The Events Prior and During the Tiananmen Square Massacre, June 3-4, 1989
Nineteen eighty-nine, the Year of the Snake, opened with ominous signs of an impending explosion in China, The country faced rising inflation, falling ethics, widespread corruption, official profiteering, a widening gap in income between the privilege few and the great masses, and an increasing loss of faith in communism. To be sure, these phenomena existed in the presiding years, but the underlying discontent was brought to the surface and now threatened to come out to a head. Frustration and unrest were rampant in many parts of the country. 

The forces of democracy and liberalisation clashed continuously with those of repression and authoritarianism. This clash took on added significance in light of two major trends in international politics: the rising tide of freedom, and the retreat of communism in Eastern European countries such as Poland, Hungary and in the three Baltic States. Reform within the Soviet Union was also changing the face of communism. 

The year 1989 was also significant because of the many anniversaries of historical importance: the fortieth anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic of China (October 1, 1949), the seventieth anniversary of the May Fourth Incident (1919) and the bicentennial anniversary of the French Revolution (July 14, 1789) which championed liberty, equality and fraternity. Any of these occasions represents a chance for university students to erupt and renew their calls for political liberties. 
Within the Communist Party of China, opinion was split between the hard-liners and those in favour of reform and sympathised with the student’s demands. However, the strength and influence of hard-liners, such as Premier Li Peng and the President of the People’s Republic Yang Shangkun, forced reformers out of the party, such as Hu Yaopang who was accused of mishandling student demonstrations and was forced to resign his position as the General Secretary of the Communist Party in 1987. As a moderate reformer, Hu Yaopang was supported and respected by the students rallying for liberty and, on his death April 15, 1989, students’ showed their support by writing slogans on the walls of their universities. When the party refused to restore Hu Yaopang’s reputation and admit their error in forcing him to resign, students and citizenry gathered in Tiananmen Square to mourn and call for democratic reforms. The demonstrations lasted for over a week, climaxing April 22. 
On April 27, in defiance of the government’s ban on demonstrations, over 100 000 students and others demanded liberal reforms including press freedom, government accountability and a crackdown on Party corruption. In commemoration of the May Fourth Movement of 1919, another demonstration occurred within Beijing and in other, smaller cities as well again reiterating the need for reform. On May 13, a new large-scale rally calling for democracy and freedom gathered in Tiananmen Square in Beijing, declaring that they would remain in the Square until their demands were met. A thousand of these students also began a hunger strike.   

The hardliners within the party instigated a crackdown on the student’s protests and refused to concede to any demands. On May 19, Zhao Ziyang, a protégé of Hu Yaopang and a fellow reformer, appealed to students in Tiananmen Square, especially those participating in hunger strikes to disperse. 

Students, we came too late. Sorry, students. Whatever you say and criticise about us is deserved. My purpose here now is not to ask for your forgiveness. I want to say that now, your bodies are very weak. You have been on a hunger strike for six days, and it's now the seventh day. You cannot go on like this. Starving for such a long time will cause irreparable problems for your bodies, and is dangerous for your health. Now what is most important is to end this hunger strike. I know, you are doing this in the hope that the Party and the government will give a most satisfactory answer for what you are asking for. I feel, our channel for dialogue is open, and some problems need to be resolved through a process. You cannot continue to – after seven days of hunger strike – insist on stopping only when you have a satisfactory answer...

You are still young and have much time ahead of you...You are not like us, we are already old, and do not matter. It was not easy for the country and your parents to nurture you to reach university. Now in your late teens and early twenties, you are sacrificing your lives! ... the situation is very dire as you all know, the Party and nation are very anxious, the whole society is worried...

Zhao Ziyang’s Speech to the Tiananmen Square Protestors, May 19, 1989
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This was Zhao Ziyang last public appearance prior to the massacre. As a result of internal purging after the massacre, Zhao Ziyang was stripped of his position.
On May 20, the State Council declared martial law in Beijing. In defiance, the demonstrations in Beijing continued, renewing their calls for Li Peng’s overthrow and opposing martial law. Initially, the army refuses to take action against the protestors who begin to barricade the streets leading to the Square. 
Pro-democracy demonstrations spread to the some 100 000 workers and intellectuals within Beijing who reinforce calls for Li Peng’s resignation. Li Peng appears on television claiming that the government is in control of the situation in Beijing. 

Amongst the populace and students, there was a general belief that the soldiers of the People’s Liberation Army would not attack the people that they protect. However, the declaration of martial law unnerved the populace and a warning on government television that the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) would be moving to restore order in Tiananmen Square, during the evening of June 3, was interpreted as a ruse. In an expression of solidarity, more students flooded into the Square. At 4:00 pm, Saturday June 3, an anonymous phone call warned students that the PLA was approaching. The Student Association asked the demonstrators to leave, but most refused to believe the army would attack them. 
At 10:00 pm, Premier Li Peng orders troops of the 27th Army to approach the Square via three directions, resulting in widespread violence. Troops, with armoured vehicles and tanks, forced their way through the barricades and fired upon the crowds, in the streets and in the Square, indiscriminately. The exact numbers of casualties are uncertain. Estimates range between thousands of casualties, 1000-3000 deaths to 300-800 deaths.  The Chinese Government claims that no citizens were killed within Tiananmen Square itself. By June 4, Tiananmen Square is sealed off and the government claims a victory over rebels. 
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