
history, and fewer people will have heard about 
it. The post-Tiananmen question, which Deng 
resolved, was “Economic reform: yes, a lot of it. 
Political reform: none.” That was the sense of bal-
ance that people were fighting over during the 
run-up to the crackdown, and Deng absolutely 
established it afterwards. That persists today. 
We’re still living in the post-Tiananmen era. 

Is that balance sustainable forever? I can’t be-
lieve it is, particularly if the economy fails to de-
liver, as it has to at some point. If something’s 
not sustainable, it will stop, and the question is 
when, and then what happens. One view is that 
the government will keep handling this okay. 
And the other is that something has to blow, be-
cause it’s not possible in an authoritarian state 
to release pressure along the way. I think that’s 
probably true, it’s just that the boom could be to-
morrow, or it could be a hundred years from now.

Edward Steinfeld
A+ .! %!0%,%0(.), I look at the reality of a gov-
ernment and soldiers shooting unarmed civilians, 
and it seems to me that it normatively should not 
be forgotten. But objectively speaking, I don’t 
know whether countries and societies have to 
come to terms. There’s a sad reality that many 
parts of China have moved on, and to some extent 
forgotten this event.

After the Soviet Union collapsed and there 
was real disorder in Russia and economic growth 
stopped, at least some participants in the 1989 
movement looked back on their actions with a more skeptical 
eye. I don’t mean that they somehow believe what the govern-
ment did in cracking down was right. Rather, they look back on it 
and say, “Maybe we were naïve, and pushing political revolution 
wouldn’t have led to positive outcomes in China.” I don’t advocate 
that view, but we have to recognize that a substantial portion of 
the educated Chinese public believes that the movement was not 
a wholly positive thing. For a lot of us, it’s uncomfortable recog-
nizing that, because of course that’s the government’s o'cial line.

But the state also had to change. It didn’t really allow the line 
that Li Peng was spouting in 1990 to rule the day—certainly not 
economically and even politically. So they, too, took some lessons 
from the collapse of the Soviet Union, and all the other things 
that happened in the mid 1990s.

So that makes the issue of a society coming to terms with Ti-
ananmen very complicated. Maybe in some ways they are com-
ing to terms with it. It just has to be recognized it’s not doing so 
through free and open debate by any stretch.

Rowena He
T%.!.!3$! 0%0 !2" $!0 in 1989. It remains a politically ta-
boo topic in China. The Tiananmen Mothers are still prohibited 
from openly mourning their family members, exiles are banned 
from returning home, even to attend a parent’s funeral, and schol-
ars working on the topic are regularly denied visas. The war of 
memory against forgetting continues [see “History and Memory,” 

above]. Because public opinion pertaining to nationalism and de-
mocratization is inseparable from a collective memory—truthful, 
selective, or manipulated—of the nation’s immediate past, the 
memory of Tiananmen has become a highly contested field.

Many of the human-rights activists in China today, those who 
are imprisoned and those who are quietly working on NGO proj-
ects, are veterans of the Tiananmen movement. They were not 
high-profile leaders in the square, but those extraordinary days in 
1989 have changed their life trajectories profoundly.

Some exiles have moved on, but many others continue to carry 
on the unfinished cause, paying a heavy personal price. As dis-
cussed in my book, the exiles are often torn between living an or-
dinary life and fighting for an unfinished cause. We have learned 
that being idealistic can mean being selfish. You can choose to 
be idealistic and be prepared personally to pay the price, but our 
families did not make that decision. They do not choose to be our 
family members, but they have to pay the price for our personal 
decisions. Ironically, we have become the best illustration of the 
two central themes in Communist education: sacrifice and ideal-
ism.

June 1989 is an open, unhealed wound. Truth and reconcilia-
tion: there will be no reconciliation without truth. Milan Kun-
dera described the struggle of man against power as the struggle 
of memory against forgetting. Tiananmen as forbidden memory 
didn’t end in 1989, and it has never ended. It was just the begin-
ning of an end. China has to face its past to have a future. 

History and Memory
S%!5$ 2010, Rowena Xiaoqing He, a lecturer in the department of govern-
ment, has taught a freshman seminar titled “Rebels With a Cause: Tiananmen 
in History and Memory.” Through a combination of primary source material 
and scholarly accounts, students reconstruct the fraught history and legacy of 
an event that, in China, remains politically taboo. “For my students, who were 
not even born in 1989, Tiananmen is not a memory, because they never lived 
through it,” says He. “For them, Tiananmen is history.”

The event is memory for He, a student participant in the 1989 protests in 
Guangzhou, who brings a personal dimension to the course: recounting her 
experiences; arranging a visit to the Tiananmen archives at the Harvard-
Yenching Library, which contain thousands of photographs, manuscripts, and 
artifacts; and inviting exiled student leaders to speak to the class about their 
experiences. Indeed, He’s recent book, Tiananmen Exiles: Voices of the Struggle for 
Democracy in China, interweaves her own story with oral histories from exiled 
activists Yi Danxuan, Wang Dan, Ph.D. ’08, and Shen Tong, author of Almost a 
Revolution, to reflect on the conflicts and contradictions of a life in exile.

The seminar culminates in a conference, where students present their fi-
nal projects for the course to a wider audience. This year, for the movement’s 
twenty-fifth anniversary, it included panels of academics, journalists, and ex-
iled leaders, who reflected on the demonstrations’ lasting personal and politi-
cal impact. The course has not escaped its own controversy. A Chinese man 
told one student not to take the course because it represented a biased version 
of history, and each year, some students, usually those from mainland China, 
ask for their names and appearances to be withheld from the publicly accessi-
ble course website. Nevertheless, He sounds a note of optimism. “Tiananmen 
may remind us of oppression, but it is also a reminder of the human spirit,” she 
said, closing the conference this year. “History is on our side.”
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