight student informants provided infor-
mation on their level of conference attendance (see appendix 1, “A Method-
ological Note,” for details). The result shows that students of the social sciences
and the humanities attended significantly more conferences than students of
other majors (x2 test, p � 0.01). Social � social sciences and humanities;
Nonsocial � any disciplines other than social sciences and humanities.
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14. The preliminary stage of socialism, a concept available by the early 1980s and formally adopted by
the Thirteenth Party Congress in 1987, holds that socialist states at their initial stage should greatly em-
phasize the role of the market in the economy and allow the existence of multiple forms of property own-
ership, ranging from private economy to state ownership.

15. Many scholars have tried to explain this transition (e.g., Harding 1987; White 1993), and their ar-
guments all sound plausible. What I want to stress is that the impetus of reform did not come just from
the state leadership. The two most important early reform measures, the household responsibility system
and the private economy, were actually accepted by the state after people in some areas were already prac-
ticing them. The household responsibility system started in Anhui province in 1978. Its initial purpose was
to maintain the crop yield after an extreme drought. Even though the measure spread quickly because of
its effectiveness, especially in poor regions, the state did not formally accept it as a legitimate form of or-
ganization until 1981. Similarly, the private economy started in densely populated areas such as Wenzhou
as early as the mid-1970s when Mao was still alive (Chen Yizi 1990, 25 – 35; Fei Hsiao-tung 1986; Kate Xiao

Obviously, by disproportionately recruiting students into the social sciences
and humanities, the Chinese government unintentionally magnified the politi-
cal impact of the enrollment expansion.

From Four Modernizations to the Preliminary Stage of Socialism 14

The “four modernizations” development strategy soon proved to be unsus-
tainable. Although the “new leap forward” brought high economic growth of
nearly 11 percent in 1977 and of more than 12 percent in 1978, the scale of in-
vestment far exceeded the state’s financial capacity. At the same time, a rapid
growth in imports—85 percent in the two years of 1977 and 1978 —was not
matched by an increase in exports. China ran its largest trade deficit since the
First Five-Year Plan.

With such economic failures came power struggles within the CCP. Hua’s
influence faded while Deng’s power rose. In September 1980 Hua had to give
up his position as premier of the State Council to Deng’s supporter Zhao
Ziyang. A year later Hua resigned his position as party chairman; he was re-
placed by another Deng supporter, Hu Yaobang, who took the title of General
Secretary of the CCP. Hua’s “four modernizations” program was gradually
dropped; it was replaced by Deng’s newly articulated economic development
policy, which aimed to quadruple China’s GNP by the year 2000. This was not
just a change of economic goals; the overall approach to the economy was also
fundamentally altered. The new policy emphasized the role of the market, the
importance of agriculture, light industry, and the service sector, and private ini-
tiatives and foreign investment in economic development. If the goal of the new
reform program was not initially clear even to Deng, by now everyone knew
that it was a move toward a market economy in China.15
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Zhou 1996). The state initially adopted the private economy mainly in order to solve acute problems of un-
employment (Rosen 1987; Shi 1992).

16. Bai (1987, 163) reports that among eleven types of jobs (or careers), “individual laborers” (see ch. 1,
n. 20) were ranked the highest in economic rewards but only ninth in perceived social status. On the other
hand, university and graduate students were ranked highest in their perceived social status but ninth in their
possible future economic benefit. This conclusion is based on a regionally stratified random sample of 3,340
people in 29 provinces and municipalities.

17. Chinese phrases are so formed that missile (dao-dan) and egg ( ji-dan) share the same pronuncia-
tion in their last character, as do scalpel (shoushu-dao) and knife (dao). This made these sayings humorous,
sarcastic, and easy to remember. Other similar sayings can be found in Chai (1988) and Xiao Qinfu
(1989, 240).

18. Daoye can be directly translated as “brokers,” but during the 1980s daoye became a derogatory name
for those involved in commercial activities.

Chinese students and intellectuals were extremely ambivalent toward this
policy change. Their pro-Western pretensions led them to strongly support the
new policy, but they were unhappy about their economic status under it. Of
the newly burgeoning sectors under the new policy, collective industries em-
ployed only petty technologies, private businesses were run by people with little
or no education, and joint-venture and foreign firms brought in their own tech-
nologies. Therefore, big science and high technologies did not have immediate
importance, and intellectuals and students became marginalized. Moreover,
with the development of the market economy, wealth and education came into
a negative relation. Most Chinese perceived that private entrepreneurs and in-
dividuals in entertainment professions had little formal education but earned
many times more than university graduates.16 Two popular sayings of the
1980s—“Those who produce missiles earn less than those who sell tea eggs”
and “Those who hold scalpels earn less than those who hold eel knives”— re-
vealed the general attitude of students and intellectuals toward private entre-
preneurs.17 Students’ grievances toward the economic status of the people in
the entertainment business are reflected in a comment by one of my informants:

My feeling was that those who really became rich were either daoye or movie stars.18

Honest people like my parents worked hard their whole lives . . . but did not get
proper rewards. My mother, for instance, prepared and taught classes every day; the
energy she spent was definitely no less than that of a pop star who sang a song on
the stage. Anyhow, I felt everything was unfair if [those who were] hard working
could not get good pay. (no. 30)

In the 1980s, Chinese students did not quite understand capitalism and
market forces. They thought that a market economy would bring the country
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19. Calculated from Min (1991, table 2). Also, see Pepper (1990, 147–52) for more discussion of the
issue.

20. Min (1991).
21. On the declining quality of university education and the rise of student movements in relation to

the decreasing teacher/student ratio in India, see DiBona (1968, 131–71).
22. Zhang and Deng (1989).
23. Gao Zi (1990).
24. Pepper (1990, 169–70).

prosperity, but they never expected that market forces would also degrade the
prestige and privileges that intellectuals in traditional societies had enjoyed.
This discrepancy was a major source of grievance for students and intellectuals.

Decline in the Quality of Higher Education

While total university enrollment expanded 3.3 times between 1977 and 1988,
educational expenditures as a percentage of the total government budget only
increased by 2.4 times, from 1.35 to 3.27 percent, between 1978 and 1987.19 This
increase was also greatly eroded by high inflation as well as by the state’s de-
clining capacity for revenue generation in the same period.20 Thus, even though
the Chinese government put great emphasis on higher education, its increases
in funding lagged far behind the growth of enrollment.

The consequent decline in quality of higher education could first be ob-
served in the drop of the teacher/student ratio from 0.298 in 1977 to 0.190 in
1988 (table 3.1).21 Moreover, as the economic status of intellectuals declined,
universities were unable to keep talented young teachers.22 Between 1981 and
1989, Beijing University, Fudan University, Qinghua University, and two other
key universities recruited a total of 6,104 young teachers; by the end of 1989,
about 32 percent of them had gone abroad.23 Because government regulations
required new graduates to pay a fine if they went abroad without completing a
number of years of service (two years for master’s and Ph.D. degree holders, and
five years for bachelor’s degree holders), many young teachers were only tem-
porarily retained.24 Were this factor accounted for, the actual extent of the
brain drain could be seen to be even higher.

Many young teachers who were unable to go abroad left the universities to
work for various new companies. One informant (no. 2) recalls that among the
sixteen classmates retained by his university after graduation, eight went to the
United States and Canada, seven to various companies, while only one still
teaches there. This was by no means an anomalous experience. A survey con-
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26. See chapter 2.

ducted at a Chinese university indicated that among fifty-six newly recruited
young teachers, fifty-four of them expressed a strong wish to leave.25 The de-
clining quality of higher education was a particularly acute problem in the
social sciences and humanities, because while most of these departments had
only been lately formed, after the Cultural Revolution, with poorly trained
teachers,26 they had a much greater expansion in enrollment. In any event, un-
der such conditions even those who were still working in the universities tended
not to work hard.

Increasing Economic Dependence

One result of inadequate state funding was that after the mid-1980s university
students were no longer able to support themselves financially and had to de-
pend on their parents. Before the early 1980s, university students in China were
financed under a zhuxuejin (stipend) system. The monthly stipend ranged from
zero to 27 yuan, based on the average income of their family. Most students
received between 10 and 27 yuan. By the living standards of that time, a thrifty
student could manage to live independently on twenty yuan a month.

Between 1985 and 1986, the state changed the stipend system to a scholarship
system in most universities. Under the new system, the amount of money that
a student could receive depended on his or her academic performance rather
than on family income. While most students did not receive a scholarship,
the best could get as much as 500 yuan a year. This new distribution system
was not just intended to stimulate students’ learning. Because of inflation, the
amount of stipend that a student could get had become trivial in comparison
with the cost of living, yet the state did not have the financial capability to ad-
just the stipend for inflation. Therefore, the state redistributed the money to
the best students. By 1988, however, a student in Beijing needed about 100 yuan
a month. This meant that even the first-class scholarship holders could no
longer live independently on their award alone. University students were in
their late teens and early twenties—at an age when one usually has a strong
desire to free oneself from the control of one’s family and be economically in-
dependent. Hence the new scholarship system created widespread grievances
among students.
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27. Yang and Cui (1989, 39).
28. Between 1980 and 1986 adult education expanded sixteenfold. The expansion of adult higher edu-

cation contributed to most of the increase. In 1985 there were already 1,216 adult universities, with a total
enrollment of 17.25 million (Liu Xiangyang 1989, 106). In 1986, 450,000 students graduated from adult uni-
versities—a number that surpassed the number of graduates from ordinary universities (Li Wu 1988).
These adult students took away good jobs from students in ordinary universities, and moreover lowered
their sense of being elites.

29. Yang and Cui (1989) report that in 1981 through 1983 sixty percent of social science and humani-
ties majors were assigned cadre jobs in high-level government agencies after graduation. In 1984 and 1985,
about 30 percent still got cadre jobs, although most were in provincial- or lower-level governments. In these
years, the state over-recruited a half-million cadres; it subsequently had to cut the size of the bureaucracy.

30. Many graduates simply refused assigned jobs if they were in remote areas. For example, in 1982 the
state assigned 109 university graduates to Daxinganling district in Heilongjiang province, but only 42 went.
In 1985, another 86 university graduates were assigned to the place, and 31 of them actually went (Yang and
Cui 1989, 73).

31. Even in the late 1980s, the university curricula still bore the strong influence of the past. Of the 826
areas of specialization in the Chinese university system, about 200 focused on basic theories (Li Wu 1988).
(Chinese scholars generally called mathematics, physics, chemistry, biology, astronomy, and geology the six
primary theoretical disciplines.) Graduates with degrees in such disciplines were largely irrelevant to the
Chinese economy, which was at a labor-intensive stage.

The Problems of Job Placement after Graduation

Immediately after the Cultural Revolution, there was a high demand for uni-
versity graduates in the big cities. Universities and research institutes in China
had not recruited qualified members for over ten years. Government agencies
at various levels also needed to recruit new cadres after the Cultural Revolu-
tion, when a large number of Maoist cadres had been purged and when most
revolutionary veterans had already passed the age of retirement.27 Thus be-
tween the early and mid-1980s about three and half million university students
got jobs in universities, research institutions, large-scale state enterprises, or
high-level government agencies, all located in a few big cities. In the meantime,
a great number of adult universities were established, whose graduates also
found a huge number of jobs awaiting them.28 Therefore, in the course of only
a few years, big cities and good positions became saturated.29 Yet the state was
no longer able to assign university graduates to remote areas where they were
most needed, as it had done during Mao’s era,30 and the recently prospering
industrial sectors, that is, the rural collective industries and private businesses,
did not really need and could not attract university graduates. Nevertheless,
enrollment was still expanding, while the university curricula lagged behind
the needs of society.31 After the mid-1980s, it became increasingly difficult for
university graduates to get jobs that satisfied them.
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In 1987 over 3,000 graduates in China were rejected by the employers to
which they were assigned.32 Although this constituted only one percent of total
graduates, it created a panic in universities and in society, since this had never
occurred before.33 A 1989 study indicated that 21.9 percent of university stu-
dents were greatly disturbed by the news.34 Once again, the impact was much
stronger on students in the social sciences and humanities than on students in
other majors. Enrollment expanded on a greater scale in the social sciences and
humanities, even though their learning was particularly useless in the new mar-
ket economy. The result was that students from these majors were highly over-
represented among those whom employers refused to accept. In Beijing, of the
600 university graduates refused by employers in 1987, 10.5 percent were stu-
dents in political science and law, although those majors only constituted 1.9
percent of the student enrollment.35

To make the situation worse, the state started to reform the job assignment
system at this moment. In 1988 a new job assignment policy, called the “two-
way selection system,” was implemented in many universities. Under the new
system, both students and employers could shop around, and each could veto
any proposed match by the university, but the university remained responsible
for assigning jobs to students who failed to find an employer. Most students
initially welcomed this policy because they were unhappy about the old job
assignment system. Yet just after the new job assignment policy was imple-
mented, 80 percent of students in a university answered “no” to the question:
“Do you agree that the state should no longer take care of job allocation for
university students?” 36 This was in part because in the late 1980s good jobs
were few and competition was high: these were circumstances under which
“two-way selection” became “backdoor selection,” that is, a system in which
employers only took students who had acquaintances in their unit regardless of
students’ academic performance. Students complained that “children were
responsible for their studies, and parents were responsible for their children’s
jobs.” 37 Many of my informants who graduated between 1988 and 1990 ex-
pressed similar feelings. They gave examples of how poor students got good
jobs because of powerful parents, while good students failed. One informant
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38. Hua and Cao (1988); Dong (1990).
39. A person who has backdoor access is one who can get a good job through personal (most proba-

bly his/her parents’) connections.
40. In a study by Li Guoqing (1988), students of several Beijing universities were asked: “How many

honors did you receive in school prior to university?” Eighty percent had received one or more honors; in
key universities, the figure was 90 percent. In one key university, among 45 classmates, one out of every 3.7
students had received state- and provincial-level honors for excellence in their studies, each student had
earned 1.5 district- and county-level honors, and almost everyone had multiple school- and class-level hon-
ors. Even those who had less than impressive entrance examination scores were actually the very top stu-
dents in a county or even a district.

insisted that resentment toward the new job allocation policy had been a ma-
jor source of grievance among his classmates at the beginning of 1989.

Some students in social sciences and humanities had to compete for jobs as
flight attendants or as waiters in big hotels.38 An account by one of my infor-
mants sums up the impact of this “two-way selection system” on her cohort:

We students from the Beijing University Department of Economics had great dif-
ficulty finding suitable jobs. Some of my classmates became shop assistants in de-
partment stores after graduation; some went to construction companies; some went
to very small research institutions. I felt very sad because good jobs in state min-
istries, trading companies, and banks were only given to those who had backdoor
access.39 Thus, even if there was a good job, there would be several hundred people
competing for it, and eventually only those who had the best backdoor access could
get it. (no. 30)

Decline of Enthusiasm for Study

To be enrolled in a Chinese university, one has to pass highly competitive en-
trance examinations. This system selects a student population with high ex-
pectations and elitist pretensions.40 It is, therefore, reasonable to expect that
students would feel frustrated when they saw the value of their diplomas, the
quality of university education, and above all their future economic status all in
great decline. Students became less and less interested in their studies during
the late 1980s.

When I asked informants to describe their typical daily activities on cam-
pus, the answer was uniform and simple for those who entered universities in
the late 1970s and early 1980s. Except for sleep, they spent most of their time
on their studies. However, when students of the late 1980s were interviewed, the
variation became huge. While some still worked reasonably hard, others could
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41. Here “studies” means any course-related activities, including class attendance and homework. The
low number of hours reported here shows that these students did not attend class very often.

42. The informant reported that he spent on average four hours a day on study. The lowest reported
number of average daily study hours in my interviews was two.

43. See Cao Rida (1989) and Zhu Wentao (1988).
44. The year 1978 had two university enrollments, the delayed 1977 enrollment in spring and the nor-

mal summer enrollment. The spring enrollment was usually called the 1977 cohort.
45. During the 1960s and 1970s, mainly as a measure to solve unemployment problems in urban areas,

the Chinese government sent about seventeen million urban youths to the countryside in the name of re-
ceiving “re-education” from the peasants. Most of these youths returned to the cities after the Cultural
Revolution. They were called “sent-down youths.” See Bernstein (1977) for further details.

spend on average as little as two or three hours a day on their studies.41 The
following answer gives a picture of how these students spent their time:

I got up at eight or nine. Usually I read something. But, if someone came and asked
me to play mah-jongg, I would go. At noon when my girlfriend finished classes, . . .
we went to have lunch together. If she had classes in the afternoon, I might con-
tinue to play mah-jongg. When she did not have classes, we went out together. Af-
ter dinner, she usually went to the library. I then found an excuse to play mah-jongg
again. (no. 48)

This informant told me that he seldom went to classes after the second year of
university life, yet he claimed that most students in his class were similar to
him.42 According to another informant (no. 45), absenteeism in some of the
courses that he took could run as high as 70 and 80 percent. The problem in-
deed became a matter of general concern during the late 1980s.43

In my interviews, I asked informants to recall approximately how many hours
a day on average they had spent studying. The average study hours per day de-
creased continuously from the late 1970s to the late 1980s (figure 3.1). Between
1978 and 1979 students on average spent nine to ten hours a day on their stud-
ies. This decreased to five and half-hours a day in 1988. Four periods were ob-
vious. The first period covers the students who entered university between 1978
and 1979.44 Many students of this period were former Red Guards and sent-
down youths.45 They were older and felt they had lost much valuable time
during the Cultural Revolution. Almost invariably, they studied very hard. This
period was that of the “study fever” in Chinese society at large. Students of the
second period entered the university between 1980 and 1982. Most of them en-
tered the university directly from high school. They apparently studied a little
less hard than had the Cultural Revolution cohort, but their overall enthusiasm
for study was still very high. This period roughly corresponded to that of the
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figure 3.1. Relationship between reports of daily study hours (mean � s.e.) and year that the
informant was admitted to the university. The majority of my informants entered universities
in the mid- to late 1980s. In order to account for this bias, a small-scale survey was implemented
among those who were admitted to Chinese universities in the late 1970s and early 1980s in 1993
in Montreal, Canada. Therefore the sample size for the data in this figure is 119. (See Zhao
Dingxin [1996] for the Montreal survey.)

46. Yuanyang (mandarin ducks) is a metaphor for an affectionate couple in classical Chinese literature
and folk tales.

“diploma fever.” The students in the third period entered university between
1983 and 1986. They were affected by the urban economic reform that had
started in 1984. As a result, their interest in study declined greatly. The fourth
period is that of the students who entered the universities in 1987 and 1988.
During this period, China’s economic reform ran into deep crises; inflation
soared, and corruption became rampant. Society as a whole, and the students
in particular, were demoralized. Many students were tired of studying. The
time was ripe for major social unrest.

During the late 1980s, a popular saying divided Chinese students into the
“Ma,” “To,” “Xuan,” and “Yuanyang” factions. The “Ma faction” comprised
the students who indulged in playing mah-jongg, poker, or other games. The
“To faction” included those students actively preparing for TOEFL and GRE
examinations in order to go abroad. The “Xuan faction” was made up of those
students who were party animals. Finally, to the “Yuanyang faction” belonged
those students who spent most of their time with their girlfriends or boy-
friends.46 In the interviews, I asked respondents whether this described the real
situation of their class or university. Among the twenty-eight students who en-
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table 3.3 Relation of Students’ Majors to Their Agreement
with the Proposition That Chinese Students in the
Late 1980s Could Be Divided into To, Ma, Xuan,
and Yuanyang Factions

Social Natural
Sciences and Sciences and
Humanities Engineering

Agree 12 4

Disagree 3 9

Note: Since the grouping of students into these factions was most prevalent be-
tween 1986 and 1989, in the interview I only probed the students who entered
the university between 1986 and 1988. Twenty-eight out of thirty-four qualified
students were questioned. Significantly more of the students majoring in social
sciences and humanities than those in natural sciences and engineering agreed
that Chinese students in the late 1980s could be characterized as belonging to the
To, Ma, Xuan, and Yuanyang factions (x 2 test, p � 0.01).

47. Students also spent a lot of time chatting in dormitories, and some students spent much time at-
tending or organizing conferences and seminars. These activities had great significance for students’ polit-
ical behavior. For more discussion, see chapters 2 and 4.

48. The impact of going abroad on students’ political behavior will be discussed in chapter 5.

tered the university between 1986 and 1988, sixteen answered yes, and another
twelve students answered yes with various qualifications, but none replied neg-
atively. Among the sixteen students who answered most positively, twelve had
majored in the social sciences and humanities. On the other hand, among those
who gave qualified answers, only three were social sciences and humanities stu-
dents (table 3.3, x 2 test, p � 0.01). This also confirms that students of social
sciences and humanities studied less than other students.47

Among the so-called “four factions,” playing mah-jongg and preparing for
the TOEFL test dominated the narratives of my informants.48 One informant
(no. 26) recalled that students in her university indulged in mah-jongg to such
an extent that they not only played it during the day but also sometimes played
all night long. She told me that at 11:00 p.m., when the curfew started and dor-
mitory lights were shut off by the university, students moved the table to the
hallway and played under the corridor light. Few would have objected to the
noise they made because others were either playing or watching. Mah-jongg
playing often involved gambling, and sometimes gambling could lead to fight-
ing between students. Another informant (no. 30) recalled that such conflicts
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49. Wickham-Crowley (1992, chs. 3, 9).
50. See Collins (1979), Lipset (1972), and Scott and El-assal (1969). Also Hall (1985b) argues that in

the 1960s Britain had weaker student activism than did other developed nations because Britain had more
conservative enrollment policies and because the British education system provided more opportunities to
junior academics.

51. In terms of scale, for example, during the 1989 Movement the participation rate for events such as
the April 27 demonstration (chapters 6 and 8) had reached about 90 percent in several major Beijing uni-
versities. No student movement in Western countries ever reached this level of participation.

52. Lipset (1967) and Altbach (1981, 1989) argue that university students in underdeveloped countries
are politically more powerful because they are disproportionately from higher socio-economic groups than
their compeers in industrialized nations, that they make up a disproportionately large section of public
opinion because of their close affinity with actual elites, and that they are special because only a small frac-
tion of the total population has the privilege of receiving a university education. In making these claims,
Lipset and Altbach obviously compare contemporary students in underdeveloped countries with those in
developed countries. What they neglect is that traditional Western aristocratic students had shared almost
all these characteristics, yet had been politically passive, and that Western students had become widely
politicized precisely when higher education lost its aristocratic character.

had been a major source of tension among the male students in her class. Stu-
dents engaged in other activities as well. Some worked part-time on or off cam-
pus. Others started doing business. A few political students were involved in
dissident activities.

Higher Education and Student Activism

In this chapter I have shown that university enrollment expanded greatly in
China during reform, and that this expansion created many problems that con-
tributed to the widespread grievances among students before the rise of the
1989 Movement. Great expansion in university enrollments has been related to
student activism in other countries as well. In Latin America, for example, in
both of the revolutionary surges (between 1956 and 1960, and 1965 and 1975),
those countries that showed stronger student-guerrilla linkages were also the
countries in which universities experienced greater expansion in student enroll-
ments.49 We also know that enrollment overexpansion in West European and
North American universities after World War II caused a “credential crisis”
that contributed to the widespread student activism in the 1960s.50 However,
regardless of how “radical” the 1960s students were in the eyes of contempo-
rary observers, very few student movements in the West reached even a fraction
of the scale of the 1989 Movement.51 Why?

In this section I will give a comparative answer to the question.52 My cen-
tral idea, as stated in the first chapter, is that before World War II and the 
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53. A qualification must be made. When I say that the university in the historical West was a con-
formist institution, I do not mean that aristocratic students were not involved in any kinds of collective
action. For example, fighting between town and gown for rents or other issues was common in early Eu-
ropean universities (Haskins 1971; Rait 1971). Also, conflict between students and faculty had been a char-
acteristic of American universities (Horowitz 1987). Yet, except for 1848 Germany, students in the West
were never involved in national politics before the 1960s.

54. For the origin of Western Universities, see Haskins (1957) and Rashdall (1936).
55. Baldwin and Goldthwaite (1972), Lytle (1974), and Riddle (1993).
56. Lawson and Silver (1973), Lytle (1984), and Ringer (1979).
57. Variations existed across Europe and over time. For example, in the history of early Oxford, ple-

beian students actually surpassed students of noble and clerical origins in number. Yet by the time of the
Industrial Revolution, plebeian students had all but disappeared (Stone 1974). As Vaughan and Archer
(1971, 213) argue, it was not that middle-class families were unable to pay the educational cost but rather
that middle-class children frequently found themselves barred on either social or religious grounds.

58. Cobban (1975).
59. Riddle (1993, 48).
60. As Max Weber has rightly commented: “Behind all the present discussion of the foundations of

the educational system, the struggle of the ‘specialist type of man’ against the older type of ‘cultivated man’
is hidden at some decisive point” (Vaughan and Archer 1971, epigraph).

rise of mass university education, the university in the world of Western Chris-
tendom was by and large a conformist institution. On the other hand, the
university in underdeveloped countries initially emerged as, and tends to re-
main, a radical institution.53 This has been a major factor behind the different
political orientations of the students in the West and in most underdeveloped
nations.

The earlier universities in Europe, such as those of Paris, Bologna, and Ox-
ford, evolved out of the cathedral schools that appeared during the twelfth cen-
tury.54 After the fourteenth century most medieval universities were brought
under the firm control of the church and the state.55 Before the nineteenth
century the major function of the university was to produce clerics and state
bureaucrats.56 Its curricula—mainly canon law, civil law, medicine, and theol-
ogy—were indigenous to Latin Christendom. Its students were almost exclu-
sively from upper-class families.57 In short, the medieval university was essen-
tially an indigenous product of Western Europe.58 Since it was founded, it had
always been “a means of embodying the existing authority, whether ecclesiasti-
cal or secular, in knowledge.” 59

In Europe, it was the mutual efforts of the state and the middle class that
finally compelled church power to retreat in the university.60 Thereafter, the
medieval university was gradually converted into a modern institution. This
transformation occurred rather smoothly over a long historical period. The
enrollment of middle-class children in the university, the decline of church
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61. Although education reform in France was more radical, the church domination of the university
remained strong many years after the French Revolution (Vaughan and Archer 1971). It was not until be-
tween the First and Second World Wars that middle-class children in France started to enter the univer-
sity on a great scale (Worms 1971).

62. As Halsey notes, “the history of European and American universities in the age of coal and steam
industrialism is one of successful resistance, by ideological and other elements in the ‘superstructure,’ to the
pressures set up by economic change” (quoted in Ringer 1979, 7).

63. For the case in China, see Israel (1966, 5) and Yeh (1990).

domination, and the introduction of modern curricula all occurred gradually.61

By the time that the admission of middle-class children into the university had
become more commonplace, the middle class had already become one of the
dominant classes. Its members tended to admire aristocratic culture and were
not interested in radical changes. The modern curricula themselves were more-
over also a natural development of Latin Christendom’s culture and thus had
less revolutionary impact at home than they did on university students of un-
derdeveloped nations. The Western university continued to be a conformist
institution until after World War II, when university education was further
plebeianized by market forces, much as other luxurious commodities were.62

Even now, after the New Left movement of the 1960s, Western universities still
bear many of the characteristics of a conformist institution.

To most underdeveloped countries, however, the university was a foreign in-
stitution with few or no indigenous cultural roots. Universities were founded
as part of the package of forced development. Most universities were founded
by colonial powers, with the aim of either spreading Western religions or train-
ing lower-level bureaucrats to help manage the colony. If a university was in-
digenously founded, its aim was to learn from the West and to transform the
nation. The content taught in the university was therefore foreign and even
revolutionary to any non-Western high culture. In most underdeveloped coun-
tries university students have been predominantly recruited from upper-class
families.63 Yet unlike their counterparts in historical Western universities, where
young idealists have been able to mature and to integrate into the establish-
ment, students in underdeveloped countries have tended to perceive their own
culture as dying. Under forced social change, they were economically unable to
maintain their old aristocratic way of life even if they so wished. Western aris-
tocratic students never had a sense of crisis commensurable with that experi-
enced by their counterparts in underdeveloped countries.

Universities in underdeveloped nations play a double role: they transmit
Western culture to help spur economic development, and they encourage stu-
dents to identify with domestic culture to help maintain political stability and
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64. Lipset (1967).
65. In India, for example, students were a major force in the independence movement (Altbach 1968b;

Shils 1968). In South Korea and Thailand, student movements have repeatedly resulted in the downfall of
regimes (Douglas 1971; Kim 1989; Samudavanija 1989). In Iran, students and secular intellectuals were a ma-
jor force during the early phase of the Islamic Revolution (Bashiriyeh 1984; Malani 1994). In China student
movements recurred in response to Japanese aggression before the communists took power.

66. See Altbach (1974) and Shils (1968) for further discussion of the Indian case.

a sense of nationalism.64 These two tasks are essentially contradictory. Once
students have acquired the “magic” of Western civilization and face a society
in which most of the population still lives in a traditional manner, they tend to
become radicalized in their thinking. Under a colonial presence and weak do-
mestic government, students tend to turn to nationalistic, communist, and even
fascist movements. After independence, they tend to attribute poor economic
conditions and the low standard of living in their country to the backwardness
of their culture, to the corruption of the leadership, and to the inefficiency of
institutional arrangements. This makes students in underdeveloped nations es-
pecially susceptible to political preoccupations.65

Beyond culture, the nature of the university is also, and perhaps more im-
portantly, shaped by the nature of the state. In comparison with those under
authoritarian regimes, universities under democratic regimes tend to be con-
servative for two political reasons. First, as is argued in the introduction, most
democratic states do not have to legitimize themselves through a mega-scale
transformative social project, as some authoritarian states do. Therefore, they
are less likely to generate state-centered grievances. Second, democratic states
do not place strong sanctions upon freedom of thought and association, which
are vital to intellectual life. However, in the long run such freedom brings mul-
tiple issues, perspectives, and political forces into the political arena. Because
of this, under democratic regimes conflicts tend to rise and be solved locally,
people are likely to be both horizontally and vertically divided, and multiple
political discourses and forces nurture a sense of reality or even lead to apathy.
Thus, the university in an authoritarian regime like China is not simply born
as a radical institution; it is maintained as radical by certain state-society rela-
tions. The argument becomes clearer if we compare Chinese universities with
those in India, the next largest underdeveloped nation. Although student mili-
tancy has been a tradition in both India and China, Indian students after inde-
pendence were less and less able to organize into a unified movement aimed at
national issues, whereas Chinese student movements have always kept a state-
centered nature.66
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67. For example, for Pye (1990), the students during the 1989 Movement were just using democracy as
a lofty claim to fight for self-interested grievances, which if openly addressed would be labeled as “selfish”
and censured in Chinese culture.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined the mood of rank-and-file intellectuals and students
who were normally not very interested in politics. I argue that state policy
changes during the 1980s created massive grievances among students and intel-
lectuals, the most relevant of which was the shift of reform strategies from “the
four modernizations” to the “preliminary stage of socialism.” This new policy
immediately lowered the economic benefits of being an intellectual or a student.
The impact of this policy shift was magnified by other state policies— one of
which had been the great expansion of university enrollment since 1978. The
expansion not only further devalued intellectuals but also provided human re-
sources for student movements.

The enrollment expansion also created other problems. Since it was accom-
panied by inadequate state funding, the quality of education and student life
greatly declined. It also led to a relative surplus of university graduates, making
students unable to find satisfactory jobs after graduation. As a result Chinese
students after the mid-1980s became less and less interested in studying. As a
sign of massive discontent, more and more students spent time playing mah-
jongg and poker, preparing for the TOEFL test, holding parties, or simply
spending time with their boy/girl friends.

I also argue that in comparison with the university in the West, the univer-
sity in an underdeveloped nation like China was radical for cultural as well as
political reasons. First, the university in an underdeveloped nation tends to be
a foreign institution with few indigenous roots. It teaches a foreign culture and
is an engine for forced modernization and against tradition. It is born as a radi-
cal institution. Moreover, such a university will be particularly radical when it
is situated in a transformative authoritarian regime, because this kind of regime
is more likely to generate state-centered grievances.

While the 1989 Movement was popularly considered as a “pro-democracy
movement,” some scholars, based on the traditional language that the stu-
dents used during the movement, have questioned the movement’s democratic
nature.67 In my study I found that movement participants could be placed into
two categories. While a few radical activists did take democracy as a primary
goal (chapter 2), most students participated in the movement in reaction to
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68. See Calhoun (1983).

China’s rising market economy. The latter population constituted the majority
of students and intellectuals. I found that students by and large loved the po-
litical freedom that the reform had brought to them. Many of them also con-
sidered themselves supporters of the market-oriented reform. However, they
did not trust the state and did not understand the market economy. They be-
lieved that the reform would bring intellectuals more benefits, and when it
turned out that the opposite was true, they were very angry. Therefore, when
a few political students started the movement, the rest of the students were
sympathetic and soon joined in it. To this population, however, democracy re-
mained more a “borrowed language” than a clearly understood political pro-
gram— one very similar to Marxism for the early working-class movement in
the West.68
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1. See Collins (1981b), Huntington (1968), and Skocpol (1979).

T H E  D E C L I N E  O F  T H E  S Y S T E M  

F O R  C O N T R O L L I N G  S T U D E N T S  I N  

U N I V E R S I T I E S

I
n chapters 2 and 3, I discussed the role that intellectual elites
played in the rise of the 1989 Beijing Student Movement and
the sources of grievances particular to the student population.

However, history has repeatedly demonstrated that a regime can
still avoid large-scale social movements or revolutions as long as
the regime can effectively control the aggrieved population. In-
deed, since de Tocqueville, many scholars have noted that revo-
lutions do not occur when a state is truly repressive but instead
break out when the state has to relax or change its control meth-
ods in response to international competition or domestic pres-
sure.1 In this chapter I look into the student control system in
Chinese universities during the 1980s, showing that because of
changes in social structure brought about by the reform, the stu-
dent control system in universities was greatly weakened. This
weakening facilitated the spread of nonconformist ideas from
intellectual elites to the aggrieved students, thus contributing to
the actual rise of the movement.
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2. See Schurmann (1968) for the state control system during Mao’s era.
3. Parish and Whyte (1978), Whyte and Parish (1984), and Troyer (1989).
4. In contrast to their Eastern European counterparts, the gradual military victory over the nationalist

government won the Chinese communists a solid grassroots base and definite legitimation. A strong secret
police force was not really necessary for the safety of the newly founded communist state.

This chapter starts with a general overview of the structure of the student
control system and of the basic routines of student control personnel in Chi-
nese universities. It is followed by a section on the foundations and problems
of the political control system in China. I then examine how a campus envi-
ronment which had once facilitated control over students became conducive to
student mobilization, and how political control institutions in Beijing univer-
sities were captured for mobilizational purposes after the decline of political
control. Finally, I substantiate the major arguments made in this chapter with
some quantitative evidence that directly links the effectiveness of political con-
trol to the level of student activism and that shows which facets of weakening
control coincided with the spatial patterning of student activism.

The Structure and Routines of Student Control Systems

Since the mid-1950s, state control in China has been largely exercised by rank-
and-file activists under the supervision of local communist party branches.2

This approach, also known as internal control, is congenial to Chinese culture.3

It also reflected Mao’s distaste for institutional politics and the way that the
Communists came to power. In comparison with most Eastern European com-
munist countries, state control in China depended much less on a secret police
force before 1989.4

In a Chinese university, the Committee of Student Affairs is the highest-
level organization responsible for student management. The Committee is 
responsible for establishing control strategies and for assessing the mood of
students and the quality of control measures. It had usually been headed by a
vice-secretary of the university’s Communist Party Committee; then, during 
the 1980s, some universities adopted the principal responsibility system, under
which a vice-president, sometimes not even a party member, took charge of the
office. Two organizations under the leadership of the Committee of Student
Affairs undertake the daily supervision of students: The Department of Youth
(or the Department of Student Affairs) takes charge of political affairs, while
the Student Bureau takes responsibility for matters such as enrollment, job as-
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5. The Communist Youth League is also a channel for political control over students. The Party Com-
mittee entrusts the Department of Youth to direct the work of the Youth League, whereas the Youth League
supervises the official Student Union and various student organizations. See Francis (1991) for more de-
scriptions of official student associations in Beijing University.

signment, registration, awards, and punishment. In some universities these two
offices have been merged since the mid-1980s.

The next administrative level is that of the Committee of Student Affairs 
in each department. These committees usually consist of three departmental-
level cadres: the departmental vice-secretary of the Communist Party, the vice-
chairman of the department, and the departmental secretary of the Communist
Youth League. They lead class directors (banzhuren) and political instructors
( fudaoyuan). Each class director or political instructor takes charge of one en-
tering class. Operating at the grassroots, they form the cells of the student con-
trol system in a university. Before 1978 many political instructors held their jobs
professionally. During reform, the size of this professional body shrank greatly,
and in some universities the professional political instructor position was for-
mally abolished, and the jobs were taken over by young teachers or even senior
students. In some other universities, the political instructor position was omit-
ted, and the job left to class directors. The class director position was most of-
ten taken by young teachers. Normally, its role is to help students with their
studies and with their daily problems, but in reality, class directors, like “moth-
ers” of the class, may take charge of everything from psychological counseling
on the traumas of a broken love affair to tasks which political instructors nor-
mally do. Thus, in the following discussion I sometimes refer to both class di-
rectors and political instructors as political workers.5

Political control in Chinese universities takes place either through political
education or through direct control carried out by student control personnel.
Political education has two components: First, students take several compul-
sory courses, designed to introduce Marxism and to encourage them to accept
Communist Party domination as well as the basic value system of Chinese
society. A typical curriculum includes the History of the Chinese Communist
Party, Political Economy, Marxist Philosophy, and Politics and Current Affairs.
Since 1987, in an effort to strengthen political control by new methods of in-
culcation, many universities have added some of the following courses: Law,
Thought Cultivation (Sixiang Xiuyang), Ethics of Work, and Philosophy of Life.
Second, students are required to spend one afternoon a week studying relevant
government documents and newspaper articles. The study session is organized
by a class monitor, but a class director or political instructor is required to take
part in the meetings whenever possible.
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6. For more discussion on similar topics, see Shirk (1982) and Unger (1982). Unger’s subjects were sec-
ondary school students. However, some of his findings also apply to university students.

7. One informant (no. 15) reported how her father had become a rightist during the Anti-Rightist
Campaign: “My father talked in his dormitory about some local famines [that he knew] in the 1950s. At
the time, it seemed no one cared about what he had said. But when the [Anti-Rightist] Campaign was
started, other students reported this to the authority. Because they still needed people to fill the quota, my
father became a student rightist. Because of this, he was sent to the Dongbei region after graduation.”

8. Rosen (1985, 1990) and Shirk (1982) have made a similar observation.
9. Political control is only one dimension of the student control system. Therefore my analysis does

not suggest that the whole student control system had collapsed. During the late 1980s, student control cad-
res were still doing their jobs in monitoring students’ moral conduct, academic performance, and other
nonpolitical activities. Moreover, the government also made several attempts to strengthen the student con-
trol system, with limited success. However, in terms of political control, these efforts became rather in-
significant in comparison with the general social trend during the late 1980s.

Political instructors and class directors take charge of daily student manage-
ment. Since the 1980s, class directors have become more and more important,
especially in universities where the political instructor system was abolished.
Their tasks range from supervising weekly regular political meetings to dissem-
inating and explaining new policies of the university or the state, reading and
holding discussions on important newspaper articles, selecting honor students,
and even criticizing and deciding the level of punishment for “backward” stu-
dents who break university regulations. Political instructors also go to student
dormitory rooms and talk to students. Before the early 1980s, a political in-
structor usually had several student activists around him or her. It was mainly
through those activists that political instructors learned about students, includ-
ing about their private lives. The activists were in turn rewarded with access to
limited resources such as party membership, good job assignments, or even
leadership positions.6 When the political climate went bad, as during the hey-
day of the Anti-Rightist Campaign in 1957, even non-activists started to inform
on each other.7

The Problems of the Political Control System

The internal political control system was highly effective during Mao’s era.8

However, it quickly declined during the process of reform in the 1980s.9 Both
its high effectiveness and its rapid decay stemmed from several distinctive char-
acteristics of the internal control system itself. In this section, I outline the
foundations and the key problems of this system.
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10. The data are from Educational Statistics Yearbook of China (1989) and Zhongguo Gaodeng Jiaoyu Daquan
(1989). The data excluded 90,927 undergraduate students enrolled as non-boarding, night school, and cor-
respondence students in these universities.

11. The narrative by one of my informants (no.15), as cited in note 7, is a very good example of the mu-
tual supervision function of dormitory rooms.

foundations and characteristics 
of the internal political control system

Four factors formed the basis of effective internal political control during
Mao’s era. First, and maybe most importantly, before the 1980s the communist
government enjoyed a high level of ideological legitimation. Therefore, both
political workers and a large number of students actively participated in mutual
supervision activities, and they tended to consider their behavior as moral even
if such behavior might be detrimental to other people’s careers or even lives. A
substantial number more or less wanted to believe that what they did was good
for the country. Their interests and political beliefs converged. This was re-
vealed in my informal interview with Ding Zilin, who became an active dis-
sident after her son’s death on the night of June 3, 1989, during the military re-
pression. She told me: “In 1957, those rightist students were actually all good
students with ideas. However, we, a bunch of naive students, criticized them
heavily. Now, I feel very guilty whenever I recall the experience.”

Second, to start a career as a political worker was among the best avenues 
of status attainment for university students. During Mao’s era, student control
personnel were usually free from political persecution except in the heyday
of the Cultural Revolution. Higher official positions in universities were open
mainly to young political workers who performed their tasks well. A young
political worker who aspired to be an academician was more likely in later
years to be given good courses to teach or to be appointed as a leader in a re-
search team.

Third, as a result of communist rule, by 1989 Beijing had 67 institutions of
higher learning, with over 162,576 students.10 Most of these universities are
located in the Haidian District and surrounding areas. With six to eight un-
dergraduate students living in a dormitory room, and with up to a thousand
students in any single dormitory building, the social environment greatly facili-
tates mutual supervision among students when most students think that such
behavior is moral and profitable.11

Fourth, during Mao’s era, student control personnel had several effective
means to reward conformist students and punish “political deviants.” For
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12. Until the late 1980s, the state took responsibility for assigning every university student a job upon
graduation. Under this system, students with poor marks, a bad political profile, or uneasy relations with
school authorities often got poor jobs.

example, they could reward “good students” with party membership and pun-
ish “deviants” by assigning them poor jobs.12 Once a student was considered
to have made a serious political mistake, political control personnel had the
power to decide the level of punishment and to record this in the individual’s
dossier. This dossier would follow that student to the workplace, seriously af-
fecting his/her future life chances.

Economic reform, however, brought about swift changes in state-society re-
lations. Among those changes, the most significant were the decline of the ideo-
logical legitimation of the state and the rise of new avenues of status attainment
beyond the state. The change in state-society relations along these two dimen-
sions made active participation in mutual supervision politically immoral and
economically senseless, and therefore undermined the foundations of the in-
ternal political control system.

During the 1980s, for instance, many punishments lost their effectiveness.
In 1978 the Chinese government had put the economy on the top of the agenda.
Since economic development needs the cooperation of intellectuals, the po-
litical climate had to be loosened: hence political control personnel were not
always encouraged to use harsh measures to punish students. Moreover, as the
ideological legitimation of the state declined, a bad political record in one’s
dossier was no longer a nightmare, because political offenders were often
respected by local people. Finally, as more and more university students found
jobs in privately owned, joint-venture, or foreign companies, the job assign-
ment system meant less and less, especially to active students. For instance, all
the six movement leaders that I interviewed in 1993 had either been jailed or
been dismissed by their universities after the military crackdown, but none
of them reported great difficulties in finding jobs. In fact, I experienced dif-
ficulties in locating student leaders in Beijing because by early 1993 many of
them had already gone to the prosperous southern provinces to look for better
opportunities.

Most students did not need severe sanctions to keep them away from non-
conformist political activities, however. Although the political control system
was still quite effective during the early 1980s, it greatly weakened in only a few
years. The decline was so quick because such internal political control has two
properties that made it extremely sensitive to changing state-society relations.
First, the effectiveness of internal control is highly sensitive to the ideological
legitimation of the state. While the efficiency of a professional control system
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13. See chapter 5 or Zhao Dingxin (1996) for more details.
14. Quan (1990); He and Zhu (1994).
15. See Hayhoe (1989) and Ho and Huenemann (1984) for other descriptions on the “open door”

policy.

depends heavily on infrastructural technologies, an internal control system de-
pends primarily on people’s cooperation. Internal student control measures are
effective only when most students and grassroots political control personnel
cooperatively participate in mutual supervision and consider their activities as
moral behavior. Secondly, the effectiveness of internal student control is also
very sensitive to the economic and political reward patterns in the larger soci-
ety. The state can reward professional secret police only as long as it has the
financial resources to do so. This is impossible for nonprofessionals. A sepa-
rate payroll for political workers and student activists is not only too expensive
because of the size of this population, but it would also turn political workers
and student activists into the “police” and thus alienate them from the rest of
students. Internal control is effective only when it is implemented by individ-
uals with whom the controlled population identifies. In the following, I elabo-
rate the problems associated with the political control system in Chinese uni-
versities, along with the more general issues of how low ideological legitimation
and declining economic benefits affect political control.

lack of morale among student control personnel

As mentioned before, internal control was highly effective during Mao’s era be-
cause a substantial number of political workers and students who had actively
participated in mutual supervision more or less wanted to believe that what
they were doing was beneficial to the country. This became impossible after the
economic reform. A market-oriented reform requires open doors. Since the 
reform, more overseas Chinese and Westerners had visited China, and more
Chinese had gone abroad.13 Domestic travel also became much more frequent. 
The Voice of America (VOA) and British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC)
were no longer treated as enemy broadcasts; instead, many university students
listened to them routinely, largely as a means to learn English.14 An affluent
West, and more importantly, the economic miracles in Taiwan and South 
Korea, were contrasted with China’s past economic performance. The commu-
nist state had delivered far less to China than what had been promised. Coupled
with the bitter memories of the Cultural Revolution and with the new interna-
tional wave of democracy, people’s faith in state socialism and the government
declined greatly, especially among students and intellectuals.15
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16. Quan (1990); Wu Dayuan (1993).

The state’s decreasing ideological legitimation among students and intellec-
tuals was confirmed by my interviews. Of the sixty informants asked the ques-
tion “What was your view of the Four Cardinal Principles before the 1989 Stu-
dent Movement?” twenty-one (35%) claimed to have been strictly against them,
whereas only nine (15%) claimed that they had accepted them. The remaining
50 percent accepted them with various reservations. Moreover, most people who
conditionally accepted the Four Cardinal Principles did so not because they
agreed with them but for pragmatic reasons. Only a handful of students and
young teachers still accepted the ideological legitimation of the state. The fol-
lowing are two rather typical answers from those who conditionally accepted
the Four Cardinal Principles:

My basic view on this point was that our country should be as stable as possible.
Stability does help economic development. The most important thing was that the
country must be developed. This principle or that principle was only a matter of
the second degree. (no. 45)

I did not agree with the Four Cardinal Principles. But I thought that this was only
a form. The content of the Four Cardinal Principles, as many people had noticed,
could be developed and modified. . . . I felt OK as long as the reform is advanced
substantially. (no. 68)

In both cases, the informants more or less accepted the Four Cardinal Prin-
ciples not because they still had faith in the ideology itself but because they felt
that these principles did not bother them as long as the state was still effective
or was developing in the right direction. Such respondents would stand against
the government if it went into a commonly perceived wrong direction; indeed,
most informants of this type actively participated in the 1989 Movement.

As a result of this decline of ideological legitimation, young teachers were
no longer willing to be political workers. When they were required to do the
job, they generally no longer took it seriously, and even if some of them did
treat their work seriously, not many students would cooperate with them. The
nature of the job often made people associate political workers with the ultra-
left past. They were not respected, and their efforts were often mocked.16

During the 1980s the higher-level student control agencies in China con-
ducted many surveys to monitor the effectiveness of political control and the
mood of students. As 1989 approached, these surveys often demonstrated an
increasing decline of political control. For example, in 1986 Liu Qinglong
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table 4.1 Students’ Responses to the Statements (1) “China
Would Develop More Quickly If It Were under
Capitalism,” and (2) “I Have Lost Hope over the
Current Reform”

1986 1987 1988
Answer (%) (%) (%)

Agree with (1) 16.8 28.7 34.3

Agree with (2) 23.2 51.7 58.9

Data source: Wang Dianqing et al. (1990).

17. Liu Qinglong (1990).
18. Wang Dianqing et al. (1990). The survey was conducted in sixteen Beijing universities. The sample

size for the 1989 survey was 1,104 students.
19. Liu Qinglong (1990).

conducted a survey among 344 randomly selected students in a university in
Beijing.17 The result showed that 57.8 percent of students were dissatisfied with
their political courses, whereas only 14.3 percent were satisfied and the rest were
somewhere in the middle. In 1987, Liu asked the same questions in the same
university, this time of 993 students. The percentage of dissatisfied students
increased to 63.6 percent, whereas the size of the satisfied group dropped to 
6.7 percent. Obviously, students had become increasingly dissatisfied with 
old-style political education. Another survey conducted in Beijing yielded a
comparable result.18 Students were asked if they agreed with two statements:
(1) “China would develop more quickly if China were under capitalism,” and 
(2) “I have lost hope over the current reform.” Their responses are summarized
in table 4.1. As is shown in the table, the percentage of affirmative answers to
both questions increased greatly after 1986; in other words, more and more stu-
dents considered capitalism to be the solution for China, and fewer had any
hope for China’s reform. Here the students’ mood coincided with the increas-
ing activism in Chinese universities.

Therefore, when Beijing students were asked to rank the importance of
eleven potential influences on their ideological formation, they ranked their
class directors and political instructors in ninth and tenth place, ahead of only
the leaders of their departments and universities.19 At the top ranked the pre-
vailing ideological current, newspapers and magazines, parents, literature, and
peers. Although comparable data on political workers’ influence during Mao’s
era are not available, it is reasonable to assume that their influence then was
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much stronger, considering the power that political workers had over students
before the economic reform.

lack of economic incentive among student control personnel

The channels of status attainment in the university were also drastically altered
in the wake of the 1978 economic reform. Before 1978, to be close to the Com-
munist Party was about the best avenue for achieving higher socioeconomic
status. The reform changed the avenues of status attainment, however, making
political conformity to the government unessential.

Except in the early period of the Cultural Revolution, the politically con-
formist students of Mao’s era were less likely than other students to be subject
to political persecution, and they had greater chances of acquiring party mem-
bership, a golden ticket to status attainment. The politically conformist stu-
dents also had higher potential for getting good jobs after graduation or after
they retired from their political careers. Moreover, high official positions in
universities also went mainly to young political workers who were outstanding
in their job performance.

But reform changed the channels of status attainment in a way that made
being politically active an increasingly unwise choice. Since the early 1980s, job
assignments have been based more and more on grades rather than on po-
litical performance. By the end of the 1980s, as economic reform deepened, 
many universities even experimented with abandoning the job assignment sys-
tem and with letting students look for jobs by themselves. The reform also
opened many channels that were outside state control. Among these alterna-
tive channels, working in non-state sectors and studying abroad were the most
important.

Working in a university after graduation had once been among the best jobs
that a student could get. By the late 1980s, however, it was no longer true be-
cause the economic status of intellectuals had greatly declined (chapter 3). For
a young teacher remaining in a university, to be a political worker was a con-
siderably poorer choice than to be a teacher. Political workers had less chance
of being sent abroad than did young teachers doing research. After the late
1980s, researchers could pay themselves and their associates through grants,
while political workers had fewer alternative sources of income.

To be a political worker in the universities was also no longer a route to po-
litical advancement. Early in the 1980s, in order to recruit younger and reform-
minded bureaucrats, Deng Xiaoping forced millions of cadres to retire, filling
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21. In China, a university also runs factories and companies. Much of the profit is used to pay the

bonuses of faculty members. In some universities, bonuses can outweigh wages.

the vacancies mainly with new graduates.20 Many higher-level officials at the
time, including the general secretary, Hu Yaobang, had a Youth League back-
ground, and thus pursuing a political career by starting as a student activist and
the head of a departmental-level Youth League appealed to many students. How-
ever, such hopes diminished as vacancies were gradually filled, Hu Yaobang
resigned, and reform deepened. As one departmental political cadre, a party
vice-secretary of a department, pointed out:

Now it seems quite difficult to have a successful political career [through this
route]. Nowadays in the university, only two routes are feasible to reach higher
political posts. The first is to be academically famous, including a degree from a
Western university, and then shift to the official channel. The second is to run a
university enterprise successfully.21 Once you run it well, your ability is recognized.
(no. 44)

This does not mean that universities were unable to recruit a sufficient num-
ber of political workers; they filled the posts with newly graduated students.
During the 1980s, rural students still considered the position to be a good one.
It was otherwise difficult for these students to get jobs in cities like Beijing be-
cause of the family registration (hukou) system. To some students, a political job
at the university was attractive because it provided more foreign contacts and
also because it gave them more discretionary time to prepare for TOEFL and
GRE tests. Yet while universities were able to recruit political workers, they
were unable to keep them. One informant (no. 2) reported that none of his
eleven classmates who were once class directors or political instructors was still
working in the university. Six of them went to companies and five to the United
States and Canada. This was not just true for grassroots political workers. The
same departmental party vice-secretary told me:

[After graduation in 1986, I was assigned to a job at the Youth League of the Uni-
versity]. Seven to eight students like me got positions of a similar rank. So far, ex-
cept for me, none of them still does political work. At least, no one still works as a
pure political cadre like me. Among them, one is in business, two went to companies,
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22. After 1989, to stop the decay of the political control system, the Chinese government has tried to
raise the status of student control personnel in universities. For example, by the time I began my interviews
in Beijing in early 1993, such personnel had been awarded equivalent academic ranks and their wage levels
had been increased. The problem is that most Chinese people, including the political control personnel
themselves, do not usually take their academic titles seriously; and the wage increase was too little in com-
parison with the wage-hikes in other professions.

23. See He Sha (1992). The result is derived from a survey conducted in a polytechnic university in
Beijing.

24. Quan (1990).
25. Wu Dayuan (1993).

and two went abroad. Another one or two have changed jobs even though they are
still working in the university.22

After the 1989 Movement, many papers published in Chinese youth journals
also noted the seriousness of the problem. With between 65 and 70 percent of
young teachers spending the majority of their time studying English and prepar-
ing to go abroad,23 and over 75 percent of political workers expressing the wish
to leave their jobs,24 it was not surprising to find it argued that the instability
of the political worker personnel had become the most serious problem of uni-
versity political education.25

Decline of Political Control and Student Mobilization

In the last section I briefly mentioned how the student living environment and
campus layout facilitated student control during Mao’s era. Now I will show
that, after the decline of the student control systems in universities, the campus
environment, which had once facilitated political control over students, instead
became conducive to the growth of social movements, and that the student
control institution itself in fact acquired mobilization functions.

the campus environment and the spread of dissident ideas

In this section, I show how the dormitory environment facilitated the spread
of dissident ideas at the universities. (In chapter 8 of this book, I will analyze
in greater detail how the campus environment assisted student mobilization
and shaped the development of the 1989 Movement.) Most undergraduate stu-
dents in China live in dormitories. The dense living environment greatly facil-
itated the spread of dissident ideas when the state was no longer able to regu-
late student life inside the dormitory.
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26. During Mao’s era, only those who had made serious political mistakes or committed crimes were
asked to withdraw from the Youth League. Demanding to withdraw one’s membership voluntarily would
have been unthinkable, and in itself it would have been a crime.

27. Some were not actually new to China, but only to the young students.
28. Li Jinmin (1988) reports that even after the “Nietzsche fever,” about two-thirds of the students had

still never read any of Nietzsche’s books. The survey was conducted in eight universities, with a sample size
of 2,005 students and an 85.5 percent return rate.

In my study, most informants reported that they usually chatted in the dor-
mitory room for from one to several hours each day. Although politics and po-
litical grievances were not always the topics of their conversations, they did
constitute a major theme, especially when the socioeconomic situation wors-
ened. During the late 1980s dormitory rooms were the primary location where
nonconformist ideologies spread and achieved dominance. When I asked my
informants: “Were you afraid that other students might report the contents to
the authorities when you discussed sensitive political matters in your dormitory
room?” fifty-two out of fifty-four informants responded with an unqualified
no. Only two answered yes, to some extent. The following comment reflects
this lack of concern:

I was not afraid. Nowadays I do not think anybody will inform on me. Even if
somebody does it, I do not think any students will be afraid of that. In my last uni-
versity year, that was in 1991, one of my classmates even openly demanded to with-
draw from the Communist Youth League. . . . Even though he did so, his life, in-
cluding his job after graduation, was not affected. (no. 33) 26

During the 1980s, enthusiasm for newly introduced Western philosophies
and political theories occurred repetitively on Chinese campuses,27 creating
social fevers such as “Freud fever,” “Nietzsche fever,” “Sartre fever,” “culture
fever,” and “political reform fever” (see chapter 1). By the time a fever passed,
not too many students had actually read the original works.28 In fact, most stu-
dents got to know an interesting novel or a book when some other students
reading the book in the same or a nearby room discussed their reading in a dor-
mitory conversation. Students might also get ideas from various conferences
held on campus. During the conference fever in 1988 and 1989, students in the
same or nearby dormitory rooms also frequently informed each other about
conferences and invited each other to go to them.

If intellectual elites spread their ideas by publishing student-oriented books
and holding conferences in universities, the students who were then thus sensi-
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29. Many studies conducted in China report the existence of “core members” in student dormitory
rooms (Li Guanghua 1992; Ren Jiayu 1991; Sun Xijun 1985). Students’ mutual influence was stronger in
those dormitory rooms with one or more core members. Xu and Liu (1985) take three typical dormitory
rooms to illustrate such influence. They found that in dormitory room A, where the core member was in-
terested in martial arts, the whole room stayed up late to learn martial arts and the core member and his/her
roommates became the organizers or active members of the martial arts association in the university. An-
other student in the dormitory room was very interested in problems associated with China’s reform, and
often initiated discussion on this topic. When the students reached their third year, and as the reform wave
swept the city, this student rose to become a core member. From then on, reform became a major topic and
the room collectively subscribed to the World Economic Herald. In dormitory room B, where the core member
was an academically diligent and politically conformist student, most students in that dormitory followed
suit. In dormitory C, the core member was interested in playing Chinese chess and poker. Over time, the
other students also became addicted to these games.

tized to their ideas spread them further through the dormitories. As soon as
one student in a dormitory room became interested in politically related mat-
ters, his reading would probably become a recurring topic of discussion there:

The major topic in our dormitory room was reform, . . . mainly the market econ-
omy and privatization. One student in our dormitory room strongly supported the
market economy. He read the World Economic Herald a lot. He also read many books
by Fang Lizhi and Li Yining. When he read those books, he passed these messages
to us [in the dormitory room]. We then debated. (no. 54)

Here, dormitory rooms have a convergence function. This, however, does not
mean that students would necessarily come to agree with each other. The same
informant explained: “During the debate, another student and I were strongly
against his ideas, while one student supported him. The rest were in the
middle.” However, frequent discussions of hard-to-solve social problems made
students more sensitive to a few issues, and gradually, as social problems pro-
longed or worsened, they came to some consensus on a few basic viewpoints.
In this manner, during the late 1980s more and more students came to believe
that democracy and capitalism were solutions to China’s problems.29

mobilizational functions of political control institutions

After the ideological legitimation of the regime weakened, some student control
personnel and students in universities not only resisted cooperation with the
state but also captured student control institutions to spread nonconformist
ideologies. Their efforts were often very effective because they held strategic
positions of communication in the universities.
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30. This informant later became a hunger striker, fasting at Tiananmen Square for a week during the
1989 Movement.

31. Rosen (1991a, 439).

In the past, courses in politics had been a major weapon of political social-
ization. When students no longer believed that Marxist dogmas were valid, ab-
senteeism from such courses became extremely high. In a few cases, however,
such courses actually gained in popularity; most probably, these were courses
which the teacher taught in a critical way. The impact of such classes on stu-
dents was revealed in this dramatic account:

In the second semester of the first year, we had a course called the History of the
Chinese Revolution. This is usually a political education course for the CCP. How-
ever, the teacher taught us a true history of the CCP. Why did the CCP take power?
He did not tell us the dogmas. From his own analysis, he let us know that there were
qualitative differences in the history of the CCP before and after the armed rebel-
lion. He solved many puzzles in my mind. . . . Usually for a political course such as
this, 50 percent attendance would be considered good. But when this teacher taught,
even the corridor of the classroom was filled. It was really a spectacular sight! Un-
til now many of my classmates still thought that it was he who enlightened us. Af-
ter that semester, everything seemed changed to me. I felt like a new man. It was re-
ally a process of soul reconstruction. Yet, this was a natural process. . . . We were
extremely grateful to the teacher. Once he had to move and he did not let us know.
Nevertheless, more than thirty students appeared at his apartment to offer help on
that day. (no. 67) 30

Between 1988 and early 1989, intellectual elites were spreading dissident ideas
in universities by holding conferences. I have found a strong correlation between
students’ conference attendance and their level of participation in the 1989
Movement (chapter 2). Ironically, most of these conferences were sponsored by
student control agencies such as the Youth League and the Department of
Youth. Before 1989, the Department of Youth in major Beijing universities
seldom turned down any proposed conference organized by students or intel-
lectual elites. On the contrary, in many universities the Youth League and the
Department of Youth assigned a special person to organize this type of confer-
ence. Most higher-level student control agencies did not intend to spread non-
conformist ideas; rather, they intended to use the conferences as a method for
political control. During the late 1980s, many higher-level student control cad-
res held the notion that only a free political environment on campus could pre-
vent students from going off-campus.31 As a result, some liberal intellectuals,
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32. The effort made here is only a rudimentary step toward a quantitative analysis of the issue. First,
the conclusion here only confirms a positive relation between the decline of student political control and
the level of student activism, and indicates some factors that led to such a decline. It does not exclude other
factors. For example, some universities, such as Beijing University, have a long tradition of student activism
(Chow 1967; Israel 1966). The campus subculture in universities with an activist tradition may also have
contributed to the differentiated level of student activism on Beijing campuses. Moreover, the survey data
used in the analysis may not be of high quality. Some of the questions are unclear, and the people who con-
ducted the survey may not have had formal training in questionnaire research. However, regardless of pos-
sible weaknesses, the strong and consistent results in the following analysis, together with the qualitative
evidence presented in previous sections, give us confidence in the conclusion.

33. Huigu yu Fansi (1993, 187–93). In the universities, students ran the equivalent of campus broadcast
stations. The stations relied upon extensive public address systems, in which a central station was connected
by wire to speakers around campus. Students from the two universities set up similar, and competing, pub-
lic address systems in the Square.

some students, and even some lower-level political work cadres came to spread
dissident thinking.

Quantitative Evidence

I have argued that the decline of the political control system had a great impact
on the rise of the 1989 Movement. I have also argued that the weakening of po-
litical control was mainly a result of the declining ideological legitimation of
the state and of changing channels of status attainment. In this section, I try to
test the two arguments with the available data.32

Table 4.2 shows the percentage of political work cadres who intended to con-
tinue their careers, the student enrollment, and the scale of student activism in
eight Beijing universities. Low percentages here are taken as indicating a strong
decomposition of the political control system, while high percentages imply the
opposite. Among the eight universities listed in table 4.2 Beijing University,
Beijing Normal University, and Qinghua University are coded as high student
activism universities. These three universities had “big-character posters” on
the day of Hu Yaobang’s death, and students in them staged demonstrations
and organized autonomous student unions much earlier than did students at
other universities on the list. Between early and mid-May, when all other uni-
versities started to resume classes, Beijing University and Beijing Normal were
the only two universities whose students maintained the class boycott. On the
other hand, Qinghua University and Beijing University were the only two
universities that established student-run broadcasting stations at Tiananmen
Square during the hunger strike.33 While Beijing University and Beijing Normal
University played leading roles in initiating the hunger strike during mid-May,
Qinghua University was the leading force in organizing the picket systems and
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table 4.2. The Desire of Political Work Cadres to Continue Their Work in a
University and the Level of Student Participation in That University
during the 1989 Movement

Want to
Continue 

This Work over
a Long Period Level

University of Time (X) Enrollment of Student
(College) (%) (Y) Participationa

1. Qinghua University 0 14,270 XX

2. Beijing University 12.5 12,682 XX

3. Beijing Normal 7.7 7,035 XX

4. Beijing Teacher 37.5 4,761 X

5. Beijing Steel 12.8 5,879 X

6. Capital Medical 50.0 2,115 X

7. Beijing Forestry 27.8 1,893 X

8. Northern Communication 37.5 4,318 X

Weighted mean (WM)b 14.9

WM for rows 1–3 6.3

WM for rows 4 – 8 30.3

Data sources: The student enrollment data are from Zhongguo Gaodeng Xuexiao Daquan (1989). The interview
data are from Rosen (1991a). Here, political work cadres include political instructors and higher-level 
political control cadres. Interviews were done at nine universities. Because the enrollment at an engineering
college cannot be determined, only eight universities are included. The omission does not lead to problems
because all three engineering colleges in Beijing are small colleges with lower movement participation.
aHere, XX � high student participation and X � low participation.
b In this table and in table 4.3, the weighted mean was calculated as mean � SXiYi / SYi.

34. See the June 14, 1989 issue of Guangming Daily for the list.

maintaining order at Tiananmen Square during the hunger strike. All in all,
each of these three universities contributed, on the basis of its enrollment, a
higher proportion of student leaders than did almost all of the other universi-
ties. Of the twenty-one student leaders on the most wanted list published by
the Chinese government after the military crackdown,34 Beijing University ac-
counted for seven, Qinghua University and Beijing Normal University each ac-
counted for three, and the rest of the universities listed in table 4.2 had none.

In China during the 1980s, political work cadres were normally assigned to
each entering class. Variations on class size in China were small. Therefore, 
we can assume that the number of political work cadres in a university was 
proportional to the size of that university. Thus, although we do not know the
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exact number of political work cadres in a particular university, we can estimate
its proportions by the proportion of share of student enrollment in that uni-
versity. We can estimate the average percentage of the political work cadres who
still wanted “to continue this work over a long period of time” in some uni-
versities by a weighted mean (that is, we can weigh the percentages in the sec-
ond column of table 4.2 by the proportion of student enrollment in that uni-
versity). The formula to calculate the mean is given at the end of table 4.2.

After the calculation, I found that, on average, only 14.9 percent of political
work cadres answered “yes” to the question “Do you want to continue this
work over a long period of time?” This result is itself startling. When I divided
the eight universities into two groups in terms of their level of movement partic-
ipation and estimated the weighted mean by the same method, the affirmative
answer in the higher participation group dropped to 6.3 percent, whereas in the
lower participation group it increased to 30.3 percent. In other words, activism
was much more prevalent on campuses where the political control specialists
were demoralized. This supports the first argument that lack of morale, and an
implied unwillingness to intervene in students’ dissident activities and counter
the rising tide of mobilization, in part explains differential rates of activism on
various campuses in Beijing.

Table 4.2 appears to show a strong correlation between the size of stu-
dent enrollment and the level of student activism. This, however, is a pseudo-
correlation. For example, the University of Political Science and Law, a uni-
versity not on the list, is a small university; yet it had two student leaders on
the most wanted list, and its student activism reached a level that only a few
universities in Beijing could match. A plausible explanation is that universities
with higher prestige (those universities usually having a larger enrollment) or
larger faculty in social sciences and humanities often had more Western-trained
professors, provided more contact with Western universities and foundations,
gave exposure to more novel ideas, and therefore experienced a greater decline
of political control. The University of Political Science and Law had an ex-
tremely high level of activism because it is a university which specializes in the
social sciences.

Table 4.3 lists political work cadres’ responses to factors that might have
been attributed to their unwillingness to continue their jobs and to the level of
activism in each university. All the data are from the same sources as in table
4.2. Among the four items (X1 to X4), X1 ([The work] does not receive a cor-
rect evaluation from society) measures political cadres’ understanding of other
people’s perception of the legitimacy of political work. Since a major task of
political work cadres is political education or ideological indoctrination, its
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table 4.3 Reasons Why Political Work Cadres Do Not Want to Work as Political Work-
ers for Long, and the Level of Student Participation in the 1989 Movement

Does Not
Receive Correct Fear of Cannot

Evaluation Future Develop Low
from Policy One’s Material Level

University Society (X1) Change (X2) Future (X3) Benefits (X4) of Student
(College) (%) (%) (%) (%) Participation

1. Qinghua University 100.0 53.3 6.7 6.7 XX

2. Beijing University 43.3 37.5 31.3 25.0 XX

3. Beijing Normal 60.0 56.4 28.2 10.3 XX

4. Beijing Teacher 55.0 35.0 30.0 15.0 X

5. Beijing Steel 15.4 46.2 7.7 15.4 X

6. Capital Medical 25.0 62.0 25.0 12.5 X

7. Beijing Forestry 22.2 50.0 11.1 11.1 X

8. Northern Communication 87.5 75.0 25.0 12.5 X

Weighted mean (WM): 61.0 49.5 20.3 14.1

WM for rows 1–3 70.7 48.0 20.3 14.3

WM for rows 4 – 8 43.5 52.1 20.0 13.9

Data sources: Data are from the same sources as table 4.2. Enrollment data (Y) are omitted here. Explanations that
appeared in the footnotes to table 4.2 also apply in this table. Since some respondents opted for two categories,
the totals may exceed 100 percent in some cases.

35. The original data consisted of eight statements. Items five to eight, which measured other factors
that led to political work cadres’ unwillingness to take on their jobs, were excluded. Statement five (that is,
“not suited to this work”) is excluded because while this could be one’s real feeling, it could also just be an
alibi apt to many interpretations. Very few respondents chose items six to eight. This in itself also confirms
that political and economic factors were most crucial to the demoralization of political work cadres.

value, and political work cadres’ own perception of its value, is an index of the
level of ideological legitimation of the state. X2 measures political work cadres’
concern about future policy changes (whether they worried about their future
political and economic status). It is a mixed index. X3 measures the cadres’ per-
ception of whether their own work contributed to their life chances. X4 mea-
sures the respondents’ perception of their current level of income in society.
Therefore, X2, X3 and X4 measure political work cadres’ own evaluation of
their work in terms of political as well as economic status.35

When I estimated the weighted mean percentages for each question by
the same method used in table 4.2, I obtained results that show that on average
61 percent of political work cadres did not think that their job was appreciated
by others. This is the highest percentage among the four items. If we separate
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the eight universities into the high and low student participation groups again,
the number of those who thought their work was not well appreciated by
others dropped to 43.5 percent in the low participation group, but increased to
70.7 percent in the high group. Negative feelings were much stronger among
political work cadres in high participation universities.

The next three items (X2 to X4) combined reach 83.9 percent, which indi-
cates that the loss of confidence in the future of their work, politically and eco-
nomically, was also a very important reason why leading political work cadres
refused to take their work as a career. Respondents in the low and high move-
ment participation universities, however, did not show much difference in their
response to the statements from X2 to X4. This means that while political dis-
satisfaction was much stronger among respondents in higher movement partic-
ipation universities than among those in lower ones, economic disappointment
was quite uniform across all universities. This is hardly surprising. While the
reform affected the economic situation of political work cadres in all universi-
ties, Western influences acted more strongly on high movement participation
universities. In any event, it was precisely for moral as well as for economic rea-
sons that the cadres were no longer willing to cooperate with the government.
The second argument is, therefore, confirmed.

How did this decline of political control affect the behavior of a political
worker in an actual process of student mobilization? A clue might be found in
a class director’s (no. 19) comparison of his own behavior in a student move-
ment in 1986 with his activities in the 1989 Movement. In both cases he was
asked by higher-level authorities to persuade students not to demonstrate on
the street. He cooperated in 1986. He successfully prevented students in his
class from going to the street by gathering students together before a scheduled
demonstration and teaching them how to play bridge. Yet he did nothing to
stop the students in 1989. He explained his inaction: “Teachers and students
were both living in the same society. We had only graduated a few years ear-
lier. . . . We shared similar feelings. We also discussed problems that the stu-
dents often mentioned. We, in fact, supported the students’ action.”

Conclusion

Political control in Chinese universities has primarily been based on the coop-
eration of political workers and student activists with student control agencies
at higher levels. In comparison with a secret police system, this system is more
sensitive to the level of ideological legitimation of the state, as well as to the
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synchronization of cooperative activities with the channels of status attainment
existing in the larger society. It had therefore been very effective during Mao’s
era, when the state enjoyed high ideological legitimation and when political
workers and conformist students were well positioned for status attainment.
But the system quickly weakened after 1978, when the ideological legitimation
of the state greatly declined and other channels of upward mobility opened up.

This chapter shows that after the decline of the student control system in
Chinese universities, a campus environment that had formerly extended state
control now facilitated the communication of grievances and dissident ideolo-
gies among students. During the late 1980s, even the student control system it-
self was captured by intellectual elites to spread dissident ideas. The analysis
here indicates that universities that experienced greater weakening in student
control systems were also those that had higher levels of student activism dur-
ing the 1989 Movement. In other words, the decline of the student control sys-
tem in universities did make a significant contribution to the rise and develop-
ment of the 1989 Movement.
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1. Hirschman (1970).

O N  T H E  E V E  O F  T H E  

1 9 8 9  M O V E M E N T

B
y the late 1980s, China’s economic reform had gone into a
deep crisis. Inflation and corruption hounded Chinese soci-
ety. People’s confidence in the reform was at its lowest point,

and grievances mounted. The emerging economic crisis not only
further radicalized the liberal intellectual elites but also alienated
the rest of the students and urban residents. To help one better
understand the mass support for the 1989 Beijing Student Move-
ment, I start this chapter with a discussion of the socioeconomic
environment immediately before the movement’s outbreak. Join-
ing a social movement in an authoritarian regime like China is
a high-risk activity. Most students chose to “exit” before voic-
ing their grievances politically.1 In this chapter I also argue that,
among other activities, going abroad had been a major route for
Chinese students to escape from the unhappy domestic reality,
and hence that the diminishing possibilities for going abroad at
the end of the 1980s drew students to domestic politics. As 1989
approached, the last section shows, some intellectual elites per-
sistently pushed for desired social changes—actions that con-
stituted the final episode before the rise of the 1989 Movement.
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2. Wu Ren (1990a).
3. Kristof (1990b, 35).
4. The general crime rate was reported to have increased by 26.4 percent from 1987 to 1988, with seri-

ous crime increasing by 65.7 percent (Wu Ren 1990a).
5. Almost every sector of urban population shared grievances over these problems. For example, a ques-

tion was asked in a survey carried out within Jiusanxueshe (one of the nine satellite parties in China with
membership based exclusively on senior intellectuals) Beijing branch (n � 280, return rate � 67.5 percent):
“What are the problems of current society that concern you the most?” Respondents were instructed to
choose three out of seven items. The result is that 81.2 percent chose “corruption within the Communist
Party,” 72 percent chose “the wages of intellectuals are too low,” and 55.6 percent chose “high inflation”
(Beijing Jiusanluntan 1989). Similar studies carried out in other sectors of the urban population yielded com-
parable results (Wu Ren 1990a).

6. In a survey conducted in Shanghai in 1988, people were asked to judge the following statement:
“Most people become rich by corrupt or criminal means.” Fifty-three point eight percent of the people
agreed with the statement, only 27.3 percent did not agree, and the rest gave no comment. Conclusions were

Emerging Social Crises

During the late 1980s, socioeconomic problems that had emerged during re-
form developed to a scale that affected almost every sector of the urban popu-
lation. For example, the rural reform had greatly increased agricultural produc-
tivity and had freed underemployed laborers formerly tied to the land. Even
with a great expansion of rural industry, the surplus of laborers in rural areas
was still estimated at about 200 million. Many rural laborers swarmed into big
cities looking for jobs. By October 1988 the population of migrant laborers in
Beijing had reached one million and was growing continuously.2 In Guangzhou,
capital of Guangdong province, more than 2.5 million rural laborers flooded the
city over a short period between February and March 1989.3 Such massive mi-
gration made the already overpopulated cities appear even more crowded, and
brought a huge increase in crime rates.4 In some provinces organized crime
reached such an extent that passengers on crowded public buses or even on
trains were collectively robbed by armed thugs. Many Chinese, used to a very
low crime rate, now no longer dared go outside after dark.

The social problems that had the greatest impact on the Chinese and were
most directly related to the rise of the 1989 Movement were rampant corrup-
tion, high inflation, and increasing income disparities.5 In chapter 3, I touched
on the impact that perceived income disparities had on intellectuals and stu-
dents. Most Chinese also considered the increasing income gap as mainly a
result of corruption and inflation,6 and thus these two topics deserve separate
attention.
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based on 642 valid cases out of 670 questionnaires; among these respondents, 266 were workers, 165 were
state cadres, 128 were intellectuals, and 14 were private businessmen (Xuanchuan Tongxun 1988).

7. For example, Wu and Zhang (1988) report that a bill of sale for fifty tons of steel traveled from 
one person to another five times without going outside a hotel, while the price per ton of steel went from
700 yuan to 1,500 yuan, with each middleman getting a profit of between 5,000 and 10,000 yuan on each
transaction.

8. Wu and Zhang (1988).

rampant official corruption

Poor information and commodity flows in an immature market tend to pro-
duce monopoly profits. In China during the 1980s those who had power could
have free access to such information and commodities, and hence to such
profits. This structuration was perhaps the ultimate source of the large-scale
corruption that broke out in China after the mid-1980s. For example, under the
newly introduced dual-track price system for raw materials, state enterprises
still received their yearly quota at the lower subsidized prices, but enterprises
of other sectors had to buy raw materials at the market price. Thus, those who
had access to raw materials at lower prices could make a fortune by selling
lower-priced raw materials at higher open market prices. As a result, many gov-
ernment agencies that had the power to allocate raw materials or to issue li-
censes opened companies. Individuals who had good connections with people
in those companies also started companies. Like the food chain in an ecosys-
tem, such a network of corruption can extend over several links.7 The number
of registered companies increased from 170,000 in 1986 to 400,000 by mid-1988.
Even the State Council, the highest administrative body in China, established
more than 700 companies over a similarly short period of time.8 Many new
companies had neither capital investment nor an office. The only business in
which they were involved was that of exchanging their power for money, or, in
economic terminology, “collecting rents.”

During the reform, managers of state enterprises and local government lead-
ers acquired more decision-making power. These managers and local govern-
ment officials did not however have long-term incentives to use this power for
the collective good of the state and its enterprises. Local government therefore
spent a lot of money on (often wasteful) construction projects, while enter-
prise managers spent much money for nonproductive purposes. For instance,
enterprise managers tended to increase workers’ bonuses at rates far exceeding
profit increases. They also used public money for private purposes, such as buy-
ing foreign luxury cars, traveling domestically and internationally, and holding
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9. Group consumption is the purchase of goods by state enterprises and government agencies.
10. Cherrington (1991, 122).
11. Wu Ren (1990a, 8).
12. Cang (1990, 225).

frequent banquets where they would maintain and further their own connec-
tions. Group consumption in China grew rapidly.9 Consequently, the state had
to print more money; this, in turn, became a source of high inflation.

The psychological impact of corruption was enormous. A survey indicated
that over 83 percent of urban Chinese believed that most cadres were corrupt,
and over 63 percent of cadres surveyed admitted that they had been involved
in some forms of corruption.10 Between March and May of 1989, the journal
Banyuetan (Semimonthly) conducted a survey in twenty-eight provinces, asking
respondents to rank eight social problems. The result was that 78.15 percent
chose official corruption as the issue that concerned them the most, a much
higher percentage than the next social problem of common concern—the
high inflation.11 This was understandable. High inflation gave people a great
sense of insecurity, but rampant official corruption added a sense of injustice
to their feelings. By the late 1980s, most Chinese saw state legitimation as de-
riving largely from economic and moral performance (see chapters 1 and 4).
They were thus extremely sensitive to the issue of official corruption. More
serious still was the fact that most urban Chinese believed that corruption
was something that the state could not really control. Up to the end of 1989,
after the 1989 Movement and after the government had taken strong mea-
sures against corruption, only 20.7 percent of students believed that corruption
could be effectively controlled.12

high inflation

Next only to rampant corruption in the concerns of most Chinese was the
problem of high inflation. This inflation was a combined result of the financial
deficit, the overheated economy, rampant corruption, price reforms, and the
decreasing confidence of the general public in the state. The mutual reinforce-
ment of the last two factors was especially crucial in pushing inflation up to a
rate unacceptable to most Chinese.

In 1987, facing an overheated economy, some of the more cautious members
of the government suggested economic adjustments. The suggestions were re-
jected by both Zhao Ziyang and Deng Xiaoping. Zhao Ziyang insisted:
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13. Chen Yizi (1990, 127).
14. See chapter 2 for more discussion of the issue.
15. For Deng’s support of the price reform, see Chen Yizi (1990, 125 –29) and Nathan (1990, ch. 6).
16. In the first half of 1988, total private bank savings decreased by 3.6 billion yuan (Wu Ren 1990a, 5),

even though total savings had been increasing at a two-digit level since 1978.
17. China Statistical Yearbook (1990, 226) and Selden (1993, 120).

Although there was some inflation in 1987, if we look at the industrial and agricul-
tural growth rates, at investment in capital construction, at foreign trade, or at the
rate of increase of the standard of living, the economy is still in good shape. We
should not see only trees and not the forest, and let people’s complaints about
inflation undermine our determination to reform. We must carry the reform even
deeper.13

Zhao was primarily echoing the views of his brain trust. During the late 1980s,
most of his counselors tended to overestimate people’s capacity to endure the
negative impact of economic reform, insisting that problems of reform could
only be solved by further reform. Zhao’s brain trust was also aware of the ex-
perience of Eastern European countries, where in the 1970s adjustment mea-
sures to deal with economic crises actually ended the economic reform. These
counselors had a deep-seated distrust of the state due to their past experiences
as intellectuals, even though they were now incorporated into the state elites.
They therefore also believed that any setback to reform measures would con-
stitute a conservative revival, signaling the failure of reform.14

Subsequently, calls for chuangjiageguan (to get the price right at one shot) grew
widespread; apparently even Deng Xiaoping supported the idea.15 Eventually, a
decision to establish a market-regulated price system in China within five years
was made at the Beidaihe meeting in mid-1988. Yet before the plan was released,
leaked news of it brought waves of panic cash withdrawals and panic buying all
over China.16 Many urban residents bought whatever goods were available in
stores. Some even bought rooms full of matches or toilet paper—enough for
several generations. In some cities even big department stores were emptied.
The price reform decision had to be reversed in less than two weeks—even be-
fore it was formally released—but its social impact continued to reverberate
for a long time.

As a consequence, inflation soared. As officially reported, the inflation rate
on retail prices was 7.3 percent in 1987, increased to 18.5 percent in 1988, and
came to 28 percent in the first quarter of 1989.17 Most Chinese believed that
the real figure was much higher. Their perceptions were well founded, because
inflation rates on food were disproportionately higher than on some other
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18. The inflation for non-staples such as pork, eggs, vegetables, and sugar was 30 to 60 percent in state-
run stores and even higher in the free market where state price regulations were poorly implemented.

19. Cheng Chu-yuan (1990, 3).
20. Since World War II, more and more students from underdeveloped nations have pursued higher

education in developed countries (Agarwal and Winkler 1985). The impact of this internationalization of
higher education on the socioeconomic development of the underdeveloped nations has received great at-
tention (Altbach 1991; Altbach and Wang 1989; Hayhoe 1990). Most research has focused on some unin-
tended consequences of foreign study on underdeveloped nations, such as the effects of brain drain (Adams
1968; Das 1972; Howland 1967; Rao 1979), the problem of reintegration into native societies after study-
ing abroad (Goodwin and Nacht 1986), and the political impact of foreign study on student-sending
nations (Hayhoe 1988; Zhao and Xie 1992), although in other areas, Gabaccia (1988) argues that the mas-
sive migration of Italians to the New World functioned as an important safety valve for Italian domestic
politics.

products, yet most urban families spent at least half of their income on food.18

As a result of the inflation, the early fruits of reform gradually withered. Prior
to 1978 workers spent about 60 percent of their income on food consumption.
This percentage had dropped to 42 percent by 1985. However, it rose to 55 per-
cent in 1987, and bounced back to 60 percent in 1988.19 Inflation thus became
one of the hottest topics during 1988 and 1989. That was why, during the 1989
Movement, many workers and urban residents held Mao Zedong and Zhou
Enlai’s posters in their demonstrations (chapter 6). Most of them did not ac-
tually want to return to Mao’s era, but they could not stand the current scale
of social change and the accompanying uncertainties.

Diminishing Social Buffers

The great expansion of university enrollment lowered students’ sense of elit-
ism, while the economic crisis narrowed students’ career opportunities. By the
late 1980s, students were less and less interested in classroom study, indulging
more and more in activities that ranged from preparing for the TOEFL test
so as to go abroad, to playing mah-jongg, to simply killing time (see chap-
ter 3). Going abroad had become one of the most important alternatives for
aggrieved students and thus acted as a “safety valve” for the political stability
of the regime.20 However, by the late 1980s, while more and more Chinese
students had applied to foreign universities, domestic regulations and inter-
national capacities had increasingly limited their chances of success in applica-
tion. This contributed to the grievances of students before the rise of the 1989
Movement.
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21. Since a majority of students went abroad either by applying for North American universities or for
visitor’s visas to join their spouses who were studying in North America, my analysis will mainly focus on
this population.

22. Li Tieying (1990).
23. Due to their close-knit campus life (chapters 4, 8), Chinese students develop close relationships

which last many years after university. Therefore, most students were able to answer the question.
24. The reported rate of going abroad was 7.4 percent for coastal region non-key universities and

13.1 percent for students of interior non-key universities. Since most respondents from interior non-key uni-
versities were government sponsored, the result may reflect the Chinese government’s efforts to allocate
scholarships to students and young teachers in small interior universities to enhance their academic level.

going abroad as a “safety valve”

To understand the importance of going abroad to the life of students, we need
to know how many students had gone abroad by 1989.21 According to China’s
official statistics, over 90,000 students and intellectuals had studied abroad by
1989, including over 20,000 who were privately sponsored.22 Yet these statistics
may greatly underestimate the size of this population. The government ob-
tained statistics from Chinese embassy-sponsored student associations in for-
eign countries or from various universities in China. But many privately funded
students did not join such associations and applied for their overseas studies
not from universities but from their work-units. Finally, a large number of non-
state-sponsored students for various reasons went abroad not as students but
as visitors.

To have a better estimate of the scale of the phenomenon in question, I
asked informants to report, to the best of their knowledge, the number of their
classmates who had gone abroad.23 Data obtained in Montreal were divided
into four groups under two dichotomous categories (key versus non-key, and
coastal area versus interior, universities). The result is that 35.9 percent of stu-
dents (s.e. � 4.1, n � 48) in the key national universities went abroad, a much
higher proportion than the 11.4 percent (s.e. � 1.3, n � 24) of students of non-
key universities who did so (table 5.1). On the other hand, 34.9 percent of stu-
dents from coastal area universities went abroad, which is also a higher number
than the 17.8 percent rate for students in interior universities. The highest per-
centage of students going abroad came from coastal area key national universi-
ties. In this category, the reported percentage of classmates who went abroad
reached 40.3 percent (s.e. � 5.0, n � 35). There are six cases where the reported
percentages were over 70 percent. This indicates the importance of foreign
study to the regime’s stability, since most major student protests were initiated
by students of coastal area key national universities.24 Between 1979 and 1989,
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table 5.1 Reports of Percentage of Classmates Going Abroad by Students in Different
Types of Universities

Coastal Area
Coastal and Interior

Area Interior Universities
Universities Universities Combined

Key universities:

Mean 40.3 24.1 35.9
s.e. 5.0 5.3 4.1
n 35 13 48

Non-key universities:
Mean 7.4 13.1 11.4
s.e. 1.6 1.6 1.3
n 7 17 24

Key and non-key universities combined:
Mean 34.9 17.8
s.e. 4.5 2.6
n 42 30

Note: The table includes data from my Montreal interviews and from a small-scale survey. The survey was im-
plemented to obtain information on students who entered Chinese universities in the late 1970s and early 1980s
(see fig. 3.1). The Beijing interview data were not used here because the Beijing interviews were conducted mainly
among students who were in undergraduate programs during 1989. When I conducted the interviews in 1993, this
group of students were either still bound by the five-year working prerequisites (see the text for explanation), or
had just started to enter the foreign study application process. The proportion of reported classmates gone abroad
for the Beijing group was 9.4 percent, s.e. � 2.5, n � 29.

25. Educational Statistics Yearbook of China (1989, 14).
26. See Xiao (1989).

3.82 million students graduated from universities.25 These figures give us a bet-
ter indication of the number of students who went abroad in the 1980s.

Going abroad helps to channel grievances of university graduates in several
important ways. First and foremost, it provides hope and a way of escape. In a
study of the “going abroad fever” in China, it was found that most Chinese ap-
plied for foreign study because of their economic or political dissatisfactions
with domestic reality.26 This finding is congruent with a survey conducted in
Beijing in 1990. Responding to the question “What is your view on the cur-
rent going abroad fever?” 56.5 percent of the respondents chose the item “Since
there is no future in China, it is the only alternative.” On the other hand, only
18.7 percent chose “After finishing my studies, I will return and render service
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27. Rosen (1991b, 178).
28. Two informants (nos. 10 and 18) voluntarily provided this piece of information.

to the country.” 27 A recollection by one of my informants (no. 10) shows how
students tried to escape from China immediately after the 1989 Movement:

[TOEFL centers in Beijing] started to accept the January 1990 applications for the
TOEFL test in October 1989. There was a rumor that this would be the last test
held in China. The other testing centers were already full. Qinghua center was the
only one that had not started taking applications. The scene was unforgettable.
Many people waited in line overnight simply to be registered. Yet the situation had
become so chaotic by the morning that the registration had to be canceled. Then
they decided to hold the registration at the university education bureau. . . . At least
three to four thousand people showed up. Many people came not for themselves
but for their classmates or friends to make sure that if the applicant had failed to
register, they could register for him/her. . . . Terrified by the situation, the TOEFL
center decided to let everybody register and created a new testing site at the cen-
tennial hall of Jingxi Hotel. I took my test there.

Students’ levels of eagerness to go abroad were closely related to their do-
mestic opportunities. Between the late 1980s and early 1990s, TOEFL and GRE
applicants in Beijing generally scored much higher than applicants in southern
cities like Shanghai and Guangzhou.28 The photos in figure 5.1 show two rather
representative advertisement boards in 1993: the top one at People’s University
in Beijing, and the bottom one at Fudan University in Shanghai. While boards
at People’s University were filled with advertisements from TOEFL and GRE
preparation schools, boards in Fudan were dominated by posters for dance
parties, concerts, and movie schedules. This was not a coincidence, since—as
I was told by two administrators of the TOEFL testing center in Jiaotong Uni-
versity in Shanghai—1993 was also the first year that the number of TOEFL
applicants dropped drastically in that city. Obviously, by 1993 Shanghai’s boom-
ing economy was providing students with great opportunities, whereas Beijing
could not provide enough opportunities for its students.

Most students had to spend a great amount of study time to get competi-
tive marks on TOEFL and/or GRE tests, which meant that they had much less
energy to involve themselves in other activities. Moreover, if a person feels that
he/she will leave very soon, that person will probably view his/her stay in
China as temporary and therefore become less concerned with domestic politics.
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figure 5.1. A comparison of the campus advertisement boards at People’s University, Beijing
(top), and Fudan University, Shanghai (bottom), in spring 1993. The two pictures were taken at
about a two-week interval in the spring of 1993. They show that while the campus advertise-
ment board in Beijing was still filled with ads for various TOEFL and GRE training schools, in
Shanghai the campus advertisement board was covered by announcements of dance parties,
American movies, and so on. (Photographs by the author.)
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Indeed, during the 1989 Movement the only two groups in People’s University
that did not take part in the class boycott during late April were foreign stu-
dents and students in various TOEFL preparation courses.29

In China, before being allowed to go abroad, one has to be examined by a
CCP local to determine one’s political profile. Since the early 1980s such polit-
ical examination has gradually become a formality, but its persistence means
that the authorities still have the power to withhold permission if a person is
considered a political deviant. For this reason, most TOEFL students in the
1980s tended to avoid “political troubles.” As a rather extreme example, even
student leader Shen Tong had, for a period of time before 1989, tried to stay
out of political trouble in order to get to America.30

decreasing chance of going abroad and the rise of grievances

Going abroad became increasingly difficult after the mid-1980s. Over 95 per-
cent of students sponsored by the government did not show any sign of return-
ing. As a result, the state gradually stopped sponsoring graduate students and
set more and more rules to restrict the wave of studying abroad.31 Although
in the end none of these state policies were rigorously enforced, they led stu-
dents to suspect that the state was going to change the foreign study policy.
Rumors resulting from these suspicions had a great psychological impact on
students.

More important than new domestic restrictions was the increasing diffi-
culty that Chinese students had in being accepted by North American uni-
versities. Before the early 1980s, very few Chinese students knew the procedures
for applying for admission and financial assistance at North American univer-
sities. Yet, as those who had gone abroad earlier became familiar with the ad-
missions systems, they started to help their friends or relatives in China. More
and more students became familiar with application procedures for foreign
universities and for financial assistance. Table 5.2 lists the percentages of dif-
ferent cohorts of students who learned about foreign study application proce-
dures in a given period of student life. In each column, the largest number is

29. Feigon (1990, 146 – 47) was told by a student: “I’m not going to abandon an opportunity of going
to the United States just for a chance to save China.”

30. Shen Tong (1990, 145).
31. The rule that bothered students the most concerned the work prerequisites, according to which a

bachelor’s degree holder had to work in China for at least five years, and a master’s or doctoral degree holder
for at least two years, before going abroad. See Pepper (1990, 169–70) and Zhao Dingxin (1996) for dis-
cussion of other regulations.
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table 5.2 Percentages of Different Cohorts of Students Who Learned How to Apply for
Foreign Universities in a Given Period of Student Life

Year Students Were Admitted to Universities

Time Students 
Learned to Apply a 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988

In high school 0 7 0 25 18 10 30 50 25 60

In junior university 23 15 27 12 18 50 30 37 60 20

In senior university 23 7 36 25 36 0 38 0 5 0

After graduation 46 69 36 37 27 40 0 12 10 20

Abroad 7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Sample size 13 13 11 8 11 10 13 8 20 5

Note: Part of the data in this table was from a small-scale survey conducted in Montreal in 1993 (see table 5.1).
Among the students who reported this piece of information, three were admitted into a university in 1983 and two
in 1989. Since the sample sizes for these two years are too small to detect any trend, these students were treated as
part of the 1984 and 1988 cohorts, respectively. Italic numbers indicate the highest percentage at a given stage of
student life.
aThis column indicates the time in which the informants learned how to apply for foreign study. For example,
“in senior university” means that the students learned the procedure of application for foreign universities in their
third or fourth year of university life. “After graduation” means that students acquired the knowledge after they
graduated from the university. “Abroad” means that students did not know how to apply for foreign study on
their own until they had gone abroad.

32. After the late 1980s even the coastal area elite middle school students started to apply for fellow-
ships for undergraduate studies in North American universities. As Jin (1993) reports, among 99 graduates
from a key middle school in Shanghai, 27 students refused to take domestic entrance examinations because
they had already taken TOEFL and GRE and were preparing to go abroad.

33. Xiao (1989, 141).
34. China International Examinations Coordination Bureau (1990).

italicized to show when most students became knowledgeable about the appli-
cation procedures. For example, it shows that while 46 percent of students 
who entered university in 1978 learned the ropes of application procedures
only after their graduation from the university, 60 percent of those who en-
tered the university in 1988 had become familiar with the routine in their high
school years.32

The trend was reflected in the number of students who took the TOEFL
test. In Beijing, 285 students took the test in 1981, 2,500 in 1983, and 5,000
in 1985; the number then rocketed to 18,000 in 1986, and to around 35,000
in 1988.33 Beijing had the first TOEFL testing center in 1981. By 1989, Beijing 
had seventeen testing centers.34 Even this scale of development could not
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35. National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics (1989, 1993).
36. Xiao (1989).
37. Xuanchuan Tongxun (1988).
38. Ibid.
39. Altbach (1991, 313).

satisfy growing demands. In the late 1980s, TOEFL test applicants in Beijing
had to line up in front of a testing center overnight just to get an applica-
tion form.

Chinese students became by far the fastest growing community in North
American universities. In the United States alone, their numbers increased from
2,770 in 1980 to 33,390 in 1989, multiplying by over twelve times. In compari-
son, the total number of foreign students in the United States increased only
24 percent in the same period.35 The scale of increase in the number of Chinese
students was very impressive in itself, but it was dwarfed each year by the ex-
ponential increase in the absolute number of Chinese applicants. Almost all of
the non-state-sponsored Chinese applicants required full financial assistance.
After 1986 the Chinese government started to grant only one-year scholarships
to government-sponsored students studying in North American universities
(which means that they also needed financial assistance a year after). North
American graduate schools faced increasing difficulty in accepting more Chi-
nese students, even though many of them had impressive academic records. In
any event, by the end of the 1980s, more and more students had experienced and
been frustrated by repeated rejections by foreign universities or in the visa
offices of destination countries.36

In 1988, when the Japanese government restricted the entry of Chinese
students to Japan’s language schools, riots and demonstrations immediately
took place at the Japanese Consulate in Shanghai.37 Similarly, in 1989, when
the Australian government limited entry for language school applicants, sit-ins
and demonstrations went on for weeks in front of the Australian Consulate
in Shanghai.38 Although some language school applicants were not university
graduates, the intense desire to go abroad and the feelings of frustration could
easily be observed. During the 1980s, rumors about students protesting in front
of foreign embassies and about conflicts between students and visa officers
could be frequently heard; the above examples are cases that I saw reported in
an internally circulated official publication.

However, the students’ main discontent was not with foreign embassies. Al-
though experts consider China’s foreign study policies to be “fairly liberal,” 39

most Chinese students did not perceive them that way. In Beijing University,
when students were asked “What is your view regarding the current policy of
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40. Rosen (1991b, 179).
41. Beside my own interviews, the major data sources for this section are from Leng and Miao (1989),

Oksenberg, Sullivan, and Lambert (1990), Wu Ren (1990a), and Wushitian de Huigu yu Fansi (1989).
42. For the new authoritarian versus liberalism debate in English sources, see Zhao Dingxin (1994) and

Rosen and Zou (1990 –91).
43. Most petitions by members of intellectual elites at the time emphasized these historical events.

sending students abroad?” 80.2 percent thought that it was unreasonable or ex-
tremely unreasonable, whereas only 5.4 percent considered it reasonable.40 It is
noteworthy that this survey was conducted in 1990, when most students in the
university were still experiencing the trauma of the military crackdown. How-
ever, students already had a critical attitude towards the government’s regula-
tion of foreign studies before 1989. One of my informants (no. 22) claimed that
a major reason Li Peng was so unpopular among students was that many re-
strictions on foreign studies were set when Li was in charge of the Higher Edu-
cation Commission. Facing repeated rejections, students shifted their atten-
tions back to the unhappy Chinese reality.

The Turbulent Wind before a Mountain Storm 41

Before the 1989 Movement, intellectual elites had two diagnoses of China’s
socioeconomic crisis. A few of them located the root of the problem in the
weakness of the government and advocated a “new authoritarianism.” The
majority of intellectual elites and radical students saw the origin of the crisis
in a lack of political reform and advocated democratization.42 Both groups,
however, viewed the state’s economic adjustment policy as a sign of the revival
of the conservative faction within the government, and both believed that
problems of reform could only be solved by further reform. The year 1989 also
coincided with the anniversaries of three historical events that had had a great
impact on modern China. It had been two hundred years since the French
Revolution, seventy years since the May 4th Movement, and forty years since
the founding of the People’s Republic. Intellectual elites and students wanted
to mark this symbolic moment.43 Without much coordination, dissident activ-
ities, including conferences and salons, big-character posters, and small-scale
demonstrations and petitions, mushroomed from 1988 into 1989. These activi-
ties eventually led to the 1989 Movement. Let us now examine how intellectual
elites and radical students orchestrated the prelude to the largest student move-
ment in history.

05-C1513  1/17/01  3:20 PM  Page 136



o n  t h e  e v e  o f  t h e  1 9 8 9  m o v e m e n t  137

44. These study groups thus functioned as what McCarthy and Zald (1973) call “transitory teams” in
the movement’s initial mobilization, even though they failed to take control of the movement.

45. The petition movement also involved people from Taiwan, Hong Kong, the United States, and
some other nations.

46. Wu Ren (1990a); Leng and Miao (1989, 1–15).

student organizations and study groups

We already know, from chapter 2, that political conferences were frequently
held on Beijing campuses before the rise of the 1989 Movement. Besides the
conferences, small-scale study groups among students also formed on major
campuses.44 The most famous of these was Wang Dan’s Democracy Salon and
its precursor the Caodi Salon (the Salon on the Lawn) organized by Liu Gang.
Many members of the intellectual elites, including Fang Lizhi, Li Shuxian, Xu
Liangying, and Wu Zuguang, held talks in the salon. Even the American am-
bassador and his wife participated in one of their gatherings. Salons and study
groups trained many student activists and were the major organizational base
for the coming student movement. Many of the student leaders at Beijing Uni-
versity, such as Wang Dan, Liu Gang, Feng Congde, Yang Tao, Xiong Yan, and
Guo Haifeng, were either active participants or organizers at the Caodi Salon
and the Democracy Salon. Several of my informants, all active participants of
the 1989 Movement, were frequent patrons of these two salons.

the petition movement

In 1989 the intellectual elites assumed a more active role in laying the ground-
work for the coming movement. One of their actions was to petition Deng
Xiaoping and other state leaders to urge amnesty for all political prisoners. The
petition movement was initiated on January 6, 1989, when Fang Lizhi wrote an
open letter to Deng Xiaoping suggesting the release of all political prisoners,
including Wei Jingsheng, to mark the fortieth anniversary of the founding of
the People’s Republic, the seventieth anniversary of the May 4th Movement,
and the two-hundredth anniversary of the French Revolution. More and more
intellectual elites joined in this petition movement.45 The following lists a few
major petitions, later actions often being in support of the earlier ones:46

February 13: Bei Dao and thirty-two other people write a letter to the Na-
tional People’s Congress and the CCP to recommend amnesty, especially for
Wei Jingsheng and other political prisoners, on the fortieth anniversary of the
founding of the People’s Republic and the seventieth anniversary of the May 4th
Movement.
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February 16: Chen Jun holds a press conference in Beijing with foreign jour-
nalists. He releases the letter by Fang Lizhi and the letter by Bei Dao and the
thirty-two other intellectuals.

February 19: Chen Jun, in the presence of foreign journalists, announces the
establishment of the petition liaison center for the release of Wei Jingsheng.

February 26: Zhang Xianyang, Li Honglin, and forty-one others write 
a letter to the CCP Central Committee to ask for the release of all political
prisoners.

March 8: Beijing University and some other universities post a letter by Xu
Liangying and forty-one other intellectuals to urge the state to avoid further
political tragedies in China and to release all political prisoners.

March 24: Beijing University and some other universities post a letter by
Dai Qing and forty-two other intellectuals to the National People’s Congress
to ask for amnesty to prisoners, especially Wei Jingsheng, on the fortieth an-
niversary of the founding of the People’s Republic.

These letters repeatedly mention the fortieth anniversary of the People’s
Republic, the seventieth anniversary of the May 4th Movement, and the two-
hundredth anniversary of the French Revolution. They strongly suggested to
students and to the general public that 1989 was an unusual year that one should
not let pass by quietly.

protest activities prior to the 1989 movement

Because of the worsening economic situation of intellectuals and students, and
of the country as a whole, student protests repeatedly broke out in universities
after 1986. Table 5.3 lists some major protest activities prior to 1989, selected on
the basis of the scale of the activities as well as of their impact on later student
movements.47 The protests can be grouped into two blocks, separated by the
Anti-Bourgeois Liberalization Campaign of 1987. The first wave of student
protests started in September 1985. It was triggered by the Japanese govern-
ment’s intention to commemorate the “Mukden Incident” of 1931, which
marked the beginning of its annexation of China’s Dongbei region. In the dem-
onstrations students called for a boycott of Japanese goods, accusing the gov-
ernment of “selling its soul” with its open-door policy and of doing business

47. All the student protests are also described by Cherrington (1991, chs. 4 and 6). In addition, Schell
(1988) discusses the major student demonstrations before 1987. Wu Ren (1990a) depicts the shining shoes
protest and the Chai Qingfeng incident.

05-C1513  1/17/01  3:20 PM  Page 138



o n  t h e  e v e  o f  t h e  1 9 8 9  m o v e m e n t  139

table 5.3 Major Student Movements, 1985 through 1988, and Their Targets

Place Time Started Major Targets

Beijing Sept. 18, 1985 Anti-Japanese; critical to various reform policies.

Hefei Dec. 4, 1986 Poor food quality in university; against the manipulation of election in
the local People’s Congress; more democracy.

Shanghai Late Nov. 1986 Initiated as a protest against the arrest and beating of students after
many students danced on the stage with the American surf-rock band
Jan and Dean in the city’s 18,000-seat Stadium. Gradually shifted to
democracy and other issues when the news of the Hefei demonstration
arrived at Shanghai in December.

Beijing Dec. 23, 1986 Democracy was the main issue.

Student movements were interrupted by the Anti–Bourgeois Liberalization Campaign and the resignation 
of Hu Yaobang.

Beijing April–June 1988 Shoe shining protest and Chai Qingfeng incident; elitist sentiment.

Beijing April–June 1988 Against rampant corruption and high inflation; demand for democracy.

48. See Cherrington (1991, 78 –79) for more details of this movement.
49. It is reported that 210 student protests and over 1,100 wall posters appeared on Beijing campuses in

1988 (Ren Yanshen 1990, 127).

with anyone.48 A few months later, however, the center of activism shifted to
Hefei and Shanghai and the main issue of the movement shifted to democracy.

The second wave started in April through June 1988.49 During the first meet-
ing of the Seventh National People’s Congress, students at Beijing University
posted a big-character poster that read “Academics are useless, and shining
shoes can also serve the people.” Afterwards, a few Beijing University students
repeatedly went to Tiananmen Square and declared that they wanted to “shine
shoes” for deputies of the congress in order to make a living. Meanwhile more
big-character posters appeared at Beijing University. Many of them called on
students to make a living by manual labor (shengchan zijiu). Less than two months
after these activities were stopped by the police and university authorities, Chai
Qingfeng, a Beijing University graduate student, was killed during a row at a
snack bar near the campus by some “unemployed youths.” That “unemployed
youths” dared to brawl with and kill a graduate student was treated by students
as an indication of their declining status in society. Demonstrations broke out
immediately. The government responded swiftly. To satisfy the students, the
university set up a memorial hall and held a highly elaborate ceremony for the
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50. For example, one of my informants (no. 60) reported that he and a few of his friends ran a politi-
cal salon and organized demonstrations prior to 1989. During the 1989 Movement he tried to make the
movement confrontational from the very beginning. He also had very close relations with young intellec-
tual elites in Beijing. Once, when he felt that the targets of the movement as indicated by the slogans and
the big-character posters were too diffuse, he went to a young intellectual for suggestions. The young in-
tellectual told him to try to narrow their claims to ten Chinese characters, those for: democracy, freedom,
science, rule of law, and human rights.

51. According to the informants, Liu Gang—an organizer of the Caodi Salon—had been a major
agitator during the Chai Qingfeng incident.

victim. Within forty hours of the incident, six suspects were arrested. Their ar-
rest was broadcast on TV and the suspects were pronounced guilty even before
a trial. Very quickly, one of the six was executed and the others were given long
sentences. At the same time, the state put policemen on maximum alert on all
the main roads leading to Tiananmen Square and repeatedly warned students
to restrain themselves. It was only by these measures that the students’ agita-
tion subsided.

The general sentiment expressed in these protest activities was elitist rather
than democratic. During the Chai Qingfeng incident, for example, no students
questioned the legal procedure involved in sentencing the six suspects, who
supposedly had rights equal to those of the students. Yet both waves of protests
ended with demands for democracy. This had a lot to do with the existence of
intellectual elites and radical students. During the quiet times they organized
various study groups, salons, and conferences to spread nonconformist ideas.
At moments of social activism, they wrote big-character posters to link various
“social ills” with the lack of democracy. This active core also provided the
organizational base and leadership for the student movement.50 Many protest
activities failed to concentrate on political issues only because they failed to
direct the mood of students to their ends. As a leader of the 1989 Movement
recalled (no. 69): “The Chai Qingfeng incident was an aborted student move-
ment. . . . We were very excited when it started, but things did not turn our way.
We were very sad and depressed.” 51

By early 1989, small-scale campus protests became even more frequent. For
example, on March 1, a big-character poster entitled “Down with Deng—A
Memorandum to the Whole Nation” appeared at Beijing University as well as
other universities. It argued that “communist politics equals empty talk, the
power of the mighty, authoritarianism, arbitrariness, and power greater than the
law. Therefore, party domination and the Four Cardinal Principles must be
abolished.” On April 13, Wang Dan and some other students in Beijing Uni-
versity spread some leaflets which stated that China was once again at a cross-
roads, that it could either go back to the dark and ignorant old authoritarian
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system or march toward a free, democratic, egalitarian, and fraternal new world.
But the power to make a choice did not belong to the government or its leaders,
it only belonged to the people. On the same day, another letter from the “Stu-
dent Union of Guangxi University,” entitled “Calling upon the Attention of
Students of all the Universities,” appeared in Beijing as well as on university
campuses in many other cities. It claimed that China had entered a most criti-
cal and dangerous period and called on students “to learn from their fellow stu-
dents seventy years ago and to march in the street and to Tiananmen Square”
on May 4.

At this moment, that is, on April 15, Hu Yaobang, the former general secre-
tary of the CCP, died of a heart attack. Hu’s sudden death was significant to
students and intellectuals in several ways. First, he was considered by most in-
tellectuals and students as the most outspoken and reform-minded leader
within the highest echelons of the CCP. Secondly, Hu had lost power in 1987
in part because of his soft attitude toward the 1986 Student Movement. Many
students still felt sorry that their early movement activities had actually brought
down a reform-minded leader. Third, Hu was widely respected for his austere
lifestyle and as a disciplined father whose children had never been involved in
corrupt commercial activities. Fourth, there was also a widespread rumor that
Hu suffered his heart attack during a Politburo meeting in a dispute with Li
Peng in which he urged an increase in state education expenditures. Li Peng was
viewed as a conservative figure in the foreign and Hong Kong media and in
Chinese rumor circles. This also added a sense of martyrdom to Hu’s sudden
death. Finally, by the time of Hu’s death, he was still one of the seventeen mem-
bers of the CCP Politburo and thus a top state leader. Since to mourn a top
state leader is a legitimate action, to start a social movement at Hu’s death
greatly lowered the possibility of immediate repression.

Antithetical couplets and big-character posters appeared in major universi-
ties on the day of Hu’s death. The contents of the big-character posters were
initially centered on memorials for Hu but soon extended to other issues. Only
two days later, on April 17, the first wreath from the University of Political Sci-
ence and Law arrived at Tiananmen Square. On the same evening, students at
Beijing University marched off the campus. The 1989 Movement had begun.
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A  B R I E F  H I S T O R Y  O F  T H E  

1 9 8 9  M O V E M E N T

B
efore analyzing how state-society relations contributed to
the development of the 1989 Beijing Student Movement, we
need to know more precisely how the movement unfolded.

To this end, this chapter offers a narrative of the movement,
chronologically arranged into four major sections which cor-
respond to the movement’s major periods. This narrative does
more, however, than just give a general description of the move-
ment. It highlights a few major events and issues that were im-
portant to the development of the movement but that neverthe-
less have not received enough attention in previous writing. Also,
since the next four chapters focus on the events in their struc-
tural aspect, this chapter pays particular attention to the con-
tingencies that also shaped the 1989 Movement. Most of the
contingent factors and activities discussed here—Hu’s sudden
death, the three students kneeling in Tiananmen Square, the
conflict and lack of communication among student activists be-
fore the hunger strike, the hunger strike, and the arrival of large
numbers of students from other cities in Beijing—were signifi-
cant only in the context of a particular state-society relationship.
Yet their contingent occurrences did have a significant impact on
the trajectory of the movement.
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1. See Polletta (1998) and Tilly (1994).

To avoid repetitiveness, I do not give lengthy accounts here of events cov-
ered in the analytical chapters. For example, I do not go into government and
media responses to the movement because I deal with them in chapters 7 and
10, respectively, and I do not elaborate on the April 27 demonstration since
I discuss it in chapter 8. Also, I do not pretend to present a complete histori-
cal account; I center the narrative on a few activities that became important
to the later development of the movement, while omitting many other com-
peting movement activities. I hope this choice will not give the impression that
the dynamics of the movement were shaped by the activities of a few well-
organized elite students. In fact, as can be seen in this and the following chap-
ters, even the activities of radical student activists were often spontaneously
initiated.

A word is in order about “spontaneity,” a term that will frequently appear
in my description of the 1989 Movement. I do not use this word because my
informants used it to characterize their experience through a sort of moraliz-
ing “historical memory.” 1 In fact, they seldom used it. In the interviews, I asked
the informants to focus on their personal experiences and activities during the
movement. Most informants followed this instruction, and when they gave
general comments that extended beyond personal experiences and activities,
I did not give those comments much credence. Rather, I use the word “spon-
taneity” analytically, to capture the individual or small-group-based nature of
their activities in relation to the movement as a whole. My choice is based on
the following observations (or carries the following connected meanings). First,
the movement was initiated by many individuals and small groups through in-
dependent actions and mutual influences without a general coordination. Sec-
ond, during the movement many independent or semi-independent activities
competed for significance. These movement activities were thus situated in a
highly competitive environment, where the domination of certain activities in
the movement was determined more by a particular activity’s power to move
unorganized audiences than by the motivation of actors. Third, the movement
saw the emergence of many organizations and leaders. None of its organiza-
tions had a prehistory, however, and none of its leaders were elected by a rea-
sonable number of movement participants via a recognized procedure. There-
fore, the leaders of the organizations did not really respect each other, or even
the organizations they supposedly led; the movement participants did not re-
spect the organizations and the leaders; and organization leadership changed
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2. For example, as a student leader told me (no. 69), the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union changed
its leadership at least seven times in only the first few weeks of its existence.

3. For a memoir in English, see Shen Tong (1990).
4. Wu Ren (1990b).

very frequently during the course of the movement.2 Fourth, when I read the
personal accounts which the student leaders gave in my interviews and in pub-
lished memoirs,3 I found many of them were in the form “I walked down the
road and saw X (or, I woke up in the morning and thought of Y ), and then I
decided to do Z.” In other words, many of their activities represented sponta-
neous and individualistic responses to events rather than conscious decisions
arrived at collectively by their organizations. Finally, through the narrative and
analysis in this and the following chapters, I want to show that because of the
students’ massive grievances and the social ecology of the campus and Tianan-
men Square, while the leaders and organizations that emerged during the move-
ment could usually effectively stage radical movement activities, such leaders and
organizations were absolutely unable to exercise effective control over the move-
ment. Whenever movement leaders or organizations wanted to make strategic
moves rather than take more radical actions, they were immediately marginal-
ized. In other words, the leaders and organizations that emerged during the
movement had only a unidirectional effectiveness vis-à-vis the movement. Although
I cannot present all the evidence that I have collected in this regard, much of
the material in this chapter certainly illustrates this unidirectional effectiveness.
In fact, the second part of this book is in great measure intended to reveal and
analyze the origin and impact of the movement’s unidirectional nature.

The Rise of the Movement

On April 15, 1989, Hu Yaobang died of heart attack. Hu had been pushed to re-
sign from the CCP general secretary position in 1987, in part because of his le-
nient attitude toward a smaller scale student movement in 1986. After his res-
ignation Hu became a widely respected figure among students and intellectuals.
Although a few students and intellectuals had been preparing the movement
long before Hu’s sudden death, that event certainly provided an ideal occasion
on which to start a movement (chapter 5).

At Beijing University, about eighty posters appeared on the evening of 
Hu’s death.4 Most of these mourned his passing, but a few also attacked the
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5. The following are two examples of posters that appeared at Beijing University on the day of Hu’s
death: “Incompetent government, corrupted society, dictatorship, and depreciation of intellectuals: this is
our society, the reality, and our tragedy!” “Our demand: dismiss the incompetent government, overthrow
autocrats, establish a democratic state, and found our society on education.”

6. Wu Ren (1990b, 35).
7. Zhang Boli (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 50 –51).

government.5 The content of the posters changed quickly over the following
days. By April 19, most of the 570 posters that had appeared on the 31 university
campuses in Beijing had themes centered on free press, free association, politi-
cal democracy, and official corruption.6

The first demonstration started at noon on April 17, when about 600 young
teachers and students from the University of Political Science and Law went to
Tiananmen Square to lay a wreath for Hu. Knowing that these other students
had already demonstrated in the streets, students in Beijing University marched
to the Square that same evening, arriving early the next morning. However,
most students had no idea of the specific purpose of this demonstration. For
example, before they arrived Zhang Boli asked Wang Dan about the purpose
of this demonstration (both later became major leaders of the movement), and
Wang Dan replied: “I do not know either. It is you guys who initiated this.”7

Zhang said: “Then we should set several demands.” Zhang suggested three:
reevaluation of Hu Yaobang, press freedom, and an increase in educational ex-
penditures. After they stopped at the Monument to the People’s Heroes, a stu-
dent named Guo Haifeng stood up and asked for more suggestions, and even-
tually seven demands emerged:

(1) reevaluate Hu Yaobang, especially in relation to his prodemocratic
views;

(2) renounce the [1987] Anti–Bourgeois Liberalization Campaign and
the [1983] Anti– Spiritual Pollution Campaign, and rehabilitate all the
people prosecuted in these campaigns;

(3) reveal the salaries and other wealth of government leaders and their
families;

(4) allow the publication of nonofficial newspapers and stop press censor-
ship;

(5) raise the wages of intellectuals and increase government educational
expenditures;

(6) turn down the “Ten Provisional Articles Regulating Public Marches
and Demonstrations” promulgated by the Beijing municipal govern-
ment; and
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8. A literal translation of qihong is “gathering together to create a disturbance.”
9. In fact, a carnival-like spirit was common in other student movements in China during the 1980s. Li

Xinhua (1988, 15) observed a student demonstration in Shanghai in 1986: “On December 19, three thousand
students from Jiaotong University marched to the People’s Square. I followed them. They walked with
a cheerful mood, just like in a spring outing. They chatted with each other on the way on topics totally
irrelevant to their demonstration and cheered when some of their actions received attention from 
bystanders.”

10. The police’s strategy was to first surround a group of people and then discharge them by opening
an outside circle. Those who were left out of the circle gradually went home. The whole process went on
peacefully.

(7) provide objective news coverage of the student demonstration in offi-
cial newspapers.

At this stage, however, only a few students actively participated in the move-
ment. Many joined demonstrations to get away from classroom studies that
bored them and to enjoy the carnival-like spirit. A student from People’s Uni-
versity (no. 14) described his first experience of a demonstration:

I remember it was April 19. . . . I saw many students marching. . . . I asked a female
student what they were doing. She told me that they were demonstrating. At this
point, I knew that the student movement had started. I followed them by bicycle.
Many people were qihong on the way.8 [For example], when students chanted “down
with official corruption,” a few people on the street shouted back “we support
you!” Then we laughed together. The whole situation made me very excited.9

A few days later, however, the festival spirit gave way to a militant mood.
Here rumors played a crucial role. In the early period of the movement, stu-
dents were effectively mobilized by rumors centered on Li Peng’s failed prom-
ise to meet students after Hu’s state funeral and on police brutality around the
Xinhua Gate.

the xinhua gate incident

After April 17, many protest activities were centered on the Xinhua Gate, in-
side which the CCP Central Committee and State Council are located. Out-
side, students shouted slogans attacking government leaders and demanded
dialogue with them. Some of them threw bottles and shoes at the policemen
who guarded the gate. The police tried to restore order in front of the gate
several times.10 Finally, in the early morning on April 20, after several hours of
efforts at evacuation, only about 200 students remained; these refused to go.
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11. For details, see the last section of the introduction.
12. In chapter 10, I will explain why people wanted to believe in unfounded rumors even though the

government’s versions of events were sometimes more accurate.

Policemen dragged the students into a big bus and sent them back to Beijing
University. There were skirmishes during the process. However, back at the
university some of students held up bloodstained clothes and angrily shouted
slogans. The whole event was labeled by students as the Xinhua Gate Bloody
Incident (Xinhuamen Canan). Rumors about police brutality and arrests spread
immediately.

The government denied the accusations. Through the media, it claimed that
the blood was from some students who cut themselves accidentally when they
smashed the windows of the moving bus. Although the evidence that I have
collected shows that the government’s account could be true,11 most students
believed that the police did in fact brutally beat their fellows and that the gov-
ernment was lying about the incident. This is how a student from Beijing Uni-
versity recalled her personal feeling after the news of police brutality (no. 30):

I was never interested in politics. . . . When Hu Yaobang died, a lot of antithetical
couplets and posters appeared at the Triangle. I read them with great pleasure be-
cause I was unhappy about the general situation at the time, but I still went to class
and did not join any movement activities. . . . In the early morning of April 20, I
saw several students with blood on their faces and big-character posters in their
hands rushing to the Triangle. Students had been beaten by policemen! This made
us very angry. Demonstration is a constitutional right. The students just wanted to
raise some objections to the government. Yet, they beat us when we went to dem-
onstrate. We were greatly annoyed. I went to demonstrate on that same day and
joined the class boycott.

After the Xinhua Gate Incident, a few universities started a class boycott,
more demonstrations took place, and students became highly mobilized.12

hu yaobang’s state funeral

The government planned a state funeral for Hu Yaobang for April 22, at the
Great Hall of the People, west of Tiananmen Square. However, to block the
students from entering the Square, the Beijing municipal government an-
nounced on April 21 that the Square would be sealed off to minimize traffic
during the funeral. On the same day, an announcement by “The Provisional
Action Committee of Beijing Universities” appeared on many campuses. It
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13. Qiuhou suanzhang literally means “to square accounts after the autumn harvest.” It is used here to re-
fer to the government’s possible revenge taking after the movement’s end.

asked students to meet at Beijing Normal University and march to the Square
to participate in Hu’s funeral.

Students from over twenty universities gathered at Beijing Normal. They
left for Tiananmen Square at around 10 :00 p.m. and picked up students from
some other universities along the way. One of my informants estimated that
around 50,000 students joined the march, not including students and Beijing
residents who were already in the Square. After they arrived, a young teacher
from the University of Political Science and Law went to various universities
and asked them to send someone to have a coordination meeting. Between
twenty and thirty representatives gathered in a corner of the Monument to the
People’s Heroes and discussed what demands they should make of the govern-
ment. My informant (no. 60) suggested three. The government should (1) guar-
antee the safety of students in the Square, (2) allow students to send their dele-
gates to attend Hu Yaobang’s funeral, and (3) promise never to qiuhou suanzhang
with students.13 The rest of the students agreed.

At about 4 :00 a.m. on April 22, policemen arrived at the Square and lined
up between the students and the Great Hall of the People. A government
officer went to the students and asked them to move back to the Monument to
the People’s Heroes to yield some space for the buses and cars of those who
were invited to the state funeral. My informant (no. 60) rejected the demand.
He told the officer: “They come for the funeral. We are staying here for the
same purpose. We all want to pay our last respects to Yaobang, but we, over a
hundred thousand students, have been sitting on the ground overnight. We are
no less sincere than those who come here by car. I am unable to persuade stu-
dents to leave just for them to park their cars here.” The informant then raised
the three demands. The officer replied, after a while, “Your safety is guaranteed.
As long as there are no major accidents on the students’ side, the government
will not interfere. As to sending student delegates to attend the funeral, we can’t
decide. That the government will not qiuhou suanzhang with the students, I can
guarantee now. Of course, my guarantee may not be useful, but I will forward
the message for you.”

The negotiation went on for quite a while. At about 6:00 a.m. the officer
suggested that students send a delegation to talk inside the Great Hall of
the People. Five students went in; at this point the third demand was changed
to “The government should make an unbiased report on the Xinhua Gate
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14. The fishnet symbolizes the heavy control of the Chinese state, from which the people (the fish) are
desperately trying to free themselves.

Incident.” Some student activists and young teachers, wanting to make a ges-
ture of good faith, led students back to the Monument to the People’s Heroes
as the officer required.

At 7:15 a.m. the five representatives received a five-part formal reply from the
Office of the Hu Yaobang Funeral Service saying that: (1) Hu Yaobang’s funeral
ceremony will be broadcast live to students; (2) the buses for those who attend
Hu’s funeral will not block the view of students; (3) students’ safety is guaran-
teed as long as students do not become highly disordered; (4) the Office has no
authority to decide whether to allow students to send their own delegates to
the funeral but will raise the issue with higher-level authorities; (5) the “Xinhua
Gate Incident” is beyond the jurisdiction of the Office, but the students’ de-
mands in that regard will also be reported to the higher-level authorities. The
student representatives were satisfied with the reply.

Before the five representatives had received this formal reply, however, my
informant (no. 60) became impatient. He shouted that “the three demands are
non-negotiable. If they are not met, I am going to bring students university by
university to the original place every ten minutes starting from seven o’clock.”
When the time came, the informant led students from the University of Polit-
ical Science and Law in a rush toward the police lines. As soon as they moved
forward, the police retreated. Seeing that nothing happened, my informant and
a few students brought all the students to their original position, disregarding
the other activists’ attempts to prevent them.

After a while, a long corridor about five to seven meters in width was formed
between the students and police. The corridor became a giant stage for any
students who wanted to express themselves. There were always some students
shouting slogans, raising demands, and giving speeches in the corridor.

The funeral started at 10:00 a.m. and proceeded for an hour. Many students
did not treat the ritual seriously. My informant (no. 60) noted that quite a few
students were enjoying popsicles when the dirge was sounded. Students did not
go away after the funeral. Many competing activities went on simultaneously.
In one corner of the Square, for example, one could see some students paint a
fishnet on a giant cloth and then rip apart the cloth with scissors and their bare
hands, crying emotionally all the while.14 At the same time, synchronized voices
from a distance gradually became dominant. One could hear waves of voices
from different directions shouting chants, such as “Make a decision Beijing
University! Make a decision Beijing University!” “Sit down students in the
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front! Sit down students in the front!” “Dialogue! Dialogue!” “Come out Li
Peng! Come out Li Peng!” and “Send our wreaths inside! Send our wreaths in-
side!” Observing more carefully, one could also see many individual actions.
For example, at one point, my informant (no. 60) became so angry that he even
hit himself in the face, bloodying his visage. The students became increasingly
emotional as the event moved on in this manner.

Among numerous competing activities, two not only attracted most stu-
dents’ attention but also shaped the further development of the movement.
One was the kneeling of three students in front of the Great Hall of the People,
and the other was a speech made by Wuer Kaixi, a student from Beijing Nor-
mal University.

At about 11:40 a.m., the students asserted that while they had now dropped
all the original demands, they still wanted to have a dialogue with Premier Li
Peng. After about twenty minutes, there was no sign that Li Peng was going to
come out. At this point, several student representatives were allowed to pass the
police line to hand in a petition. However, when they arrived at the stairs of the
Great Hall of the People, three of them—Zhou Yongjun, Guo Haifeng, and
Zhang Zhiyong—knelt down, with Wuer Kaixi standing alongside. Holding
the petition over their heads, the three students were crying and begging to see
Li Peng. Several government officials tried to receive the petition, but the three
students refused. They insisted that Li Peng must come out to get the petition
himself.

After a while, Wuer Kaixi stood up with a big electronic amplifier in hand
and said “I am Wuer Kaixi. I am Wuer Kaixi,” repeating the same sentence un-
til students gradually calmed down. Then he continued: “Today, our students
have stayed in the Square for over ten hours without taking food. What do we
want? We have thought of many things, but now we have only one thought and
demand: that is, to beg o-u-r Premier to come out and talk with us even if it is
for only one sentence.”

Wuer then said, as if begging: “Our premier, why do you still not come out?”
The students’ emotions were boiling. The whole Square echoed with: “Come
out Li Peng! Come out Li Peng!” “Dialogue! Dialogue!” Students rushed to-
ward the police. The police and students were pushing each other back and
forth. The whole situation became almost uncontrollable. Then Wuer Kaixi
stood out again. He asked students to calm down and announced that Li Peng
would see them in fifteen minutes. The three representatives still knelt there
and students were waiting, but Li did not come out as Wuer had said he would.
Now every student felt greatly insulted. Students shouted: “Come back repre-
sentatives! Come back representatives!” Some students even shouted “Down
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15. Shen Tong (1990, 172).
16. Wagner (1990, 52).

with Li Peng!” Many cried like babies. The students left greatly disappointed,
many vowing a class boycott as they returned to their universities.

the emergence of student movement organizations

Movement organizations now began to emerge. To be sure, these were very
weak organizations, with no grassroots membership. The first was formed at
Beijing University on the evening of April 19, when Wang Dan and a few oth-
ers held a “democracy salon” at the Triangle. Around 1,000 students were in the
area. At the meeting they discussed the failures of past student movements. At-
tributing these failures to the lack of organizations to lead the movement, they
decided to establish a Beijing University Autonomous Student Union Prepara-
tory Committee. On that day, as Shen Tong has recalled, “anyone who had the
courage to get up, give his name, his major, and what class he was in” auto-
matically became a leader of the organization.15

Several major universities followed step in the next few days. Yet in most
cases the autonomous student unions formed without even an open meeting.
In Beijing Normal University, for instance, such a union was created through
Wuer Kaixi’s almost single-handed efforts. During the movement, the only at-
tempt to elect leaders through a popular vote was made at Beijing University.
On April 24, around ten thousand students gathered at the university’s May 4th
Stadium to elect the standing members of the Autonomous Student Union
Preparatory Committee. Unfortunately, during the meeting “the milling crowds
could not hear or would not listen to the speakers; various self-appointed stu-
dent leaders vied for control of the bullhorns.” 16 The activists fought each
other so viciously that Xiong Yan even accused Zhang Zhiyong of being a spy
for the school authorities. Most students left greatly disappointed. No general
election was ever attempted.

On April 21, an announcement by “The Provisional Action Committee of
Beijing Universities” asked students to take part in Hu Yaobang’s state funeral.
There was no other information about this “organization.” In fact, the first
Beijing-wide organization, The Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union Prepara-
tory Committee, was established on the evening of April 23. Over forty stu-
dents from 21 universities participated in the meeting. They elected Wang 
Dan, Wuer Kaixi, Ma Shaofang, Zhang Kai, and Zhou Yongjun as standing
members of the organization. Zhou Yongjun, from the University of Political

06-C1513-PT2  1/17/01  3:21 PM  Page 154



b r i e f  h i s t o ry  o f  t h e  m o v e m e n t  155

17. According to my informant (no. 60), Zhou received the highest vote because that small university
had six students in the meeting.

18. For an English version of the editorial, see Oksenberg, Sullivan, and Lambert (1990, 206 –208).

Science and Law, received the most votes and thus became chairman.17 A ma-
jor decision made at the meeting was to start a citywide class boycott. Within
eight days of Hu’s death, Beijing students thus achieved a great mobilization and
established several formal—albeit self-appointed—social movement organi-
zations. The movement had entered the next stage.

Student Protests and the Government’s Concessions

the april 26 people’s daily editorial 
and the april 27 demonstration

After Hu’s state funeral, the government turned its attention to the movement.
On the evening of April 25, the China Central Television Station (CCTV) and
the Central Broadcast Station broadcast an April 26 People’s Daily editorial en-
titled “It is Necessary to Take a Clear-Cut Stand against Turmoil.” The edito-
rial labeled the movement as a planned conspiracy to create antigovernment
turmoil staged by an extremely small number of agitators. It called on the people
to stand up and oppose the movement and predicted that the whole country
would have no peace if the movement lasted.18 The editorial sent Beijing stu-
dents a clear message that any further activism would no longer be tolerated by
the government.

Historically, a government reaction of this kind had been enough to deter
further student activism. But this time, partly because the government reaction
had been delayed by Hu’s death, the editorial failed to achieve its purpose. In-
stead, most students felt insulted. An informant (no. 68) explained: “The
April 26 editorial made every student at Beijing University very angry. Until
then, we really did not want to overthrow the communist government. We felt
that such a task was impossible. Many of us felt that our great patriotism was
insulted.”

In many universities, students gathered together angrily and discussed what
to do. The newly formed Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union Preparatory
Committee decided to stage a large-scale demonstration on April 27 to defy 
the editorial. To get more support, they also reframed their strategies. Many
radical demands appearing in early slogans and petitions were avoided during
their mobilization and the demonstrations. Meanwhile, the students added 
such slogans as “Support communist government!” and “Support socialism!”
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The government also staged countermobilizations to try to stop the dem-
onstrations. Yet the government countermobilization efforts could not pene-
trate very deep. For even traditionally loyalist elements of the university, such
as the party members and grassroots-level student control personnel, shared
grievances with students (chapter 4). An informant (no. 63) remembered:

On the afternoon of April 25, student cadres, party members, and teachers attended
a meeting. In the meeting, the department party secretary informed us of the major
contents of the editorial to be aired in the evening. They asked us to persuade stu-
dents not to support the movement. After listening to this, a young teacher who was
a party member jumped up and said: “We are unable to persuade students. Nowa-
days, television has been highly developed. It is simple. You just need a state leader
to talk on the TV. Why do you ask us to do the job?”

Putting pressure on a few student leaders was another tactic that the govern-
ment used to stop the demonstration. Through various channels, the authori-
ties tried to persuade student leaders to call off the demonstration. Under enor-
mous pressure, many well-known activists, including Zhou Yongjun, Wuer
Kaixi, and Shen Tong, hesitated and wanted to make some compromises. How-
ever, these student leaders could not really control the movement. While they
intended to make some compromises, most other activists still wanted to see
the demonstration happen. In the end, tens of thousands of students marched
on the street on April 27 (chapter 8).

the government’s concessions

Due to the determination of the students, the restraint of the government, and
a favorable campus physical environment, the demonstration achieved a stun-
ning success. Since hardliner rhetoric had proved useless, and because the gov-
ernment at this stage wanted to end the movement peacefully, concession be-
came its only alternative. On the noon of April 27, when the students were still
marching toward Tiananmen Square, State Council spokesman Yuan Mu ex-
pressed the government’s intention to have a dialogue with students. The next
day, the People’s Daily and some other major official newspapers reported the
demonstration on the front page and with a slightly positive tone. Starting on
April 29, the government held several dialogues with students, the most well
known of which occurred on that day.

On April 28, the government asked the Association of All China Students,
a government-sponsored student organization, to organize the dialogue. The
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Association invited forty-five students from sixteen universities. Four leaders of
the newly established independent student unions, including Zhou Yongjun,
Guo Haifeng, and Wuer Kaixi, and many other movement activists were in-
vited to the dialogue, but they were not allowed to represent or speak for the
newly founded independent student unions.

It should be noted that although the participants were invited by an official
student union, the dialogue was not as phony as many have subsequently de-
scribed it to have been. In fact, compared with the numerous later dialogues,
this was the one where students and government officials had the most sub-
stantive discussion. In the dialogue, students raised issues concerning official
corruption and its causes, biased news reports, the putative police brutality on
April 20, Li Peng’s refusal to meet the students after Hu’s funeral, the April 26
People’s Daily editorial, and the reevaluation of Hu Yaobang. They thus covered
most of the seven demands raised earlier. Moreover, Xiang Xiaoji, a student
from the University of Political Science and Law, challenged the validity of the
dialogue itself. His major point was that those who participated in the dialogue
could not represent students because they were not elected, and that the meet-
ing was thus just a preliminary contact between students and the government.
He made three suggestions for achieving a more substantial dialogue: (1) a stu-
dent dialogue delegation should be formed, with two elected representatives
from each university; (2) before the dialogue, there should be some preparatory
dialogues to discuss the time, location, number of people, topic, and form of
the formal dialogue; and (3) the students would end the class boycott when the
substantial dialogue began. Xiang later emerged as the head of the Dialogue
Delegation.

However, the dialogue did not satisfy many students, especially student ac-
tivists. Wuer Kaixi refused to attend. Some participants protested the form of
the dialogue and left the room in the middle of the proceedings. After the dia-
logue, Zhou Yongjun and Xiang Xiaoji asserted that their participation and
speeches represented only themselves. Many student activists thought that the
dialogue was a plot aimed at dividing the students. That evening, many big-
character posters in major universities attacked the government, the dialogue,
and the students who had participated in the dialogue.

Nevertheless, the atmosphere of confrontation eased as the government
continued to make concessions. The government’s willingness to make conces-
sions reached its peak on May 4, when Zhao Ziyang met the delegates of the
Asian Development Bank Conference.19 In the meeting, Zhao said that since
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21. Shen Tong (1990, 215) and Feng Congde (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 68).
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treated this quite seriously. But at most universities, including Beijing University, the representatives were
decided upon by a very small circle. In fact, quite a few students in the Dialogue Delegation meetings were
neither elected nor invited. They went to the meetings on their own.

23. See Shen Tong (1990, 229–31) for how the government contacted the Dialogue Delegation through
university authorities.

the basic slogans used in student demonstrations were “Support the Commu-
nist Party!” “Support Socialism!” “Uphold the Reforms!” “Push Forward
Democracy!” and “Oppose Corruption!” the majority of students were “by
no means opposed to our basic system.” Meanwhile, Zhao Ziyang asked Hu
Qili and Rui Xingwen, the two top state leaders in charge of China’s official
media, to open up the media. He told them that there was “no big risk in open-
ing up a bit by reporting the demonstrations and increasing the openness of
news.” 20 The government almost completely reversed the evaluation of the
movement made in the April 26 People’s Daily editorial. The student movement
thus achieved a major success.

the dialogue delegation

Beijing students were in a victorious mood. Most student leaders were also
happy to offer some compromises to the government. On April 30, the Beijing
Students’ Autonomous Union held a meeting, at which, since it was unlikely
that the government would hold a dialogue directly with them, they approved
Wang Chaohua and Feng Congde’s motion to organize an independent dia-
logue delegation.21

The Dialogue Delegation held its first meeting on May 3. In the meeting
Xiang Xiaoji suggested three dialogue agendas: (1) on the nature of the cur-
rent student movement; (2) on strategies for future economic and political
reform; and (3) on how people’s constitutional rights could be truly realized
in China. Xiang’s suggestions impressed the other delegates. He was elected in
a voice vote as the chairman of the delegation, and Shen Tong became Xiang’s
associate.

Following Xiang’s suggestion, the delegates were divided into three groups,
each preparing one topic. In the following days, the Dialogue Delegation held
numerous meetings. As more and more universities added their representatives,
its size grew to about seventy students.22 The delegates contacted the govern-
ment several times in order to set up a dialogue, while the government, through
various channels, also expressed a willingness to talk.23 Around May 10, the
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government even went into technical details, asking the delegation to restrict its
formal dialogue members to twenty. On the evening of May 12, Xiang Xiaoji
told my informant (no. 59, a member of the Dialogue Delegation) that the first
dialogue with the government had been scheduled for May 15. Yet the next day,
the hunger strike started. To understand why a hunger strike was initiated when
the students and the government were approaching each other, we have to ex-
amine in greater detail the movement during early May.

the decline of the movement

After the April 27 demonstration, the government started to hold dialogues
with students, Zhao Ziyang reevaluated the movement, and the official media
reported positively on movement activities. The government’s concessions satis-
fied the majority of students. During the May 4 demonstration, Zhou Yongjun,
on behalf of the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union, formally announced
that the class boycott would end that day. After May 4 all of the universities
except for Beijing University and Beijing Normal University resumed classes.
Although most students in Beijing University had voted for continuing the
class boycott after May 5, more and more students actually went to class. In
fact, by May 9 and 10, radical students in the university had to picket in front
of classrooms to stop others from attending classes.24 Even those who were
not attending class were no longer so concerned about the movement. Many
students, movement activists among them, traveled or visited home. Those
who stayed on campus began to enjoy themselves by playing poker and mah-
jongg. The Triangle at Beijing University, which had been full of people since
the start of the movement, was no longer congested. Student leaders had to
continuously make speeches at the Triangle to keep up students’ interest in the
movement.25 In fact, much of the momentum of the movement in Beijing dur-
ing this period was sustained by the protest activities of Chinese journalists
(chapter 10).

Meanwhile, the leadership of the movement was becoming increasingly
problematic. Partly because all the student organizations had been established
in a hurry, the problems of the student movement organizations went beyond
disagreement over movement strategies. Many student leaders did not seem
to respect the organizations they founded. They announced personal decisions
in the name of organizations and disregarded organizational decisions with
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26. A well-known example at this stage was Zhou Yongjun’s personal decision to call off the April 27
demonstration under the name of the Beijing Student’s Autonomous Union Preparatory Committee, of
which he was the chairperson.

27. See Wang Chaohua (1992b) for more discussion of relationships among student leaders of the two
groups.

28. For example, Zheng Xuguang, a leader of the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union, attended a
Dialogue Delegation meeting on May 11. In the meeting, he said: “This is the first time that I have attended
a Dialogue Delegation meeting. I now feel that a dialogue between students and the government is highly
possible. However, the Autonomous Union and students knew nothing about it. They feel that the possi-
bility of having a dialogue has not increased since May 4, and have thus decided to go on a hunger strike.
You should let the students know about the dialogue as soon as possible” (China News Digest 1994, 16).

which they personally disagreed.26 In the following, I summarize crucial divi-
sions among student activists during early May and explain how these divisions
contributed to the rise of the hunger strike.

Student activists in this period can be categorized into three groups. The
first was the Dialogue Delegation group. These students were eager for the
coming dialogue with the government. The leaders of the delegation had also
openly or privately contacted the government and were almost certain that the
dialogue would take place. They therefore had the most moderate position.

The second group was the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union, which
included student activists such as Wang Chaohua, Zhou Yongjun, and Wang
Zhixin. These students regularly attended the meetings of the Autonomous
Union. Some leaders of the Autonomous Union and the Dialogue Delegation
attended each other’s meetings, and thus most students in the former group
knew the Dialogue Delegation and some of its activities. The students in the
two groups had certain conflicts, however. While students in the Dialogue
Delegation thought that the movement had reached a stage where demonstra-
tions and class boycotts would be replaced by dialogues, in which they would
play a major role, the students in the Autonomous Union group thought that
it was their fight that had created opportunities for the Dialogue Delegation.27

Therefore, the leaders of the delegation saw their contacts with the government
as a special privilege and kept them secret. Meanwhile, the leaders of the Au-
tonomous Union, not wanting the delegation to be the mouthpiece of the stu-
dents generally, had independently come up with many petitions and demands
different from those put through by the Dialogue Delegation. Naturally, the
government was confused as to whom it should deal with, while the students
in general came to believe that the government was not interested in talking
with students at all.28

Nevertheless, the union group was more or less aware of the interactions be-
tween the Dialogue Delegation and the government. It believed that its focus
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29. For example, the moderate approach was reflected in the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union’s
May 6 announcement: “Democratization is a gradual process. The Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union
will no longer use demonstrations as a major means to advance democracy in China. In the following days,
our first step is to organize conferences and seminars and to invite renowned scholars such as Yan Jiaqi and
Yu Guangyuan to present talks. . . . The second step is to run newspapers and magazines. . . . [About the
dialogue between student and the government], we are flexible. The dialogue can be achieved through a
third party, that is, through the newly formed Dialogue Delegation” (Wu et al. 1989, 153). According to
Wang Chaohua (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 94), on May 11 the Autonomous Union decided that “Considering
the recent [positive] responses of the government to the Dialogue Delegation, the Beijing Students’ Au-
tonomous Union should oppose any large-scale activities while promoting small- to moderate-scale ac-
tions,” and that no demonstrations should be held during Gorbachev’s visit to Beijing (Wu et al. 1989, 180).

30. The mood of radical students in this period was reflected in a big-character poster posted on
May 7: “The tiger-headed, snake-tailed democratic student movement has been gradually calmed down
with no fruitful results. . . . People have great hope in us. We have been highly praised and supported, but
what can we offer in return? . . . Our faces were slapped (e.g., conspiracy, turmoil). We were then rewarded
by sweet dates (e.g., the youth are patriotic). So, we forget the pain and start to enjoy the dates” (Bajiu Zhong-
guo Minyun Ziliaoce 1991, 153):

31. The origin of the hunger strike will also be discussed in chapter 7.
32. Shen Tong (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 14).

should be on consolidating campus democracy, a major achievement of the
movement.29 Thus it can be seen that the general orientation of the leaders in
the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union group was also not radical.

The third group, the charismatic group, consisted of a few radicals, among
whom were such legendary student leaders as Wang Dan and Wuer Kaixi. While
most of this group’s members at one time or another held standing member po-
sitions in the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union, they tended to do things
in their own ways. Most of them did not regularly attend the Autonomous
Union’s meetings, and they were therefore even less informed about the nego-
tiations between the Dialogue Delegation and the government than the Au-
tonomous Union leaders. An extreme example is that of student leader Wang
Dan; he told me in an interview that he did not even know of the existence of
the Dialogue Delegation until the hunger strike began. To this group, the gov-
ernment’s concessive strategies were simply tricks.30 Trapped between what
they perceived to be an uncompromising regime and a student body with a de-
creasing enthusiasm for activism, a few activists in this group decided to stage
a hunger strike.

the hunger strike mobilization 31

Hunger strikes had been considered and indeed used many times leading up to
and during the movement. Before the movement began, some agitators from
outside Beijing had planned a hunger strike for April 5.32 On April 18, two
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33. Bai Meng (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 57).
34. According to Liang Er (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 126 –28), Wuer Kaixi started to talk about a hunger

strike in a speech on May 8. Wuer’s major concern was also that the movement needed a push. Wuer only
made up his mind, however, after a meeting with Tian Jiyun, a deputy prime minister, and Zhao Ziyang’s
secretary on May 10. While Tian was talking with Wuer, he from time to time turned around to whisper
with Zhao’s secretary. Wuer took this as a sign that the government might be able to make a major con-
cession if students applied more pressure. Thus, he decided on the hunger strike.

35. Chai Ling (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 89).
36. Chai Ling justified the hunger strike with a similar reason: “[After Zhou Yongjun announced the

end of the class boycott on May 4], the student movement lost momentum; more and more students were
returning to classes. Arguments over whether we should return to class or continue the class boycott con-
sumed a lot of the student movement’s time and resources, and the situation was getting more and more
difficult. We felt then that we had to undertake a hunger strike” (Han and Hua 1990, 197).

37. Wang Dan told Chai Ling after the meeting that: “[We will start the hunger strike] two days be-
fore Gorbachev’s state visit to give the government enough time to respond.” See Chai Ling (Huigu yu Fansi
1993, 89).

students from Beijing University staged a hunger strike in front of the Xinhua
Gate.33 In Beijing Normal University, Liang Er remembered that in early May
an activist even argued: “We absolutely must start a hunger strike. It will be
ideal if the hunger strike leads to bloodshed.” 34 Chai Ling, a major hunger
strike leader, also recalled:

We had the idea of the hunger strike at the beginning of the movement. One day
when I was talking with Zhang Boli, he said: “Do you know that the hunger strike
has been and is a very effective weapon [of protest]? . . . If we are really hungry, we
can go to the dormitory or the washroom to eat something in secret. You are the
treasure of the country. When the university authorities see that you are on a hunger
strike, they will hold you like babies.” 35

However, although there were discussions about it, the hunger strike did not
become a reality until May 11. On that evening, Wang Dan, Wuer Kaixi, and
four other students dined in a small restaurant, where they discussed the move-
ment. They all agreed that the movement was in crisis but that the government
did not have any sincere desire for a genuine dialogue and was playing for
time.36 In light of the situation, Wuer Kaixi proposed a hunger strike. They de-
cided to start the hunger strike on May 13 in Tiananmen Square. The date was
chosen for two reasons: first, they had no time to waste, since students were
rapidly losing interest in the movement, and second, they predicted that to
make Gorbachev’s state visit successful, the government would have to make
major concessions once students occupied Tiananmen Square.37

The hunger strike mobilization started after the students went back to
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38. Eventually about two hundred students from Beijing University participated in the hunger strike
on its first day.

39. See Wang Chaohua (1993, 25).
40. Wang Chaohua (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 95).

school. It was not an easy process. Even at Beijing University, the most radical
of the universities, after a whole day of effort only about forty students volun-
teered to be hunger strikers. It was not until Chai Ling made her emotional
speech at the Triangle on the night of May 12 that the number of students
signed up for the hunger strike rose to about three hundred (Chai’s speech will
be discussed in chapter 9).38

The Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union tried to stop the hunger strike.
For example, Wang Chaohua, on behalf of the union, tried to persuade Chai
Ling to call off the hunger strike. Chai replied: “The hunger strike was spon-
taneously initiated by students. No one has the right to stop it!” 39 When Wang
accused hunger strike leaders of abusing the name of the Beijing Students’ Au-
tonomous Union to mobilize students, Zheng Xuguang jumped up with the
rejoinder “Do you still believe that the autonomous union has authority over
students?” 40 To some extent, Zheng was right. Since the rise of the hunger
strike, movement organizations had less and less capacity to control the move-
ment. In the end, the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union failed to stop the
hunger strike.

The Hunger Strike Period

When the hunger strikers had just arrived at Tiananmen Square on the after-
noon of May 13, they numbered only a little over three hundred. Including sup-
porters, no more than 3,000 students stayed over the first night in Tiananmen
Square. Most students and Beijing residents did not yet support or even seem
to care about the hunger strike. Moreover, since the hunger strike had been or-
ganized in a hurry, with most of the participants not thinking that it would last
very long, the students in the Square had come with no extra clothes and with
nothing to sleep on. On the night of May 13 the temperature dropped to five
degrees Celsius. Therefore, all my hunger strike informants described the first
night of the hunger strike as an extremely cold, hungry, and lonely one. How-
ever, within two days the fasting population grew to over 3,000, drew millions
of sympathizers, and induced a leadership crisis within the government that led
to Zhao Ziyang’s step-down and to martial law. The hunger strike turned out
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42. See Liu Xiaobo (1992, 99), Wang Chaohua (1993, 26), and Shen Tong (1990, 239– 40) for details
of this meeting.

to be a great success of movement mobilization—but it also set the stage for
the movement’s bloody ending.

dialogue and intellectual mediation

May 13 and 14 were crucial days for the eventual outcome of the movement.
The hunger strike was still at an initial stage, and the government desperately
wanted it to end before Gorbachev’s state visit. Besides, the intellectual elites
and moderate student leaders also wanted the hunger strike to end quickly so
that they could have time to consolidate what they had gained over the previous
few days. As a result, many contacts were made among students, intellectual
elites, and the government.41 However, despite the good faith of some move-
ment organizers, intellectuals, and top government leaders, they all failed to
end the hunger strike. In its wake, the situation in Tiananmen Square became
much less controllable, and most top state leaders grew uninterested in com-
promising. The following focuses on these two most dramatic days.

The government reacted immediately to the news of the hunger strike. On
the morning of May 13, Yan Mingfu, the head of the CCP Central Commit-
tee’s United Front Work Department, met with several intellectuals and asked
them to gather the student leaders and some intellectuals influential among stu-
dents (as mediators) for an emergency meeting in the afternoon. Eventually,
such student leaders as Wuer Kaixi, Wang Chaohua, Xiang Xiaoji, Shen Tong,
Wang Dan, Chai Ling, Feng Congde, and Zhou Yongjun went to the meeting,
along with a few intellectuals including Liu Xiaobo, Chen Ziming, and Wang
Juntao.42

Yan Mingfu spoke first. He told the participants that the purposes of this
meeting were, first, to get the opinions of students and intellectuals and pass
them in the quickest way to the Central Committee, and second, to persuade
students to withdraw from the Square before Gorbachev’s arrival. Then, start-
ing with Wuer Kaixi and Wang Dan, students and intellectuals in turn aired
their views on the movement and the hunger strike. In sum, they stressed that
their actions were lawful, peaceful, and patriotic. While most of them wel-
comed the recent changes in the government’s attitude toward the move-
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ment, they accused the government of lacking sincerity. They wanted the gov-
ernment to openly change the verdict of the April 26 People’s Daily editorial.
They also demanded immediate talks between the Dialogue Delegation and
the government. A few also demanded that the government recognize the
Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union and punish the policemen who beat the
students during the Xinhua Gate Incident. Yan Mingfu responded to the stu-
dents as follows:

I will report what you have said to the Central Committee as soon as the meeting
is over. The student movement is a patriotic movement. It was brought about by
many cultural, social, and educational problems in our country. Some of the prob-
lems have been extremely serious. The Central Committee has felt a great sense of
urgency in dealing with these problems. . . . After the April 27 demonstration, the
Central Committee seriously considered students’ demands. All the problems can
be solved by seeking common ground while respecting our differences. Dialogue is
a major component of democracy. It is acceptable to both students and the gov-
ernment. It was probably the lack of transparency that led to students’ suspicion of
the government’s sincerity about having a genuine dialogue. . . . [Therefore] the gov-
ernment should take responsibility for it and make self-criticism. China is currently
in a transition from a closed society to a modern society. Different social groups
cannot get the same benefits in this process. The whole society is full of contradic-
tions and conflicts. To solve these problems, we need constructive efforts from dif-
ferent social groups. The April 27 and May 4 demonstrations by students were very
successful, and the hunger strike is also not an unlawful action. What the Central
Committee is concerned about is that the hunger strike will be in conflict with Gor-
bachev’s coming visit. The Central Committee, therefore, hopes that our fellow stu-
dents will put the interest of our nation in the first place. . . . I hope that the stu-
dents could restrain their behavior by a sense of historical duty. I know that you will
do it because history has dictated that you are a generation that still concerns itself
with our country and our people, not a generation that leads a life of pleasure.43

Yan Mingfu’s frankness won over the majority of the student leaders. By the
end of the meeting, both Wuer Kaixi and Wang Dan had guaranteed that
the students would withdraw from Tiananmen Square before May 15. Yet if
Yan had won over most, he had not persuaded all. Shortly after the meeting
started, two hunger strike activists, Chai Ling and her husband Feng Congde,
told the students beside them that they had something to do in the Square and
left quietly.

06-C1513-PT2  1/17/01  3:21 PM  Page 165



166 c h a p t e r  s i x
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cause it was in conflict with a soccer game. I am inclined towards Wang Chaohua’s version of the story since
Wang got the information directly from Yan Mingfu, while Shen Tong heard it from someone else.

On the early morning of May 14, Yan Mingfu met again with the student
leaders Wang Chaohua, Wang Dan, and Wuer Kaixi.44 Yan told them that the
government had agreed to hold a dialogue with the Dialogue Delegation. The
government representatives included Li Tieying, Yan Mingfu, Luo Gan, and
ten deputy ministers of the State Council. Wang Dan and Wuer Kaixi said that
the ranks of the government representatives were not high enough. Yan replied:
“Li Tieying is a deputy prime minister and a member of the Politburo, I am the
secretary of the Central Secretariat of the CCP. Do you really think that our
ranks are not high enough?” The three student leaders had nothing more to
say, so they started to discuss technical details of the dialogue. Eventually, they
broached the idea of broadcasting the dialogue live on CCTV. Yan Mingfu said
this was impossible because the United Front Work Department had no such
equipment and the equipment of the CCTV station was being used to prepare
Gorbachev’s state visit.45 The three student leaders countered that they might
not be able to persuade the hunger strikers if the dialogues were not broadcast
live. After some discussion, Yan agreed that “the meeting could be video-typed
by CCTV staff . . . and completely broadcast in the evening. Meanwhile, stu-
dents can also record the meeting themselves and broadcast it in Tiananmen
Square.”

The three student leaders accepted the arrangement, but they also hemmed
and hawed in front of Yan Mingfu. Yan apparently understood their hesita-
tion. He continued: “The Central Committee had decided not to hold the
welcome ceremony for Gorbachev’s state visit at Tiananmen Square regardless
of whether the students withdraw from the Square or not. Now, the decision
is completely up to the students. Even if you decide to leave, are you certain
that you can bring the students out?” According to Wang Chaohua, they im-
mediately sensed the danger if they could not bring students out, and started to
discuss how to bring the students out in front of Yan. At one point, Wang
Chaohua criticized the hunger strike, orchestrated by Wang Dan and Wuer
Kaixi, as an irresponsible action, and asked Wang Dan whether he could really
persuade Chai Ling and other radical students to leave. After some thought,
Wang Dan replied that they would leave if some renowned intellectuals would
go there to persuade them. Then, Wang Chaohua said that she knew of a meet-
ing of some such intellectuals in the afternoon, where they might be asked to
help. Wang Chaohua volunteered for the job herself.
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46. The description of the meeting is mainly based on Dai (1993).
47. Li Lu (1990, 136).
48. Xiang (1995).
49. The following narratives concerning the dialogue are mainly based on reports by three informants

(no. 57, 58, 59). As members of the Dialogue Delegation, they all attended the meeting.

The meeting that Wang Chaohua mentioned had been organized by Dai
Qing, a controversial journalist at Guangming Daily. It had been arranged the
previous day, May 12, when Dai Qing attended a dialogue between Hu Qili and
several communication theorists and senior journalists.46 Dai Qing told Hu
Qili that having been interviewed many times by foreign journalists regarding
the movement had led her to wonder, “Why can’t the Guangming Daily publish
our views directly?” Hu Qili agreed. Dai Qing then said: “Our newspapers of-
ten invite scholars to participate in panel discussions and to publish their views
in a summary. Could we do the same this time?” Hu Qili replied: “You can de-
cide the form yourself.”

With a positive answer, Dai Qing started to prepare the meeting. She even-
tually invited ten people, including Yan Jiaqi, Su Xiaokang, Bao Zunxin, Liu
Zaifu, and Li Zehou. Before the meeting started, Wang Chaohua went in, and
after a while Wen Yuankai also joined in, together with several private entrepre-
neurs. The meeting started at about 2:00 p.m. At the same time, Tiananmen
Square was already packed with some 300,000 people, as more and more stu-
dents joined the hunger strike.47 With the arrival of Wang Chaohua, the meet-
ing shifted focus. Wang Chaohua cried, begging them to use their influence to
persuade the hunger strikers to leave the Square. Many intellectuals sobbed
with Wang; they agreed to take on the task. Before they went to Tiananmen
Square, Su Xiaokang wrote an “urgent appeal” to be read in the Square on be-
half of these intellectuals.

At around 4:45 p.m., while the twelve intellectuals were still in the meeting,
the dialogue between the government and students started. The conference
room, set up as suggested by Xiang Xiaoji,48 had a long table in the middle.
Thirteen government officials sat on one side of the table and the same num-
ber of speakers from the Dialogue Delegation sat on the other side. Behind the
speakers sat the other members of the Dialogue Delegation and observers from
the hunger strike group. On both sides there were journalists from China’s ma-
jor news agencies and newspapers.

However, although some government officials and student leaders had been
working very hard to make the dialogue possible, the dialogue was from the
very beginning a chaotic one. First, the members of Dialogue Delegation were
eager to attend the meeting whether or not they had been selected as speakers.49
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50. One informant (no. 59) told me that this action had been decided upon beforehand. Initially, they
asked my informant to read it. She was requested to read with emotion and tears. Eventually, in order to
better touch the hearts of the listeners, they decided to let a female hunger striker read the letter.

51. Chai Ling (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 107).
52. Most students treated the failed CCTV broadcast of the dialogue as a government conspiracy.

Shen Tong (1990, 247– 48) wrote that the dialogue was not broadcast because someone more powerful than
Yan Mingfu stopped the process. My understanding is that during that period government control over the
media almost collapsed and that more inflammatory reports appeared everywhere in the major official me-
dia (chapter 10). I therefore accept Xiang Xiaoji’s version of the story (Xiang 1995, 72).

No one wanted to miss this historic moment. As a result, over forty students
from the Dialogue Delegation participated in the meeting, although the plan
had been for only twenty to attend. Second, the hunger strikers did not trust
the Dialogue Delegates and therefore sent observers to sit behind the speakers.
Shortly after the dialogue started, Wuer Kaixi asked Cheng Zhen, a hunger
striker from Beijing Normal University, to read a letter entitled “A Letter to
Mama.” While she was reading, most of the people in the room, including jour-
nalists and government officials, burst into tears. Students in the room became
very emotional thereafter.50 Third, although the students had been demanding
dialogue for over ten days, they were not really prepared for it. Most of the
student representatives in the meeting were unknown to each other a few days
previously. There was little consensus or coordination among them. Once in
the limelight of what they had perceived to be a historic moment, many of them
could not even behave normally. Their speakers often made excessively long
speeches with contents only remotely related to the dialogue agenda. Those
who were not selected as speakers either jumped in to talk or passed endless
notes prompting speakers to raise issues which they saw as more important.
Sometimes, students even fought to grab microphones.

Finally, before the dialogue started, the student broadcasting station at
Tiananmen Square had announced: “Please go to the United Front Work
Department to support the dialogue students. Some people there wanted to sell
our fellow students out.” 51 Hence hunger strikers and supporters were con-
tinuously arriving at the United Front Work Department. From time to time
these students demanded that Xiang Xiaoji or even Shen Tong go out of the
conference room to make various requests or add more demands. They also
jammed the door of the United Front Work Department and blocked the crew
of the CCTV when they tried to send the videocassette to the station for
broadcast. Yet after the students found out that the dialogue was not being
broadcast on TV, they repeatedly shouted outside the United Front Work De-
partment to demand an immediate termination of the dialogue.52 Eventually, at
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53. According to Wang Chaohua (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 102–103), she went in because she saw many
students jammed in front of the United Front Work Department shouting: “Stop the dialogue! Start the
live broadcast immediately!” She agreed to deliver their message. She was escorted into the conference room
by two students because the students did not trust her either. Therefore, she had to act radically after she
went in.

54. Unless otherwise specified, the following account of the activities of the twelve scholars at Tianan-
men Square is based on Dai (1993), Su Wei (1992), and Shu (1990).

55. There were two versions of the story. Su (1992) remembered that it was Wen Yuankai who read the
appeal, while Dai (1993) claimed that she had read it. Both of them were among the twelve scholars. I have
to rely on Dai Qing’s account because one is less likely to mistake someone else’s speech as one’s own.

56. The appeal was broadcast on CCTV News and published on the front page of Guangming Daily the
next day. The English version of the text appears in Han and Hua (1990, 207–208).

7:15 p.m., a group of students headed by Wang Chaohua rushed into the meet-
ing room to demand that either the meeting be immediately broadcast live or
that it be stopped.53 Students in the room immediately stood up and accused
the failed broadcast of being the result of a government conspiracy. At this mo-
ment, Chai Ling turned on a cassette player to play the “Hunger Strike Decla-
ration.” The dialogue ended in chaos.

While the dialogue was still in process, the twelve scholars headed to the
State Council’s Bureau of Complaints, where they arranged to meet with some
hunger strike organizers in order to persuade them to bring the students out of
Tiananmen Square.54 To Dai Qing’s surprise, the hunger strikers expressed
their total agreement with the view of these “teachers” and invited them to talk
directly with the rest of the students.

The twelve intellectuals were also warmly welcomed when they entered the
Square. After they arrived at the broadcasting center, one of them read the
“Urgent Appeal.”55 The appeal greatly praised the students and the movement.
It demanded that the government recognize the movement as a patriotic de-
mocracy movement and the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union as a legal or-
ganization. Meanwhile, it also suggested that the students withdraw from the
Square to let the Sino-Soviet summit proceed smoothly.56 While the appeal
was well received, the students did not withdraw. In fact, a few radical students
even thought that the real intention of the scholars was to help the government.
Li Lu recalled his feelings after having listened to the “Urgent Appeal”:

It sounded good. They were voicing our main demands. But when we calmed down
and thought, we realized that they were actually acting on behalf of the govern-
ment. Chinese intellectuals are always apprehensive and timid. These [intellectuals],
though they openly said they supported the students, actually spoke for the gov-
ernment. The intellectuals might be able to persuade students to leave the Square
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57. Li Lu (1990, 138).
58. Liu Xiaobo (1992, 122). The line about the savior echoes “L’Internationale.” A literal translation of

the Chinese words to that line reads: “There has never been a savior, / Nor should we rely on gods and
emperors.”

59. In fact, another dialogue was held between government officials and student leaders on the morn-
ing of May 15. Yet, many important hunger strike organizers did not even participate in this dialogue.

60. See Brook (1992, 38) and Schell (1994, 85).

but they didn’t have the power to guarantee that the government would not mete
out punishment later.57

While the scholars were trying to persuade the students to withdraw, Chai
Ling passed a note to Feng Congde which said: “Please read the hunger strike
declaration three times in the broadcasting station.” As Feng read the declara-
tion, the emotions of the students in the Square came to a boil. The situation
soon spiraled out of control. The twelve scholars had to flee from the Square
amid a hostile crowd. As they left, the students hurled insults at them: “Get the
hell out of Tiananmen Square! We do not need the Savior!” “This is our busi-
ness! Nobody can represent us!” “We are risking our lives to let you harvest the
fruits? Only in your dreams!” 58

Thus, the students still occupied Tiananmen Square when Gorbachev ar-
rived in Beijing on May 15.59 This was the first state visit between the former
Soviet Union and China in thirty years. It marked the ending of hostile rela-
tions between two countries that shared a common border of over 4,000 kilo-
meters. Therefore, the visit had been for a long time portrayed in the Chinese
media as a major diplomatic breakthrough. Yet, the welcome ceremony was re-
arranged to take place at Beijing Airport, and the first meeting between China’s
president Yang Shangkun and Gorbachev in the Great Hall of the People was
delayed for two hours. Moreover, the government had to cancel a few other
activities because of the Tiananmen Square occupation.60 To Deng Xiaoping
and many other top state leaders, the students’ action was a great insult and an
indication that a moderate approach was not going to work. At this point the
so-called conservative/reformer struggle within the party intensified greatly
(chapter 7).

mass support during the hunger strike

It was against this background that the hunger strike entered its third day—
May 15. On that day, the Hunger Strike Headquarters (hereafter the Head-
quarters) was founded. Chai Ling became the general commander. Feng Congde,
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61. According to Li Lu (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 136), this was how the Headquarters was formed: “Because
it was urgent, we had no time to hold a meeting to discuss how to establish such an organization. I set a
condition that those who were willing to stand out and to dedicate their lives to the hunger strike and the
democratic movement should be the leaders. . . . At that moment, there were a dozen or so students around.
Later, they all became key members of the Headquarters’ Secretary Department. Then, Chai Ling made a
speech and the Hunger Strike Headquarters was formally established.”

Li Lu, and Zhang Boli became vice commanders.61 Most Beijing students were
not in favor of a hunger strike at first. Yet as the hunger strike continued, stu-
dents and Beijing residents became more and more concerned about the health
conditions of the students and antagonized by what they perceived to be the
lack of response on the part of the government. An informant (no. 3) who had
acted as a guard for the hunger strikers since May 15 remembered:

I was very much against the idea of a hunger strike. . . . Before the hunger strike, we
had resumed class. It seemed that everything was going to be over soon. . . . How-
ever, as soon as the hunger strike started, the government’s reaction really disap-
pointed us. On the first day of the hunger strike, we were very surprised that the
government did not try to remove the strikers. However, after the second and third
days, we became more and more sympathetic to them. The key was sympathy.
Many of my friends told me that they came to Tiananmen Square because they were
moved.

Therefore, Beijing students returned to the political concerns they had been
preoccupied with earlier. By May 16 the number of hunger strikers had increased
to 3,100. Each university started to set up camps in the Square to support the
hunger strikers. Finally, many students also volunteered to do different services
in the Square, including guarding the hunger strikers and serving as picketers
to keep the life-lines unblocked by the waves of visitors and supporters.

After May 15, the sirens of ambulances could be heard day and night in
Tiananmen Square and along the roads to the hospitals. Inspired by the ex-
tremely positive coverage that China’s official media was giving to the move-
ment in those days (detailed in chapter 10), Beijing residents of all occupa-
tions—including such traditionally loyal elements of the government as lower-
and middle-rank government bureaucrats, police, and PLA officers—demon-
strated to urge the government to negotiate with the students and solve the cri-
sis. On both May 17 and 18 the size of demonstrations reached well above a mil-
lion people.

This mass support has generally been treated as a sign of the rise of civil so-
ciety or of working-class consciousness in China. What I want to emphasize is
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62. In some cases, leaders in work-units even personally led demonstrations. For example, the manager
of the Beijing Cookware Plant personally led his entire workforce out to march in the Square (Walder 1991a,
485). The vice chancellor of Nankai University also personally led doctors and teachers from Tianjin to
demonstrate in the Square under the banner “sympathy delegation” (Shengyuantuan) (informant no. 27).

63. In 1997, I went to Beijing again and interviewed nine workers from different factories who had par-
ticipated in demonstrations during the hunger strike. They all provided very similar accounts of how they
had joined the demonstrations, which I have summarized above.

that most people who participated in this part of the movement did so pri-
marily out of sympathy with the frail hunger strikers. Moreover, most demon-
strations in this period were organized semi-officially. The following narratives
from two of my informants provide examples:

[During the hunger strike] many people at our institute had demonstrated at the
Square; most of these were young persons. Before the demonstration, some people
in the Communist Youth League announced the date of the demonstration on the
broadcasting station owned by our institute. The demonstration was organized by
the Communist Youth League of the institute. . . . The CCP general secretary in the
institute did not order us to participate, but he by no means had tried to stop us. . . .
Instead, the general secretary assigned several buses to take us to the Square (no. 5)

In the parade of Beijing Automobiles, I saw my schoolmate. I asked him how he
came to be there. He told me that the director of his unit had told them: “You
can join the march if you want. I will provide you with drink if you go.” He then
came. (no. 11)

Eleven of my informants described their experiences during these demon-
strations. Strikingly, they all give similar accounts. During the hunger strike pe-
riod, demonstrations were usually organized by the cadres of such organiza-
tions as the Communist Youth League or the official worker union of a given
work-unit; they were generally tacitly approved of by the leaders of the work-
units.62 The authorities in the work-units also allowed demonstrators to use
such work-unit resources as money, the flag of the unit, materials to make ban-
ners, communications equipment, and buses or trucks. Most demonstrators
also got paid while marching in Tiananmen Square.63

In these days supporting hunger strikers became a moral imperative, putting
enormous pressure on the people in those work-units that had not yet marched
on the street. By May 18 the Office of News and Publication, a very conserva-
tive institute, had still not demonstrated. Many of its staff members were very
unhappy. As one person said publicly at the institute: “Even the State Council
and the handicapped people have demonstrated in Tiananmen Square. In Bei-
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64. This piece of information was provided by informant no. 5, who was herself a journalist in that
unit.

65. See Calhoun (1994, 94 –97), Perry (1992), Walder (1991a, 1991b), Walder and Gong (1993), and
Wang Shaoguang (1990b). For example, Walder (1991a, 467) evaluates worker participation during the
movement in one of his articles thus: “In May of 1989 urban workers burst suddenly onto the Chinese po-
litical scene. They marched by the tens of thousands in huge Beijing street demonstrations, in delegations
from hundreds of workplaces—acts repeated on a smaller scale in cities throughout the country. While
organized strikes were rare, small groups of dissident workers formed dozens of independent unions and
other political groups from Sichuan to Shanghai, and from Inner Mongolia to Guangdong. The most vis-
ible, the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Union, set up in mid-April, had an organized presence on Tianan-
men Square beginning in the week of the student hunger strike, claimed thousands of members, published
dozens of handbills and political manifestos, and played an important role in organizing demonstrations
after the declaration of martial law. The workers’ unprecedented political response helped transform a vi-
brant student movement into the most severe popular challenge to Communist Party rule since 1949.”

66. In the early period of the movement, Tiananmen Square became a place for public speeches. Many
Beijing residents, including workers, went to the Square in the evening. Some Beijing residents even made
occasional speeches along with the students or vowed to establish some new organizations. Their activities
had no impact in the Square, however.

67. See Walder and Gong (1993, 7).
68. Many other students were involved in the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Union. For example, a

movement activist from Qinghua University in a subsequently published diary wrote that the Beijing

jing only two institutions have not yet marched on the street: one is the CCP
Politburo and the other is our institute.” These and similar comments made the
leaders of the unit extremely uncomfortable. Eventually, they allowed the
people in their unit to demonstrate during work time and provided them with
resources, including transportation.64

workers’ participation during the movement

The phenomenon of mass participation has made scholars strongly emphasize
the importance of independent union activities during the movement.65 My
study, however, shows that independent union activities played a minimal role.
Since the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Union ( gongzilian) was known as the
most important independent work union established during the movement, the
following narrative mainly focuses on that organization.66

The Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Union was formally established on
May 18.67 It reflected the fact that some student leaders had started to mobilize
workers during the hunger strike period. Li Jinjin, a graduate student from
Beijing University, played a crucial role in the formation of the organization.
Alongside Li were student activists, including Zhou Yongjun and Xiong Yan,
who were also deeply involved in organizing and who also held important
positions in the Workers’ Union. Li Jinjin acted in the union as a legal consul-
tant, and Zhou Yongjun as the Minister of Organization.68 In fact, most of the
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Workers’ Autonomous Union held a press conference at the Square on June 1 in which, of the three people
in charge, one was from People’s University and another from Beijing Agricultural University— only Han
Dongfang was a worker (China News Digest 1994, 2.).

69. See Black and Munro (1993, 222) for how Li Jinjin helped the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous
Union to prepare various documents.

70. For example, Walder and Gong (1993) have cited the Workers’ Union’s published documents to
argue for its importance.

71. Zhou Yongjun (1993, 58).
72. Li Lu (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 371).

documents of the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Union were prepared by Li
and other students.69 Since the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Union’s rhetoric
was thus to a great degree crafted by the students, it is misleading to argue, on
the basis of the Worker Union’s published documents, for the workers’ signifi-
cance during the movement.70

Furthermore, most of the resources used to run the Beijing Workers’ Au-
tonomous Union were obtained from or through students. Zhou Yongjun re-
called how he helped establish a broadcasting station for the Beijing Workers’
Autonomous Union: “The Stone Company helped me; they gave me 10,000
yuan. Adding to it some ‘run-for-life’ money that a Hong Kong journalist
had given me, I bought a generator. I then installed a broadcasting station on
a bus and gave it to the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Union. . . . Because of
its broadcasting station, the Workers’ Autonomous Union achieved a promi-
nent position among other organizations.” 71 Li Lu remembered: “Whether it
be the Workers’ Picket Corps, the Beijing Citizen Picket Corps, or the Beijing
City People Dare-to-Die Corps, students helped organize these groups and
provided them with money. In particular, we assisted the Beijing Workers’
Autonomous Union in its preparation and formation. Even their broadcast-
ing equipment and announcer were from the Headquarters. At that time, we
worked together every day. Their headquarters was very close to ours. We had
very close contacts.” 72

A student leader whom I have interviewed gave a similar account of how an-
other non-student movement organization was established:

The Beijing Citizens’ Autonomous Alliance was organized by Wan Xinjin, a young
teacher in our university. He said that we needed to have such an organization and
I agreed with him. After trying for a while he eventually established the organiza-
tion and made himself the general commander. Between ten and twenty workers
followed him. Financing the alliance depended entirely on me. They were unable to
raise money because they were not good at making effective fundraising speeches
(no. 60).
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73. Xiong Yan (1992) recalled that it was he who read the declaration.
74. Zhang Boli (1994a).
75. Zhang Lun (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 297–98).
76. Walder and Gong (1993, 13–14).
77. Yan and Li (1989, 132).
78. Black and Monro (1993, 229).
79. Zhang Boli (1994a) recalled that Wang Chaohua also brought many students there. Their arrival

raised the number of protestors at the Beijing Public Security Bureau to several thousand.

When the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Union formally announced its es-
tablishment, its declaration was read by Li Jinjin.73 Li also asked Zhang Boli
for help. Zhang let them use the broadcasting equipment belonging to the
Headquarters, sent picketers to maintain order for them, and even provided
food for the workers who attended the ceremony.74 Even the banner with the
giant characters “The Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Union” on it was pre-
pared by Zhang Lun, another student leader.75

On May 29, three members of the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Union were
arrested. On May 30 the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Union confronted
Beijing security forces, demanding their immediate release. This action caught
the attention of the Western media and has been used to argue for the im-
portance and strength of the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Union during
the movement.76 Yet the action was actually initiated by students and involved
heavy student participation. When students at Tiananmen Square were in-
formed about the arrests, they went to factories to mobilize workers to rescue
the three workers. However, their attempts were unsuccessful.77 Therefore, on
the morning of May 30 Li Jinjin and Han Dongfang led some people to the
Beijing Public Security Bureau to demand an immediate release of the three
workers. Among their large number of followers, only around twenty were
workers.78 Meanwhile, students also went to Tiananmen Square to gather more
supporters.79 My informant (no. 60) recalled:

[Some students] came and told me that the Beijing Public Security Bureau had ar-
rested several workers and asked us to go there and demand an immediate release.
At the moment, there were only nine students in our tent. I led them to the Public
Security Bureau. On the way, we made a lot of fuss to attract people. When we ar-
rived, several thousand people had followed us. I made a speech and demanded that
they release the workers. Some people from the Bureau came out to take photo-
graphs. They asked us to send in representatives. However, I did not know when,
who, and how many people were kidnapped. I also had no idea about the overall
plan of this action. Thus I refused to go in. I said that I wanted to go in, but I dared
not. . . . [Instead] I asked them to send people out. I said that I could guarantee their
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80. The validity of this narrative can be cross-verified by Xiong Yan’s brief mention of the event
(Xiong 1992): “On May 30, after the Beijing Public Security Bureau arrested three workers, I mobilized stu-
dents and organized a sit-in in front of the Bureau.” Because Xiong Yan claimed his leadership publicly, the
event was even recorded in a government document (Leng and Miao 1989, 187).

81. Liang Er (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 244).

safety. This went on for over two hours. Meanwhile, I asked some people to look
for Zhou Yongjun to ask who had been kidnapped and how. . . . After some time,
I saw a large crowd of people coming from the east. I saw flags of at least twenty
universities. In the front was Xiong Yan. When they arrived Xiong announced “I
am Xiong Yan. I am the general commander of tonight’s action. We have the fol-
lowing demands . . . ” Once Xiong declared himself the general commander, I left
the scene.80

In sum, if we examine the role of the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Union
through such criteria as leadership, sources of material resources, and major ac-
tivities and participants, it becomes obvious that the union was basically only
an appendage of the student movement.

the financial resources of the tiananmen square occupation

At Tiananmen Square, over three thousand hunger strikers needed shelter,
drink, medicine, and medical support; the encamped students and the students
on picket lines also needed food; students from other provinces were arriving in
Beijing on an ever larger scale; student leaders needed communications equip-
ment and printing materials. Where did the money come from for all this? An
answer to this question will help us to understand the nature of the movement
and of the state-society relationship behind the movement.

It is not easy to estimate how much was needed to run Tiananmen Square
each day. Liang Er, the head of the Financial Department of the Beijing Stu-
dents’ Autonomous Union, recalled that they spent a maximum of 200,000
yuan a day in cash on their logistics.81 Considering that the Headquarters had
its own financial system, that each university had independent financial sources,
and that many donations were in kind, the occupation might easily have con-
sumed several million yuan a day at its peak.

During the hunger strike the major financial resources were donations from
individual Chinese as well as aid from government and public institutions. The
following report from Guangming Daily gives us a clue to how people in Beijing
financially supported the Tiananmen Square occupation:
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82. Wu et al. (1989, 296).
83. See Lin (1992, 85 – 86). According to Zhang Boli, there were eighty buses (Zhang Boli 1994b, 76).

On the same day, students also received over 10,000 raincoats and much other rain gear (Wu et al. 1989, 264).
84. Wu et al. (1989, 268 – 69).

At the headquarters of the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union, located at the
south-east corner of the Monument to the People’s Heroes, a massive number of
people were pushing their way through in order to contribute money or food to stu-
dents. They included workers, peasants, teachers, government cadres, and private
businessmen. A cadre from the Ministry of Culture donated three hundred and
sixty yuan; a vice division commander in the PLA donated a thousand; Lei Jieqiong,
the chair of China’s Progressive Democracy Party, donated a thousand. . . . Work-
ers from Beijing General Textile Company collectively donated ten thousand. . . .

Meanwhile the All-China Federation of Trade Unions and All-China Social
Welfare Lottery Fundraising Committee had each donated 100,000 yuan, and the
All-China Hardware and Mineral Products Import-export Corporation had do-
nated 50,000 yuan.

Our journalists also saw fast food and bread sent by restaurants and private busi-
nessmen; timbers from a timber factory, bundles of plastic films from the Institute
of Planning and Designing under the Ministry of Light Industry, and even a whole
truckload of mattresses from somewhere.82

Perhaps surprisingly, a huge amount of resources actually came from the
state or from public institutions. The following description by Nan Lin may
give us a picture of this:

With the tacit approval of the government and the command of the city govern-
ment, the Red Cross, city hospitals and clinics, and ambulance services coordinated
the transport of the fainting strikers to hospitals and clinics, then returning them
to the Square. On May 17, eighty Red Cross members, sixteen ambulances, and two
buses were permanently stationed at Tiananmen to provide health and emergency
services not only to the strikers but also the encamped students. On May 18, the
sixth day into the hunger strike, more than 3,500 trips had been provided by the am-
bulance services. Because of impending weather (rain was expected), the city gov-
ernment, on the recommendation of the city Red Cross, dispatched seventy buses
to Tiananmen to provide shelter for the strikers.83

Another instance of government support occurred on May 17, when the Beijing
Police answered an emergency call from students of Qinghua University and
sent several thousand police to help student picketers keep the order along the
life-lines.84 Similarly, although Li Lu has written that he stole many bottles of
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86. Wu et al. (1989, 216). Li Ximing (Wu et al. 1989, 332), a top government official, has also described

how the government provided material resources for hunger strikers.
87. Liu Xiaobo (1992, 129).
88. Liang Er (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 181).
89. Liu Xiaobo (1992, 142).

normal saline from a hospital to feed fellow hunger strikers,85 in fact, most of
the bottles of normal saline were provided by the government. By May 16 the
Beijing Emergency Treatment Center alone had already sent 5,000 bottles of
normal saline to the Square.86

Major universities in Beijing also made great efforts to help the students. Liu
Xiaobo has recalled:

I asked the general secretary of the CCP and the head of the General Affairs De-
partment in Beijing Normal University to send quilts, winter jackets, umbrellas,
raincoats, boots, and other necessities to Tiananmen Square as soon as possible.
General Secretary Fang Fukang quickly came with a few other people. They pitched
tents for us. They also brought much rain gear and things to keep the students
warm during the cold night.87

The same university authorities, in response to the call of student activist Liang
Er, let students use the cars and buses that belonged to the university for free.
The university also supplied a huge amount of food for students who had trav-
eled to Beijing from other provinces.88

The abundance of monetary and material resources could also be seen from
the tremendous waste in the Square. All the informants who mention the issue
tell similar stories. However, none of the accounts is as striking as Liu Xiaobo’s:

[In Tiananmen Square] almost all the drinks were thrown away before they were
emptied. Countless bottles of normal saline were thrown away while almost full.
Half or a whole boxes of fast food, half or whole loaves of bread, and other food-
stuff were spread everywhere. The cigarettes that students smoked became more
and more expensive, as did the liquor they drank. . . . There was no way to probe
into corruption and squandering due to the lack of financial control. The amount
of garbage itself testified to the wasteful habits. Different movement organizations
and various hunger strike groups constantly fought, sometimes physically, to get
more materials. Every group was desperately trying to get more. They would rather
store things up now and throw them away later than share with others. . . . I saw
with my own eyes a female student who one time opened thirteen bottles of nor-
mal saline and threw them away one by one after only a few sips.89
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90. Feng Congde (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 151) has described how this broadcasting center was estab-
lished. Li Lu (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 138) claims: “Our Headquarters was maintained mainly because of Feng
Congde’s broadcasting center. Without the broadcasting center, the Headquarters would have existed only
in name.”

91. One of the student initiators of the broadcasting station has given a detailed account on its for-
mation and activities (China News Digest 1994).

92. Zheng (1993, 95).

Obviously, extensive monetary and material support from ordinary Chinese,
the government, and public institutions sustained the Tiananmen Square oc-
cupation. The government made great efforts to help because they did not want
to see students die or an epidemic break out in a congested and extremely un-
sanitary Tiananmen Square. Yet public institutions had provided more than
what the government intended.

movement organizations and leadership

During the hunger strike conflicts between student leaders in the Headquarters
and other movement activists were intense. For instance, on May 14 Feng Congde
and several other students from Beijing University established a broadcasting
station in the Square, which became the mouthpiece of the Headquarters.90

However, on the next day, students from Qinghua University constructed a
more powerful broadcasting station known as the Voice of the Student Move-
ment.91 Student leaders of the Autonomous Union group had more control
over this station. Conflicts between these two groups never stopped. “The two
stations turned on and started to broadcast at the same time. They both made
announcements and gave orders. Their broadcasts interfered with each other.” 92

Major leaders from these two centers, Feng Congde and Zhou Fengsuo, twice
even fought physically.

After the hunger strike started, the Dialogue Delegation gradually lost its
influence, and the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union’s influence over the
movement declined. The hunger strike leaders achieved domination over the
movement. However, the hunger strike leaders were also divided. There were
two types of hunger strike leaders. The first type, including Wuer Kaixi and to
a less extent Wang Dan, had taken the hunger strike as a political action. To
them, an event such as Gorbachev’s visit was a good occasion to boost the
movement and to push the government toward more concessions. To other
leaders, however, the hunger strike was just a means of expression and a chance
to sacrifice for a better China. They did not care much about Gorbachev’s state
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93. This was indicated by the behavior of student leaders. For example, while Wuer Kaixi and Wang
Dan attended dozens of press conferences and interviews with foreign journalists, student leaders such as
Li Lu, Feng Congde, and Chai Ling participated in very few of them.

94. Tan Sitong was a key figure in the Hundred Day Reform (1898) during the late Qing dynasty.
When the reform failed and all key figures were ordered to be arrested, Tan had a chance to go into hid-
ing, but he refused to do so. He said that he wanted to dedicate his life to awakening more people. Tan be-
came a legendary figure after being killed.

visit and the accompanying arrival of a large number of foreign journalists,93

and they decided to continue the hunger strike until the government com-
pletely accepted their demands. The nature of the hunger strike (by which I
mean the amount of personal sacrifice involved) determined that those students
who joined the hunger strike tended to belong to the latter group. This was
reflected by the initial hunger strike mobilization at Beijing University, which
contributed the majority of the hardcore hunger strikers. As will be discussed
in chapter 9, the mobilization at Beijing University was not very successful un-
til Chai Ling recast the purpose of the strike from “for democracy” to “to see
the true face of the government and test the consciousness of the Chinese.”

Therefore, though student leaders such as Wuer Kaixi and Wang Dan
played a crucial role in initiating the hunger strike, they were, from the outset,
unable to control it. In fact, because of their relative flexibility in negotiating
and in dealing with government officials, their credentials among hunger strik-
ers quickly declined. After the hunger strike began, the Square was controlled
by idealists such as Chai Ling, Feng Congde, Zhang Boli, and Li Lu. “Dedica-
tion,” “Reform needs sacrifice,” “China needs a second Tan Sitong,” 94 “We
face death, fight for life”: such slogans dominated the discourse of the hunger
strike students. Some hunger strikers even refused to drink water and planned
to burn themselves alive. As a result, such important events of this period as
Gorbachev’s state visit and the concomitant arrival of a large number of foreign
journalists failed to make a fundamental impact on the course of the move-
ment. This was because the students who dominated the Tiananmen Square
occupation in this period never treated those events in the first place as politi-
cal opportunities.

Even student leaders in the Headquarters were not the most radical ones.
Although they were extremely idealistic, their leadership position caused them
to have more concerns than the rest of the hunger strikers. Therefore, they
sometimes also thought of ending the hunger strike to avoid possible unin-
tended consequences. However, the Headquarters leaders could not really con-
trol fellow fasting students. Zheng Yi, who was in the Headquarters from
May 16, observed:
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95. Zheng (1993, 70).
96. Li Lu (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 139) has claimed that the picket lines were mainly his effort, while Cal-

houn (1994, 73) has reported that they were largely the work of Zhang Lun. During that period, almost
every university had its own pickets, while some pickets had independent origins. Although the pickets of
different universities were coordinated, they might not necessarily be led by a single person or organiza-
tion. As informant 3, a student who acted as a picketer, told me: “I did not know who was taking charge
of the pickets, but we all knew what to do. There were some people who came over and asked us to do this
or that, but it was not always the same people. Sometimes I also thought of something and went to tell
other people what to do. The key was that if you had ideas, you shared them with others.”

97. Liu Xiaobo (1992, 131– 32) has described how this elaborate security system worked; student leader
Liang Er (Huigu Yu Fansi 1993, 241) has recalled his difficulty in passing through some security lines.

Although the leaders at the Headquarters had endless meetings, the real decision-
making power was not in the hands of these earthshaking young leaders. . . . When-
ever the hunger strikers were asked about the idea of ending the fasting, the answer
was a flat no. One night, that the hunger strike should end became the dominant
opinion among the leaders. However, this was impossible to implement. Hunger
strikers suspected that students in the Headquarters were going to sell out the
fruit they had struggled to obtain. The government’s negligence had pushed hunger
strikers to make up their minds to fight till death. . . . Many students even claimed
that if the Headquarters decided to end the hunger strike, they would immediately
kill themselves. The mood to fight with their lives was spreading and intensifying
every hour. A common identity nurtured by the already 100-hour long hunger strike
also unified the 3,000 hunger strikers. As long as one student refused to eat, the rest
would follow.95

However, though student leaders had lost effective control over the direc-
tion of the movement, Tiananmen Square became more hierarchical and or-
derly as the movement went on. Many student leaders were now followed by
several bodyguards to protect them. Picket lines were formed so that ambu-
lances could enter and leave the Square quickly.96 Along with the picket lines
was an elaborate security system. People were no longer able to move freely
inside the Square without valid passes, which could be updated many times
in a day. Even leaders and activists of the movement had difficulties moving
around.97

end of the hunger strike

After the negotiation with students failed, the conflicts among top government
leaders intensified. Between May 15 and 17, the CCP Central Committee held a
series of meetings. In these meetings, most leaders except for Zhao Ziyang
wanted to end the movement by martial law (chapter 7). After May 17 the

06-C1513-PT2  1/17/01  3:21 PM  Page 181



182 c h a p t e r  s i x

98. Zhao Ziyang’s visit to hunger strike students on the morning of May 19 is not counted because it
was obviously for a different purpose (see chapter 7).

99. Detailed reports on the meeting appeared in many sources. For English versions, see Oksenberg,
Sullivan, and Lambert (1990, 269– 82) or Han and Hua (1990, 242– 46).

100. The following story is based mainly on Zhang Boli’s account (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 195; Zhang 1994c,
46 – 47). I also incorporated the accounts of Li Lu, Chai Ling, Feng Congde, and Liu Yan in Huigu yu Fansi
(1993, 164 –70, 199–201, 204, and 201–203).

101. Around the time of the meeting, the Headquarters broadcasting center had already broadcast news
reports that announced: “At 12:45 tonight the government will send troops to Tiananmen Square” (Bajiu
Zhongguo Minyun Ziliaoce 1991, 185). Therefore, most students would have known the news of impending mar-
tial law.

government again approached students. However, unlike the earlier attempts,
these later contacts were aimed not so much at reaching an agreement with the
students but at placating the public.98 For example, at the meeting between Li
Peng and hunger strike organizers on May 18, while the students still demanded
a dialogue and a positive evaluation of the movement as preconditions for end-
ing the hunger strike, Li Peng was only interested in issues of how to end the
hunger strike and send hunger strikers to the hospital.99

By May 19 most student leaders knew that the government was going to de-
clare martial law. Therefore, many student leaders and activists wished to end
the hunger strike so as not to give the government any excuse for employing
martial law. On the late afternoon of May 19, two intellectuals went to the
Square and found Zhang Boli.100 They brought Zhang to the Workers’ Cul-
tural Palace, where some fifty intellectuals were waiting. They told Zhang that
martial law was going to start at 12:00 a.m. that night. They suggested that the
hunger strike be ended immediately so that the government would have no ex-
cuse to resort to martial law. Zhang Boli agreed to persuade the other student
leaders at the Headquarters. Meanwhile he asked the intellectuals to prepare for
them a declaration marking the end of the hunger strike.

When Zhang Boli went back, he discussed thus with Li Lu and Chai Ling.
Both of them agreed with him. At 7:00 p.m., they held a meeting to vote for the
issue. About two hundred students came to the meeting, some of them hand-
picked by Zhang Boli to come and support him. The meeting was held inside
a big bus. Zhao Boli particularly ordered those who guarded the bus not to let
Wuer Kaixi in. He was concerned that if Wuer did not agree with him, his cha-
risma could reverse the opinion. Zhang Boli spoke first. He emphasized that
many people were going to die if the hunger strike did not stop. He did not
convey his exact intentions because he believed that the threat of martial law
was still a secret.101 Others wanted to speak after Zhang. However, Zhang only
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102. The same evening another group of student leaders, including Wuer Kaixi, Liu Yan, Wang Dan,
Ma Shaofang, Cheng Zhen, Liang Er, Shen Tong, Xiang Xiaoji, and many others, also had a meeting that
decided to end the hunger strike. Liu Yan recalled that she and Wuer went to see Yan Mingfu in the after-
noon (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 201–202). Yan Mingfu told them that martial law would be declared that night.
Wuer asked Liu Yan to go to the Square to find all the student leaders that she could and ask them to come
to the United Front Work Department to have a meeting. In that meeting, Yan told all students the news
of martial law and asked them to end the hunger strike. Eventually, they all started to eat. When these stu-
dents went back to Tiananmen Square, the meeting held by Zhang Boli was about to end. These two groups
both appeared at the meeting that announced the end of the hunger strike. For other descriptions of the
meeting at the United Front Work Department, see Shen Tong (1990, 287– 88).

103. Feng Congde (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 204).
104. For English versions of both speeches, see Han and Hua (1990, 255 –58).

called on students whom he had already lined up before the meeting. Then
when Zhang asked students to vote on the proposal, the majority of partici-
pants voted in favor of ending the hunger strike.102

Student leaders then organized a meeting to announce the decision to the
rest of the hunger strikers. Chai Ling presided over the meeting. As soon as she
announced the decision, many students stood up and accused the leaders of
selling out the fasting students. Feng Congde, Chai Ling’s husband, also came
forward, arguing that this decision was invalid and that another vote should
take place. The student leaders then fought bitterly. Li Lu and Wang Wen even
fought physically. Eventually, Feng resigned his position in the Headquarters
and went out to hold another vote on the same issue. He got the opposite re-
sult: “I held another vote after I left. . . . Over eighty universities sent repre-
sentatives. At least eighty percent of those students said that between eighty to
a hundred percent of their students did not want to end the hunger strike.” 103

It would be senseless to try and judge which vote was more valid. Most
hunger strike students still fasted after the announcement. Nevertheless, Zhang
Boli immediately informed Beijing journalists that the students had ended the
hunger strike. Half an hour later, at about 9:30 p.m., the CCTV stopped nor-
mal programming to broadcast the news. Student leaders thought that this was
a great victory because it illegitimatized the use of martial law.

Then, at 10:00 p.m., the official loudspeakers at Tiananmen Square turned on
to broadcast live a special meeting of top state leaders, Beijing municipal lead-
ers, and army cadres. In the meeting, Li Peng vowed that the government would
“take firm and decisive measures to end the turmoil to safeguard the CCP’s
leadership and the socialist system.” Yang Shangkun stated that: “To maintain
social order in the capital and restore the normal routine, we have no alterna-
tive but to call some troops to Beijing.” 104 That same night troops started to
approach Beijing from the suburbs. Early the next morning, martial law was
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105. See Brook (1992, ch. 3) on the troop movements during this period.
106. Since most of the armies entered by highway, I focus on what happened on the highways.
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just played innocent to avoid conflict. For example, a low-ranking officer from Dongbei Military Region
wrote that they had watched the movement on a video before going to Beijing (Gao Zirong 1989, 8). Dur-
ing martial law, many soldiers also waved the V-sign or shouted pro-movement slogans to make their in-
filtration easier or to lessen the conflict (Chen Guishui 1989, 13).

formally declared. Some students fasted until May 20, but attention had turned
to the coming troops.

From Martial Law to Military Repression

popular resistance

While the government’s special meeting was still in process, martial law troops
moved on Beijing from all directions. By May 20 about seven or eight divisions
of ten to fifteen thousand troops each had attempted to enter the city by rail-
way, subway, and, mostly, by highway.105 Most Beijing residents were outraged
by the news of martial law and the army advancement. They massed to block
the troops and protect the students. On the major roads, people used every
available material, such as sewer tubes, concrete posts, bicycle-lane dividers,
garbage bins, steel bars, and buses, to build barricades.106 Such popular resis-
tance usually started with a few students or residents who were walking on the
road and spotted army movement. They either directly went to block the
troops or went to inform residents nearby. People then arrived by the hundreds,
thousands, and then tens of thousands, eventually outnumbering the soldiers.

At this stage most of the soldiers were unarmed. They simply stayed where
they were after being stopped. When the people stopped the army, they went
over or even climbed up into the military trucks to inform soldiers about the
“truth” of the movement and to ask them to leave. The soldiers appeared be-
wildered by the popular reaction. Facing harangues or even ridicule, they gen-
erally kept silent. When they were asked why they had come to Beijing, their
answers ranged from “to join a military exercise” to “to guard Tiananmen
Square” to even “to make a movie.” Many of them told the people that they
had not read anything for a week and knew very little about what had happened
in Beijing after the start of the hunger strike.107

In most cases, the soldiers were nicely treated. Because of the barricades, the
logistics of the army broke down. Local residents and students made efforts to
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108. Informant no. 63 joined a party of this kind near the Summer Palace.
109. See Yang Qingfu (1989) for a description of how soldiers were humiliated or even beaten by local
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send food and drink to soldiers. Moreover, in places close to the university dis-
trict where students dominated the resistance, students even held parties to en-
tertain them.108 However, soldiers were also humiliated by some young Beijing
residents. “All the soldiers are bastards!” “Go home, your mothers are dying!”
“Your sisters are being raped by turns, hurry home!” Many soldiers were bruised
by this sort of verbal abuse,109 and tension and resentment started to build up
among them.

Occasional violence also erupted at this stage. The most serious incident
happened in the Fengtai area, where at noon on May 20 a few hundred police-
men turned their clubs on a crowd. Forty-five people were hurt in the conflict,
among whom three were seriously wounded.110 In the same region, on the eve-
ning of May 22, soldiers from the 113th Division of the 38th Army were start-
ing to withdraw, as had been agreed upon by troop and student negotiators,
when a few people in the crowd shouted: “Beat them, beat these soldiers to
death!” “Do not let them enter the city!” Bricks were cast at the soldiers. Early
the next morning similar conflicts occurred, again in the same region. Accord-
ing to government sources, a total of 116 soldiers were wounded in these
conflicts, and 29 were seriously injured.111 The soldiers did not fight back, but
they were very angry as a result.112 After two days of stalemate, the government
had to order the troops to withdraw on the morning of May 22. The popular
resistance went on successfully.

The amazing fact is that this successful resistance was conducted with little
coordination. To be sure, there were some efforts to coordinate the resistance.
For example, on the night of May 19, several members of the Dialogue Dele-
gation formed a Bureau of Coordination of Beijing Universities. The bureau
owned a military map, donated by an army officer, and two hotlines. As an in-
formant (no. 59) recalled, they received phone calls every three minutes report-
ing army movements. They then called each university asking them to send
students to particular locations. On May 20, Wang Chaohua also sent small
contingents to several places where a large number of soldiers were stopped.
The Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union later even produced a map of Bei-
jing showing troop positions and major barricades, and the union assigned each
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113. Wang Chaohua (Huigu Yu Fansi 1993, 212).

university an area to take charge of.113 Finally, members of the Flying Tigers—
a motorbike team loosely formed by some private businessmen—were also
highly conspicuous because of the awful noise their bikes made while traveling
through the city. On the way they often passed news of troop movements as
well as rumors.

However, these coordination efforts were largely ad hoc, and the role they
played in the popular resistance was minimal. The following narratives show
how Beijing residents were typically mobilized into a popular resistance:

I was at home that evening. At midnight, I was awakened by extremely loud noises.
Outside somebody shouted that the troops were coming and asked neighbors to
block the military carriers. A lot of people went out. . . . Someone also shouted
“Please bring wet towels to protect yourselves from tear gas.” People then went
back to fetch towels. When we went out to the street, we saw some concrete sewer
pipes laid along the roadside. We immediately pushed them to the middle. That
night, a huge number of people went out. All my family went out as well. Many stu-
dents were at the Square, some of them the children of this neighborhood. Even if
their own children were not at the Square, people still went out because we all felt
that the students would be beaten if the soldiers entered the Square (no. 8).

Along with the Beijing residents, students and teachers also spontaneously ini-
tiated various actions. A young teacher (no. 36) told me how a group of them
had been involved in the action:

On May 19 we knew that the army would come that night. Many young teachers
came to my dormitory. We discussed what we should do when the troops came.
Eventually we decided to persuade the soldiers to withdraw. We decided to write a
statement, print it on handbills, and record it on a cassette. When we met the troops
we could give them the handbills and turn on our cassette players. . . .

In the night, we headed toward Liuliqiao. . . . When we arrived at Liuliqiao, we
found that the troops had arrived and that some people were already there trying
to stop the troops. We went over and turned on our cassette players. Somehow, we
were separated and I was now alone. Then I met two students from our university.
We three became a new team. The two students told me that there were more
troops in Babaoshan, so we went there.
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114. See Wu et al. (1989, 474). The government may well overestimate the outside students’ return rate.
During late May, every outside student could get a free return ticket from the Beijing railway station just
by showing his/her university ID. This could be what the government statistics were based on. However,
many Beijing students whose home town was not Beijing took advantage of this policy, borrowing a uni-
versity ID from an outside student from their home town to get a free ticket to visit home. One of my in-
formants (no. 10) told me that he got a free ticket back to Guangzhou this way.

Nine of my informants talked about their personal experiences on the night of
May 19, but none of them indicated that they were mobilized by, or coordi-
nated through, any organizations.

outside students and movement dynamics

After the hunger strike began, students from all over the country began arriv-
ing in Beijing in large numbers. Between May 16 and 26, around 172,000 out-
side students arrived at Beijing by train, while only 86,000 left.114 Considering
that outside students also went to Beijing by bus, air, bicycle, or even on foot,
the numbers should be even larger. Therefore, after May 20, when more and
more Beijing students felt tired and left, the Square gradually became domi-
nated by outside students.

Most outside students got free rides to Beijing by persuading or even forc-
ing the officials at a station to let them on a train. If this did not work, some
would even lie down on the tracks to stop the train. As an informant (no. 27)
recalled, the Tianjin railway station even added several special lines on May 17
so that anyone could ride for free to Beijing. Over 10,000 Tianjin students went
to Beijing that day.

A large number of outside students stayed in the Square while in Beijing.
However, an even larger number of outside students spent their nights in
university dormitories with new acquaintances or old high school classmates.
Most of my student informants remembered that there were some outside stu-
dents living in their own or nearby dormitories. One informant (no. 33) told
me that by late May half of the students staying in the dormitories of his uni-
versity were outside students. Another informant (no. 68) told me that he him-
self had arranged accommodations for more than a hundred outside students.

The arrival of a large number of outside students made voluntary withdrawal
from Tiananmen Square very difficult. For the most part, outside students
came to Beijing for one of two reasons: they were local activists who wished to
support the movement in Beijing, or they simply wanted to take a free trip to
the capital. Either way, they were reluctant to return home after only a couple
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of days. Thus those who still remained in the Square were either energetic new-
comers or committed radicals.

student leadership during the early period of martial law

After martial law was declared, Tiananmen Square was no longer the center of
attention, and the hunger strike became meaningless. By noon on May 20, even
the most stubborn hunger strikers had started to eat, and most of them had also
returned to school. The hunger strike leaders were still lingering at the Square,
but they did nothing to organize students or Beijing residents to block the
troops.115 Overwhelmed by the number of troops, the hunger strike leaders
were in a gray mood. On May 21 rumors led them to believe that the troops
would fight their way to the Square that night. Therefore, all the major leaders
except for Li Lu, including Chai Ling, Feng Congde, and Zhang Boli, went into
hiding.

The night of May 21 was nerve-wracking for the students remaining in the
Square.116 However, the troops, instead of arriving, started to withdraw on
May 22. The event immediately changed the students’ mood as well as their es-
timate of the future of the movement. Zhang Boli described the change:

On May 20 a very important person told me that a massacre would start that
night. . . . He persuaded us to leave the Square immediately to avoid bloodshed. . . .
He told me that the army had produced 10,000 Beijing road maps. From the num-
ber, I estimated around 10,000 squads or platoons of troops were coming! We were
all terrified. However, we did not ask students or local residents to block the
troops. . . . On the second day, we all received some emergency money and ran away.
I went to hide at Xu Gang’s home. . . . To my surprise, the troops did not come and
everything was as usual. When some people called and informed me about this, I
said that it was really good news. If they did not repress us this time, everything
would be fine. We then discussed what we should do immediately. Finally, we all
arrived at the same conclusion. If the troops dared not to use force this time, it
would be more difficult for them to repress us by force later on. Guided by this be-
lief, we went back to the Square.117

Not just the student leaders but also most students and Beijing residents
became optimistic; that the army would not shoot civilians became a common
belief.
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However, on the late afternoon of May 22, when the hunger strike leaders
went back to the Square, they found that it no longer belonged to them. In the
days after the Headquarters had stopped functioning the influence of the Bei-
jing Students’ Autonomous Union had increased, and many new organizations
had sprung up. Most seriously, while the hunger strike leaders were in hiding,
Wang Chaohua went around tent by tent to persuade students to leave. When
students in each tent agreed, she then asked a representative to sign a paper. By
the time that the hunger strike leaders went back to the Square, students from
over two hundred universities had consented to leave.118 To reduce the influ-
ence of the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union in the Square thus became
the most urgent issue for the hunger strike leaders.

Since Wang Chaohua now had a sheet that contained signatures from rep-
resentatives of over two hundred universities, the first thing that the hunger
strike leaders did was to obtain the sheet. Zhang Boli tricked Wang into letting
him see the sheet and then refused to return it.119 Meanwhile, the hunger strike
group organized a meeting on the night of May 22. They managed to get “rep-
resentatives” from eighty-nine universities.120 During the meeting, they bashed
the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union and other student organizations.
Chai Ling declared:

Since its founding, your Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union has never done a
single good thing. In particular, you occupy the leadership position without show-
ing leadership quality. You were against the hunger strike from the very beginning.
However, after the hunger strike started in spite of your objections, you moved your
headquarters to the Square and expressed your support. I have absolutely no un-
derstanding of what you have done.121

Zhang Boli added:

We are under martial law. The CCP Central Committee has established Martial
Law Headquarters to command several hundred thousand soldiers to go against us.
Yet, the situation in the Square is very disappointing. There are over ten student
organizations in the Square, all claiming the highest command and all being irre-
sponsible. The Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union has only one leader, Wang
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Chaohua, in the Square; leaders of the Federation of Students from Outside Beijing
are indulging in power struggles. They changed their general commander four times
in a day and even wanted to take over the broadcasting center. If this goes on, even
if the martial law troops do not attack us, we will defeat ourselves. . . . Therefore, I
propose to establish a provisional headquarters to lead the Square for forty-eight
hours. Meanwhile, the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union will pull back to Bei-
jing University to rectify itself. After forty-eight hours, the provisional headquar-
ters will end its mission and hand power back to the Beijing Students’ Autonomous
Union.122

According to Zhang,123 most students in the meeting raised their hands to
show support. Zhang then continued:

The leaders of the Hunger Strike Headquarters have already established their pres-
tige, and are trusted by students. Therefore, leaders of the Headquarters should
hold major positions in the Provisional Headquarters. The members of the stand-
ing committee include Chai Ling, Wang Dan, Wang Chaohua, Li Lu, Feng Con-
gde, Guo Haifeng, and me. The Provisional Headquarters still has one commander,
Chai Ling; three vice commanders, Zhang Boli, Li Lu, and Feng Congde; one sec-
retary general, Guo Haifeng.124

The participants applauded to show their approval. Wang Chaohua was very
upset after the meeting, accusing the hunger strike leaders of staging a coup.
Zhang Boli replied: “The motion was passed. It is useless for you to try to get
more support. This is democracy.” 125 The hunger strike students reclaimed the
Square.

the joint federation

After the imposition of martial law, leading intellectuals further increased their
presence in the movement. On the night of May 22 a meeting was held at the
Square to discuss the possibility of establishing an organization that would
combine all of the political forces that had emerged in the movement. Wang
Juntao, Chen Ziming, Bao Zunxin, Yan Jiaqi, Liu Xiaobo, Wang Dan, Liang
Er, and Zhang Lun were among the participants. Also in the meeting were some
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leaders of the newly established non-student organizations and a few individu-
als from Hong Kong.126 Since the meeting was inconclusive, another meeting
was called for the next day at an office in the Institute of Marxism-Leninism-
Mao Zedong Thought. Hunger strike leader Chai Ling also attended the meet-
ing. The participants there decided to establish an organization to coordinate
and lead the movement. They named it the Joint Federation of All Circles in
the Capital (hereafter the Joint Federation) to indicate its broad base, although
in fact the organization was dominated by intellectuals and students.

The Joint Federation raised high expectations at the time of its establish-
ment. Yet because the radical students did not trust the intellectuals and the in-
tellectuals differed among themselves, the organization failed to control the
movement.127 A student leader (no. 69) remembered:

In those days, I spent almost every day in the meetings of the Joint Federation. Each
meeting lasted half a day or even a whole day. We discussed the current situation
and exchanged information. Although many suggestions were made, the students at
the Square never adopted them. So the meetings eventually turned out to consist of
a group of people sitting in a big room making empty talk.

The intellectuals nevertheless did help the hunger strike leaders to establish
their nominal authority inside the Square. After the withdrawal of the mar-
tial law troops, the intellectuals were for a short period no less optimistic than
the students. They believed that the movement was “The Final Showdown
between Darkness and Brightness.” 128 They also believed that “As long as the
flag of Tiananmen Square does not fall, a chain reaction will soon start all
over the country.” 129 They therefore supported the Tiananmen Square oc-
cupation and decided to establish a “Defending Tiananmen Square General
Headquarters” (hereafter the General Headquarters) to manage the Square.
They appointed Chai Ling as its general commander, Zhang Boli, Feng Con-
gde, and Li Lu as its vice-commanders, and Guo Haifeng as its secretary gen-
eral. The next day, May 24, the General Headquarters held an oath-taking rally
at the Square. Wang Dan and Chai Ling presided over the meeting. In that
meeting, Wang Dan announced the formation of the General Headquarters
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and the appointment of the Joint Federation. The leaders of the Provisional
Headquarters established the day before by the hunger strikers monopolized its
leadership positions.130

According to the earlier agreement, the hunger strikers were to return the
leadership of Tiananmen Square back over to the Beijing Students’ Autonomous
Union after forty-eight hours. This appointment therefore helped the hunger
strike leaders defeat the leaders of the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union
and achieve domination in the Square. Li Lu described Chai Ling as being
thrilled when she came back from the meeting of the Joint Federation: “On
May 23 Chai Ling came to me full of excitement. She told me that we no longer
needed to worry about the forty-eight hour deadline . . . [because] we had now
been appointed by an even larger organization called the Joint Federation of All
Circles in the Capital.” 131 Zhang Boli also used the appointment to fool Wang
Chaohua. On the evening of May 24, with a rectified leadership and a new plan
of the movement, Wang Chaohua went to Zhang Boli to demand that leader-
ship in the Square be returned to the Autonomous Union. Zhang recalled:

When Chaohua came to me, I avoided confronting her. I told her: “Go and discuss
the issue with the Joint Federation.” Chaohua said: “You have gone back on your
words. We have rectified ourselves. We now have a nine-student leadership.” . . . I
replied: “First, you and I did have an agreement to return power to you after forty-
eight hours. However, Chai Ling is the general commander and I am not. So, I can
only make suggestions not decisions. Secondly, the Joint Federation is headed by
Wang Dan. Wang Dan is currently our most renowned and powerful man. He now
leads an organization that includes both intellectuals and students. I think their de-
cisions carry greater authority. Moreover, I heard that the Joint Federation could
make suggestions to as well as command the General Headquarters. I think that
they have the mandate to lead us. . . . We do want to return the power back to you.
It was the Joint Federation that started another organization.” 132

Thus, by supporting the student leaders of the hunger strike group, the intel-
lectuals helped the continuation of the Tiananmen Square occupation. After-
wards, although the General Headquarters fell far short in commanding the
Square, it did become its single most important symbol.
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to withdraw or not to withdraw

By late May it had become more and more clear that the Tiananmen Square oc-
cupation had created many problems and that if continued would lead to a
head-on confrontation between the people and the government. At this stage,
most intellectuals and Beijing students believed that the students should leave
the Square.133 However, neither the Joint Federation nor the Beijing Students’
Autonomous Union could control the students there. The fate of the move-
ment was now in the hands of those who refused to leave.

On May 27 the Joint Federation held a meeting. Whereas in previous Joint
Federation meetings the participants virtually could not agree on anything, this
time all of them, including Chai Ling and Feng Congde, voted that the stu-
dents should leave the Square.134 They decided to hold a large-scale demonstra-
tion to celebrate their victory and then withdraw from the Square on May 30. 
It seemed that the deadlock between students and the government could be
loosened. Many were greatly relieved. However, Chai Ling and Feng Congde
changed their minds. In the press conference that evening, Chai Ling claimed
that the meeting had been a plot and that they had voted for the motion only
because of pressure from the rest of the people in the meeting. She also an-
nounced that her General Headquarters had decided to withdraw from the
Joint Federation. People were disappointed. Three Hong Kong journalists ex-
pressed their distress in a report: “Although the proposal [to withdraw from
the Square] was passed by a majority vote, it has no force. What surprises us is
that the suggestions of various movement organizations, including the decision
of the highest-level organization—the Joint Federation—must have the final
approval of the Defending Tiananmen Square General Headquarters. The ma-
jority must follow a minority, which is absurd.” 135

How could this happen? In general, Chai Ling was infamous for changing
her mind, first saying one thing in a meeting and then saying something else
in front of the public.136 This time, however, it seemed that Li Lu had influ-
enced Chai Ling. According to Li Lu himself, when Chai informed him about
the decision, he argued that the Joint Federation was only an organization 
for coordination, and that the General Headquarters was obliged only to the
“Tiananmen Square Parliament” (the term will be explained later). In his view
the Joint Federation’s decision was in fact undemocratic because two days ear-
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lier the Tiananmen Square Parliament had voted for continued occupation.137

Yet according to Chai Ling, Li Lu persuaded her by warning her that the gov-
ernment had been colluding with the Joint Federation people, trying every pos-
sible means to trick the students out of the Square.138

Li Lu’s objection, of course, was just an excuse. Only four days earlier, when
Chai Ling had excitedly told Li Lu that they were no longer obliged to return
power to the Beijing Autonomous Union because the Joint Federation had ap-
pointed them as leaders of the General Headquarters, Li did not seem worried
that the appointment was against democratic procedure or a government plot.
Nevertheless, Li Lu’s personal role in the fate of the movement should not be
overstated. Even if Li had not raised his objections and Chai Ling had not
changed her mind, the chances of leading students out of the Square were slim.
To understand why, one must examine the micro-level decision-making in the
Square. I will focus on the so-called “Meetings of the Tiananmen Square Par-
liament” that Li Lu played off against the Joint Federation.

Under martial law, numerous organizations held frequent meetings in the
Square. Li Lu referred to the meetings called by the General Headquarters as
“Meetings of the Tiananmen Square Parliament,” 139 a phraseology that had
given many scholars writing about the movement the false impression that
some such stable institution existed inside the Square, its relation to the Gen-
eral Headquarters being similar to the relationship between the congress and
the executive branch in a democratic nation. This is misleading, not least be-
cause few of the meeting participants were elected, but moreover because of the
high fluidity of the participants in the General Headquarters’ public meetings.

During late May around four hundred universities had camps in the Square
(excluding the camps established by students from special technical schools).
Yet at each of these meetings only some universities had their students present,
and the universities that had students in the meeting changed every time.140

More broadly, during the martial law period, especially given the arrival of huge
numbers of students from outside Beijing, Tiananmen Square had a very high
rate of turnover. A student who attended one day’s meeting might the next day
leave Tiananmen Square for good. The representatives from each university were
also constantly changing. The constant change of meeting participants meant
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that soon most of those who thought that the students should leave the Square
had actually already left, while those who stayed at the Square and attended the
so-called “Meetings of the Tiananmen Square Parliament” were more likely to
be hardcore radicals and energetic newcomers from outside Beijing. Therefore,
any effort at moderation became very difficult. Li Lu recalled that the debate
over whether or not to end the Tiananmen Square occupation was the primary
topic of every “Tiananmen Square Parliament Meeting,” consuming most of
their time. Yet the overwhelming majority of participants, most of whom were
outside students, continually refused to leave.141 Therefore, Li Lu and Chai
Ling’s rejection of the Joint Federation’s decision might actually have been the
only choice they had. Otherwise, the decision would not have been carried out
in any case, and they themselves could have been ousted from the leadership.
Wuer Kaixi made this point clearly when he was interviewed by Li Peier, a
Hong Kong journalist, on June 2:

We have thought about leaving the Square many times, but each time we changed
our mind. For example, on May 27 we wanted to announce that we would leave the
Square on May 30, but our decision was repudiated. Here, the most important rea-
son was that students, especially the outside students, were not willing to leave.
Anyone in charge had to support the Tiananmen Square occupation. Were you to
ask students to leave, they would certainly try to get rid of you.142

In fact, Wuer Kaixi had been expelled from the leadership because he asked
students to leave the Square on the early morning of May 22. Wang Chaohua
was also squeezed out of the Square because she had persistently tried to bring
the students out. On June 1, Lian Shengde, the head of the Federation of Stu-
dents from Outside Beijing, also urged the students to leave the Square and was
therefore dismissed from the leadership as well. To play the radical was the only
way to keep one’s influence.

hong kong money

After martial law was declared, most state-owned factories and public institu-
tions in China stopped their financial endorsement of the students. During the
course of the movement, more and more student organizations and even in-
dividual students had engaged in fundraising activities.143 Since none of the
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student organizations had a good accounting system, scandals about student
embezzlement and corruption were widespread.144 By late May Beijing resi-
dents became reluctant to contribute money. During late May, individuals who
brought donations in person from other cities or even from other countries
were arriving at Beijing every day. Nevertheless, facing a chaotic student lead-
ership and a widespread concern with student corruption, many people had to
hold such money before finding a trustworthy person to whom to deliver it.
Eventually, most of this money did not reach students in the Square.

Due to the intensive international media coverage after Gorbachev’s state
visit, overseas Chinese had been increasingly involved in the movement. They
held demonstrations as well as fundraising activities. However, most of their
money did not reach students in the Square either. This was, among other rea-
sons, because a large amount of money from such sources was sent to China
as checks or money orders made out to “the Students’ Autonomous Union,”
“Hunger Strike Headquarters,” “Tiananmen Square Headquarters,” or even
just “Tiananmen Square”; such donations, even if delivered, could hardly be
redeemed.145

Because of the amount of money involved and its numerous sources, quite a
bit of money still reached the students. The main problem was that most over-
seas Chinese did not know of the newly established General Headquarters.
Therefore, when people did deliver money to students, they most likely gave it
to the student leaders of the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union and the
autonomous unions of the major universities. Because of the intense conflicts
among movement activists, the General Headquarters had great difficulty get-
ting money from them.146

By the end of May, there were still between 10,000 and 20,000 people stay-
ing overnight at the Square, while the daytime population usually multiplied.
Feng Congde, who was in charge of the General Headquarters’ finances during
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late May, remembered that while after May 24 he still needed around 40,000
yuan a day just to buy food, his daily income from donations was only between
20,000 and 30,000 yuan.147 By May 27 the General Headquarters had only 5,000
yuan left; meanwhile, it already owed much larger amounts to various stores.148

It seemed that students might have to leave the Square just because of financial
problems. At this point the infusion of Hong Kong money became critical.

People in Hong Kong had supported the movement enthusiastically ever
since it started. The Hong Kong University Student Association sent a delega-
tion to Beijing as observers as early as April 20.149 Hong Kong residents held
many fundraising activities. The largest one was on May 27, when over three
hundred Hong Kong singers, actors, and actresses performed at a stadium for
twelve hours to raise money. About thirteen million Hong Kong yuan was col-
lected just at this single event.

What was crucial about the Hong Kong money in comparison with that
from other sources was not its quantity, however, but its quality. During the
hunger strike, some Hong Kong students stayed at the Square with Beijing stu-
dents, and Hong Kong professors and students also attended various meetings
of the Joint Federation and the General Headquarters. They therefore had a
deep knowledge of what was going on in Beijing and where the money should
go and be used.

The leaders of the General Headquarters first solicited Hong Kong money
in a Joint Federation meeting on May 23. In the meeting, Chai Ling asked Qiu
Yanliang, a professor in Hong Kong, to help her improve students’ living con-
ditions at the Square. Only two days later, the first stock of modern tents and
sleeping bags from Hong Kong arrived in Beijing. By May 30, hundreds of tents
were set up on the Square and more were still coming. A movement activist
who left the Square on May 24 due to the deteriorating sanitary conditions de-
scribed his impression in a diary when he returned to the Square on June 3:

I saw that the environment in the Square has been drastically improved; it is much
cleaner now. I also saw that many tents . . . have been set up to the north of the
Monument to the People’s Heroes. Each of these tents is about a man’s height
and ten meters in length, with a mountain-shaped roof. On two sides, two triangle
windows are wide open. This kind of tent has an excellent ventilation for helping
students to endure Beijing’s hot summer. The tents are arranged row after row into
a square array. Anyone could comfortably live in one for ten days or half a month.

06-C1513-PT2  1/17/01  3:21 PM  Page 197



198 c h a p t e r  s i x

150. China News Digest (1994, no. 39 [4], 6).
151. Hong Kong students gave 8,000 yuan to build the Statue of the Goddess of Democracy. The De-

mocracy University also received much help from Hong Kong students, starting from its very first day of
preparation.

152. Li Lu (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 325).
153. After ten days of occupation, Tiananmen Square had become an unlivable place. The terrible

smell, a mixture of ammonia, night soil, rotten food, and body odor, was still vivid in the minds of those
of my informants who were forced to leave the Square by the bad smells in late May.

No wonder that the government is so desperate. I admire those who reorganized a
chaotic Tiananmen Square into such great order! 150

Not just the tents but all the other major events happening in this period,
such as the creation of the Statue of the Goddess of Democracy, the establish-
ment of the Democracy University, and even the four intellectuals’ hunger
strike, were more or less made possible by the monetary contributions from
Hong Kong.151

Hong Kong students also established a Hong Kong Material Supply Center
at the Square to provide food, blankets, sleeping bags, walkie-talkies, and other
essentials. The importance of financial and material support from Hong Kong
to the continuation of the Tiananmen Square occupation can be seen from the
response to a small interview conducted by Hong Kong students themselves.
When thirty students were asked “Will you still stay at the Square without the
supplies from the Hong Kong Material Center?” seven said “no,” four replied
“it depends,” one refused to answer, and the rest said “yes.” Even taken at the
face value, it shows that eleven or 36.7 percent of the students could have left
the Square if deprived of supplies provided by the center.152 However, the
thought of having no food to eat or place to sleep is totally different from ac-
tually living in that condition. The question, when asked by rich Hong Kong
students, could also have been taken as an insult by the proud local students.
Some respondents might have been motivated to downplay the importance of
the financial and material support from Hong Kong. Indeed, we know that
many Beijing students left the Square in this period primarily because of the de-
teriorating conditions.153 If there had been no Hong Kong money, the Tianan-
men Square occupation could have ended in a financial crisis.

final episodes

After May 22, although radical students still occupied Tiananmen Square,
more and more Beijing students went back to school or home. At the occupa-
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tion’s peak over a thousand students from the University of Political Science
and Law usually stayed at the Square over night. By late May, the number had
dropped to about ten (no. 60). Even from Beijing University there were only a
few dozen students still staying overnight at the Square by the end of May
(no. 68). The overall number of students who stayed at the Square overnight
dropped from between 100,000 and 200,000 during mid-May to around 10,000
by the end of May,154 and over 90 percent of the students continuing at the
Square were from outside Beijing.155 This, however, does not mean that Beijing
students and residents no longer cared about the movement. As is suggested by
the popular slogan “If Li Peng does not step down, we will visit the Square
every day,” a huge number of people in Beijing still visited the Square daily,
swelling the daytime population.

While the government was preparing for a military operation, radical stu-
dents were preparing to hold Tiananmen Square as long as possible. In this pe-
riod, several episodes drew people’s attention and helped extend the Tianan-
men Square occupation. On May 27, students of the Central Academy of Fine
Arts were asked to make a sculpture modeled after the Statue of Liberty. The
students had originally planned to withdraw from the Square on May 30, and
the sculpture was at first intended to be used in a final march to celebrate vic-
tory. Once the students refused to leave, it too stayed to become another rally-
ing point for the movement. On May 30, tens of thousands of people went to
the Square to see the sculpture. Tiananmen Square was once again congested.

In the final days, two other events also attracted public attention. The first
was a four-man hunger strike organized by Liu Xiaobo and the second the
establishment of the Democracy University in the Square. On May 29, Liu
Xiaobo invited Zhou Duo and Hou Dejian to stage a seventy-two-hour hunger
strike. In the process, Liu’s friend Gao Xin also joined. The original purpose of
this hunger strike was complicated.156 Essentially, it reflected the intellectuals’
ambivalence toward the movement. They supported the movement but were
greatly worried about its direction of development. Through the hunger strike,
Liu intended to win the hearts of students and gain control over the movement.
The hunger strike was started at the Monument to the People’s Heroes on the
afternoon of June 2. Hundreds of thousands of people went to the scene. Many
went to see Hou Dejian, a famous singer and composer best known for his
song “Descendants of the Dragon.” The hunger strike was terminated by the

06-C1513-PT2  1/17/01  3:21 PM  Page 199



200 c h a p t e r  s i x

157. Zhang Boli (1994e).
158. Many of the references in this section are to contributions to a two-volume work entitled Jieyan

Yiri (Under martial law). The contributions are personal experience narratives written by over two hundred
soldiers who participated in the military crackdown. The government’s intention in publishing this book
was, of course, to legitimize the crackdown. However, since the government had assured the soldiers that
they had done the right thing, the soldiers tended to be frank in describing their conflicts with civilians.
The book’s impact in China was not entirely what the government had expected, and the government put
a stop to the book’s distribution shortly after it came out. I have compared the soldiers’ accounts with oth-
ers from unofficial sources, and I have found that the descriptions are strikingly similar, despite their dif-
ferent viewpoints. Since the book brings together accounts from soldiers who were in different military
units, it is one of the richest sources of information on the military repression.

159. Li Shaojun (1989), the commander of the regiment, has given a detailed description of the operation.

military crackdown. Although they failed to achieve their original goal, their
heroism did win the respect of students, making it possible, as we shall see later,
for them to take on the role of mediators between the martial law troops and
the students, thus helping to bring students out of the Square peacefully.

The last event that showed the students’ determination in continuing the
Tiananmen Square occupation was the establishment of the Democracy Uni-
versity. Although during the movement Zhang Boli and most other student
leaders were often condemned for being “power maniacs,” “undemocratic,”
and “corrupt,” these same student leaders were also very upset at other leaders
and activists for the same reasons.157 Therefore, Zhang Boli decided to estab-
lish a Democracy University in the Square to deepen people’s understanding of
democracy. Zhang was supported in this by Zheng Yi and other leaders in the
General Headquarters. Later on some students from Hong Kong also provided
him with support and money.

The university was originally scheduled to open on May 28. However, its
opening was delayed until June 3. Zhang Boli named himself the president of
the university and Yan Jiaqi as honorary president. Again, a large crowd was at-
tracted. To maintain order, the organizers had to use a rope to divide the “stu-
dents” of the university from the crowd. According to Zhang, around 10,000
people were inside the rope during the opening ceremony. The ceremony ended
at 0:50 a.m. on the early morning of June 4. By that time, the martial law troops
had already arrived at the Square.

the military crackdown 158

While students were still lingering at the Square, the second military operation
started (chapter 7). In the beginning, soldiers infiltrated into the city disguised
as civilians. As early as May 26, one regiment of the army had entered Beijing
this way.159 By early June, troops were infiltrating Beijing on an ever-larger scale,
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160. This student’s action was not unique. During this whole period, countless numbers of students,
most of them movement activists, tried to stop civilian brutalities. Many of them saved the lives of soldiers
in peril. For example, Zhou Yongjun (1993, 59) gave an account of how he saved the life of an officer who
turned out to be a regiment-level commander. Because of the testimony of that officer, the prosecution of
him after the military crackdown was eventually dropped. For soldiers’ accounts of how students saved
them, see Ren Bin (1989, 36), Ni (1989, 65), and Dan (1989, 120 – 46).

161. See Huan Xiaoping (1989), Kong (1989), Ni (1989), and Wang Hongwei (1989).

and local residents and students became alert to the military moves. As a result,
more and more plainclothes soldiers were stopped along the road by residents
and students. Skirmishes were frequent.

The turning point came on the evening of June 2, when people on the west-
ern side of Beijing, especially those in between the Muxidi and Liubukou in-
tersections, became very emotional. Possibly this was because three civilians had
been killed by a speeding military jeep at Muxidi. According to the govern-
ment, while the jeep belonged to the Beijing police, it had been borrowed by
CCTV for civilian use for the last ten months. Therefore, this was just a traffic
accident. However, people tended to believe that the three people were killed
by martial law troops on purpose. From then on, local youths, especially those
who lived in the Muxidi vicinity, not only verbally insulted the soldiers but also
started to beat them up. A Qinghua student (no. 38) described what she saw:

On the evening of June 2, the government broadcast was criticizing the Statue of
the Goddess of Democracy. We were curious and went to see it. . . . When we were
close to Tiananmen Square, we saw some military trucks being stopped. Many
workers were trying to break tires and smash the trucks. They also cast bricks at sol-
diers and pulled them out to beat them. It was around midnight at the Xidan in-
tersection. At that time, the soldiers did not fight back. . . . I felt that this was not
right, so I asked a male classmate to stop them. However, several people came over
and asked who he was. They suspected him of being a secret policeman. To avoid
further conflicts, I had to rush forward and tell them that we were students. Then
they let us go. My classmate still wanted to argue with them. I saw the situation was
quite tense, so I pulled him away.160

Many soldiers have told of how they were beaten up by local residents be-
tween the nights of June 2 and June 3.161 Yet, because most people, including
journalists, were against martial law, civilian brutalities, and especially those
that happened before the military repression, have generally been ignored.

On June 3 the army infiltration was on a greater scale and some units were
advancing in uniform. Soldiers and plainclothes soldiers could be seen almost
everywhere. They were asked to take up certain positions but often did not
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162. For soldiers’ accounts, see Zhao Lumin (1989) and Yan Dongyin (1989).
163. Li Lu still insisted on the theory several years later (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 306).
164. Both pro- and antigovernment sources reported the incident. See He Zhizhou (1989) and Li

Shengtang (1989).
165. Simmie and Nixon (1989, 173) also give an eyewitness account of the incident.
166. The order is translated from the account of General Wang Fuyi (1989, 84), the political commis-

sioner of the 38th Army.

know how to reach their destinations. Many of them behaved erratically on
the street and were easy to identify. In some places the confused soldiers were
caught, rounded up, and taken to certain locations where they were encircled
and lectured at, spat upon, and kicked by local residents. From time to time,
people from the outside threw in one more soldier and shouted: “Here, we
caught another one!” 162

Residents and students also started to find weapons. Rumors said that the
troops were deliberately sending weapons to the street to let civilians seize
them, in order to create excuses for a repression.163 From what I have recon-
structed, the martial law troops did send many weapons into Beijing in civil-
ian vehicles. However, they did so mainly because their soldiers had infiltrated
Beijing in plainclothes and unarmed. Therefore, they had to ship the weapons
separately. After June 2, residents and students were on the alert for suspicious
civilian vehicles. As a result, they caught several such vehicles with military
equipment. For instance, on the morning of June 3 students and Beijing resi-
dents stopped three tourist buses carrying military equipment at the Liubukou
intersection.164 In a rage, some people in the crowd took out guns, machine
guns, grenades, bullets, helmets, and gas masks, and displayed them on the
street to show that the government was going to use live ammunition against
the people. The Martial Law Headquarters had to send about five hundred riot
policemen and soldiers to recover the weapons. Conflict immediately broke
out. In the process, the riot police used clubs and tear gas, and many people
were wounded.165 In the afternoon, soldiers and riot police attacked civilians in
other places for similar reasons. Both sides became increasingly hostile.

The final assault started on the evening of June 3. Around 9:00 p.m., soldiers
advanced on Tiananmen Square from all directions. They were ordered “to
clear all the obstacles by force and reach the destination on time.” 166 With re-
gard to the use of live ammunition, the record is complicated. General Zhang
Kun, a vice political commissioner of a group army entering Beijing from the
south, stated that his army had received a clear order not to use live ammuni-
tion. Because of communication problems, the army never received any further
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167. See Zhang Kun (1989, 294). General Zhang was beaten almost to death by local residents because
he did not allow his bodyguards to fight back.

168. See Zhao Xiaoqiang (1989, 208).
169. The above variations were constructed from soldiers’ accounts, in particular Li Huxiang (1989,

136), Liu Xinli (1989, 224), Peng (1989, 216), Zhang Xibo (1989, 169), Zhao Xiaoqiang (1989, 208), and Zhu
Shuangxi (1989, 209). Their narratives are generally consistent with the observations of my informants. One
of my informants (no. 70), who had stayed on the west side of Beijing on the night of June 3, told me that
he saw a battalion of soldiers holding an intersection. They stood back-to-back three in a group and were
very nervous. When my informant approached them, they immediately raised their rifles and ordered him
to stop. My informant then held up his university ID and said: “I am a teacher at People’s University. I have
come to look for my students!” When he got closer, however, he started to accuse them of killing. The
commander of the battalion got very upset. He rushed to my informant and yelled at him: “Who killed
people? We do not even have bullets!” Meanwhile, the commander grabbed the rifles from the nearby sol-
diers and disassembled them one by one, showing that they were unloaded. That same night, the same in-
formant also followed local residents chasing a military truck. People were stoning the soldiers and trying
to get closer to the truck. The soldiers on the truck shot at the ground to create distance between the truck
and the chasing crowd. From time to time, however, there were people wounded by the rebounding bul-
lets. Both sides were unspeakably emotional. Once a soldier threw his helmet and rifle on the ground and
cried: “I am not going to do this any more!” and jumped off the truck. As soon as he reached the ground,
however, people ran over and beat him to death. My informant tried to stop the tragedy, but was only
pushed aside.

orders and therefore never distributed bullets to soldiers.167 Yet, according to
Zhao Xiaoqiang, a special commissioner sent by the Martial Law Headquar-
ters to a group army also from the south, the headquarters gave him a personal
order that soldiers could shoot into the air to disperse the crowd when it was
absolutely necessary. Thus when the army was not able to move and its com-
munication with the Martial Law Headquarters was interrupted, Zhao called a
special meeting to convey this order.168 These two accounts show that while
the military order itself might not mention anything about the use of live am-
munition, the Martial Law Headquarters had determined to take over the
Square by any means necessary, live ammunition included.

It seemed that there was no consensus among different armies on how
the live ammunition should be controlled. In some army units bullets were
controlled at the regiment level, while in others it was at company level. In
some regiments or companies, the commander let only one person carry bul-
lets, while the rest had only unloaded rifles. In other units, the commander dis-
tributed bullets to several trusted officers. There was also evidence that a few
army units distributed bullets to many, if not all, officers before or during the
repression.169

Although the troops advanced in all directions, most deaths that night oc-
curred in the west between the Muxidi and Liubukou intersections. Among the
ninety-two recorded deaths in Ding Zilin’s painstakingly constructed “June 4
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170. See Ding Zilin (1994). Ding lists ninety-six deaths. However, one of them died in Sichuan and
another three deaths occurred many months later for reasons not directly related to the military repression
itself. Therefore, they are excluded here.

171. On June 6, the Chinese government acknowledged a little over 300 deaths during the repression,
including both civilians and soldiers (Yuan 1989). On the other hand, Brook (1992, 161) counts at least 478
deaths by June 4. These were roughly taken as low and high estimates of the number of deaths, although
the actual number of deaths could be even higher.

172. Sanshi Bajun Junshi (1994, ch. 7).

Death List,” 170 fifty (54.3%) of them occurred along Changan Avenue and its
extension, Fuxing Road. At Muxidi intersection, the death toll listed by Ding
reached sixteen, or 17.4 percent. Assuming that Ding’s list includes between 20
and 25 percent of the total actual deaths,171 we can estimate that between sixty-
four and eighty people died at the Muxidi intersection alone and between two
hundred and two hundred fifty people died in the west side of Beijing during
the night of June 3 and early June 4.

It is not completely clear why most of the deaths occurred on the western
side of the city. For some reasons, popular resistance in the west had always
been more violent than in other places. I mentioned earlier how during the first
military assault, between May 19 and 22, the only place where significant vio-
lence occurred was in the Fengtai area in the west of Beijing, and how on the
evening of June 2 three civilians were killed by a military jeep in an accident on
the west side. The scale of popular resistance on the western side of Beijing
could also be seen in the casualties of the 38th Army. On the night of June 3 and
early June 4, the 38th Army had six deaths, one hundred and fifty-nine critical
injuries, over eleven hundred other injuries, and about three thousand beaten
up. It also lost forty-seven armed vehicles and sixty-five trucks, most of them
burned by street fighters.172 The civilian resistance was so strong that the 38th
Army spent over an hour just taking over the Muxidi intersection.

It is not clear whether the 38th Army had received special orders. There was
evidence that the 38th Army distributed bullets to the lower-ranking officers
and even to rank-and-file soldiers much earlier than did most other armies.
This certainly could induce a high death toll. The high death rate may also be
attributable to the fact that the soldiers of the 113th Division of the 38th Army,
now in the vanguard, had been attacked by civilians as early as May 22 and
therefore might have borne more resentment. The high death toll could also be
attributed to the fact that some soldiers went out of control when caught be-
tween a military order and a vicious civilian attack. Indeed, both sides were ex-
tremely emotional. One informant (no. 43) told me with an unforgettable ex-
pression: “I had only read in novels that soldiers’ eyes will turn bloodshot in a
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173. See Ding Zilin (1994). Ding’s list contains only between 20 and 25 percent of the total of deaths.
However, of the thirty-six Beijing students who died during the crackdown, thirty-two were included in
the list, and of the eighty-three victims with known identities on the list, sixty (72.3%) were students, in-
tellectuals, or cadres. We know that the intellectuals and students were much less involved in the physical
confrontation with soldiers than were local residents. Therefore, the estimate could inflate the percentage
of passive deaths during the repression.

174. See Gao Xin (1990), Hou (1989), and Liu Xiaobo (1992).
175. Many other students were also trying to persuade people to lay down their weapons. See Li Lu

(1990, 197) and China News Digest (1994, 4 : 13) for other accounts.
176. The negotiation was documented by both Hou Dejian (1989) and Ji Xinguo (1989). Except in

tone, their accounts were strikingly consistent.

fierce fight, but that night I saw that the eyes of many soldiers and local resi-
dents had turned blood-red!” The fact that a few soldiers might have been out
of control could also be seen from how civilians were shot during the repres-
sion. Of the ninety-two victims listed by Ding, twenty-two (24%) of them
were injured while in unquestionably passive positions. Some people were shot
while just taking pictures (i.e., nos. 2, 5, and 27) or hiding behind something
(i.e., nos. 1, 11, 15, and 75).173

The troops from the west arrived at Tiananmen Square at about 1:30 a.m. on
June 4. Other troops also gradually arrived. As soon as they had arrived, the
soldiers immediately blocked the major roads to the Square to prevent people
from coming in. Meanwhile, the government-controlled loudspeakers in the
Square repeatedly announced an “Emergency Announcement.” It claimed that
troops had to be called in to suppress an antirevolutionary rebellion in Beijing,
and that local civilians should immediately leave the Square and stay at home.
Otherwise their personal safety would not be guaranteed. More and more
people left the Square. At the end, about 4,000 people still clustered around the
Monument to the People’s Heroes. By 2:00 a.m. the troops had completely en-
circled the Square. Both outside and inside of the circle, people sang “L’Inter-
nationale” repeatedly. Students inside the circle also repeatedly swore to stand
or fall in Tiananmen Square.

At this moment, the four intellectuals who were still fasting at the Square
played an important role.174 To avoid violence, they went from place to place
to ask students and local residents to get rid of the rifles and other weapons that
they had collected in order to defend the Square.175 Meanwhile, Hou Dejian
and Zhou Duo went to negotiate with the troop commanders to ask them to
open a path along which students could leave the Square. At about 3:30 a.m.,
Hou Dejian and Zhou Duo met with Ji Xinguo, a regiment-level political
commissioner.176 They said that they would persuade students to leave the
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177. This was obviously the safest path. A few students who left the Square in the western direction
were immediately caught up in still ongoing fighting between local residents and soldiers. The most tragic
event occurred in the Liubukou area, when a speeding tank crashed into a crowd; several students who had
just left the Square were killed or wounded as a result. See Ding Zilin (1994) for more details of this event.

178. Li Lu (1990, 199).
179. Liu Xiaobo (1992, 228).
180. Ibid., 230 – 31.
181. Hong Kong student Lin Yaoqiang remembered that the voice vote for staying was louder (Fang

1989).
182. See Feng Congde (Huigu yu Fansi 1993, 318) for his justification of the decision.

Square and asked the army to create a path. Ji Xinguo reported Hou’s request
to the Martial Law Headquarters. The headquarters immediately agreed and
informed Hou Dejian that south was the direction.177 When Hou and Zhou
went back, the Martial Law Headquarters repeatedly announced: “Students, we
appreciate that you will leave the Square voluntarily. Students, please leave in
the southeastern direction.”

The action of the four intellectuals also met with resistance. “Shame on
you!” “Get out of here!” and other insults frequently rang in their ears as they
were persuading students to leave.178 At one point, as Liu Xiaobo recalled, a
worker even tried to hit him with an iron bar while accusing him of being a trai-
tor.179 Yet as more and more soldiers arrived, leaving became the only option.
Therefore, the intellectuals’ persuasion was also effective to a certain degree.180

The soldiers began to get restless. At about 4:15 a.m. Hou Dejian went back
to Ji Xinguo to request a little more time. Ji guaranteed that they could still
have a peaceful retreat but told Hou that there was not much time left, and he
suggested that Hou leave alone if he was unable to persuade the students to ac-
company him. When Hou went back, the remaining students finally decided to
take a voice vote on the issue. Feng Congde asked the students for a voice vote
for or against the withdrawal. According to several of my informants, they
could not really tell the difference,181 but Feng announced that the voice vote
for the withdrawal was louder.182 Therefore, the students started to leave, drag-
ging along with them those who refused to go.

At 4:35 a.m., only several minutes after the students started to retreat, all the
lights at the Square were turned on. The army started its final operation. Sol-
diers marched forward to squeeze students to the south. Meanwhile, a squad
charged up to the Monument to the People’s Heroes and shot down the loud-
speakers belonging to the students.

At this point, the students astonishingly still maintained a good order. They
marched about five to ten people in a row, under the banners of their own uni-
versities. They also arranged for local residents and females to stay in the
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183. Gao Xin (1990).

middle, for better protection. They cried along the way and sang “L’Interna-
tionale.” After reaching the Qianmen area, the students dispersed in several di-
rections. Yet, at the very rear there were still about a hundred or so people who
refused to go further. Gao Xin, one of the four hunger strikers, happened to be
there.183 According to Gao, when they arrived at Qianmen, they met thousands
of local residents and students and stopped. Together, they shouted slogans
against the soldiers. However, when they shouted “Fascists! Fascists!” the sol-
diers rushed forward and started to shoot. They all ran to hide. Soldiers actu-
ally shot at the sky, but one student was still wounded, according to one of my
informants. It was 6:00 a.m. on the morning of June 4. Gao Xin saw the sol-
diers wave their guns, toss their helmets, jump high, and shout with excitement.
After seven most dramatic weeks the movement was repressed.
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1. There are many accounts of intraparty struggles, published in Hong Kong-based
newspapers and magazines, that were supposedly leaked by high-level leaders or their
associates. There is no doubt that some of these news items were true. However, I de-
cided not to rely on this source of information in the analysis because of the existence
of a substantial quantity of unreliable news in these publications.

S T A T E  L E G I T I M A C Y ,  

S T A T E  B E H A V I O R S ,  A N D  

M O V E M E N T  D E V E L O P M E N T

D
uring the 1989 Beijing Student Movement, the Chinese gov-
ernment went back and forth several times between policies
of concession and repression, neither of which was successful.

Eventually, the government suppressed the movement with mili-
tary force, and the movement ended tragically. Both the frequent
changes in state policy and the eventual repression have been
commonly explained as the outcome of power struggles between
reform and conservative factions within the government. In
this chapter, I argue that the key factor underlying these policy
changes and the consequent development of the movement was
the ineffectiveness of previous state control measures, an inef-
fectiveness which in turn had resulted from the presence of con-
flicting views of state legitimacy in the minds of top state elites,
the movement activists, and the rest of Beijing’s population.1

This chapter is organized into three sections. First, I provide 
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2. Baum (1993), Dittmer (1990a, 1990b), MacFarquhar (1974, 1983, 1993), and Teiwes (1990).
3. Chen Yizi (1990), Cheng Chu-yuan (1990), Dittmer (1990a, 1990b), Kristof (1990a), and Nathan

(1990).
4. For example, Cheng Chu-yuan (1990, 38) argues: “The demonstration in Tiananmen Square can be

interpreted as a reflection of the mounting popular discontent of the people. But the decision to crack down
on the protesters can be understood only as having occurred within the framework of an intraparty power
struggle.”

5. Nathan (1990).
6. As Ding Xueliang (1994, 40) has illustrated, Wang Zhen and Deng Liqun were commonly thought

to belong to the hard core of conservatives. However, they had close relations with, and were trusted by,
Deng Xiaoping.

a critical review of theories of factionalism in Chinese politics, which are the
most popular explanations of Chinese politics in general and of the 1989 Move-
ment in particular. Then, I present a model that reveals the Chinese state’s fun-
damental social control problems by bringing into focus the nature of the regime
and its sources of legitimation. Finally, I provide an empirical account—with
some interpretation— of the state’s behavior during the 1989 Movement.

Elite Factionism and Dynamics of the 1989 Movement

Currently, most writings on Chinese politics emphasize its factional nature.2

This is particularly true of the analyses of the state’s behavior during the 1989
Movement.3 Although such analyses vary in their details, they generally argue
that the shifts in state policy during the movement were the consequence of
struggles between reform and conservative factions within the government.4

Most models of factionalism are not based on theories of the state. Such ar-
guments imply, however, that the state is not composed of a unitary elite with
cohesive interests but rather of different elites fighting for power and policy
significance. Logically, factionalism is indeed the only possible outcome when
political conflicts are organized around clientelist ties rather than through for-
mal organizations.5 Yet when such models are used to explain the behavior of
the Chinese state during the 1989 Movement, they encounter some problems.

First, such models of elite factionalism simplify the interpersonal networks
within the CCP. Because open factions are illegal in the CCP, a strong, stable
faction is very difficult to establish. The “factions” within the CCP are em-
bedded in networks formed through such sources of affiliation as regional ties,
nepotism, friendships, ideological similarities, and common past work experi-
ences. Moreover, ideological factions may not correspond to the lines of divi-
sion within such networks, and thus divisions based primarily on ideology have
only occasionally become dominant in the CCP’s history.6 Second, while the
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7. In fact, as Teiwes and Sun (1999) convincingly argue, Chinese politics even during Mao’s era should
not be treated simply as the result of factional struggles between Mao and his opponents.

8. See Chen Yizi (1990) and Chen Xiaoya (1996, 206 –207).

theory carries some validity for analyzing Chinese politics during Mao’s era,
when the state could make policy choices relatively free from societal demands
and then impose its policies in ways that generated a deep impact on society, it
is weak when it comes to explaining the development of the 1989 Movement.7

After the reform started, state-society relations in China entered a process of
continuous metamorphosis (chapter 2). By the late 1980s, China had developed
into a performance-based authoritarian regime. At this stage, most of the ur-
ban population no longer believed in communist ideology, so the state had to
rely increasingly on economic and moral performance to survive. Under this re-
gime, although there were no institutional checks and balances as in a democ-
racy, extra-institutional pressures from Chinese society narrowed the regime’s
policy choices. Factionalist theories overestimate the autonomous power that
the Chinese state had during the late 1980s. They assume that the Chinese state
could still shift its policies at will, which was not true.

The factionalistic explanation of the rise and development of the 1989
Movement can be summarized as follows: The rise of a conservative faction
hampered economic as well as political reform in China, which gave rise to the
movement. During the movement, government policies toward the movement
shifted back and forth between concession and repression as a result of fac-
tional struggle. Eventually, hardliners gained the upper hand in the power
struggle, which brought military repression. The military repression marked
the consolidation of the conservative faction and the failure of reform.

This explanation has at least two empirical difficulties. First, the model can-
not explain the timing of some important events. For example, it is believed
that Zhao Ziyang was a leader of the reformist camp and that the repressive
April 26 People’s Daily editorial was made possible because Zhao Ziyang had left
for North Korea.8 However, the state shifted back to a concessive strategy
on April 27, immediately after a successful student demonstration that defied
the April 26 People’s Daily editorial. By April 29, the government had held the
first dialogue with students. Zhao visited North Korea between April 23 and
April 30; thus, if he was not responsible for the April 26 editorial, he should
also not be given credit for the state’s concessions that occurred before he went
back to China. Second, what happened after 1989 was not what the model pre-
dicted. There was no extensive purge of the so-called reformers in the CCP.
Most importantly, the economic reform in China actually renewed itself, gath-
ering a new momentum after 1992.
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The weaknesses of the model become clearer if we pose a hypothetical ques-
tion: would the state have acted differently if factionalism were not the driving
force of the state policy change? The answer is probably no. During the 1989
Movement, the state dealt with the movement in the following ways. First, it
tolerated the movement. When tolerance did not work and the movement es-
calated, the government verbally threatened the students with a People’s Daily
editorial. However, when the editorial did not work, the government adopted
limited concessions in order to contain the movement. Unfortunately, limited
concessions could not co-opt the students; therefore the state implemented
martial law and deployed a huge number of troops to Beijing. Martial law and
soldiers were initially aimed primarily at intimidating the students and Beijing
residents. It was only when a show of force was unable to end the Tiananmen
Square occupation that the government ordered the repression.

The above discussion shows that the state tried every control measure in its
repertoire, to no avail. In the end, the state leaders were left with only two
choices, either to repress the students or to face the prospect of eventually step-
ping down, as the communist leaders in Eastern European countries had done.
However, since most top leaders in China during the late 1980s had joined the
revolution long before the communists took power, it was almost impossible
for them, “reformers” and “hardliners” alike, to give up the power for which
millions of their revolutionary comrades had died. Thus, military repression
became their only choice. I would like to make it very clear that this chapter
does not argue that there was no power struggle among the top state leaders or
that the power struggle had no impact on the development of the 1989 Move-
ment. What this chapter argues is that in this particular case models based on
factionalism have less explanatory power than does the state-society relations
model. This analysis also does not justify the killing—an action in itself un-
justifiable. But it does show that by overemphasizing the role of factionalism in
state policy formation during the 1989 Movement, the factional model under-
estimates the fundamental problems that an authoritarian state like China con-
fronts in times of crisis.

Legitimacy and State Control

In the introduction I have defined legal-electoral, ideological, and performance
legitimacy as the three basic sources of state legitimation. However, in a given
country at any particular time people can have widely different views of the ba-
sis of state legitimation, depending on their positions in society and their per-
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9. Some of them were not in the core decision-making group in dealing with the movement. However,
since I explore the political nature of the leadership as a whole, a slight change of the list should not affect
my analysis and conclusions.

10. Cheng Chu-yuan (1990, 209–21).

sonal experiences. Therefore, to apply this theory to the 1989 Movement we
need to further specify the sense and levels of state legitimacy as perceived by
the state elites and relevant Beijing populations. We also need to understand
how the legitimation structure reduced the effectiveness of state control during
the 1989 Movement. My discussion focuses on four important groups: top state
elites, intellectual elites and radical students, university students, and Beijing
residents. This grouping does not imply the existence of cohesive players or ac-
tors during the movement. Rather, it is based on the conviction that the ma-
jority of individuals in each group had a perspective on state power that was
quite distinct from those of individuals of other groups, and that this perspec-
tive could to some extent shape their behavior.

top state elites

This group included most Politburo members, especially the standing members
of the CCP Politburo. It also included a few veterans who had joined the revo-
lution before the Long March and who were actively involved in major policy-
making processes during the movement and who had a significant say in them.
The CCP Politburo had seventeen members in 1989.9 It consisted of both CCP
veterans and younger leaders who had joined the party as late as the 1950s. Most
individuals in the group had started their revolutionary careers in the 1930s or
1940s (table 7.1). They were considered the second or third generation of the
CCP leadership. All the veterans joined the communist movement in the 1920s.
By the late 1980s, only a few of them were still politically active. Among them,
the most powerful ones are listed in table 7.1. Except for Deng Xiaoping and
Yang Shangkun, in 1989 none of them held formal positions within the CCP,
nor did they take charge of the daily routine of the government. However, be-
cause of their legendary revolutionary experiences and due to the fact that most
current leaders in the government and the army had been their subordinates
and had been promoted through the ranks by them, they still enjoyed a great
deal of influence—even veto power over state policies. The first eight individ-
uals on the list are known to have played a crucial role in the final crackdown
on the 1989 Movement. They were sometimes called the eight octogenarians.10

Most writings on the 1989 Movement have emphasized the factional na-
ture of this group. What has been neglected is the fact that the majority of the
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table 7.1 Time When the Politburo Members and Some of the Most Powerful Veterans
Joined the Communist Revolution

Politburo Year Joined Year Joined
Members a the Revolution b Veterans the Revolution b

Yang Shangkun 1926 Yang Shangkun 1926

Qin Jiwei 1929 Deng Xiaoping 1922

Hu Yaobang 1930 Peng Zhen 1923

Zhao Ziyang 1932 Deng Yingchao 1924

Yao Yilin 1935 Chen Yun 1925

Wan Li 1936 Bo Yibo 1925

Song Ping 1937 Li Xiannian 1927

Wu Xueqian 1938 Wang Zhen 1927

Qiao Shi 1940 Nie Rongzhen 1922

Li Peng 1941 Lu Dingyi 1925

Tian Jiyun 1945 Song Renqiong 1926

Jiang Zemin 1946 Liu Lantao 1926

Hu Qili 1948 Xi Zhongxun 1926

Li Ximing 1948 Xu Xiangqian 1927

Yang Rudai 1952

Li Tieying 1955

Li Ruihuan 1959

aThese were the seventeen Politburo members immediately before the rise of the 1989 Movement.
bThe year when the individual joined either the Communist Party, the Communist Youth League, or the army led
by the communists.

group had one thing in common—they were absolutely loyal to the CCP and
believed in the current political system. Among the thirty top elites listed in
table 7.1, only three had joined the CCP in the 1950s, and only four in the 1940s.
The rest started their revolutionary careers in the 1920s or 1930s, long before the
communists took power. They had fought hundreds of battles and seen many
of their friends and associates die for the cause. Their life-long dedication to a
common cause had certainly shaped their views and strengthened their loyalty
to the CCP.

Besides their unique life experiences and identities, we also have some other
evidence to support this argument. During the movement, many senior leaders,
especially the octogenarians, repeatedly expressed their high loyalty to the CCP.
For example, in a meeting with the CCP Central Advisory Commission Stand-
ing Committee, Chen Yun declared: “Everyone knows that the Chinese revo-
lution went through decades of hard struggle and saw the sacrifice of more than
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11. Chen Yun (1990).
12. Xu Jiatun (1993).
13. Deng Xiaoping (1983, 291– 301).
14. The top military elite is another group that played an important role in the final military repres-

sion. Most top military commanders during the late 1980s also had joined the CCP in the 1920s, 1930s, and
1940s. Their military careers led them to establish strong loyalties to the CCP. For example, Qin Jiwei,
who joined the Red Army in 1929, was Minister of Defense in 1989. He had fought hundreds of battles 
and seen the deaths of thousands of his associates. Qin was also under the long-time leadership of Deng
Xiaoping and Xu Xiangqian. Both were veteran elites by 1989. Therefore, in this chapter, this group is
treated the same as top state elites in its loyalty to the CCP. See Qin (1996) for his military career.

twenty million people, and only then was the People’s Republic of China
founded. The victory did not come easily.” 11 Their loyalty to the CCP can also
be seen by considering the behavior of Xu Jiatun as a deviant case. Xu joined
the CCP in 1938. Between 1983 and 1989 he was the chief-of-staff of the Xinhua
News Agency’s Hong Kong Branch. During this period, his understanding of
capitalism and the West underwent a fundamental change. Xu fled from China
to the United States in the 1990s for fear that he might be punished because he
had expressed sympathy with the student movement while in Hong Kong.
However, even after three years in the United States, he still professed his loy-
alty to the CCP and expressed his grievances only in regard to a few top state
leaders that he did not like personally.12 Obviously, most of the top state lead-
ers listed in table 7.1 had a longer career and more central positions in the CCP
than Xu. They also did not have Xu’s experiences in Hong Kong and the U.S.
to divide their loyalty and identity. It is unlikely that the majority of this group
during the late 1980s would lose their faith in a regime for which they had
fought so hard.

Individuals in this group knew that China’s economic performance was poor
when compared, for example, with that of Taiwan or South Korea. They were
also aware of the widespread corruption and high inflation in China before the
rise of the 1989 Movement. However, they tended to attribute China’s poor
performance to inexperience and to Mao’s personal mistakes,13 believing that
the current economic crisis was a short-term setback. Their overall evaluation
of the state’s performance was still positive. Also, although the top state elites
were not popularly elected, they insisted on the right to command their whole
society by legal and constitutional means because they were committed to an
ideology—an insistence which was consistent with the general tendency for
ideology to be a higher-order legitimation than legal-electoral legitimation. My
estimate of this group’s perspective on its ideological and legal mandates as well
on the state’s performance is listed in the first row of table 7.2.14
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table 7.2 State Legitimacy as Perceived by Different Sections of the Beijing Population
during the Late 1980s

Performance
Ideological Legitimacy Legal-Electoral
Legitimacy (Economic) Legitimacy

Top state elites � ��	 0

Intellectual elites and radical students 	 	 	

Students 	 	�� 	

Beijing residents 0 	�� 0

Note: Here, �, ��	, 	�� and 	, respectively, represent positive, somewhat positive, somewhat negative, and
negative perceptions of state legitimacy, and 0 is entered when the dimension of state legitimacy was not very im-
portant to that population.

15. Burns (1989, 497) has an excellent account of the Beijing intellectuals’ skepticism regarding the Four
Cardinal Principles during the late 1980s.

intellectual elites and radical students

This group included both major dissidents and liberal intellectuals. A few in-
dividuals from this group, such as Fang Lizhi, Liu Binyan, Wang Ruowang,
Yan Jiaqi, Chen Ziming, and Wang Dan are well known in the West, thanks to
the writings of China specialists. I discussed some of the major characteristics
of these people in chapter 2. I will summarize a few relevant arguments here.
This group was composed of politically ambitious intellectuals who had been
interested in politics even during Mao’s era. Most of them also had once been
true believers in communism and Mao. Due to the disastrous outcome of the
Cultural Revolution and their unpleasant personal experiences at that time, by
the end of the 1970s many of this group’s members had some skepticism about
Marxism and China’s political system. The size of this group increased to in-
clude some young students, and its ideas crystallized over time. By the late
1980s, its members generally believed that all the tragedies of Mao’s era resulted
from the lack of human rights, of an independent legal system, and above all of
democratic politics. They also believed that China was still one of the poorest
countries in the world after forty years of communist rule, and that China’s
backwardness was a result of its rigid planned economy and the political sys-
tem. Finally, they insisted that China’s economic reform had experienced a
deep-seated crisis whose source was the slow pace of political reform.

Therefore, most individuals from the group did not really consider the re-
gime to be ideologically or legally-electorally legitimate.15 They also had a very
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16. Their debate was centered on the liberal versus “new authoritarian” strategies of modernization.
While liberals insisted on “no democracy, no economic development,” advocates of new authoritarianism
emphasized the necessity of authoritarian tutelage at the lower level of economic development before de-
mocratization. However, as China’s economic crisis deepened, the ideas of liberal intellectuals became pop-
ular. For a detailed discussion of the debate, see Zhao Dingxin (1994).

17. For example, to the question: “China would develop more quickly if it is under capitalism,” the
“yes” answer increased yearly from 16.8 percent in 1986, to 28.7 percent in 1987, and to 34.3 percent in 1989.
See table 4.1.

negative opinion of the regime’s economic performance during the 1980s (table
7.2). Within the group, the differences were mainly over their views on how to
bring about changes in the current regime.16 The core of this group’s radical
wing was small, probably no more than a few hundred in Beijing. However,
since most of them were professors, writers, journalists, and students in major
universities, they were able to communicate their ideas extensively and effec-
tively. Their influence on the rest of the intellectuals and students was enormous.
By the late 1980s, as China’s economic crisis deepened, their ideas turned into a
dominant intellectual discourse. The 1989 Movement was initiated by a few
radical intellectuals and students who had actively engaged in this discourse.

university students

While radicals initiated the movement, it was the rank-and-file students who
sustained it. This is also a group that I have interviewed extensively. As I have
described in chapter 4, during the 1980s most students did not see the state as
ideologically legitimate, even though they believed that the state was effectively
leading economic development. Moreover, in chapters 3 and 5 I have argued
that high inflation, rampant official corruption, and the declining status of in-
tellectuals during the late 1980s had greatly eroded the students’ confidence in
the regime’s performance. As 1989 approached, more and more students became
critical of the regime.17 My evaluation of this population’s sense of the state’s
legitimation along the ideological, legal-electoral, and performance dimensions
is represented in table 7.2.

beijing residents

This group consisted of workers, rank-and-file government employees, private
businessmen, primary and middle school teachers, shop assistants, the unem-
ployed, and so forth. The 1989 Movement was initiated as a student movement.
However, during and after the hunger strike, more and more Beijing residents
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18. Converse (1964).
19. Mann (1975).
20. See chapter 1. Also see Creel (1953) and Yang Chung-fang (1991).
21. For an excellent account of how an emperor in Ming China was trained through intensive ritual

activities, see Ray Huang (1981).
22. The most famous of this type of novel is perhaps Xinxing (A new star), written by Ke Yunlu. This

story is about how a young head of a county acts as a traditional upright official for the benefit of local
people. When the novel was turned into a television miniseries, each Saturday evening when the miniseries
was broadcast the major streets in Shanghai were emptied of people. Except for River Elegy, no television
program produced in China during the 1980s created a reaction among viewers to match the response given
to this drama (Lull 1991, ch. 6).

23. This sentence is from Qipin zhimaguan (A seventh-rank official), a play about an upright official
in traditional China who risked his career to serve his subjects. The play became very popular as soon as

joined the movement. They played a crucial role in stopping the martial law
troops in late May. Many of them fought street battles as the troops advanced
to Tiananmen Square on June 3 and 4. Their participation had a great impact
on the development of the movement especially during the martial law period.

It has been demonstrated that an individual’s capacity to understand and
articulate an ideology is strongly correlated with his/her level of education.18

Therefore, it is argued that the question of legitimacy is essentially an intellec-
tual question.19 However, a lower capacity for articulation does not mean that
an individual has no feelings about and never passes judgment on the state.
This population certainly had some feelings about the changes in the market
prices of everyday consumer products. During the late 1980s, when China’s eco-
nomic crisis deepened and inflation soared, this immediately became a major
grievance of all the urban populations. As with the students, the general popu-
lation’s perception of the state’s economic performance during the late 1980s
leaned toward the negative (table 7.2).

More importantly, in its long history China had developed a stable moral
dimension of state legitimation centered on the Confucian political theory of
“governing by goodness” or “the mandate of heaven.” 20 According to this the-
ory, rulers had to fulfil certain moral, ritual, and material obligations to show
their responsibility for and love of their subjects; in exchange the subjects offered
conformity and loyalty.21 After the ideological legitimation of the state declined,
moral and ritual performance reemerged as popular criteria for the people to
judge their government. Therefore in the 1980s, many novels became best sellers
in China not because of their quality but because they dealt with morally up-
right officials (qingguan).22 Similarly, popular sayings such as “If an official is not
able to stand up for his people, he should go home to sell sweet potatoes” (Dang-
guan buwei minzuozhu, buru huijia maihongshu) became the currency of the time.23
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it came out, and the quoted sentence became a catchphrase in the mouths of urban Chinese during the 
mid-1980s.

24. Chirot (1991, 3– 32).

discrepancies in the perception of state legitimation

Based on the above discussion, table 7.2 summarises the level and type of state
legitimacy as perceived by different urban populations during the late 1980s.
The scales in the table, that is, positive (�), somewhat positive (��	), some-
what negative (	��), negative (	), and not relevant (0), are intended to catch
qualitative distinctions in the perception of state power on the part of the dif-
ferent urban populations that I have analyzed above. Unfortunately, the moral
aspect of performance legitimacy is not included in table 7.2. People’s percep-
tion of the state’s moral performance during a movement mainly depends on
how the state treats the social movement. The interactive nature of the moral
aspect of state legitimacy makes it difficult for it to be included in a table, even
though, as I am going to show, it was extremely important to the dynamics of
the 1989 Movement.

Table 7.2 vividly shows a huge discrepancy among the four groups’ under-
standings of the ideological and legal aspects of state legitimation. While the
state elites asserted strong ideological and legal claims to power, intellectual
elites and radical students, and to a lesser extent the Beijing residents, did not
see things that way. This discrepancy had two consequences. The first results
from the fact that, ruthless killing aside, most state control measures require
some understanding and some degree of cooperation from the target popula-
tion. The discrepancy among the Chinese population groups’ understandings
of state legitimation suggests that the people did not trust the government, and
were hence less likely to cooperate with the state if a control measure carried
ideological or legal claims. Thus, the Chinese government had a very limited
repertoire of effective control measures to use when dealing with a social move-
ment. Second, given their strong commitment to an ideological and to a legal
aspect of state legitimacy, the top state elites were not going to hand over their
power, as the state elites in Eastern European countries had done.24 Thus, if
protestors confronted the state head-on, they were going to face repression.

Most importantly, once the government came to be judged mainly by its
performance, the economic aspect of this performance could not be its sole di-
mension. As I explained earlier, moral and ritual performance had also been im-
portant grounds on which the Chinese had historically judged their govern-
ment. During the late 1980s the top state elites and the people differed greatly
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25. After Zhao Ziyang stepped down, even China’s official documents accused Zhao Ziyang of delay-
ing the government’s efforts in dealing with the movement. But in communist China those in power always
exaggerate their struggles with the ousted leaders. For example, during the Lushan Meeting Peng Dehuai
expressed his personal views to Mao, and a few other state elites who were not at all related to Peng hap-
pened to express similar views. Later, however, they were together all labeled as an antirevolutionary fac-
tion. For the government accusation of Zhao, see Chen Xitong (1989). For the Lushan Meeting, see Li Rui
(1994).

in their perception of this dimension of state legitimacy. While top state elites
often too easily dismissed moral challenges from society, Beijing residents and
students took the moral and ritual performance of the state seriously. This does
not mean that top state elites sought to impose an image of an immoral gov-
ernment; rather, their loyalty to the CCP made communist ideology a moral-
ity more important than traditional moral and ritual observance. The conse-
quence was chaotic: the government’s ideological and legal claims only irritated
the people, because they did not view them as legitimate, while on the other
hand when the people strongly demanded moral responses from the govern-
ment they did not receive them, because the state elites’ moral base lay primar-
ily in the ideology to which they were committed. Therefore, the conflict be-
tween the state and society deepened as the movement proceeded.

State-Society Relations, State Behavior, and Movement Dynamics

I have discussed how the top state elites and the other Beijing populations
viewed state legitimacy. I have also touched, very generally, on the logic of why
this cognitive structure affected the mutual understanding between, and the be-
havior of, state and society. Now I will present a case study to illustrate how
the state’s behavior and the dynamics of the movement were shaped by this cog-
nitive structure. While my focus is on the state’s behavior, the activities of other
populations will also be briefly mentioned when they become helpful to un-
derstanding the whole process.

the state’s hesitation and the movement’s development

The movement started immediately after Hu Yaobang’s sudden death. Before
Hu’s state funeral on April 22, the state acted very cautiously. However, this re-
straint was probably not a result of struggles among top state elites, as many
have tended to believe.25 At this stage none of the top state elites seemed to
have a clear picture of the movement, and it was not suppressed for several
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reasons. First, before his death Hu was still a CCP Politburo member. Since
mourning a top leader was a legitimate action that the state would itself carry
out even without a grassroots initiative, it was very difficult to repress a move-
ment disguised by mourning activities. Second, there were widespread rumors
about Hu’s death. It was said that Hu died of a heart attack while Li Peng con-
fronted him in a Politburo meeting. Others even believed that Deng Xiaoping’s
bodyguard shot Hu. The government was concerned and wanted these rumors
put to rest. Finally, the movement started when China was experiencing high
inflation and widespread official corruption. While mourning Hu, many indi-
viduals also expressed concerns over these problems. The government certainly
did not want to further antagonize such a public.

The Beijing Municipal Party held an emergency meeting on the day that Hu
died. In the meeting the municipal leaders demanded that school authorities
actively lead students’ mourning activities, adroitly guide students’ activities ac-
cording to the circumstances, and be alert to the small number of people who
intended to use the occasion for political agitation. They also asked school au-
thorities to inform students of the “truth” about Hu’s sudden death and to set
up memorial halls in many key universities to accommodate the needs of vari-
ous mourning activities.

Although the government tolerated the protest activities and praised Hu
Yaobang in the media, it was unable to directly admit that Hu’s 1987 dismissal
was a mistake. Doing so would mean also acknowledging the legitimacy of
the 1986 Student Movement, its prodemocratic political claims, and the seven
demands made by the students in the current movement (chapter 6). These de-
mands for democracy were indeed challenges to the regime’s ideological legiti-
mation. Their acceptance would have marked the beginning of the regime’s
final collapse. Naturally, the top state elites would not concede. By April 23 the
students had staged many demonstrations, initiated a citywide class boycott,
and established several university- and city-level movement organizations. In the
end, the government’s limited concession only encouraged mobilization.

the april 26 people’s daily editorial

The government was first able to respond seriously to the student move-
ment on April 24, two days after Hu Yaobang’s state funeral. At 4 :00 p.m. the
Standing Committee of the Beijing Municipal Party held a meeting to dis-
cuss the situation. The Beijing government concluded that the movement was
aimed at overthrowing the CCP leadership. They made four suggestions to the
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26. Li took charge of the meeting because Zhao Ziyang was away for a state visit to North Korea.
27. Chen Xiaoya (1996, 204 –206).
28. The briefing is summarized in Zhonggong Beijing Shiwei Bangongting (1989, 41– 42).

CCP Central Committee: (1) that the Central Committee express its views on
the current situation to the public, taking a clear-cut stand; (2) that all the
newspapers and propaganda workers follow the orders of the Central Com-
mittee; (3) that the Central Committee authorize the Municipal Party Com-
mittee to deal with the student turmoil; and (4) that the Central Committee
and the State Council take firm measures to calm the student turmoil as soon
as possible.

Four hours later, Li Peng presided over an emergency session of the Stand-
ing Committee of the Politburo.26 President Yang Shangkun was also invited to
the meeting. Based on the conclusions and suggestions of the Beijing Munici-
pal Party as well as on their own observations, the Central Committee deter-
mined the student movement to be an “organized, planned, and premeditated
antiparty and antisocialist action.” They therefore decided to: (1) establish a
Student Turmoil Management Committee headed by Qiao Shi and Hu Qili;
(2) authorize Hu Qili to write an antimovement editorial to be published in the
People’s Daily on April 26; (3) inform all the provinces that this editorial repre-
sented the view of the Central Committee; (4) authorize Yan Mingfu, the min-
ister of the United Front Work Department, to inform all the democratic par-
ties of the current situation regarding student turmoil and the decisions of the
Central Committee; and (5) mobilize Beijing’s citizens to fight with the tumul-
tuous elements and safeguard the capital.

Early next morning Li Peng and Yang Shangkun went to Deng Xiaoping’s
residence to report the Politburo’s decision. Deng not only agreed with the de-
cision but also made a long and harsh comment on the nature of the movement.
Many of Deng’s comments were later incorporated in the April 26 People’s Daily
editorial.

To date there have been two main interpretations of the process. One was
that the Beijing government fed the Politburo distorted information, which led
to its harsh decision. Another was that there was a conservative backlash while
Zhao Ziyang was away.27 However, these interpretations cannot explain the
following facts. In the first place, although the Beijing government’s briefing of
the Politburo was indeed full of hardline rhetoric,28 it was not the only source
of the information on which the CCP Central Committee would make a deci-
sion. Since the movement’s start, Qiao Shi and Hu Qili (both regarded as re-
formers) had been the two standing Politburo members on the front line in
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29. Ibid., 37.
30. Chen Xitong (1989, 967).
31. For example, when the hunger strike started, the government did not even know who its organiz-

ers were. Hurriedly, the government officials had to hold a dialogue with student leaders that the intellec-
tuals had found for them (chapter 6). In the end, many of these student leaders were not involved in the
hunger strike (chapter 6).

dealing with the movement. They had other sources of information. For ex-
ample, they met with some school authorities before they heard the report of
the Beijing government.29 Second, the interpretations also cannot explain why
the same government (still without Zhao Ziyang’s presence) resorted to con-
cessive strategies again after the April 27 demonstration successfully defied the
People’s Daily editorial.

Chen Xitong, the mayor of Beijing, has claimed that the individuals who
attended these meetings all believed that they “[had] been confronted with a
planned and organized antiparty, antisocialist political struggle.” 30 This may be
overstated. However, it does indicate that top state elites were not that divided
during this period. They were more or less in favor of a hardline strategy,
mainly because earlier concessive measures had failed to contain the movement.
The problem stemmed from the huge gaps between how the top state elites and
how the people perceived state legitimacy. What students demanded was not
what the government could or would give.

The state elites suspected the existence of a small but well-organized force
behind the students. The suspicion was possibly derived from the fact that the
CCP itself had started with well-organized underground activities. It was also
possible that the state elites simply lacked the proper information to under-
stand what was going on inside the movement. In my study I found that the
government lacked information for proper decision-making.31 With no ade-
quate information and with a rigid mindset, many movement activities could
only be understood as organized conspiracies.

In a way, the government was not so wrong to spin conspiracy theories since
rumor mongering was so widespread at the time. Guo Xiangdong, a student
at Beijing Normal University, was hit by a bus and died, but rumor said that a
police car hit her; Li Peng never agreed to meet students after Hu Yaobang’s
funeral, but rumor said that he had agreed but then did not come out; the
government believed that policemen were actually quite restrained during the
Xinhua Gate evacuation, but rumor insisted on the existence of a “Xinhua Gate
Bloody Incident.” Such widespread rumors must have had some impact on the
top state elites, as they had had on students. Yet, by labeling the movement as
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antirevolutionary turmoil, the top state elites made two mistakes. First, they
lost sight of the fact that most rumors were not invented by organized forces
but were instead created spontaneously by more or less anonymous individu-
als. Second, they underestimated the strong sympathy that the radical students
enjoyed among the rest of the students and Beijing residents as a result of the
growing social problems.

Once the state no longer enjoyed a high level of ideological legitimation
among most urban populations, basing justifications of actions on ideology led
only to antagonism. The April 26 People’s Daily was extremely unpopular as soon
as it hit Beijing on the evening of April 25. Since students and Beijing residents
had little trust in the state, they believed that the rumors were true and that the
government had overreacted. The April 26 editorial only reminded them of to-
tally outmoded Cultural Revolution rhetoric. While the government’s counter-
mobilization of April 25 and 26 proved ineffective, a massive April 27 student
demonstration went off successfully.

the government’s concessions

To try to stop the students participating in the April 27 demonstration from
entering Tiananmen Square, the state deployed all mobilizable Beijing police
forces, including students from the police academy. They also called in 5,100
soldiers from the 38th Army to act as a reserve for the police force and to guard
Tiananmen Square.32 However, as more and more information reached the top
decision-makers, it became clear to them that a large-scale demonstration was
inevitable. At this point, they faced a dilemma. They could order repression;
but with the potential size of the demonstration, Beijing police might not be
able to stop the demonstration without using excessive violence. To avoid 
the extremely negative social consequences of violent repression, the top state
elites ordered the police to block the demonstrators without violence. How-
ever, given the size of the student population and the spatial layout of the cam-
pus, this task was simply impossible (chapter 8).

Some scholars have credited the government’s restraint to the lobbying ef-
forts of some “reformers,” especially Yan Mingfu.33 Yan and some other top
state elites did possibly lobby for a peaceful handling of the April 27 demon-
stration, but such lobbying should not be seen as the most important reason for
the government’s initial restraint. My interpretation is instead that the govern-
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details on Zhao’s meeting with Xu, see Xu Jiatun (1993, 370).
38. Zhao Ziyang (1990b). This speech was circulated among Politburo members for suggestions. Ac-

cording to Zhao Ziyang, two members of the Politburo suggested adding the phrase “against bourgeois lib-
eralization” to the speech. Zhao did not follow the suggestion. He justified his position in a later report to

ment was still deeply concerned about the negative consequences of repression
and did not see repression as the only way for the regime to survive. Could 
Yan Mingfu still have successfully lobbied for a peaceful resolution during
late May? Certainly not. On April 25, Deng Xiaoping told Li Peng and Yang
Shangkun that “we must do our best to avoid bloodshed, but we must foresee
that it might be impossible to completely avoid it.” 34 Deng’s speech should be
understood literally—the government would try to avoid bloody repression,
but if made to choose between repression and a possible loss of power, they
would choose the former without hesitation.

After the April 27 demonstration, whatever had been said in the April 26
editorial became hollow rhetoric. Short of repression, the only solution was
concession. Therefore, on April 27, the State Council spokesman Yuan Mu ex-
pressed the government’s intention to hold a dialogue with students. The next
day, the People’s Daily and other major official newspapers reported the April 27
demonstration on the front page with a slightly positive tone. On April 29 and
April 30, government officials started to hold dialogues with students. By the
time Zhao Ziyang returned from North Korea, a policy of concession was well
under way. Again, if Zhao Ziyang was not responsible for the hardline April 26
People Daily editorial, he should also receive no credit for the state’s policy of
concession before he returned.

However, Zhao Ziyang did carry the policy further after his return. When
Zhao was in North Korea, the Politburo sent the minutes of the April 24 meet-
ing and Deng Xiaoping’s April 25 speech to Zhao. Zhao responded that “I
completely agree with the decision made by comrade Deng Xiaoping in deal-
ing with the current turmoil.” 35 When Zhao came back on April 30, he further
expressed his support of the People’s Daily editorial in a meeting with the stand-
ing members of the Politburo.36 But meanwhile, as Zhao met with his aides to
review what had happened while he was away,37 his views began to change.

In the following days, Zhao made two public speeches. The first was on the
evening of May 3, in a meeting to commemorate the seventieth anniversary of
the May 4th Movement,38 and the second was on May 4, in a meeting with the
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the CCP Central Committee: “I thought that the whole manuscript had already made an elaborate argu-
ment for the Four Cardinal Principles, and the concept ‘against bourgeois liberalization’ was meant to sup-
port the Four Cardinal Principles. They are virtually the same. Moreover, technically, the speech was a pos-
itive appraisal of the May 4th Movement. Thus, the phrase would have been quite out of context anywhere
in the text” (Zhao Ziyang 1994). In my reading of it, the speech, written by Hu Sheng, the president of the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences and the number-one authority on China’s modern history, is indeed
an orthodox document.

39. Zhao Ziyang (1990a).
40. Chen Xitong (1989).

delegates of the twenty-second Asian Development Bank Conference.39 The sec-
ond speech (which was written by Zhao’s secretary Bao Tong) made a big
splash. In that speech, Zhao argued that the majority of the students were “by
no means opposed to our basic system” because their basic slogans were “Sup-
port the Communist Party!” “Support Socialism!” “Uphold the Reforms!”
“Push Forward Democracy!” and “Oppose Corruption!” Zhao asserted that
some people were using the students to create turmoil, but he added that “this
is only a tiny minority even though we must always be on guard against them,
and I believe that the majority of students understand the point as well.” Zhao
predicted: “At this point, some students in Beijing and a few other cities are still
demonstrating, but I firmly believe that the situation will gradually quiet down.
China will not have large-scale turmoil.” In the same speech, Zhao also ap-
pealed to the students for “calm, reason, restraint, order, and solutions to the
problems based on democracy and law.” Although his speech also used the
word “turmoil” and stressed the importance of political stability, its basic tone
was totally different from that of the April 26 People’s Daily editorial.

conflicts between the central and beijing 
governments and the rise of the hunger strike

Scholars tend to treat Zhao’s May 4 speech as a sign of open conflict among
top state elites. After the military crackdown Li Peng and Chen Xitong also
criticized Zhao’s speech for having encouraged the student movement, and
they emphasized their own struggles with Zhao.40 There was no doubt that dif-
ferent opinions and conflicts existed among the top state elites. However, this
should not lead us to deny the fact that Zhao’s May 4 speech was at the time
well received among the top state elites, including those commonly identi-
fied as hardliners. For example, Yang Shangkun, who was to play an impor-
tant role during the military repression, praised Zhao’s speech highly in front
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41. Xu Jiatun (1993, 373).
42. Zhao Ziyang (1994, 10).
43. Li Peng (1989).
44. As revealed in Zhao’s letter (Zhao Ziyang 1994), Deng still supported Zhao when Zhao and Yang

Shangkun reported to Deng on May 13. According to Dittmer (1989, 7), Zhao went to see Deng in May,
when Deng reportedly told him that “the most important thing you should do is to stabilize the situa-
tion. . . . If the situation is under control, you can implement your plans if they prove feasible, disregard-
ing whatever I have said.”

of Xu Jiatun.41 According to Zhao Ziyang, even Li Peng was positive about the
speech:

After the speech was published, it was widely praised for a period of time. . . . Com-
rade Li Peng also told me that it was a very good speech and that in his meeting
with the Asian Bank delegates he would make a speech concurrent with mine. He
did make a speech with a mild tone. At that time I did not feel that we were in a
great conflict.42

In fact, Li did as he told Zhao he would. The next day, when he met with the
Asian Development Bank delegates, he made the following comment:

[Our] government has adopted certain correct, proper, and calm measures in deal-
ing with the movement, which has prevented its further development. This is a re-
sult of mutual efforts of the government and students including both of those who
did and those who did not participate in the demonstrations.43

What I want to stress is that despite their differences, the top state elites still
had a certain consensus at this stage. None of them wanted to see a military re-
pression happen; yet the success of the April 27 demonstration had made ver-
bal intimidation useless. Other than verbal intimidation or military repression,
the only choice was concession, albeit at different possible levels. At this stage
none of the top state elites were very clear about the consequences of a partial
concession. Therefore most of them, including Deng Xiaoping, wanted at 
least to put up with Zhao Ziyang if his move could bring an end to the 
movement. Given Deng’s power, if he had been totally against Zhao’s move, it
is highly unlikely that Zhao would have been able to maintain a soft attitude
until the hunger strikers drove the movement to a point of no return.44

However, Zhao Ziyang’s May 4 speech did draw criticism from the Beijing
municipal government as well as from school authorities who were in the front
lines of the efforts to quiet down the movement. Chen Xitong summarized
their reactions to Zhao’s speech thus:
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45. Chen Xitong (1989, 970).
46. Ibid.

Zhao Ziyang’s speech resulted in ideological confusion among leading officials at
various levels, party and youth league members, and the backbone of the masses,
particularly those working in universities and colleges. They were at a loss in their
work as many voiced their objections. Some people asked, “There are two voices in
the central leadership. Which is right and which is wrong? Which are we supposed
to follow?” Some queried, “We are required to be at one with the central leader-
ship, but with which one?” Others complained, “Zhao Ziyang plays the good guy
at the top while we play the bad guys at the grassroots.” Cadres in universities and
colleges and backbone students generally felt “betrayed” and had heavy hearts.
Some of them even shed sad tears.45

When I first read the above description I doubted its truth. To my surprise,
however, during my interviews I found that the feeling described in Chen’s
speech was indeed quite common. Those who had the feeling experienced it
not because they were hardliners but because they felt that Zhao’s speech liter-
ally “sold them out.” 46 For example, a student control cadre (no. 44) of a uni-
versity told me of how he had invited liberal and radical intellectuals to various
salons and conferences that he had organized in the university before the 1989
Movement. This narrative naturally led me to identify him as a younger gener-
ation reform-minded cadre. However, when we talked about Zhao’s speech, he
reacted in a way that I did not expect:

Zhao’s speech has always been a great puzzle to me. Although the students during
the April 27 demonstration raised slogans that were supportive of the government,
what they did was clearly in contempt of the government. They had stabbed the
government, but Zhao said that they supported the government. Many of us can-
not understand. . . . To those of us who had been trying really hard to calm the stu-
dents down, Zhao’s speech was a turning point. After that we really did not know
what to do. How could we talk with students? If we supported Zhao’s speech, all
we have done before became pointless. On the other hand, we could not say that
we did not agree with Zhao, since he was the general secretary of the party.

Zhao’s speech stirred up a great deal of contention among those who were
taking charge of the attempts to exercise day-to-day control over the students.
In my interviews, I found that many of these people had quite liberal personal
views and were sympathetic to the movement. However, their institutional po-
sitions made them directly responsible for dealing with the students and the
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47. On May 6 Li Peng met with school authorities from eight universities and told them that Zhao’s
May 4 speech was only his personal opinion. This response is generally cited as evidence of an intense
power struggle among top state elites (Chen Xiaoya 1996). However, there is a possibility that Li made this
comment under pressure from the school authorities.

48. For example, on May 4, when Zhao Ziyang (1994, 11) tentatively discussed with Li Peng the idea
of changing the verdict of the April 26 People’s Daily editorial, Li rejected the idea.

movement, and the change of government attitude embarrassed them and greatly
eroded their authority. Thus, within a few days any top-level state officials were
“attacked” when they met the university-level student control cadres. That is
why when Zhao Ziyang met with school authorities, he was accused of having
sold them out. The same informant that I have just mentioned told me what
he did when he met with He Dongchang, Minister of Education:

When He Dongchang came and met with us, I told him that we were puzzled by
Zhao’s speech. . . . I also asked him whether the Beijing Provisional Articles Regu-
lating Public Marches and Demonstrations were still in effect. When he said yes, I
mocked him that this was only in name. In reality, when the students demonstrated
you could do nothing. I also asked him what we should do. He could only address
my questions in an abstract way. He told us that Zhao Ziyang also agreed with the
April 26 People’s Daily editorial, and that we should use a Marxist point of view to
understand the problem, should trust the masses, and should learn to use legal
means in dealing with conflicts.47

However, as I have argued, while at this stage some top state elites had reser-
vations about Zhao’s speech, they still would have followed Zhao if his strate-
gies had worked. The above differences of opinion—which have been cited as
evidence of intense factionalism among the top elites both by scholars and in
the Chinese government documents aimed at attacking Zhao—were not yet
very critical. They were probably more the unhappy reactions of Beijing and
university authorities than the challenges of hardliners to Zhao Ziyang. Yet
the top state elites did clearly differ over how much they were willing to com-
promise. While Zhao might go as far as to openly change the verdict of the
April 26 People’s Daily editorial, the majority of state leaders definitely were not
willing to go that far.48 The nature of the consensus made Zhao’s action look
like a gamble. Were the student movement to quiet down, Zhao would have
proved the effectiveness of his strategy. Otherwise, he would be cornered. Un-
fortunately, Zhao lost badly, because of the hunger strike.

There are two opposing views regarding the hunger strike’s origins. The gov-
ernment later asserted that Zhao’s May 4 speech encouraged radical students
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49. Chen Xitong (1989).
50. Several radical students and intellectuals whom I have interviewed expressed this view.
51. For example, one teacher went to Chai Ling and told her: “I am a party member. I have received

many letters from friends outside Beijing. We are all worried that you will be confused by Zhao Ziyang’s
talk. The government just wants to calm you down and then to catch you in one net” (Huigu yu Fansi
1993, 90).

52. Braungart and Braungart (1992); Gitlin (1980, 1987).

and brought about the hunger strike.49 On the other hand, some activists coun-
tered that the government had provoked it. They claimed that government
leaders, including Zhao, intended only to buy time to let the movement die out
before taking revenge on students.50 In reality, neither was the case. Zhao’s
May 4 speech certainly did not escalate the movement in itself. Nor did most
Beijing students consider the government to be provoking them.

In fact, most Beijing students took Zhao’s speech as a significant gesture and
were satisfied. The view that the government concession was a conspiracy was
actually created by a few radical students and teachers in order to prolong the
movement, and it was shared only among a small number of people.51 After
May 4, all the universities in Beijing gradually resumed classes, with the excep-
tions of Beijing University and Beijing Normal University. For those students
who continued to boycott classes, the time off provided an opportunity for
travel or for other leisure activities. The movement was no longer their major
concern. In order to renew students’ interest in the movement, a few radical stu-
dents started a hunger strike (chapter 6). In short, the government’s concessive
measures, including Zhao’s speech, were highly successful, and the hunger strike
was a reaction to that success.

For a government concession to push a few movement activists to act more
radically is nothing new—this is in fact routine. In the United States during
the 1960s, for example, after the state had made limited adjustments to its poli-
cies on civil rights, the Vietnam War, and student campus life, the majority of
the American people turned away from the New Left Movement. This drove
a few radicals (e.g., the Weathermen) to adopt more and more extreme strate-
gies which broached the use of violence. But in the United States, when these
few students went radical, the whole society further turned away from them,
the media reported negatively on the movement, and the government’s legal ac-
tions went against them: all of which contributed to the further decline of the
movement.52 In China, however, what was at first a highly unpopular hunger
strike soon drew the support of almost all the urban population. Why?

Again, the key lies in how students and Beijing residents perceived the legit-
imacy of the state. The hunger strikers set two demands as conditions for end-
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53. For one version of translation of these two demands, see Han and Hua (1990, 202).
54. A reader of this chapter questioned why the Chinese state survived after it rehabilitated the

“April 5th” Movement in 1976. My answer is that the “April 5th” Movement was mainly aimed against
the Maoists and not against the communist regime as such. Therefore, it was still a “loyal opposition” and
could be easily rehabilitated without fundamentally undermining the regime.

ing the hunger strike: “First, we demand that the government promptly carry
out a substantive and concrete dialogue with the Beijing Student Dialogue Dele-
gation with sincerity and on an equal basis. Second, we demand that the gov-
ernment set straight the reputation of this student movement, give it a fair eval-
uation, and affirm that it is a patriotic student movement for democracy.” 53

The first demand was not a big problem for the government. Even before the
hunger strike was announced, the Dialogue Delegation and the government had
had many contacts. The problem was the second demand. On the surface, it
seems that Zhao Ziyang’s May 4 speech almost did what the students demanded.
Yet radical students also wanted the government to formally denounce the
April 26 People’s Daily editorial, which the government would not do. Most top
state elites knew that although most students had joined the movement out of
grievances relating to various social problems, the central themes of the move-
ment were prodemocracy and anti-establishment. Therefore, to formally ac-
knowledge the movement would immediately give a legal status to what might
be called a “disloyal opposition.” When the force of a “disloyal opposition”
operates on an aggrieved population, the outcome is a domino effect in which
the government makes one concession after another until it totally collapses, as
happened in Soviet bloc Eastern European countries. Since most top state elites
were still strongly committed to the ideological legitimacy of the regime, there
was no way that they would accept the second demand and risk setting such a
process in motion.54

However, a hunger strike is not like other forms of demonstration, such as
a class boycott. A state can tolerate a class boycott without accepting the boy-
cotters’ demands. But hunger strikers will die if their conditions are not met.
As mentioned before, most students and Beijing residents during the late 1980s
cared about the regime’s moral and economic performance, not about its ideo-
logical commitment. Moreover, their hearts were naturally inclined towards the
students due to their shared grievances over recent economic crises. Thus the
students and Beijing residents cared much less about what demands the hunger
strikers made or what the consequence of the action might be than about how
the state treated them. It was now the lives of the hunger strikers that were at
stake. The state had to take care of them, for if the hunger strikers’ health con-
ditions deteriorated, the people would get very angry. Therefore the hunger
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55. Old veterans, mainly Deng Xiaoping, Yang Shangkun, Li Xiannian, Chen Yun, Peng Zhen, and
Wang Zhen, had urged the Central Committee to hold this meeting. As is indicated in Yang Shangkun’s
speech to an emergency meeting of the Military Commission of the Central Committee held on May 24,
they all believed that any further concessions would inevitably lead to a total collapse of the regime (Yang
Shangkun 1990). Their view had a strong influence on the meetings of standing members of Politburo in
the following days.

56. This is reflected in Yao Yilin’s June 13 speech in a meeting with the ministry-level cadres of the CCP
and the State Council (Yao 1989, 17): “When you study [Deng Xiaoping’s speech], you may raise questions
such as, what if we took a step back—admitted that the student movement was a patriotic democratic
movement, and legalized their organizations. I think many comrades here have this question in mind. In
fact, we have pondered this question many times. If we took a step back, then an opposition party would
appear in China. . . . If we made such a concession, our country would go along the same path as Poland.
What happened in Poland and Hungary was a combined result of pushes and concessions. Whether
our party, our country, would change its color depended on this crucial and decisive step. . . . Therefore,
we had repeatedly and carefully thought it over. This was the concession we could not make—absolutely
not.” During Yao’s speech, Li Peng also added a comment: “If we legalized the Students’ Autonomous

strike also posed a moral challenge to the state. Indeed, since the only way that
the state could end the hunger strike was to concede to students’ demands that
it found unacceptable, the hunger strike cornered the regime. The hunger strike
was a highly effective action because it challenged the regime ideologically as
well as morally, and thus fundamentally. However, the hunger strike also turned
the movement into a moral crusade and a zero-sum game. From then on, a
head-on collision was almost inevitable.

intensification of the power struggle among top state elites

Before May 15, government officials tried to negotiate with students, even di-
rectly appealing to the students in Tiananmen Square to end the hunger strike
for the sake of the Sino-Soviet summit. The hunger strikers refused to leave.
On May 15, Gorbachev arrived in Beijing. Many activities planned for this his-
toric visit had to be rescheduled or even canceled because of the occupation
of Tiananmen Square. The disruption of Gorbachev’s state visit made Zhao
Ziyang’s strategy increasingly unpopular among top state leaders. Moreover,
since the students would not go away without the acceptance of their demands,
the top state elites had to make a clear-cut decision immediately. Thus, the
leadership conflict intensified.

On the night of May 16, the standing members of the Politburo held an emer-
gency meeting.55 In that meeting, Zhao Ziyang argued for further concessions,
including a direct change of the verdict of the April 26 People’s Daily editorial.
On the other hand, Li Peng and Yao Yilin insisted that further concessions
would only lead to more demands and eventual chaos.56 The meeting lasted
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Union as students insisted, what about the workers? Do we legalize a solidarity workers’ union upon the
workers’ insistence?”

57. Here, “the situation” may refer both to the situation in Tiananmen Square and the situation of a
divided opinion among the standing members of the Politburo.

58. Wu et al. (1989, 390).
59. There are three versions of the story of the vote. Chen Yizi said that Qiao Shi and Hu Qili ab-

stained. Gao Xin concluded, after some interviews, that no people in the meeting had abstained from vot-
ing. Finally, according to Yang Shangkun, only Zhao voted for a further concession in that meeting. Yang’s
account is supposedly the most authentic one because he was in the meeting. However, Yang did not make
clear whether the rest had all voted in favor of martial law, or some had abstained from voting. I have
adopted Gao Xin’s version. See Chen Yizi (1990, 161), Gao Xin (1995), and Yang Shangkun (1990).

until early the next morning, with no decision. The only conclusion reached
was a written speech, read by Zhao Ziyang on the May 17 morning news. The
speech positively evaluated the students’ demands and patriotic enthusiasm. It
appealed to students to stop the hunger strike for the sake of their own health
and to withdraw from Tiananmen Square. It also promised that the govern-
ment would not subsequently punish movement leaders and that the govern-
ment would still hold dialogues with students after their withdrawal. However,
the students in the Square did not even take particular notice of the speech.

Since the first meeting was inconclusive and Zhao’s speech was ineffective,
another meeting was scheduled at Deng Xiaoping’s home for late at night on
May 17. Yang Shangkun and Li Xiannian attended the meeting as well. Deng
Xiaoping started with a very brief remark: “The situation can no longer go on
like this.57 What should we do? Do we still have some leeway, and how many
concessions do we still need to make?” After Deng’s remark, Yang Shangkun
added: “This is the last dam of a reservoir. The government would collapse if
we make further concessions.” 58 When Zhao Ziyang started to talk, he still ad-
vocated a further concession. Then, Yao Yilin took out a previously prepared
note and started a long speech against Zhao. In turn, Zhao fought back with
his own reasoning. The meeting again lasted for several hours. Eventually those
present had to take a vote to decide whether or not to employ martial law to
end the Tiananmen Square occupation. In the meeting, Zhao Ziyang and Hu
Qili were against the idea while Li Peng, Yao Yilin, and Qiao Shi supported
it.59 Therefore, the motion to employ martial law was approved.

A comment must be added that martial law might still have been employed
even if the standing members of the Politburo did not endorse it. After the
hunger strike began, almost all of the veterans that I list in table 7.1 rushed back
to Beijing. These retired and semiretired veterans were all strongly against fur-
ther concessions. With their power and influence in the CCP, they would have
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60. A loyal opposition has been considered a key to the stability of democracy. The essence of the idea
is that the stability of any political system lies in the fact that rival political forces accept the same funda-
mental value system, competing only within the normative bounds of politics. The concept is an extension
of the British idea of “Her Majesty’s opposition.” See, for example, Linz and Stepan (1978, ch. 2).

61. In a meeting on May 22, Qiao Shi said that for “over a month, the movement has been continu-
ously escalating. In the process, we have been restrained and tolerant. We have accepted all that the student
leaders have demanded, so long as the concessions did not forfeit our basic principles. . . . In short, step by
step they have had many opportunities to extricate themselves from the situation. I have for a long time be-
lieved that we can no longer concede any further. The only problem is to find a proper way to end the
situation. If one more concession can solve the problem, we have made the concession already. There is in-
deed no way out of this situation” (Wu et al. 1989, 392–93).

been able to mobilize the troops even without the approval of standing mem-
bers of the Politburo. Yet a formal approval certainly gained a great deal of
legitimacy for the action among the rank-and-file CCP members.

In these days, there were also signs that Zhao Ziyang might no longer in-
tend to cooperate with his colleagues. For example, on May 16, in a televised
meeting, he told Gorbachev that Deng Xiaoping still had the final say on the
most important matters in the country. At this point, most students and Bei-
jing residents were very angry about the government’s reaction to the hunger
strike. Thus, Zhao’ speech invited many attacks on Deng Xiaoping from dem-
onstrators in the following days. On the morning of May 19, Zhao insisted on
visiting the hunger strikers at Tiananmen Square and trying to persuade them
to stop the hunger strike. Zhao disappeared from the scene after his May 19
appearance.

What can we conclude from all this? First, the struggle among the top state
elites did intensify in the period. However, the conflicts were less between two
factions than almost exclusively between Zhao Ziyang and the rest of the top
elites. Therefore, Zhao was easily defeated. Secondly, the struggle was not so
much between conservatives and reformers than between different estimates of
the cost of a further concession. While Zhao still believed that by a further
concession the movement could be contained as a “loyal opposition,” 60 the
rest of the top state elites, including many of his early supporters such as Yang
Shangkun and Qiao Shi, thought that the regime would collapse with one more
concession.61 Finally, the state’s shifting back to hardliner strategies (even if
achieved through a power struggle) reflected more the nature of the state and
of state-society relations in China than the factionalist nature of the govern-
ment. Differently put, the state turned to a hardline approach because it lacked
a mechanism to institutionalize elements of a loyal opposition while marginal-
izing the radicals.
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62. Yang Shangkun (1990).
63. Chen Yun (1990).
64. Wu et al. (1989, 455 –56).

martial law and military crackdown

During the night of May 19, martial law troops moved toward Beijing from all
directions. However, the students and Beijing residents successfully stopped
them. After several days of stalemate, the troops had to retreat to the Beijing
suburbs.

Since the troops were unable to enter Beijing peacefully, the only solution
available, short of accepting the students’ demands, was to order the troops to
advance at any cost. The order did not come early only because things were
not quite ready. First, in the early stages of martial law, although most senior
military commanders generally supported the decision, the majority of lower-
level commanders and soldiers were definitely not ready to fight their way into
Tiananmen Square. The government had to further unify them. Second, the
top state elites also needed to gain the support and understanding of other state
officials for a policy of military repression. After May 22, the government held
a series of meetings to unify various elites. The meetings had different stresses
for different audiences. For example, on May 24, when Yang Shangkun met
with senior military leaders, he capitalized on the radical slogans used in the
movement and on the fact that martial law had been decided upon by Deng
Xiaoping, backed by a group of Long March veterans.62 When Chen Yun met
with veterans in the Central Advisory Commission, he emphasized the hard-
ship and sacrifice that they had endured before they took power, warning that
if students succeeded, “not only is there the danger of losing the achievements
of ten years of reform but there is also the danger of losing all the fruits of revo-
lution, which were won with blood.” 63 When Peng Zhen met with noncom-
munist government elites, he stressed that students had good and constructive
motives but had adopted the wrong methods to address social problems, that
the government also had the same concerns, and that the students were being
used by a very small number of people with ulterior motives.64 With powerful
figures speaking in concert, more and more lower-level leaders openly expressed
their support of martial law in the newspapers.

However, the top state elites were still concerned about the cost of military
repression. They still frequently contacted student leaders through official and
semi-official channels to persuade (or even threaten) them to withdraw from
the Square voluntarily. Let me list some accounts by student leaders as examples.
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65. Huigu yu Fansi (1993, 265, 292).
66. Li Lu (1990, 179).
67. According to Zhang Boli (1994e), the last contact between students and the government was made

on the afternoon of May 30 at Beijing Hotel. Li Lu and Zhang Boli went to the meeting. No agreement
was reached. Eventually, the government representatives warned that students must return to the university
as soon as possible because the army was going to clear the Square very soon.

68. Before the repression, the government continuously broadcast warnings that urged Beijing resi-
dents to stay at home for their own safety.

Deng Pufang, the son of Deng Xiaoping, sent his associates to Beijing Univer-
sity. They told student leader Chang Jing that if the students withdrew volun-
tarily from the Square and no longer insisted on going against martial law and
on changing the verdict of the April 26 People’s Daily editorial, Deng Pufang
could persuade Deng Xiaoping to resign after everything was over.65 Also, ac-
cording to student leader Li Lu, on May 26 a representative of Li Peng and the
whole Politburo went to Tiananmen Square to persuade the students to leave.66

He told the students that martial law was not aimed at them, that the soldiers
were not going to harm them, and that the government would not punish stu-
dents after the movement ended. If the students were stubborn and did not
leave the Square, however, they would have to be removed and bloodshed
might not be avoidable.67 These efforts showed that even after it imposed mar-
tial law, the government still tried to avoid a bloody confrontation. This was
not because of the particular influence of reformers but rather because every-
one in the government knew the potential cost of military repression.

As the students did not leave the Square, the Martial Law Headquarters 
ordered the second advance. Again, the army met with strong resistance from
Beijing residents. The whole process was complicated and disturbingly violent.
However, with a resolute order from the central government, the troops, who
were now better prepared, fought their way to Tiananmen Square. The move-
ment ended tragically.

Why did the students and Beijing residents ignore the harsh warnings from
the government and risk their lives in order to resist the martial law troops? 68

Many factors came into play. For example, during the movement the state had
used hardliner strategies several times. Each time, however, they had backed off
when movement participants stood their ground. Since the government had al-
ready played the “chicken” several times in a “chicken-hero game,” the people
expected the government to play the chicken again. Therefore, in my interviews
several informants told me that even after some people in the crowd were shot,
the people beside them, including themselves, still believed that they were ac-
tually hit by rubber bullets; for a while, they showed no fear. But, the key here
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was perhaps not the existence of a so-called “information gap” between the two
actors, as has been argued.69 First, the Beijing students and residents did not to-
gether constitute a cohesive actor. By the end of May they were more like a
huge, unorganized crowd. More importantly, the government did not really in-
tend to hide the military repression as private information. In fact, the govern-
ment tried in many public and private occasions to warn the people that they
had run out of patience and that a repression was imminent. Yet the students
and residents simply did not respond to the message. Now, again, let me ex-
plain this in terms of the model of state-society relations centered on sources
of state legitimacy.

As stated before, when Zhao Ziyang’s concessive strategies failed to work,
the government had to go back to a hardline approach. However, this time it
could not just use ideological means, because the April 26 People’s Daily editorial
had proved not only useless but also provocative to the students. Between ide-
ological attacks and military repression, the only measure that the government
could rely on was to institute a sanction against the movement by legal means.
This was martial law. The problem was that, in the past, top state elites in
China treated laws not as part of the social contract to which they were also
subject but as a tool that could be used to advance ideological programs or pos-
sibly even for personal purposes. Therefore, legal practices and interpretation
of laws changed frequently with the ideological currents, and the authority of
laws diminished when the ideological legitimation of the state declined. Un-
derstandably, given this legal tradition martial law was neither able to convince
students and Beijing residents nor to convey a clear message to which the op-
position forces could make a rational and calculated response. In the end, mar-
tial law was as counterproductive as the April 26 People’s Daily editorial.

By now, all the control measures that the government had tried had failed.
The only measure left was brutal military repression. There was hardly anyone
among the top state elites, regardless of whether they be so-called reformers or
conservatives, who wanted to see it happen. Yet, ironically, this appeared to be
the only effective method that the regime could use to stop the wave of large-
scale mobilizations, the core of which was anti-establishment. It was effective
because by the end of the 1980s most of the top state elites, including most se-
nior commanders of the army, were still committed to a revolution which they
had fought for decades and in the meantime were still able to keep the soldiers
under their firm control.
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Conclusion

The government initially tolerated the 1989 Movement, while trying to confine
it to mourning activities for Hu Yaobang. After Hu Yaobang’s state funeral, the
government’s policy shifted to a more hardline approach, as was indicated by
the April 26 People’s Daily editorial that labeled the movement antirevolutionary
turmoil. When students successfully organized the April 27 demonstration that
defied the editorial, the government came back with a soft strategy and tried to
contain the movement through a policy of limited concessions. On May 19,
however, after a week of the hunger strike, the government declared martial law
and brought a mass of troops to Beijing, first trying to scare the protestors away.
When this did not work, military repression followed.

These policy changes and the consequent development of the movement
have hitherto been explained as outcomes of factional struggles between re-
formers and conservatives within the highest echelon of the Chinese govern-
ment. In this chapter, I offer an alternative interpretation of the same process.
I argue that while the existence of power struggles among top state elites is a
truism, the key factor underlying these state policy changes was the ineffective-
ness of various state control measures, an ineffectiveness that resulted from the
conflicting views of state legitimacy held by the top state elites, the movement
activists, and the rest of the Beijing population. The logic of my argument is
that each state control measure needs a legitimacy base in order to be effective.
During the 1980s, while the majority of top state elites still believed in the ide-
ological legitimacy of the regime, most students and Beijing residents evaluated
the state mainly for its economic and moral performance. In the course of the
movement, the students challenged the government ideologically and morally,
and the larger society sympathized with the challenges. On the other hand, the
government either relied on ideological or legal dimensions of state authority
to deal with the movement, which only antagonized Beijing students and resi-
dents, or made limited concessions, which could not satisfy the radicals. In the
end, the only viable alternative appeared to be military repression, on which the
government could still rely because most top state elites, a group that included
military leaders, had joined the CCP long before the communists came to power
and still perceived state power as ideologically legitimate.

07-C1513  1/17/01  3:21 PM  Page 238



e
ig

h
t

1. For recent reviews of literature, see Roger V. Gould (1991, 1993), McAdam and
Paulsen (1993), and Zhao Dingxin (1998).

E C O L O G Y - B A S E D  M O B I L I Z A T I O N  

A N D  M O V E M E N T  D Y N A M I C S

H
aving examined how the state’s behavior and people’s per-
ceptions of it shaped the development of the 1989 Beijing
Student Movement, we now turn our attention more fully

to the movement participants. A central question in social 
movement research has been that of the mechanisms of partici-
pant mobilization. Since the 1970s, social movement scholars
have put great emphasis on the role of formal organizations and
movement networks in movement mobilization.1 Currently, the
idea that organizations and pre-existing networks are the basis
of movement mobilization has become conventional wisdom.
Therefore, when I started my research I designed questions to
probe in that direction. As expected, I found many signs of or-
ganization- and network-based communication and mobiliza-
tion. Yet many of these instances could not be understood with-
out taking campus ecology into account; moreover, the ecology
of university campuses in Beijing facilitated student mobiliza-
tion beyond its encouragement of movement organizations and
student networks. Let me provide an initial example.
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2. See McAdam (1986) for a distinction between low-risk and high-risk activism.
3. Ecology-dependent strategies are a relatively stable set of mobilization strategies in that their effec-

tiveness and their likelihood of being adopted by movement activists rest largely on particular ecological
conditions.

Almost all campuses in Beijing are separated from the outside world by brick
walls with only a few entrances, which are guarded by the university’s own se-
curity forces. During the 1989 Movement, no policemen or soldiers ever went
inside a campus to repress students. After talking to students, I found that the
existence of campus walls was important for the development of the movement.
Because of the walls, roads on campus were not part of the public road system,
and thus the police could not get inside without clear consent from school au-
thorities. Here, even school authorities that were unsympathetic to the move-
ment might not be interested in calling in the police to handle students. For if
they did so, they would alienate the students and would have more troubles
in dealing with students after the police left. Therefore, the simple existence of
walls created a low-risk environment and facilitated student mobilization.2

This type of finding pushed me to look more seriously at the role of cam-
pus ecology in student mobilization. I found that campus ecology affected stu-
dent mobilization during the movement in the following ways: (1) It facilitated
the spread of dissident ideas in the period before the movement and the trans-
mission of news about particular events during the movement. (2) It nurtured
many dormitory-based student networks. These networks were the basis of mu-
tual influence and even coercion among students and therefore sustained a high
rate of student participation. (3) It shaped students’ spatial activities on the
campus, creating a few places that most students had to pass or stay in daily.
These places became centers of student mobilization. (4) The concentration
of many universities in one district encouraged mutual imitation and inter-
university competition for activism among students from different universi-
ties. (5) The ecology also facilitated the formation of many ecology-dependent
strategies of collective action. Those actions patterned the dynamics of the
movement.3 The above findings and their theoretical implications will be the
focus of this chapter.

Before moving on, let me note that it was not just student mobilization dur-
ing the movement that was heavily based on ecological factors. Resident mo-
bilization during the martial law period was primarily centered in the neigh-
borhoods, and the movement was able to sustain itself after martial law largely
because of the ecology of Tiananmen Square (chapter 6). However, this chap-
ter deals strictly with student mobilization (especially during the early stage of
the movement). This is, in part, because since the early mobilization faced
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4. See Curtis and Zurcher (1973), Fernandez and McAdam (1989), McAdam and Paulsen (1993), and
Rosenthal et al. (1985) for the concept.

strong efforts at repression and involved more uncertainties, campus ecology
was crucial to sustaining it. After the students had successfully challenged the
regime, the perceived risk of joining a movement greatly declined. In fact, the
risk diminished to the point when after mid-May going to Tiananmen Square
became a common pastime and a fun activity.

State-Society Relations and Mobilization Structures

The question immediately arises of why the 1989 Movement had a mobiliza-
tion structure that was distinctively different from that of most social move-
ments occurring under democratic settings in the West. My main argument
is that the mobilization structure of social movements is first shaped by state-
society relations. In addition, the structure of movement mobilization is also
related to the type of social movement. The mobilization of a student move-
ment, for example, tends to depend on the conditions of the students’ unique
living and studying environment. Let me briefly discuss three ideal types of mo-
bilization structures in reference to state-society relations and the types of so-
cial movements.

Some social movements mobilize primarily through formal organizations.
This happens, for example, in mainstream contemporary Western society, where
associational life is highly developed and politically sensitive individuals are sit-
uated under what some scholars call “multi-organizational fields.” 4 Since many
such organizations are not territory-based and have infrastructures with which
to reach their members that are more effective than interpersonal networks,
ecological conditions are less likely to be a major factor in their movement
mobilization. Many social movements in the contemporary West, especially
some of the new social movements, have a mobilization process approximate
to this type.

Most mobilization processes, however, involve a mixture of formal organi-
zations, interpersonal networks centered on people’s immediate living and work-
ing environments, and direct ecological exposure. Thus ecology plays various
roles in different mobilization processes. Due to university students’ unique
living and studying conditions, the impact of campus ecology on movement
mobilization has drawn a certain amount of attention. For instance, many ob-
servers of student movements in the 1960s have noticed the facilitating effect of
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the American campus on students’ participation in them.5 Max Heirich, in par-
ticular, has convincingly described how a series of changes in campus layout at
Berkeley during the 1950s made Berkeley students more available for political
recruitment during the 1960s.6 The fact that campus ecology is conducive to
student movements has also been noticed by scholars who have studied such
movements in other nations. Kassow, for example, has written that the dining
halls built by Nicholas II to provide students in Moscow with cheap meals
turned out to be meeting places where students could trade news, make new
contacts, and hold assemblies,7 and both Chow and Wasserstrom have ob-
served that the congested living conditions on Chinese campuses facilitated stu-
dent activism in early modern China.8

In addition to student movements, many other cases also point to the im-
portance of ecology for movement mobilization. For example, in nineteenth-
century Western Europe, when a nascent civil society coexisted with traditional
communities, most social movements, such as Chartism in England and the
Paris Commune, were staged by formal organizations. However, these formal
organizations also relied heavily on the physical environment of the local com-
munity to extend their mobilizational potential.9 In the contemporary West,
some collective actions, such as community movements or the urban riots in
America, also involved a process of mobilization that was dependent on ecol-
ogy.10 As Feagin and Hahn and Fogelson mention, the sudden and massive
riots in some American cities were made possible in part because of the densely
populated black ghettos and because of the fact that the residents of those ghet-
tos tended to spend a great deal of their leisure time out on the street.11

Finally, some social movements tend to have mobilization structures that are
mainly based on ecology. This typically occurs in places where intermediate as-
sociations are underdeveloped and associations beyond state control are illegal.
In such cases, ecology and ecology-based networks and communications become
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the only means on which a movement mobilization can count. Many social
movements occurring in strong authoritarian regimes have a mobilization pro-
cess close to this extreme because those states repress voluntary associations.

In the past, scholars have generally thought that communist regimes were
highly stable because their repression was assisted by modern infrastructural
and military technologies. This “totalitarian myth” disintegrated after revolu-
tions swept across Eastern Europe in the late 1980s. Thereafter, the question
“How can autocratic regimes that appear to have such awesome power over
their citizens collapse so quickly?” became a puzzle.12 Thus far, most scholars
have tried to address this question by emphasizing the role of “civil society”
during Eastern Europe’s Revolutions.13 Yet judging by the nature of the former
Eastern European regimes, it is conceivable that even in Hungary, Czechoslo-
vakia, and Poland, where civil society was more developed, initial movement
mobilization might have depended more on ecology and ecology-dependent
strategies than on formal organizations or political networks. For example, I see
similarities between mobilization structures in the 1989 Movement in Beijing
and the strikes in Gdansk and Gdynia in 1970. According to Roman Laba, the
strikes in Gdansk and Gdynia were initiated by a few activists who moved from
one workplace to another, chanting to attract followers.14 They also pushed a
sound car to different shipyards to draw more people. The existing organiza-
tions at the time, such as the Workers’ Defense Committee or the church, had
nothing to do with the strike at this stage. The importance of shipyard ecology
is clearly revealed by Laba’s book even though it does not focus on the issue of
movement mobilization.

An authoritarian regime may crush intermediate associations, but it can-
not destroy ecology-centered human interactions. In fact, as it is revealed in
this chapter, the process of centralization under an authoritarian regime often
strengthens ecology-based human interactions. The huge capacity of ecology-
centered mobilization at the time of political crisis explains, in part, why the
seemingly mighty communist regime is actually fragile.

Universities in Beijing

Before presenting a case study of how campus ecology in Beijing facilitated stu-
dent mobilization, we need some knowledge of the physical layout of Beijing
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campuses as well as of typical student life on campus. I start with the univer-
sity district in Beijing.

the haidian university district

In Beijing, most universities are located in and around the Haidian District.
This immense university compound was the legacy of the planned economy
in the 1950s. Aimed at “learning from the Soviet Union” and at establishing
an educational system suitable for the massive reconstruction of the country,
the giant university district acquired its current shape in two separate phases 
during the 1950s. The first step was to restructure the existing universities and
to establish People’s University. The two best and largest universities in the
capital—that is, Beijing University and Qinghua University—acquired their
current structure and location at this time. The second effort was to build a
large number of Soviet-style polytechnic institutions in the same area.15 A
major event was the construction of bada xueyuan (the eight big institutions of
higher learning), when eight polytechnic institutions were simultaneously built
along a single road. By 1956, when the second project was completed, Beijing
already had thirty-one universities with an enrollment of 76,700, compared to
thirteen universities and a total enrollment of 17,442 in 1949.16 The university
district continued to expand: by 1989 Beijing had sixty-seven institutions of
higher learning, with 162,576 boarding students at the undergraduate and grad-
uate levels.17

campuses in beijing

University campuses in China are structurally similar to each other. Since Bei-
jing University is the center of student activism in Beijing as well as in China
as a whole, this section uses Beijing University to illustrate the typical campus
in Beijing.

As shown on the map of Beijing University (figure 8.1), most universities in
China are separated from the outside by a brick wall. Each university has its
own restaurants, student dining halls, cinema, hospital, post office, barber-
shops, grocery stores, sports facilities, recreational areas, and other such facili-
ties. They are so self-contained that diligent students can live on campus for a
whole semester without ever going outside.
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figure 8.1. A map of Beijing University, showing the ecological concentration of students on
campus.
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figure 8.2. The master’s student dormitories at Beijing University. (Photograph by the author.)

Most university students in China board and live in campus dormitories.
Classmates are usually assigned to several connected rooms in a dormitory. At
Beijing University, the student dormitories occupy forty-nine buildings. They
are located at the lower right side of the map. Buildings numbered 28 to 43 are
for undergraduate students. With six to eight students living in each dormitory
room, these dormitories held a total of 9,271 students in 1988. Buildings num-
bered 45 through 48 are for master’s students, whereas doctoral students live in
dormitories 25 and 26. With four master’s students or two doctoral students liv-
ing in each dormitory room, 2,893 students lived in these six buildings in 1988.
Finally, buildings numbered 16 through 24 are dormitories for young unmar-
ried teachers. The remaining dormitories housed foreign and special students
in short-term training programs. Figure 8.2 is the exterior of the master’s stu-
dent dormitories in Beijing University.

student life on campus

According to my informants, in the late 1980s many students in Beijing Uni-
versity (and other universities as well) did not devote much time to studying.
Many students, especially males, got up only a few minutes before their first
class began and went to class without breakfast. Class absence was especially
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figure 8.3. An undergraduate student dormitory room at People’s University. (Photograph by
the author.)

18. Xu and Liu (1985).

high for students majoring in the social sciences and humanities or in those
courses designed for political education (chapter 3). The first classes at Beijing
University started at eight, but some students got up as late as ten, missing three
or four classes in the morning. These students might stay in the dormitory un-
til lunch, at about twelve. A nap was common after lunch. Diligent students got
up at two, but others might get up at three or even four. Dinner started at five.
Activities after dinner varied. Some went to the library or to conferences. Oth-
ers went to dances, to movies, or out with their boyfriends or girlfriends. Still
others remained in the dormitory rooms chatting or playing poker or mah-
jongg. Most students returned to the dormitories around ten. Curfew was
at eleven. Chatting after curfew was a common pastime; students called this 
wotanhui, which means meeting while lying in bed. Such wotanhui could go on as
late as 2:00 a.m.

Some students described the dormitory, classroom, and dining hall as the
“iron triangle” of their lives. According to a study of student dormorites, the
time that students spent in their dormitory rooms during a day was more than
the time they spent on all other activities combined.18 Figure 8.3 shows the in-
side of a typical undergraduate student dormitory room in People’s University.
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19. In the following, I will take the impact of homogeneity as an established fact and focus only on
how design factors of Beijing universities shaped the density, distribution, and spatial movement of Beijing
students in a way that facilitated student mobilization.

Campus Ecology and Patterns of Mobilization

In the interviews, I found that the campus ecology in Beijing facilitated the
transmission of dissident ideas and information about movement activities. It
squeezed students into many small dormitory-based student networks which
sustained a high level of student participation, encouraged interuniversity com-
petition for activism, and upheld many ecology-dependent strategies of collec-
tive action. I will discuss these in turn in this section. In the next section, I will
present a case study of the April 27 student demonstration, to show how ecol-
ogy-based mobilization mechanisms manifested themselves in one of the most
important events of the 1989 Movement.19

dissident ideas and the transmission 
of information regarding the movement

Most students live in campus dormitories. With six to eight students living in
each dormitory room, a few dozen classmates of the same sex living in several
closely situated dormitory rooms, and several hundred students in each build-
ing, a dormitory area of a university in Beijing can accommodate up to ten
thousand students. Many informants reported that they usually chatted in the
dormitory room from one to several hours each day. Although politics and po-
litical grievances were not always the topic, they did constitute a major theme
when the socioeconomic situation in China was worsening. As I discussed in
chapter 4, when the student political control system in universities greatly de-
clined during the late 1980s, dormitory rooms became the primary locations in
which nonconforming ideologies spread and achieved dominance.

The communication of dissident ideas was also facilitated by the ecology of
the Haidian District. The distance between most universities in Beijing is less
than half an hour by bicycle. Such short distances made interuniversity com-
munication extremely easy. Before the 1989 Movement, famous dissidents and
liberal intellectuals were often invited to give talks in various universities. If a
talk was given by someone famous, students from the other universities would
go there by bicycle. As soon as the movement started, the very first action of
many activists was to go to other universities (especially the major ones) to see
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what was happening. They went there to read big-character posters, listen to
speeches, and establish connections. Thus, from the very beginning, campus
ecology gave a largely spontaneous movement the appearance of a coordinated
action.

sanctions against free riders

During the 1989 Movement, students would often march together in a demon-
stration by school, class, and often major. This form of collective action has
been explained as a manifestation of Chinese culture, which encourages soli-
darity, loyalty, and friendship.20 However, to explain a sign of group solidarity
in terms of a group culture is tautological. More importantly, this line of rea-
soning neglects the structural basis of this solidarity and thus runs the danger
of assuming that all the students participated in the movement for the same rea-
son. In my study, I found that students not only often marched together by
school, class, and major, but also by dormitory room. However, they did this
not just out of a sense of group solidarity but because the campus ecology and
dormitory-based student networks were the bases of mutual influence, persua-
sion, and even coercion among students.

The key here is the dense living environment on campus, especially dormi-
tory rooms. With six to eight students living in the same dormitory room for
a period of four years, it is as if every student was forced to play an Axelrodian
game in which cooperation is the only optimum long-term solution.21 There-
fore, once movement participation was regarded by most students as a morally
desirable action, avoiding participation became very difficult for those who ac-
tually did not intend to participate in the beginning. Among fifty-six student
informants, fourteen reported open attacks by active participants on less active
ones in dormitories. Students in the same or nearby dormitory rooms often
checked each other’s behavior. One student commented:

All students joined the movement after several demonstrations. Students who did
not go would feel isolated and hated. For example, when the government asked us
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to resume class, only one student went to class. As a result, that student was accused
of being a renegade. (no. 4)

Another student described what happened in his dormitory room on the eve-
ning of April 26, which made him eventually join the April 27 student demon-
stration:

[When the April 26 People’s Daily editorial was broadcast,] students in our dormi-
tory room were very angry. Many of them decided to go to demonstrate. They
asked me. I said I did not want to go. . . . They were mad at me. . . . They quarreled
with me angrily. I found this unbearable and thought, we are fellow students, why
should you talk to me like this? . . . There was a party member in our dormitory
room who did not want to go either. . . . He told us that they had just had a meet-
ing. It was explained in the meeting that there would be a lot of policemen on the
way the next day. He asked the other students not to go. . . . Then people poured
out their anger toward him. (no. 42)

Because of the high student density in dormitory buildings, coercion among
students could sometimes go beyond a dormitory room. Feigon, for example,
mentions how a TOEFL teacher at People’s University was accused by his
friends of being a traitor because he had held a TOEFL class during the class
boycott.22 However, no one has given an account as vivid as one of my infor-
mants (no. 62):

During the whole process of the movement, one event left me with a very deep im-
pression. In the Law Department, there were quite a few graduate students of the
1989 class who did not care about the movement at all and played mah-jongg in
their dormitory rooms every day. I knew this from a notice board in no. 46 build-
ing. It read: “Since the hunger strike, several scoundrels on the fifth floor have not
cared about the movement at all, and have lost all their conscience. They have been
locking themselves in their dorms and playing mah-jongg every day. We are dis-
gusted with their behavior.” . . . I also remember a line on a big-character poster. It
said: “Those red noses and black hearts are playing mah-jongg even when the other
students are on a hunger strike. Beware of your dog noses!”

However, most pressure was subtler. When a follow-up question was asked
(“What did you think of those students who did not participate in the move-
ment at all?”), the following was a rather typical answer: “We did not care
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about those students. Because these people did not interact with classmates
even at regular times, no one paid much attention to them” (no. 37). In other
words, nonparticipating students were labeled as deviants by their classmates.
Obviously, such mutual checking could effectively sustain movement partici-
pation largely because of the particularities of the relevant living conditions.

interuniversity competition for activism

Most of the 67 universities in Beijing are located close to one another. The
close proximity of universities facilitated mutual imitation and interuniversity
competition for activism, which also sustained student participation.23 In the
interviews, I found that some students from People’s University were proud of
being the leading troop in the April 27 demonstration, which was considered a
highly risky action. Students from the University of Political Science and Law
were proud of the numerous firsts that they earned during the movement, de-
spite being a small university:

Later, we calculated that our university owned thirteen firsts. We were the first uni-
versity that went to demonstrate on the street and that went on a class boycott. The
first chairman of The Autonomous Student Union was our student. The head-
quarters of the Dialogue Delegation was located in our university, and many oth-
ers. . . . We were very proud of that. The fame of our university has grown there-
after. (no. 59)

Finally, when students from Beijing University talked about their activities
during the 1989 Movement, they talked as if they were the unquestioned lead-
ers of the movement. Their most eloquent slogan was: “The whole nation does
not fall asleep as long as Beijing University is still awake” (no. 51). One student
leader in the University of Political Science and Law commented on Beijing
University this way:

When our university demonstrated on the street on April 17, Beijing University
rushed to Tiananmen the same evening. . . . Students at Beijing University always
feel that they are different from the rest of the universities. Therefore, when they
felt they might lose the leadership [as in early May] they came out with the radical
tactic of a hunger strike. (no. 60)
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Such comments should not be taken too literally. However, they do reveal in-
tense interuniversity competition during the 1989 Movement. It was the ecol-
ogy of the Haidian District—the concentration of so many universities in 
such a small area—that made such competition extensive, instantaneous, and
interactive.

the development of ecology-dependent 
strategies of mobilization

So far, I have shown how campus ecology facilitated student mobilization and
why patterns of student mobilization during the 1989 Movement cannot be
properly understood without a knowledge of campus ecology. At this level, my
analysis still points to student solidarity and therefore supports resource mo-
bilization theories, and especially Gould’s analysis of mobilization during the
Paris Commune.24 In the following, however, I will present another set of find-
ings which are equally important to the student mobilization but which are
nevertheless not clearly related to student networks.

Most universities in Beijing have similar spatial layouts, which regulate the
daily life and spatial routine of students on campus. During the 1898 Move-
ment these layouts facilitated the formation of many ecology-dependent strate-
gies of student mobilization. For example, at each university big-character
posters and announcements were concentrated, and mobilization was initiated,
only in specific places. These places emerged because they were central to stu-
dents’ daily lives. The famous Triangle at Beijing University, the third student
dining hall at People’s University, and the tenth dining hall at Qinghua Uni-
versity are such places. For example, the Triangle is located between student
dormitories, the library, classrooms, and several dining halls (figure 8.1). The post
office, the bookstore, and several other shops are also in the vicinity. Whenever
students go to the classroom, library, dining hall, post office, or back to their
dormitories, they have to pass the Triangle.

The most important student movement organization to emerge during the
1989 Movement—the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union—was actually a
very weak organization with neither a prior history nor grassroots membership
(chapter 6). However, it was able to organize several large-scale demonstrations
that challenged the state. How could it organize demonstrations so effectively?
Apart from the dormitory factors, the campus layout also greatly enhanced its
ability to carry out its role effectively. At Beijing University, for example, when
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student activists wanted to organize a demonstration, all they needed to do was
just “put several posters at the Triangle, write down the time and location of
the gathering, the purposes of the demonstration, and the slogans to be used,
and then wait in the place and bring students out on that day” (no. 69). If not
enough students showed up, the activists usually marched inside the campus
along the avenues between dormitory buildings. In my study, I found that
marching along the avenues between dormitories before demonstrations on the
street was a standard way for Beijing students to achieve a high level of mobi-
lization; this is another example of an ecology-dependent strategy. For instance,
on the evening of April 17, 1989, a few hundred students were milling around
the Beijing University Triangle area, looking at big-character posters and mak-
ing speeches. At this point, someone just back from downtown informed them
that people from the University of Political Science and Law had already taken
to the street. Some students became very excited and wanted to stage a demon-
stration at Tiananmen Square as well. Only around two hundred students fol-
lowed them. These students marched inside the dormitory area first, however.
As they shouted and made noise, more and more students were attracted and
came out of their dormitories. The size of the formation gradually swelled from
a few hundred to between five and six thousand, and eventually they marched
out of the campus. This was the first student demonstration by the students of
Beijing University.

Now, to what extent can we understand this type of mobilization process in
terms of networks and solidarity? The closest network explanation of this event
holds that Beijing University had two types of network during the 1989 Move-
ment; an activist-based movement network and many structurally equivalent
dormitory-based networks of friends. Strong ties existed in each type of net-
work. Within each dormitory-based network, some students were exposed to
dissident ideas earlier and were sympathetic to the movement. Thus, when they
saw the demonstration outside, they persuaded and even coerced their fellow
roommates to join in. Here, campus ecology was important only to the extent
that it connected a social movement network with all the dormitory-based
networks simultaneously. If one is preoccupied with modeling movement
mobilization as a networking process, one may consider the ecological linkage
as “structural holes,” 25 or weak ties.26

This type of explanation is not totally unreasonable. Even with the size of
Beijing University, it could still be argued that all students might be in the same
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network through either chains of friends or a certain structural equivalence.
However, this network explanation has two problems. First, it is very difficult
to conceive of shouting and making noise in a place as a network mode of
communication extending to all those who can hear it. Social networks are
commonly defined as a finite set of nodes (actors) linked by lines (social rela-
tions).27 To make network analysis a meaningful tool in sociology, those lines
are usually confined to social relations that are relatively stable and that can
be specified prior to a study. They are also restricted to exchanges of privi-
leged and specific information and resources or to boundary overlapping
among actors.28 For example, if there is a loud clap of thunder in the middle of
the night which wakes up many people, we cannot say that these people acquire
information about the storm through social networks. However, if someone
is not awakened by the thunder and does not know about the storm until in-
formed by a friend, we can comfortably say that such a person acquires this
piece of information through a network relation.29 Obviously, those students
who shouted outside targeted everyone and anyone who lived in the dormito-
ries rather than a specific group of people. In other words, information about
the demonstration was passed not through prior existing ties but through
nearly simultaneous direct contact with all who lived on campus. The mode of
information transmission was thus diffused and nonprivileged. Network analy-
sis loses its analytical power if we interpret information transmission of this
kind as networked.

Second, the role of networks for movement mobilization is not just to pro-
vide a means of communication but to evoke an already existing sense of soli-
darity. In other words, if we argue that students were mobilized that evening
through networks, we should expect that students who came out of their dor-
mitories would sort roughly into two categories: those that emerged out of a
sense of solidarity, and those who came out because they were persuaded or co-
erced by their roommates. However, this was not the case on that evening. This
was still April 17, only two days after Hu Yaobang’ sudden death. At this stage,
as it is described in chapter 6, most students in Beijing had not been mobilized
politically. Therefore, while some joined the march on that evening out of var-
ious grievances or a sense of solidarity, most followed the march without a po-
litical reason. In fact, according to one of my informants (no. 63), more than
half of the students came out of dormitories and followed the march wearing
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30. When they arrived at Tiananmen Square, the size of demonstration was only around 2,000, in-
cluding many students from other universities who joined along their way to the Square.
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offensive styles of mobilization.

slippers and gradually left the march before it arrived at Tiananmen Square. He
and many of his friends in fact followed the demonstration simply because they
wanted to kanrenao (literally, “watch the fun”).30 In short, there was no clear ev-
idence of persuasion and coercion among students that evening. No common
grievances, identity, or network-based mobilization can be reconstructed.

What about the intensive persuasion and coercion inside the dormitory
which I have discussed earlier? There was a threshold: the majority of students
only acted as sympathetic audiences most of the time during the movement and
did not care about their fellow roommates’ decisions about participating in the
movement. However, on some occasions the state’s reaction to the movement
was deemed unreasonable by most students. At that point, students started to
share their anger in dormitories, and more committed students started to per-
suade and even coerce the less active ones to join protest activities.31 Students’
reaction to the April 26 People’s Daily editorial, to which I will now turn, repre-
sents one such occasion.

The April 27 Demonstration

On April 26, the People’s Daily published an editorial that labeled the movement
as a planned conspiracy and antigovernment turmoil (chapter 7). The contents
of the editorial were broadcast on the April 25 evening news. The students were
deeply alienated by the outdated language that the editorial used. They decided
to defy the editorial by a demonstration on April 27.

I choose the April 27 student demonstration as a case study to illustrate
the importance of campus ecology in the process of mobilization. This dem-
onstration was one of the most important events of the 1989 Movement. It
marked the first large-scale open defiance of the Chinese state since the com-
munists took power. The success of the demonstration in many ways shaped
the subsequent dynamics of the movement, leading finally to the crackdown.
Equally important, the demonstration was perceived by many students as an ex-
tremely risky event, perhaps even more so than the night of June 3. Some stu-
dents even wrote wills before joining the demonstration. Though the demon-
stration was not suppressed, the state did set up many police lines to try to stop
the students from entering Tiananmen Square. (The major police lines that the
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demonstrators encountered are marked in figure 8.4.) The existence of state
force and the perceived danger pushed students to utilize any possible re-
sources, including ecological conditions, to make the demonstration successful.

After hearing the editorial and the news of the proposed demonstration, stu-
dents as well as activists gathered in dormitory rooms to express their anger and
to discuss what would happen if they went out. Most expected a harsh crack-
down, but many still decided to participate. The feeling of injustice was too
strong for students to succumb to threats. However, most students were also
extremely worried. Here, except for the coercion that I have discussed earlier,
more determined roommates also acted as counselors to the less committed
ones. One student (no. 59) recalled:

Several of my roommates were very worried about the possible consequences of the
next day’s demonstration. I had to comfort them. They said that I was very persua-
sive and should share my ideas with other students in the university. They suggested
that I use the intercom in the porter’s room. The intercom was installed for the
porter to get a particular student when there was a phone call for her/him. . . . We
turned on all the switches so that people in every dormitory room could hear but
no one outside would know.

Meanwhile, the broadcasting stations of the Students’ Autonomous Unions in
many universities repeatedly aired speeches from student activists, young teach-
ers, and famous dissidents denouncing the editorial and the government and
seeking to boost the morale of students. Places like the Triangle in Beijing Uni-
versity were crowded with people for the whole day of April 26. They made
speeches, shouted slogans, and sang songs. Activists’ emotions were kept high.

The demonstration took three routes to Tiananmen Square. Students from
Beijing University, People’s University, Qinghua University, Northern Com-
munication, Beijing Agriculture, and other schools took the western route. The
assemblies from the eight big institutions of higher learning, the University of
Political Science and Law, and Beijing Normal University were among those
that took the middle route. Finally, a few other universities took the eastern
route.32 Figure 8.4 also illustrates the paths of the western and middle routes.

However, the students did not march to Tiananmen Square directly. They
zigzagged. In what follows, by centering on the path of the demonstrators from
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demonstration.
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People’s University and the University of Political Science and Law, I will ex-
plain how and why students marched this way, as well as other ecology-related
issues.

On the morning of April 27, some students appeared at People’s Uni-
versity. Among them quite a few were from Beijing Agriculture University.
Yet, under enormous pressure, no one dared to march out of the campus as
planned. One informant (no. 39) even saw a student leader with a red micro-
phone announcing that the demonstration was canceled, but many students re-
mained. After quite some time, one student came out and suggested marching
inside the university. Many followed. After they had marched and shouted for
five or six circuits of the university, more and more people had been attracted
and had joined in. The students became increasingly excited and eventually
rushed out of the gate. However, when they were out, they did not march
directly to Tiananmen Square. Intimidated by a police line at the Friendship
Hotel intersection, not far away from People’s University, the students marched
in the opposite direction to try to meet the students from Beijing University
and Qinghua University.

Here, many liaison men (most were male students) played an important role.
The liaison men coordinated the demonstrators by informing the demonstra-
tors of the sizes and locations of different police lines as well as of the activi-
ties of students in other universities. While some liaison men were assigned the
task by movement activists, others were simply students who rode bicycles
from place to place in order to see more of the demonstration. On the way, they
passed the news. Now, as soon as the students of People’s University marched
out of the campus, some liaison men rushed to Beijing University and shouted
in front of the gate of Beijing University: “People’s University has come out.
What are you waiting for?” Students in Beijing University then came out.

There was a police line at the Huangzhuang intersection. However, with
students from Beijing University, Qinghua University, and People’s University
on either side of it, the police line collapsed. The students joined up and
marched back to the Friendship Hotel intersection. The Northern Communi-
cation students and students from some other universities also arrived at the
southern side of the intersection, without yet daring to push away the police
line. Now, with students from Beijing University and Qinghua University at its
rear and students from many other universities at the other side of the police
line, the students headed by People’s University easily pushed the police away
from the Friendship Hotel intersection.

This was a historic breakthrough for students of the west as well as the
middle routes. Many students who had stayed outside the formation joined
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33. The student demonstration was separated from urban residents by picket lines on each side. See the
next chapter for discussion of the reason behind this strategy.

34. Here, the student said his university lost face because students in his university did not participate
in the Friendship Hotel incident, perceiving it as too dangerous. See the earlier section on interuniversity
competition for more discussion of this issue.

in.33 Liaison men spread in different directions to inform the students of their
own universities. The size of the formation expanded enormously. An infor-
mant (no. 70) vividly described what was happening at the Friendship Hotel
intersection:

When students of People’s University met the police lines, they dared not march
forward and asked students from Beijing University to go first. But students of Bei-
jing University did not want to go either. . . . At the moment, quite a few self-
appointed organizers from the outside stepped in and commanded demonstrators
to line up well, to keep a good order and so on. As the intersection became more
and more crowded, people from the outside repeatedly shouted: “Go . . . go . . . Let’s
go together!” Finally students of People’s University started to move forward.
When they confronted the police lines, students talked to policemen about consti-
tutional rights. The policemen had no reaction. Then students started to push. The
police lines collapsed soon after. On seeing this, organizers and students from dif-
ferent universities rushed back to get their own students. I heard a student from
Beijing Industrial University say that we lost face today and rushed back quickly.34

Students from those universities then waited at different intersections. The scale of
the demonstration expanded enormously.

That morning many students rode bicycles from one university to another.
On their way, they also passed news and therefore consciously or unconsciously
coordinated the movement. One of my informants (no. 57) acted as a liaison
man on that day:

When I got up in the morning, I saw that students in Beijing Teachers’ University
were already marching at the campus stadium. I wanted to know what was hap-
pening at People’s University. I went there by bicycle. By the time that I arrived,
People’s University students had gone north to meet students from Beijing Univer-
sity. I then followed. By the time that I met with the students of People’s Univer-
sity they had already joined with students from Beijing University and moved back
again. I then rode back to the Friendship Hotel intersection and watched. There
were police lines there and students from Northern Communication had been
stopped by them on the south side. When the big troops arrived, with efforts from
both sides the police line soon collapsed. . . . As soon as students pushed policemen
aside, I rode back to Beijing Teachers to see what they were doing there. I saw that
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students were sitting on the sidewalk outside their university. I passed the message:
go quickly in the direction of Chegongzhuang, students from other universities are
coming.

The University of Political Science and Law took the middle route. Initially,
students in that university were not able to get out, for the president and a few
other university authorities were standing in front of the gate claiming that it
was too dangerous to go outside. They requested that the students confine their
activities to the campus for their own safety. The president even begged the stu-
dents not to join the demonstration. Facing a senior and respected president,
most students hesitated. However, a few students had already gone to other
universities to see what was happening there. When the news came back that
students of Beijing Aviation University had broken one police line and were
marching in their direction, the students in the University of Political Science
and Law rushed out and moved south in the direction of Tiananmen Square.
Meanwhile, picket lines were formed outside the demonstrators. Only about
two hundred students were inside the picket lines. Including followers, the for-
mation comprised no more than six to seven hundred people.

When they marched to Mingguangcun intersection, a police line stopped
them. The students dared not march further. They withdrew and moved north
to the University of Posts and Telecommunications. As one student (no. 60)
recalled:

When we arrived at the University of Posts and Telecommunication, we shouted
loudly outside their campus. I saw a lot of students who had been stopped inside
their gate by some teachers. Many students were waving to us from the windows of
their dormitory rooms. We shouted: “Come down! Come down!” Then more and
more students jumped over the campus wall. Eventually students inside the Uni-
versity of Posts and Telecommunications pushed their way out of the gate.

Meanwhile, more students from the University of Political Science and Law
came over from the campus and more and more students outside the picket
lines joined in. Students within the picket lines increased to some seven to eight
hundred. Some other universities from the south, such as Central Finance, also
joined. They then continued to march north. At Jimen Bridge they met with
students from Beijing Aviation, Beijing Medical, and many other universities.
The above-quoted informant recalled that he was already unable to see the
two ends of the student formation after the two groups merged. Together they
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moved east to the Taipingzhuang intersection, then south to meet with students
of Beijing Normal University.

During this entire time, liaison men continuously passed news of what had
happened along the western route, a route taken by several of the most presti-
gious universities. As they arrived at Beijing Normal University, news came
from the west that students of Beijing University and People’s University had
broken the Friendship Hotel police line. Students in the middle route cheered.
They decided to join the western route. So they marched southwest, pushed
away a police line at Huokou and eventually met the western route after the
Xizhimen intersection.

Several witnesses recalled the moment as unforgettable. By the time the two
groups met, all the intersections were filled with students and Beijing residents.
People who stood on the Xizhimen overpass could not see where the crowds
ended. A renowned leader (no. 69) told me with emotion that he had never seen
such a magnificent scene in his life. At this point, most students were no longer
worried about their safety. But it was not until they broke the last police line at
Liubukou and entered Tiananmen Square that they realized that the govern-
ment was totally defeated. Their joy was fully expressed on their way back to
their universities as they cried, shouted, and sang songs. Many students walked
back. By the time they got back it was already midnight. They had walked for
nearly twenty hours!

What had made the April 27 demonstration so successful? High levels of
grievances and government restraint did play a role here. However, the dormi-
tory factors, the campus environment, and most importantly students’ suc-
cessful use of ecology-dependent strategies were also crucial. Often, students
did not march directly out of the campus. Were they to have done so, not many
students would have followed. The crowd size was still not large enough,
people were not yet excited, and the students were too afraid. Instead, they first
marched inside the campus. By marching and shouting, not only did they at-
tract more and more students but they also created an atmosphere of excite-
ment and heightened the pitch of their anger. Finally, they built up enough
courage to march out.

Although full of anger, the students felt deadly afraid once on the street.
They avoided confronting the police when they did not feel strong enough.
Therefore, they tried to bypass the police line and get more students from
other universities. With so many universities around, they were always able to
do so. When they had to confront the policemen, the police lines were already
dwarfed or overwhelmed by the masses of students coming from all over.

Finally, the instantaneous interactions among universities were also very
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36. See, especially, Tilly (1976, 1978) and Tilly and Schweitzer (1982).

important. Students in many universities would have never demonstrated out-
side the campus if liaison men had not passed the news that other universities
were already on the street. On the other hand, students who were already out-
side of their campuses might not go very far if students from other universities
did not join in. These ecology-dependent strategies were highly effective ex-
actly because of the physical environment of the campuses and the whole uni-
versity district.

Others Issues concerning the Ecology of Movement Mobilization

While I was writing this chapter, colleagues and friends raised questions con-
cerning the validity of this approach. Some of the questions are so important
that they deserve special attention. We know that the Haidian university dis-
trict was formed during Mao’s era. Why, however, did the same university en-
vironment which contributed to the rise of student movements in the 1980s 
not lead to any sizable student uprising during Mao’s era? 35 Here, I believe the
key lies in the weakening of the student control system in the universities. As I
argued in chapter 4, during Mao’s era many students turned in classmates who
expressed independent thinking because they more or less believed in commu-
nism and felt it was moral to do so. Moreover, during that time the state as-
signed jobs to students upon graduation, and students who were politically
more active (including checking upon other students’ political conduct) usu-
ally got better positions. Therefore, the high student density and other spatial
characteristics of the campus actually extended the effectiveness of student 
control. After the economic reform, however, the ideological legitimation of
the communist state greatly declined, while other avenues of status attainment
outside the realm of state control opened up. Participating actively in mutual
supervision seemed neither moral nor profitable. Therefore, the campus envi-
ronment, which once had facilitated political control over students, became
conducive to student mobilization.

Some resource mobilization theorists have also emphasized the importance
of the density, homogeneity, and spatial distribution of a population for so-
cial movement mobilization.36 Marx also argued in his “Manifesto” that the
concentration of workers into a small number of factories would enhance the
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political capacity of the proletariat.37 However, my emphasis on the impor-
tance of the ecological environment still provides additional insights. First, al-
though great theoretical variations exist among scholars of resource mobiliza-
tion, a key insight of resource mobilization theory is that the density and the
homogeneity of a population matters to movement mobilization only to the
extent that they facilitate group solidarity. This is understandable because what
is implied in the theory is that high density and homogeneity actually lead to a
low mobilization potential if a population is assembled simply as “a sack of
potatoes,” as Marx characterized nineteenth-century French peasants.38

I am by no means trying to undermine the importance of organizations and
networks in the mobilization process. However, this chapter shows that the de-
sign factors of Beijing universities, the accompanying density and distribution
of a population, and its patterned spatial movement had great importance for
the formation of student networks on campus. This importance cannot be
properly understood without a knowledge of the campus ecology. Therefore,
the analysis at this level bears similarities to one of Simmel’s insights: that when
certain social relationships are ordered around an immobile artifact, the artifact
will become a socially important pivot of human interaction.39 This Simmelian
idea is the basis for research scattered in urban studies,40 human geography,41

small group ecology,42 and environmental psychology.43 However, with a few
exceptions,44 it has not been adopted to explain political processes as complex
as large-scale social movements.

Moreover, my study suggests that some ecology-dependent processes of
mobilization cannot be reduced to networks and organizations. The zigzag
route of the demonstrations, the specific places where students put their big-
character posters and made speeches, and the marches inside the dormitory 
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areas had much more to do with the spatial layout of the campuses and the
university district than with the organizations and networks of the movement.
Trying to explain these kinds of mobilizing strategies in terms of networks and
solidarity would not only blur our sensitivity toward variations behind the
seemingly similar process of movement mobilization but would also stretch the
common definition of social networks to such an extent that every kind of so-
cial relation becomes a network relation and every kind of knowledge trans-
mission must be network-based communication.45

The importance of ecology to movement mobilization lies in the fact that,
other factors being equal, the potential for mobilizing a population will be dif-
ferent if the same population is spatially arranged in a different way. Now, the
issue is that, beyond telling a convincing story, how could we tell whether cam-
pus ecology really made a significant contribution to student mobilization dur-
ing the 1989 Movement? Fortunately, although this is a case study, several pieces
of evidence that I gathered during my research can provide comparative evi-
dence for my argument. First, during the 1980s, student mobilization in Beijing
had two rather consistent patterns. Students who were from outside Beijing had
a higher participation rate and graduate students had a lower participation rate
than undergraduates from the city.46 The pattern can be interpreted in a few
ways, yet they both can be simply explained in terms of the spatial positions of
these different categories of students: Beijing students were able to go home af-
ter the April 22 class boycott, so they were not exposed as much to movement
activities as were students who remained in their dormitories. On the other
hand, each graduate student dormitory room housed only two to four students.
As some were married and lived off campus, the real occupancy was often lower
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than the official capacity. Therefore, it was more difficult, if not impossible, to
form any kind of majority in a room.

Interestingly, I also found that when a university had two campuses, one in-
side and another outside the Haidian District, the one outside the district had
a lower rate of movement participation. For example, Beijing Normal Univer-
sity had two campuses, and the one outside had a much lower rate of partici-
pation than the one located inside the university district. In the course of his
narrative, a student of that university said: “My first year of university life was
spent on the campus near Beihai. We did not join in the class boycott. We also
participated in very few demonstrations. We did not go to the main campus
very often. We knew little about what was going on over there” (no. 33). In
other words, to participate in the movement, one has to be at least exposed to
the environment in which it is taking place. This is a very good controlled case.
Since different degrees of participation occurred at the same university, it is
very difficult to imagine factors other than the spatial location of campuses
affecting the level of student participation.

Conclusion

In the late 1980s, the state-society relationship in China was such that interme-
diate social organizations outside the control of the state were illegal and dis-
sident networks were limited by the state to a very small circle. Consequently,
the 1989 Movement had a poor organizational resource. Nevertheless, the 1989
Movement achieved a very successful student mobilization. This chapter argues
that campus ecology played a decisive role in student mobilization especially
during the early period of the movement.

During Mao’s era, the Chinese state had designed universities in such a way
that by the late 1980s Beijing had sixty-seven universities, most of which are
located in Haidian District. The space inside a campus is divided into a stu-
dent living quarter, teaching quarter, recreational quarter, commercial quarter,
and so on. Most university students in Beijing also lived on campus. With six
to eight undergraduate students living in a single dormitory room, and several
hundred students in each building, a dormitory area in a university could ac-
commodate up to ten thousand students. In my research, I found that the
campus environment nurtured many close-knit student networks and shaped
the spatial routine of student life. During the 1989 Movement, this campus
ecology directly exposed Beijing students to an environment that was conducive

08-C1513  1/17/01  3:22 PM  Page 265



266 c h a p t e r  e i g h t

to collective action. It also gave rise to some central locations for participant
mobilization, encouraged dormitory-based communication and coercion, facil-
itated interuniversity competition for activism, and shaped the routes of stu-
dent demonstrations both on and off campus. As illustrated by the April 27
demonstration, students actively made use of the campus ecology in such a way
that it encouraged movement participation and invalidated the state control
measures. In addition, the campus ecology also facilitated the formation of a
rather stable set of ecology-dependent strategies of collective action, which lent
many unique characteristics to, and to some extent patterned the dynamics of,
the 1989 Movement.
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1. Since the 1980s, we have seen the rise of an approach that views people as largely
emotional creatures and the rhetoric and activity patterns of social movements as de-
termined by either current “texts” (ideology) or past “scripts” (culture) (e.g., Baker
1990; Hunt 1984; Sewell 1985). Wasserstrom (1991), Esherick and Wasserstrom (1990),
and Pye’s (1990) works on the 1989 Movement have closely followed this approach.

S T A T E - S O C I E T Y  R E L A T I O N S  

A N D  T H E  D I S C O U R S E S  A N D  

A C T I V I T I E S  O F  A  M O V E M E N T

W
hy did Chinese students take Hu Yaobang’s sudden death
and his memorial service as opportunities for political ac-
tion? Why did Chinese students frequently cut their own

fingers and use the blood to write slogans? Why did three stu-
dents kneel in front of the Great Hall of the People to hand in a
petition? In short, why did the 1989 Beijing Student Movement
have a particular pattern of activities and what was the impact
of those activities on the dynamics of the movement? So far,
scholars have approached this type of question from a cultural
perspective.1 For example, to prevent other Beijing populations
from joining the demonstration, students often set up picket
lines and made anyone who wanted to join a march show his or
her student identity card. This type of activity is commonly in-
terpreted as a reflection of the students’ sense of elitism, an ethos
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2. Chan and Unger (1990), Macartney (1990), and Perry and Fuller (1991).
3. See Israel (1966, 134 – 38) for more details about the event.

which in turn is seen as rooted in Chinese culture.2 This explanation, which at-
tributes a cultural manifestation simply to culture itself, can be misleading.

For instance, in studying protest activities in China during the twentieth
century, I found that the rhetoric and activities of the 1989 Movement were ac-
tually truer to traditional Chinese culture than those of earlier student move-
ments. In relation to the above example of student elitism, for instance, I found
that the students of the May 4th Movement of 1919 had actually praised work-
ers as sacred (laogong shensheng), tried to earn their own living through labor
(bangong bandu), and mobilized workers and merchants to form a broad coali-
tion. I also found that during the December 9th Movement of 1935 – 36 students
launched a rural crusade in the south to mobilize China’s peasantry into an anti-
Japanese coalition.3 Yet if we believe that the patterns of a social movement are
determined by culture, the 1989 Movement should appear less, not more, tra-
ditional than those two earlier movements, since Chinese culture has only be-
come more modern over the course of the twentieth century. Therefore, the
finding poses a puzzle.

These findings pushed me to conduct a more systematic comparison be-
tween the 1989 Movement and the two earlier student movements, a compari-
son that eventually led to a structural analysis centered on state-society rela-
tions. In the study, I found that the 1989 Movement was developed under a
state-society relationship different from those that pertained during the two
earlier student movements. Unlike the eras of the earlier movements, the 1980s
found China with a unitary state, weak independent organizations, and state
legitimacy based on moral and economic performance. The major argument of
this chapter is that because this unitary state had allowed state authoritarianism
to penetrate deeply into society, students in the 1980s feared repression more
than students during the earlier movements had. Some culturally interpretable
patterns of movement activity, such as the picket lines, were strategies intended 
to avoid immediate repression. Moreover, because of the weakness of associa-
tional life, many activities during the 1989 Movement emerged spontaneously,
and often simultaneously, in a given time and space. These activities might be
rooted in Chinese culture, in a communist style of mobilization, or in Western
influences. The people also acted from any of a number of motives. However,
the simultaneous occurrence of several activities in the same location made the
psychology of sympathetic bystanders an important factor in shaping the pat-
terns of the movement. One of the central arguments of this chapter is that
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4. See chapters 1 and 7.
5. Snow et al. (1986).
6. However, the idea of injustice or of an injustice frame was already the focus of some earlier studies

(Gamson, Fireman and Rytina 1982; Moore 1978).
7. See, for example, Benford (1993), Gamson and Wolfsfeld (1993), McCarthy, Smith, and Zald (1996),

Snow and Benford (1988, 1992), Tarrow (1994), and Zald (1996).
8. Benford (1997, 421, 412).
9. For example, Evans (1997), Hank (1995), Ryan (1991), Snow et al. (1986), Snow and Benford (1988,

1992), Williams and Williams (1995), and Zou and Benford (1995).

people’s views regarding the proper behavior of movement activists and the
government are shaped by their understanding of state legitimation. During the
late 1980s, most urban Chinese’s notion of what legitimates a state had changed
from communist ideology to economic and moral performance, a notion more
in accordance with the ideas found in an earlier, more traditional China.4 Those
who watched the movement were thus more receptive to culturally and morally
charged rhetoric and activities, and they became highly emotional when the
state reacted harshly to morally charged acts. This further intensified the tradi-
tionalism expressed during the 1989 Movement.

Over ten years ago, Snow and his associates published an influential article
that depicts the activities of a social movement as rational strategies deployed
by organizers to mobilize those individuals or groups who had not been per-
suaded by a movement’s ideological agenda.5 They call the process “frame
alignment.” 6 Since then, the idea of framing has been used to refer to dominant
ideologies (master frames), rhetorical strategies, the symbolic meaning of a col-
lective action, and government and media responses to movements.7 The per-
spective adopted in this chapter shares similarities with frame analysis because
I am also interested in the symbolic aspect of social movements. However, as a
major frame analysis scholar has commented on the work of his own field,8

most publications on social movement framing tend to be either efforts to fur-
ther develop the concept theoretically or case studies that tell us frame stories.9

They have been “written as though participant mobilization were simply a
matter of movement activists pushing the appropriate rhetorical button,” and
their reasoning “tend(s) to work backward from successful mobilization to the
framings activists proffered and then posit a casual linkage between the two.”
Few empirical studies on frame analysis have focused, as this chapter does, on
the objective existence of a common “schemata of interpretation” in society (in
my case, a common sense of state legitimation) and its impact on the frame
process, or have linked the popular interpretation template to a set of particu-
lar social structures.
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10. Diani (1996), Evans (1997), Gamson and Meyer (1996), and Oberschall (1996).
11. Tarrow (1994, 85).
12. Although frame scholars acknowledge the existence of a popular interpretation template by such

phrases as “schemata of interpretation,” “experiential commensurability,” and “narrative fidelity,” their em-
pirical focus is always on the strategy of movement actors rather than on the psychology of the people who
watch a movement. See, for example, Snow and Benford (1988) and Benford (1997) for these concepts.

13. Tilly (1978, 1986).

Scholars have recently tried to establish a linkage between a social movement’s
framing strategies and its political opportunity structures.10 Both the strategic
framing and political opportunity structure approaches center on the actors in
social movements. Under the new, hybrid opportunity-framing approach, so-
cial movement framing remains largely a strategic process, and social structures
enter the analytic picture only because the frame matters to social movement
actors’ “expectations for success or failure.” 11 However, structures are not just
cognitive cues or instruments that assist well-organized social movement actors
to implement the best strategies. Social structures are also about habits, senti-
ments, and rather fixed notions of right and wrong. In my view, the opportu-
nity-framing approach assumes a model of human agency that privileges the
making of rational choices. In contrast, I take social movement actors to be
real humans with capacities both for performing rational calculations and for
expressing emotional responses. In certain critical situations, actors in the 1989
Movement made deliberate, strategic choices. In other such situations, they
were more moved by their emotions. Methodologically, it is difficult to deter-
mine at the micro-level whether a particular political action during a movement
is driven by rationality or by emotion. Nevertheless, we are able to examine
the structural conditions under which rational behaviors or emotional actions
achieve domination. Therefore, this chapter focuses less on the motivations of
movement actors than on the macro-structural conditions that facilitated the
dominance of certain traditional and often highly emotional activities during
the 1989 Movement. While the opportunity-frame perspective tries to link so-
cial structure with activity patterns and social movement dynamics through op-
portunities and strategies, I link them through people’s common sentiments
about state power.12

Participants in social movements usually adopt forms of rhetoric and activ-
ity that are already familiar to them in a cultural setting. Tilly defined the
sum total of the available forms of collective action as repertoires of collec-
tive action. He also convincingly explained the changes in these repertoires in
Western Europe in the past 500 years.13 However, the forms of action that
comprise a repertoire are more extensive than the specific forms of action that
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14. Interested readers may consult Chow (1967), Israel (1966), Israel and Klein (1976), and Yeh (1996)
for the May 4th and December 9th Movements.

are adopted in a particular social movement. Therefore, simply to point out the
importance of culture in a social movement does not explain much; we also
need to ask why movement participants adopt certain forms of rhetoric and
action and not others. This chapter is an attempt to move in the direction of
answering that question.

This chapter proceeds in the following manner. First, after a short intro-
duction of the two earlier student movements, I delineate the patterns of move-
ment rhetoric and activities during the 1989 Movement (the variations of de-
pendent factors). Second, I describe the different state-society relationships
underlying the May 4th, December 9th, and 1989 Movements (the variations
of independent factors). In the last two sections, I analyze how the different
state-society relationships discussed in the previous section shaped movement
rhetoric and activities as well as the development of movements (the causal re-
lations between the dependent and independent factors). For those not famil-
iar with the comparative-historical approach, I have indicated the logic of each
section by quantitative analogies in the parentheses above. These remain just
analogies, however, because the structural dimensions that I have adopted are
impure constructions rather than fully operationalized variables.

Historical Backgrounds of the Two Earlier Student Movements

The May 4th Movement of 1919, the December 9th Movement of 1935 – 36, and
the 1989 Movement are the three largest student movements in the history of
twentieth-century China. They all started in Beijing and spread across the na-
tion. Here, I only briefly introduce the May 4th and December 9th Move-
ments, since other information on these two movements will be presented in
the later comparative sections.14 The May 4th Movement was the first major
student movement in modern China. After 1917, China’s new intellectuals and
students had initiated a vast modernization drive that aimed to strengthen the
country through science and democracy. This modernization drive to a great
extent paved the way for the rise of the movement. The movement, however,
was named after the May 4th incident in 1919: on that day, over three thousand
Beijing students marched in the streets in an anti-Japanese demonstration
protesting the Shandong resolution of the Versailles Peace Conference. As mer-
chants, workers, and other urban residents joined the students, anti-Japanese
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15. On December 12, 1936, General Zhang Xueliang detained Jiang Jieshi, the generalissimo, to try to
force him to stop the war with the communists and lead all of China to resist the Japanese invasion. This
is known as the Xi’an Incident.

16. Johnson (1962).

protests soon spread to many other Chinese cities. Eventually the government
of Northern China had to dismiss three pro-Japanese officers and refuse to sign
the Versailles Peace Treaty. The impact of the May 4th Movement was pro-
found. Politically, it contributed to the rise of the CCP and the reorganization
of the Nationalist Party (Guomindang). Culturally it facilitated the rise and
dominance of vernacular literature and mass education and the decline of Con-
fucianism and traditional ethics.

While the May 4th Movement was at once prodemocratic and nationalistic,
the December 9th Movement was mainly a nationalistic reaction to Japanese
aggression. By 1935, Japan had occupied the whole Dongbei region and a large
part of Hebei province. Beijing was virtually encircled by Japanese troops. On
December 9, 1935, thousands of Beijing students marched to urge the govern-
ment to resist the Japanese invasion. The movement spread to most of urban
China in 1936. The impact of this movement was also monumental. It helped
the CCP rebuild its urban base, which had been destroyed by the Guomindang.
It also split the governing elites and led to the Xi’an Incident.15 A series of
chain reactions during and after the movement led to the establishment of a
united front between the Guomindang and CCP to fight against the Japanese
invasion, paving the way for the communist victory in China.16

Patterns of Activity during the 1989 Movement

While this study investigates the impact of state-society relations on the pat-
terns of social movement activity, I do not claim that social movement activi-
ties are completely shaped by state-society relations. In comparison with the
May 4th Movement of 1919 and the December 9th Movement of 1935 – 36, the
1989 Movement has three distinctive features. The movement was much more
pro-Western in appearance; it bore the strong imprint of the Cultural Revo-
lution and of the communist style of mass mobilization more generally; and
finally, culturally embedded rhetoric and movement activities figured much
more centrally in the 1989 Movement than in the two earlier student move-
ments. In what follows, I will briefly introduce each of these patterns, relating
the last to state-society relations in China during the 1980s.
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17. According to Macartney, “Access to inner sanctums [at Tiananmen Square] was granted only to
the Western and Hong Kong press” (1990, 9–10). Moreover, student leader Wang Dan visited Hong Kong
reporters almost daily “to feel out their attitude to the students, to find out whether the outside world was
interested in the movement.”

18. See the photos in Xuese de Limin (1989, 48, 68).
19. Xu Deheng (1987, 76).
20. Liu Yongming (1990).

pro-western characteristics of the movement

During the 1989 Movement, Chinese students flashed the V-sign to indicate
victory, built a Statue of Liberty turned “Goddess of Democracy” in Tianan-
men Square, held countless press conferences to attract Western attention, pro-
vided Western and Hong Kong journalists with easy access to their headquar-
ters, and routinely listened to foreign broadcasts for news and feedback.17 This
list of pro-Western attributes can be expanded. The movement’s pro-Western
nature was also reflected in its language. English banners such as “For the
People, By the People,” “Absolute Power, Absolute Corruption,” 18 “Give me
Democracy or Give me Death”, “Glasnost,” and “People Power” appeared
everywhere. This pro-Western attitude was new to China. Although the two
earlier student movements were anti-Japanese, students also expressed their
grievances with other foreigners. For example, during the May 4th Movement,
when Shanghai students demonstrated around Waitan Park in the British Con-
cession, several students smashed a board in front of the park which read “No
Chinese and Dogs.” 19 During the May 4th Movement, Guomindang elites had
to take steps to keep the movement from becoming explicitly anti-Western.20

Both the May 4th and the December 9th Movements took place between
the world wars, during a time when colonialism still dominated international
politics. Weak nations such as China were constantly bullied by big powers act-
ing on their conflicting geopolitical interests. Given this situation, nationalism
became a major feature of the movements. The May 4th students advocated
Westernization only because they believed that democracy could save China
from foreign aggression. By the time of the 1989 Movement, however, colo-
nialism was seen as part of the distant past; intellectuals and students were no
longer so concerned with saving China. Instead they felt great pain as a conse-
quence of the strong state that their predecessors had dreamed of and fought
for. They had also witnessed the decline of the Soviet Union and a new wave
of worldwide democratization. State socialism was no longer treated as a viable
model; capitalism and democracy had again become the twin engines of the
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21. For instance, in the early 1980s, in order to return to cities, the sent-down youth in Yunnan prov-
ince staged a hunger strike that involved over a thousand individuals. The action pushed the Chinese gov-
ernment to deal with them immediately and led to the success of the protest (Deng Xian 1992).

22. Zheng Yi (1993, 62– 68).
23. Wu et al. (1989, 474).

world system. The pro-Western nature of the movement revealed fundamental
changes in the international environment and in the mood of Chinese intellec-
tuals and students.

the imprint of communist mass mobilization

Communist education had imprinted a set of habits and iconic images on
students. For example, during the 1989 Movement students sang “L’Interna-
tionale” whenever they felt that their action was heroic and tragic. Although
“L’Internationale” is part of a legitimate set of symbols under the regime, stu-
dents sang the song frequently because the song is rebellious in spirit and
singing it was a standard way to express this type of emotion, one that students
had learned through revolutionary dramas and films.

Certain tactics popularized during the Cultural Revolution had an even
greater impact on the 1989 Movement. The hunger strike was arguably the
single most important form of protest during the 1989 Movement. The strike
led to the success of the movement, both in terms of the scale of mobilization
it achieved and of the worldwide attention it generated. It also sowed the seeds
for martial law and the final military crackdown. Significantly, the tactic was
not used during the May 4th and the December 9th Movements but was pop-
ularized only during the Cultural Revolution.21 The impact of the Cultural
Revolution on the 1989 Movement can be seen from Zheng Yi’s account of his
involvement in the movement.22 In his book, Zheng describes organizing a
large-scale hunger strike during the Cultural Revolution. He also depicts how
he passed on his experiences in that regard to activists at Beijing University,
suggesting to students there that they stage a hunger strike as early as April 22.
Zheng Yi’s fascinating story certainly had its impact on young listeners such as
Wang Dan, Chai Ling, and Zhang Boli, all of whom were key figures in the
hunger strike.

Between May 16 and 26, 1989, around 172,000 students from various prov-
inces went to Beijing by train.23 Students also went by other means of trans-
portation. Thus, in late May Tiananmen Square was filled by energetic new-
comers who were reluctant to leave. These students went to Beijing not just to
support the movement but to take advantage of the opportunity to get a free
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25. Jin Yucheng (1996).
26. Chow (1967, 129, 143).
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trip to visit the capital. This phenomenon, which had a tremendous impact on
the development of the movement, is called “linking up” (chuanlian). The prac-
tice of traveling long distances as a part of the petition process started during
the earlier student movements,24 yet it is the Cultural Revolution that gave
chuanlian a new meaning—chuanlian as massive free tourism. By 1989, most old
Red Guards regarded the Cultural Revolution as a personal as well as a collec-
tive tragedy. Nevertheless, most of them had good memories of chuanlian.25 In
the interviews, all the students whom I asked about chuanlian knew very well
about the Red Guards’ exciting travel experiences during the Cultural Revolu-
tion. Past novelties became this movement’s routine.

the traditionalism of the 1989 movement

What is most stunning and hard to explain about the 1989 Movement is that
its language and activities were actually more traditional and moralistic than
those of the May 4th and the December 9th Movements. This is not to suggest
that China’s traditional culture had no impact on the two earlier movements,
or that there are no similarities among the three movements. For example, in
premodern China kneeling in a public place was a major way by which the Chi-
nese proclaimed their discontents and appealed to the public for support. In-
deed, we see that during the May 4th Movement students knelt in front of
workers and merchants to try to mobilize them. Nevertheless, kneeling had
never been as significant a movement tactic as it became during Hu Yaobang’s
funeral on April 22, 1989. Never before had kneeling brought out the emotions
of hundreds of thousand of students and triggered a Beijing-wide class boycott.
The same was true of staging protests during funerals. During the May 4th
Movement, the funeral protests at Tianjin and Shanghai were only minor ac-
tivities.26 During the December 9th Movement, Beijing students did hold a
memorial service and demonstrate on the street for Guo Qing, a high school
student who had died in prison. However, when the government suppressed
this activity, no further radical actions followed.27 The 1989 Movement, by
contrast, started after Hu Yaobang’s sudden death and for its first week cen-
tered on mourning activities.

Students of the 1980s also brought back some of the rhetoric that their
predecessors during the May 4th era had vehemently attacked, and which had
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goes: “Keeping one’s chastity is the most important matter.” The couplet was used to exhort a widow in
traditional China to remain faithful to her dead husband.

30. This is the slogan shouted by Chai Ling during early May 1989 (Hinton and Gordon 1997, 109). It
expresses the Buddhist notion of reincarnation, that life is circular and one’s status in the next life depends
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31. One may simply view the traditionalism of the 1989 Movement as a nostalgic cultural revival. While
it is true that people are nostalgic, this is not enough to explain the revival of a major cultural tradition.
Major cultural revival must be accompanied by certain structural changes that either make that culture more

gradually disappeared from China’s political discourse. Traditional Chinese vir-
tues such as loyalty, filial piety, and images of extended family were under se-
vere attack during the May 4th Movement; 28 yet during the 1989 Movement,
students and Beijing residents frequently used language drawing on these ele-
ments to mobilize emotions. One frequently encountered slogans that centered
on extended family relations, such as: “Mama, we are not wrong!” “Mama: I
am hungry, but I won’t eat!” “Grandpa Zhao, uncle Li, come save our big broth-
ers and sisters!” and “Your big brothers have been very anxious!” In addition,
one also encountered language that emphasized very traditional Chinese values:
“Fasting to the death is only a small deed!” 29 “Loyalty [to the country] and
filial piety cannot be obtained at the same time,” and “It is not because there
is no retribution, it is because the time has not yet come! When the time comes,
retribution will definitely come from the people!” (Bushibubao, Shijianweidao!
Shijianyidao, Renminbibao).30

The adoption of traditional language was not just an individual initiative.
For example, the “Hunger Strike Declaration,” arguably one of the most im-
portant student declarations of the 1989 Movement, was filled with traditional
rhetoric and with elitist sentiment such as “When a person is about to pass
away, he speaks kindly and wisely; when a bird is about to die, it cries sadly”
and “Please forgive us. Your children cannot be loyal and show filial piety at
the same time.” Few declarations during the May 4th and the December 9th
Movements bore traits of this sort; such language (and the values embedded in
it) was in fact a target of attack in some student manifestos during the May 4th
Movement.

No wonder that China scholars have been so committed to explaining the
1989 Movement by one or another facet of traditional Chinese culture. Yet
while it is not difficult to find strong empirical support for such connections,
these explanations do not provide any clue as to why the 1989 Movement was
more traditional and more culturally driven than the May 4th and the Decem-
ber 9th Movements.31
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relevant or facilitate the development of certain cultural institutions that will fight for that culture. In a way,
this chapter can be seen as an analysis of the structural conditions that revived some traditional cultural ele-
ments in China during the 1980s.

It is quite tempting to explain this difference in terms of the core issues of
each of the three movements. This works partially for the May 4th Movement.
There is no doubt that the iconoclastic nature of the movement delegitimized
the use of traditional rhetoric and tactics. However, this explanation does not
work for the December 9th Movement, because it was almost purely national-
istic, and there is little reason to expect a nationalistic movement in the 1930s
to be less traditional than a prodemocratic movement in the 1980s.

One might also argue that the activity patterns of the 1989 Movement point
to the resilience of culture. Yet, it is illogical to assume that youths of the 1980s
were more exposed to traditional culture than the May 4th and the Decem-
ber 9th youths. In the twentieth century, China has arguably undergone the
most dramatic social change in its long history. A considerable portion of the
May 4th youths were brought up in large extended families. In comparison,
modern students were mostly brought up in urban nuclear families and were
subject to much more liberal child-rearing practices. During the May 4th era,
female students had to fight to wear modern hairstyles and to attend the same
schools as males. By contrast, students in the 1980s could date rather freely.
Moreover, many of the May 4th and December 9th students were educated with
a blend of traditional and modern curricula, while the students in the 1980s
were educated with more Westernized curricula. Finally, modern students lived
in the age of information. They were much more exposed, albeit superficially,
to the Western lifestyle and mentality than earlier students had been. There-
fore, we need other explanations.

State-Society Relations in the Three Student Movements

In this book’s introduction, I defined the three major dimensions of state-
society relations as being the nature of the state, the nature of society, and the
links between the state and society. Now, I will follow these dimensions in
giving a brief historical account of the different state-society relationships
operating during the May 4th Movement of 1919, the December 9th Movement
of 1935 – 36, and the 1989 Movement. I begin with the May 4th Movement.

At first glance, we see that all three movements broke out under authori-
tarian governments. Yet their underlying state-society relationships were qual-
itatively different. The May 4th Movement started eight years after the 1911
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Republican Revolution. When it began, China consisted of two rival states,
with the north controlled by warlords and the south by a coalition of the Guo-
mindang and some southern warlords. The movement was aimed against some
pro-Japanese elements in the northern government. China at that time had two
major political parties, the Guomindang and Jinbudang (the Progressive Party).
While they were otherwise in political competition, both parties urged the
northern government not to sign the Versailles Peace Treaty. The Progressive
Party was generally conservative and often a supporter of the warlord gov-
ernment in the northern parliament. During the May 4th Movement, however,
some members of the party, especially Liang Qichao, supported the students.
Before the movement, the Guomindang had split into a southern revolutionary
and a northern parliamentarian faction, neither of which really initiated the
movement. But individual Guomindang members, such as Cai Yuanpei, Wu
Zhihui, Zhang Ji, Ye Chucang, Dai Jitao, and Shao Lizi, were behind the move-
ment from the very beginning. Moreover, more Guomindang members from
both the northern parliamentary and southern revolutionary factions came to
support the movement after it started. In fact, when the center of the move-
ment shifted to Shanghai, for all practical purposes the Guomindang almost
led the movement.32 But support for the movement was not limited to politi-
cal parties. Some powerful warlords associated with the northern government,
such as Wu Peifu and Zhang Jingyao, also publicly expressed their sympathy
for the students. Thus, the students were actually backed by a politically pow-
erful and organizationally resourceful coalition. Still, if the northern govern-
ment during the May 4th era was no less authoritarian and repressive than the
communist government of the 1980s would be, its state elites were certainly
more fragmented.

The northern government’s weakness was reflected in the limited degree to
which its authoritarianism penetrated Chinese society. Between 1912 and 1914,
that government, then still representing the whole of China, passed a series of
laws to restrict people’s rights to free speech, assembly, association, and the
press. However, such laws could not extend to provinces and cities controlled by
local warlords, or to foreign concessions, where publication and association
were not regulated by Chinese law. Even within its own sphere of political in-
fluence, the northern government had proved unable to eliminate organizations
not under its control. Therefore, commercial organizations, labor unions, and
other nongovernmental organizations were in place long before the May 4th
Movement. Some of these organizations, such as the Chamber of Commerce
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33. The predecessor of the Chinese Industry Association was the so-called Chinese Workers’ Party es-
tablished in 1912. It declined after a failed uprising against Yuan Shikai in 1913 but gradually regained its
influence in Shanghai after 1916. The Guomindang was behind both the early Chinese Workers’ Party and
the later Chinese Industry Association.

34. Zhang Yunhou et al. (1979).
35. For example, whereas before 1927 Shanghai had been a heartland of left-wing working-class poli-

tics, in the years between 1927 and 1937 left-wing workers’ movements were so repressed that workers’
unions in Shanghai became controlled by local gangsters (Perry 1993, ch. 5).

36. Yanjing was an American private university, and Qinghua was established and funded by war repa-
rations that China paid to the United States in the aftermath of the Boxer Rebellion. The reparations were
imposed in 1901 in a treaty China signed with the Western powers and Japan. In 1908, the U.S. Congress
passed a bill that returned part of the reparation money to China, to be used to establish Qinghua Uni-
versity and to provide scholarships for Chinese students to study in the United States. In both universities
the Guomindang’s influence was relatively weak and free association was more tolerated.

of China in Beijing and Shanghai, the Citizens’ Diplomatic Association, and
the Chinese Industry Association,33 played important roles during the May 4th
Movement. After Yuan Shikai’s failure to restore a monarchy and his subse-
quent death in 1916, the Beijing government’s capacity for control deteriorated
even further. Newspapers, magazines, and student organizations controlled by
the new intellectuals mushroomed in Beijing. At Beijing University, for ex-
ample, over twenty new associations were formed long before the rise of the
May 4th Movement. The Association of Personal Ethics ( Jindehui), with a
membership of over five hundred (over 25 percent of the university’s popula-
tion), had organized virtually all the new intellectuals in the university. Orga-
nizations such as the New Tide Society, the Citizens’ Magazine Society, and
the Mass Media Research Society provided the leadership for the movement.34

Immediately before the rise of the December 9th Movement, by way of con-
trast, China seemed more tightly controlled by a repressive government. In 
1927 the Guomindang broke with the CCP and started to kill CCP members.
By 1935, the Guomindang had unified most parts of China and pushed the CCP
to abandon its southern bases and retreat to the Shanbei area. In the mean-
time the Guomindang also tried to eliminate the CCP in the cities. Hundreds
of thousands of communists and their supporters were captured and killed,
and most underground communist organizations in the cities were destroyed.
This “white terror” also extended to Chinese society at large. After 1927, pro-
communist labor unions, student societies, and left-wing organizations were
banned, and other social organizations were placed under governmental con-
trol.35 In Beijing, for example, the universities, with the exception of Yanjing
and Qinghua,36 were very quiet politically before 1935.

However, although the Guomindang regime was very repressive, a highly di-
vided governing elite on the top and the existence of a professional Leninist

09-C1513  1/17/01  3:22 PM  Page 279



280 c h a p t e r  n i n e

37. This was especially true of Zhang Xueliang, who had come under a lot of public pressure since he
followed Jiang Jieshi’s orders and withdrew his troops from Dongbei in 1931 without offering any resistance
to the Japanese invasion.

38. Here is an example of how students benefited from divisions among the elites. On February 23, 1936,
forty-four Dongbei University students were arrested in Beijing. Student leader Song Li went to Zhang
Xueliang for help. Zhang wrote a letter to the chief of the military police in Beijing and requested that he
release the students. He also asked Song Li to act as his secretary and to deliver the letter. When Song was
in Beijing, he was recognized by local authorities as one of the students on the arrest list, yet nobody dared
to arrest him. Instead, Song was well treated, and all of the forty-four arrested students were released as
Zhang requested (Song Li 1982). This kind of politics would have been unimaginable during the 1989
Movement.

communist party at the bottom strongly affected the government’s capacity to
penetrate society. When China was unified in the late 1920s, most warlords
were not militarily eliminated but politically co-opted. Thus many warlords
still controlled their own bases and troops. Some of them, such as Feng Yuxiang
and Zhang Xueliang, had great sympathy for the December 9th Movement be-
cause of their nationalism and because of the fact that their northern power
bases were being undermined by the Japanese.37 Furthermore, the Guomindang
had a revolutionary tradition rooted in its history and in its ideological under-
pinnings. Jiang Jieshi was able to repress the communists but could do very
little to highly influential left-wing party members. During the December 9th
Movement, left-wing and liberal Guomindang leaders, led by Song Qingling
and He Xiangning, the widows of Sun Zhongshan and Liao Zhongkai, vehe-
mently supported the students’ actions. Therefore the governing elite’s attitude
toward the movement was highly divided.38

Meanwhile, although the communists were driven to Shanbei, the Guomin-
dang was unable to defeat them completely. Even before they arrived in Shan-
bei, the communists advocated a united front with the Guomindang against
the Japanese invasion. At the time, most government troops stationed near
Shanbei were part of Zhang Xueliang’s Army, which had retreated from Dong-
bei in 1931. Thus the communists’ proposal strongly resonated among Dongbei
army officers who were homesick and deeply humiliated by their peaceful re-
treat from their home province. For a period, a truce existed between local
Guomindang troops and the Red Army.

By the end of 1934 the CCP in Beijing had been completely destroyed as an
organization. However, in early 1935 the CCP started to reestablish its under-
ground organs through a peripheral organization called the Chinese Associa-
tion of Military Defense. The members of the association used Yanjing and
Qinghua Universities as bases to expand their influence. By the time the De-
cember 9th Movement broke out, the CCP had reestablished its Beijing branch
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39. Chen Qiwu (1982); Yao (1987).
40. Edgar Snow (1966) insists that the December 9th Movement was largely spontaneous and that the

early leaders of the movement were “mostly Christian or Christian-trained youths . . . not a Communist
among them.” Snow seems to have underestimated the communists’ role in initiating the movement. In fact,
many leaders of the movement had joined the CCP before the movement began. Some of them, such as Yu
Qiwei (Huang Jing), Yao Keguang (Yao Yilin), Wang Rumei (Huang Hua), and Song Li, were also among
the frequent guests of Snow’s family. See Liao, Zhang, and Liu (1993) for the political careers of these De-
cember 9th Movement leaders.

41. In comparison with the states in the two earlier movements, the Chinese state in the 1980s was
closer to a “post-totalitarian regime” as defined by Linz and Stepan (1996). According to them, this kind
of regime is a decayed form of a totalitarian regime. It emphasizes rational decision making but is still
officially committed to an elaborate ideology. It tolerates a certain level of economic and social pluralism
but a very limited political pluralism, due to the state’s still-overwhelming presence.

and controlled radical student networks.39 Most of these students turned out
to be crucial leaders in the movement and later revolutionary veterans. Thus,
even though the CCP headquarters at Shanbei was not aware of it, the CCP lo-
cal in Beijing played a role in facilitating the December 9th Movement.40 More-
over, soon after the movement began, the CCP strengthened its presence in it.
The CCP gradually gained control over the movement in several major cities,
particularly Beijing and Tianjin. Thus the December 9th Movement was in-
creasingly supervised by the CCP.

One point that I need to bring out is that the principal basis of state legiti-
mation during both the May 4th and December 9th periods was nationalism.
Since the Opium War in 1840, foreign aggression had become an increasingly
urgent problem for China. In the wake of foreign aggression, nationalist con-
sciousness rose, first among intellectuals and then among other urban popula-
tions. China’s defeat in the Sino-Japanese War in 1894 was a crucial catalyst 
for radicalism. Afterwards, having a strong state capable of defending China be-
came a dream of the Chinese (chapter 2). It was in this atmosphere that China’s
political elites staged the reforms and rebellions that eventually overthrew the
Manchu government and established the Republic in 1912. The same radical at-
mosphere still prevailed when Chinese intellectuals and students staged the
May 4th and December 9th Movements.

The 1989 Movement also broke out in an authoritarian regime, but the state-
society relations behind it were qualitatively different from the two earlier stu-
dent movements.41 During the late 1980s, the state still claimed its legitimacy
in the ideological terms of the Four Cardinal Principles written in the pream-
ble of the Chinese Constitution. However, after the reform in 1978, China’s ur-
ban population increasingly knew more about the outside world. Comparing
their nation’s development to that of the West, and especially to that of their
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42. See chapters 4 and 7 for more details.

newly rising East Asian neighbors, urban Chinese found that their government
had delivered far less to them than had been promised. This shortfall, coupled
with bitter memories of the disastrous Cultural Revolution and with the new
international wave of democratization, led the younger generation of intellec-
tuals and students to become increasingly critical of the regime’s ideological
stance. This does not mean that most people during the 1980s perceived the
state as illegitimate, however. What happened in China was a shifting of pub-
lic perception of the basis of state legitimation from leftist ideology back to
performance.42 Particularly relevant in the context of this chapter was the moral
dimension of state legitimation. As was mentioned in chapters 1 and 7, after the
ideological legitimation of the state declined, moral and ritual performance
once again became a popular criterion by which the people would judge their
government.

Nevertheless, although a crisis of ideological legitimacy could be widely felt
in urban China during the 1980s, no rival political organizations or parties ex-
isted then, as had been the case during the earlier student movements. More-
over, in the late 1980s most of the top-level government offices were still con-
trolled by CCP veterans who had joined the party long before the communists
took power. These veterans were aware of China’s economic backwardness and
its other problems. However, they also believed that these problems did not re-
sult from communism or authoritarianism but rather from inexperience. They
realized that reform was an absolute necessity, but they never intended to give
up what millions of their comrades had died for. They were confident because
they had an armed force controlled by veteran senior officers, most of whom
were veterans themselves (chapter 7). Thus, the legitimation crisis actually had
no catastrophic impact on the higher echelons of the state leadership. Western
analysts have highlighted the factional nature of Chinese government during
the 1989 Movement. But the crucial fact is that no top state leaders really sup-
ported the students during the movement. Their differences were more over
strategies to calm down the movement. This contrasts sharply with what hap-
pened during the May 4th and the December 9th Movements, when powerful
governing elites openly supported the students.

China in the 1980s was much freer than it had been during Mao’s era. This
created an opening for the rise of the 1989 Movement. However, this openness
should not be exaggerated. In the early years after the communists took over
power, the state had wiped out independent social organizations and replaced
them with party-controlled workers’, women’s, youth, and vocational organi-
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zations. More independent forms of organizations emerged during the 1980s as
China’s reform deepened (chapter 1). However, the new associations were still
at a very rudimentary stage of development and not comparable to organiza-
tions during the republican era. Most of these organizations also had a semi-
official status and were never intended to mobilize against the state.43 During
the 1980s, truly dissident activities often led to punishment ranging from job
loss to imprisonment. Therefore, during the 1989 Movement, all the movement
organizations emerged with no prior history, and student mobilization was fa-
cilitated more by the ecology of the campuses and Tiananmen Square than by
the strength of organizations.

State-Society Relations and Patterns of Movement Activity

In the last section, I argued that China during both the May 4th Movement
of 1919 and the December 9th Movement of 1935 – 36 had a fragmented state,
divided elites, strong opposition parties or intermediate associations, and a
state legitimized primarily by its capacity for national defense, while commu-
nist China during the 1980s had a relatively unitary governing elite that held
much tighter control over society, despite the fact that a large proportion of the
urban population judged it by its moral and economic performance, not by its
ideology. Now, I will analyze how these differences shaped the rhetoric and
activities of the 1989 Movement.

Because China in the 1980s had a less fragmented state and weaker interme-
diate associations than had existed during the May 4th and the December 9th
Movements, the 1989 Movement was unable to organize so freely and raise de-
mands so directly. In this setting, the students sought to avoid head-on repres-
sion by twisting or hiding their real demands and goals behind legitimate forms
of collective action. Many activities during the 1989 Movement can be straight-
forwardly explained as strategies that aimed to create a “safe space” to lower
the possibility of repression.44

Let us recall the picket line example which I gave at the beginning of this
chapter. In the past, the communist government had treated student activ-
ism relatively leniently but had severely sanctioned worker activism or any at-
tempt to build an alliance between students and workers. Moreover, when
a student demonstration did not employ pickets, urban youths, some of them
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45. For example, riots broke out in both Changsha and Xi’an during and after student demonstrations
on April 22. Massive looting occurred in both cities. Ten vehicles and about twenty houses were burned
during the Xi’an riot. In the April 26 People’s Daily editorial, the government claimed that student demon-
strations had facilitated these riots. Student leader Cheng Zhen (1990, 175) has given exactly the same ac-
count of why they tried to keep other sections of the Beijing population from joining the demonstrations
during the early stage of the movement.

46. Israel (1966, 115 –16).
47. Wu et al. (1989, 62).

hooligans, had tended to mingle with demonstrators, making the demonstra-
tion less orderly and threatening to turn it into a riot. To avoid allowing the
government to justify repression with such side effects, the students over time
developed the picket line strategy to ensure that a demonstration went on in an
orderly fashion.45

The same logic also explains why funeral protests, which were only margin-
ally used during the May 4th and the December 9th Movements, became so
important for the 1989 Movement. Before the December 9th demonstration,
student activists explicitly rejected Helen Snow’s (a foreigner) suggestion that
students start their demonstration with a mock funeral by carrying a “corpse of
North China” through the streets of Beijing.46 Why was a tactic that was re-
jected by “traditional students” heavily used by “modern students?” In fact, as
is illustrated in both chapters 5 and 6, a few student activists in Beijing had
begun preparing for the 1989 Movement long before Hu Yaobang’s sudden
death. They would have started this movement anyway, regardless of Hu’s
physical condition. Yet Hu’s sudden death provided then with an excellent op-
portunity. At the time of his death, Hu was still a member of the CCP Polit-
buro and therefore a top statesman. Since to mourn a government leader is a
legitimate action, to start a collective action by centering on Hu Yaobang’s fu-
neral shielded the intention of movement activists and made immediate re-
pression impossible.

The students’ fear of repression also manifested itself in other activities. 
On April 26, the government published the People’s Daily editorial that labeled
the movement as antirevolutionary turmoil. When students demonstrated
on April 27 in defiance of the editorial, however, the slogans that students
shouted the most were “Long live the Communist Party!” and “Support so-
cialism!” 47 They also shouted slogans centered on issues of official corrup-
tion and high inflation. The slogans were not radical, even from the perspec-
tive of conservative communist leaders. This led many observers to conclude
that the students were loyal to the system and that their movement was in many
ways similar to the remonstration of China’s traditional intellectuals before
an emperor. I do not deny that China’s traditional political culture assigns
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particular social roles to intellectuals and that modern Chinese students were
influenced by these scripts. However, the rhetoric that students used during the
April 27 demonstration makes for a somewhat misleading example. As early as
April 18, student activists had unveiled seven demands at Tiananmen Square,
at the center of which were calls for freedom of speech, the press, and associa-
tion (chapter 6). These demands guided the movement from that point on-
ward. That the slogans which students used during the April 27 demonstration
were strikingly different from the earlier ones is best explained by consider-
ations of strategy. By demonstrating on the street after the People’s Daily edito-
rial, the students challenged the regime’s authority. However, by restricting
their rhetoric to conformist slogans and to a few major social problems of com-
mon concern, the movement activists were able to mobilize more students from
within and public sympathy from without, while denying the government an
excuse for repression.

Thus far I have explained how the state’s repressive and unitary nature
pushed social movement actors during the 1989 Movement to use conformist
strategies to expand the potential for mobilization and to lessen the possibil-
ity of immediate repression. However, strategy cannot be the only explanation.
During the movement, many students bit their fingers to write slogans in blood;
one of my informants reported that he had hit and smashed his own face in
anger; a student leader (no. 69) recalled that in late May he saw a woman with
tears falling down her cheeks and hair all over her face kneeling outside the stu-
dent headquarters in the Square crying, chanting, and begging the students not
to leave.48 In fact, emotional displays constituted a major part of movement ac-
tivities. If I were a social psychologist, I would certainly attribute the domina-
tion of cultural activities during the 1989 Movement to the emotional nature of
the movement. The logic is straightforward: when people act emotionally they
tend to act out what they are most familiar with, to act according to those be-
havioral codes that have already been imprinted in their minds and to which
they have become habituated.49

However, such an explanation could not constitute the whole story either.
We know that a huge number of people participated in the 1989 Movement in
an increasingly unorganized fashion.50 Also, most movement activities were
carried out in a few places, such as Tiananmen Square, the Triangle at Beijing
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University, or the Third Student Dining Hall at People’s University (chapters
6 and 8). During the movement, people frequently visited these places after
work, after dinner, or any time as they wanted. Most of them simply acted as
sympathetic bystanders. When so moved, a few of them would stage actions of
their own. The relatively unorganized and place-centered nature of these activ-
ities made the relationship between movement actors and bystanders very much
like that between “street theater actors” at a fair and the people who visit that
fair. Someone who had visited Tiananmen Square during the movement was
likely to encounter several independent protest activities either simultaneously
or sequentially, and a huge crowd of sympathetic bystanders mingling inside
and looking for something interesting. Those who acted on the stage might fol-
low traditional, modern, or foreign scripts of social movements. They might
also act out of impulse, calculation, or a combination of both. For the most
part, their forms of action and motivations did not matter at this level because
most of these activities came and went without having a substantial impact on
the movement. Yet some activities, like the three students kneeling and the
hunger strike, touched the hearts of hundreds of thousands of sympathetic ob-
servers and shaped the dynamics of the movement. I found that it was at this
level that movement activities during the 1989 Movement appeared to be more
traditional than those during the May 4th or the December 9th Movements.
Obviously, what mattered here was the psychology of those who were watch-
ing the protests.

In their study of the “Zoot-Suit” riot, Turner and Surace found that a sym-
bol would not evoke uniform group action and unrestricted hostile behavior
unless its presence aroused uniformly and exclusively unfavorable feelings to-
ward an object under attack.51 If we consider movement rhetoric and activities
as symbols and the sources of state legitimation as such an object, the logic
which Turner and Surace uncovered is certainly applicable to my case. I argue
that people’s acceptance of particular forms of movement rhetoric or activity is
shaped by their perception of state legitimation. During the 1980s, moral per-
formance was a major source of state legitimation. Therefore, people were
more receptive to morally (culturally) charged activities and got angry when the
government reacted improperly to these activities. Thus when on April 22 three
students knelt on the steps of the Great Hall of the People, Li Peng’s failure to
come out to receive their petition immediately triggered a citywide class boy-
cott (chapter 6). In fact, many other activities took place around the same time,
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but none of them were able to capture the hearts of students and shape the fu-
ture of the movement. An informant (no. 60) recalled what happened when Li
Peng did not come out to receive the three kneeling students:

I never trusted the Communist Party. I did not believe that they would really do any
thing good. I knew that nothing would be accomplished even if Li Peng came out
to meet us, yet I still wished that Li Peng would come out to say a few words. But
he did not come out. We felt extremely sad and many of us burst out crying. . . . At
one point, I even punched my own face several times and blood gushed out of my
face. Then I was pulled away by several friends. . . . On my way out, I saw that stu-
dents were crying everywhere. I also saw that a journalist was crying like a baby and
chanting: “This is a bastard government. This is a shit government. This is a use-
less government.” I also heard some students shout: “Down with Li Peng!”

This informant was a very radical student leader, and yet he wished that Li Peng
would come out and meet them. As Pye has noted, coming out and receiving a
petition in such a circumstance was a ritual that even a mandarin of imperial
China had to fulfil.52 Contrary to most students’ expectations, Li Peng did
not come out. On that day, what my informant and the journalist acted and
cried out was actually a general sentiment—a sentiment of total disappoint-
ment in the government. They had this sentiment not because the government
was not democratic (even though some of them were fighting for democratiza-
tion) but because a leader of the government failed to perform a proper ritual,
a ritual upon which the state was now basing its legitimacy. It was out of this
sentiment that most Beijing students participated in a general class boycott the
following day.

In an informal interview, student leader Zhou Fengsuo told me that during
the April 27 demonstration Beijing residents on the sidewalks responded enthu-
siastically when students shouted slogans against official corruption and high
inflation. However, slogans such as “Free press,” “Free association,” and “De-
mocracy” were poorly received. Consequently, he observed a gradual drift of the
slogans shouted during the demonstration from the issue of freedom and de-
mocracy to that of official corruption and inflation. The reason for the differ-
entiated response from the people on the sidewalks was clear. By the late 1980s,
the major sources of state legitimacy were economic and moral performance;
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most students and Beijing residents did not really care about how the govern-
ment was formed, but they did care whether the government was moral and
whether it could bring order and economic prosperity. Slogans centered on offi-
cial corruption and inflation attracted a wide audience because they resonated
with most people’s expectations of the government.

Many other examples can be given of how people responded differently to
various movement activities. During the hunger strike mobilization between
May 11 and 13, radical students tried to mobilize students to join the strike by
using different claims. At the University of Political Science and Law, the ma-
jor reason was: “The government has not yet rehabilitated our movement, but
Dongchang starts to spread rumors again.” 53 This was not successful. By noon
of May 13, only seven or eight students had volunteered for the hunger strike.
Beijing Normal University’s major claim was: “In order to advance China’s de-
mocratization, we voluntarily participate in a hunger strike.” This was not con-
vincing either. Very few students signed up. At the more radical Beijing Univer-
sity, activists had made different speeches to try to mobilize students. However,
by the evening of May 12, only about forty students had signed up to be hunger
strikers. At this point, student activist Chai Ling made an emotional speech to
give her reason for a hunger strike. In her speech, she did not capitalize on the
democratic aspect of the movement. Rather she emphasized that “my hunger
strike is for the purpose of seeing just what the true face of the government
is, to see whether it intends to suppress the movement or to ignore it, to see
whether the people have a conscience or not, to see if China still has a con-
science or not, if it has hope or not.”54 Shen Tong was among the majority who
were initially against the idea of a hunger strike. He recalled his impression
after Chai’s speech:

Chai Ling’s speech was so personal and direct, yet it touched me as no other speech
had. I had been trying all day to come to terms with the idea of the hunger strike,
and no one had said anything that satisfied me. Chai Ling made me understand why
students would want to make such a sacrifice. We were asking the government for
dialogue and recognition. Were these two things worth dying for? I didn’t think so.
But Chai Ling’s speech made me and many others realize that the hunger strike was
about much more than those two demands.55
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After Chai’s speech, the number of students signed up for the hunger strike at
Beijing University immediately went from around forty to nearly three hun-
dred. Rhetoric centered on the democratic goals of the movement was not ef-
fective, but a call for the students to use their own lives to test the government’s
morality received an enthusiastic response.

The above analysis explains why the 1989 Movement focused on moral is-
sues even though the goal of the movement was democracy. Since moral per-
formance was the basis of state legitimacy, activities that morally discredited
the government posed a more fundamental challenge to the state and thus were
able to mobilize more people. Therefore, during the hunger strike, almost all
the people in Beijing, even those working in state institutions, eventually sup-
ported the students. Most Beijing residents also joined the mass resistance to
the army after martial law was imposed. Most of them, especially those from
peripheral government institutions, did not stand up to fight for a democratic
China. Instead they protested a central government that kept silent while stu-
dents were dying of hunger and that tried to use troops to repress students. In
short, many people participated in the movement because they were angry; they
were angry because the government’s actions violated the people’s common
notion of how a good government should act.

Now I want to return to the issue of why traditional languages and activi-
ties were less manifest during the two earlier student movements. The differ-
ence seems to be attributable to two factors. First, early in this century foreign
aggression was the most urgent problem, and how to stop it was the focus of
the Chinese political elites. As stated before, the principal foundation of state
legitimacy then lay in the state’s capacity to resist foreign aggression rather
than in its moral conduct and its ability to regulate the economy. In other
words, while the nationalist goals of both the May 4th and December 9th
Movements had actually challenged the regime’s legitimacy, simple moral issues
were at those moments less able to move people if they were not directly re-
lated to nationalism.

Secondly, in contrast to the 1989 Movement, social and political organiza-
tions played significant roles in the two earlier movements. All three student
movements were spontaneously initiated. Emotional displays were also wide-
spread during the May 4th and the December 9th Movements. However, in
the two earlier movements, organized forces moved in to exploit the situation,
whereas during the 1989 Movement no such political forces existed. The strate-
gic activities of political organizations also freed the two earlier student move-
ments from emotion-ridden rhetoric and activities. In the next section, I elab-
orate this point.
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56. The Federation of All Organizations in China was composed of the Student Union of the Re-
public of China, the Society of Women Comrades for Patriotism, the Christian National Salvation Soci-
ety, the National Chamber of Commerce, the All-China Journalists’ Union, and representatives from other
social groups, including labor, gentry, and religious. It was established on June 5, 1919 in Shanghai at a meet-
ing held at the invitation of the Student Union of Shanghai. Famous Guomindang members such as Huang
Yanpei, Ye Chucang, and Zhang Menglin, among others, presided over the meeting.

Strength of Movement Organizations and Patterns of Movement Dynamics

Now I will examine the role of organizations in each of the three student move-
ments to see how they shaped the activities and development of the three move-
ments. To reduce the length of the discussion, I will focus on the key political
players behind each of the three student movements: the Guomindang during
the May 4th Movement of 1919, the CCP in the December 9th Movement of
1935 – 36, and China’s leading liberal intellectuals in the 1989 Movement. My
discussion will also be limited to one crucial instance for each of the three stu-
dent movements. I start with the May 4th Movement.

We know that most of the organizations involved in the May 4th Move-
ment had a history prior to the movement. These organizations had indepen-
dent resources, political expertise, and clear interests. Many of these organiza-
tions were anchored by senior Guomindang members or their close associates,
most of whom actively participated in the movement as soon as it started.
These Guomindang members, who had political credentials that derived from
their own prior revolutionary activities, were crucial in the movement’s leader-
ship and coordination. During the May 4th Movement, an organization such
as the Federation of All Organizations of China was able to coordinate and
lead the movement mainly because it was comprised of a group of associations
that each had independent organizational resources and experienced leaders
with unsurpassed credentials.56

During the May 4th Movement, the senior Guomindang members sup-
ported the movement and yet on the other hand successfully manipulated it for
their own interests. The Guomindang supported the nationalistic goals of the
movement and wanted to use the movement to expand its political influence.
However, the Guomindang did not want to see the movement develop into an
anti-Western riot as the Boxer Rebellion had, nor did it intend to see the move-
ment hurt China’s economy. Finally, the Guomindang was not interested in
provoking a revolution. This was clearly shown by the activity patterns of the
movement. By June 1919 the center of the movement had moved to Shanghai.
On June 5, Shanghai industries and businesses, as well as Shanghai workers, all
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57. Republican Daily (June 6, 1919).
58. During the May 4th Movement Sun Zhongshan several times summoned the student leaders in or-

der to present to them his own strategic recommendations. For example, Shanghai students had started the
class boycott on May 26. Yet, student leaders in Shanghai had no plan for what to do next. Thus on May 29
Sun Zhongshan asked his people to meet with the student leaders and pass on his message. Sun suggested
that the students initiate bold and radical actions in order to ignite and fan the flames of popular outrage
(Zhu Zhonghua 1982). Two days later, students in Shanghai organized a memorial demonstration for a stu-
dent who had died in Beijing. Thirty thousand people reportedly participated in the demonstration.

59. Liu Yongming (1990, 188). At the time, many shop owners had made a commitment that their stores
would not open without the permission of the students.

joined a general strike to support the students. At the time of the strike, the
Guomindang controlled most labor unions in Shanghai. Yet the Guomindang
was still cautiously trying to avoid the possible unintended consequences of a
large-scale workers’ strike. As soon as the strike started, the Guomindang’s
official newspaper, the Republican Daily, published an editorial that appealed to
the workers “to keep order and not get involved in any insurrections.” 57 Over
the following days, through the Republican Daily and other major newspapers, the
Guomindang reiterated its idea of the goals and proper strategies of the strike.
The Guomindang stressed that the strike was aimed not at Chinese business
owners and Westerners but only at the Japanese and a few traitors in the north-
ern government. It even demanded that service workers in the foreign con-
cessions not join the strike so that the lives of the Westerners would not be
seriously affected. Finally, when the news reached Shanghai that the northern
government had dismissed Cao Rulin, Zhang Zongxiang, and Lu Zongyu, the
three publicly identified pro-Japanese traitors, the Guomindang-controlled la-
bor unions immediately called off their strike. At the time, student leaders in
Shanghai had different ideas. Thus Sun Zhongshan immediately called major
student leaders to his Shanghai home.58 In the meeting, he convinced the stu-
dents that it was time to restore order and demanded that students actively try
to persuade Shanghai businessmen to end the commercial strike.59 Students
did as Sun Zhongshan asked. The next day, June 12, the Shanghai students
organized a demonstration to celebrate their “victory” and used the occasion
to persuade shop owners to end the commercial strike. Such a dramatic transi-
tion would not have occurred without the support and intervention of the
Guomindang.

In comparison with those of the May 4th era, the intermediate organiza-
tions during the December 9th Movement were relatively weak. In fact, with
the exception of Yanjing University and Qinghua University, where America
and American liberalism still had some influence, political organizations in
most Beijing universities were kept very small and ineffective by the government
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60. Liu was the president of the People’s Republic of China before the Cultural Revolution, and he
died during the Cultural Revolution after being purged from the party.

before the rise of the December 9th Movement. Thus the movement started
much more spontaneously. Nevertheless, many students who played crucial
roles in initiating the movement, and consequently captured its leadership, were
left-wing students or underground members of the CCP. Moreover, before
the December 9th Movement, active students were also being organized by a
communist-controlled organization called the Chinese Association of Military
Defense. By the time of the December 9th Movement, this organization had
branches in quite a few universities and high schools in Beijing. Finally, by 1935
the CCP had developed into a highly disciplined Leninist party, which means
that all its members followed the decisions of the higher-level leadership. These
factors helped the CCP gradually take over the movement in several crucial
cities, especially Beijing and Tianjin.

Like the Guomindang during the May 4th Movement, the CCP leadership
supported the movement out of a sense of nationalism. They also saw the
movement as an opportunity to gain back their political influence in cities and
as an occasion to establish a united front with the Guomindang and other po-
litical forces against Japanese aggression. Obviously, the CCP was not inter-
ested in radical actions at this point.

The CCP headquarters in Shanbei was not aware of the movement at the
time it started. However, the CCP immediately recognized the importance of
the occasion. Soon after the movement began, the CCP headquarters sent a
senior member, Liu Shaoqi, to Tianjin to take charge of the CCP North China
Bureau; his immediate task was to take over control of the movement. Here the
turning point was occasioned by Guo Qing’s death. Guo Qing, a high school
student, was beaten and later died in jail. The students in Beijing became very
angry and organized a memorial service at Beijing University in protest. Local
authorities banned the meeting and deployed a huge number of policemen out-
side the university. The students were very emotional. When a student rushed
onto the stage and suggested carrying a coffin and demonstrating outside the
university, most students followed. However, the demonstrator were met head-
on with repression. Only six to seven hundred students eventually managed to
demonstrate outside the campus, where about a hundred were wounded and
fifty-three were arrested, including several major student leaders. The action
was immediately criticized by Liu Shaoqi as ultra-leftist.60 Liu then reorganized
the CCP Beijing Committee and dismissed those whose ideas were not conge-
nial to the policy of the CCP Central Committee. He wrote a letter to students
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61. The article was reprinted in 1987 with a title “Close-Doorism and Adventurism” (Liu Shaoqi 1987).

and requested them not to continue to act radically. He also demanded that
they resume classes and respect their teachers and parents.61 Moreover, Liu
asked students to differentiate between the Nanjing government and that of 
the local military leader, Song Zheyuan. He promptly coined the slogans: 
“Support the Chief of the Committee Song to lead the anti-Japanese resis-
tance!” and “Support the 29th Army to fight against the Japanese!” He also
contacted hundreds of Guomindang elites to gain their sympathy. Liu’s efforts
were successful. From then on, Beijing students no longer acted radically and
the local military leader Song Zheyuan relented and released the arrested stu-
dents. The movement changed its course after the CCP Central Committee
gained control.

This example shows that Chinese students were indeed more likely to fol-
low culturally embedded forms of collective action, such as the funeral ritual,
during the movement. Yet, it also suggests that the impact of culture was not
as deterministic as some cultural theorists have claimed. The students during
the December 9th Movement initiated a funeral demonstration in anger, but
once it was suppressed, no more radical actions followed. On the contrary, the
funeral demonstration was labeled as ultra-leftist and the movement took a dif-
ferent course. The movement was able to drastically change its orientation be-
cause the student organizations were controlled either by CCP members or by
left-wing students who, closely associated with the communists, uncondition-
ally followed the CCP’s lead.

In comparison with the two earlier student movements, the 1989 Move-
ment broke out in an organizational near vacuum. Resourceful and politically
experienced opposition parties, like the Guomindang in the May 4th and the
CCP in the December 9th eras, did not exist during the 1980s. All the social
movement organizations that emerged during the 1989 Movement had no prior
history. These organizations were formed in haste. As a result, the leaders of
student organizations were not elected by significant numbers of people with
reasonable procedures, nor did they have reputable past movement experiences
(chapter 6). The development of the movement brought to the fore not only
many newly formed organizations but also numerous politically ambitious stu-
dents with different ideas. These students, regardless of whether they were in
or outside the leadership of the movement organizations, tended to act on their
own during the movement. Since a large number of students at that time had
one or another kind of grievance, any type of radical activity during the 1989
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62. As it is shown in chapter 6, China’s leading liberal intellectuals in fact often acted as naively and
radically as the young students when faced with a crisis situation.

Movement was able to attract some followers. During the May 4th and the
December 9th Movements, movement organizations gained authority as the
movement proceeded. By contrast, during the 1989 Movement major move-
ment organizations were increasingly fragmented and marginalized and the
movement became more and more dominated by spontaneous mass activities.

At the time, China’s leading liberal intellectuals comprised the only political
force that could have had an impact on the course of the movement comparable
to that of the Guomindang in the May 4th era and the CCP in the Decem-
ber 9th era. These intellectuals, through their books, their speeches at campus
conferences, and other activities, had prepared the way for the movement and
had won respect among some students (chapter 2). Yet those students who were
closest to the leading intellectuals and therefore had a more refined under-
standing of China’s problems and of the goals of the movement were continu-
ously marginalized by those who had gained their credentials through dedicated
radical actions. Moreover, out of fear of repression, leading liberal intellectuals
had deliberately distanced themselves from the movement in its early stages
(chapters 6 and 7). By the time that they became collectively involved in the
movement, it was already May 14, one day after the start of the hunger strike.
Moreover, they first participated in the movement as mediators between the
government and radical students, seeking to bring the hunger strike to an end.
Not only did their efforts prove to be futile, but also the ambiguity of their
stance further undermined their already weak standing within the movement.
During late May, liberal intellectuals were more and more concerned about the
future of the movement. A reflection of this concern was the establishment of
the Joint Federation, which claimed to incorporate all the political forces in
Beijing. Yet this organization failed to harness the tide of the movement and
help it avert a tragic ending. This happened because, unlike the Guomindang
and the CCP during the May 4th and the December 9th Movements, the lib-
eral intellectuals in the 1980s had neither substantial organizational resources
nor adequate political experience.62 Under these conditions, credentials became
their only resource; but compared with the Guomindang and the CCP leaders,
liberal intellectuals in the 1980s lacked past revolutionary experience as neces-
sary credentials for leadership. In contrast to the newly emergent radical stu-
dents in the 1989 Movement, the liberal intellectuals joined the movement later
and did not participate in the hunger strike, which was generally considered to
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63. This feeling was clearly revealed in Wuer Kaixi’s comment on the actions of the twelve leading 
intellectuals at the beginning of the hunger strike (Hinton and Gordon 1997, 121–23): “The problem with
intellectuals was that they played the wrong role. They were acting as mediators between the stu-
dents and government. We forced the government to the negotiation table. This was the first time in forty
years and we accomplished it. We, students, acted as an independent political force. And then, we invited
intellectuals to join us. They came to the Square to address us as children. The message we got is that
we had gone too far and everything had to go gradually. What have they done to have the right to criticize us?” (em-
phasis mine).

be the action which showed the greatest amount of dedication.63 Therefore, all
the discussions and decisions made by the Joint Federation turned out to be
useless empty talk. As it proceeded, the movement was increasingly driven by
emotion and radical action. This finally led the movement into a head-on con-
frontation with the government—and a tragic outcome.

Conclusion

This chapter compares the 1989 Movement’s patterns of activity with those of
the May 4th and the December 9th Movements. I found that movement activ-
ities during the 1989 Movement had three distinctive patterns: they were more
pro-Western in appearance, they bore a strong imprint of the communist styles
of mass mobilization, especially those popularized during the Cultural Revo-
lution, and perhaps most strikingly, they had a more traditional outlook than
the two earlier student movements. While the first two distinctions can be ex-
plained by changes in the international environment, differences in the goals of
the movements, and experiences of past collective action, the last has to be ex-
plained as a factor of the different state-society relations behind the three stu-
dent movements.

Three entwined features characterized state-society relations in China dur-
ing the late 1980s: a unitary state, performance legitimation, and the weak de-
velopment of social organizations outside the realm of the state. This chapter
argues that because of the weakness of independent social organizations, spon-
taneity actually increased after the 1989 Movement passed beyond its initial
phase. When many spontaneous activities occur simultaneously at the same time
and place, the psychology of audiences becomes important. Cultural forms of
activity dominated the 1989 Movement because students and Beijing residents
at the time judged their government by its moral performance. They became
very angry when the government reacted improperly to culturally and morally
charged movement activities.
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64. Killian (1984), McPhail (1991), and Oliver (1989).
65. For example, Blumer (1946) and Turner and Killian (1987).

In social movement studies, the focus has shifted from social psychology
to resource mobilization and political processes. While theorists previously
treated social movements as crowd-ridden activities driven by emotional dis-
plays, resource mobilization and political process scholars treat movement ac-
tivities as the rational strategies of movement organizers. In reality, both spon-
taneity and organized behavior figure importantly in most social movements.64

This chapter shows that, other factors being equal, the role of organizations
in a social movement is a function of state-society relations. The May 4th and
the December 9th Movements became more and more strategy-driven because
of the existence of fragmented states and strong organized forces outside the
realm of the state. Yet, the 1989 Movement became emotion-ridden due to the
absence of organized forces to fill in the political vacuum created by the move-
ment itself. Seen in this light, the transition from social psychological to re-
source mobilization and political process perspectives in social movement
studies in the West might have reflected the reality that, because of the poor de-
velopment of intermediate organizations, the early social movements in West-
ern countries also tended to be more spontaneous and emotionally driven than
more recent ones that have operated under a “multi-organizational field.”

This study shows that the dynamics of a social movement may be deter-
mined not only by strategies of movement organizations but also by norms and
symbols that emerge in a series of interactions between the state and the move-
ment participants, as well as by interactions of active participants with sympa-
thetic audiences. Therefore, the analysis also has similarities with classic social
psychological perspectives that emphasize emotion and the formation of emo-
tional activities through symbolic interactions.65 The difference is that classic
theories were not so interested in the structural bases from which symbols are
interpreted and norms emerge. By showing that in a social movement norms or
“schemata of interpretation” often emerge around certain legitimate symbols
defined by a particular state-society relationship, this chapter links not only mi-
cro-level strategic processes but also emotional processes with macro social
structures.
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1. See Turner (1969) for discussion of the public perception of social movements.
2. Kielbowicz and Scherer (1986); Ryan (1991).
3. Gans (1979).
4. See, for example, Sigal (1973). This is particularly true in international news

stories (Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur 1976; Dickson 1992). In America, while the Soviet
downing of a Korean jet was portrayed by the media as a moral outrage, the U.S. down-
ing of an Iranian plane was depicted as a technical problem (Entman 1991). During
the Gulf War U.S. news stories focused mainly on promoting American military and

T H E  S T A T E ,  M O V E M E N T  

C O M M U N I C A T I O N ,  A N D  T H E  

C O N S T R U C T I O N  O F  P U B L I C  

O P I N I O N

A
social movement is a public event. Those who happen to
encounter a particular social movement will have their own
views of it.1 Media coverage of a social movement, and the

way it is covered, have been crucial to the public awareness,
support, and development of social movements.2 Although there
are significant differences among the positions taken by media
scholars, most see both the media and public opinion in the West
as relatively conformist institutions. It has been demonstrated
that the media generally reproduce the agendas of journalists’
sources.3 When a news story is about the government, reports
generally reflect official views.4 Since many social movements are
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technological superiority and neglected other aspects of the war, particularly the civilian deaths on the Iraqi
side (Griffin and Lee 1995). Thus, the Gulf War appeared like “Nintendo warfare” in U.S. news reports
(Kellner 1992).

5. Some studies have painted a pluralist picture of the Western media’s reporting on social movements
(e.g., Goldenberg 1975; Greenberg 1985; Szasz 1994). These studies, however, only concentrate on the in-
terest group politics type of social movements, which aim at minor reformist issues, or on the “loyal op-
position” type of social movements organized or supported by resourceful elites.

6. Gitlin (1980); Molotch (1979).
7. Lang and Lang (1981); Pride (1995).
8. Gamson and Modigliani (1989).
9. The relationship between media discourse and public opinion has been heavily debated. While ear-

lier studies generally argue that the public would have a pluralist response to the same message (e.g., Has-
torf and Cantril 1954), more recent studies tend to argue or imply that the public in the West generally fol-
low the media’s lead (e.g., Connell 1980; Hall et al. 1978; Herman and Chomsky 1988). Between them,
researchers assign different degrees of autonomy to the public perception of the media’s message, depend-
ing on issues, audiences, and personal relevance (Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur 1982; McNair 1988). However,
no studies have reported a case where the public opinion in the West has gone totally against the media’s
message. For more discussion of the issue, see Curran (1990).

anti-establishment, the media tend to neglect them.5 Even when the media re-
port on a social movement, they tend to marginalize, trivialize, and distort the
scale and the goals of the movement.6 Such distortions are also characteristic
of public opinion. In the West, public opinion generally follows the lead of the
media, especially as it concerns issues with which people do not have daily ex-
perience.7 Therefore, Gamson and Modigliani are able to find a close correla-
tion between the public’s view of nuclear power in the United States and the
way the U.S. media portray it.8 In cases where people do have daily experience
of an event on which the media have reported, the public interpretation is more
likely to be plural and contested.9

During my research, I found that Chinese journalists tried from the very be-
ginning to escape from government control and report positively on the 1989
Beijing Student Movement, and furthermore that when the media reported
negatively on the movement, China’s public opinion followed not the media
but rumors. However, as soon as the government’s control over the media weak-
ened, positive accounts of the movement dominated news coverage, public
opinion followed the media, and rumors no longer played a major role in shap-
ing public opinion. This kind of relationship between the media and public
opinion, itself part of the dynamics of the movement, greatly contributed to the
tragic outcome of the 1989 Movement. In this chapter I describe and analyze
this pattern of interactions between the media and public opinion and its im-
pact on the 1989 Movement.
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10. Lee (1994), Ma, Liu, and Chen (1989), and Zhao and Shen (1993).
11. See Zhao Yuezhi (1998b) for a more detailed overview on the general media liberalization in China

after the mid-1980s.

This chapter starts with an analysis of the range of news coverage in China
before the rise of the 1989 Movement. Since the 1989 Movement was publicized
through multiple communication channels, including domestic media, interna-
tional media, student controlled broadcasting centers, and word of mouth, in
the second section I try to gauge which channels were most important to the
dynamics of the movement, and therefore which should be the focus of the
analysis. The main body of the chapter is a narrative of the behavior of the Chi-
nese media and of public opinion during the 1989 Movement. To keep the nar-
rative uninterrupted, I leave my interpretation of their behavior and their
impact on the development of the movement to the last section. Since the an-
alytical tools of my interpretation draw primarily on the state-society relations
model that I developed in earlier chapters, this chapter will not deal with the
theoretical issues separately.

News Coverage in the Chinese Media Before the 1989 Movement

According to some, the media and public opinion in China were easily radical-
ized because China’s media coverage had been so artificially narrow in com-
parison with that in the West. This is a popular interpretation shared by schol-
ars who study the Chinese media 10 and by the Chinese intellectuals who have
pushed the government for more openness. Certainly, narrow media coverage
accurately describes the Chinese media during Mao’s era. Yet during that era
such narrow coverage was achieved through the cooperation of a majority of
Chinese journalists. When China’s media underwent reform in the 1980s, Chi-
nese journalists started to introduce such Western journalistic principles as
timeliness, objectivity, and readability. The editors of major media outlets ob-
tained more freedom to decide on the news themselves. At this point, in a man-
ner associated with the general intellectual trend toward liberalization that
I discussed in chapter 2, Chinese journalists started to question the CCP’s mo-
nopoly of the media and to push for press freedom.11 The combined result of
both the state-led reform and the journalists’ push for openness drastically
broadened the scope of news coverage in China. To give readers a more con-
crete sense of the Chinese media at this juncture, this section examines the
news content of one major Chinese medium just before the 1989 Movement.
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12. I chose the People’s Daily because it is the premier Chinese official newspaper. March 15 was a
Wednesday; no major political events were happening. Initially I chose the day because it was exactly one
month before the beginning of the 1989 Movement. Later, I found that every Wednesday and Saturday the
percentage of negative news tended to be higher in that paper (I will explain why in the following). Since
the bias is systematic and my purpose is to explore the extent of negative news coverage, this selection is
ideal.

13. See Chang Won Ho (1989, ch. 3) for a similar discussion of page arrangement in the People’s Daily.
14. They code as negative not because they report news such as traffic accidents or murder cases, but

because they point out social problems related to China’s economic and political systems.

To allow the analysis to achieve a certain depth within a limited space, I focus
on the contents of domestic news stories that appeared in the March 15, 1989
People’s Daily.12

During the late 1980s, the People’s Daily was published in editions of eight
pages.13 The first page was for important domestic and international news, the
second for general domestic news, the third for general international news, and
pages seven and eight were for human interest stories, poetry, and prose from
China and abroad, in-depth analysis of international politics and economics,
and advertisements. The contents of pages four, five and six changed on a daily
basis. Page four always featured “Sports,” but its other column alternated be-
tween “Social Life” and “Cultural Life.” More negative stories were expected
when “Social Life” was featured. Page five alternated three columns in a weekly
cycle: “Economy,” “Politics and Law,” and “Education, Science, and Human-
ity.” In early 1989 a major theme of the “Education and Humanity” column,
featured every Wednesday and Saturday, was the declining status of intellectu-
als and the educational crisis. Page six was for literature, literary criticism, so-
cial theory, memoirs, and other cultural matters; every Wednesday and Satur-
day the page featured “Letters from Readers.” During 1988 and 1989 negative
stories dominated this column.

On March 15, 1989, the paper carried a total of sixty domestic news stories.
The front page had 10, the second 21, the fourth 11, the fifth 5, and the sixth 13.
Among the 60 stories, 28 (46.7%) are coded as negative (table 10.1).14 The per-
centage of negative news increases in later pages. While 10 percent of the news
on the first page was negative, the percentage rises to 92.3 percent for the sixth
page. This is understandable since the first two pages of the daily gave priority
to stories on government activities, items over which editors had little control.
When it came to the fourth page, editors had the power to decide what to
cover, and most news stories became negative.

Let me start with the news on the fourth page. This page’s “Social Life”
column covered seven stories, organized under the theme of crimes and social
disorder; six of these were negative. Here are two examples: One article is en-
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table 10.1 The Range of Domestic News Coverage in the March 15, 1989, People’s Daily

Page Number

1 2 4 5 6

Total stories on page 10 21 11 5 13

Negative stories 1 5 7 3 12

Percentage of negative stories 10.0 23.8 63.6 60.0 92.3

Note: People’s Daily is the largest official newspaper in China.

15. See chapter 3 for the 1988 commercial fever and its impact on intellectuals.

titled “The Fact That a Large Number of People Used Public Cars to Visit
Prisoners Is a Matter of Great Concern.” It reports that many Beijing residents
used cars belonging to public institutes or the government to go to the prison
to visit convicted family members. It ends with a list of 32 plate numbers that
a reporter had copied down while in front of a juvenile prison in Beijing on
March 8. The story depicts widespread official corruption, a major theme of
the coming student movement (chapter 5). It also allows people to infer that
the children of government officials (those who had cars assigned by the gov-
ernment for work) had a disproportionately high crime rate. Another article,
“Serious Problems of Unlawful Marriage in Some Villages,” warns of the ex-
tent of social disorder in rural China. In just one county of Guangdong prov-
ince, investigators found 14,700 couples who had never legally registered their
unions.

The fifth page featured the “Education, Science, and Humanity” column.
All five stories were negative news. For my purposes, however, I code only three
of them as negative, since the other two, about spoiled children, are not overtly
political. The three stories center on the educational crisis in China, another
theme of the coming student movement (chapters 3 and 5). The first is a com-
mentary entitled “A Place for the Ivory Tower.” It complains about the then-
current wave of commercialism, stating that “Not all scholastic and artistic
work can be converted into money. If every activity is evaluated by market
value, a large number of intellectuals will have to change their jobs or go into
business.” 15 Another article reports a discussion held in a local normal college
about the value of schooling. Most students thought that schooling was im-
portant, but they all complained that one did not need to be educated to get
rich and that those who had more education tended to live a poorer life.
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16. The strategy that journalists adopted has been vividly called “hitting line balls” (Dacabianqiu), which
means to hit the ball to the very edge of a Ping-Pong table (Hsiao and Yang 1990).

17. By formal communication, I refer to television, international and domestic radio broadcasts, and
regularly circulated newspapers. By informal communication, I mean big-character posters, handbills, pub-
lic speeches, broadcasting stations and newspapers controlled by the students, and word of mouth. Re-
garding student-controlled broadcasting stations, see chapter 4, note 34.

In the “Letters from the Readers” column on the sixth page, thirteen articles
treated managerial problems in state or collective enterprises, reflecting people’s
concern about the economic crisis and high inflation, a popular source of dis-
content during 1989 (chapter 5). The page is anchored by an investigative report
by a People’s Daily journalist entitled “Under Constant Distress from Robbery.”
It describes how local residents near a big steel factory used trolleys, trucks, and
even tractors to steal the factory’s products. This had developed to such an ex-
tent that sometimes dozens of people would carry away steel in the presence of
policemen. Hundreds of stores had been opened around the factory area to
purchase “steel and iron waste,” profiteering from the thefts.

As can be seen, even before the 1989 Movement, such sources of major pub-
lic discontent as official corruption, the economic crisis, and the lower status
of intellectuals had been major themes of China’s most orthodox official news-
paper. Based on this extensive negative news coverage, as well as on the way that
the negative news was depicted in the media, it could be argued that at least
during the late 1980s the range of news coverage in the Chinese media was in
some aspects no narrower than that in the West. This is not to say that China’s
journalists enjoyed more freedom than their Western colleagues did. Rather,
while Western journalists in theory enjoy a high level of legally guaranteed free-
dom, they use only a small portion of their rights. On the other hand, during
the late 1980s, Chinese journalists faced possible government sanctions and en-
joyed less freedom but made full use of all of the latitude available to them,
adopting the potential freedom of Western journalists as an ideal goal and con-
tinuously pushing in that direction.16

Crucial Channels of Mass Communication during the Movement

Unlike in the West, where most individuals get to know a social movement
through formal domestic media, in China the international media, such as the
VOA and the BBC, are a major source of news for the urban population. In-
formal communication channels, such as word of mouth, big-character pos-
ters, handbills, and student broadcasts also figured importantly in transmitting
movement ideas to the public at large.17 Thus we need to specify the roles that
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18. See He and Zhu (1994) and Mark (1991). Note that the Chinese government also accused the VOA
of being an “external cause” of the movement and a rumor center (Chen Xitong 1989). In June 1989 alone,
the People’s Daily published five articles and news reports attacking VOA’s reporting on the movement.

19. He and Zhu (1994).
20. See chapters 2 and 5.
21. When I designed this question, I expected to discover that the foreign media had a huge impact on

the 1989 Movement, but as the interviews went on I found this was not the case. Thus, the question was
gradually not used in the interviews, which is, I think, a mistake.

different forms of communication played during the 1989 Movement before
we can have a meaningful analysis of the media as a whole. Scholars who have
studied the communication aspect of the movement emphasize the importance
of international media.18 I therefore start with an evaluation of the importance
of the international media for the 1989 Movement in Beijing, focused mainly
on He and Zhu’s study of the VOA during the 1989 Movement.19 (I cover only
this monograph because it has greater depth than the other writings.)

He and Zhu’s study is based on interviews with seventy-one Chinese stu-
dents who are now in North America but were in China during 1989. In their
report, they claim that the VOA delivered news to millions of Chinese who
could not otherwise obtain it, provided the movement with a master frame
(that of a “prodemocracy movement”), reinforced people’s antigovernment at-
titudes, and coordinated the movement. While it was true that most Beijing
students and much of the general urban population listened to the VOA or the
BBC during the movement, He and Zhu have certainly exaggerated and mis-
understood the importance of the foreign media. For instance, it was not the
VOA that put democracy forward as a movement master frame; before the
movement started, liberal intellectuals and radical students had already orga-
nized numerous seminars and conferences to spread nonconformist ideas on
Beijing campuses.20 The Democracy Salon at Beijing University, for example,
had been formed long before the movement started and had no direct link to
the VOA’s reporting, and yet its ideas about political reform and democratiza-
tion became the movement’s master frame. In short, the prodemocratic nature
of the 1989 Movement was directly related to intellectual discourse during the
late 1980s, to which foreign media made only a secondary contribution.

Moreover, in my study I asked thirty-six informants the question “What
were the means by which you and your classmates came to know about the
movement?” 21 In the process of probing, I gave a list of possibilities including
Western media (such as the VOA and the BBC), domestic media, direct obser-
vation, word of mouth, big-character posters, student broadcasts, and speeches.
I asked them to list their sources in order of importance. Fifteen informants 
(or 16.5 percent out of the total selections) chose foreign media as one of their
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table 10.2 My Informants’ Major Sources of Information during the 1989 Movement

Semiformal Channels Informal Channels Formal Channels

Big-Character Student Personal Word Official Foreign
Posters Broadcast Observation of Mouth Media Media

N 20 15 18 13 10 15

mean 1.17 1.73 1.44 2.08 2.00 3.00

s.e. 0.08 0.20 0.20 0.23 0.20 0.19

Note: N is the number of informants who made a particular selection, and s.e. is the standard error of the sample
mean. Thirty-six informants were asked this question (see the text for details). The total number of selections
made by all the thirty-six informants is ninety-one. Mean is the average order of importance that informants
assigned to a particular medium.

sources (table 10.2). In comparison, 27 percent of He and Zhou’s respondents
listed foreign media as a major source of information. Many factors might lead
to such a difference; here, I identify two major ones.

First, our population and questions are different. My thirty-six informants
were all from Beijing, but thirty of He and Zhu’s seventy-one respondents were
not from Beijing. The question which He and Zhu asked was: “Which of the
following channels did you rely on for information about the June 4 event?”
Although using “June 4 event” to refer to the whole movement was quite com-
mon among the Chinese, the wording might have led some informants to focus
only on the military crackdown around June 4. Most official media in China
kept silent during the military crackdown. Students, especially those not from
Beijing, had to rely on foreign media for news about it.

Second, He and Zhou gave respondents three choices: Chinese media, for-
eign media, and personal sources (personal observations and word of mouth).
Yet most of my informants listed what I also define as semiformal communi-
cation channels—such as the big-character posters and student-controlled
broadcasting stations—as an important source of information, a category
missing from He and Zhu’s questionnaire. Logically, the omission of impor-
tant categories will force respondents to make other choices. Assuming the
omission spread people’s attention evenly to other categories, then a deletion of
semiformal media categories would reduce the total number of selections made
by my 36 informants from 91 to 56. The percentage of informants who report
foreign media as an important source would thus be inflated to 26.8 percent,
surprisingly close to He and Zhu’s finding.

A more important issue concerns not how many people selected foreign
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22. Mark (1991, 268).

media as one of their information sources, but how important this source was
to their daily interpretation of the movement. Thus I asked informants to or-
der the importance of the sources that they were relying on to make sense of
the movement. Their rankings were coded numerically, with one representing
the most important and six the least (most of them only made three or four
choices). Now, the importance of big-character posters (mean � 1.30, s.e. �
0.12), student broadcasting centers (mean � 1.73, s.e. � 0.20), and direct ob-
servation (mean � 1.44, s.e. � 0.20) is truly striking in comparison with that
of foreign media (mean � 3.00, s.e. � 0.19). In fact, none of my informants
listed foreign media, namely the VOA and the BBC, as their most important
sources, but three of them commented without probing that foreign news did
not have a strong impact on them because their stories were not very rich in
comparison with those from other channels. Western journalists’ general lack
of a deep cultural knowledge of China led their coverage to center more on
iconic symbols and slogans, stars of the movement, unconfirmed rumors, and
human interest stories than on the movement’s internal dynamics. Overall, it
was the unofficial communication channels that reached the hearts and minds
of the majority of Beijing students.

The foreign media’s impact also differed with respect to different popula-
tions. Gorbachev’s state visit had attracted about 1,200 foreign journalists to
Beijing.22 Yet when they arrived in Beijing those journalists focused instead
on the 1989 Movement. Their interest in the movement and frequent inter-
views with student activists certainly gave the demonstrators a feeling that
“the whole world is watching,” greatly enhancing their confidence. Moreover,
the foreign media’s reports also mobilized overseas Chinese. After mid-May, a
huge number of overseas donations flooded into Beijing (chapter 6). The for-
eign media’s attention also encouraged students to adopt many foreign media-
oriented strategies such as flashing V-signs, writing English banners, and hold-
ing press conferences. The impact of the foreign media is a very complicated
issue; yet overall, they did not play as significant a role in shaping Beijing stu-
dents and residents’ interpretation of and participation in the movement as did
other communication channels.

Ten of my informants also chose China’s official media as one of their
sources of information; thus it is the channel least chosen by my informants.
However, those who made the choice tended to believe that the official media
were an important source of information (mean � 2.00, s.e. � 0.20), much
more important than the foreign media. This result can be explained in a
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23. China’s central TV station, the CCTV, also behaved similarly during the movement. See Friedland
and Zhong (1996).

24. There is a rich tradition of using media’s coverage of movements to study social movements 
(Franzosi 1987; Mueller 1997; Olzak 1989; Shapiro and Markoff 1998). Although my study has a different
focus, it certainly bears an influence of this tradition.

number of ways. My interviews have led me to the conclusion that during the
movement no particular communication channel had a constant impact on
public opinion. Most of the time, China’s official media kept silent, so that
people had to rely on unofficial channels for information. There was however
a period when the state lost control over the official media. In that period, the
official media reported on the movement in a positive manner, and people re-
lied on them for the news. Since my questions about the media’s impact did not
probe into temporal and spatial variations, informants had to answer them in
terms of their overall impression. Fewer people chose the official media in my
interviews possibly because this highly positive coverage occurred only in a
short period during the entire movement.

The Media, Public Opinion, and the Dynamics of the 1989 Movement

I have argued that Beijing students and residents tended to interpret the 1989
Movement by relying on an alternation between China’s official media and
other less formal channels of communication. Focusing on the official media, I
will now present an empirical account of how the official media and the less
formal communication channels alternatively shaped Beijing students and resi-
dents’ views of the movement and consequently influenced the nature and de-
gree of their participation in it.

an overview on the behavior 
of the official media during the movement

The analysis here focuses on movement-related news in the People’s Daily and
Guangming Daily, arguably two of China’s most important official newspapers.23

Table 10.3 lists the number of movement-related articles and news reports in the
two dailies and the results of content analyses of these articles.24 I code an ar-
ticle as “negative” vis-à-vis the student movement if the title or key sentences
of the article include such or similar phrases as “turmoil,” “antirevolutionary re-
bellion,” “against the Four Cardinal Principles,” “bourgeois liberalization,” “or-
der the arrest of,” or “support the decision of the Central Committee.” I code
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table 10.3 China’s Two Major Official Newspapers’ Patterns of Coverage 
of the 1989 Movement

No. of Articles

Before Apr. 28 – May 5 – May 14 – May 20 – May 25 – June 1–
Apr. 27 May 4 May 13 May 19 May 24 May 31 June 4

People’s Daily:

Negative 10 6 0 0 10 30 20

Neutral 0 8 10 15 10 8 4

Positive 0 0 0 17 6 3 1

Guangming Daily:

Negative 10 2 0 0 12 48 24

Neutral 0 9 7 11 10 7 0

Positive 0 0 2 30 5 0 0

Total 20 25 19 73 53 96 49

Degree of state State State starting State State struggling State in
control in to lose its control to gain back control
of the media control control collapsed its control again

25. Many ambiguous articles are also put in this category. For example, in the May 7 People’s Daily, there
was a piece entitled “A Peaceful Ending of the May 4 Student Demonstration in Beijing: Hong Kong’s
Stock Market Rising,” which links the movement with Hong Kong’s economic confidence. The report can
be interpreted as a reminder to the government that their treatment of the movement would have an inter-
national impact. However, it could also be understood as an appraisal of the government’s more concilia-
tory strategy toward the movement. Therefore, I code this report “neutral.”

a report as “positive” if the title or key sentences of an article contain phrases
such as “patriotic action,” “moved to tears,” “express support for [students],”
“Democracy [is good],” “[The movement] is rational, peaceful and orderly,” or
“We salute students.” Finally, a report is coded as “neutral” when its main focus
is on the process of an event. In an authoritarian regime, the official media usu-
ally do not give “objective” accounts of oppositional activities. Therefore, many
articles that I have coded as neutral are actually relatively positive toward the
movement. The difference between a neutral and a positive account is one of
degree. While neutral accounts still tried to balance the students’ side of the
story with government views, positive accounts totally supported the students.25

The two newspapers in question had slightly different patterns of coverage
of the movement (table 10.3). The People’s Daily moved more slowly than did the
Guangming Daily toward positive coverage. Before May 13, while the Guangming
Daily had started to report on the movement positively, People’s Daily’s accounts
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26. On June 2, a short, flower-framed report entitled “June First: A Glance at Tiananmen Square” ap-
peared on the front page of the People’s Daily. June 1 is China’s national Children’s Day and many children
were brought to Tiananmen Square by parents. The report portrayed a picture of great harmony at the
Square, where the students occupying the Square welcomed, presented gifts to, and took photos with the
children as well as entertained them with some theatricals. The report claimed that a parent actually felt
unhappy not about the Tiananmen Square occupation but about the fact that two parks around Tianan-
men Square were not open to the public because of martial law. The message was very clear: the students
had not created turmoil, but martial law had brought inconvenience to Beijing residents.

were still between neutral and negative. However, when martial law began, the
Guangming Daily acted more compliantly than did the People’s Daily. After May 25,
the Guangming Daily no longer carried positive reports on the movement, but the
People’s Daily managed to publish positive news as late as June 2.26 In fact, as I
will discuss later, even on June 4 —the day of the military crackdown—the
People’s Daily still published articles and news that used innuendo and an alle-
gorical style of writing to express indignation at the military repression.

Otherwise, these two newspapers’ styles of covering the 1989 Movement can
be categorized into five periods. In the first period, between April 15 and 27, 
the two newspapers carried twenty related articles, all of which depicted the 
movement as a turmoil-inducing illegal activity. The second period, between
April 28 and May 13, saw a gradual opening of the official media. More move-
ment-related articles appeared, and more and more news articles carried neutral
or even positive tones. Within this period there was a clear dividing line: be-
tween April 28 and May 4, negative and neutral coverage coexisted, whereas af-
ter May 5 negative depictions of the movement totally disappeared while pos-
itive accounts emerged. The state had started to lose control over the media.

The third period, between May 14 and 19, roughly covers the period of the
hunger strike. A total of seventy-three news articles on the movement appeared
in the two papers during this time, many of which were lengthy front-page re-
ports. Most of these articles were very positive about the movement, and none
of them were negative. The state’s control over the media collapsed. The fourth
period, from May 20 to 31, was a period of contestation. Every kind of report,
ranging from positive to neutral to negative, appeared in the newspapers. This
showed the government’s attempt to regain control and the journalists’ resis-
tance. Gradually the government gained the upper hand. Thus early in this pe-
riod, that is, between May 20 and 24, one still saw positive and neutral ac-
counts; by May 25 the number of positive reports had declined, while negative
reports had skyrocketed.

The last period started on June 1. Among the forty-nine articles from this
period that focused on the issue, only five treated the movement neutrally or
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27. According to Faison (1990), only a few days after the movement started, two young journalists at
the People’s Daily brought a story about a student demonstration to their editor-in-chief, Tan Wenrui, seek-
ing its publication. However, their efforts were not successful.

28. Lin Zexin, the newspaper’s editor-in-chief, actually did not want to publish this article (Faison
1990, 148 – 49). However, Lin eventually backed off because the young journalists at the paper persuaded
the majority of the staff to threaten to resign if the article was not printed.

positively. While journalists’ resistance was obvious, the state gained back con-
trol over them. Still centering my attention on the official media, I will now
discuss in more detail how during each of these five stages Beijing students and
residents’ movement activities were alternatively shaped by official accounts 
of the movement and by rumors circulated through unofficial channels of 
communication.

april 15 to 27: the media push, government 
resistance, and a rumor-driven mobilization

Before April 27, although the official media had neglected or negatively de-
picted the movement, many journalists, especially the younger ones who had
graduated during the 1980s, had already gone to observe it firsthand. When they
returned, they wrote about the movement positively and often urged the edi-
tors-in-chief of their newspapers to publish their accounts. During this period,
the chief editors of major newspapers, whether or not sympathetic to the move-
ment, successfully resisted the pressure.27 However, there was one noticeable
exception. On April 23, the Science and Technology Daily (Keji Ribao), a small news-
paper with a largely intellectual audience, published a story entitled “Wind
and Rain: A Farewell with Solemn Songs.” The article positively described stu-
dents’ activities during Hu Yaobang’s state funeral on April 22. The govern-
ment tried to stop the distribution of the edition, but editors and reporters car-
ried the papers in person to post offices to make sure that they were delivered.
This article was later posted on many Beijing campuses and cheered by stu-
dents.28 This was a small breach in the dike, but it encouraged journalists from
other newspapers to try to broaden it. In the following days, articles carrying
neutral and even positive descriptions of the movement appeared in some more
widely circulated newspapers, among them the Workers’ Daily, Farmers’ Daily, Bei-
jing Youth Daily, and Chinese Women’s Daily.

In this period, conflict broke out between the World Economic Herald (the Her-
ald ) and the Shanghai Municipal Party Committee. The conflict was significant
because both students and journalists used it to push forward their vision of
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29. The following narrative regarding the Herald, unless otherwise specified, follows Shen Jinguo
(1995), Faison (1990), Hsiao and Yang (1990), and Wu et al. (1989).

30. See chapter 2 for the Herald ’s activities during 1988.
31. In China, news control was implemented through a preview system. Before the reform, news sto-

ries in all official media were supposedly previewed by different-level party committees. When an impor-
tant news story was going to appear in the People’s Daily, it would be reviewed by the highest officials in
charge of propaganda. During the 1980s, the preview system was never abolished, but news selection be-
came mainly the responsibility of chief editors and most news items that appeared in the media were no
longer previewed. This later system was called the editor responsibility system. See Hong and Cuthbert
(1991, 144) for discussion of the preview system.

press freedom. The Herald was a Shanghai-based tabloid-sized weekly with
circulation of about 300,000.29 It was published under the jurisdiction of the
Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences; the editor-in-chief, Qin Benli, was ap-
pointed by the government. Yet the newspaper paid salaries, costs, and taxes
out of the revenue generated from sales and advertisements. It was therefore
considered a semi-official newspaper—a hybrid form that had emerged during
China’s reform.

In the late 1980s, the Herald became one of the most outspoken news-
papers in China, often serving as a mouthpiece for liberal intellectuals.30 The
incident began on April 19, when the Herald’s Beijing bureau and the New 
Observer magazine held a joint forum in memory of Hu Yaobang. Outspoken
intellectuals such as Dai Qing, Ren Wanding, Hu Jiwei, Yan Jiaqi, Chen Ziming,
and Su Shaozhi were invited. They discussed two issues: rehabilitating Hu
Yaobang and reevaluating the Anti–Bourgeois Liberalization Campaign. They
saw Hu’s dismissal from the CCP’s General Secretary position in 1987 as an
“illegal change of leadership.” Yan Jiaqi even claimed: “The main problem
China has had to this day has been a lack of democracy. A handful of people
can just talk among themselves, put aside people’s interests, and reach an un-
popular decision.”

The Herald then prepared a lengthy six-full-page report on the forum, to be
published on April 24. When the Shanghai authorities heard the news, they
asked for a preview.31 After the preview, the authorities requested that Qin
Benli delete a few hundred characters—the most provocative sentences. The
reason given was bad timing: since the seventieth anniversary of the May 4th
Movement was approaching and students in Beijing had already been on the
street, such content would agitate students and put too much pressure on the
government. Qin Benli rejected the request, however. On April 21, Shanghai
party boss Jiang Zemin in person persuaded Qin Benli to agree to make
changes; but actually Qin had already ordered that the paper be printed before
his meeting with Jiang. By the time that Shanghai authorities found this out,
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160,000 copies of the paper had been printed, and some had already found their
way to Beijing. On April 23, Jiang Zemin ordered the paper to stop printing this
edition (edition A) and discussed with Qin Benli the preparation of a modified
version (edition B). Qin Benli agreed to follow Jiang’s demand, but he did not
order workers to print the new edition. On April 24, not a single copy of the
Herald came out. This made Jiang Zemin very angry. On April 26, Jiang, on be-
half of the Shanghai Municipal Party, dismissed Qin Benli from his position as
editor-in-chief and sent a work committee to reorganize the newspaper. Jiang’s
decision immediately put the government on the defensive. Afterwards, jour-
nalists, students, and liberal intellectuals both in Shanghai and in Beijing seized
the opportunity to demonstrate for a free press.

Yet, despite such rumblings, the major official media in this period remained
pretty much under the control of the state. During this period, students de-
pended for the most part on big-character posters, student-controlled broad-
casting stations, and word of mouth for information. As a result, their in-
terpretation of the movement and consequently their participation in it was
largely shaped by rumors. The major rumors of this period, such as the “Xin-
hua Gate Bloody Incident” and Li Peng’s supposed promise to meet students
after Hu Yaobang’s state funeral on April 22, which I have discussed in chapter
6, aroused a widespread sense of injustice that encouraged participation in the
movement.

april 28 to may 13: the media push 
and the government’s concession

After the April 27 student demonstration, the government adopted a strategy
of limited compromise. Government officials started to hold dialogues with
students, and objective accounts of the movement appeared in major official
media. When Zhao Ziyang came back from North Korea on April 30, he went
further along this direction. State concessions took a toll on the movement.
Since most Beijing students were satisfied with the state’s concessive measures,
more and more universities resumed classes and the movement went into de-
cline. In this period, the protests initiated by journalists were crucial in sus-
taining the movement.

Many journalists supported Qin Benli after he was dismissed as editor-in-
chief. On April 28, eighteen journalists and editors of Chinese Youth Daily tele-
graphed the Herald, saying “We salute our respected World Economic Herald and
comrade Qin Benli! Long live the undistorted news!” Seventy-five journalists
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32. Wu Ren (1990b, 47).
33. Wu et al. (1989, 138).
34. Faison (1990, 156).
35. Hu Jiwei, editor-in-chief of the People’s Daily until 1983, was a member of the Standing Committee

of the National People’s Congress, chairman of the Chinese Association of Journalism, and a chief advo-
cate of press freedom until he was deposed from his positions after the student movement.

and editors from China Daily also sent a telegram, which said: “Stand upright—
editor-in-chief Qin is the exemplar of journalism; truth is eternal—the Herald
has been the pioneer during ten years of reform!” 32 Meanwhile, journalists from
the People’s Daily, Guangming Daily, Chinese Women’s Daily, Workers’ Daily, Farmers’
Daily, and some other newspapers and magazines also sent letters and telegrams
in support of Qin Benli. In the following days, liberal intellectuals and jour-
nalists tried to challenge the Shanghai Municipal Party Committee’s decision
through legal means, claiming that the party had no right to dismiss Qin Benli
because his appointment came through the Shanghai Academy of Social Sci-
ences and the Chinese World Economy Association. Therefore, the dismissal
had violated the norm of “separation of the party and state” which the CCP
had advocated since the reform. In fact, the Herald’s Beijing bureau, supported
by Beijing lawyers, even vowed to file a libel suit against Jiang Zemin for the
damage that he had caused to Qin Benli.33

The protests were quite effective. After April 27, objective accounts of the
movement appeared in major official newspapers. On May 5, Zhao Ziyang told
Hu Qili and Rui Xingwen—the two top leaders in charge of media control
and propaganda—that there was “no big risk in opening up a bit by reporting
on the demonstrations and increasing the openness of news.” 34 Zhao’s assess-
ment obviously echoed the view of Hu Jiwei and many of his advisors that the
free press is actually a buffer to distract people from their grievances and a lever
to minimize the state’s mistakes.35 The next day, a lengthy and objective ac-
count of the May 4 student demonstration appeared on the front page of the
People’s Daily. The article was accompanied by a photograph of the student dem-
onstration with a flag of the Beijing Students’ Autonomous Union in the front.

The journalists continued to push forward. The biggest event in this period
was that 1,013 journalists from over thirty news agencies and newspapers signed
a petition that demanded an open dialogue with the leaders of the CCP Central
Committee. On May 9 about two hundred journalists marched to the Chinese
Association of Journalism to deliver the petition. The government responded
swiftly. From May 11 to May 13, Hu Qili, Rui Xingwen, Yan Mingfu, and Wang
Renzhi went to the Xinhua News Agency, People’s Daily, Guangming Daily, and
Chinese Youth Daily respectively to talk with editors and journalists. During Hu
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Qili’s dialogue with journalists of the China Youth Daily, the director of the Jour-
nalism Department of the newspaper, Guo Jiakuan, told Hu that “the biased
media accounts were a major factor that escalated the movement.” 36 Hu Qili
responded by saying: “News reform has become an absolute necessity.” On
May 15 this sentence was quoted as a big headline on the People’s Daily’s front
page. Such a response from a high-level government leader encouraged further
rebellious activities among journalists.

A final note: while rumors had played a crucial role in shaping public opin-
ion and the development of the movement in the first period, this was not the
case during the second period. While rumors still existed, they no longer had
an explosive effect, as the major media were becoming increasingly open.

may 14 to 19: the hunger strike, the collapse 
of media control, and mass participation

During the hunger strike period, the official media reported on the movement
in an extremely positive manner. Between May 14 and 19, a total of seventy-four
movement-related news articles appeared in the People’s Daily and Guangming
Daily, none of which were negative about the movement (table 10.3). The peak
was reached on May 18. On that day the Guangming Daily featured ten articles
on the movement and the People’s Daily nine. They almost covered the first and
second pages of the two newspapers and squeezed the news of Gorbachev’s
state visit into a small corner. The following excerpt from a report in the
May 17 Guangming Daily illustrates the tone of the Chinese media then and its
mobilizational effect: 37

Beginning in the early morning, demonstrators shouted slogans, held banners, and
marched on Changan Avenue to show their support to students. . . .

Compared with yesterday, more workers and middle school students joined in
the march. Workers from factories came with their own banners. Our reporters saw
that one of the banners read “Democracy and rule of law!” Middle school students
also had their own banners, some of which read: “Brothers and sisters, please drink
a bowl of sweet juice!” and “Grandpa, please come to support our fasting brothers
and sisters!”

The demonstrators held different banners and shouted various slogans. The
major ones included: “Students love our country. We love students!” “Eradicate
official profiteering and corruption!” “Save the students, save China!” “The tides of
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38. This is one of the slogans raised during the May 4 demonstration by Beijing’s journalists, quoted
from Liang et al. (1989, 331).

democracy are irresistible!” People from religious communities in the capital held
the banner “Have mercy, be loving!” The banner from the Bank of China is “We
object to being the cashiers of official profiteers!”

Today, some streets in the capital were jammed, but students and people of dif-
ferent communities were well under control and maintained good order. The pick-
ets organized by students from Qinghua University and Beijing University of Sci-
ence and Technology maintained the order from east of Tiananmen Square and the
Xinhua Gate; many lifelines allowed ambulances to drive through. The march was
orderly, with no incidents. . . .

Today, Beijing residents also came to see their family members and to express
their sympathy to the hunger strikers. Grouped under street committee, neighbor-
hood compound, or dormitory, they brought the hearts of mothers. “My children,
where are you?” Mother and son cry on each other’s shoulder once they have found
each other; no people were left untouched. Those mothers unable to find their chil-
dren were crying all the way, calling for their children, appealing to our consciences.

In today’s Beijing, the heart-catching siren could be heard everywhere. When our
reporters talked to demonstrators, many of them had only one thought: students’
lives are on the verge of destruction or death. This is the most critical moment. The
situation should no longer last. A sea of supporters has cried out with the strongest
possible voice that the party and the government should show the strongest pos-
sible sincerity and come out with practical measures.

To our knowledge, the Hunger Strike Headquarters had only two demands. The
first is to ask the government to recognize the student movement as a patriotic dem-
ocratic movement; the second is to have an immediate dialogue with the highest-
level leaders on an equal basis. A cadre from a government institution told our 
reporter that these two conditions are not excessive. I do not know why the gov-
ernment has not so far taken any action. A worker said: “It is perfectly justified that
‘masters’ should demand to have dialogues with ‘public servants.’ What are our
leaders afraid of, seeing the people?” A university professor said: “A hundred hours
of hunger strike in itself is a great victory. The people have now sided with students
and the people are forever right.”

The official media delivered a uniform message: that the movement was patri-
otic and democratic, the students reasonable and orderly, the government un-
compromising, indecisive, and unreasonable, and the people all supportive and
sympathetic toward the movement.

When China’s journalists fought for “press freedom,” their slogan was: “We
want to tell the truth, please don’t force us to lie!” 38 It seemed that they wanted
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40. Berlin (1993, 264) also noticed that at the height of press freedom in mid-May, news stories from

the official media often distorted the movement in a way that favored the students. He found that although
chants of “Down with Deng Xiaoping!” and “Down with the Communist Party!” echoed through the early

to be able to write Western objective-style reports. However, as soon as state
control over the media collapsed, journalists wrote stories that were one hun-
dred percent in favor of the students. Some even took the students’ opinion as
the criterion for news reports. A hunger striker (no. 60) recalled:

In this period, the [official] media played an extremely important role. At that time,
newspapers were free. As soon as the paper was printed, the journalists carried it to
Tiananmen Square themselves. They itched to give every student a bundle of news-
papers. Therefore, during the hunger strike we were able to read many newspapers
such as the Economic Daily, Guangming Daily, and People’s Daily. Because of the picket
system, journalists had difficulties entering the hunger strike camp. Even so, when
they wrote reports, they came to us for comments. When they published their ar-
ticles, they also asked us for our opinions of them.

We know that the government did try to negotiate with the students as
soon as the hunger strike started. The government also provided crucial aid to
keep the hunger strikers alive (chapter 6). Such governmental activities, prop-
erly framed and reported, would surely have enhanced the government’s public
image; yet no official media touched on any of these activities. Moreover, the
students did not behave as well as the media portrayed them to have. If the
journalists did not know of the vicious power struggles among student leaders,
they must at least have seen the widespread waste in the Square that others
witnessed.39 Most likely the journalists knew of this but chose not to cover
it. The media coverage of the dialogue between the students and the govern-
ment on May 14 provides another example (chapter 6). As one of my infor-
mants (no. 58) recalled, the dialogue ended in chaos; journalists who attended
the meeting were very disappointed by the students’ performance. Many jour-
nalists in the meeting complained to the students about their bad performance
and told them that they did not want to cover the story because of this. As 
a result, no major newspapers in Beijing covered the dialogue in detail. This
certainly added to people’s impression that the government had no sincere de-
sire to talk with the students. I must stress that there was no consideration of
state censorship here; it had momentarily broken down. All that existed was
self-censorship in terms of what should and should not be reported.40

When the hunger strike had just begun on May 13, most Beijing students and
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stage of the movement, many news articles claimed that the students had never carried banners or slogans
calling for the downfall of the Communist Party or its leaders.

41. For the resistance at other newspapers, see Wu et al. (1989, 381– 82).
42. This does not mean soldiers had a role here. The soldiers never intervened in the daily work of the

media, but their presence signaled that the government had consolidated power.

residents neither understood nor supported the action. By May 17 and 18,
however, millions of supporters jammed inside the Square. Many factors con-
tributed to this quick change of public opinion, but the way that the official
media reported on the movement was certainly an important factor. This was
what a farmer told a reporter from the People’s Daily about why he joined a dem-
onstration: “In the past few days I have been watching television and have seen
how the students are suffering. I am very sympathetic to them; I have to come
out.” During my extensive informal interviews with people of various occupa-
tions, I have tried to make sense of movement participation during the hunger
strike period. A rather frequent response has been: “At that time, even the
People’s Daily supported the students. We had nothing to worry about.”

may 20 to june 4: government control, 
media resistance, and the revival of rumors

The government declared martial law on the evening of May 19. Between
May 20 and June 4, the government tried to gain back control over the media.
Although China’s official media were eventually forced into silence after the
military repression, the journalists’ courage was remarkable. This section mainly
focuses on the People’s Daily because journalists at that newspaper put up very
strong resistance to the government’s efforts.41

When martial law had just started, a major concern of state leaders was con-
solidating the government. Major newspapers and TV stations were asked to
cover the government’s side of the story about martial law by publishing, for
example, Li Peng’s speech before the meeting of political, administrative, and
military cadres in the capital. Beyond that, the media were pretty much left
alone. Therefore, negative and positive stories appeared on the same page of a
newspaper. While negative stories were usually those required by the top gov-
ernment, neutral or positive accounts of the movement were prepared by jour-
nalists themselves.

Things started to change on May 25, when martial law troops occupied ma-
jor media outlets in Beijing.42 After that, while negative accounts of the move-
ment skyrocketed, the number of positive and neutral accounts first greatly de-
clined and then, after June 4, disappeared (table 10.3). This does not mean that
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report, the CCTV very unusually posted “One Must Not Play with Fire!” on the screen with no other
background shown (Ma, Liu, and Chen 1989, 326).

45. In Chinese newspapers, short human-interest stories are often published by adding a flower frame
outside a story.

journalists started to cooperate with the regime. As early as May 21, the People’s
Daily started to use innuendo, allegory, and other modes of indirect communi-
cation rooted in Chinese literary tradition to express their objection to martial
law.43 For example, on May 21 the People’s Daily ran a dispatch on the front page
on the resignation of the Italian prime minister after the conflict between the
Italian Socialist Party and the Christian Democratic Party had intensified. The
message was that Li Peng, China’s own prime minister, should also step down
to ease the current conflict. The next day, also on the front page, the People’s
Daily ran a small story about Hungary’s potential political instability. However,
the headline was a quote from a speech by Hungary’s prime minister: “Using
troops to solve domestic conflicts is not allowed.”

Such innuendo appeared on and off in the People’s Daily during martial law.
It peaked again on June 4, the day after the military repression. For example, in
the domestic news section that day (page 4), there was a story about a handi-
capped person winning an athletics medal. Yet, the story was accompanied by
the incongruous headline: “The People’s Hearts Will Never Be Conquered.”
Also, for the international news column (page 3), the editors selected a cluster
of three stories with the titles: “Students in Seoul Staging a Hunger Strike to
Protest the Government’s Killing of Students”; “Israeli Army Invades South
Lebanon: Again They use Airplanes and Tanks to Deal with Civilians”; and
“The Leader of Poland Says that Election is a Great Try-out for Conflict Reso-
lution: One Must not Play with Fire!” Here, the title of the last story was
printed in a small font, but its subtitle “One Must not Play with Fire!” was in
big and bold characters and was not particularly related to the news. An old
proverb in China says that those who play with fire will eventually burn them-
selves; the implication was that the government was playing with fire.44

In addition to expressing their indignation indirectly, the editors of the
People’s Daily also opened a small flower-framed box on the front page in which
a neutral matter-of-fact style of writing was used to provide updates on the
movement and martial law.45 Between May 21 and May 30, the stories were al-
ways entitled “The Nth Day of Martial Law in Beijing.” After the government
put a stop to this, the People’s Daily still managed to publish basically the same
type of story in roughly the same size flower-framed box in the May 31, June 2,
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and June 4 editions of the paper. In footnote 26 above, I discussed the June 2
story. Here, I will focus on how the June 4 report, “Last Night in Beijing,” ap-
peared on the front page of the paper.

As a former People’s Daily journalist recalled, the journalists who were on the
street and who saw the conflicts and the deaths felt very angry and cried while
telling their colleagues what they had seen.46 Meanwhile, calls came in from
various Beijing hospitals to report the number of wounded people that they had
received, from people outside Beijing asking whether the VOA’s report of the
massacre was true, and from Beijing residents telling what they had seen and
asking whether the People’s Daily was going to report the event. All the people
who worked that night were emotionally distraught. Many were in tears while
carrying out their duties.

Some journalists asked Lu Chaoqi—the first deputy editor-in-chief of the
paper who was in charge that night—to permit them to write a report on what
was happening. Lu was also crying at the time and agreed with their request.
Eventually, they came out with a report about six hundred Chinese characters
in length. Then Lu asked the page editor to prepare a flower-framed space on
the front page. At this moment, someone representing the CCP Central Com-
mittee called Lu and demanded that the daily not report the repression. Lu
Chaoqi replied: “All the people in the world know this. It will be very awkward
if we do not report it at all.” The conversation ended unhappily.

Lu Chaoqi discussed the telephone conversation with colleagues. They de-
cided to make some changes but insisted on keeping the story. Lu further short-
ened the story to about two hundred characters. Since the space was already
prepared, this small news had to be sparsely situated in a larger space, with a
larger title “Last Night in Beijing.” It reads as follows:

“Since the early morning of June 3, a serious antirevolutionary turmoil has broken
out in the Capital,” claimed the June 4 editorial of Liberation Army Daily. Around
10:00 p.m. on June 3, gun cracks were heard around the Military Museum area, and
martial law troops started to advance on the city.

Since midnight, Friendship Hospital, Fuwai Hospital, Beijing Center for Emer-
gency Care, Railway Hospital, Fuxing Hospital, Xiehe Hospital, Guanganmen
Hospital, and others have continuously called us to report the deaths of those hos-
pitalized. At the time this news was written, martial law troops have forced their
way into Tiananmen Square.
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47. Along with the People’s Daily, a few other media institutions in Beijing also reported on the repres-
sion. Most noticeably, on the noon of June 4, Li Dan, the announcer of Radio Beijing’s English Station,
broadcast a very emotional statement:

Remember June 3, 1989. A most tragic event happened in the Chinese capital, Beijing. Thousands of people,
most of them innocent civilians, were killed by fully armed soldiers when they forced their way into the city.
Among the killed are our colleagues at Radio Beijing. The soldiers were riding on armored vehicles and used
machine guns against thousands of local residents and students who tried to block their way. When the army
convoy made a breakthrough, soldiers continued to spray their bullets indiscriminately at crowds in the street.
Eyewitnesses say some armored vehicles even crushed soldiers who hesitated in front of the civilians.

Radio Beijing’s English Department deeply mourns those who died in the tragic incident and appeals
to all its listeners to join our protest for this gross violation of human rights and the most barbarous sup-
pression of the people. Because of the abnormal situation here in Beijing, there is no other news we could
bring to you. We sincerely ask for your understanding and thank you for staying with us at this most tragic
moment.

Thus did the People’s Daily report the military repression and the resulting deaths
while the repression was still going on.47

Under martial law, while the Chinese media carried fewer and fewer positive
accounts of the movement, people turned once more to less formal communi-
cation channels for information. Rumors again took on a prominent position,
as they had during the early stage of the movement. The following are examples
of some widely circulated rumors that appeared during martial law: “Marshal
Nie Rongzhen told Deng Xiaoping that martial law was against the people’s
will.” “Marshal Xu Xiangqian opposes martial law and said that he would
shoot anyone who dared to open fire on students.” “Wan Li has established a
provisional government in Canada.” “All Beijing jails are preparing space to
house the soon-to-be arrested students.” “The Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and the other seven ministries oppose martial law and refuse to acknowl-
edge the leadership of Li Peng’s government.” “The All China Federation 
of Trade Unions is going to organize a countrywide strike to oppose martial 
law.” “Hundreds of retired veterans appealed to the CCP Central Committee,
demanding that the movement not be repressed by military means.” “The vice
commander of the 38th Army committed suicide, and 75 percent of the regi-
mental and above ranking officers of the Army have either been dismissed or
placed under house arrest because they refused to carry out martial law.”

Here are some of the rumors that circulated immediately before, during, and
after the military repression: “A martial law soldier driving a military jeep ran
over and killed three people.” “Thousands of students were killed at Tiananmen
Square.” “Over twenty thousand civilians died in the massacre.” “The martial
law army placed military inmates at the front of their formation to let them
kill civilians.” “The 38th and 28th Armies are fighting with the 27th Army.”
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centers deliberately spread rumors. In fact, some of them tried hard to stop them. An activist recalled his
personal experiences while in charge of Qinghua University broadcasting center thus: “Today, some people
reported that Deng Xiaoping is dead. I thought it hard to believe, and therefore did not let them announce
it. . . . Later, a middle-aged person around forty came to the center. He told us that the news was absolutely
reliable and almost forced us to broadcast it. Again, I insisted on not broadcasting it. I sat him down in a
chair and told him that if Deng was really dead, the situation would change very soon. Announcing it or
not would not matter” (China News Digest, 1994, 12).

“Martial law troops entered Beijing University, killed over twenty students, and
arrested many others.” “Li Peng was shot and wounded by a policeman.”
“Deng Xiaoping has fled to a foreign country.” “Deng Xiaoping is dead.”

The Chinese government tried to clear up the rumors. For example, on
May 22, the People’s Daily reported that marshals Nie Rongzhen and Xu Xiang-
qian requested that students not believe rumors. Their appearances belied the
rumor that they opposed martial law. On May 22, 23, and 24, the People’s Daily
(and other major official newspapers) published loyalty letters from almost
every provincial government and state institution in part to clear up the ru-
mors. Yet, all these efforts were in vain. People were on the street everywhere,
in small groups, exchanging rumors and opinions. For every one rumor that was
refuted, hundreds more were created. The government could do very little
about this.

Rumors were not spread just by word of mouth; big-character posters and
student-controlled broadcasting stations were also important. A student ac-
tivist mentioned in his May 21 diary that a van belonging to the hunger strike
group drove back and forth at Tiananmen Square broadcasting through its
loudspeakers that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and many other government
functionaries had announced their separation from the government, that the
Shanghai government had announced its independence, and so forth.48 As Liu
Xiaobo complained during a Joint Federation meeting:

Nowadays, Tiananmen Square has almost become a rumor center. Regardless of
sources and authenticity, anybody can bring in a story and broadcast it through the
student broadcasting center. The more sensational the news, the higher its value.
If things go on like this, what is the difference between our news and communist
propaganda? 49

In this period, rumors consisted of roughly two types; those concerning the
internal division of the government and those concerning government brutal-
ity. Rumors about governmental divisions gave people hope and encouraged
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50. Other rumors also added uncertainty and encouraged people to fight. For example, during the
movement there were rumors that according to “international law” a government would have to step down
if it failed to respond to a hunger strike within seven days, and that martial law would be invalid if it could
not be enforced in two days. See Calhoun (1994, 77, 94) for discussion of these rumors.

51. The foreign and Hong Kong media also played a certain role in spreading rumors; they did not cre-
ate rumors themselves, but they were eager to report them (Lee and Chan 1990). For example, as several
Hong Kong journalists recalled (Lu et al. 1989, 336 – 44), in order to generate sales, some newspaper own-
ers in Hong Kong bypassed their journalists stationed in Beijing to push their papers to cover unconfirmed
rumors. These newspapers often circulated back to Beijing, where they lent great authenticity to the rumors
that they reported.

52. Cranfield (1978); Curran and Seaton (1985).

them to continue fighting,50 while rumors about government brutality made
people angry and encouraged them to risk themselves in seeking revenge. Had
people known that most of the information around them was unfounded ru-
mor and that the top state elites had consolidated even before martial law had
begun, they would have thought that any efforts at resistance were risky and fu-
tile. In this sense, rumors formed the basis of the public interpretation of the
movement and contributed to its tragic outcome.51

State-Society Relations and Media Behavior

The above section shows that during the 1989 Movement the Chinese media
persistently fought to report the movement in an extremely positive manner,
and that the public did not follow the frames presented by the domestic 
media until it portrayed the movement positively. Therefore, both the media
and the public acted radically. Now, I will interpret this pattern in terms of
China’s state-society relations during the 1980s. Scholars generally agree that in
the West news tends to conform to the dominant culture and the public on the
whole does so as well. In other words, in the West both the media and public
opinion are conformist institutions. It therefore might be helpful to discuss the
issue by focusing on the forces that led to the differences.

market versus administrative control

A notable difference is that Western media operate under the market while
the Chinese media up to the 1980s were mainly administratively controlled.
This is not to say that Western governments never interfere with the media. 
In fact, much of British media history in the nineteenth century was about 
how the state intervened against radical presses.52 In the United States during
the Vietnam War both Johnson and Nixon interfered with media routines by
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the production of news. This could be true. However, it is also possible that the networks and reporters
that he studied had become conformist long before Gans started his project. Therefore, reporters could
work within the system without feeling any overt pressure.

57. Herman and Chomsky (1988). For example, Curran (1978) has demonstrated how after World 
War II newspapers oriented toward the lower classes in Britain declined and then were eliminated by
middle-class oriented newspapers as a result of the latter’s rising advertising revenue.

58. Ryan (1991, 121–22).

leaning on their friends among the wealthy network owners and by intimidat-
ing reporters.53 However, the state in the West usually does not intervene in the
daily routines of the media. Therefore, before examining how political forces
shape the nature of media and public opinion, I will first briefly discuss whether
the difference in their relations to economic and administrative control might
be a major factor that accounts for the different nature of the Chinese and
Western media.

It has been argued that in the West profit concerns make all news corpora-
tions face a systematic shortage of staff. Reporters have to rely on routine news
provided or even partially written by the government,54 and on “expert opin-
ions” that save them from time-consuming investigations and from possible
libel suits.55 It is also argued that under the market the media have to follow
the dominant culture and the majority view because otherwise punitive actions
from the masses will lower viewing or subscription rates and thus advertising
revenues.56 A more crucial market bias is that the amount of advertising rev-
enue is not just determined by the size of audiences or subscribers but by their
buying power. Newspapers that can reach wealthy people can generate a larger
profit and thus sell their papers well below cost, enabling them to further ex-
pand their subscriber base.57 Because of this, mainstream media editors often
overtly push reporters to produce stories that will enlarge audiences, especially
among populations with great purchasing power.58

These features of market control of the media resemble the prime charac-
teristics of the market itself: both are diffused and impersonal. No one invented
the market, yet everyone and every institution has to follow market principles.
Thus the radical media and radical ideas can be marginalized and constrained
without generating grievances against the state. In comparison, in China during
the 1980s, media control was carried out by persons in the name of the govern-
ment, control criteria changed with state policy, and if something went wrong,
the state was perceived to be at fault.
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The market regulation theory certainly has explanatory power in the Chi-
nese case. Yet, it cannot be the only crucial factor. First, China’s official media
did not begin as anti-establishment. During Mao’s era, the media were among
the most loyal elements of the CCP. For most Chinese journalists, the major
problem during Mao’s era was not how to escape from administrative control
but how best to actively cooperate with the system (chapter 2). Second, the
media was not born under a market economy as a conformist institution. In
Britain, for example, it was not until the rise of the “entertainment” press in the
mid-nineteenth century that the radical press started to decline. This decline
was due to a combination of two factors: the successful repression of Chartism
and the rise of the middle classes. While this repression gave the radical media
a heavy blow, the rise of the middle classes (not just in politics, but also in num-
bers) made it possible for “entertainment” publications to be sold below cost,
thus destroying the radical press.59 Finally, when things became really bad, jour-
nalists in the West could also be radicalized. In the 1960s in the United States,
for example, when the United States troops could not win the Vietnam War,
both the media and public opinion became rebellious.60

Therefore, the market and the media do not have a definite relationship.
The market contributes to media conformism in the West mainly because
capitalism has been functioning reasonably well. The news cannot always tell
stories that are fundamentally different from reality. Consent can be manufac-
tured, but only within limits. Otherwise, the burdens of conscience of news-
makers and audiences will generate frustration and resistance. This brings us
to people’s consciousness, and more fundamentally to the legitimacy of state
power.

state-society relations and media behavior

The central argument of this chapter is that the radical nature of the media and
of public opinion during the 1989 Movement was primarily shaped by state-
society relations in China during the 1980s. In the following, I try to provide 
an interpretation of the radical nature of the Chinese media and of public opin-
ion and their impact on the development of the 1989 Movement. The in-
terpretation is based on several dimensions of state-society relations already 
developed in the earlier chapters. These are the method of media control, the
source of state legitimation, the strength of intermediate organizations, and the
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this process. In my view, consent can only be manufactured within limits. Most importantly, Gramscians
tend not to specify the basis of “culture hegemony” and why its capacity differs in different countries. In
my argument, conflict resolving capacity (or the capacity to sustain hegemony) differs in different coun-
tries as a function of state-society relations.

public psychology resulting from past state behavior. At the center of the analy-
sis lies people’s consciousness, that is, whether the people, including journalists,
are satisfied with reality, trust the government, and view state power as ideo-
logically legitimate.61 I keep state-society relations in Western democratic
countries as the background for comparison.

One difference between China and the West is their different methods of
media control. In the West, elite pluralism and a long-standing legal tradition
allow indirect and impersonal control of the media. Although restraints on the
press are common, they are carried out by a combination of the government,
corporate owners, editors, and readers through market mechanisms and legal
measures, and only occasionally through direct intervention. Therefore, even if
journalists are unhappy about restraints, their grievances lack a single target. In
China, media control is carried out directly by the state. During Mao’s era,
news restraints were extensive but journalists were cooperative; the combina-
tion yielded very narrow media coverage without much resistance. In the 1980s,
editors had more and more autonomy to decide what to publish, and media
control was not always effective. At this point, however, journalists increasingly
felt restricted by the system, treating it as a hurdle to a free press. Thus even a
comparatively minor effort of government censorship such as the Herald inci-
dent could ignite widespread state-centered discontent and rebellion.

During the 1980s, the communist state experienced a crisis of ideological
legitimation among intellectuals (including journalists). However, during the
early 1980s most journalists still tried to work within the system, even though
they thought that China’s political system needed to be improved; they be-
lieved that allowing the media to criticize the government’s wrongdoing would
be an important way to prevent the government from making mistakes (chap-
ter 2). But why did such a loyal opposition end in rebellion? We know that legal-
electoral legitimacy is the basis of Western democracy. Since almost every adult
can vote and the government is elected by the majority, the election itself be-
comes the basis of state legitimacy. This political system is not as volatile;
government scandals and mistakes lead only to governmental changes, not to a
legitimacy crisis. In this system, the majority is apolitical, and radicals are iso-
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62. To be more precise, when the movement just began, public opinion was mainly the opinion of stu-
dents, but it expanded to all Beijing residents as the movement developed.

lated and hopeless. A profit-oriented media institution will only cover scandals
or make minor criticisms of state policies or their implementation; it will not
attack the system itself.

In China, however, the state based its power on communist ideology dur-
ing Mao’s era and then, in the 1980s, on economic and moral performance.
When a government relates its legitimacy to concrete promises, it also takes
responsibility for them. Thus government mistakes and political scandals will
often lead to a legitimacy crisis. With regard to the media, this type of govern-
ment faces a dilemma. If it heavily controls information and restricts the 
media, its economy and society will lose their vigor. However, if it gives the
media freedom, even friendly criticisms will sometimes endanger state power.
Such a threat to the state’s legitimacy will therefore elicit sanctions against the
media. Such sanctions, however, will only generate further state-centered griev-
ances. This was exactly the relationship between the Chinese media and the
state during the 1980s. To improve its performance, the government had to en-
dorse reform and open its door to the world, but such policies required a rela-
tively open media that the government could not tolerate. The so-called Anti–
Spiritual Pollution Campaign in 1983 and the Anti–Bourgeois Liberalization
Campaign in 1987 were both aimed at curtailing the flow of information. How-
ever, the spirit of the economic reform and the open-door policies contradicted
these campaigns. Thus during the 1980s the Chinese media was becoming both
more free and more oppositional. The Chinese media’s path of development
was thus different from that of the media in nineteenth-century Britain: while
the British government eventually incorporated the media into the establish-
ment, the Chinese government could not institutionalize an originally loyal op-
position. Even though most journalists only intended to help the government
to reform the system, their actual relationship with the state produced dissi-
dents and their sympathizers. As a result, the media radicalized.

In the West public opinion tends to follow the media constructively, be-
coming plural and divided over controversies of common concern, but for-
getting an issue when the media stops reporting on it. During 1989, by contrast,
when the official media did not report or covered the movement negatively,
China’s public opinion followed rumors instead; when the media reported
positively on the movement, however, it began to follow them again.62 Several
factors may have contributed to this difference, but I confine my discussion to
issues that were related to the media and communication.
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63. According to Turner and Killian (1987, 54), the intellectual and emotional context existing in the
listeners’ minds governs what kind of rumors listeners will accept or reject, or modify as they are passed
on. Moreover, the speed of a rumor’s transmission is determined by the level of concern that people have
on issues related to that rumor (Festinger, Schachter, and Back 1950).

During the 1989 Movement, most Chinese felt discontent regarding social
problems such as official corruption, inflation, and the declining status of in-
tellectuals (chapters 3 and 5). Later, when the hunger strike and martial law
started, the public was greatly concerned about the health of hunger strikers
and felt angry that the government had used troops to repress students. Now
that the public was concerned about and sympathetic to the movement and
dissatisfied with the news in the official media, the public turned to other com-
munication channels. Much of the news in these channels turned out to be
unfounded rumors and deliberate fabrications. Yet because the public was un-
happy about the situation and distrustful of the government, rumors that could
create an image of an unreasonable government gave it great pleasure and tended
to be believed and passed on regardless of their truth value. Also, because the
public was sympathetic to the students, rumors about internal government
power struggles, the death of a government leader, or anything that could cre-
ate uncertainties and thus encourage movement mobilization were also widely
circulated and hailed.63 Therefore during the 1989 Movement major rumors of-
ten galvanized the emotions of hundreds of thousands of Beijing residents and
drove the momentum of the movement.

Why were the people attracted by these rebellious messages? To this Tocque-
villian question, we have to give his classic answer—the weaknesses of inter-
mediate associations. We know that independent associations were just emerg-
ing in China during the 1980s (chapter 1). The majority of the Chinese were still
organized around their workplaces, and their sectional interests never entered
national politics. Nevertheless, because most people had been affected in sim-
ilar ways by past large-scale, state-orchestrated attempts at social engineering,
they shared common feelings of grievance and distrust towards the state and
a correspondingly high interest in national politics. Therefore, unlike in the
West, where people are sectionally and sectorially organized and public opin-
ion is conformist and highly diffused on most issues, public opinion in China
tended to be uniform and biased against the state.

I have explained why millions of Beijing residents could be mobilized by ru-
mors; but why was the public then suddenly swayed and mobilized by the
official media during the hunger strike? This had much to do with the public
image of the official media during the late 1980s. The Chinese media had acted
as the voice of the CCP since the party came to power. During the 1980s, the
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media gained more freedom. It was not yet free from government censorship,
however, especially in regard to sensitive political issues (such as freedom to re-
port a social movement). Thus by the late 1980s the public still treated major
official media coverage of sensitive political issues as the voice of the govern-
ment. Because the public did not trust the government, it refused to follow the
media when the movement was covered negatively. However, when the media
reported on the movement positively, public opinion immediately followed the
media’s construction. This was more than the media frame resonating with
public opinion. Equally importantly, since in the past the media had always
acted as the government’s voice, positive media coverage led most people to be-
lieve that the government or at least some major leaders in the government had
decided to acknowledge the movement. To most Beijing residents who were
sympathetic to the movement, this message removed all their concerns about
any negative consequences of joining the movement. The positive media cover-
age also encouraged movement mobilization in another way. In China, the daily
control of the people was exercised by leaders of work-units, such as factories,
department stores, schools and other public institutions. After the official me-
dia reported positively on the movement, leaders of such public institutions
had two choices. They could go against the tide of mobilization by exercising
control in workplaces; but by doing this they would not only be making them-
selves very unpopular but also would possibly be going against the top eche-
lons of the government. Therefore, they had every reason to choose to tolerate
and even support the mobilization in their work-units, since the latter action
won them popularity and involved no political risks. Thus, regardless of their
personal political views, most leaders in workplaces tolerated or even supported
the mass mobilizations, granted paid leave, and supplied necessary resources
to the workers who participated in demonstrations and other protest activities.
Some of them even organized demonstrations themselves. This was why many
Beijing residents were semi-officially mobilized during the hunger strike pe-
riod (chapter 6). This style of mobilization reflected a particular state-society
relationship.

This also in part explains why Beijing residents poured onto the streets by
the millions to stop soldiers under martial law, when the official media 
no longer explicitly supported the students. The people’s consciousness, once
turned on, cannot be turned off right away. Despite the facts that the state had
tightened control over the media and that lower-level government leaders no
longer openly supported the movement, the momentum that the movement
had acquired during the hunger strike carried over into the martial law period.

In this chapter, I have also indicated that most rumors circulated during the
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64. A big-character poster that appeared in Beijing University on April 22, entitled “It is Actually
a Plot,” suggested that some student activists actually thought of inciting police brutality: “I want to tell
you something to prevent other students from becoming the victim of conspirators. On April 19, when
I talked excitedly with my classmates about what we were doing at Tiananmen Square and the Xinhua
Gate, a student who was not my classmate, but a key movement activist that many of you know, jumped
in: ‘The best thing is to let the police beat us. We then can have a good excuse to mobilize students.’ I asked:
‘Are you guys going to deliberately induce policemen to beat you?’ He replied: ‘You should not put it that
way, but this is very effective to mobilize students.’” (Leng and Miao 1989, 37). During the movement, stu-

movement could have been fabricated by individual movement activists. This
certainly went against the popular notion that most rumors came from the gov-
ernment. In fact, it is easy for an organization as complex as the state to justify
its actions politically, but it is difficult to deny the existence of a large event that
occurs in a public place. When a government does not want the public to know
about a large public event, it needs the cooperation of many insiders who know
the facts. For example, if the Chinese government wanted to claim that the
martial law troops did not kill any people on the night of June 3, they would
need cooperation from police, soldiers, and journalists who all knew of the
killings firsthand. Otherwise, those who opposed the military crackdown would
be further alienated, and those who supported the repression would feel in-
sulted. That is why, despite enormous embarrassment, the Chinese government
had to report the number of people killed during the repression. Top state lead-
ers also have difficulty spreading rumors by themselves. For example, if Deng
Xiaoping were interested in spreading rumors about various power struggles
within the government, it would be unlikely that he would do so himself. He
would have to instruct his associates to instruct further lower-ranking officers
to carry out the order. This could involve many people, and his personal image
could be hurt in front of his associates. He might also invite public and colle-
gial attack should something get out of his control. Thus, when a government
spreads rumors, it is usually lower-level bureaucrats or specific government in-
stitutions that engage independently or semi-independently in the activity. This
is possible only when lower-level officers are actively cooperating with the state.
During the 1989 Movement, however, most lower-ranking government cadres
were sympathetic to the students.

On the other hand, for individuals, creating a rumor is a private choice that
is easy to carry out. Moreover, active participants in a social movement usually
believe in what they are fighting for. Therefore, the fabrication of rumors may
not be considered as immoral in itself so long as the participants believe that
this will increase the chances of obtaining the collective goods for which they
are fighting.64 Thus, rumors will be supplied during a movement as long as
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dents usually regarded this type of big-character poster as having been written by someone working for
the government.

information is controlled and the state lacks ideological legitimation among a
large section of the population. In this sense, rumor fabrication is also related
to state-society relations, particularly to the sources of state legitimation.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have presented the following relationships between the media
and public opinion during the 1989 Movement. When the movement had just
begun, the media neglected or negatively reported on the movement because of
state control. However, the public (the would-be student participants) did not
follow the media frame and instead based their interpretation of the movement
on rumors circulated via informal communication channels. Between early and
mid-May, the government’s control over the media declined, and positive ac-
counts of the movement mushroomed in the media. During the hunger strike
the government’s control over media collapsed, and the media reported on the
movement in an extremely positive manner. In this period public opinion
closely followed the media frame, and rumors played only a minor role. After
martial law, the government regained its control over the media, less positive
accounts of the movement appeared, people again decoupled their interpreta-
tion of the movement from the official media frame, and rumors reemerged to
shape public opinion. In a sense, both the official media and public opinion
during the 1989 Movement were radical institutions.

This chapter argues that the radical nature of China’s media and public
opinion during the 1989 Movement was primarily shaped by the state-society
relationship that pertained during the late 1980s. During the reform, the Chi-
nese government had to open up the media in part for the economy. However,
China’s political system, which linked legitimation to ideology and perfor-
mance, was susceptible even to friendly media criticism and tended to produce
dissidents. Moreover, during the late 1980s most Chinese were unhappy about
their situation, did not trust the government, and still believed that the Chinese
media spoke only for the state. Thus during the 1989 Movement journalists in
China tried hard to free themselves from state control and positively report on
the movement, and the public relied on rumors for news when the media re-
ported on the movement negatively. However, once the official media escaped
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from state control and positively reported on the movement, the public still
treated the media as the voice of the government. Thus, positive coverage not
only called all the people’s attention to the movement but also removed the fear
of repression and confused the work-unit-level government officials. The con-
sequence was that millions of people poured out to support the movement.
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T
his conclusion focuses on three issues. First, in sharp contrast
to its repeated political upheavals during the 1980s, China ex-
hibited a prolonged period of political stability in the 1990s.

Thus we need to know what contributed to this political stabil-
ity. Second, I also suggest that although China has experienced
many positive changes in the 1990s, the state-society relation-
ship that led to the rise and shaped the development of the 1989
Movement has not been fundamentally altered. Therefore, an-
other large-scale social movement is still possible in China in the
future, and, once it begins, it may also follow a dynamic similar
to that of the 1989 Movement. To avoid having such a move-
ment happen again, the current Chinese leaders need to place
political reform at the top of their agenda. Finally, I am going to
highlight some major theoretical goals that I have struggled to
achieve as well as the basic characteristics of state-society rela-
tions theory.

Before moving on, it might be useful to point out that most
analyses presented in this chapter are based not on formal inter-
views but on insights derived from my readings and my informal
interviews with various members of the urban population, which
I conducted during my field trips in China. To limit its length, I
also confine my analysis to a minimum.
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Political Stability in the 1990s

Except for the recent student demonstrations triggered by the NATO bomb-
ing of the Chinese embassy in Yugoslavia, there have been virtually no large-
scale protest activities in China in the 1990s. In sharp contrast to its repeated
political upheavals during the 1980s, China experienced a prolonged period of
political stability: an outcome that surprised many observers, especially dissi-
dents who fled China after the 1989 Movement. Here, I argue that the stability
was brought about by a series of changes in state-society relations in China af-
ter the 1989 Movement.

the changing nature of state leadership

After the military repression, many China experts believed that conservatives
would dominate the Chinese leadership and China’s reform would stop. In fact,
as I have analyzed in chapter 7, most top Chinese state leaders in the 1980s had
two basic convictions. Because of the disastrous Maoist past, a general sense of
the failure of the state-socialist model, and massive grievances in society, the
top state elites believed that a reform was the only way for the regime to sur-
vive. Moreover, most top leaders of that time joined the communist revolution
long before the communists took power, and they maintained a high degree of
loyalty to the CCP. These two characteristics were reflected in Deng Xiaoping’s
core political wisdom—liangshou douying—which can be translated as being firm
in sticking both to economic reform and to political stability. These basic
convictions among top state leaders were also reflected in their selection of the
next generation of state leaders after the 1989 Movement.

The three top leaders ousted in the later 1980s, Hu Yaobang, Zhao Ziyang,
and Hu Qili, had one thing in common: they tended to be idealistic about
the student movement and did not seem to know how to deal with crisis poli-
tics. When a student movement started in 1986 – 87, Hu Yaobang took almost
no action. During the 1989 Movement, when the Chinese media tried to free
itself from state control to report the movement positively, Zhao Ziyang and
Hu Qili, having the notion that media openness contributes to political stabil-
ity, ordered censorship lifted. As a result, China’s media were soon out of the
state’s control. Subsequently, the extremely positive official media reports on
the movement during the hunger strike period greatly assisted its mobilization
(chapter 10).
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1. Li Ruihuan was mayor of Tianjin. He also dealt with the local student movements very skillfully.
2. Gao Gao (1994, 318 –19); He and Gao (1993, 97).
3. Zhu Rongji (1989).

When these leaders were ousted, they were replaced by Jiang Zemin, Li 
Ruihuan, and later Zhu Rongji. These new generation leaders shared two qual-
ities: they had been major leaders of the reform in big cities during the 1980s,
and they appeared to have keener intuitions of how to deal with crisis politics.
Let us look at how the two new leaders from Shanghai had dealt with the 
student unrest during the 1980s.1 In 1986, when Jiang Zemin was informed that
students at Jiaotong University were going to stage a demonstration, he im-
mediately went to meet the students at the university’s auditorium. During the
meeting, in order to show to the students that he might actually have a better
understanding than they did of the issue of democracy, he even recited the
whole text of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address in English. Although to some his
action might have looked showy and shallow, it did make a good impression
among the students and forestalled the attempted demonstration.2 If this ex-
ample shows that Jiang had a good sense of the tactics needed in dealing with
crisis politics, his dismissal of Qin Benli (chapter 10), after Qin refused to make
a change in a provocative report that was to appear in the April 24 World Eco-
nomic Herald, certainly demonstrates that he was also able to confront a crisis
with an iron hand.

The same is true for Zhu Rongji. Zhu was in charge of Shanghai after Jiang
Zemin left for Beijing in late May 1989. During that period he showed no
romanticism about the movement, as Zhao Ziyang had, nor was he afraid of
meeting the people, as Li Peng appeared to have been. Zhu went to many places
to meet and talk with people, and he made two televised speeches on May 22
and June 8.3 To avoid antagonizing the people, he seldom used phrases such
as “antirevolutionary turmoil” to refer to the movement. He even avoided a di-
rect focus on the nature of this movement in his talks. Instead, he empha-
sized the negative consequences of the movement, such as the paralysis of the
public transportation and policing systems, the problems of food supply in the
city, and the rising crime rate—all of which were becoming increasingly pro-
nounced by late May. Zhu emphasized that political stability was in every-
body’s interest and pleaded for the cooperation of Shanghai people for the sake
of their common interest. Zhu did win some support from the people. While
hundreds and thousands of Beijing residents were fighting street battles, Shang-
hai’s workers organized by hundreds and thousands to clear roadblocks and
maintain public order.
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In comparison with the top leaders during the 1980s, the current leader-
ship has shown much more sophistication in their management of the affairs
of state. First, the current leaders have adopted different strategies for dealing
with dissidents. In the 1980s, the government often published articles and
books criticizing the ideas of dissidents and had people study these articles;
such actions publicized dissident ideas otherwise unknown to most people.
Many public heroes during that period, including Wei Jingsheng and Fang
Lizhi, were actually created by the government itself. In the 1990s, the top state
leaders seldom did that. Instead, they used professional police to control dissi-
dents and periodically sent some dissidents out of the country. By sending the
dissidents out to the Western countries, the state not only freed itself from
many “troublemakers” but also used the dissidents as bargaining chips in in-
ternational negotiations. As a result, dissident activity lost much of its public
profile in the 1990s.

Second, while there must be many power struggles among the current top
leaders, there has been no indication that any of them exploited the 1989 Move-
ment for personal political gain. Their political instincts may have told them
that the event was such a great national trauma that its emotional forces, if
again invoked, would blow them away altogether. The strategy they adopted in
dealing with the issue was called waisong neijin, that is, to treat any events related
to the 1989 Movement seriously yet quietly so that the problem might be con-
trolled without public attention. For example, they must be aware that “anti-
revolutionary turmoil” was a label for the movement that very few Chinese
would accept. Over time, they started to label the movement as a “turmoil” or
simply as an “event.” They also emphasized the illegal aspect of the movement
and possible “instabilities” that the movement could have brought about if the
students had succeeded. (Many Chinese who experienced the Cultural Revolu-
tion accept this claim to a great degree.) Each year around June 4, the day that
the military repression was carried out, the government deploys many plain-
clothes police around Tiananmen Square and other sensitive locations. Any
sign of protest activities would be immediately stopped. In 1999, partly to pre-
vent any possible protests on the movement’s tenth anniversary, the state even
blocked Tiananmen Square and started a renovation.

The most significant improvement of their statesmanship, however, was in
their handling of the economy. During the 1980s, most top leaders did not seem
to have much experience with the market economy. They also did not take very
seriously the public tolerance of uncertainties associated with the reform. They
even tried to implement price reform and other radical reform measures in the
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4. Liu and Liu (1997).
5. Gao and Wang (1997), Kuang (1998), Liu and Liu (1997), and Zhao Yining (1995).

late 1980s when people’s confidence in reform was at a very low ebb, which in
part contributed to the crisis before the 1989 Movement (chapters 2 and 3). By
contrast, the leaders in the 1990s were much more cautious about public toler-
ance of reform. The best example is the economic adjustment between 1994 and
1996. In 1992, the Chinese economy was again in a quick ascent. Associated with
this, however, was overspending, overinvestment, and high inflation. In late
1993, the state decided to adjust the economy. However, unlike the earlier eco-
nomic adjustments, this adjustment was unique in two ways. The earlier eco-
nomic adjustments usually started at a time when the economy was already in
a very bad shape, and the adjustment was drastic, like slamming on the brakes
of a speeding vehicle. Therefore, the entire society was painfully affected. This
time, the adjustment was initiated while the economy was still in a good shape.
Therefore, the state was able to carry it through more patiently and to target
only problems that contributed to the overheated economy. Also, by the early
1990s, market mechanisms had already penetrated the Chinese economy. Un-
like the earlier economic adjustments, this time the state used administrative
measures as well as market mechanisms such as adjustments in interest rates,
lending, and taxation to direct the economy.

The state brought the economic growth rate down from 14.2 percent in 1992
to 9.7 percent in 1996. Meanwhile, the inflation rate dropped from 21.7 per-
cent in 1994 to 6 percent in 1996. The adjustment was achieved by slowing
down the rate of growth by 4.5 percent in four years. This was the first time in
communist China that an overheated economy was controlled without leading
to a serious recession.4 Many Chinese economists called the whole process a
“soft landing.” 5 In the next few years, although the Chinese economy was still
full of problems, it maintained a reasonable growth rate and low inflation. By
the late 1990s, a not really very healthy but relatively well-managed Chinese
economy had become an important stabilizing factor during the East Asian
financial crisis. The success of the economic adjustment contributed to the re-
gime’s stability.

In summary, the 1989 Movement had actually functioned as a selective
mechanism that eliminated idealistic politicians and selected a leadership group
who could not be simply classified as reformers or conservatives but who had
a Machiavellian sense of politics and a better understanding of economic issues.
The behavior of this new state leadership contributed to the regime’s stability.
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changes in society

Also contributing to China’s political stability were the great changes that took
place in society during the 1990s. While most of these changes were the results
of state policy shifts and of the further development of the market economy
and civil society, others were unintended consequences of the 1989 Movement.
For example, after the 1989 repression, the government paradoxically gained
“trust” among Chinese. This is not to suggest that the people approved of the
bloody military repression. Rather, during the 1980s, a major worry among
the Chinese had been whether state policy was going to return to that current
in Mao’s era. Therefore, people habitually associated many state policy adjust-
ments with leftist revival and became panicked by them (chapters 2 and 5).
However, the reform continued in the 1990s. The fact that even after military
repression the state still maintained the reform policy brought more and more
Chinese to the realization that reform was the only way out for the state. In my
trips to China, I found that 1993 was the last year that Chinese were still very
interested in rumors related to the struggles between conservatives and reform-
ers in the government. After that, the rhetoric of factionalism was confined
to the Hong Kong media and to Western analysts. Therefore, although social
changes were no less great in the 1990s, the changes no longer exerted the kind
of psychological impact on the people as they had during the 1980s, because few
Chinese now doubted the general direction of social change. It was in this sense
that a change in public psychology contributed to the regime’s stability.

Intellectual elites, rank-and-file intellectuals and students, and urban resi-
dents were the major populations that played important roles during the 1989
Movement. In the following, I will discuss how changes in each population
contributed to political stability in the 1990s.

Intellectual Elites. I have argued earlier that because of long-time repression and
isolation, intellectual elites during the 1980s did not have much trust in the state
or good knowledge of the West. Moreover, they had been indoctrinated in
Maoist radicalism and idealism, even though they no longer believed in Marx-
ism. Consequently, China’s intellectual discourse was dominated by idealism,
opportunism, and radicalism. These all facilitated the rise of the 1989 Move-
ment (chapter 2).

The mood of intellectual elites, however, changed in the 1990s. First, after
the military repression, the most vocal and radical intellectual elites and radical
students fled to the West and the lesser ones were forced into silence. Yet, in
the 1990s, while the state still kept a lid on activities that directly challenged the
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6. In fact, as Wang Meng and Zhao (1994, 15) mention, in the 1990s the activities of intellectuals
“would no longer be so interfered with as long as they were not intended to overthrow the government.”
As a result, intellectuals of different interests and tastes started to form their own circles and spaces.

7. In 1997, I informally interviewed a young journalist. He earned between 5,000 and 7,000 yuan per
month. The main task of his job was to translate foreign movies for a TV station. During the interview,
he expressed great satisfaction with his job. He also mentioned the caution he took in the TV station to
avoid touchy topics that would challenge the regime directly. However, he told me that beyond a few po-
litical taboos that he had no interest in touching, he was basically free to choose any foreign movies to trans-
late and that one of the criteria for him to choose a particular movie was to promote pluralism and toler-
ance in society. For example, he told me how he had translated movies with homosexual themes, hoping
that the audience could gradually accept homosexuality as a way of life.

8. At its lowest point, which was in 1967, the whole of China had only 43 regular newspapers (Zhao
Yuezhi 1998, 17).

9. Zhao Yuezhi (1998, 57).

regime, it adopted a more laissez-faire attitude toward general cultural produc-
tion. Much of the focus of the Anti– Spiritual Pollution Campaign in 1983 and
the Anti–Bourgeois Liberalization Campaign in 1986 – 87 was aimed at attack-
ing the cultural products that orthodox Marxists considered as bourgeois. Such
campaigns antagonized many intellectuals and pushed them toward radicalism.
In the 1990s, however, no such campaigns were initiated.6 Equally importantly,
after 1992 China experienced another economic boom. The boom induced a
swift change of attitude and attention among Chinese intellectuals. In the
1980s, intellectual elites had generally viewed communism as a central problem
and a market economy and Western democracy as the solution. Therefore, they
frequently challenged the ideological base of the regime and created crisis dis-
courses by centering on grand and abstract issues such as “world citizenship”
and the “demise of yellow civilization” (chapter 2). By contrast, intellectual
elites in the 1990s were more commercially motivated. They were generally not
interested in directly challenging the regime and were more focused on activi-
ties that could increase pluralism in society yet meanwhile bring them immedi-
ate economic benefits.7

Second, during the 1980s “new” ideas often had an explosive effect in soci-
ety, as in successive social fevers such as Sartre fever, Nietzsche fever, River Elegy
fever, and reportage novel fever (chapter 1). Hundreds or even thousands of
students would jam into a university auditorium to listen to a talk by a mem-
ber of the intellectual elite (chapter 2). After over a decade of reform and open
door policies, the flow of information was rising rapidly in China: in the news-
paper industry, for example, even at its peak the whole of China had only a little
more than two hundred newspapers before the reform started.8 However, the
number increased to 1,534 in 1991 and to 2,200 by 1995. By the end of 1995, a 
total of 72 million copies were sold daily.9 With more and more books and
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sea, because the United States suspected that China was using the ship to secretly send chemical weapons
to Iran. Eventually, as the Chinese source claimed, United States naval officers boarded the ship to inspect
it but found nothing. The United States never apologized for the action. The news that the United States
navy could stop a Chinese cargo ship on the open sea to make a search created an outburst of public opin-
ion in China. As for the Embassy bombing, with five missiles fired at the Embassy from different direc-
tions, most Chinese believed that it was not a simple mistake.

13. Chen Jie (1999); Li and Liu (1996).

newspapers carrying different ideas floating around in society, ideas no longer
had the explosive effect that they had had during the 1980s.

Third, if a pro-Western mentality characterized the general intellectual
mood of the 1980s, the 1990s saw a surge of nationalism among Chinese intel-
lectuals.10 This trend was certainly reflected by several bestsellers in China,
including China Can Say No and Behind the Scenes of a Demonized China, and by the
student demonstrations after the NATO bombing of the Chinese Embassy
in Belgrade.11 What is striking is that many of the intellectual elites who pro-
moted nationalism were Western-trained and were promoters of Western ideas
during the 1980s. Therefore the rise of nationalism was not simply a product of
government propaganda, even though the state has so far enjoyed its stabiliz-
ing effect. At the surface level, events such as the Yinhe (Milky Way) ship inci-
dent several years ago and the recent NATO bombing have all played impor-
tant roles in the rise of nationalistic sentiment in China.12 However, at a deeper
level, at least among many intellectuals that I have talked to, their sense of na-
tionalism was triggered by two persistent facts. During the 1980s, most of them
were very excited about the former Soviet Union’s path of political develop-
ment and despised Deng Xiaoping’s “crossing the river by touching the stone”
style of reform, but now they were disappointed by Russia’s chaotic internal
politics and poor economic performance and by the fact that Western coun-
tries were actually less interested in assisting Russia in its painful democratic
transition than in weakening its international positions. Moreover, although
the intellectuals that I talked to were aware of many problems in China, they
were also pleased by many positive changes since 1992. Therefore, they were
very disappointed by the U.S. media’s generally negative coverage of China.
Many fighters for press freedom in China during the 1980s now found that the
bias in the U.S. media was probably more persistent because of the existence of
stronger cultural hegemony.13 In other words, the cold war mentality that per-
sisted among some U.S. politicians and international news reporters may iron-
ically have stabilized the Chinese regime.
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14. For example, in 1993 alone, over 300,000 intellectuals quit state-sector jobs and started their own
businesses (Li Qiang 1996).

15. Xie (1993).

Rank-and-File Intellectuals and Students. There was a huge improvement in the
economic well-being of intellectuals and intellectuals-in-making (students) dur-
ing the 1990s. Both a change in mentality and a further transformation of so-
cial structures contributed to this economic improvement. During the 1980s
most intellectuals and students did not have much understanding of the mar-
ket economy and despised commercial activities. They also believed that the re-
form would bring them more political and economic benefits. Therefore when
they saw that the emerging market economy actually degraded some of their
prestige and economic benefits, their grievances became pronounced (chapter 3).

However, as reform continued, the intellectuals and students, especially af-
ter jealously observing other people become rich day by day, gained an under-
standing of the market economy. In the 1990s, especially during the second
commercial wave of 1992–93, more and more intellectuals and students de-
tached themselves from traditional intellectual mentalities and became involved
in commercial activities or found much better paying jobs in the private or for-
eign sectors.14 In universities, during the first commercial wave around 1988,
only a few students ventured to do some business on campus. Moreover, their
activities were censured by teachers and generally despised by fellow students.
By 1992, doing business or working for others to get some extra money had be-
come very common among students.15 In fact, when I interviewed Beijing stu-
dents in 1993, I saw that several of my student informants carried pagers. At that
time, this was pretty much an indication that these students were involved in
quite serious moneymaking activities. Such commercialism had transformed
many people who had formerly considered themselves as intellectuals into a
professional class.

Changes in mentality were not the only factor. Other structural changes in
society also contributed to the transformation. During the 1980s, China’s mar-
ket economy was still at a very early stage of development. Collective industries
employed only petty technologies, private businesses were run by people with
little or no education, and very few large-scale, high-tech joint ventures and for-
eign firms existed. The society simply could not provide enough opportunities
for the educated class (chapter 3). In the 1990s, by contrast, many medium- and
large-scale collective and private businesses emerged. Large-scale foreign firms
were also mushrooming. High-income white-collar jobs became common in
major cities. The economic boom after 1992 also brought enormous wealth. As
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a higher educational background, which meant they were regarded as intellectuals in China. In my conver-
sations with several of them, I was surprised to find that they frequently referred to the workers who dem-
onstrated on the streets after being laid off as diaomin, which can be literally translated as cunning and
wicked rascals.

the whole society became richer, the Chinese were willing to pay more money
to receive an education and to consume various cultural products. Moreover,
with more big private businesses emerging and more and more private compa-
nies now controlled by educated people,16 a huge amount of money flowed into
the hands of intellectuals and students through donations, sponsorships, and
foundations.17 In sum, while most intellectuals and students considered them-
selves economic losers during the 1980s, they were unquestionably winners in
the 1990s. Therefore, they became more interested in making money than in
directly challenging the state.

The Urban Residents. On an absolute scale, the living standards of this popula-
tion also improved in the 1990s. However, in comparison with the educated
population, this population benefited significantly less from the economic boom
of the 1990s.18 Moreover, China started to reform the large state-owned com-
panies. For several reasons, more and more state-owned businesses started to
lose money and had to lay off workers or even to file for bankruptcy. The un-
certainties associated with bankruptcy, layoffs, forced early retirement, and un-
deremployment were enormous. If one were to make a prediction concerning
the possible rebellious forces in urban China in the 1990s, urban workers would
certainly be the candidates. However, for several reasons, although small-scale
strikes and riots broke out very frequently in many cities,19 no large-scale move-
ments occurred.

What is immediately noticeable is the fact that Chinese workers were orga-
nizationally and especially ideologically impoverished. After intellectuals be-
came a rich class, few of them were interested in organizing workers or pro-
viding them with movement ideologies. Without grand reasons to rebel, the
dislocated population could only discharge its grievances by small-scale riots
and strikes focusing on immediate economic problems.20

Beyond this, several structural changes also undermined the potential of
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21. Seniors and women were highly over-represented in this population.
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riot, which resulted in one death and over one hundred injuries. Local people became outraged. In response,
the state immediately criticized the repression and dismissed the city’s CCP general secretary (World Journal
1999a). This kind of state action generally discharged people’s grievances.

large-scale working-class movements. The first is that even though serious
problems existed in the state-owned enterprises, the whole economy was de-
veloping. Therefore, except in a few rust-belt industrial cities such as Anshan
and Datong, in most places the younger and more able workers in the state sec-
tor could, if laid off, find new jobs in the private sector. The layoffs hit really
hard only those workers who were already at the margins of society and there-
fore had the least capacity to rebel.21 Moreover, even for this population, the
situation was not as bad as their monthly income figures suggested. This was be-
cause in China to financially support one’s parents and to find jobs for imme-
diate family members is a norm rather than an exception. As long as someone
in a family was doing well, other family members would benefit. Therefore,
many social problems were resolved at the family level.

The increasing domination of social life by market mechanisms also con-
tributed to the absence of working-class movements. In the 1980s, Chinese so-
ciety was relatively uniform and the state still mainly relied on administrative
measures for policy implementation. Therefore a change of state policy often
hit a large population, and when things went wrong, millions of people were
affected.22 In the 1990s, as society became more complicated and market mech-
anisms came to dominate social life, most people’s economic well-being was de-
termined less by the state than by the economic performance of specific com-
panies. Consequently, many grievances of the Chinese urban population were
now aimed at leaders of a particular factory or firm. This marks a sharp con-
trast to the situation during the 1980s, when most economic grievances were
state-centered. In the 1990s, in many local economic conflicts, the state could
actually act as a mediator rather than be a target of the aggrieved population.
When the state dealt with the issues carefully, local strikes sometimes even
increased the legitimacy of the regime.23

China’s Political Future in the Early Twenty-first Century

A discussion of how the changes of state-society relations contributed to
China’s political stability in the 1990s raises the question of whether these
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Goldstone, pers. comm.).

developments will lead to long-term political stability. My answer to this ques-
tion is not so positive. Although the Chinese economy has performed reason-
ably well, serious socioeconomic problems still exist and will perhaps worsen
in the near future. China’s state industry is continuously losing money, and
China’s banking system is in great disarray. These have become the two biggest
hurdles for China’s further reform. Because of the vast scale of these enterprises
and the significance of the vested interests involved, the challenges of reform-
ing the state sector and the banking system are tremendous. Should things go
wrong, the released tensions could easily shake the regime. Urban China may
also face an even bigger labor surplus in the near future, as farmers migrate to
the cities looking for opportunities, as unemployment resulting from layoffs in
unprofitable state industries mounts, and as renewed population growth sends
more and more youth into the job market.24 Since most of these new laborers
will be employed in the burgeoning private, joint venture, and foreign sectors,
government control over urban residents will further decline. Without a good
social security system, managing this population could also pose a profound
challenge to the regime in an economic downturn. In addition, in the past few
years the Chinese government has greatly expanded university enrollments. If
this expansion leads to large numbers of students facing the prospect of unem-
ployment upon graduation, the situation would be similar to that of the 1980s
(chapter 4), and the stage could again be set for another student movement.

Listing the problems faced by a changing society with a population as large
as China’s is not a difficult task. What I want to stress here is that although
China’s state-society relations have greatly improved over the past ten years, the
political conditions that underwrote the rise and shaped the development of
the 1989 Movement have not been fundamentally eliminated. Without politi-
cal reform, not only is another large-scale social movement or other political
disturbance possible, but should such a movement start, it could well follow a
trajectory similar to that of the 1989 Movement.

Many reasons for this could be given. I will restrict the discussion here to is-
sues concerning the basis of the regime’s legitimation. In the last section, I ar-
gued that after the 1989 Movement state-society relations in China had devel-
oped in such a way as to minimize the problems that prevailed during the early
Chinese reform and to contribute instead to the regime’s political stability.
However, the problem is that many of these changes were brought about by
improvements in “ruling methods” rather than by fundamental changes in the
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25. Here, I assume that all the political forces accept the same rules of the game and compete only for
the office and not on the basis of ideology.

nature of the regime. Until now, the state has been dominated by a party that
clenches onto a communist ideology that fewer and fewer Chinese take seri-
ously, while the top government leaders, all belonging to that party, are still not
freely elected through a commonly accepted procedure. Since very few Chinese
really believe in communism, the state in reality has to base its legitimacy on
moral and economic performance (and occasionally on nationalism). A regime
basing its legitimacy only on performance, however, is intrinsically unstable.
No economy can always be maintained at a high rate of development. Even if
China’s current economic growth rate could be maintained for several decades,
the regime’s political stability would still not be secured. Currently, the regime
enjoys a high level of performance legitimation in part because most Chinese
still have a vivid memory of the chaotic politics and miserable life they experi-
enced during Mao’s era, and they thus greatly treasure the more regulated pol-
itics and much better life they have now. Therefore, the regime’s call for polit-
ical stability in the name of economic development has resonated with many
Chinese. What will happen after another twenty years or so, when the people
who have firsthand experience of the Cultural Revolution have grown old? The
Chinese by then may take affluence and stability for granted, and the state will
no longer be able to use stability and development to justify its rule. In any
event, when a state bases its legitimacy on performance, it will be held respon-
sible for it. This will be a great burden for any performance-based regime.

It could be argued that people will blame the government anyway when
social problems become very serious. Nevertheless, for a political system that
contains multiple political forces (such as a multiparty democracy),25 such griev-
ances can be to a great extent discharged by a change of government through
elections or other routine procedures. Since the system contains an alternative,
it is very difficult for the people to unite and fight the system itself. However,
the Chinese state, at least in its current form, contains no such alternatives.
Moreover, because of the state’s performance-based nature, any challenge to the
performance of some top state leaders or specific state policies also implies a
head-on challenge to the regime’s legitimacy. As my discussion of the interac-
tions between the state and people during the 1989 Movement has shown
(chapter 7), the nature of such opposition offers extremely limited opportuni-
ties for compromise between the people and the government.

Regardless of its political nature, a state can always deal with social move-
ments through repression. When a state is based on legal-electoral legitimation,
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is backed by a respect for the law itself, independent of the government.
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repression— or even a threat of repression—usually carries a very clear mes-
sage that movement participants can scarcely ignore. Moreover, as long as acts
of repression are based on law, even if they are very brutal, the acts can be per-
ceived as legitimate by the governing elites and by the members of the public
who watch the movement from the sidelines.26 However, in a country where
the state is based on moral legitimation, people base their judgments of politi-
cal issues on morality (chapters 7, 9). As the development of the 1989 Move-
ment shows, legal codes convey little meaning in a morally based political sys-
tem.27 The situation will be even worse when a social movement challenges a
morally based regime on moral terms. In such a situation, any state control
measures will be seen as immoral and will automatically undermine the regime’s
basis of legitimation.

During the 1990s, we saw the emergence of nationalism in urban China. The
Chinese government also initiated several patriotic campaigns to boost its legit-
imacy.28 But although, as I have argued earlier, the Chinese government has so
far enjoyed the stabilizing effect of this emergence of nationalism, nationalism
cannot be a stable base for the regime’s long-term stability. Excessive national-
ism will destabilize the peaceful international environment vital for China’s
current economic development. Nationalistic aims once expressed need to be
reached. The agitated nationalistic sentiment will put great pressure on the gov-
ernment. Most crucially, nationalism emerges with the rise of nation-states.
One of the political bases of nation-states is citizenship, which requires civil
rights, political rights, and social rights 29— rights that the current Chinese
government is unable to fully grant to its people. The authoritarian nature of
the regime was not a problem during Mao’s era, when the state enjoyed a high
level of ideological legitimation and people saw the CCP as the vanguard of
the nation. Beginning in the 1980s, however, fewer and fewer Chinese viewed
the CCP and the government as the only representative of national interests.
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The meaning of nationalism became contested.30 Thus, the Chinese govern-
ment during the 1990s frequently restricted spontaneous nationalistic collective
actions by the masses. One example is the government’s rejection of students’
application to stage a demonstration in 1998 after the news that many ethnic
Chinese women had been raped during the riots in Indonesia reached Beijing.
The restriction not only led to conflicts between students and the government
but also changed some students’ views of the government. I argue that the con-
tradiction between mass-based nationalism (which requires full citizenship)
and authoritarianism (which denies citizenship) will pose a great challenge to
the Chinese regime if nationalism comes to dominate China’s political life.

In the above analysis, I have only used the idea of state legitimation. How-
ever, as I have shown in this book, when a large-scale social movement emerges
in the context of the type of state-society relationship that is current in China,
the movement will be likely to be structured on an ecological basis (chapter 8),
be dominated by emotions, traditions, and rumors (chapters 7, 9, and 10), and
be encouraged by a rebellious media and by sympathetic expressions of public
opinion (chapter 10). Therefore, once such a large-scale social movement gains
momentum, a state such as the current China actually has few means of conflict
resolution. Often, the state is left with only two choices: surrender or repres-
sion. As events in the former Soviet Union and other Eastern European coun-
tries have clearly shown, when confronted with this alternative, a generation
with no revolutionary experience may not defend a regime by way of bloody
military repression. Even if some leaders were to decide on repression, the
more professionally trained soldiers may no longer follow their orders. A sud-
den surrender, instead of gradual change, made the transition to democracy in
the former Soviet Union very painful.

That a performance-based regime is intrinsically unstable, and that such a
regime, once it faces political challenges, has great difficulty containing them,
is indeed bad news for the current Chinese leaders. Therefore, the current Chi-
nese leaders should place political reform at the top of their agenda. This is not
to suggest that China should copy any particular Western political system.
However, such a political reform has to aim at changing the foundation of state
power from ideology and performance legitimation to legal-electoral legiti-
mation. It should minimally include formally abandoning Marxism as a state
ideology, renaming the Communist Party as a socialist party, establishing an
independent legal system, and gradually instituting competitive elections with
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candidates competing only for the office rather than for mutually incompatible
ideologies.

In the report by Jiang Zemin to the Fifteenth Congress of the CCP Cen-
tral Committee delivered in September 1997, there is a section on political
reform. Although much of the section is limited to legal and administrative
reform (that is, reform of the organizations and functions of government and
public institutions), the report triggered a surge of democratic discourse in
China.31 In recent publications, Chinese scholars have examined such problems
in China as bad credit, overinvestment in the housing market, capital outflows,
increasing income disparities, abuse of law, and the violation of basic human
rights. They believe that most of these problems are related to official corrup-
tion and to the lack of checks and balances of government power through le-
gal, public opinion, and electoral channels. They argue that China’s economic
reform has developed to a stage where democratization has become an absolute
necessity. Right now, most of these books are written as friendly recommen-
dations to the state. However, as has been repeatedly demonstrated in the his-
tory of China in the twentieth century, such a loyal opposition can easily be
radicalized when these intellectual elites are frustrated either by a hardline state
reaction or by emerging social problems.

Fortunately, these publications are still openly circulated in China, indicat-
ing that the government has at least been tolerating such discussion. In fact, the
top state leaders themselves may be well aware of the problems confronting
Chinese society. However, because of their experience of the 1989 Movement,
they may perceive great danger in political reform—the danger of a sudden
and total collapse of the government in the face of a rising disloyal opposition.
Therefore, the government has so far relied mainly on legal and administrative
reforms as a solution to the existing problems. Legal and administrative re-
forms certainly combat some social problems. The reforms will also prepare
modern institutions—such as a more robust legal system, a professional bu-
reaucracy, and interest-based civil associations—crucial to a successful demo-
cratic transition.32 Nevertheless, I cannot foresee how legal and administrative
reforms could lead to independent courts and elected legislatures becoming
the foundation of state legitimation, in place of ideology and performance. I
suspect that the success of legal and administrative reforms will actually make
communist ideology and authoritarianism even more irrelevant to Chinese
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society, which may further undermine the regime’s legitimacy in the long run.
Therefore, while legal and administrative reforms are absolutely necessary, they
are not substitutes for more fundamental political reforms.

No top state leaders are willing to instigate a political reform of which they
themselves would be among the first victims. Therefore, timing is extremely
important. The democratic transition in both South Korea and Taiwan started
in the late 1980s.33 The democratic transition in South Korea was initiated
by large-scale student demonstrations that toppled the regime, while Taiwan’s
transition started when the economy was in a good shape and dissident forces
were still well contained. Consequently, the Guomindang in Taiwan was able
to control and benefit from the initial democratization process. For a country
with China’s size, regional diversities, and scale of problems, if a political re-
form starts in the middle of an economic crisis and social upheaval, oppositions
may not only blow away the existing political forces but also unleash separative
nationalisms and other traditional forces which would bring disaster not only
to China but also possibly to the whole world. A successful political reform has
to be timed so that, when it comes, it is not “too little, too late.”

Theoretical Remarks

As sociologists, we need to have a sense of what history is. To put it into one
sentence, I would argue that while history is a longitudinally patterned mess,34

it can be seen cross-sectionally as a highly complex jigsaw puzzle made up of
poorly interlocked pieces. The latter idea came to me when I bought my then
three-year-old daughter a two-hundred-piece puzzle with pieces that were not
fully interlocked. Jigsaw puzzles with fully interlocked pieces can be assembled
in only one way. Lower-quality puzzles that are not fully interlocked have been
cut into pieces that can be physically assembled in more than one way, although
only one such assembly will result in the picture on the box. I was surprised to
find that my daughter succeeded in fitting the pieces together—and in pro-
ducing a new picture that was quite different from the one printed on the cover.
This analogy is valid when we consider that historians do not have the puzzle
box at hand and thus do not have an exact picture of the completed puzzle. It
is worth noting in this regard that my daughter seldom looked at the pictures
on jigsaw puzzle boxes before turning four. Apparently, the cognitive processes
of three-year-olds are in this respect different from older children and adults—
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and in a way similar to those of people who strive to fit together the poorly in-
terlocked pieces of the puzzles of history.

This incident illustrated for me why so many descriptions and analyses, some
of which are far removed from the actual event, can be constructed for a com-
plex historical process. Nevertheless, we should not be defeated by the fact and
retreat into a totally subjective understanding of history. Although complete
reconstruction of a complex historical process is neither possible nor necessary,
some constructions do capture historical logic better than others. In this book,
in presenting the historical factors to be explained, I have acted as a serious
historian in constructing micro-level facts and have struggled to achieve con-
textually rich descriptions that also celebrate the complexity of human actions
and experiences, as humanists do. At the same time, when it comes to provid-
ing explanations, I have striven for analytical depth and rigor.

Since my intention has been to explain the origins and patterns of the 1989
Beijing Student Movement, my task has been to find a model (with a set of ex-
planatory factors and related mechanisms) that can account for the important
variations associated with the movement’s origin and dynamics. I believe that
such a model should contain three qualities of scientific explanation.

First, it should be parsimonious. The model contains only the minimum
number of explanatory factors, and yet it explains all the important variations
in the rise and development of the 1989 Movement. On the patterns of devel-
opment of the movement, for instance, I intended to achieve a simultaneous
understanding of several important aspects, including the role of the state in the
movement, the movement’s mobilization structure, the linguistic dimension of
the movement, and the impact of media and public opinion. Yet this is hardly
an ambitious undertaking within the heavily theorized field of the study of so-
cial movements and revolutions. For example, political process models and
state-centered theories focus on the impact of state structures and behaviors on
the rise and development of social movements and revolutions. The resource
mobilization model explains the dynamics of a social movement in terms of the
resources available to social movement entrepreneurs. In cultural explanations,
a social movement is driven by the internal logic of a cultural text. None of the
theories explains all the important characteristics of the rise and development
of the 1989 Movement.

In this book, each empirical chapter analyzes an important feature associated
with the rise and development of the 1989 Movement. Although most theories
of social movements and revolutions are not made to explain the whole range
of topics that this book covers, some of them do offer competing explanations
of some of the topics covered in the empirical chapters. When that is the case,
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stable-versus-volatile and cultural-versus-institutional axes. However, attempts of this sort only cut the big
conceptual sponge into small pieces without changing the theory’s all-inclusive nature.

I have provided a short review of the competing theories in that empirical chap-
ter. Thus, unlike a typical case study, which only has a theoretical discussion in
the introduction, this book introduces new literatures in many empirical chap-
ters. Those theories are not the focus of the introduction because they do not
compete with the theories that inform the entire book, and to include them
would be a distraction to the theme of the introduction.

Second, the model must to be falsifiable; others should be able to propose
alternative models to explain the same phenomena. Unfalsifiable models are
very popular in sociology. The political opportunity structure model in social
movement research is an example.35 This is not to deny the importance of op-
portunity for social movements. The problem is that one cannot form alterna-
tive hypotheses to test the theory’s validity. Structural concepts such as ideol-
ogy, state, caste, class, demography, community, family, gender, and ethnicity
not only carry specific mechanisms but can also be so defined that they exclude
other such structural concepts as factors. Therefore, theories employing such
concepts are falsifiable. However, phrases like “political opportunity” refer not
to any particular macro-structural mechanism but to rational choice assump-
tions. The subjective nature of the concept allows all movement-inducing fac-
tors to be labeled as one or another kind of structured opportunity. Since any
facilitating factor can be labeled as an opportunity, what can be disputed is only
the relative importance of specific dimensions of political opportunities, not
the theory itself.36 Therefore, I did not follow this theoretical approach.37

Third, the model must be based on high-quality empirical evidence. A com-
plex historical event can be presented in so many ways and at so many differ-
ent levels of detail that scholars often have different criteria for the validity of
qualitative analyses. Nevertheless, one can certainly hope to increase the valid-
ity of qualitative analyses and thus the theoretical understanding by truthfully
reconstructing micro-level facts and their contexts. To this end, I have adopted
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a “detective” style of research in reconstructing crucial events in the rise and de-
velopment of the 1989 Movement. (I omit a more detailed description of the
research since the introduction has given an example on how a crucial event in
this book is typically reconstructed.)

The state-society relations model was constructed after a back-and-forth
dialogue between the empirical findings and the criteria discussed above. Al-
though “state-society relations” has been a frequently used concept in political
science and sociology, this book attempts to turn this interpretative concept
into an analytic tool with measurable dimensions and mechanisms. In addition,
very few case studies have tried to explain the characteristics of a social move-
ment as large as the one covered in this book.

Early efforts at structural analysis tended to predict the rise and outcome
of social movements or revolutions from categorical differences in structural
factors.38 However, structures manifest themselves in continuous interactions
among social actors.39 Complex social processes are usually path dependent;
earlier events, even if they are accidents, qualify the temporal and causal con-
struction of the later events.40 Few outcomes of social movements or revolu-
tions are predetermined by categorical social structures or individual inten-
tions. This book follows a relational analysis. I model the development of the
1989 Movement as a “structured contingency.” 41 I emphasize how social struc-
tures patterned people’s activities and how their activities pushed the move-
ment in a way that gradually shut the doors to other possible outcomes and that
made the final head-on conflict between the people and the state increasingly
inevitable. Therefore, when the 1989 Movement began, even its initiators were
not clear about the goals that they intended to accomplish. In other types of
state-society relations, similar protest activities are more likely to turn into re-
formist drives than into a bloody revolution-like confrontation. I also analyzed,
on the one hand, how the activities of some students such as Chai Ling, Li Lu,
and Zhang Boli shaped the dynamics of the movement (chapter 6), and, on the
other hand, how structural forces allowed some students and movement activ-
ities to dominate and shape the development of the movement, eventually turn-
ing every other possibility into an “inaccessible alternative.” 42
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In short, my research shows that the dynamic of contentious collective
actions, while it is shaped by the structure of state-society relations, develops
through the continuous interactions of agents, with outcomes that become cer-
tain only very late. While I also see social movements as political processes,
what distinguishes the state-society relations theory from some other political
process models is that it traces the origins and outcomes of a social movement
at the intersections in the continuous meso- and micro-level interactions among
different social actors including the state. The state-society relations model is
also an intersection model.

Contained in the intersection model is also the idea that social orders and
social outcomes are results of the aggregation of the actions and interactions of
individuals.43 Yet, once we decide to “bring men back in” to a structural analy-
sis,44 we immediately face ontological questions concerning what is human and
what constitutes human agency. For example, different assumptions regarding
human nature lead to different versions of what people need to accomplish, in
order to form a just and peaceful society. Scholars whose intellectual lineage de-
scends from Hobbes or Rousseau, Locke or Marx, advocate an elitist or mass
politics, procedural or popular democracy.

In sociology, there are three schools of thought with distinctive approaches
to the question of how to relate the actions of human individuals to macro
structures.45 According to the first, social structures and culture mainly func-
tion to provide the criteria by which people make rational choices. This notion
of context-bound rationality is currently very popular in sociology thanks to
the rise of new institutionalism in organizational studies and of political op-
portunity models in social movement research.46 The second school considers
human activities as meaning-driven discursive processes. According to this ap-
proach, social structures mainly function as meaning systems and people’s ac-
tions are “text-driven.” 47 Much research, including some works on the French
Revolution and on the 1989 Movement, has followed this tradition.48 Related
to the discourse analysis approach is another line of research that views social
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interactions as norm-driven, emotion-ridden processes. With this tradition, the
impact of structures on human behavior can operate at a subconscious level,
and structures regulate feelings rather than rational minds. Recently, a new
wave of emotion studies of social movements and revolutions attest to the po-
tency of this century-old tradition.49

In this book, I have freely borrowed from all three approaches. Although
history is not just a text, people are often moved by cultural symbols and ideas,
and social processes usually have an important linguistic dimension. I have
treated the ideational and discursive dimensions of the struggle between the
state and people as an interactive process. What I am interested in are the im-
pact of social structures on the experiences of the people, and consequently on
the patterns of their meaning-creation and production, rather than on the ex-
act mental processes of the actors. My analysis of the ideologies of intellectual
elites (chapter 2), of the sources of state legitimation and the patterns of move-
ment-state interactions (chapter 7), of movement rhetoric (chapter 8), and of
media discourse and public opinion (chapter 10) are clearly influenced by this
tradition.

I also assume that many activities before and during the movement were
strategic or at least partially so. My analysis throughout the book benefits
from game theory approaches, especially works by scholars including Mancur
Olson, Robert Axelrod, and Thomas Schelling.50 However, in an epistemo-
logical sense I do not argue that all of a movement’s activities result from strate-
gic calculations. I am hesitant about the more ambitious version of rational
choice theory that tries to incorporate structures and culture as “selective incen-
tives,” 51 “tool kits,” 52 or “opportunity structures” that assist people in selec-
tion of the best strategies. The rational choice model has been criticized in
so many ways that I see no need to repeat the criticisms here.53 Rather, I want
to add two related comments. First, for scholars who study culture, it is an
indisputable fact that cultural forces also operate at a subconscious level as
habits and instincts. Second, social structures are not opportunities that be-
come meaningful only when actors have a clear understanding of them. Social
structures exercise influences on actors whether the actors are aware of their ex-
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istence or not. In the book, social structures have both an objective and a sub-
jective quality.

Although I do not regard social movements as purely emotional activities,
the strongest micro-level influence on the book’s narrative style is from the
broad microsociological tradition that views social processes as norm- or value-
driven interactions. Most chapters of this book follow a time order, and the
events are contextualized as interactive processes between the state and people
or among the people themselves. Readers may find, for example, that my analy-
sis of why the confrontations between the students and the state continuously
escalated (chapter 7), of why students tended to be moved by languages and
activities more in keeping with traditional Chinese culture (chapter 8), and of
why Chinese media coverage and public opinion toward the movement exhib-
ited a particular pattern of interactions (chapter 10) bears the strong imprint of
Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology, Collins’s concept of “interaction ritual chains,”
and some of Turner’s studies.54 For example, in chapter 7 I argue that people’s
micro-level actions and perceptions largely followed their respective notions of
state legitimacy. Because China’s top state elites and the people had different
understandings of state legitimation, their behaviors and perceptions during
the 1989 Movement were governed by different cognitive models. Thus, each
side continuously made moves that violated the other player’s understanding of
the nature of the “game” and irritated the other player.

Few works on social movements and revolutions have relied on the con-
cept of legitimation as much as this book. The book defines three dimensions
of state legitimation and measures different social groups’ understanding of
legitimation along these dimensions. Then, it shows how this macrostructure
of state legitimation provided basic norms that patterned the longitudinal
meso- and mirco-level interactions between the government and the people and
among the people themselves, which contributed to the tragic ending of the
movement.

In this book, I have tried to be as truthful as possible in identifying struc-
tural forces and patterns of interaction between the state and the people and
among the people during the movement. To make human agents real, I have been
deliberately vague about models of human action and have borrowed freely
from all three above-mentioned approaches. In other words, I have adopted so-
ciological approaches that others may view as contradictory. Is it possible and
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beneficial to incorporate several contradictory sociological theories in a single
paradigm? A short answer is that it is possible because the state-society rela-
tions model developed in this book is an empirical rather than a formal model.
Since some readers may not be familiar with the concepts, I shall elaborate on
them a little more here.

In general, I see formal and empirical modeling as two basic scientific ap-
proaches, each having its own values. In sociology, for example, if we closely
follow mode-of-production Marxism in an analysis, we are interested in a for-
mal question concerning the amount of variation that we can explain if the
mode of production is assumed to be the structural basis of social actions. If
we follow the new institutionalism, we link macro structures with a model of
rational humans, and we are interested in the amount of variation that the the-
ory can explain when we assume that “bounded rationality” is the basis of so-
cial actions. However, the purpose of this study is not to develop sociology as
a formal science but to explain the rise and development of the 1989 Movement
in a way that is as close to reality as possible. This is what I call an empirical
approach. To incorporate contradictory theories in an empirical approach is
not only possible but also beneficial. This is because most contradictory soci-
ological theories actually capture different facets of a complex social reality that
is itself contradictory. They are contradictory only in a formal sense, not in an
empirical sense.

Let me provide some examples from other disciplines to further illustrate the
point. Physics is almost completely dominated by formal approaches because
in physics models such as Newton’s laws of motion and Maxwell’s equations
can describe reality so well that no other approaches are necessary. In popula-
tion biology, however, the situation becomes more complicated. For example,
Malthus’s equation captures the exponential nature of population growth. Yet
few populations grow exponentially, given population-specific constraints such
as food, density-dependent diseases, inter- and intra-population competition,
predators, and climate. Therefore, population biologists have developed two
modeling strategies. While formal models (most start with Malthus) aim to
capture essences of population dynamics, empirical models (usually the exten-
sion of life table methods) incorporate as many empirical complexities as pos-
sible to describe population dynamics in the closest possible manner. Again,
since my purpose is not to develop a formal theory but to gain an empirical un-
derstanding of the causes and development of the 1989 Movement, I link em-
pirically determined social structures with real humans who are both strategic
and emotional. Although sociologists have a tendency to misunderstand the na-
ture of the two methods, empirical modeling has existed in sociology for a long

11-C1513-CNC  1/17/01  3:24 PM  Page 354



c o n c l u s i o n  355

55. Stinchcombe (1975, 27).

time. Indeed, as Stinchcombe has commented, the secret to the success of
George Herbert Mead and Max Weber lies in “the fact that they make both
people and structures real.” 55

I ague that an empirically motivated structural analysis of social movements
should not be linked to a specific model of human activity, but to real humans.
This does not mean that structural analyses are not able to deal with the issue
of rationality and emotions in social movements. Rational strategies and emo-
tions are inseparable constituents of most of human behaviors. Since it is very
hard to determine whether a specific activity is a purely emotional display or a
strategic choice, micro-level debates of their relative importance will not bring
us very far. Therefore, instead of treating rational strategies, culture, or emo-
tions as some sort of “exogenous variables” to social movements, I have tried
to understand the structural conditions that regulated their respective degrees
of dominance in a particular movement. The 1989 Movement tended to be
driven by emotions, rumors, and traditional cultural elements exactly because
it developed under an authoritarian state with higher state unity and the ca-
pacity to penetrate society, a society with very weak development of inter-
mediate organizations, and a state legitimation based on moral and economic
performance. Seen in this light, even the fact that many scholars opt for socio-
logical theories that stress rational choices may itself reflect a set of structural
transformations in the West. That is, when the market dominates the economy,
national politics centers on regular elections, and well-defined legal codes pen-
etrate almost every sphere of human life, the most important dimensions of hu-
man activity fit into accounting books. Consequently, rationality dominates
social life, and Western sociological theories also increasingly rely on rational-
istic assumptions about humans. Yet, what the resurgence of traditionalism
during the 1989 Movement teaches us is that cultural and emotional claims
might gain new purchase, at least in the political sphere, under certain other
structural transformations.
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1. Here I describe only the major methodologies of this book. In some chapters I also used other meth-
ods, such as small-scale samples (chapters 3 and 5) and content analyses of newspapers (chapter 10). I ex-
plained these methods in the relevant chapters.

appendix 1 A Methodological Note

This study relies on information obtained through interviews with informants
who participated in or witnessed the 1989 Beijing Student Movement,1 as well
as on secondary sources, including news reports, witness accounts, archives, fac-
tual and statistical data from both Chinese and English sources, and many
memoirs published by student activists exiled to Western countries. Most sec-
ondary data was obtained from the McGill, Harvard, Princeton, University of
Chicago, and Chinese University of Hong Kong libraries. I have also done
research in the Shanghai Library, the Beijing Library, the Library of the Shang-
hai Academy of Social Sciences, the Fudan University Library, the Beijing Ar-
chives, and the Shanghai Archives to collect data not available outside of China.
In the introduction, I gave an example of how I have typically integrated these
various sources of data in writing this book. Here I will discuss a few other is-
sues related to the data collection.

Based on my knowledge of the uneven quality of Chinese surveys, research,
and publications, I established four guidelines for collection of the secondary
data: (1) I sought to use raw data or simple descriptive statistics rather than data
already subjected to more sophisticated statistical procedures. (2) I relied more
on data appearing in scientific journals and internal government documents
meant for limited domestic audiences, since data from such sources are less
likely to be tailored for propaganda purposes than those published in official
newspapers or for larger audiences. (3) When possible, I used the results from
straightforward, value-free survey questions. For example, I would prefer the
results from the second of the following two questions: “Do you still support
the reform, even if your living standard may be temporarily affected?” and
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2. The first question has at least three problems. The concept of reform is abstract, and very positively
valued in the media; Chinese culture strongly favors individual sacrifice for the public good; and finally,
“living standard may be temporarily affected” is put too hypothetically. Therefore, the result constructed
from this question is not very meaningful.

“Has your living standard declined in recent years?” 2 (4) I used data published
for general purposes, especially those that are not directly linked to any research
questions of this study, since they are less likely to be systematically biased. For
example, there is little reason to suspect such data as the percentage of social
science students enrolled in Chinese universities or the increase in TOEFL test-
ing centers in Beijing, but they may have great sociological significance for this
analysis.

My interviews were of two kinds: formal and informal. By formal interviews,
I mean interviews that were guided by a set of prepared questions (see the ap-
pended interview questions) and almost always taped. By informal interviews,
I refer to interviews that did not follow a specific list of questions and that most
of the time were not taped. The informal interviews have been conducted ever
since I started my research, but most intensively in 1993 and 1997 during my two
research trips to China. They were conducted for several purposes, at different
times. At the outset of my research, informal interviews helped me make sense
of the movement so as to construct questions for formal interviews. During the
research, I came across some people who were not in the population category
that I had decided to interview formally but who nevertheless were important
for my understanding of the movement, and I interviewed them informally.
For example, in 1993 I interviewed Ding Zilin and her husband Jiang Peikun,
both former professors of the People’s University. Their experiences of the
1989 Movement and their insights into it constituted a valuable source because
they have been China’s most devoted human rights activists since their son’s
tragic death on the night of June 3. Finally, I also use informal interviews to
clear up some specific questions concerning the dynamics of the movement. For
example, to understand the role of Beijing workers during the 1989 Movement,
I supplemented the other data that I had collected by interviewing nine work-
ers from various Beijing factories in 1997.

Although I have conducted extensive informal interviews with people of var-
ious occupations, most interview material that appears in this book comes from
formal interviews. Seventy people were formally interviewed: thirty in Mon-
treal and forty in Beijing. The Canadian interviews were carried out between
December 1992 and March 1993. The Beijing interviews were conducted in
April and May 1993. The study’s main focus was the 1989 Movement in Beijing;
hence most informants were students or teachers in Beijing at that time. How-
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ever, there were six informants from outside the capital—two from Guang-
zhou, two from Tianjin, one from Sichuan, and one from Jilin. These six in-
formants were interviewed in order to obtain some sense of local diversities and
of the relationship between local student movements and those in Beijing.

Before an interview started, I always chatted with an informant until the con-
versation became natural. I explained the purpose of the study, specified the
time period that I wanted them to talk about, and assured them of the anonymity
of the interview material. I also told them that they could refuse to answer a
question if it made them uncomfortable for whatever reason. In fact, very few
informants refused to answer any question, and the Beijing informants showed
no more restraint than the Montreal informants did. The interviews were semi-
structured. Two sets of questions were prepared, one for students and another
for political workers (mainly political instructors and class directors). Over the
course of the first several interviews a few questions were added or dropped.
The two sets of questions in Appendix 2 were the final versions stabilized af-
ter the sixteenth informant. The questions were used only as a base from which
to probe further. Thus they only served as a guideline, with some questions
added and some left out during each interview. They were strictly followed
only if an informant was very passive. Most informants would elaborate with-
out prompting after a few minutes of conversation. In a few cases, especially in
interviews with activists of the movement, the prepared questions were not fol-
lowed in order to give the respondents the maximum freedom to describe their
experiences and activities. Nevertheless, their narratives still addressed most of
the basic interview questions. Most interviews lasted between thirty and ninety
minutes, with the longest lasting about five hours. Since different types of in-
formants were asked different sets of questions, and otherwise similar infor-
mants may have been probed differently, the sample size for the statistics ex-
tracted from the interviews is normally smaller than the number of informants
being interviewed.

The refusal rate for interviews in Canada was 33 percent; that is, of the forty-
five people asked, fifteen refused to be interviewed. The most common rea-
son for a refusal was that the potential informants were afraid of the possible
consequences to them or their relatives in China, even though the purpose of
the study and the anonymity of the interviews was clearly explained. Most of
those who refused to be interviewed were not active participants in the 1989
Movement. This reaction was discouraging, since I planned to interview in Bei-
jing, where the danger for interviewees could be real and where I had only
several friends of friends with whom to start. To my surprise, among the forty-
two people that I contacted in Beijing, only two refused to be interviewed—a
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refusal rate of 5 percent. At first, the declared purpose of the study for the Bei-
jing interviews was not “to study the 1989 Movement” but “to study youth cul-
ture in the late 1980s,” even though I was asking the same questions. After sev-
eral interviews, when I sensed that the Beijing informants were actually more
open than those in Canada were, I began to declare the real purpose in my con-
tact with informants.

A tape recorder was always available for the interviews, although each time
I specifically asked for permission to use it. There were four informants who
refused to be recorded, two in Canada and another two in Beijing.

The interviews were conducted in late 1992 and early 1993, while the move-
ment took place in 1989. So there is the possibility of distortion and forgetting
on the part of informants. To avoid just obtaining superficial historical mem-
ories, I encouraged the informants to talk about their personal experiences and
activities rather than to make general comments on events of which they did
not have direct experience. To avoid memory bias, I also did not probe into im-
pressions or experiences of a short-term nature. After the interview, I cross-
checked the precision of an informant’s narrative by the other informants’ de-
scriptions of the same event. Sometimes, when an informant’s description was
part of a major event, the published accounts were also used to check reliabil-
ity. Possibly because the period before and during the 1989 Movement was such
a dramatic one, the narratives of my informants showed a strong consistency.

Informants were recruited through a snowball method: after each interview,
an informant was asked to suggest friends who might be willing to participate.
The 1989 Movement has been a politically sensitive topic to most Chinese.
This method was thus appropriate because Chinese tend to put a lot of trust in
friends. However, to ensure the representativeness of informants and to main-
tain efficiency in data collection, I made some decisions as to whether or not a
suggested candidate should be interviewed. For example, to minimize redun-
dant information, I tried not to recruit two informants who were roommates
at the time of the 1989 Movement. Prior to the interview, I was also aware that
undergraduates, students in key universities, and students of the social sciences
and humanities were more active in the movement. I decided that my infor-
mants should reflect this fact. As the following profiles show, the sample turned
out to be reasonably representative.

Of the seventy informants, social science and humanity majors made up 
44 percent (n � 31), compared to an 18.5 percent national average. In 1989,
thirty-seven of the informants were undergraduate students, eleven were grad-
uate students, sixteen were political control cadres and teachers, and six worked
in various cultural and academic institutions. The informants were from eigh-
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table a1.1 Years in Which Undergraduate and Graduate Informants Entered University

Year 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989

No. of informants 2 10 9 19 6 2

table a1.2 Level of Activism among Informants in the Canadian and Beijing Samples

Level of Activism

0 1 2 3 4

Canadian sample 1 10 11 8 0

Beijing sample 5 10 6 13 6

Total 6 20 17 21 6

teen universities and four cultural and academic institutions. Most of them
were from Beijing University (n � 12), People’s University (n � 12), Qinghua
University (n � 10), Beijing Normal University (n � 8), the University of
Political Sciences and Law (n � 4), and Beijing Chemical University (n � 4).
Except for Beijing Chemical, these were the most active universities during the
1989 Movement. No attempt was made to control the gender of informants, of
whom fifty-three were males and seventeen females. This ratio should be rea-
sonably representative since female students were less active in the movement
than their male counterparts.

Most informants entered university between 1985 and 1988 (table A1.1). This
was ideal because students enrolled in 1984 and 1985 were preparing to graduate,
while students beginning their studies in early 1989 were still orienting them-
selves. In my research, I found that the most active students were those who en-
tered the universities between 1986 and 1987.

In terms of their level of movement participation, my seventy informants
ranged from movement leaders to those who barely participated in any move-
ment activities (table A1.2). Table A1.2 also indicates that the Canadian and
Beijing informants were not that different with respect to their levels of par-
ticipation in the 1989 Movement, except that all the student leaders were from
the Beijing interviews. Here, the level of movement participation is defined as
follows: nonparticipants (0) were those who, at most, only observed marches
and other activities from the outside. Low-level participants (1) were those
who participated in only a few demonstrations, but no other activities. Median-
level participants (2) were those who participated in the major demonstrations

12-C1513-AP1  1/17/01  3:24 PM  Page 361



362 a p p e n d i x  o n e

during the 1989 Movement, such as the April 27 demonstration. However, their
level of participation could change over time, with some withdrawing totally
after a certain period. The activists (3) were those who participated in almost
all the major demonstrations and were active throughout the 1989 Movement.
Some might have even initiated other activities such as making speeches, writ-
ing big-character posters, and joining in hunger strikes. The organizers (4) were
those students who had held leadership positions in one or more of the fol-
lowing organizations: The Students’ Autonomous Union at either city or uni-
versity level, the Beijing University Students’ Dialogue Delegation, and the
Hunger Strike Headquarters.

In the book, I have occasionally used statistics to test whether relationships
existed between the factors under consideration. Almost all the statistical meth-
ods require a probability sample, a condition that is not met by a typical snow-
ball sample. What I want to point out is that the interviews were conducted
about three years after the 1989 Movement. During that period, as I found in
the interviews, many informants’ circles of friends had changed. The changes
in these circles, in addition to uncertainties involved in a snowball sample, may
have, to a certain extent, remedied the problems of a nonrandom sample.

The interviews were carried out in Chinese. All the quotations in this book
are my translations. The quotations were labeled by numbers to mark the
source of information while maintaining anonymity.

12-C1513-AP1  1/17/01  3:24 PM  Page 362



appendix 2 Interview Questions

Translation of the Interview Guide for Student Informants

background information: age _____; university studied _______;
from (year) ______ to (year) ______; major _________; academic
level in 1989 _______________.

1. Could you briefly describe your activities on a typical school day when you
were at the university? (Questions 2 through 18 may not be followed if the
response to question 1 opened interesting themes for further probing, or if
some of the following questions were spontaneously answered.)

2. On average, how many hours a day did you spend on course-related
activities?

3. How would you describe your level of diligence compared with that of
your classmates? (above average, average, or below average)

4. What were your major after-class activities?

5. Did you often read novels and reportage novels? (if yes:)
5a. Had you read reportage novels written by authors such as Liu Binyan,
Su Xiaokang, and Jia Lusheng before 1989?

6. At that time, did you have some particular impressions of these reportage
novels?

7. Did you watch the TV series River Elegy at the time when it was broadcast?
(What did you think of the series when you watched it?)
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8. In 1988 and 1989, a popular saying was that university students constituted
four factions—the mah-jongg faction, the TOEFL faction, the xuan fac-
tion, and the yuanyang faction. Does this well describe student life at your
university?

9. How many students were there in your class? Among them, how many had
taken the TOEFL examination and how many have gone abroad? ( If re-
spondents had already gone abroad, or had taken or were preparing for the
TOEFL test before 1990:)
9a. What were your main purposes in going abroad back then?
9b. When did you learn that one could go abroad by taking the TOEFL
examination and applying to foreign universities, language schools, etc.?

10. I have seen many reports on the “commercial fever” among university stu-
dents during 1988 and 1989. Were commercial activities common among
your classmates during this period?

11. Did you try to make some money during your university life?

12. Were some students (including yourself ) very successful at making money?

13. How did your classmates, teachers, and the university authorities feel
about those students who were involved in commercial activities?

14. Did you often chat with your classmates during your time in university?

15. What were the major topics?

16. When your conversation touched upon politically sensitive issues, did you
and your classmates feel a kind of hesitation? In other words, were you
afraid that other students might report the contents of the conversation to
the authorities?

17. In 1988, the Chinese state implemented the economic adjustment policy.
Did you and your classmates have some particular comments on the new
policy at the time?

18. In private conversations among your classmates, did you have some shared
grievances about society and the university? (Did you talk about them
frequently?)
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19. Could you describe your personal experiences and activities during the
1989 Movement? (Here again, questions 20 through 29 may not be fol-
lowed if informants had opened interesting themes for further probing or
if they had already answered some of the questions.)

20. When was the first time that you joined a movement activity—for ex-
ample, a march?
20a. To your knowledge, how were marches and other movement activi-
ties organized? (For example, how did you know that there would be a
march on a particular day?)

21. Did you join demonstrations frequently? ( Do you remember how often
you joined marches?)
21a. Besides marches, did you participate in other movement activities?

22. Were there some students in your class who did not participate in any move-
ment activities and/or who showed little concern about the movement?
22a. What did you think of those students who did not participate in the
movement at all? (If respondent did not participate in any movement ac-
tivities: Did you feel any pressure because you did not take part in the
movement?)

23. Before the movement began, there were some voluntary student organiza-
tions such as the Democratic Salon and the Olympic Institute in Beijing
University. Were these kinds of organizations common in your university?

24. Did you ever join one of those organizations?

25. In 1988 and 1989, a “conference fever” emerged at Beijing universities. Were
these political conferences really very popular in your university?

26. How often did you go to these conferences?

27. During the movement, how did students communicate with each other?

28. What were the means by which you and your classmates got to know about
the movement (probe: Western media, domestic media, direct observation,
informal communication [big-character posters, speeches, handbills, stu-
dent broadcasts, word of mouth])?
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29. In your view, who constituted the main population at Tiananmen Square
after May 20? The Beijing students or students from other cities? (What
led you to this conclusion?)

30. What did you think about the Four Cardinal Principles before the 1989
Movement?

31. Do you have any comments on the current situation in the former Soviet
Union?

32. If another large-scale movement broke out tomorrow, would you join a
movement again? (Could you elaborate?)

33. What do you think about the movement now?

34. Were your parents worried about you when you participated in the
movement?

35. Do you know of chuanlian that occurred during the Cultural Revolution?
(How did you know that?)

Translation of the Interview Guide for Political Workers

background information: age _____; university studied _______;
from (year) ______ to (year) ______; major _________; highest
degree held _______________.

1. Could you briefly describe your daily activities on a typical school day
when you were a student. (Questions 2 to 6 may not be followed if an in-
formant covered these questions or opened interesting themes for further
probing.)

2. When you were a student, how many hours did you spend on class-related
activities on an average day?

3. How did you consider your level of diligence compared with your class-
mates? (above average, average, or below average)

4. What were your major after-class activities?
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5. Did you often read novels and reportage novels? (if yes:)
5a. Had you read reportage novels written by authors such as Liu Binyan,
Su Xiaokang, and Jia Lusheng before 1989?

6. At that time, did you have some particular impressions of these reportage
novels?

7. Did you watch the TV series River Elegy when it was broadcast? (What did
you think of the series when you watched it?)

8. Could you describe your job as a class director (or a political instructor)?
(Questions 9 to 25 may not be followed if responses to question 8 opened
interesting themes for further probing or if some of these questions had
been already answered.)

9. Could you describe the structure and function of the ideological-political
control system in your university?

10. What were/are the major responsibilities of a class director (or political
instructor)?

11. What did/do you think about these tasks?

12. Was/Is your attitude common among class directors and political
instructors?

13. When you were assigned the job as a class director (or a political instruc-
tor), did you plan to work in this position for long?

14. (If yes, but the respondent has changed jobs:) What made you change
your job?

15. (If no:) What made you treat the job as a temporary one?

16. What about other class directors (or political instructors) whom you
know? Did they feel the same as you did?

17. In your class, how many students were assigned jobs as class directors or
political instructors after graduation? How many are still in your university?
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18. In 1988 and 1989, a popular saying was that university students constituted
four factions, that is, the mah-jongg faction, the TOEFL faction, the xuan
faction, and the yuanyang faction. Did this well describe student life in
your university?

19. Did the students in your class feel free to discuss political and other issues
with you?

20. Were there any students who ever tried to report the improper behavior of
other students to you?

21. ( If yes:) What were the major subjects of those reports?

22. If the secret report was about political matters, how did you deal with the
informer as well as the reported students?

23. Would students who frequently reported others to you get good jobs after
graduation?

24. I have seen many reports on the “commercial fever” among university stu-
dents during 1988 and 1989. Was this common in your university?

25. What did you and your colleagues think about students who were involved
in moneymaking activities?

26. Could you describe your personal experiences and activities during the
1989 Movement? (Again, questions 27 through 32 may not be followed if
an informant opened interesting themes for further probing or already an-
swered some of the questions.)

27. When was the first time that you joined a movement activity—for ex-
ample, a march?

28. How would you know there would be a march?

29. Did you join demonstrations frequently? Do you remember how many
times you joined demonstrations?

30. Besides marches, did you participate in other movement activities?

368 a p p e n d i x  t w o

13-C1513-AP2  1/17/01  3:24 PM  Page 368



31. Are there any class directors (or political instructors) that you know of
who did not participate in any movement activities and showed little con-
cern about the movement?

32. Before the movement began, there were some voluntary student organiza-
tions such as the Democratic Salon and the Olympic Institute in Beijing
University. Were those organizations common in your university?

33. In 1988 and 1989, a “conference fever” emerged in many universities. Were
those political conferences popular at your university?

34. What did you think of the Four Cardinal Principles before the 1989
Movement?

35. Do you have any comments on the current situation in the former Soviet
Union?

36. If another large-scale movement broke out tomorrow, would you partici-
pate in a movement again? (Could you elaborate?)

37. What do you think about the movement now?

38. Do you know of chuanlian that occurred during the Cultural Revolution?
(How did you know that?)

39. How many students were in your undergraduate class? How many of them
have been abroad?
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vellian sense of politics, 335; two basic
convictions of, 332; two qualities of, in 
the 1990s, 333

elitist sentiment, 276
embedded autonomy, 16
Emergency Announcement, 205
emergency money, 188
emotions, 163, 256, 345, 352, 355; display of,

during Hu Yaobang’s state funeral, 153–
54; emotional process, 15, 30 – 31, 296; 
during May 14 dialogue with government,
168; during military repression, 201–7, 
318; mobilization of, 2, 275 –76; and social
structure, 269–96; and state-society rela-
tions, 269–96, 325 –26; and twelve schol-
ars’ mediation in Tiananmen Square, 
170

emperor: of China, 40 – 41; as Son of
Heaven, 40

empirical versus formal model, 354 –55
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English banners, 273
enrollment expansion: and decline in the

quality of higher education, 86 – 87; in 
the 1990s, 342; in the social sciences and
humanities, 82; and student activism, 82–
84, 94

entrance examination system: competition in,
90; reinstatement of, 81

environmental psychology, 263
ethnomethodology, 353
Europe. See Eastern European communist

countries; Western Europe
evolution, biological, as an analogy for

commercial competition, 72
Evolution and Ethics, 56
exogenous variables, 355
explosive effect of new ideas, 337
extended family relations, 276
extra-institutional pressure, 211

factionalism, 3– 4, 229, 238, 336; in Chinese
politics, 209–12

factions (To, Ma, Xuan, and Yuanyang), 
92–93

family registration (hukou), 111
Farmer’s Daily, 309, 312
Federation of Students from Outside Beijing,

190, 195
Fengtai area, 185, 204
feuding, 51
Fifteenth Congress of the CCP Central

Committee, 346
filial piety, 276
financial crisis, East Asian, 335
financial sources of Tiananmen Square

occupation, 176 –79, 195 –98
five-year working prerequisites, 130
Flying Tigers, 186
foreign aggression, 281, 289
foreign concessions, 273, 278, 291
foreign firms, 339
foreign media, 302–5, 321n. 51
foreign media-oriented strategies, 305
foreign sector, 339
formal organizations, 239, 241– 43

Four Cardinal Principles, 23, 108, 140,
216n. 15, 226n. 38, 281

four great freedoms, 61
four intellectuals’ hunger strike, 198, 199–200
four modernizations, 80, 84
frame: experiential commensurability,

270n. 12; frame alignment, 269; frame
analysis, 269; injustice frame, 269n. 6;
master frame, 303; media frame, 329; narra-
tive fidelity, 270n. 12; schemata of inter-
pretation, 269, 296; strategy framing, 15,
270

free association, 148
free press, 148, 299, 310 –13, 314, 338
free riders, 249–51
French Revolution, 17, 96n. 61, 351; as a polit-

ical symbol of the Movement, 136 – 38
Friendship Hotel intersection, 258 –59
Fudan University, 86, 131– 32
fundraising activities, 196 –97
funeral protests, 275
Fuxing Road, 204

game theory, 352
gay and lesbian movements, 12n. 24
gentry, 40 – 41
geopolitical interests, 273
German student movements, in 1848,

29n. 93, 32
Gettysburg Address, 333
Glasnost, 273
great democracy, 61
Great Depression, 17
Great Hall of the People, 170, 267; Hu

Yaobang’s state funeral in, 1–2, 150 –
54; students kneeling in front of, 1–2,
286 – 87

GRE test, 92, 111, 131– 32
grievances, 2– 3, 12, 147, 156, 231, 248, 254 –55,

261, 293, 322; after the death of Mao, 42;
against foreigners, 273; against inflation,
218; of intellectual elites and radical stu-
dents, 63; localization of, 341; during the
1980s, 49, 51; against price reform, 66 – 68;
as the result of intellectual opportunism,
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65; before rise of the Movement, 113, 128 –
35; spread of, in student dormitories, 113,
121; of students, 85 – 86, 87, 90, 94, 97; of
workers in the 1990s, 340

group consumption, 126
Guangdong province, 124
Guangming Daily, 83n. 13, 117n. 34, 167; behav-

ior of, during the Movement, 306 –9, 312–
15; report on mass support of hunger
strike, 176 –77

Guangzhou, 124, 131
Guomindang (the Nationalist Party), xvi,

272–73, 278 – 80, 290 –95

Haidian District, 6, 105, 244, 248, 252, 262,
265

handbills, 186, 302
hardliners, 226 –28, 234, 236
Haussmann’s projects, 264n. 45
Hebei province, 272
Hefei, 139
hegemony, cultural, 15, 22n. 69, 338
Her Majesty’s opposition, 234n. 60
Higher Education Commission, 136
high-risk activity, 123, 240n. 2
historical memory, 34, 146
history: as a highly complex and poorly in-

terlocked puzzle, 347– 48; as a patterned
mess, 347; subjective understanding of, 348

“hitting line balls,” as metaphor for journal-
istic daring, 302n. 16

Hong Kong, 191, 215
Hong Kong Material Supply Center, 198
Hong Kong money, 195 –98, 200
Hong Kong University Student Association,

197
household responsibility system, 46, 84n. 15
Huangzhuang intersection, 258
human geography, 263
human interaction: as meaning-driven discur-

sive processes, 351; as norm-driven, emo-
tional processes, 352

human rights, 61, 140, 216, 346
Hundred Day Reform, 56, 180n. 94
Hungary, 232n. 56, 243

hunger strike, 116, 159, 184, 217, 227, 229, 233,
238, 250, 274, 286, 308; China’s official
news report on, 313–16; end of, 181– 84; of
four intellectuals, 198, 199–200; and gov-
ernment concession, 229–32; life-lines
during, 171, 177; mass support during,
170 –73; mobilization for, 288 – 89; rise of,
160 – 63; semi-official mobilization during,
172–73, 327

Hunger Strike Declaration, 169, 276
Hunger Strike Headquarters (Headquarters),

170, 174, 176, 179– 81, 182– 83, 190, 314

I-Ching fever, 44, 50
identities, 181, 214 –15; crosscutting, 18; of

students, 5
ideology, 45, 47, 51–52, 218, 325, 329, 343, 

345 – 46, 349; defined, 19; and state legiti-
macy, 20

imagined community, 23–24
imperialism, Japanese, 57
imperialism, saving China from, 56 –57, 78
imperialism, Western, 41
income disparities, 124
Indian universities, 97
individual laborers, 48n. 20
Indonesian riot, 345
Industrial Revolution, 95n. 57
industry, rural, 124
industry and banking system, state-owned,

problems of, 342
inflation, 48, 87, 123, 126 –28, 215, 217, 221,

284, 287, 302
information gap, 237
infrastructural hardware, 18
infrastructural power, 18
infrastructural software, 18
injustice, sense of, 126
innuendo and allegorical style of writing,

308, 317–18
Institute of Marxism–Leninism–Mao Ze-

dong Thought, 191
intellectual elites (and radical students), 299,

303; in consulting institutions, 66; and cri-
sis discourse, 9, 69–78; diagnoses of 
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intellectual elites (continued )
China’s problems, 136; formation of, 55 –
57; as a frightened group, 58 –59; impact
of communism on, 57– 68; increasing in-
volvement in the Movement, 190 –93; as
an information-deficient group, 62– 64; as
a Marxism indoctrinated group, 59– 61;
mediation between students and govern-
ment, 164 –70; and 1989 Movement, 53–
78; in the 1990s, 336 – 38 as an opportunis-
tic group, 64 – 66; and patterns of the
Movement, 290 –95; perception of state
legitimacy, 216 –17, 219; persuading stu-
dents to leave Tiananmen Square, 193–
95; as a populist group, 61– 62; role in ini-
tiating the Movement, 137– 41; and state
reform policies, 66 – 68

intellectuals, relations of, with state, 55, 68,
77, 216, 336 – 40

intellectuals and students, declining status of,
84 –94, 217

interaction ritual chains, 15, 353
international environment, 274, 295
“L’Internationale” 170n. 58, 205, 207, 274
intersection model, 13–14, 351
IQ, 71–72
Iranian Revolution, 27
iron bowl and iron wage metaphors, 48
irrigation despotism, 73

Japanese Consulate in Shanghai, students
protest in front of, 135

Japanese invasion, 272, 280
Jiaotong University, 131, 149n. 9, 333
Jimen Bridge, 260
Jinbudang (the Progressive Party), 278
Jinshi, 54n. 1
Joint Federation of All Circles in the Capital

( Joint Federation), 190 –95, 197, 294 –95,
320

journalistic principles, Western, 299
journalists, Chinese, 159, 167– 68, 177, 183,

201, 298, 299, 309–19, 321–25, 323, 324,
337n. 7

journalists, foreign, 138, 167, 180, 305. See also
media and journalists of Hong Kong

journalists, Western, 273, 302, 305, 323–24
June 4 Death List, 203– 4
Juren, 54n. 1

labor surplus, in the twenty-first century, 
342

legal system, independent, 216
legitimacy, 19–23, 353; crisis of, 20, 22n. 69,

282; typology of, 21. See also state
legitimacy

Leninist party, 41, 292
liaison men, 258 – 61
liberalism, American, 291
Liberation Army Daily, 318
life table methods, 354
“linking-up” (chuanlian), 275
Liubukou intersection, 186, 201– 3, 206n. 177,

261
Liuliqiao, 186
Long March, 213, 235
low-risk environment, 240
loyal opposition, 68, 231n. 54, 298n. 5, 324,

346
Lushan Meeting, 220n. 25

mah-jongg, 50, 91–93, 128, 159, 247, 250
maintenance-oriented government, 41
Malthus’s equation, 354
Mandate of Heaven, 218
manufacturing consent, 323, 324n. 61
martial law, 163, 212, 233, 240, 274, 289, 308;

declaration of, 181– 84, 316; emotions of
soldiers, 204 –5; and military repression,
235 – 37; popular resistance during, 184 –
87

Martial Law Headquarters, 202– 6, 236
martial law troops: infiltration of, 200 –201;

occupation of media outlets, 316; use of
live ammunition, 202– 3

Marxism, 59, 62, 103, 216, 345
mass society theory, credit of, 25 –26
mass university education, rise of, 95
Maxwell’s equations, 354
May 4th Movement, 7, 310; as a comparison

case to the Movement, 268 –96; and the
formation of modern Chinese intellectu-
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als, 56 –57; as a symbol of the Movement,
136 – 38; organizations during, 277–79,
290 –95

May 4th speech of Zhao Ziyang, 226; and
conflict of Central and Beijing govern-
ments, 226 –29; and hunger strike, 
229–32

May 4th Stadium, 154
McCarthyism, 57
mechanisms, 348 – 49
media, official Chinese, 159, 269, 297–330;

account of Xinhua Gate Incident in, 34,
150; and crisis of ideological legitimation,
324 –25; five-period pattern during the
Movement, 306 –9; mobilizational effect
of, 313–16; opening up of, 158; patterns of
interactions with public opinion, 306 –21;
praise of Hu Yaobang in, 221; preview sys-
tem of, 310; public image of, 326 –27; rela-
tionship with public opinion, 298; report
on hunger strike, 171, 176 –77, 313–16;
radical nature of, 28 –29

media, international, 196, 299, 303–5
media, market control over, 322–23
media, state’s relations with, problems of, in

China, 325
media, Western, 175; British media history,

321; conformist nature of, 28 –29, 297–98,
321–22; objective style of report, 315; rela-
tionship with public opinion, 297–98

media and journalists of Hong Kong, 75, 141,
174, 193–95, 209n. 1, 273, 321n. 51

memorial halls, 221
micro-macro linkages, 351–55
micro-mobilization, 26
migrant laborers, 124
migration, 124
military repression (or crackdown), 200 –

207, 226 –27, 235 – 37, 238, 274, 304, 328
milling, 154, 253
Mingguangcun intersection, 260
Ministry of Culture, 177
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 319–20
Ministry of Light Industry, 177
mobilization, 221, 239– 40, 252–54, 264, 265,

269

mobilization, large-scale, 237
mobilization, rumor-driven, 311, 319–21
mobilization methods, Maoist, 62
mobilization structure, 9, 15; and state-

society relations, 241– 43
modernization, 217n. 16, 271
Monument to the People’s Heroes, 148, 151–

52, 177, 197, 199, 205 – 6
moral crusade, 232
moral performance, 23, 211, 219, 231, 238,

268 – 69, 282, 283, 286 – 89, 343
Moscow, 242
most wanted list, of twenty-one movement

leaders, 117
movement consequences, unintended, 180,

291, 336
movement ideologies, 340
movement languages and activities, 15, 268 –

71, 277, 283, 286, 289
movement-media interactions, 15, 297–330
movement organizations (and leaderships),

154 –55, 221, 290 –95; during early period
of martial law, 188 –90, 190 –93; during
hunger strike, 179– 81; increasing fragmen-
tation and marginalization of, 293–95;
problems of, 159– 61; unidirectional
effectiveness of, 147

movements, large-scale social, 5, 10, 14 –
16, 19, 25 –27, 29, 31, 345, 347; defined,
10n. 18

Mr. Democracy and Mr. Science, 57
Mukden Incident, 138
multi-organizational fields, 241, 296
Muxidi intersection, 201– 4

Nanjing government, 293
Nankai University, 172n. 62
nation-states, 344
National People’s Congress, 59, 80n. 2, 138,

312n. 35; petition letters to, 137– 38
nationalism, 271–73, 281, 289, 292; mass-

based, 345; surge of, in the 1990s, 338, 344
nationalistic movement, 277
NATO bombing of the Chinese Embassy,

332, 338
neighborhood, 186, 240, 264n. 45
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neo-Confucianism, 50
networks, 253–55, 262– 65; activist-based

movement networks, 253; defined, 254;
dormitory-based student networks, 248,
249, 252–53; ecology-based networks, 242,
264n. 45; interpersonal networks, 210, 241;
movement networks, 239; network-based
communication, 264; network-based 
mobilization, 255; preexisting movement
networks, 29, 239; prior existing ties, 252;
social movement networks, 253; structural
equivalence, 254; structural holes of, 253;
weak ties, 253

new authoritarianism, 217n. 16
new institutionalism, 136, 354
new intellectuals, 279
new leap forward, 80
New Left Movement, 32, 96, 230
newly industrializing countries. See East

Asian NICs
New Observer, 310
new social movement, 241
Newton’s law of motion, 354
“no democracy, no economic development,”

as liberal slogan, 217n. 16
nonconformist ideas, 303
noncontractual elements of contract, 

23n. 72
nonprocedural democracy, 61
Northern Communication University, 256,

258, 259

Office of News and Publication, 172–73
official Student Union, 103n. 5
Old Regime, 11n. 23, 17
“one hundred flowers” policy, 61
ontological questions, 351
open-door policy, 42, 107, 325; criticism of,

138
opportunistic environment, 65
opportunity-framing approach, 270
organizations, intermediate, 7– 8, 296, 323,

326 –27, 355; in May 4th Movement, 278 –
79, 290 –91; role of, in social movements,
24 –31; strength of, and mobilization

structure, 241– 43; weakness of, in the
Movement, 154 –55, 159– 61, 173–76, 
190 –93, 194 –95, 283, 293–95

Ottawa, protest in front of Chinese Embassy
in, 344n. 27

Oxford University, 95

Paris Commune, 242, 252, 264n. 45
path-dependent interactive processes, 14, 16,

350
patriotic campaigns, 344
peasants, French, 263
People’s Daily, 75; behavior of, during the

Movement, 306 –21; during military
repression, 316 –19; range of news cover-
age in, 300 – 302; report of the April 27
demonstration in, 156, 225

People’s Liberation Army. See PLA
People’s Republic of China, 136 – 38, 215
People’s Square (Shanghai), 149n. 9
People’s University, 131– 33, 149, 173–74n. 68,

244, 247, 251, 252, 256 – 61, 286
petition movement, 137– 38
picket lines, 181, 259n. 33, 267– 68, 283– 84
picketers, 171, 175, 177, 314
PLA (People’s Liberation Army), 171, 177;

27th and 28th Armies, 319. See also 38th
Army

planned economy, 216, 244
Poland, 232n. 56, 243
police, professional, 334
police lines, 257– 61
political control system, 102, 120, 248. See also

student control systems
political control system, internal, 102; decline

of, as a result of the reform, 106; and ideo-
logical legitimation, 106 –10, 116 –21; two
properties of, 106 –7

political culture, defined, 19. See also culture
political instructors (fudaoyuan), 103
political opportunities, 180
political opportunity structures, 15, 270, 349,

351
political process models, 13–14, 296, 348
political work cadres, 117–20

428 s u b j e c t  i n d e x  

15-C1513-IX  1/17/01  3:25 PM  Page 428



political workers, 102–20
popular interpretation template, 269
population biology, 354
posters. See big-character posters
post-totalitarian regime, 17, 281n. 41
press conferences, 180n. 93, 273, 305
price reform, 66
primary theoretical disciplines, 88n. 31
principal responsibility system, 102
private sector, 339
procedural democracy, 61
professional class, rise of, 339
Provisional Action Committee of Beijing

Universities, 150, 154
Provisional Articles Regulating Public

Marches and Demonstrations, 148, 229
Provisional Headquarters, 190
public opinion, 297–330, 306, 329, 345; as a

conformist institution in the West, 28 –
29, 297–98, 322–23; quick change of,
during hunger strike period, 171, 316; as 
a radical institution in China, 28 –29, 
298, 325 –27. See also media

Public Safety Ministry, 83

Qianmen, 34, 207
Qing dynasty, 56, 78, 180n. 94
Qinghua University, 2, 86, 116 –19, 173n. 68,

177, 179, 201, 244, 252, 256 –58, 279– 80,
291, 314, 320n. 49

quantitative analogies, 271

radicalism, in the social sciences and humani-
ties, 82– 84

radio broadcast stations, student, 116, 168,
179, 182n. 101, 190, 302–5, 311, 320

Radio Beijing, 319n. 47
rational choice, 15, 19, 270, 349
Red Army, 215n. 14, 280
Red Cross, 177, 196n. 145
Red Guards, 91, 262n. 35, 275
reform, legal and administrative, 346
reform, of China, 1970s–1980s, 42–52, 

216, 235; students’ reaction to, 70 –94, 
98 –99

reform, political, 46, 331, 342; lack of, 136;
slow pace of, 216

reform, rural, 124
reformers, 211, 212, 222, 224, 234, 236 – 37, 238
reincarnation, 276n. 30
reliability and validity of the data, 33
religion, 43, 50
rents, 125
reportage novels, 69–72
Republican Revolution, 56, 277–78
resource mobilization, 13–14, 25 –26, 252,

262– 65, 296, 348
responsibility systems, 46
retribution, 276
rhetoric and activities of a movement, 269,

272, 275 –77, 283, 286, 289, 295
ritual, 219, 282, 287, 293
River Elegy (Heshang), 49–50, 60, 72–74,

218n. 22
r-strategy, 64n. 43
rubber bullets, 236
rumors, 186, 188, 202, 223–24, 303n. 18, 305,

345; about the change of foreign study
policy, 133; fabrication of, 327–29; about
Hu Yaobang’s sudden death, 141, 221;
about Li Peng’s failed promise to meet
students, 149, 153–54; about Xinhua Gate
Incident, 34 – 35, 149–50

rust-belt cities, 341

safe space, 283
safety valve, 128n. 20, 129– 33
scholarship system, 87
science and democracy, 57, 271
Science and Technology Daily, 309
scientific explanation, three qualities of, 

348 –50
scripts, 267n. 1, 285 – 86
second channel (Di’er Qudao), 71
secret police system, 102, 120
secret society, in traditional China, 41– 42
selective incentives, 352
semi-official mobilization, 172–73, 327
semi-official newspaper, 310
sent-down youths, 91
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seven demands by students, 148 – 49, 221
Shah’s modernization, 27
Shanbei, 279– 81
Shandong resolution, of the Versailles Peace

Conference, 271
Shanghai, 131– 32, 139, 218n. 22, 273, 275, 278,

290 –91; workers during the Movement,
333

Shanghai Academy of Social Science, 310
Shanghai Municipal Party, 309–12
shifan (lose one’s moorings), 47n. 18
shiheng (lose psychological balance), 47
shock therapy, 66n. 48
Sino-Japanese War, 56, 281
Sino-Soviet summit, 169–70, 232
small democracy, 61
small group ecology, 263
social contract, 237
social crises, in the late 1980s, 124 –28
social Darwinism, 56
social engineering, 41, 60
social fevers: business fever, 43– 45; confer-

ence fever, 75 –77, 113, 137; culture fever,
43– 45, 113; diploma fever, 43– 45, 92;
Freud fever, 113; going abroad fever, 43–
45, 129– 33; I-Ching fever, 43– 45; Nietz-
sche fever, 113; political reform fever, 113;
Qi-Gong fever, 44, 50; Sartre fever, 113;
special economic zone fever, 43– 45; study
fever, 81, 91; Western culture fever, 43– 45;
wounded literature fever, 59

socialist alienation, 59
socialist humanitarianism, 59
social sciences, 62, 82– 84, 87, 88n. 29, 89, 

93
social structure, 269–70, 352; defined, 24; 

objective and subjective quality of, 
352–53

soft landing, 335
solidarity, 249, 253, 254, 263– 64
South Korea, 17, 107, 215, 347
Soviet Union, 273, 338, 345
spatial position, 264
spatial routine, 242n. 9, 252, 265
spontaneity, 224, 249, 289, 292, 295 –96; dur-

ing early mass resistance to martial law
troops, 186 – 87; and emotions, 30 – 31; as a
prime nature of the Movement, 146 – 47;
and regime, 30

springtime of the sciences, 81
stability, political, 226; long-term, 342; in the

1990s, 331
Standing Committee of the Beijing Munici-

pal Party, 221
Standing Committee of the Politburo, 222
state: bounded autonomy of, 13; centraliza-

tion of, 27; defined, 16; embedded auton-
omy of, 13; and legitimacy, 19–20; nature
of, 16 –19, 234; in society, 16; society’s 
multidimensional linkage with, 19

state and revolutions, 12–13
state-centered theories, 13, 348
State Council, 125, 149, 166
state legitimacy, 223, 353; charismatic legiti-

macy, 22–23; and development of the
Movement, 209–38; different understand-
ing of, 6; discrepancies in the perception
of, 219–20; ideological legitimacy, 22–23,
105, 116, 212–20, 219, 221, 224, 231, 237,
251n. 23, 262, 282, 324, 344; legal-electoral
legitimacy, 22–23, 212–20, 343; moral di-
mension of, 218, 219, 286 – 89; as per-
ceived by Beijing residents, 217–20; as
perceived by intellectual elites and radical
students, 216 –17; as perceived by top 
state elites, 213–16; as perceived by univer-
sity students, 217; performance legiti-
macy, 22–23, 126, 211, 295, 343; as schemata
of interpretation, 31; in social movement,
6 –7, 20; sources of, 212–20, 237, 286, 
342; and state control, 212–20, 219–20,
238; three dimensions of, 22, 212. See also 
legitimacy

state socialism, 273, 332
state-society relations, 211–12, 234, 237, 268,

331, 350, 354; in Chinese history, 9–10, 39–
41; and financial sources of Tiananmen
Square occupation, 176 –79; change of, in
the 1990s, 332– 41, 342; and conflict resolu-
tion capacity, 324n. 61, 345; and construc-
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tion of public opinion, 297–330; as an
empirical model, 354 –55; general impor-
tance of, in social movements, 10 –12; as
interactive processes, 14, 16; as an intersec-
tion model, 14; and large-scale social
movements, 12– 31; and main argument of
the book, 8 –9; during Mao’s era, 41–21;
and media behavior, 297–330; and mobi-
lization structure, 241– 43; and movement
dynamics, 220 –37; and patterns of move-
ment discourses and activities, 267–96;
and patterns of movement-government in-
teractions, 209–38; and political nature of
universities, 28 –29, 97; radical nature of
Chinese media and public opinion, 323–
29; and resource mobilization and politi-
cal process models, 13–14, 351; and rumors
in social movements, 325 –26; three di-
mensions of, 8, 16; transformation of, in
the 1980s, 42–52

Statue of Goddess of Democracy, 198, 201,
273

Statue of Liberty, 199, 273
status attainment of students: and changes

during the reform, 110 –12, 116, 121, 262;
during Mao’s era, 110

stinking ninth (choulaojiu), 80
stipend (zhuxuejin) system, 87
Stone Company, 174
strategies, of social movements, 15, 19, 30,

240, 243, 248, 252–55, 261– 62, 264, 266,
270n. 12, 283– 85, 296, 352, 354 –55

street battles, 218
street theater, 286
strong state dilemma, 55 –57
structured contingency, 350
Student Bureau, 102– 3
student control systems: decline of, 101–21,

262; decline of, and student mobilization,
112–16; foundations and characteristics of,
105 –7; as an internal control system, 102,
104 –7; problems of, 104 –12, 116 –20;
structure and routine of, 102– 4. See also
political control system

students: ambivalence toward economic re-

form, 85 – 86; campus life of, 246 – 47;
class absenteeism of, 91, 115; and decline of
enthusiasm for study, 90 –94; in “four
factions,” 92–94; government-sponsored,
135; impact of two-way selection system
on, 89–90; increasing economic depen-
dence on parents, 87; increasing under-
standing of market economy, 339. See also
status attainment of students

students, from outside Beijing, 199; arrival 
of, 187– 88; and Federation of Students
from Outside Beijing, 190; and linking-up,
274 –75; and Tiananmen Square occupa-
tion, 194 –95

Student Turmoil Management Committee,
222

Student Union of Guangxi University, 141
studying (or going) abroad, 110, 123; and do-

mestic opportunities, 131– 33; going abroad
fever, 130; as a safety valve, 128 – 33; size of,
population, 129– 30

surveys conducted by student control 
institutions, 108 –10

symbolic interactions, 296, 353
sympathetic bystanders, 268, 286
sympathy delegation, 172n. 62

Taipingzhuang intersection, 261
Taiwan, 17, 73, 75, 107, 215, 347
tax rebellions, 48n. 24
Ten-Year Plan (1976 – 85), 80
territorial defense, 23
texts, 267n. 1, 351
Thirteenth Party Congress (1987), 84n. 14
38th Army, 319; early confrontation with 

Beijing residents, 185; as a reserve for the
police force, 224; and street battles, 204

three-year famine, 42
Tiananmen Square, 175, 183, 184, 198, 199, 218,

224, 232– 34, 235 – 36, 241, 253, 255 – 62, 273,
274, 285 – 86, 315, 320; April 22 demonstra-
tion in, 1–2; difficulty of withdrawing
from, 187– 88, 193–95; Hu Yaobang’s 
state funeral, 150 –54; hunger strike in,
162– 64; martial law troops arriving at, 

s u b j e c t  i n d e x 431

15-C1513-IX  1/17/01  3:25 PM  Page 431



Tiananmen Square (continued )
205; occupation of, 163–207, 308n. 26; se-
curity system in, 181; shoe-shining protest
in, 139

Tiananmen Square Parliament, 194 –95
Tianjin, 172n. 62, 187, 275, 281, 292
TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign 

Language), 92–94, 111, 128 – 35, 250
TOEFL testing centers, 131
Tongji University, 76
totalistic regime, 17, 40, 42
totalitarian regime, 42, 45
tradition, 3, 7, 43, 45, 49–51, 218n. 22,

218n. 23, 220, 267–96, 345
Triangle, 150, 154, 159; as a center of student

mobilization, 252–53, 256, 285; Chai Ling’s
speech at, 163

turmoil, 155, 161n. 30, 183, 222–24, 226, 255,
284, 334

twelve scholars, mediation in Tiananmen
Square, 167–70, 29th Army, 293

Ugly Chinese, 49
United Front Work Department, 222; 

dialogue in, 164 – 69
United States, 10n. 18, 50, 57, 63– 64, 111,

133n. 29, 135, 137n. 45, 215, 230, 298, 323
universities: church domination of, 95 –96;

coastal area key national universities, 129–
30; as conformist institutions, 28 –29, 95 –
96; double role of, in underdeveloped
countries, 96 –97; expansion of, in China,
80 – 84; high-activism, 116; interior univer-
sities, 129– 30; key national universities,
129– 30, 221; in Latin Christendom, 94 –
96; in medieval Europe, 29, 95; non-key
universities, 129– 30; North American, in-
creasing difficulty of studying in, 133– 36;
North American, number of Chinese stu-
dents in, 129– 30; as radical institutions,
28 –29, 82– 84, 94 –97; in underdevel-
oped countries, 29

University of Political Science and Law, 83,
118, 141, 148, 151–52, 154, 157, 199, 251, 253,
256 – 60, 288

University of Posts and Telecommunica-
tions, 260

upright officials (qingguan), 218
upward mobility, channels of, 66, 121
urban residents: decline of government

control over, 342; in the 1990s, 340 – 41
urban riots, 242
urban studies, 263

V-sign, 273
Versailles Peace Treaty, 56, 272, 278
Vietnam War, 230, 321, 323
VOA (Voice of America), 107, 302– 6, 318
Voice of the Student Movement, 179
waisong neijin, 334

Waitan Park, 273
warlords, 278
Weathermen, 230
Wenzhou, 48n. 24, 84n. 15
West, 215, 281, 296, 302, 324, 355; intellectuals’

view of, 63– 64; mobilization structure in,
241– 42; universities, 94 –96; Western
influences, 118 –20, 268

Western Europe, 242, 270
Westernization, 49
white terror, 279
work-unit (danwei), 41, 46, 129, 172, 327
worker participation, 5, 173–76
worker, peasant, and soldier students, 

81n. 6
Workers’ Daily, 309, 312
Worker’s Picket Corps, 174
working-class consciousness, 171, 

264n. 45
working-class movements, 24
world citizenship discussion, 60, 74 –75
World Economic Herald, 114, 333; during the

Movement, 309–13; in world citizenship
discussion, 74 –75

World War II, 94, 96
wotanhui, 247

Xi’an Incident, 272
Xidan intersection, 201

432 s u b j e c t  i n d e x  

15-C1513-IX  1/17/01  3:25 PM  Page 432



Xinhua Gate, 33– 35
Xinhua Gate Bloody Incident (Xinhuamen

canan), 33– 35, 149–50, 152, 165, 223, 
311

Xinhua News Agency, 215, 312
Xinxing (A New Star), 218n. 22
Xiucai, 54n. 1
Xizhimen intersection, 261

Yanjing University, 279– 80, 291
yellow civilization, 72
Yinhe incident, 338

zero-sum game, 232
Zhejiang province, 48n. 24
Zhejiang University, 63
“Zoot-Suit” riot, 286
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