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Abstract 

The thesis focuses on a Communist regime's control over the media institutions, 

the attitudes of the journalists towards the protests, and the media discourses 

before, during and after the protests in China and Czechoslovakia in 1989. It 

presents and debates key factors that influenced domestic media coverage of 

China’s Tiananmen protests and Czechoslovakia’s Velvet Revolution by 

comparing and discussing their impact on the outcomes of the protests. 

The analysis suggests that the media and journalists played somewhat 

contradictory or ambivalent but important roles during the protest events. The 

main factors influencing those roles were proximity of the given media 

organization to the centre of regime's political power, the proliferation of 

Western-style media professionalism, and differences in the Chinese and Czech 

political culture in the end of 1980s. The fact that in both countries, the 

journalists of the official media were able at least temporarily to break free from 

the regime's control mechanisms serves as an argument against the hypothesis 

of political parallelism that is still prevalent in the comparative research on 

media systems and points out the importance of focusing on the relationship 

between political power and media during regime transformation. 
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摘 要 

這篇論文比較了中國與捷克斯洛伐克的媒體在 1989年的抗議事件中所扮

演的角色，政權對媒體機構的控制、記者對事件的態度，以及媒體在事發

之前、當中與之後對事件本身的揭露，探討影響媒體對中國北京民主運動、

捷克斯洛伐克絲絨革命的報導範圍之關鍵因素，並比較其對於抗議結果的

影響。分析指出，媒體與記者在抗議事件中扮演了模糊但重要的角色，而

影響此角色定位的關鍵因素大致在於媒體與政權的核心政治權力關係親

近、西方式媒體專業專業思想的日益擴展，以及 1980年代末中國與捷克的

不同政治文化。事實上，兩個國家中官方媒體記者至少能暫時打破政權的

機制，成了對立於目前仍舊普遍的、對媒體系統之比較研究的政治平行觀

點的論述，指出政權轉變過程中政治與媒體關係之重要性。 
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I. Introduction 

This thesis compares Chinese and Czech official print media during the protests of 1989 in 

People’s Republic of China and in Czechoslovakia. The thesis has its focus on regimes’ 

control over the media institutions, the role of journalists in the protests and on the media 

discourses before, during and after the protests. The analysis presents and debates key factors 

that influenced domestic media coverage of China’s Tianamen Square protests and 

Czechoslovakia’s Velvet Revolution, which both happened in the year of 1989,by comparing 

their impact on the outcomes of the protests. 

 The findings should provide valuable feedback for existing accounts on media role in 

the democratization process and on the role of journalists as pro-democracy actors. In fact, 

the findings suggest that although media and journalists indeed played significant roles, these 

roles might not always be interpreted as beneficial for the democratization in general or for 

the outcome of pro-democratic protests in China and Czechoslovakia in particular. 

 The two selected cases - Tiananmen Square protests and Velvet Revolution - allow us to 

analyze conditions under which the journalists, who originally operated within the 

regime-controlled Communist media systems, decided to disregard media control 

mechanisms when many of them came to a conclusion – as Marx and Engels would have 

probably said – that they have nothing to lose but their chains. 

 The comparison of the two cases should point out their similarities and differences and 

help to evaluate relative importance of media and journalists among various other 

explanatory factors for the failure of democratization in the case of Beijing protests and its 

success in the case of Velvet Revolution. Basically, there are theories of transitions to 

democracy on one hand and accounts on the role of the media in the democratization process 

on the other hand, and they both focus on different factors in order to explain the same results. 
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In the end, as O’Neil observes,1 although the mainstream accounts on transitions from 

Communism to democracy usually maintain that media performance was an important factor 

in the regime transition, these accounts fail to elaborate the nature of this importance. On the 

other hand, accounts that primarily focus on media performance during the protests usually 

do not link their "media factor" with the general transition theories. Thus we can follow 

Goldman’s claim that media "played a pivotal role" in the Tiananmen Square protests2 and 

similar claims about the role of the media in Czechoslovakia,3 but we need to place the 

accounts about the media in a more general framework of transitologist literature. 

 As the evidence suggests, the ways in which the media were controlled in China and 

Czechoslovakia were basically the same. Only official institutions were allowed to publish a 

newspaper, both countries had special party-state organs responsible for keeping the media in 

line and there was a system implicitly encouraging self-censorship. Under normal 

circumstances, journalists were very careful regarding what to publish and well aware of 

their position within the system and the mechanism of media control worked to the 

party-state satisfaction while there was no crisis. 

 However, a closer look reveals that some media organizations were actually at least 

partially "shielded" from the party-state control mechanisms. Moreover, while the party 

central organs – People’s Daily in China and Rude Pravo [Red Justice] in Czechoslovakia – 

were led by high party officials and their journalists had to be party members, some of them 

wanted to serve their party - and their readers - by covering events as they were: in words of 

                                                
1 P. O’Neil, Communicating Democracy: The Media and Political Transitions. Boulder: Lynne Rienner 

Publishers, 1998, p. 3. 

2 M. Goldman, "The Role of the Press in Post-Mao Political Struggles," in Lee Chinchuan, Ed. China’s Media, 

Media’s China. Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1994, p. 28. 

3 M. Smid. (2013.) "Ceska media a jejich role v procesu politicke zmeny roku 1989." [Czech Media and their 

Role in the Process of Political Change in 1989."] [Online] Louc.cz Available: 

http://www.louc.cz/pril01/listopad.pdf [2013-10-15] 
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China's leading muckraking journalist at the time, Liu Binyan, this was for them "a higher 

kind of loyalty".4 And there were also other media organizations and other journalists who 

would rather prefer professional (in the Western sense of journalistic professionalism) over 

party criteria for the evaluation of their reporting and who would prefer political reform if not 

an outright change of the regime. Therefore, in addition to party organs, it is important to also 

examine such "shielded" media which were also involved in shifting the discourse away from 

the official line, e.g. media such as World Economic Herald in China or Svobodne Slovo 

[Free Word] in Czechoslovakia. Finally, it is necessary to look in closer detail on how and to 

which extent this "shielding" worked. 

 The interesting thing which the thesis will illustrate is that initially, the outcome of the 

protests seemed more promising in China than in Czechoslovakia, and the discourse in the 

official media also reflected that. In China, the reformist World Economic Herald was writing 

about such things as neo-authoritarianism and press freedom before the protests took place, 

and even the regime's mouthpiece People's Daily dared to publish penetrating investigative 

reports. In Czechoslovakia, Svobodne Slovo could shift the discourse only after the protests 

took place, since there were no powerful reformists in the Party or in the government to 

protect them, while the regime's mouthpiece Rude Pravo maintained the hard line as long as 

it could. 

 In order to understand the role of the key "discourse-shifting" media better, it is 

important to compare them with the official party dailies. The bigger picture is again 

somewhat surprising, given the widely popular theories of the Communist press5 or the final 

                                                
4 Liu Binyang, A Higher Kind of Loyalty: A Memoir by China's Foremost Journalist. Illinois: University of 

Illinois Press, 1990. 

5 e.g. F.S. Siebert, T. Peterson and W. Schramm, Four Theories of the Press. Urbana: University of Illinois 

Press, 1956. Also see K. Jakubowicz, "Media as Agents of Change," in Glasnost and After. Media and Change 

in Central and Eastern Europe. D. Paletz, K. Jakubovicz and Novosel, Eds. Creskill: Hampton Press, 1995, pp. 

19-48. 
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results of the protests. For example: while it is true that People’s Daily published the 

notorious April 26, 1989 editorial, based on Deng Xiaoping’s speech and condemning the 

protests with very harsh words, it is also true that its journalists joined the protests and for 

some time provided sympathetic coverage (which lasted until their resistance was quelled 

and their editors replaced). In Czechoslovakia, on the other hand, the Communist Party’s 

organ played its assigned role and initially downplayed the protests. Only after the 

demonstrations became too widespread and the reporting by other media too fearless, the 

Rude Pravo’s discourse collapsed; later, its journalists themselves voted to replace their 

party-appointed chief editor with his deputy (who later kicked out the most compromised 

hard-line staff and privatized the daily for himself). 

 The central argument of this thesis regarding the similarities and differences between 

the cases is following: In both China and Czechoslovakia, the journalists wanted to cover the 

protests, but the media control mechanisms prevented them from doing so during earlier 

occasions. There had been a conflict between journalistic professionalism and the party line, 

and until the 1989 protests, the party line always prevailed. But while in Czechoslovakia the 

media joined the protests very quickly, in China they were much slower and instead of 

directly mobilizing the population for the support of the protests (as Svobodne Slovo did in 

Czechoslovakia), they provided only sympathetic coverage instead of the so called "call to 

action". 

 Another finding of the thesis is that this overcoming of the control mechanisms (in both 

China and Czechoslovakia) on the part of the journalists was possible only due to a paralysis 

of the party decision-making mechanism. However, the nature of this paralysis was very 

different. In China, the paralysis was caused by a conflict between hardliners and reformers, 

e.g. elites vs. elites, and after the resolution in favor of the hardliners, a crackdown followed. 

In Czechoslovakia, the paralysis was caused by the hardline leadership realizing the scope of 

the massive defection of party cells once the protests were on their way. The leaders felt 
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isolated and decided not to shoot. Their passivity caused their regime to collapse. 

 Further, as the evidence presented in the thesis shows, while in China the protesting 

people (and journalists) wanted basically to  improve the system by the means of talks with 

the regime, in Czechoslovakia they wanted to replace the system by forcing the regime to 

leave completely. 

 As for the explanations of the events, the initial part of this thesis notes that most of the 

accounts focus either on the structure of the situation and on the rational motivation of the 

actors, or on cultural context. The authors often mention various factors (or their 

combinations) responsible for the different outcomes in Czechoslovakia and China, such as 

party legitimacy, party divisions, economic situation, social modernization, leadership 

qualities of party and protest leaders, role of intellectuals, opposition strategies, looming 

cultural crisis etc. An alternative, culture-based explanations imply that while the Velvet 

Revolution has been essentially based on Czech nationalism and the conflict ran between the 

[Czech] nation and [Communist] state, the Tiananmen has been decidedly an elitist affair 

with many signs of divide between the protesters [aspiring elites criticizing the incumbent 

elites] and the rest of the Chinese population [passive, not expected to get involved]. While 

the Czech nationalism behind the Velvet Revolution united all strata of the population and 

mobilized them into the conflict against the regime which, from the nationalist point of view, 

has been imposed from the outside and therefore lacked the legitimacy, the Chinese elitism – 

best illustrated by the "new authoritarianism" debate – had inhibiting effects on the protests 

and effectively prevented a possible popular mobilization against the regime. 

 Almost twenty years ago, the pioneer Chinese media scholar Chin-Chuan Lee observed 

that "hindsight has provided us with a finer vantage point to reflect on the media changes that 

have resurged after the Tiananmen crackdown in 1989. Commentators have paid inadequate 

attention to the media impact of global developments on China, just as their role in helping 

undo the Soviet empire and autocratic regimes in Eastern Europe as well as easing 
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democratic transitions elsewhere (including Taiwan) has largely been overlooked". 6 

Although several important works appeared since then, Lee's statement still seems to be true. 

This thesis is therefore an attempt to provide a new impulse to the debate and to bridge a gap 

created by parochialism of individual disciplines. The media in China and Czechoslovakia 

during the 1989 protests have not yet been compared; comparative accounts on Eastern 

Europe's transitions and China's 1989 non-transition to democracy are also very rare; the 

mainstream transitology does not pay much attention to media and accounts on media's role 

in 1989 events do not pay much attention to transitology. 

 Due to the time, space and language barriers, the thesis limits itself on using mostly 

published secondary sources in English and Czech languages. This is partly compensated by 

the fact that the existing literature in English about Chinese media and about Tiananmen 

Square events of 1989 is rather extensive, and translations of key documents and media texts 

are also available in English. On the other hand, the literature about Velvet Revolution and 

Czechoslovakia's media is very limited, especially in English. The samples of the Czech 

media texts have been translated by the author of this thesis. 

 In summary, the primary aim of the thesis is to provide an analysis of framework of 

the media control in the context of political situation of China and Czechoslovakia in the 

late 1980s and of the role of the Chinese and Czech journalists from the official media in 

the protests, focusing on the questions (1) what factors led the journalist to step beyond 

that framework in order to cover the protests? and (2) what was their role in the success 

or failure of those protests? The secondary aim is to illustrate and support this analysis 

by exploring key instances of the media discourse. 

 In order to provide an overview of key factors behind the media performance during the 

student protests in Czechoslovakia and China, the thesis first explains the logic of comparing 

                                                
6 Lee Chinchuan, China’s Media, Media’s China. Boulder: Westview Press, 1994, p. 3. 
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these two cases and provides context of the two events, based on the key accounts explaining 

regime change in Czechoslovakia and regime survival in China in 1989. Then the thesis will 

focus on the role of media, as they were reflecting the reality and also influencing it by their 

reflections, and especially on the underlying antagonism between the logic of media control 

on one hand and journalist professionalism on the other hand. In the next part, the thesis will 

analyze the mechanisms of the China’s and Czechoslovakia’s systems of media control which 

were designed to prevent reflections of inconvenient topics and perspectives, but which 

failed in the key moments and allowed sympathetic (or at least neutral) coverage of the 

protests. In order to illustrate the struggle on the pages of the press, the determination of the 

Chinese leadership to deal with the protest with force and the collapse of Czechoslovak 

leadership facing the protests, several key instances of media discourses will be analyzed. 

Finally, the findings will be discussed in order to suggest a more general explanation for the 

functioning of media control mechanisms and for the role of journalists in anti-regime 

pro-democratic protests. 

 The choice of China and Czechoslovakia in 1989 for comparison has several reasons: 

both countries shared similarities in the structure of their Communist political systems, but 

their Stalinist or Maoist eras were long past. Both experienced economic problems before the 

protests that took place in 1989. These protests, taking place in the same year, not only 

profoundly challenged the regime, but were also remarkable for the important role of 

dissatisfied students and intellectuals at their helm. There are also similarities in the ways the 

regimes had controlled their presses: in both countries, the media were generally regarded as 

mouthpieces of their parent political organizations and the desired goal was to create an 

appearance of "united front" where all the media speak with one official voice. However, in 

both countries, due to varying degrees of proximity or distance from the centre of power, the 

regime’s grip of the mass media had not been as monolithic as before, and during the protests, 

the official voice lost both its monopoly and its former coherence. 
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 There are also important differences, among them the population, the social structure 

and the level of development of the two countries. In 1989, China’s population was already 

over one billion (most of them ethnically Han), compared with Czechoslovakia’s mere 15 

millions (divided between 10 millions of Czechs and 5 millions of Slovaks). Despite 

significant progress, the illiteracy and semi-illiteracy in China was still around 16 percent 

according to 1990 census, down from 22 percent in 1982,7 compared with fully literate 

population of Czechoslovakia, and 0.2 percent of university students in Chinese population in 

1989 also do not compare favorably with Czechoslovakia's 7.2 percent share of university 

graduates in the population. Despite its rapid urbanization especially in the coastal areas, 

China was still a rural country while Czechoslovakia was a leading industrial country already 

in the early 20th century with only about 10 percent of the population in agriculture as of the 

late 1980s. The GDP per capita was 400 USD per year in China and 3800 USD per year in 

Czechoslovakia. Finally, China's land area was about 9.6 millions square kilometers and 

Czechoslovakia's only 128 thousands. In other words, while Czechoslovakia in 1989 was a 

middle-sized developed European country, China in the same year was Asia's biggest, but 

poor and still only developing country.  

 Even more important differences can be seen when we compare the countries' political 

leadership. In China, many of the ruling leaders were still the members of founding 

generation of the People's Republic who established the regime after the victorious civil war. 

On the other hand, the regime in Czechoslovakia had always been a Soviet satellite. The 

well-known 1968 invasion of Warsaw Pact troops terminated not only the reformist Prague 

Spring with its peculiar form of "socialism with a human face", but also widespread 

legitimacy of the Communism as a political system, even among most of the remaining Party 

                                                
7 Han Xiaoxing, "Democratic Transition in China: A Comparative Examination of a Deified Idea," in Chinese 

Democracy and the Crisis of 1989: Chinese and American Reflections. R. V. DesForges et al., Eds. New York: 

State University of New York Press, 1993, p. 224. 
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members. This was more serious than the damage inflicted by Mao's Cultural Revolution in 

China's "lost decade" of 1966-76. It was Deng Xiaoping's political rehabilitation and launch 

of reforms that had restored the Party's legitimacy. 

 Most importantly, the protests had different results. the Chinese reforms in the 1980s 

were bold and the media were less controlled, but the protracted protests on the Tiananmen 

Square and elsewhere were ultimately crushed. It was only in the reform-shy and tightly 

controlled Czechoslovakia where the protests succeeded, with the regime collapsing 

surprisingly quickly. Why then, despite all these differences, compare these two cases? 

 The answer is precisely because of the particular mix of similarities and differences. 

The structure of the political systems in China and Czechoslovakia was very similar and so 

were the ways how the regimes maintained the "united front" appearance in the mass media. 

When the protests took place, journalists in both countries were facing the same dilemmas: 

should they follow the official line and be hostile towards the protests? Should they cover the 

protests with professional neutrality? Should they become a voice of the protests, or even 

personally join the protestors? In other words: the intensity of the conflict between the 

regime and its opponents, the journalists' position very close to the centre of the conflict, and 

their often close links with both the regime and its opponents placed them in a situation in 

which they had to take sides. They had an opportunity to abandon the party line, and the 

structure of this opportunity was the same in both China and Czechoslovakia due to the 

similar mechanisms of media control. The Chinese and Czech journalists behaved differently, 

and in the end, the protests resulted differently. It is legitimate to explore and compare the 

ways in which the journalists and the media might have influenced the outcomes of both 

events. 

 Comparing media during the 1989 protests in China and Czechoslovakia has also 

theoretical relevance. In the previous decade, comparative analysis of media systems 

returned to media scholars’ research agenda, with Hallin’s and Mancini’s influential 
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Comparing Media Systems8 replacing the Cold War classic Four Theories of the Press by 

Siebert et al.9 as the main point of reference. However, as Hallin and Mancini now 

acknowledge10 and other researchers generally agree,11 the framework of their comparative 

study serves rather as a starting point for a further debate than as a definite statement. In 

contrast to the "four theories" paradigm with its authoritarian (Third World), libertarian 

(West), Soviet (Communist countries) and social responsibility (e.g. desirable in the West) 

media system models based on underlying philosophical principles of a given regime, Hallin 

and Mancini based their media systems typology on selected empirical evidence from 

Western Europe plus USA and Canada. Their framework consisting of polarized pluralist, 

democratic corporatist, and liberal models is therefore rather narrow and attempts to 

accommodate other countries within the framework usually run into difficulties. Also, despite 

the hypothesis of Hallin and Mancini that the observed countries might converge, their book 

pays little attention to a possibility of quick and profound transformation of a media system 

(e.g. during a regime change) or to a possibility of divergence of two media systems that 

would previously belong to the same model. 

 The problem is that in the late 1980s and in 1990s, when the political changes in the 

Communist countries were taking place, the comparative media research had been rather 

                                                
8 D. C. Hallin and Mancini, Comparing Media Systems: Three Models of Media and Politics. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2004. 

9 Siebert et al. 1956. 

10 D. C. Hallin and Mancini, Eds., Comparing Media Systems Beyond the Western World. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2012 

11 K. Voltmer, "How Far Can Media Systems Travel? Applying Hallin and Mancini’s Comparative Framework 

Outside the Western World," in Comparing Media Systems Beyond the Western World, D. C. Hallinand Mancini, 

Eds. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012, pp. 224-245, or A. W. Wyka, "In Search of the East Central 

European Media Model – The Italianization Mode? A Comparative Perspective on the East Central European 

and South European Media System." in Comparing Media Systems in Central Europe: Between 

Commercialization and Politicization. Dobek-Ostrowska, B., Glowacki, M. Wroclaw: University of Wroclaw 

Press, 2008, pp. 55-69. 
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neglected with the overall focus of the researchers on media globalization. Despite 

occasional attempts to de-Westernize the media theory and sometimes even to include 

Communist media systems,12 the language barrier on the part of the Western researchers and 

the gap in knowledge of the Western media research discourse on the part of their Eastern 

colleagues prevented emergence of larger body of comparative media research, especially 

one focusing on Eastern Europe. Although there are studies of what was going on with the 

media after 1989 in Czechoslovakia or generally in Eastern Europe13 and in China,14 there 

are no comparisons between the "successful" media democratization cases of Eastern Europe 

and the "unsuccessful" Chinese case. Moreover, there are no studies focusing on the 

comparison of the turning points when the Communist regimes’ control over the media failed, 

the journalists took over their media organizations and started to support the protests. 

Theoretical accounts on comparing systems of media control are also hard to find: the 

chapters of Blumler et al. Comparatively Speaking 15 focus on other issues, as does 

                                                
12 J. Curran and M. J. Park, Eds. De-Westernizing Media Studies. London: Routledge, 2000. J. Downing, 

Internationalizing Media Theory: Transition, Power, Culture. Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1996. P. Gross, Entangled 

Evolutions: Media and Democratization in Eastern Europe. Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2002. R. 

Gunther and A. Mughan, Democracy and the Market: A Comparative Perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2000. M. E. Price, B. Rozumilowicz and G. S. Verhulst, Eds. Media Reform: Democratizing 

Media, Democratizing the State. New York: Routledge, 2002. C. Sparks and A. Reading, Communism, 

Capitalism, and the Mass Media. London: Sage, 1998. S. Splichal, Media Beyond Socialism. Theory and 

Practice in Central Europe. Boulder: Westview Press, 1994.etc. 

13 D. Paletz, K. Jakubowicz and Novosel, Eds. Glasnost and After. Media and Change in Central and Eastern 

Europe. Cresskill: Hampton Press, 1995. K. Voltmer, Ed., Mass Media and Political Communication in New 

Democracies. London: Routledge, 2006. 

14 He Qinglian, The Fog of Censorship: Media Control in China. New York: Human Rights in China, 2008. 

Zhao Yuezhi, Media, Market, and Democracy in China: Between the Party Line and the Bottom Line. Urbana & 

Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1998.Zhao Yuezhi, Communication in China: Political Economy, Power 

and Conflict. Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2008. Zhao Yuezhi, "Understanding China’s Media 

System in a World Historical Context," in Comparing Media Systems Beyond the Western World, D.C. Hallin 

and Mancini, Eds. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012, pp. 143-173. 

15 J. G. Blumler, J. McLeod and K. E. Rosengren, Comparatively Speaking: Communication and Culture across 
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Livingstone.16 

 At the same time, accounts dealing with success or failure of democratic transitions 

avoid mentioning the media among the key factors. This is the case with the classical study 

by Linz and Stepan Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation17as well with 

other authors who analyzed Tiananmen protests18 or Czechoslovakia’s transition19 This 

might be, as Doorenspleet suggests, a legacy of a general bias towards context-free and often 

simplifying generalizations.20 

 As this thesis suggests, the roles of the media and of the journalists can be ambiguous. 

That might be the reason why the media are being left out of the transitology’s most 

successful explanations. Contrary to such accounts, this thesis argues that although the 

media’s role in the success or failure of a democratic transition might be ambiguous, the 

cases of China and Czechoslovakia in 1989 clearly show that media and journalists were far 

from being irrelevant. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                  

Space and Time. Newbury Park: Sage, 1992. 

16 S. Livingstone, "On the Challenges of Cross-National Comparative Media Research." European Journal of 

Communication, vol. 18, no. 4, pp. 477–500, Dec 2003. 

17 J. Linz and A. Stepan, Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation: Southern Europe, South 

America and Post-Communist Europe. Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1996. 

18 R. Baum, Burying Mao. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994. C. Calhoun, Neither Gods nor 

Emperors. Students and the Struggle for Democracy in China. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994. 

19 G. Ekiert, The State against Society: Political Crises and Their Aftermath in East Central Europe. Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1996. S. Saxonberg, The Fall: A Comparative Study of the End of Communism in 

Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Hungary and Poland. Amsterdam: Harwood Academic Publishers, 2001. 

20 R. Doorenspleet, Democratic Transitions: Exploring the Structural Sources of the Fourth Wave. Boulder: 

Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2005. 
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II. Regimes in Crisis: China and Czechoslovakia in 1989 

In order to provide context for the analysis of the media and journalists during China's 

unsuccessful and Czechoslovakia's successful transition, this chapter will first provide basic 

narratives of the events in China and Czechoslovakia and then will present an overview of 

relevant accounts dealing with political transitions, i.e. transitology, focusing on key issues 

that are usually identified as the main contributing factors to emergence and success of 

transitions: the economic crisis as a general background for popular discontent with the 

regime; the regimes' leadership, its divisions and flexibility; and the regime's opponents, e.g. 

students and intellectuals, and their tactics. These areas will be complemented by reviewing 

selected accounts on political culture in China and Czechoslovakia before and during the 

protests. 

 

II.1 China and Deng’s Reforms 

After many initial setbacks, the Chinese Communist Party under Mao Zedong's leadership 

survived both Chiang Kai-shek's annihilation campaigns and Japan's invasion to China, won 

a civil war against Kuomintang and established People's Republic of China in 1949. Thanks 

to its initial success in uniting the country and stabilizing the economy, it enjoyed substantial 

popularity. However, some of the campaigns initiated by Mao, most notably the Great Leap 

Forward in the 1950s and the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s and 1970s undermined 

popular support for the regime and alienated many social strata, most notably the intellectuals. 

After Mao’s death and the end of the Cultural Revolution, the Party had lost a lot of its 

former legitimacy. Mao's chosen successor Hua Guofeng got rid of the vastly unpopular 

Gang of Four of which the most prominent member was Mao's widow Jiang Qing, but he did 

not get rid of Maoism. However, he proved to be only a transitory figure and soon lost his 

position to the three times purged but once again ascending Deng Xiaoping. Quickly after 
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consolidating his position, Deng got rid of both extreme Maoism and of Hua. 

 In the leadership, Party members elevated to their posts during the Cultural Revolution 

were gradually sidelined by people loyal to the new "paramount leader." Many disgraced 

officials were rehabilitated and some of them returned to high posts. At the same time, Deng 

created incentives for the less dynamic "older comrades" to retire, being himself the most 

significant exception to his own rule. Still, the Party remained in the hands of party elders, 

often octogenarians, while the "young" leaders Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang were behaving 

submissively to them.21 

 Intellectuals initially supported Deng as a figure who could open up space for more free 

expression while Deng needed them for his modernization of China. However, as the 

program of Four Modernizations illustrated, the focus had been on economic reforms and not 

on democratization – the so called "fifth modernization," demanded by dissidents since the 

Beijing Wall events in 1979. Instead of democratization, careful and gradual economic 

reforms of the early 1980s were supposed to be complemented by a "socialist spirit."22  

 However, this socialist spirit did not prevent intellectuals such as Wang Ruoshui of 

People's Daily or Ru Xin from the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences from turning Marx 

against the supposedly Marxist-Leninist regime and launching a debate about alienation and 

socialist humanism.23 After hardliners convinced Deng that this was not acceptable, a 

campaign against "spiritual pollution" was launched. Leading intellectuals engaged in the 

debate were attacked - and sacked - for their "abstract humanism", "abstract concepts of 

democracy" and producing "such talk [that] cannot help people gain a correct 

understanding."24 But after the reformers Hu and Zhao made Deng shift back to their side, 

                                                
21 Baum 1994, 134 

22 ibid., 148 

23 ibid., 153 

24 Deng quoted in Baum 1994, 157 
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the campaign halted. 

 Part of the counterattack that Hu and Zhao orchestrated against their opponents was 

Hu's instruction to People's Daily editorial department to prepare a series of commentaries 

supporting economic reform.25 They were aware that the economic performance became 

vital for the regime to stay in power, as the people grew cynical about the role of the Party. A 

full-fledged return to some kind of Maoism based on charismatic leadership was out of 

question since Mao and most of the first generation of the great CCP leaders were dead, but 

the conservative leftwing hardliners could still manage to derail Deng’s, Hu's and Zhao's 

reforms. In the end, the reformers usually prevailed with Deng being the decisive actor 

tipping the balance in their favor, but only after periods of short-lived campaigns orchestrated 

by hardliners trying to push China in the opposite direction. 

 However, Deng's, Hu's and Zhao's reforms created new problems, which their opponents 

were quick to point out. Thus, after China's urban areas experienced economic boom in the 

mid-1980s, the hardliners could - and did - make a point about cadres' growing crime and 

corruption which actually echoed popular opinion.26 As a result, and also due to emerging 

problems with dropping living standards in the second half of the 1980s, public confidence in 

Deng and his reforms started to decrease.27 Still, despite occasional campaigns such as the 

one that followed student protests in 1986-87 and caused Hu Yaobang's fall, the reforms were 

being pushed trough if not by disgraced Hu, then by his even bolder colleague Zhao who 

replaced him in the post of general secretary.  

 In the end of the 1980s, situation seemed far from being stable. The economic reforms 

were not accompanied by political reforms, because these would go against CCP's monopoly 

                                                
25 Baum 1994, 164 

26 ibid., 172 

27 M. Meisner, The Deng Xiaoping Era: An Inquiry into the Fate of Chinese Socialism, 1978-1994. New York: 

Hill and Wang, 1996, p. 353. 
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on political power. At the same time, the side-effects of the reforms created social pressure 

that could not be confined within the non-reformed political structure. Finally, as China 

gradually opened windows to the Western "fresh air", ideas about an alternative political 

structures were blown inside. Once again, intellectuals were ready to debate how a desirable 

political regime in China should look like, the students were ready to protest against 

appalling conditions in their dormitories and against many other issues, and general 

population was nervous about course of the economic reforms that were undermining their 

previously stable and predictable livelihoods. The leaders could not derive their legitimacy 

neither from their non-existing charisma, nor from the economic prosperity that seemed to 

work only for certain people with certain guanxi but not for the majority of others. Almost 

everyone was dissatisfied. 

 On April 15, 1989, Hu Yaobang died after suffering a heart attack during a politburo 

meeting. Using his death as an excuse for protests that were actually already being planned, 

the students staged a sit-in at Tiananmen Square on the night before Hu's memorial service at 

the Great Hall of the People, despite official ban. On April 24, they declared boycott of their 

classes and started organizing an independent national student federation. The 

demonstrations turned into a fundamental challenge to the regime - partly because, as 

Lieberthal observed,28 the regime treated them as such - and their agenda expanded from a 

mere criticism of appalling dorm conditions, official corruption and inflation towards calls 

for press freedom and greater democracy. After a neutral or even favorable coverage of 

pro-reform media, a watershed came in a form of April 26 editorial in People’s Daily, based 

on a speech of Deng Xiaoping to the inner circle of other top Chinese leaders and harshly 

condemning the protests29 (for more details about the article, see chapter IV.2, section A, of 

                                                
28 K. Lieberthal, Governing China: From Revolution to Reform. New York: W. W. Norton, 1995, p. 140. 

29 Lieberthal 1995. Also see Zhao Ziyang, Prisoner of the State: The Secret Journal of Premier Zhao Ziyang. 

New York: Simon and Shuster, 2009. 
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the thesis). 

 The demonstrations spread to other cities and were joined by number of workers, small 

entrepreneurs and even by some Party members. Interestingly, as Lieberthal recalls, "on May 

4, the huge crowds cheered when a contingent from the CCP Central Committee Propaganda 

Department marched into square holding aloft a banner proclaiming that henceforth they 

would publish only the truth."30 Journalists from other official media also joined the protests. 

Still, despite explicit support and requests for participation by members of other social strata, 

the students initially guarded their leading role in the protests to such an extent that they 

often blocked non-students from joining out of fear of regime-orchestrated infiltration. 

 Zhao Ziyang has been initially one of the targets of the students' criticism because his 

sons had been allegedly involved in corruption. On the other hand, he had been associated 

with promoters of democracy, although more recently, his supporters started to discuss the 

idea of "neo-authoritarianism" in order to boost Zhao's position as Deng's apparent successor. 

On May 3, Zhao's surprisingly sympathetic response to the students' demands was 

broadcasted on the national evening news. This boosted his popularity among the protestors, 

but undermined further his position in the Party leadership where, at the time, the hardliners 

who were unsympathetic to the students had the upper hand.31 Zhao remained in charge until 

mid-May Gorbachev's visit, but immediately after the Soviet leader departed, he had been 

stripped of his power by Deng and his fellow retired octogenarians in spite official Party 

rules that did not allow deposing the Party secretary in such an ad-hoc way.32  

 The Gorbachev visit actually became an embarrassment for the whole Party leadership. 

The hunger strike that the students staged at Tiananmen attracted international media 

attention and prevented the authorities to stage a crackdown. When the troops tried to move 

                                                
30 Lieberthal 1995, 141 

31 see Zhao 2009 

32 Lieberthal 1995, 141-142 
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into the city on May 19, after Gorbachev's departure, they were blocked by the capital's entire 

urban population that became sympathetic to the protesters.33 The army had to withdraw, but 

on the night from June 3 to June 4, fresh units were brought to the capital with orders to seize 

the Tiananmen using any means necessary. This time, the student protest ended in a 

bloodbath and persecution of its participants; the prospects of democratic transition vanished. 

 

II.2 Czechoslovakia’s Normalization 

Parallel with the defeat of Nazi Germany in 1945, independent Czechoslovakia had been 

re-established by the pre-war political establishment. However, the right-wing parties that 

collaborated with the German occupation were banned and the parties were united into a 

National Front. The Czechoslovakia's Communist Party won the 1946 election by a large 

margin thanks to its superior tactics and its reputation as a bold enemy of the Nazis, but in 

1948, it stages a Soviet-backed coup and transformed the country into a one-party state, 

closely following the Soviet model. 

 However, the centralization of the economy and political decision making proved to 

have their limits and twenty years after the coup, in early 1968, the Party was divided 

between reformers and hardliners. After more than ten years in office, the neo-Stalinist 

president and Party secretary Antonin Novotny became increasingly isolated and in March 

1968, he was forced to resign and leave political life. The reformers, who were gaining 

momentum, replaced him by more flexible Alexander Dubcek as a Party secretary and started 

to implement economic and political reforms. Quickly, Dubcek became a popular public 

figure, representing Czechoslovakia’s new "socialism with a human face" and a reformist 

push towards economic and political liberalization. 

 The reforms were popular especially among intellectuals who "mobilized all the creative 

                                                
33 Lieberthal 1995, 143 
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forces to a degree unknown since 1948, and forced Dubcek to follow the proposed reforms to 

their logical conclusion."34 However, there were two important problems. First, although 

Dubcek’s leadership had been formally in charge, the dynamics of the Prague Spring quickly 

outpaced the Communist Party’s reform schedule, so that the party lost its grip and often 

struggled to keep pace with increasingly profound changes in society that were happening 

without official sanctions. Second, the logical conclusions of the reforms would be a 

liberalized political system and a market economy, e.g. a complete reversal of the previous 

twenty years of hard-line policies following the example of the Stalinist Soviet Union.  

 Despite its domestic popularity, this new kind of socialism clearly deviated from the 

official ideological canon defined by Moscow. The conservative leadership of Leonid 

Brezhnev repeatedly warned Dubcek and his colleagues that the reforms in Czechoslovakia 

were not acceptable. Reformists in turn claimed that their reforms were Czechoslovakia’s 

specific contribution to the theory and practice of Socialism, nothing they had done went 

against country’s membership in the Warsaw Pact, and that their allegiance to Communism 

had remained strong. At the same time, however, the Soviet Ambassador to Prague 

Chervonenko, the KGB and the hardliners within the Communist Party were informing 

Moscow about alleged chaos and revisionism supervised by confused and powerless Dubcek. 

To the suspicious Soviet leadership, their version sounded more convincing. As happened in 

the past in Hungary, Poland and East Germany, the Soviets were ready and willing to prevent 

"political chaos" and bring their satellites back to the path of "socialist democracy" using 

their tanks. Still, the Soviet-led Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia on August 21, 1968 

came as a surprise not only to ordinary citizens, but also to the reformist leadership. 

 Although the possible results of Czechoslovakia’s reforms might have proved 

problematic or even contradictory in the long term, their abrupt reversal after the invasion 

                                                
34 J. F. Bradley, Czechoslovakia's Velvet Revolution : A Political Analysis. New York: Eastern European 

Monographs, 1992, p. xviii. 
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demoralized the society. "The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968 ended the 

optimum chance for a fundamental reform of a socialist regime and started the long process 

of the decay of Communism that was to culminate in the Velvet Revolution just over two 

decades later. It dashed the hopes of a substantial section of the population, whose active 

involvement in public affairs had reflected a revitalization of their beliefs in both socialism 

and democracy."35 

 The so called "normalization" meant a restoration of pre-1968 realities, negating and 

abolishing most of the gains of the Prague Spring. Moreover, there were widespread purges – 

"the largest purges of Communist Party membership in the history of Eastern Europe," as 

Linz and Stepan describe it.36 Dubcek and his group of reformist politicians failed to depart 

from their official posts with grace and were removed in a humiliating way. About half a 

million of Party members resigned, were expelled or "deleted" (out of the original total of 1.5 

million Party members in a country with population of about 15 millions). Purges took place 

in all major institutions, including universities and media, which were placed under tight 

control.37 "There were 1,500 journalists dismissed from Radio Prague alone and Rude Pravo 

fired 45 of its 80 editorial staff; 900 university professors lost their jobs and 1,200 

researchers had to find work outside the Academy of Sciences; 117 writers were banned and 

344 artists forbidden to exert their profession; 14,000 full-time party officials also lost their 

jobs, while 140,000 Czechs and Slovaks were forced to emigrate."38  

 This obviously caused resentment among the purged. The intellectuals felt that their 

country turned into a "cultural desert" and the general population that failed to depart to the 

West opted for "inner emigration" into private realm. Compared with Hungary after 1956, 

                                                
35 B. Wheaton and Z. Kavan, The Velvet Revolution: Czechoslovakia, 1989-1991. Boulder: Westview Press, 

1992, p. 3. 

36 Linz and Stepan 1996, 318 

37 Wheaton and Kavan 1992, 7 

38 Bradley 1992, 6 
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Czechoslovakia’s regime remained intolerant and forced everyone to participate in public 

acts of compliance, which became empty rituals but nevertheless served as a tool of 

maintaining status quo. As one of the banned authors Vaclav Havel described in his essay The 

Power of the Powerless (written in 1978),39 this ritualized compliance with a regime that 

lacked popular legitimacy resulted in an "as-if game": people were acting "as-if" they 

believed in the official propaganda and in exchange, they did not have to behave in the way 

the ideology prescribed.40 Moreover, the regime provided them, at least initially, with 

adequate material standard. Czechoslovakia's "normalization" thus became a version of 

Hungary’s post-1956 "goulash Communism", e.g. modest level of consumerism provided by 

the regime in exchange for the compliancy of the ruled. 

 However, this short-term solution of the Soviet-imposed regime’s lack of legitimacy 

proved self-defeating in the long term. It led to a moral corruption, widespread stealing, 

pilfering, exploitation of patronage and avoiding hard work by the general population. The 

large-scale corruption among the Communist elite provided a justification for a small-scale 

corruption among ordinary people, but at the same time, this all obviously undermined 

regime’s economic sustainability. In the end, the increasingly poor and inefficient planned 

economy was unable to provide enough consumer goods and the exchange of public 

compliance with normalization for a reasonable standard of living became unsustainable.41 

 Still, during the 1970s and most of the 1980s, the "goulash socialism" bargain worked, 

the opposition against the regime had been quite isolated and its critique of the regime on 

moral grounds unappealing. A broad coalition of regime critics, including expelled reform 

Communists, Social Democrats, liberals and conservative Catholics emerged in 1977 around 

Charter 77, a document questioning regime’s human rights record, but it remained a domain 

                                                
39 V. Havel, The Power of the Powerless. London: Hutchinson, 1985 [1978]. 

40 Wheaton and Kavan 1992, 10 

41 ibid., 11 
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of dissident intellectuals from Prague and Brno.42  However, in the 1980s, the young 

generation proved less apathetic and demoralized and more willing to question regime’s 

numerous weaknesses. The regime itself became less repressive and less willing to control 

the youth, and while it became increasingly difficult to deliver the regime's part of the 

"goulash" deal, from the increasingly available Western media it became increasingly 

obvious that the West was offering a better deal to its own citizens. Instead of getting used to 

the "normalization", the young people became alienated. 

 Moreover, the international situation changed as well and undermined another aspect of 

the imposed regime’s legitimacy. New Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev abandoned the 

Brezhnev doctrine of military interventions in satellite countries in case of their "deviation" 

from Socialism, and pushed forward perestroika, glasnost and "new thinking." Actually, these 

were the same things that prompted his predecessor Leonid Brezhnev to launch the military 

intervention to Czechoslovakia in 1968 and to terminate Dubcek’s reforms. Now, after 

implementing their own version of Prague Spring reforms, Soviets could no longer claim 

their invasion to be completely legitimate. At the same time, the Czechoslovakia’s hard-line 

leaders had the same problem: adoption of Soviet reforms in their country would prove that 

Dubcek was right after all. In the end, the question of legitimacy proved for the regime more 

important than searching for solutions of the economic difficulties.43 

 Gorbachev originally wanted to maintain Soviet influence in the Eastern Europe, but at 

the same time he wanted to limit Soviet subsidies to the client regimes. In mid-1988, the 

Soviet position shifted towards allowing or even supporting major changes in Poland and 

Hungary. Czechoslovakia’s regime was nevertheless reluctant to launch any substantial 

reforms and its praise for perestroika and glasnost had not been translated into concrete 

political and economic changes. Although Soviet pressure in 1987 resulted in replacement of 

                                                
42 ibid., 12 

43 ibid., 18 
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the aging hard-line architect of normalization Gustav Husak by equally hard-line, but less 

capable Milos Jakes on the post of Party Secretary (Husak retained only the more formal post 

of Czechoslovakia's president), at the same time, the group of technocrats around Lubomir 

Strougal had lost their position. Strougal had been a hard-liner also, but one who became 

supportive of reforms. The most pro-reform leader thus became the quite cautious Prime 

Minister of Czechoslovakia’s federation Ladislav Adamec, who could not do much being 

surrounded by entrenched hard-liners. 

 The Soviets would have probably wished for a less hard-line leadership, but they were 

preoccupied with improving their relations with the West and cared much less than twenty 

years ago for its inflexible satellite regime. Their apparent reluctance to get involved in their 

satellites allowed Czechoslovakia’s hard-liners to ignore Soviet reforms, but it also reduced 

fears of Soviet tanks among the increasingly dissatisfied population. "The illegitimate 

government, unwilling to act upon Gorbachev’s advice and unable to cope with the gradual 

evaporation of fear prompted by the example of dissident and countercultural activity and the 

effect of a distant perestroika, would find itself with a diminishing ability to use force to 

preserve itself and a declining capacity to deal with economic difficulties."44 

 In the end of the 1980s, political upheaval in some Eastern European countries 

(especially Poland with its Solidarity movement, but also Hungary with its negotiations 

between the regime and the opposition), economic difficulties, growth of public criticism and 

a rise of young generation that lacked direct experience with the regime’s oppression all 

contributed to emergence of open anti-regime protests. In Czechoslovakia, first substantial 

protest appeared in 1988. Violent repression of these protests had not only antagonizing 

effect on the population, but also failed to prevent new participants joining these protests. 

Although the active dissident supported and sometimes participated on these protests, the 

                                                
44 ibid., 21 
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most of the participants were young people without prior record of opposing the regime.45 

 The first big protest in Czechoslovakia took place on August 21, 1988, the twentieth 

anniversary of Warsaw Pact invasion. About 10 thousand people gathered in the Prague’s 

centre, speakers denounced the invasion, demanded democratic elections, abolition of 

censorship, rehabilitation of victims of politic persecution, and in the end, the protest was 

dispersed by police, but cheered by passer-byes.46 The second protest took place on October 

28, 1988, the seventieth anniversary of Czechoslovakia’s independence on Austria-Hungary 

after the World War I, with participation of about 5 thousands, brutal police crackdown and 

arrests. The third protest on December 10, 1988, a fortieth anniversary of Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, had been allowed in order not to antagonize French president 

Francois Mitterrand on his state visit to Prague. However, the appearance of dissidents 

alarmed the regime which quickly returned to its previous hard-line approach. 

 In 1989, the protests followed the same pattern: in January, several thousands of people 

gathered in Prague despite official warnings to commemorate Jan Palach, who in 1969 

protested against the invasion and subsequent normalization by setting himself on fire. Police 

responded with indiscriminate force and detained leading dissidents including Vaclav Havel 

(sentenced to nine moths in jail), who were sometimes not involved in the protests. This in 

turn led to a wave of international condemnation and to a petition with demanding 

democratization of the regime, signed by about 40 thousand people as of September 1989. 

Other protests took place on May 1, August 28, October 28 and finally on November 17, 

1989. 

 The protest on November 17 differed from the previous events as it was an officially 

sanctioned event organized by Prague's student organization to commemorate Jan Opletal, a 

Czech student leader murdered by German Nazi occupants fifty years ago, on November 17, 

                                                
45 ibid., 25 

46 ibid., 26 
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1939. After the official part, however, the crowds of people marched into the city centre, 

defying the official orders to disperse, and in the end, the core of the participants was isolated 

and beaten by the police. 

 Unlike after the previous anti-regime protests, this time the police crackdown sparked 

protests and on November 20, about 200,000 people gathered on Prague's central Wenceslas 

Square in front of the building of the second largest daily at the time, Svobodne Slovo. The 

reason was that the Socialist Party, member of the Communist-dominated "National Front" 

and publisher of the daily, decided to defy its rubber-stamp status and issue a protest against 

the crackdown on the front page of that day's issue of Svobodne Slovo (for more details about 

the article, see chapter IV.2, section D, of the thesis). During the next few days, the protests 

exponentially grew, the media organizations one after another got rid of their hard-line 

supervisors and started to provide enthusiastic coverage of the demonstrations, and the 

opposition organized in Civic Forum under leadership of dissident playwright Vaclav Havel 

launched negotiations with federal prime minister Ladislav Adamec, as he was the only 

member of the otherwise paralyzed Communist leadership who had enough flexibility to do 

so. Less then one week after the initial crackdown, the Party leaders resigned from their posts 

and the fate of the regime has been sealed by a successful two-hour general strike organized 

in the whole country on November 27 by the Civic Forum. Next day, the Communist Party 

announced it is giving up its single-party state, deleted provisions about its leading role from 

the constitution and started removing barbed wire from the borders with Western Germany 

and Austria. One month later, on December 29, Civic Forum leader Vaclav Havel replaced 

Gustav Husak as a president of Czechoslovakia and on June 8-9, 1990, first free elections 

were held, with demoralized Communist Party receiving only 13.6 % votes compared with 

36.2 % and 10.4 % received by the Civic Forum and its sister party in Slovakia, Public 

Against Violence, respectively. Paradoxically, the Socialist Party that launched the Velvet 
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Revolution received only 1.9 % of votes and no parliamentary seat.47 

 

II.3 Transitology and Factors Contributing to the Protests 

As a general rule, O’Donnell and Schmitter in their classis Transitions form Authoritarian 

Rule: Tentative Conclusions (1986) emphasize that transitions from a non-democratic regime 

to a democracy are uncertain and social change is "undetermined," because there are 

insufficient structures to guide the changes or predict the outcome.48 Contrary to many 

different accounts trying to find out objectively existing structures that would safely 

determine regime changes, the two authors claim that transitions they had studied were 

"unexpected events," their participants usually lacked all the information necessary to make 

rational choices49 and "none of the [analyzed] breakdowns was fatalistically bound to 

occur."50 Another senior transitologist, Adam Przeworski, also claims that "democracy is not 

the only possible outcome of transition"51 and that "breakdown of an authoritative regime 

can be reversed," using the case of Warsaw Pact 1968 invasion to reformist Czechoslovakia 

as a case in his point.52 The general agreement among researchers is that it is very tricky to 

impose generalizing explanatory model on the often chaotic events, and virtually impossible 

to predict a regime change. 

 Therefore, when explaining a transition – or non-transition – from authoritarianism to 

democracy, O’Donnell and Schmitter suggest that focusing on actors of status quo, their 
                                                
47For the most detailed account of the events, see J. Suk, Labyrintem revoluce. [Labyrinth of Revolution] Praha: 

Prostor, 2003. 

48 G. O’Donnell and C. Schmitter, Transitions from Authoritarian Rule: Tentative Conclusions about Uncertain 

Democracies. Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1986, p. 3. 

49 ibid., 5 

50 ibid., 19 

51 A. Przeworski, Democracy and the Market: Political and Economic Reforms in Eastern Europe and Latin 

America. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991, p. 37. 

52 ibid., 51 
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conflict with actors of transformation, and on the various "windows of opportunity" such as 

military defeat, occupation by foreign power or division within the regime that might allow 

the change is actually more fruitful than trying to deduce the regime change from some 

structural condition.53 Their general explanatory framework thus contains two types of 

regime-based actors: hardliners and reformers; two types of opposition-based actors: 

moderates and radicals; and an idea that when the window of opportunity opens, the 

reformers can pacify the hardliners, the moderates can pacify the radicals and in the end, the 

reformers and the moderates can make a deal about transition. 

 To this actor-based approach, Linz and Stepan (already taking into account the 

transitions in the Eastern Europe in 1989) added several seemingly structure-based factors: 

international influences, "political economy of coercion and legitimacy" and "special 

legacies."54 However, there is a problem: all these three "factors" are fairly general and 

especially the "special legacies" can potentially explain everything. This allows Linz and 

Stepan and their followers to pass ad-hoc assumptions about external or structural conditions 

for explanatory factors. This incidentally applies also for the "windows of opportunity" 

concept used by O'Donnell and Schmitter, as some critics such as Doorenspleet point out.55 

 However, exclusively structure-based accounts can be criticized in the same way. In 

order to avoid vagueness and narrow down the main factors explaining the regime change, 

Saxonberg identified four structural factors contributing to the fall of the Communist regime 

in Czechoslovakia: (1) the existence of an economic crisis, (2) the regime's loss of legitimacy, 

(3) Gorbachev's policies and (4) the emergence of a civil society.56 This structure-based 

framework was then used by Thomopson who applied them on the Chinese case and 

                                                
53 O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986, 18 

54 Linz and Stepan 1996, 235 

55 Doorenspleet 2005 

56 Saxonberg 2001, 14 
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compared it with the cases from Eastern Europe.57 

 Thompson's inevitable conclusion is that the Chinese Communist regime in 1989 

differed from its Czechoslovak counterpart in a degree of relevancy of the structural factors 

defined by Saxonberg. Thompson's explanation is that the economic crisis had been present 

in both countries, but in neither it had been the decisive factor. The legitimacy of the 

Czechoslovak Communist Party had eroded significantly, especially after the 1968 Warsaw 

Pact invasion which replaced the reformist leadership by a new one consisting of hardliners, 

first supported and directed by Brezhnev and then abandoned by Gorbachev. The CCP 

leadership, on its part, was not depended on any outside decisive force and although it had 

been divided between hardliners (the "gang of elders") and the younger reformers, Deng’s 

decision to support the former resulted in an effective suppression of the protests on June 4, 

1989. 

 In his recent book on non-transition of some Communist countries to democracy, 

Saxonberg updated his list of conditions that create a "revolutionary potential", suggesting 

that there has to be the economic crisis or a downturn amid rising expectations of the 

population, and also some outrageous act by the regime that angers the population so that the 

protests are launched.58 Explicitly comparing Eastern Europe and China, he also points out 

the "communication problem" of the leaders of the potential regime: the protestors - in 

beginning usually students and intellectuals - need to inform the public what is happening 

and how they can join in order to secure support of other the urban and rural strata for their 

cause. While the architects of the democratic transition in Czechoslovakia were, according to 

Saxonberg,59 especially successful in enlisting mass support for their protests and for the 

                                                
57 M. Thompson, "To Shoot or Not to Shoot: Posttotalitarianism in China and Eastern Europe." Comparative 

Politics, vol. 34, no.10, pp. 63-83, Oct. 2001. 

58 S. Saxonberg, Transitions and Non-Transitions from Communism: Regime Survival in China, Cuba, North 

Korea, and Vietnam. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013, p. 23. 

59 ibid., 194 
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planned general strike, the Chinese students wanted a reform, not a revolution, and being 

distrustful of the masses, they undermined their chances for success.60 

 The problems of structure-based comparisons are clear already: Saxonberg's original list 

of factors does not include any "Deng factor" which in fact had to be added by Thompson, 

who ends up arguing that unlike the efficient Deng, the ineffective Czechoslovakia’s 

hard-line leadership had been "hollowed out" and therefore unable to emulate the 

"successful" Tiananmen scenario. Regarding the civil society, Thompson claims that the 

chances for its successful emergence and political mobilization were bigger in urbanized 

Czechoslovakia than in still mostly rural China, in spite of the fact that Deng's "reform and 

opening up policies" provided much greater ideological space for the emergence of the civil 

society than Czechoslovakia's repressive strategy that kept the number of dissidents very low. 

Thompson also admits that the Czech opposition had been more skillful in dealing with the 

regime while the escalation and radicalization strategy of the Chinese students proved 

self-defeating,61 and Saxonberg's latest account in fact does not go beyond this conclusion 

either. This all again suggest that the structural explanations of political phenomena might be 

incomplete without dealing with political actors. 

 Moreover, although Saxonberg's and Thompson's accounts provide convenient and 

rather clear-cut set of conditions to be met for a successful transition, their "structural 

factors" actually allowed them to remain fairly free in interpreting what actually constitutes 

them. In the end, they also end up with ad hoc explanations which are debatable. For 

example, it would be possible to argue against Thompson that the conditions for transitions 

were in fact more favorable in China with its divided elites and ongoing reforms than in 

Czechoslovakia with its "frozen post-totalitarianism". It would be possible to claim that the 

                                                
60 see D. Kelliher, "Keeping Democracy Safe from the Masses: Intellectuals and Elitism in the Chinese Protest 

Movement," Comparative Politics, vol. 25, no. 4, p. 381. 

61 Thompson 2001, 69 
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nature of the economic crisis was different in the two countries: in China, it had been caused 

by economic reforms, in Czechoslovakia by lack of thereof. These issues indeed seem to 

confirm O'Donnell's and Schmitter's doubts whether it is really possible to use structural 

factors to actually forecast a regime change. 

 Moving beyond actors and structures, it is also possible to argue – as is done for 

example by Calhoun or Leys for China62 and by Holy for Czechoslovakia63 – that the 

self-defeating strategy of Chinese protestors and the more skillful approach of their Czech 

counterparts had actually roots in national and cultural traditions of the Czechs and the 

Chinese. Not only the particular anti-regime slogans, but also the way of organizing (e.g. 

inclusivity or exclusivity) of the protests can be seen as culturally determined and, in the end, 

possibly decisive factor determining success or failure of the protests. In other words: in 

order to analyze and explain the 1989 events better, it is necessary to take into account 

Chinese and Czech political culture. 

 Taken to the extremes, culture can be presented as either complex beyond understanding 

(and comparison) or as a singular explanatory factor that allows for simple binary 

dichotomies. After all, Thompson in his previously mentioned article argues that the "cultural 

relativism" behind the so-called Asian values argument should not stop us comparing the 

culturally different cases, although he seems to use this argumentation in order to justify 

filtering the culture out of his analysis altogether.64 Various culture-based accounts indeed do 

provide revealing insights that are usually culture-specific and difficult to use as comparative 

categories, and, moreover, in their explanation of social dynamics, they tend to emphasize the 

cultural factors and neglect structures and actors. 

                                                
62 Calhoun (1994, 2) and Simon Leys, "After the Massacres," in The Broken Mirror: China After Tiananmen, G. 

Hicks, Ed. Chicago: St. James Press, 1990, pp. 155-164. 

63 L. Holy, The Little Czech and the Great Czech Nation: National Identity and the Post-Communist Social 

Transformation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996. 

64 Thompson 2001, 64 
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 In the end, then, it seems to be more fruitful to deal with "the culture" as an important 

dimension of the events and combine it with insights provided by both "structural" and 

"actor-based" accounts. As was mentioned earlier, the accounts on successful or failed regime 

transitions usually focus on political leadership, its opposition, and often also on the 

economic situation. Taken together with the culturally-based explanations, this roughly 

constitutes four areas that in fact often function both as semi-autonomous spheres and also as 

different aspects of an unified case. The following subchapters therefore present economic 

problems (and reform attempts) in China and Czechoslovakia, issues around the regimes' 

leadership (its factionalism or unity and its flexibility), the role of the students and 

intellectuals as agents of the challenge to their regimes, and finally the impact of the political 

culture on mobilizing (or demobilizing) the population behind the protesting students. 

 

A Economic Problems 

During Mao's era, the Chinese centrally planned and centrally controlled Soviet-style 

economic system allowed the regime to pursue a strategy of extensive but unbalanced growth 

by concentrating resources on developing capital goods industries at the expense of the 

agricultural sector and consumer goods. As of 1957, the private sector had been practically 

eliminated, all agricultural land nationalized and the households organized into communal 

units. The result was an extremely low standard of living with the average income per capita 

being only US$256 as of 1980 - among the lowest in the world.65 

 The reforms launched by Deng and his associates had initially impressive results and, 

during the early 1980s, gave the Chinese economy impulse that resulted in a spectacular 

growth. The quotas were replaced by the contract system, which significantly improved 

                                                
65 Cheng Chuyuan, Behind the Tiananmen Massacre. Social, Political and Economic Ferment in China. 

Boulder: Westview Press, 1990, p. 2. 
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productivity in the agricultural sector. Individual businesses were allowed and tertiary sector 

expanded. However, in the middle of the decade, social costs started to counterweight these 

positive results. Also, the agricultural subsidies and inefficient state enterprises caused 

growing budget deficits that reached 160 billion Yuan (US$43 billion) in 1989 (Cheng 1990, 

3). In order to finance them, the government printed more currency creating inflation which, 

together with rising prices but stagnating wages, caused decline of living standards for a large 

part of the population. Between 1987 and 1989, the annual inflation rate was more than 30 

percent and food prices rose about 40 to 50 percent. At the same time, corruption among the 

Party members and their children reached such an extent that the Party Central Committee 

launched three inconsequential anti-corruption campaigns in 1986, 1987 and again 1989. 

Shortages of various goods became also widespread. Overall, "the economic problems of the 

year 1989 included shortages of goods, wages lagging behind spiraling inflation and 

widespread bribery. Although the situation was better compared to earlier times, the 

uncertainty regarding the future economic prospect made many people anxious."66 

 Few months after the Seventh National People's Party Congress that took place in 

March and April 1988, Zhao Ziyang with Deng's support launched a retail price reform, 

aiming at reducing state subsidies and moving further towards free market economy. It 

proved to be a failure as the inflation jumped according to some estimates to 50 percent (the 

official number was 18 percent) in a country where people generally associated inflation with 

the disastrous post-WWII era when Chiang Kaishek's regime first collapsed the economy and 

then collapsed itself. Among the many incidents of public disorder there were runs on banks 

and panic buying. Despite all the negative signals, Zhao pressed on for further liberalization. 

According to some sources, Deng pushed him to do so, but after the reforms encountered 

resistance, he shifted all the blame on Zhao. Therefore, when in September 1988 his reforms 

                                                
66 Calhoun 1994, 9 
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were indefinitely postponed, Zhao lost a great degree of control over Chinese economy and 

his influence over the economic decision-making had diminished. At the same time, the 

failure of the reforms led Deng to side more with the hardliners.67 

 According to Cheng, most problems of the failed reforms were caused simply by bad 

planning. Instead of a coherent blueprint that would eliminate possible contradictions, the 

reformers proceeded by trial-and-error method (Deng's famous "crossing the river by 

touching the stones"). Many errors that were necessary result of this approach, when 

accumulated, undermined confidence of officials who had to implement the reforms, and also 

undermined the confidence of the ordinary people who had to adjust to their unplanned 

consequences. Among other reasons for the failure were lack of consensus in the ruling 

hierarchy, with hardliners bitterly opposing reformers, and absence of a legal framework 

which is a necessary precondition for stable market economy. Moreover, old Maoist ideas 

were still deeply entrenched in the people's minds and in the institutional practices. Finally, 

the personnel that was supposed to implement the reforms was lacking in education, 

enthusiasm and sincerity.68 

 One of the gravest problems that the reforms created were unemployment and 

underemployment, creating vast pools of temporary workers and a 50 million people-strong 

"reserve army" of those who were "waiting for the job". While the labor force increased by 

20 millions annually, the job openings in the state-owned companies could not hire that many 

workers. Those who still worked in the state sector received still the same salaries, despite 

rising prices. On the other hand, those who moved to the private sector faced insecurity, but 

as the state-owned enterprises started to fire their employees, the insecurity was widespread. 

It is therefore not surprising that this combination of lack of opportunities, increasing costs of 

                                                
67 J. T. Dreyer, China's Political System: Modernization and Tradition. 8th ed. New York: Pearson Longman, 

2008, p. 119. 

68 Cheng 1990, 27 
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living and insecurity created a popular demand for a change. According to a study by 

All-China Federation of Trade Unions based on 770,000 questionnaires, the public mood had 

been "uneasy" since 1985 and the trend accelerated in following years.69 

 In the end, as Cheng notes,70 the Tiananmen Square crackdown has been an event full 

of ironies. It had been Deng Xiaoping who used similar, although smaller protests in the late 

1970s to consolidate his power and launch the reforms that substantially liberalized China in 

the following decade. The economic growth provided his ruling with legitimacy, but also 

increased expectations for more prosperity while the reforms had necessarily also their costs, 

and these costs - and unfulfilled expectations - in turn undermined the legitimacy of the 

Deng's regime. People would prefer more security and more opportunities at the same time, 

but the reforms were creating more insecurity and not enough opportunities. The economic 

crisis thus indeed could have functioned as an opportunity for expressing popular 

dissatisfaction and challenging the regime. 

 Compared with China, the reasons for Czechoslovakia's economic crisis were different. 

In the end of the 1980s, it was clear that the Soviet bloc, including Czechoslovakia, lagged 

behind the developed Western countries in both economy and technology. The proximity to 

the West and the availability of the West Germany's and Austria's TV channels, depicting the 

capitalist countries' prosperity, created bitterness among the population: while the Germans 

lost the World War II with their industry almost wiped out, the Czechs were on the side of the 

victorious powers and their industry survived the war quite intact. Yet despite this favorable 

starting position and regime's own boasting about superiority of its Soviet-style five-year 

plans over chaotic capitalism, Czechoslovakia economically lagged behind both Germany 

and Austria. As a consequence, the responsibility for economic mismanagement that was 

                                                
69 S. Rosen, "The All-China Federation of Trade Union's Survey of China's Workers and Staff," Chinese 

Economic Studies, pp. 1-110, Summer 1989. 

70 Cheng 1990, 13 
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evident everywhere had been attributed to the Communist Party and its strategy of central 

planning and the fact that – unlike China with its self-employed getihu – in Czechoslovakia 

right up to the 1989 regime change everyone had been technically state employee. 

 The Communist party was then well aware of the Czechoslovakia’s inability to compete 

on Western markets due to its inefficient and outmoded structure, but did not dare to do much 

to change the situation. As Wheaton and Kavan summarize, "the difficulties were thus 

twofold: how to reduce the costs of production and how to achieve far-reaching structural 

change without the concept of market or accepting the major social costs involved."71 

However, there was a problem: the push towards liberalization of the economy under 

Dubcek’s economic minister Ota Sik had been denounced after the 1968 as revisionism and 

the logic of "goulash socialism" required retaining the full employment and the consumerism 

intact as it has been the only remaining source of regime’s legitimacy. Yet it was impossible 

to keep artificially the same prices for goods for 20 years and at the same time not to require 

substantial work performance, to tolerate widespread pilfering at work or even performing 

private work in company’s time in exchange for not expressing opposition to the regime.72 In 

other words: the leaders were left only with bad options: to reform meant to lose their 

legitimacy, and to not reform meant to lose the legitimacy anyway due to the economic 

collapse. 

 Internationally, the leaders were pressed once again to follow Soviet model, this time 

Gorbachev’s perestroika (Linz – Stepan 1996, 239). However, implementation of the 

economic reforms was in the best case half-hearted and the ruling hardliner paid mostly just a 

lip service to the Soviet calls for improving their own economy. As of 1989, the reforms were 

only slowly taking ground, mostly on paper than in reality. In comparison, China had at the 

same time already underwent a decade of sometimes very bold reforms. 

                                                
71 Wheaton and Kavan 1992, 30 

72 ibid., 21 
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 Thus, on economic level, the Czechoslovakia's regime had been unable to fulfill the 

interests of the major part of the population. As the Czech sociologist Ivo Mozny observed, 

"in the end, it did not suit anyone. Not only to those opposed to the regime, but also to those 

against whom this opposition stood. Not only to those on the bottom, but also to those on the 

top – and especially to them."73 In Czechoslovakia after the 1948 Communist coup, the 

economic capital had been according to Mozny replaced by the cultural and especially by the 

social capital as the only means to become a member of the elite. Aiming at the classless 

society meant that the means of production had been nationalized and the wages were almost 

the same for everyone, regardless of his or her work performance. However, as the economic 

deterioration progressed, it became increasingly difficult to obtain even the daily needs by 

the standard channels. Relying on informal channels became increasingly inconvenient and 

the seamless functioning of the Western capitalism became even more attractive. And while 

in its last years, the regime started to talk about reforms, its half-hearted efforts to 

implemented seemed unconvincing. 

 

B Leadership 

The traditional image of CCP leadership during the 1980s is that of a Party divided between 

conservative "leftist" hardliners struggling against dynamic and pragmatic reformers, with 

Deng Xiaoping on the top balancing between these two camps and tipping the overall 

balance in both directions - generally in the direction of the reformers, but in key moments in 

the direction of the hardliners. This image is nevertheless made more complex by networks 

of personal connections, loyalties and rivalries on one hand and by an imperative to maintain 

                                                
73 I. Mozny, Proc tak snadno: nekteré rodinne duvody sametove revoluce. [Why so Easy: Some Family-Related 

Reasons for Velvet Revolution] Praha: SLON, 1991, p. 30. 
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a facade of a united monolithic party despite all the internal divisions on the other hand.74 

Overall, the division of the party between hardliners and reformers clearly follows the 

classical O'Donnell's and Schmitter's model, but the role of Deng cannot be omitted from the 

full picture. 

 As a former associate of Zhou Enlai, Deng Xiaoping was Party veteran cadre and 

survivor of two purges during the Cultural Revolution when he was a prime target of mass 

media campaigns, blamed as the principal rightist and capitalist roader. Deng joined 

Communist Youth League in 1922 in France and after in 1926, he briefly studied in the 

Soviet Union. After that, he returned to China in order to lead two Communist uprisings in 

Guangxi province in 1929 and 1930. During the Long March, he was already general 

secretary of the Party and during the Sino-Japanese war and later the civil war against KMT, 

he proved himself as a successful PLA commander. During the 1940s and 1950s he occupied 

various top positions in the Party and from 1955 to 1966, he was CCP Central Committee 

general secretary. After being purged during the Cultural Revolution, he was reinstated by his 

political patron Zhou Enlai only to be purged again after Zhou's death. After the arrest of 

Gang of Four that had been responsible for Deng's second purge, Mao's successor Hua 

Guofeng had been forced to completely rehabilitate Deng in 1977. After his return to the 

highest Party levels in the end of the 1970s, Deng was - not surprisingly - considered the 

most dynamic politician available, guarantor of pragmatic reforms and protector against 

revolutionary chaos. And indeed, he managed to push aside most of the cadres that were 

products of the Cultural Revolution, and he also managed to push trough reforms that 

cancelled many harmful economic policies from the previous era. 

 However, Deng's flexibility had its limits, and while he had no problems with promoting 

economic reforms, he was generally against political ones. Democracy clearly went against 

                                                
74 see Baum 1996, 15 
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his Leninist conviction that a single Communist Party has to have the ultimate authority, and 

any calls for spontaneous bottom-up political organizing reminded him of chaos caused by 

the Red Guards during the Cultural Revolution.75 During the 1980s, his political position had 

been always shifting but always in the center, as the other leaders were continuously 

readjusting their own position around Deng. Despite initially using Democracy Wall events 

against Hua and more or less carefully supporting the economic reforms, Deng was in a 

systematic opposition to the political reforms that would bring about more plurality. "Just as 

the Deng regime played upon public fears of the Cultural Revolution in suppressing an 

earlier Democracy Movement in 1979-80, so now again images of the 'chaos' of 'the ten lost 

years' were invoked to discredit the democratic strivings of a new generation of Chinese 

youth. [...] Spontaneous student protests were seen as grave threats to the Leninist 'unity and 

stability' he demanded."76 

 In order to overcome his "conservative" opponents, Deng managed to assemble a wide 

coalition of allies including two outspoken reformers, Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang. Hu 

Yaobang was a democratically inclined disciple and helper of Deng Xiaoping, but he lacked 

his own power-base. He joined the Communist Youth League in 1930, was admitted to the 

party in 1933, participated in the Long March, and in the 1940s served as a political 

commissar and director of a political department in the People's Army. After several posts in 

the regions, he had been persecuted during the Cultural Revolution and after his 

rehabilitation, he held posts in the CCP Central Committee where he served as the general 

secretary from 1982 to early 1987. Although Hu occasionally (and on Deng's insistence) 

denounced freedom of the press, he had been at the same time the most vocal advocate for 

democratic reforms.77 He disliked the campaign against spiritual pollution and supported 
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independence of People's Daily and its prominent personalities Wang Ruoshui and Liu 

Binyan. According to Meisner, Hu was a "honest, kindly man" but not a liberal as he had 

spent all his life building Communist China. He was removed in 1987 with an accusation of 

mishandling the student protest and replaced by his reformist ally (and at the same time rival) 

Zhao Ziyang, with more hardline Li Peng appointed premier in order to balance Zhao.78 

 Hu's removal has been in fact caused not as much by any "mishandling" as by his 

anti-corruption and pro-democracy push. Not surprisingly, the Party elders aimed at 

protecting their enterprising children and their own political positions. Also, it was quite 

revealing that the procedure of his removal actually violated Party procedures because it had 

been decided by the "gang of elders" who did not held appropriate official positions to 

remove a Party secretary.79 Such technically illegal but nevertheless smooth ousting of the 

formally most powerful man in the state supported growing suspicion that Deng would not 

bring China towards Western-style democracy and rule of law. This further antagonized 

students and intellectuals against Deng, whom they correctly suspected of having the final 

word in Hu's fall despite his official retirement. 

 Zhao Ziyang had been Hu's reformist rival and ultimately took over his Party 

chairmanship, only to experience similar fall from grace because of a similar reason. Zhao 

Ziyang joined the party in 1938 and in the early 1960s, he became a Party secretary in 

Guangdong. Purged during the Cultural Revolution and rehabilitated in 1971, he went trough 

a series of posts in Inner Mongolia, Guangdong (again) and Sichuan provinces. His success 

in Sichuan earned him nomination to the Party Central Committee in 1973, and in 1980 he 

became premier of the State Council. Two years later his support for Deng and his reformist 

outlook elevated Zhao to the Politburo Standing Committee and after Hu Yaobang's fall, he 

became the Party's general secretary, vacating his post of premier to a hardliner Li Peng 
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 Zhao's political fall was caused by his conciliatory approach towards the student protest 

at the Tiananmen Square, against opinion of his hardline colleagues and Deng Xiaoping 

himself. His departure from the Party hard-line cost him not only his political career, but also 

personal freedom, although it later allowed him to boost his democratic persuasion in his 

posthumously published memoirs.80 However, during his political career, Zhao was less 

inclined towards Western-style democracy than his fellow reformer Hu Yaobang and 

although he provided protection to reformist media and think-tanks, he focused more on 

economic than political reforms. Therefore when in 1988 the examples of Taiwan, South 

Korea and Singapore inspired a debate about "new authoritarianism" (as an alternative to 

democracy), combining political dictatorship with capitalist market economy, this position 

got Zhao's support. For his embrace of these ideas, he had been opposed by democratic 

Marxist intellectuals who were able to voice their criticism in the media.81 The point was 

that after the failed economic reforms of 1988, Zhao needed to restore his cracked image and 

reverse his slide from power - and openly promoting the new authoritarianism could possibly 

raise his fortunes. The program of the new authoritarianism promoted market forces, 

dismantling bureaucratic apparatus of the command economy and privatization of 

state-owned enterprises. The bureaucracy which had been blocking the reforms was to be 

destroyed and replaced by a powerful authoritative figure (e.g. Zhao Ziyang), because 

without such figure, the bureaucratic would be an insurmountable obstacle.82 

 The new authoritarianism antagonized not only liberal democrats among Chinese 

intellectuals, but also the cautious hardliners who prioritized stability and strong role of the 

Party apparatus. In late 1988, they increased their efforts to depose Zhao and started to 

consult Deng about this possibility. Although they were joined by "gang of elders" who were 
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equally concerned about Zhao's "failure to do public opinion, ideological, and theoretical 

work properly,"83 Deng originally refused their demand to oust Zhao, but he made Yang 

Shangkun instead of Zhao the chief military decision maker. However, the student protests 

after Hu Yaobang's death and Zhao's conciliatory approach further undermined his position. 

In late April, he probably underestimated the situation and left for the pre-scheduled visit to 

North Korea, leaving his hardline adversaries in charge. Premier Li Peng and president Yang 

Shangkun (who also held the position of secretary of the Central Military Committee) had 

been with Deng Xiaoping who approved a hard line against the protesting students. The April 

26 editorial in People's Daily was a result of this meeting, condemning the protests and 

warning the students that they can be put down by the regime using force. However, the 

editorial escalated the conflict as the students felt offended by the editorial's notion that they 

were acting like puppets, being manipulated by a few counterrevolutionary "black hands."84 

 After his return from North Korea, Zhao attempted to act as an intermediary between 

the students and the hardliners. He proposed a five-point plan to address the students' 

demands at the Politburo but was, according to his own account, the only one voting in its 

favor. The plan would have involved investigation into the finance of high cadres' finances or 

abolition their special privileges. Instead, on May 19, after Gorbachev left China, premier Li 

Peng in a televised meeting announced martial law in Beijing and Zhao was the only member 

of the Politburo standing committee that was missing.85 During the following two weeks, 

Deng's supporters outmaneuvered those army leaders that opposed using military force 

against civilians and managed to launch the final June 3-4 attack on the remaining 

Tiananmen protestors.  

 Clearly, Deng and Zhao were the principal regime's actors during spring 1989 in Beijing, 

                                                
83 quote in Baum 1994, 241 

84 Dreyer 2008, 120 
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and ultimately, Deng's hardline approach prevailed while Zhao lost everything. There were 

several reasons for this development. First, during the Beijing protests, Zhao's position within 

the regime had been weakened while Deng and the hardliners held upper hand. Second, Zhao 

could not compensate his weak grip of the party by embracing the protesting students against 

the Party because he was in fact an elitist, not a populist. As his support for 

neo-authoritarianism revealed, he did not have much trust to the masses. Third, he did not 

have respect of the protesting students as he had been previously criticized because of his 

sons' alleged corruption, and the student leaders were not ready to collaborate with him 

against the Party hardliners in order to fulfill the traditional transitologist scenario. Finally, 

Zhao had been a loyal Party member and Deng's protégé and turning against his patron and 

the Party was probably unthinkable for him. In the end, while he was not ready to fight the 

hardliners and Deng, they were ready to get rid of him. 

 Deng, on the other hand, had a firm grip over the Party despite his age and vacating the 

official position in the mid-1980s. Due to his unsurpassed informal authority and his last 

remaining formal post, the chairman of Party's military committee, he was able to mobilize 

the hardliners and the PLA, overcome Zhao's obstructions and orchestrate a crackdown. And 

while Zhao would have needed to abandon his life-long habits and bet his future on an leap 

away from the past were he to prevent crackdown, Deng's solution was in fact an established 

tool in the regime's repertoire and did not require any imagination. As Simon Leys (a 

pseudonym of Pierre Ryckmans) observed, the final massacre was "fully in line with the 

logic of Communism" where killing people is a way of governance, mankind is more 

important than individual people and total political power must be maintained by all means 

following Lenin’s dictum that "a regime which is prepared to use limitless terror cannot be 

overthrown."86 According to Leys, "it would have been surprising had they [the massacres in 
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Beijing] not taken the place, for this would have amounted to the government’s announcing 

its own dissolution."87 

 While the events at Tiananmen Square ended in bloodshed, Velvet Revolution did not 

have any causalities and succeeded very quickly and smoothly. In hindsight, it seems 

surprising how unprepared the Czechoslovakia's Communist Party leadership was to deal 

with the crisis. The hardliners were the main architects of the regime but became out of touch, 

they lost the support of Gorbachev's Moscow while the absence of economic reforms 

prevented them from providing acceptable level of consumerism in exchange for popular 

consent with their governance. The technocrats, who constituted the remainder of the 

party-state elites, did not display a high degree of commitment to the Communist cause and 

instead, as Mozny suggests,88 they actually became motivated to become legal owners of the 

state properties where they worked as managers after an eventual change of the regime. 

Therefore they were not against exchanging the Communist model for the capitalist one, 

provided they would stay in charge and the incompetent hardliners would stop derailing their 

efforts. 

 After 1968, many qualified people have been expelled from the Party or reassigned to 

do menial jobs; the "red" (e.g. those who were willing to pretend loyalty to the 

Soviet-imposed regime) got the preference over the "experts", which alienated the old elites 

from the regime and its leadership. Although the regime became increasingly open to the 

career-seeking technocrats, the reform-minded Party members never prevailed, being 

balanced against the hardliners by the main architect of the normalization, Party secretary 

and since 1975 also country’s president Gustav Husak. 

 The political career of this last Communist president of Czechoslovakia started in 1933 

when he joined the Party during his studies of Law in Slovak capital Bratislava. After the 
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interwar democratic Czechoslovakia fell apart and independent Slovakia has been established 

as a satellite of Nazi Germany, Husak has been involved in Communist underground, 

periodically jailed by the Bratislava's clero-fascist regime, and finally became one of the 

leaders of the Slovak National Uprising in 1944 [a failed attempt of the Communist partisans 

to take over Slovakia and facilitate advance of the Soviet Red Army]. Between 1945 and 

1950 he was a quasi-Prime minister of Slovakia within the renewed Czechoslovakia and 

contributed to the Communist takeover in 1948. However, in 1950 he became a victim of a 

Stalinist purge of the Party leadership and spend the 1950s in prison. Unlike other purged 

Communist leaders, he never confessed to his alleged crimes, survived, and in 1967 he was 

rehabilitated and joined the reformers in their criticism of the Stalinist leadership. In April 

1968 he became a deputy premier under the reformist leadership of Alexander Dubcek, but 

after the August 1968 invasion he embraced the Soviets, got their support and replaced 

Dubcek as the Party secretary. 

 As a Party secretary and later also president of Czechoslovakia, Husak became a chief 

architect of dismantling the legacy of Dubcek's Prague Spring. Similarly as Deng, he had 

been a centrist coalition-builder, but he had a much more narrow space for his maneuvers. 

Any political or economic reforms were out of question, the legitimacy of the Communist 

ideology was compromised by the invasion, and aside from the Soviet Army whose large part 

remained stationed in the country, he had been held in check by Moscow which provided 

parallel support for a clique of Communist hardliners who occupied some of the leading 

positions of the party-state despite their overwhelming incompetence just because of their 

ties with Moscow. 

 For this reasons, the technocrats were unable to push trough any substantial reforms 

even after Moscow changed its course and started to promote perestroika. Moreover, when 

Husak finally lost his Party secretary post in 1987 (he remained a figurehead president), even 

the cautious centrists Lubomir Strougal, Bohumil Chnoupek and Petr Colotka have been 
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replaced by the hardliners such as the new Party secretary Milos Jakes or moderates unable 

to push reforms such as the new premier Ladislav Adamec.89 The aging Husak was losing 

his grip and despite his remaining informal influence, he lacked Deng's resolve to use tanks 

to crack down on mass protests. 

 His successor, the hardliner Milos Jakes, lacked not only resolve, but also political skills 

in general. A grey apparatchik who rose steadily but unremarkably in the Party hierarchy 

since 1950s, Jakes has been installed as a Party secretary because of a compromise: the other 

hardliners were too closely connected with the post-1968 purges while Jakes was acceptable 

also for the technocrats and was able to verbally support Czechoslovakia's own perestroika.  

However, he was against political reforms or contacts with the opposition, and in the early 

1989, a widely circulated video tape containing his speech to Party leaders destroyed his 

reputation as it was incoherent and full of nonsense, self-pity and strangely-worded attack on 

regime's opponents.90 

 During his two years in power, his speeches about economic reforms had not been 

translated into practice. At the same time, hardliners could not count on Moscow's support 

any longer: while Gorbachev's reforms struggled against domestic hardline opposition, it 

could not be expected from him to support hardliners of a client regime paying lip service to 

perestroika example while in fact delaying its implementation. Moreover, Gorbachev was not 

interested in maintaining Soviet hegemony in the Easter Europe by using tanks which were 

still stationed there against the discontented population. As other Communist regimes were 

having their own problems with mass protests, there was no chance for any further 

"international help" resembling the 1968 invasion. Finally, the delaying of reforms and 

overall stagnation led to widespread conviction that Communist party is not capable of 

                                                
89 Wheaton and Kavan 1992, 35 

90 see M. Jakes. (1989). "Speech at Cerveny Hradek, July 17, 1989 - highlights." [Online] Available: 
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running the country well as was evident from comparisons with clearly more prosperous 

Western capitalist countries on the other side of the "iron curtain".  

 In the end, therefore, the isolated leadership of Jakes managed to alienate almost 

everyone. The "goulash" it provided to the general population lacked in comparison with the 

levels of consumerism available in the West. Intellectuals resented the tight limits on freedom 

of expression. Students were alienated by regime’s hard repressions against the protests. The 

technocratic elites were unhappy about the restriction the regime imposed on them. 

Practically everybody would like to escape the participation on the regime’s empty rituals 

and the leadership’s only remaining allies were those deeply involved in coercion of the 

population: civil and secret police, ideological workers etc.91 

 Czechoslovakia’s hard-line leadership became isolated also internationally. As the 

changes in other Communist countries (Poland, Hungary, East Germany) demonstrated, the 

political change was possible and did not lead to a direct Soviet intervention like in the 1950s 

and 1960s. As the Soviet leader Gorbachev wanted keep good relations with the West and 

decrease Soviet subsidies to its satellites, he first shifted his position towards de facto 

allowing major changes in Hungary and Poland (mid 1988), then to abandoning conservative 

regimes in East Germany and Czechoslovakia (early 1989) and in the end accepting 

non-socialist governments in Eastern Europe provided that they are not hostile to the USSR 

(late 1989).92 The leaders in Czechoslovakia ended up with only a verbal support of their 

hard-line colleagues from Eastern Germany and Romania, but as the regimes in Berlin, 

Prague and Bucharest collapsed at about the same time, the international isolation of the 

regime was de facto total. 

 As Linz and Stepan describe the logic of dependency of the Czechoslovakia’s leaders on 

the external backing, "without a domestic change in the hegemon (…) it was extremely 
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difficult for either Central and Eastern European elites (dependent on Soviet political control) 

or Central and Eastern European masses (coercible by domestic elites credibly supported by 

the hegemon) to initiate new political processes that might have led to democratic 

transitions."93 They note that Gorbachev’s perestroika and glasnost changed the situation: 

Soviet Union was supposed to overcome its stagnation with Western investments, 

modernization and improved foreign relations which included unilaterally withdrawing 

Soviet troops from some of its bases in client states. According to Linz and Stepan, by doing 

this Gorbachev underestimated the unpopularity of Eastern European regimes and created a 

situation when the local Brezhnevite leaders were no longer perceived to be backed by Soviet 

army that could come to rescue the hardliners in case of emergency, as it did in 1953 in 

Eastern Germany, in 1956 in Hungary or in 1968 in Czechoslovakia.94 For Soviets, it was 

apparently increasingly costly to intervene on hardliners behalf and increasingly reasonable 

to tolerate what has been going on in the satellites, but the opposition movements still could 

not be sure about Soviet non-intervention as the reformist Gorbachev could have been ousted 

any time by his own unhappy hardliners – as it indeed happened in 1991 during the brief 

coup against Gorbachev by a few hard-line generals.95 

 For a summary, we can use description of Linz and Stepan: "In ’frozen’ post-totalitarian 

policies (e.g., the East Germany and Czechoslovakia), old guard Brezhnev era leaders who 

needed external support to make their coercive threats credible collapsed when their 

middle-level cadres either no longer believed in the regime’s utopian ideological claims or at 

least were unwilling to use large-scale violence against protesting crowds."96 
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C Students and Intellectuals 

University students and intellectuals (e.g. university graduates) were an important minority in 

Deng's China. While they were only about 6 millions (0.6 % of the total population), they 

were necessary for the modernization of China's economy and they had many opportunities, 

such as possibility to go study abroad, that were previously unavailable.97 Despite many 

shared characteristics, they were not a homogenous group as their experiences differed across 

generations, they also differed in their attitudes towards the government, and their opinions 

changed with time and new experiences etc. According to Goldman, there were actually three 

generations of intellectuals in the 1980s. The older intellectuals were persecuted during 

Maoist times, but responded to Deng's call for help, although sometimes they became critical 

of the government; the middle generation resembled intellectuals of the Eastern Europe while 

younger intellectuals were absorbing international trends, going abroad to study, or to Beijing 

to advise the government. What all these three generations had in common, however, was 

their conviction that only themselves, the intellectuals, could bring about political change.98 

 Possible starting point of such a change was a reappraisal of China's history in the 

mid-1980s. Following this revival, post-Maoist intellectuals started to see themselves once 

again as a kind of Confucian literati, responsible for maintaining moral norms of political 

leadership and population at large, and acting as a "conscience of the society." In this 

tradition, they sought to establish informal political alliances with reformist leaders - 

especially with Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang - and also formal institutions such as 

think-tanks, semi-official journals etc. As the Party was loosening its previously 

overwhelming grip over society, the intellectuals became more autonomous and also more 

                                                
97 M. Goldman, "The Intellectuals in the Deng Era." in China in the Era of Deng Xiaoping. A Decade of 

Reform. M.Y.M Kau and S. Marsh, Eds. Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 1993, p. 285. 

98 M. Goldman, "The Emergence of Politically Independent Intellectuals," in M. Goldman and R. MacFarquhar, 

Eds. The Paradox of China's Post-Mao Reforms. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999, p. 284. 
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relevant, establishing what Goldman calls "semi-public sphere."99  

 Still, their position was vulnerable. Government support and political patronage 

included financial support from state and appointments to position in institutions that 

supported intellectual think-tanks, but when the political patron lost his power or changed his 

mind (as happened both with Hu and Zhao), the advices of the intellectuals were simply 

rejected and the intellectuals themselves might face loosing their position or other 

persecution.100 A typical example is the group of intellectuals around Zhao Ziyang that 

orchestrated "neo-authoritarian debate" in the early 1989. In order to support his shaky 

political position in the eyes of Deng Xiaoping and hard-liners and at the same time support 

Zhao's reforms, the advocates of this doctrine argued (with Zhao's approval) that it is 

necessary to reject simultaneous political and economic reforms as in Eastern Europe and 

take inspiration from the combination of high economic growth and authoritarian 

government of the four Asian tigers (Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore and South Korea) 

instead. Because of China's low education level and lack of democratic traditions, democratic 

reforms in China would lead to chaos while only a strong authoritarian leader could 

guarantee stability. Despite their efforts, Zhao lost his position due to his rather 

anti-authoritarian approach to the protesting students and during the purges after June 4, 1989, 

the neo-authoritarian intellectuals ultimately lost their positions together with their reformist 

colleagues.101 

 Clearly then, political patronage allowed intellectuals to be heard by the regime, but also 

weakened their ability to establish themselves as independent actors. Other intellectuals, 

seeking to avoid this danger, invested their efforts into establishing independent institutions. 

They rejected the idea of Confucian-style "scholar-official", claimed that intellectuals should 
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be separate from the government, but his independence earned them label "black hands" after 

the June 4 crackdown when the regime was searching for scapegoats that would fit into its 

description of sinister manipulators of confused masses who were really responsible for the 

protests.102 

 The opinions of intellectuals and students regarding the government also changed with 

time. They originally welcomed and supported Deng's reforms despite the fact that the 

hardliners still managed to orchestrate occasional campaigns against "spiritual pollution". 

The peace between the reformist regime and intellectuals started to fall apart in 1988 and one 

of the most notable signs was the petition demanding political democratization, further 

economic reforms, end of corruption, freedom of speech, freedom of the press and release of 

political prisoners, issued in May 1988.103 At the Beijing university campuses and within the 

reformist-sponsored think-tanks, a kind of public sphere started to emerge where the 

participants got to formulate their critical opinions.104 

 At the end of 1986 and beginning of 1987, student protests took place in several 

university cities including Beijing and Shanghai. The students defied an official ban on 

demonstrations and demanded greater democratization and return to the Four Modernizations 

that have been earlier deleted from the constitution. Although the protest subsided after a few 

weeks of uncertainty, for the hardliners in the Party leadership they were an excuse for 

starting a counterattack against their reformist colleagues. In the end, Deng sacrificed Hu 

Yaobang but replaced him by Zhao Ziyang and the reforms soon continued.105 

 At the end of the 1980s, the students were part of international culture that included 

Western consumerism as well as contemporary intellectual currents. They felt that democracy 
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was inevitable outcome of the ongoing reforms and the only question for them remained 

whether it would appear sooner or later.106  Regarding the current regime, they were 

ambivalent and increasingly critical. Despite Deng Xiaoping’s original role in promoting the 

economic reforms, the students had increasingly compared him to the dowager Empress Cixi, 

criticized many of the his fellow octogenarian power-holders and described the regime as 

"feudal."107 Still, they would hardly want a return to the past. Maoist era with its animosity 

towards intellectuals ("the stinking ninth category") had been replaced by more favorable 

climate under Deng. Admissions to the universities were based once again on rigorous 

examinations instead of political credentials, the students could go abroad to Western or 

Japanese universities, various think tanks attached to central ministries had been launched 

and being an "expert" became increasingly more important than being "red."108 

 From the other point of view, the critique of the regime by the students and intellectuals 

was fully in line with Chinese tradition where intellectuals are supposed to "speak the truth to 

the power"109 and, by doing that, to provide rulers with valuable (but often unwelcomed) 

feedback. But they did not have a universally accepted blueprint of an alternative. According 

to Goldman, even the members of democratic intellectual elite actually did not have an 

overall political program or understanding of democracy which they interpreted more like 

meritocracy with its stress on professionalism and scientific methods.110 This view of 

democracy derived from Chinese word for democracy minzhu (民主) that means "rule by the 

people" but does not include protection of minority voices, plurality of perspectives or need 

for institutional limits on political power. Until well into the Deng period, most of the 

intellectuals never questioned the assumption that they could speak on behalf of the people or 
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that properly informed leaders would respond to the people's wishes, and only continuous 

repression caused some of them to question these assumptions.111 Still, even if they had a 

symbiotic relationship with the student protesters throughout the 1980s, the elite democratic 

intellectuals kept distance from the student demonstrations until the final days of Tiananmen 

protests, betraying the traditional literati's bias of the educated classes towards the masses. 

 Several analysts of the Tiananmen protests conclude that their culturally-based bias and 

lack of understanding of the true meaning of democracy were one of the main causes for the 

ultimate failure of the Beijing protests in 1989. According to Leys, the protesting students 

were not behaving as rational actors as "their blind confidence that virtue should conquer all 

left them vulnerable to the realities of Chinese authoritarianism."112 However, he claims, 

their behavior was fully in line with established Chinese political culture, especially with a 

tradition of "heroism in a hopeless situation,"113 and also with an impossibility to focus their 

complaints on pragmatic and personal issues such as dormitories, lack of money etc. which 

would label them as selfish individualists. Instead, as Leys observes, "they had to escalate 

their demands to more abstract, lofty, and essentially idealistic themes" which had 

troublesome consequences: inflated style of political rhetoric where everything had to be 

portrayed as "public interest" provided little room for discussion about specific problems.114 

 According to Calhoun, "critical discourse was not the great strength of the China's 

student protestors in 1989."115 He agrees with Leys that the students were members of the 

elites (of Chinese intellectuals) but they assumed that they talked for the whole nation. They 

were brave enough to "speak truth to the power" and demand a dialog on equal terms, but in 

fact, the opportunities for establishing a true public sphere were rather limited as were the 
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chances to engage in a rational critical discourse.116 

 According to Perry, the urban intellectuals who launched the protests were in fact quite 

traditional with their elitist disregard for the Chinese masses.117 As educated Chinese, they 

tended to identify with the regime and in fact, they were seeking its recognition for their 

criticisms. In fact, they were in a peculiar position of speaking for the masses while not 

speaking with them and actually excluding them. The same went for their relationship 

towards private entrepreneurs (getihu): "In denigrating this key social element, Chinese 

students undervalued the contributions of one of the most enthusiastic supporters of their 

cause."118 Students also missed the chance to cooperate with urban workers despite their 

identical complains on inflation and corruption and "until the very end, the students had 

disdainfully tried to keep the workers at arms length."119 The same opinion is echoed in 

Calhoun: by being intellectuals, students were members of the Chinese elite yet they spoke 

for the whole Chinese nation and did not want other voices to mix up with their own. They 

actually blocked participation of other Chinese social strata such as workers on their protest 

and by doing this they to some extent undermined their chances for a successful outcome. 

Instead, they focused on expressing their sense of cultural crisis and on criticism of the 

regime.120 

 Overall, the protestors' style of remonstrance (e.g. demanding dialog with the 

authorities), their naive switching between various political heroes (Hu, Zhu) without 

actually cooperating with them and their stress on moral values (e.g. student martyrdom vs. 
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materialism of the masses) led to "an exclusionist style of protests that served to reinforce 

preexisting authority relations."121 As Timothy Cheek puts it, the protests were not in fact 

democratic in the Western sense; instead, the students and intellectuals only wanted "the right 

to fulfill the kind of mandarin role that Chinese states (imperial, nationalist, and communist 

alike) have promised to the inteligentsia: that of acting as advisers to those who govern."122 

Or as Lee Feigon observes: "But their protests also demonstrated a hollowness. It was not 

just that few students grasped the subtlety of democratic ideals they claimed to espouse, but 

also that they rarely seemed able to act without first gaining legitimacy from institutions that 

were anathema to their ideas.123 

 On the other hand, cultural policy of the Czechoslovakia's post-1968 regime turned the 

intellectuals against the state and Czechoslovakia at the time was often labeled as "cultural 

Biafra."124 Many famous artists, writers and popular singers etc. emigrated to the West, 

many others were banned from publishing, performing or publicly appearing, many books 

published shortly before the Soviet invasions were removed from public libraries, several 

journals were suspended or had their staff replaced, many university professors lost their jobs 

being reassigned to menial jobs, some students were expelled from the universities and 

everyone with any type of intellectual job had to sign a document called "Lessons from the 

Crisis in the Party and Society after 13th Congress of the Czechoslovak Communist Party" 

that denounced the 1968 reforms and praised the Soviet invasion. In practice this created a 

moral dilemma and those who wanted to keep their jobs had to "bend their spines." 

 In the 1980s, the older generation got used to the status quo based on repression and the 
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"goulash socialism," but the younger generation lacked a direct experience with the 

persecution after the 1968 Soviet invasion and was not afraid of the repression - similarly as 

the young people in China at the same time. Economic stagnation and regime’s violent 

reactions to the anti-regime protests did little for the students and young people to identify 

themselves with the regime. But there was also lack of identification with the dissidents who 

were largely unknown. 

 The democratic opposition against the regime consisted of blacklisted writers, samizdat 

networks and rock-music counterculture125 and its core around the Charter 77 had been quite 

small and weak. According to a secret State Security report, the core of dissidents consisted 

of about 60 people with about 500 supporters.126 Still, even though the opposition was 

limited to several hundreds of dissident intellectuals from the bigger cities, it had been able to 

effectively take over the leadership of the protests once they started. 

 Right until it happened, something like Velvet Revolution with its quick and almost total 

mobilization of the citizens against the regime had been unexpected due to the harshness of 

the regime’s treatment of its opponents. It also happened against transitology's textbook 

scenarios, with students and intellectuals starting the protests without initial mass support.127 

Nevertheless, they quickly gained this support, unlike Chinese students and intellectuals who 

were reluctant to enlist other social strata to fight together for their cause. On the other hand, 

the widespread cynicism about the Communist ideology and the reputation of the Communist 

leaders of not being able to solve anything was probably more intense in Czechoslovakia 

than in China. This cynicism made the support for the regime hollow. In the words of Vaclav 

Havel: by pretending to support the regime, the population and especially the intellectuals 
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had to "live in a lie."128 

 At the same time, the intellectuals - especially the artists - were traditionally considered 

as a "consciousness of the nation" that would spell out the truth despite the regime's 

oppression. Historically, the Czech nation has been a product of 19th century romantic 

intellectuals who, in the process called "Czech National Revival", reconstructed the Czech 

national language, culture and identity despite overwhelming germanization orchestrated by 

the Habsburg empire. Even after establishing independent Czechoslovakia after the World 

War I, the Czechs still felt surrounded by stronger nations and one way how to compete 

against them was on the intellectual and cultural field.129 Compared with Hungary or Poland 

where the role of the political nation-builder had been played mostly by the aristocracy, the 

Czechs had their aristocracy wiped out by the Habsburgs in the 17th century and therefore, 

the intellectuals had much more elevated role than elsewhere in Central Europe (ibid). In 

other words, being a Czech intellectual or artist traditionally meant to speak for the (Czech) 

underdogs against the (imposed, foreign, traditionally German) oppressive regime.  

 In fact, this nationalist discourse had been used also by the Communist regime - with an 

obvious emphasis on the class-struggle running in parallel with the nationalist struggle 

against (foreign) masters. By generous support of the (approved) culture, artists and their 

organization, the regime claimed to be the heir of the Czech National Revival. The work of 

several selected "progressive" artists from the past and several selected episodes from the 

Czech medieval and modern history were used in order to construct an argument that 

Communism was in fact a culmination of the essentially egalitarian and anti-feudal national 

tradition. By creating a "cultural Biafra" after 1968, pushing some of the most prominent 

intellectual and cultural voices into emigration (writers Milan Kundera, Josef Skvorecky 
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among many others) or dissent (playwright Vaclav Havel), and basing its rule on military 

invasion from an outside, the Husak's regime in fact antagonized not only these intellectuals, 

but also the Czech nation for which these intellectuals spoke and which was, in fact, their 

creation - an idea that the regime itself repeatedly emphasized. Therefore, during the two 

decades after 1968, the intellectuals were praised for their outsmarting of the regime and 

smuggling some (anti-regime) "truth" to the thoroughly censored official discourse, cynically 

dismissed as "lies". Intellectuals were therefore in a position to lead the Czech nation against 

the Communist regime imposed by the foreigners, and the nation had been actually taught to 

expect the intellectual leadership and to follow it by the regime itself. 

 Moreover, the interwar period of democratic Czechoslovakia provided a blueprint for 

how an alternative to Communism should look like. Compared to chaos and civil war that 

plagued the Republic of China under Kuomintang between 1911 and 1949, the Czechs 

considered their independent, democratic and prosperous state a success story. Against the 

official criticism of the "bourgeois republic" era, the twenty years between the WWI and 

WWII were increasingly seen as idyllic times, far superior to the Communist abyss. In China, 

on the other hand, the Communist Party brought an end to the pre-1948 chaos, and in the 

1980s, it denounced also the upheavals caused by Chairman Mao and his several campaigns. 

Another factor was that despite some liberalization, the Chinese regime in the 1980s still had 

the virtual monopoly to speak to its people. In Czechoslovakia, the voices of some leading 

exiled intellectuals were quite easily available through channels such as Radio Free Europe 

or Voice of America, regularly criticizing Communism and praising democracy. What China 

and Czechoslovakia had in common was the fact that the economic prosperity of the Western 

democracies provided for both an up-to-date blueprint for how their own prosperous and 

democratic future could look like. 
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D Political Culture 

In his book about political culture in Deng's China The Mandarin and the Cadre: China's 

Political Cultures,130 sinologist Lucian W. Pye presented a cultural explanation for Chinese 

political behavior. Pye is generally known for his use of political culture as a factor causing 

for political changes in - as he claims - a "direct opposition to rationalistic paradigm of 

China-watching mainstream" and for a concept of "Confucianist Leninism"131 that should 

characterize China under Communist rule and grasp its emphasis on centrality of hierarchy, 

managing relations between superior and subordinates and pervasive use of moralistic 

rhetoric. 

  According to Pye, the specific mix of Leninism and Confucianism produced complex 

and dynamic situation, i.e. "one China, two political cultures"132 where these two cultures 

are manifested in several important dichotomies and their existence is caused by 

contradictory and ambiguous imperatives that the Chinese culture imposes on social actors' 

self-identity and its relations to the others.133 While, according to Pye, these two political 

cultures clash in principle, they are not totally antagonistic or separated from each other134  

and can be labeled, in general terms, as tendencies to orthodoxy (as in Cofucianism or 

Dengism) versus tendencies to heterodoxy (as in Taoism or Maoism).135 The polarities in 

which these two cultures are manifested are listed as egalitarian brotherhood versus formal 

respectability, loyalty versus effectiveness, protesting mistreatment versus stoic fatalism, 

self-sacrifice versus self-aggrandizement, pride versus humility, power of symbolism versus 
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constraints of realism, and paradox and contradiction versus firmness and continuity.136 Pye 

concedes that these are not binary opposition and that both Mao's and Deng's eras 

incorporated various aspects of both cultures. Nevertheless, he still identifies Tao with Mao, 

rebelliousness, and realizing the ultimate harmony trough conflicts and contradictions, while 

Confucianism is identified with Deng, restrained conformity and realizing the ultimate 

harmony trough single-minded effort.137 

 Generally, then, Pye identifies Deng's regime with emphasis on formal and hierarchical 

respectability against egalitarianism, effectiveness over loyalty (e.g. "expert" over "red"), 

avoidance of questioning the authorities over protesting against them, self-centered 

motivation over self-sacrifice, self-depreciation over boasting, realism over ideology, and 

stability over chaos. Although Pye, writing before the Tiananmen events, links the other 

alternatives to Maoism, many of them can be also attached to the students who protested 

against Deng in 1989. Clearly, their protests did not display much fatalism, selfishness, 

humility or cold practicality. It would be also possible to discuss to which extent students' 

strategy reflected more their wishful thinking and readiness to self-sacrifice than realistic 

evaluation of the situation. It is therefore not a coincidence that the student protests reminded 

Deng and veteran hardliners of Maoist excesses of the Cultural Revolution, and that Deng's 

rule reminded the students of ultra-conservative era of empress dowager Cixi. 

 Other general aspects of the Chinese political culture that Pye mentions are an emphasis 

on social harmony (against exposing problems), social order (against chaos) and social 

hierarchy with clearly established pecking order (against reforms trying to separate party 

from the state and thus create confusing hierarchical duality). Moreover, the structure of the 

Chinese society with its cellular structure of danwei units supported individual conformity, 

respect to authority and cultural continuity while insulating individuals from "disorienting 
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external forces."138 

 These factors favoring self-sustainable stability would actually support Deng's status 

quo, but as we have already seen, this status quo has been at the same time undermined by 

economic and social reforms that have been creating instability and insecurity and 

dismantling social stability and harmony. In fact, then, it is possible to claim against Pye that 

Deng's era was itself full of contradictions, that it supported chaos and that by criticizing this, 

the students only aimed at re-establishment of harmony and social stability. In any case, the 

central issues and cultural contradictions that Pye analyzes indeed became central issues of 

the Beijing protests. 

 On of these issues might have been that intellectuals have been too much relying on 

authorities: as Pye claims in The Spirit of Chinese Politics (1992),139 the Chinese people tend 

on one hand to expect too much from the authorities and feel betrayed when the authorities' 

performance do not match their expectations, but on the other hand, they nevertheless feel a 

need to have such an authority.140 Moreover, unlike in the West with its political parallelism 

and systems of checks and balances, the Chinese political tradition favors one system of 

authority, because only such system is capable of solving all kinds of problems that are 

expected from it to be solved.141 Within such systems, the authorities have always had an 

advantage over the critics of the system whom they can accuse of pushing forward their 

self-interest, which have traditionally no legitimate claims on government.142 

 Since much of this political culture that combined Confucianism with Leninism has 

been shared also by the students and intellectuals, who were after all junior members of the 

Chinese elites, it placed significant constrains on their ability to emancipate themselves from 
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the regime both in words and actions. On the other hand, it also made the regime justified on 

cracking down on them, as the Chinese governments were traditionally responsible for 

maintaining order and preventing chaos and revolution that would arise if the masses would 

join the students in their protests. 

 Let us now look at the Czech political culture. In his study focusing on values of the 

Czech society around the time of the Velvet Revolution The Little Czech and the Great Czech 

Nation. National Identity and the Post-Communist Transformation of Society (1996), the 

prominent Czech cultural anthropologist Ladislav Holy claims that "opposition to the 

Communist system had been carried out in the name of the nation and was construed as the 

nation’s rising against what was generally perceived as foreign oppression" while socialism 

had been widely seen as an alien, Soviet-imposed system destroying Czech democratic 

traditions and values – despite the fact that in the last free elections in 1948, the Czechs 

actually voted for the Communist Party which also had significant voter support during the 

interwar period.143 

 Unlike in other countries of the Eastern Europe, the private sector had been totally 

eliminated in Czechoslovakia which further contributed to the alienation from the public 

sphere and retreat to the private sphere.144 Holy notes that in the regime’s official discourse, 

the "society" functioned as an actor and excluded some people; in turn, the people’s political 

discourse has been based on a dichotomy "us" (ordinary people, the Czech nation) versus 

"them" (political leaders who are imposed and alien to the nation). The private sphere 

became a sphere of truth while the political sphere became a sphere of lying and this has 

been perceived as a moral crisis.145 Therefore, the protests against the regime occurred on 

places with national symbolic value (many important events of the Czech history took place 
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on Wenceslas Square) during important anniversaries and became framed as a conflict 

between the Czech nation and the Communist state.146 

 Holy claims that the protests were originally expressive, calling for freedom (of 

individuals and of nation) and criticizing the Communist discourse and propaganda. The 

competing and somewhat contradictory discourses of freedom included both individualism 

and nationalism. However, these conveniently collapsed into one concept of a "little Czech 

man" who is necessarily part of a "great Czech nation."147 Thus the protests were about 

national liberation from the yoke of foreign Communism rather than about economy, 

democracy or free market, although the market economy and democracy had been 

understood and preferred as natural alternatives to the artificial Communist planned economy 

and top-down bureaucratic ruling of the Party.148 

 Important part of the "us versus them" popular discourse had been also understanding 

about the intelligent, cultured and well-educated Czech nation which compared favorably 

against its uncultured and stupid leaders.149 The stereotypes of the Communist leaders and 

especially of the police as idiots actually excluded them from the nation of implicitly smart 

Czechs150 while the fact that the leaders of the protests were students and intellectuals 

further legitimized the protests as a conflict of the cultured against uncultured. The brutal 

police crackdown of peaceful students on November 17 also supported this understanding. 

 One peculiar thing about this popular discourse is that during the protests, the symbol of 

1968 reforms Alexander Dubcek reemerged as a popular symbol despite the fact that he used 

to be non-elected Communist Party secretary.151 On the other hand, Vaclav Havel had been 
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initially rather unknown figure despite being the main organizer of the Civic Forum that took 

over the leadership of the protests. 

 Taken together, these accounts suggest some important differences between the Chinese 

and Czech political cultures in the 1980s. The two contradictory political cultures in China, 

as described by Pye, placed the actor into well-established positions: the Deng and his 

conservative leadership were the force of status quo, stability and social harmony, while the 

protesting students were the force of change, chaos and trouble. Logically, then, the regime 

could link the students protests to the Maoist chaos of Cultural Revolution or the chaos of the 

pre-1949 era, both unpopular, and build its legitimacy as a guarantor of social peace. The 

students, on the other hand, were indeed disrupting the regime's status quo, but paradoxically 

at the same time, they were in fact implicitly potential junior elites of the system themselves. 

This effectively distanced them from the rest of the urban and rural population and prevented 

forming a coalition with them. 

 On the other hand, the situation in Czechoslovakia was rather black-and-white. The 

Czech nation with its students and intellectuals constituted the smart, cultured and competent 

"us" while the regime with its police was the stupid, incompetent and imposed "them". While 

in China, the 1980s were "good times" compared with the previous era, in Czechoslovakia 

there were "bad times". The widespread alienation from the regime was not compensated by 

any expectation that the leaders are able to deliver economic prosperity, and the only logical 

"happy end" for the Czechs would had been the change of the regime "back" to democracy. 

 

II.4 Situation of China and Czechoslovakia in 1989: A Comparison 

As was already mentioned, among the key factors contributing to the emergence of the 

protests in China and Czechoslovakia were problems with party legitimacy, divisions within 

the party and economic crisis. Although these problems existed in both countries, they were 
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of considerably different nature, having different influence on the protests. It is also 

important to mention the tactical mistakes committed by various actors during the protests as 

these have been important factors contributing to the protests' success or failure. 

 

Table 1: Communist regimes in China and Czechoslovakia in 1989. 

 People's Republic of China 

(1989) 

Czechoslovakia 

(1989) 

Communist regime since 1949 1948 

achieving power by victory in a civil war against 

governing KMT regime 

election victory followed by a 

coup with Soviet support 

party membership 

 

46 000 000 (1987) 

(4.5 % of population) 

1 700 000 (1989) 

(11 % of population) 

leadership in 1989 since 1976-78 since 1968-69 

reformism reformist anti-reformist 

leadership split 

 

YES 

(reformers and hardliners) 

NO 

(after 1987 only hardliners) 

party split 

 

on surface 

(reformers vs. hardliners) 

under surface 

(technocrats vs. hardliners) 

leadership flexibility 

 

hardliners: NO 

reformers: YES 

hardliners: NO 

technocrats: YES 

leadership ready to crack down 

on mass protests 

YES 

(Deng factor) 

NO 

(quick paralysis) 

leadership legitimacy basis 

 

economic performance 

 

economic performance 

support of Moscow 

economic crisis 

 

YES 

(due to reforms) 

YES 

(due to lack of reforms) 

withdrawal of regime's external 

support (e.g. Moscow) 

not applicable 

(Sino-Soviet split in 1960s) 

YES 

(Gorbachev factor) 

intellectual elites' alienation 

from the regime 

LIMITED 

(want reform) 

HIGH 

(want revolution) 

population's alienation from the 

regime 

LIMTED 

(pragmatic acceptance due to 

Deng's reforms) 

HIGH 

(nation vs. regime) 

(Compilation by author from various sources) 
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The basic differences between the two countries in 1989 are presented in Table 1. In both 

countries, the Communist regime took power in the end of 1940s, but in different ways. In 

China, the Communists won a lengthy civil war against KMT while in Czechoslovakia, they 

won democratic election and then got rid of their opponents in a coup with Soviet support. 

The membership in the Communist Party was more widespread in smaller, but more 

urbanized Czechoslovakia than in vast and still mostly rural China. The mostly Chinese 

leadership, split under Deng Xiaoping between reformers and hardliners, ruled the country 

since the end of the Cultural Revolution in the end of 1970s. The anti-reformist and hard-line 

Czechoslovakia's leadership was in power, again thanks to Soviet support, since late 1960s, 

but its legitimacy was seriously undermined by its dependency on increasingly reluctant 

Moscow and by alienation of intellectuals and practically all other social strata. The Chinese 

economic crisis was caused by ill-planned reforms while the Czechoslovakia's by lack of 

reforms. 

 Let us look now in detail at the most important factors affecting emergence of regime 

change. As for the party legitimacy, in China, the CCP legitimacy has been significantly 

affected by the Cultural Revolution after which the discredited charismatic leadership of 

Chairman Mao had to be replaced by a pragmatic leadership deriving its legitimacy on 

delivering material benefits trough encouraging economic growth. Under Deng, and with 

reformers Hu and Zhao in charge throughout most of the 1980s, the Party pushed trough 

economic reforms despite their social costs. Instead of "goulash Communism", the Chinese 

party-state capitalism opened space for individual initiative but also for official corruption. In 

general, the material benefits were distributed unequally. 

 As it was the reformers who were responsible for the resulting increase of social 

inequality and financial insecurity, they could not expect much sympathies or support from 

outside of the Party that they could use in their struggle against hardliners. Their brand of 

"neo-authoritarianism" expressed this elitist distance from the masses quite clearly. It was 
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certainly not democratic and therefore the idea of gaining legitimacy trough elections seemed 

to be out of question at the time. Still, the legitimacy of the entrenched hardliners was even 

weaker as the overall negative experience with Maoism made any return to the past 

unattractive. Without charisma and with economic difficulties undermining the implicit social 

contract between the Party and the people, the vanishing Party legitimacy had to be 

supplemented by a military crackdown. 

 In Czechoslovakia, the Party legitimacy had been shattered by the Soviet invasion in 

1968 and by following purges, and as of the late 1980s, it remained low. The hardliners 

imposed by Moscow then managed to alienate almost everyone without giving people at least 

an opportunity for pursuing their material interests. The "goulash Communism" became 

economically unsustainable and without reforms that would bring heavy social costs, the 

economy would run out of resources. However, the hardliners got appointed by the Soviets 

precisely because they opposed any reforms. Without a space for individual initiative within 

the party-state framework, the competing framework of pluralistic capitalist democracy 

looked increasingly desirable. 

 In both China and Czechoslovakia, the legitimacy of the Party in the late 1980s could no 

longer depend on idealism or charismatic leadership. Instead, the economic performance and 

consumerism became the decisive criteria for evaluating Party success or failure. In both 

countries, the problems with the economy caused doubts about Party competence to run the 

country. In China, the problems were caused by reforms, in Czechoslovakia by blocking the 

reforms, and this difference might at least partly explain different demands of the protesters 

and different outcomes of the protests. Still, the economic problems per se clearly cannot 

explain the difference in the outcomes of the protests. 

 As for the party divisions, throughout 1980s the CCP has been clearly divided between 

the more prominent reformers on one hand and the entrenched hardliners on the other hand. 

This division provided opportunity for the protests as the Party became temporarily paralyzed. 
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Had the protestor sought cooperation with Premier Zhao Ziyang and had the Premier reached 

to them more early and more decisively, the possible alliance between regime's reformers and 

moderate protestors might have followed the classic transitologist scenario to bring the 

change of the regime. However, this alliance did not materialize. Instead, the hardliners 

prevailed  within the Party and the radicals within the student protest movement, reducing 

chances for dialog to zero. After the fall of Zhao Ziyang, the window of opportunity closed. 

 In Czechoslovakia, the hardliners seemed to have an upper hand in the Party leadership. 

However, there was a division running along different lines: on lower levels of the Party 

hierarchy, the pragmatic career-driven technocrats waited for their opportunity to get rid of 

the incompetent leadership that has been blocking any proposals for change. Also their 

threshold for abandoning the regime altogether was surprisingly low as they had more to win 

than to loose from the transition to capitalist democracy. Unlike in China, the non-hardliners 

within the Czechoslovak Communist Party aimed not so much for reforms as for replacing 

the system altogether. On the other hand, the Soviet-backed hardliners could not allow any 

significant reforms even after Moscow stopped backing them. Since they also lacked the 

resolve to organize a crackdown on the protests, in the quick-paced events they became 

quickly isolated and also irrelevant. 

 As for the economic crisis, gradual but uneven economic reforms in China created a 

basis for rapid economic growth crisis that which had been an improvement compared with 

well-remembered catastrophic policies of the Mao era. However, they also made people feel 

uncertain and insecure regarding their future. Price increases in 1989 together with stagnant 

wages further undermined their trust to the government as many felt losers in the ongoing 

changes. Still, the dissatisfaction has been the price the reformers around Zhao Ziyang were 

willing to pay and although their reputation suffered, this general feeling of uncertainty had 

been balanced by feeling of possible opportunities. Mao's iron rice bowl was gone, further 

economic reforms were expected and the problem was unequal distribution of the material 
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benefits, not their absence. 

 In Czechoslovakia, the economic reforms had been successfully blocked for 20 years. 

However, as for 1989, the hardliners were under contradictory incentives from Gorbachev: 

on one hand, he pressed them to follow the Soviet example and start reforming the economy 

so that Moscow would not need to subsidize its satellite as it did before, on the other hand, 

Gorbachev abandoned them. As a result, they started to pay lip service to the perestroika 

discourse while not doing too much in practice. But time was running short: the economy had 

been increasingly mired by inefficiencies and mismanagement and since efforts to improve 

the situation were stalled, the practice of "real socialism" seemed to prove that any hopes for 

reforms are not based in reality, that Communism as a system was non-reformable and that 

the only realistic solution would be to replace it with market economy that worked so well in 

the West. 

 Although the living standard had been much higher in Czechoslovakia than in China, 

general feeling of economic decay in Czechoslovakia compared with uncertain but possibly 

promising future in China might have been indeed one of the reasons that decided the 

outcomes of the protests. Still, we can only speculate about the relative importance of this 

factor even if it is clear that a sense of economic crisis indeed contributed to the emergence 

of the protests. 

 As for tactical mistakes, the protesting students in China undermined their chances for 

success in several ways. They neglected other social strata that could provide valuable 

support. They used the division between hardliners and reformers in the Party, but did not 

coordinate their actions with reformers nor were able to conduct a meaningful dialog with the 

authorities after they had achieved this concession. Instead of behaving like rational actors, 

they increasingly adopted the role of martyrs. Although the nonexistence of a dialog was 

mainly a fault of the Zhao Ziyang and the reformers who were equally elitist and not ready to 

reach out for the protesting masses, the students could have prevented Zhao's downfall by not 
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continuing and escalating the protests at the Tianamen Square.  

 Compared with their elitist Chinese counterparts, the protesting students in 

Czechoslovakia aimed at reaching the rest of the population. This was easier than it would 

had been in China, as Czechoslovakia was more urbanized and substantially smaller then 

China. The street protests were thus inclusive and grew rapidly. At the same time, the leading 

dissidents who became the core leaders of the protests managed early to start a dialog with 

the least hardline leader Adamec. After the threat of the police crackdown has been removed 

and the general strike against the regime together with the fact Party members were 

cancelling their membership in massive numbers proved that the Communism lost its 

legitimacy, there was nothing left for the hardliners to do but to give up. 

 After looking at the main contributing factors behind the 1989 protests, we can see that 

the key social strata involved in shaping the events were the protesting students, intellectuals 

and regime’s hardliners, with regime’s reformists playing a less important role in the case of 

China and the general population playing a decisive role in the case of Czechoslovakia.  

 In China, the protesting students were a tiny elite – often sons and daughters of the 

Party elites and potential future leaders of the state. In their opposition to the Dengist status 

quo, they became a force of change and, implicitly, chaos. They would need access to mass 

media in order to reach the public and get its support against the regime’s propaganda 

machine that was denouncing them and press freedom was indeed one of their fundamental 

demands. However, they were hesitant with other social strata joining their protests. While 

the students themselves were alienated by the uncertain economic situation of the year 1989 

and they felt they are part of the revolutionary tradition going back to the May Fourth 

movement, they were portrayed by their opponents as an updated version of Red Guards, and 

the economic situation was actually not hopeless enough for the rest of the society to join 

them in larger numbers. 

 In Czechoslovakia, the protesting students needed positive media coverage of their 
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protests in order to reach the general public and to avoid negative coverage by the regime’s 

propaganda machine – same as in China. They were alienated from the regime for similar 

reasons as their Chinese counterparts – economic problems and lack of freedom of 

expression – but also because the regime had been imposed from the outside and proved to 

be increasingly out of touch. Their sentiments lacked the elitism of the Chinese students, 

however, and they felt more part of the whole Czech nation that they enthusiastically 

mobilized to support their protests. 

 

Table 2: The role of intellectuals: China and Czechoslovakia in 1989. 

 People's Republic of China 

(1989) 

Czechoslovakia 

(1989) 

anti-intellectualism of the 

regime 

decreasing YES 

intellectuals' alienation 

 

increasing YES 

intellectuals should provide 

regime with feedback 

YES NO 

intellectuals should serve the 

state 

YES NO 

intellectuals speak for the 

nation 

YES 

 

YES 

intellectuals mobilize the nation NO YES 

intellectuals have blueprint for 

democratic transition 

NO YES 

(Compilation by author from various sources) 

 

The intellectuals in China – another tiny elite – were originally silent or supporting Deng’s 

reforms of the late 1970s, but were alienated by economic situation and unfulfilled promises 

in the late 1980s. After Hu Yaobang’s fall in 1987, they were once again prosecuted, but this 

time not for being "bourgeois" intellectuals, but rather for reminding the Party officials of 
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some of the humanistic goals of Marxism. Next to students, they played rather minor role in 

the 1989 events (for comparison of the role of intellectuals, see Table 2). 

 The intellectuals in Czechoslovakia felt alienated in an ostensibly anti-intellectual 

climate. On the other hand, the regime courted some of them – especially the actors, the 

popular musicians and certain writers – as they were considered influential elite, able to 

express popular sentiments. The dissident intellectuals naturally resented the regime and 

measured its failures against the model of Western capitalist democracies. Despite being 

minority, they became the leaders of the protests. 

The Chinese reformists with their leader Zhao Ziyang wanted economic reforms, but not 

necessarily a democracy, as is clear from the "new authoritarianism" debate and from their 

reluctance to embrace the protests. They accepted some student’ demands, were quite 

benevolent towards the intellectuals, protected some progressive media against hardliners 

and supported their own thin-tanks that were pushing beyond the old Maoist dogmas. They 

were more sensitive to the public opinion than the hardliners, but they lacked the trust of the 

public because of official corruption and overall economic difficulties for which they were 

responsible. Crucially, they were too shy to use their power. 

 The cautious Czechoslovakia's reformists lost their hold on power in 1987 and only the 

moderate premier Ladislav Adamec had been flexible enough to negotiate with the leaders of 

the protests – but not enough not to lose his popularity soon after the protests reached mass 

proportions. The generation of the Communist reformers 1968 had been distrusted by both 

the hard-line regime and by the people who regarded them as opportunists, and only the 

expelled Party secretary Alexander Dubcek managed a comeback – on the side of the 

protesting students. On the other hand, the technocrats were ready to abandon the regime 

that was hindering them and the enterprises they were supervising. 

 The Chinese hardliners and Deng Xiaoping were out of touch with the public opinion, 

but controlled the army and were not shying from using it. They were against the autonomy 
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of intellectuals and in favor of the press acting – as in the Mao’s era – as an official 

mouthpiece. They understood the student protests as a dangerous repetition of some aspects 

of the Cultural Revolution and a danger to stability. 

 The hardliners in Czechoslovakia gained upper hand over the reformist in 1987, but also 

over the aging president Gustav Husak who, while losing his grip, lost his post of Party 

secretary and with it his ability to balance reformers and hardliners. His replacement by a 

new Party secretary Milous Jakes proved to be a bad choice as Jakes was unable to act 

decisively and stop the protests. Another problem of the dominant hardliners was that their 

underlying support by the Soviets vanished with Gorbachev’s perestroika, glasnost and his 

policy of improving relations with the West. Their position became undermined. 

 The urban strata in China – in Beijing more than in other cities due to their proximity 

to the Tiananmen events – were willing to join the student protests, but the students mostly 

overlooked them. Socially, they were more advanced part of the Chinese society and they 

were anxious especially about the economic reforms and official corruption. Their 

participation in the later stages of the protests gave the students greater power, but scared the 

hardliners. The vast rural strata, on the other hand, were scattered over the vast areas of 

China and quite inert. Moreover, the protesting students did not care about them at all. 

The urban and rural strata in Czechoslovakia disliked the regime imposed on them in 1968, 

especially its bureaucratic inefficiency and economic underperformance when compared with 

the West, and could be easily mobilized into a national unity against the unpopular leaders. 

 The urban and rural strata in Czechoslovakia disliked the regime imposed on them in 

1968, especially its bureaucratic inefficiency and economic underperformance when 

compared with the West, and could be easily mobilized into a national unity against the 

unpopular leaders. 

 Further factors that could be discussed include those based on the differences between 

the two countries. A change of regime from Communism to democracy should be easier in a 
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smaller, urbanized and economically developed country than in one that it vast, rural, and 

developing. The educational level of the population and the availability and actual 

consumption of the mass media can also play a role. On the other hand, there are other cases 

of transition or non-transition from Communism, such as USSR (large country that 

abandoned Communism) or Cuba (small country where Communism survived despite 

demise of its patron, USSR), that suggest that such simple characteristics as country size or 

population are probably not the decisive factors. Rather it seems that the regime change can 

be caused by particular complex combinations of favorable factors. But are among those 

factors also the media? 

 As Saxonberg suggests, leaders of the anti-regime protests need to reach the population 

with their message, and mass media are effective means to do that.152 The levels of 

penetration and of actual consumption of mass media surely play their own specific role; on 

the other hand, for the population used to "read between lines," even a little break in a 

previously tightly unified discourse can serve as a signal that the regime is not as strong as it 

was before. The next chapter will show how and why these signal emerged in China and 

Czechoslovakia in 1989, and why they were different. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
152 Saxonberg 2013, 23 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 74

III. Media and Journalists within and beyond the 

Communist Media System 

Looking at the general framework of the protest events, their actors and their key factors, we 

have to ask now about the role of media institutions and journalists. In which way did they 

contribute to the outcome of the protests? And is it possible to use there two cases for 

formulating a hypothesis about role of the media in transitions to democracy in general?  

 In the mainstream mass communication research, the debate about existence and 

direction of a causal relationship between media of mass communication and social change 

provides a wide scope of opinions. Westley153 observed a lack of consensus regarding a 

necessity of communication for social change, Whiting154 claimed that although the change 

can occur without communication, the communication can also play a key role, according to 

Kunczik,155 media are an important variable, but just one alongside others, and Jakubowicz 

concludes that "the question of whether the media of mass communication lead or follow 

social change has not been answered satisfactorily."156  

 The perspectives provided by alternative paradigms suggest that there is more than one 

role media can play in maintaining social stability or supporting social change, that different 

media can play different roles, and that a particular media can play several roles at the same 

time. Among many media roles can be a "public sphere,"157 "battleground of ideas"158 or 

                                                
153 B. Westley, "Communication and Social Change" in Processes and Phenomena of Social Change, G. 

Zaltman et al., Eds. New York: Willey, 1973, p. 220. 

154 G. C. Whiting, "How Does Communication Interfere with Change?" in Communication and Development. 

Critical Perspectives. E.M. Rogers, Ed. Beverly Hills: Sage, 1982. 

155 M. Kunczik, Communication and Social Change. Bonn: Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, 1984, p. 44. 

156 Jakubowicz 1995, 20 

157 J. Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1989. 

158 see C. Sparks, "Democratisation and the Media: A Preliminary Discussion of Experiences in Europe and 

Asia," Javnost/The Public, vol. 8, no. 4, pp. 7-30, Winter 2001. Also: Sparks and Reading 1998. 
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"watchdogs of democracy,"159 yet they can also be "tools of ideological control" that "sustain 

hegemony"160 or "ideological state apparatuses,"161 "tell lies" (Jernow 1993), or create "false 

consciousness."162 The paradox is that although Karl Marx, himself an editor of Rheinishe 

Zeitung (1842-43), Neue Rheinishe Zeitung (1848-49) or a correspondent for The New York 

Tribune (1852-61), protested against censorship and argued for freedom of the journalists to 

express their views,163 the regimes that based their rule on Marxism became notorious for 

going against the principles of press freedom. As Jakubowicz observed, "all paradigms of 

nature of the Communist system maintain that 'instruments of mass communication' had 

crucial role and the party has absolute control over media" and the  roles the media 

operating under Communist regime included socializing audiences with Communist values, 

providing evidence of Soviet system's successes and proving its superiority over alternatives 

(e.g. capitalism), and mobilizing support and participation in campaigns.164 

 In our context, the key issue is the media attitude towards anti-regime protests in 

Czechoslovakia and in China. Basically, the media can base their coverage of the protests on 

facts, their sympathies or antipathies, or avoid any coverage at all, as the theories of agenda 

setting165 and framing166 suggest. They can also publish statements endorsing or criticizing 

                                                
159 R. McChesney, Rich Media, Poor Democracy. Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 1999. 

160 A. Gramsci, Selections from Prison Notebooks. London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1971. 

161 L. Althusser, "Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses," in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays. 

Monthly Review Press, 1971, pp. 121–176. 

162 F. Engels. [1893]."Letter to Franz Mehring, July 18, 1893." [Online] 

Available: http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1893/letters/93_07_14.htm [2013-06-30] 

163 H. Hardt, "Communication is Freedom: Karl Marx on Press Freedom and Censorship," Javnost/The Public, 

vol. 7, no. 4, pp. 85-100, Winter 2000. P. Shaw, "Marx as Journalist: Revisiting the Free Speech Debate," 

tripleC, vol. 10, no. 2, pp. 618-632, Spring 2012. 

164 Jakubowicz 1995, 23 

165 M. McCombs and D. Shaw, "The Agenda-Setting Function of Mass Media" The Public Opinion Quarterly, 

vol. 36, no. 2, pp. 176-187, Summer 1972. 

166 J. K. Glenn, Framing Democracy: Civil Society and Civil Movements in Eastern Europe. Standford: 

Standford University Press, 2001. 
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the protests. In authoritarian regimes with tight media control, any sympathetic coverage of 

anti-regime protests is obviously a surprise, damaging regime’s hegemony and raising 

questions about its control of the media and the situation. Therefore, anti-regime protests and 

sympathetic or just simply factual coverage expose regime’s weakness. On the other hand, a 

condemning coverage is a signal that everything is as usually. 

 When we look at our cases, in Czechoslovakia and in China media indeed did attempt to 

reflect the events and shape them by their coverage. This coverage was in most cases 

influenced by the fact that in both countries, media were under more or less tight control of 

the regime. As Sparks puts it, "because of the 'totalitarian' nature of communist power, (...) 

there is a single line of control, since there is no substantial difference between the bodies 

that own the media, and thus exert what we might call 'internal' control over media workers. 

and the bodies that are responsible for policing the media - what we might call exercising 

'external' control. Both are, ultimately, the party apparatus and the Central Committee (or 

perhaps just the General Secretary) as its apex."167 In general, authoritarian regimes control 

the media as an instrument for sustaining their hegemony, and they can do it in three basic 

ways: (1) direct censorship, (2) system of directives from the top and (3) selection of reliable 

pro-regime journalists for the most exposed job in the media organizations.168 

 As journalists are human beings with their own ethical and professional standards, they 

can end up in a situation when these standards come into conflict with the machinery of 

regime’s control system. In fact, the logic of media professionalism - or more simply: the aim 

to report truth - goes against the logic of media control, as is summarized in Orwell’s quote 

"journalism is printing what someone else does not want printed: everything else is public 

relations." According to Lee, the antagonism between systems of media control and 

journalists’ professionalism can serve as a basic framework for analysis of Chinese news 

                                                
167 Sparks 2001, 22 

168 Polumbaum 1993, Downing 1998 
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media.169 

 On the other hand according to Sparks, journalistic professionalism can actually 

function against journalists' identification with their public. "It is arguable that the very 

constitution of the persona of the 'professional journalist' is one that acts to separate those 

holding it from any identification with the public at large. Such a conception is naturally 

disabling to any tendency to identify with public and to put its concerns at the centre of the 

media."170 However, as he adds, if this professionalism is not based on internalizing political 

or economic interest of the publisher but rather on serving as a watchdog in the interests of 

the people, it can have a democratic function. 

 Clearly, there is a problem with "professionalism," as the term can be defined in 

different ways. The definition used by Sparks understands "professional journalists" as 

primarily employees of their media organization who prefer to follow internal rules and avoid 

identification with the social actors that they report about in order to maintain their neutrality 

and independence. On the other hand, Lee's or Polumbaum's understanding of 

professionalism emphasizes the imperative to report "the truth" instead of serving as a 

"guardian dog" of the Party line. These two understandings actually contradict each other in a 

crucial way: according to the first, the imperatives of journalistic professionalism prevent 

journalists from identifying themselves with the public under a guise that this is precisely the 

best way how to serve the public, while according to the second, the imperatives of 

journalistic professionalism drive journalists into a conflict with the oppressive regime even 

though the journalists themselves might consider themselves as belonging to the regime's 

elites. 

 In order to clarify this contradiction, it might be helpful to contrast media 

professionalism with its functional opposite, e.g. media activism. By media activism we can 

                                                
169 Lee 1994, 5 

170 C. Sparks, "The Media as a Power for Democracy." Javnost/The Public, vol. 2, no. 1, Spring 1995, p. 58. 
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understand journalism that serves a particular political force or ideology and covers only 

convenient parts of reality from a pre-defined point of view, with an aim to convince the 

audience about some particular agenda. In other words, "developing class consciousness", 

"sustaining ideological hegemony", "disseminating Party propaganda" and similar concepts 

from Marxist media theory all imply that the function of media and of journalists is to serve 

the Party interests, functioning as Party tools, or as Party activists. In case they do not serve 

this function and report "inconvenient truths", they "go against the party" and something 

should be done about it. Also, in order to prevent this "going against the party", the party can 

establish control mechanisms that would guarantee that the correct political line is followed. 

 Returning back to the journalistic professionalism, we can define it for our purposes as 

(1) avoiding direct identification with any particular social actors, e.g. keeping distance from 

both the public and the regime while maintaining neutrality and impartiality, and (2) covering 

important "inconvenient truths" even if it might displease the power-holders or the audience. 

It is clear that professional journalism defined in this way means that the journalists and the 

media should act "as if" they were neutral observers positioned above political and social 

conflicts, despite the fact that such neutrality - especially during an intense political struggle - 

is impossible to achieve. As Sparks points out, in acting this way, the journalists actually 

separate themselves from the public - but also from the power-holders, whose aim is to run 

the media as their tools and who would therefore hardly tolerate any journalistic 

professionalism unless it would serve their interests or unless they are not powerful enough 

to bring the media back to follow their line. 

 This means that we cannot simply imply that aiming at journalistic professionalism 

means being in favor of changing the regime and that favoring media activism means 

following the Party line. In fact, journalists in both China and Czechoslovakia had to 

"negotiate" between the Party line and professional reporting style when reporting on the 

Party policies and on the protests. Such "negotiation" actually meant trying to harmonize 
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things that were contradictory in their nature, and struggling with these contradictory 

imperatives impacted the journalists and media discourse. 

 Restrained by the control mechanisms, journalists in the Chinese and Czech official 

media functioned in fact as Party activists, but once these mechanisms weakened, they could 

support the change in two different ways: either to emphasize their professionalism (which 

would imply independence, but also isolation from other social actors), or to keep 

functioning as media activists, but switch allegiance and start supporting regime opponents 

(which would imply collaboration with other social actors, in contradiction with one of the 

two key imperatives of journalistic professionalism).  

 When we look back at the possible contradiction between the journalistic 

professionalism and the media control mechanisms, it is obvious that during the anti-regime 

protests in 1989, in both Czechoslovakia and China the system of media control failed and 

the journalists were suddenly free to "speak the truth." As a result, some of the media 

provided factual and even sympathetic coverage of the protests, contrary to the interests of 

the regime. From the point of view of struggle between control system and professionalism, 

the reason for this failure might be a (temporary) victory of professionalism over conformity 

to the system, but it could also be a reflection of faction struggle among the power-holders 

(which would not require too much non-conformity, but only a choice between several 

possible masters), or even a result of blind spots in the design of the control mechanism itself. 

Naturally, it might have been also a combination of all these mentioned reasons. 

 

III.1 Media Control Mechanisms 

Communist regimes are generally known for using the mass media as a tool for propaganda 

and for their tight control of media organizations. This control can be exercised on various 

levels by various means, and as the case of Czechoslovakia's brief abolition of mass media 
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censorship and in 1968 suggests, there was actually a wide range in degrees of regimes' grip 

over the media. In 1980s, both China and Czechoslovakia could no longer count on 

journalists who would understand themselves primarily as party propagandists, so they had to 

maintain the control by external mechanisms of media control that ranged from influence 

over media organizations' personnel to support of self-censorship to limits of copies a 

problematic media outlet could print. 

 The Chinese system of media control in 1989 was more open and less tightly controlled 

than the media system in Czechoslovakia and the imperatives from the Party were 

increasingly contradicted by imperatives of the market, as increasing number of media had to 

combine conformity with the party line and economic viability. Theoretically, the articles that 

went to print were supposed to be checked by the respective Propaganda Departments, but 

thanks to the support of the reformists in the top positions, the few progressive media such as 

World Economic Herald could avoid this requirement and exercise relatively large editorial 

freedom while pushing for more. The example of World Economic Herald is quite revealing 

in this aspect. As a "local" magazine published weekly in Shanghai, it had somewhat limited 

influence compared with the national dailies from Beijing. Still, its impact was based on the 

fact that it was the most bold reformist media outlet. On the other hand, People’s Daily in its 

official capacity of Central Committee's mouthpiece had been closer to the power and often 

had to carry texts provided by the regime’s leaders regardless the opinion of the newspaper’s 

staff. Still, its top editors - some of them well-known supporters of Hu's and Zhao's reforms - 

could steer the general course of the daily beyond the simple hard-line discourse.171 

Furthermore, as the main national newspaper, People's Daily had a much wider reach than 

the other reform-minded media that were few and usually with only a limited circulation. 

 In practice, media control mechanisms worked on several levels. Individual journalists 

                                                
171 Jernow 1994, 4 
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were controlled through the system of work units and their selection had been closely 

watched by Party cells within their media organizations. On the institutional level, the TV, 

film and radio were controlled by the CCP Propaganda Department, People’s Daily had a 

specific rank equal to that of a ministry and World Economic Herald’s position had been 

decidedly unclear. The Party branches were more or less closely watching both the media 

workers and the content of the media, as did the organizations acting as the media’s 

publishers. However the control was rarely overt and instead of formal censorship, the 

journalists and editors worked after incentives to practice careful self-censorship. "Proofs of 

articles are not regularly sent to a government censor for pre-publication approval as they are 

in some countries. Instead, censorship is embedded in the entire process of producing a news 

story, from the assignment and writing of it to the editing and layout. An article on a sensitive 

subject might be shown to the local Party chief for review, but critical articles are not likely 

to be written at all. Self-censorship, not censorship, is the norm."172 In order to keep the 

media within Party line, the propaganda departments organized regular meetings for the 

newspaper editors, circulated bulletins informing them which topics should be emphasized, 

limited the number of officially sanctioned sources, making the newspapers to display 

"united propaganda front." Another result of this mechanism was that "rather than writing 

their own stories and risk errors of judgment on delicate subjects, newspapers often recycle 

stories from People’s Daily and Xinhua, the government news agency" because "instead of 

defining limits in advance, Party committees prefer to discipline those who cross invisible 

lines."173 

 Although it promoted self-censorship and passivity, this system of media control also 

allowed courageous journalists and editors to "try their luck" and actually test where the 

invisible lines are located at a given moment. During the "opening-up" period, journalists 

                                                
172 ibid., 5 

173 ibid., 6 
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from the closely watched mainstream media could publish their sensitive texts in more 

progressive, but less mainstream media, local journalists could criticize problems of their 

province in a local media of another province, the prominent investigative journalists such as 

Liu Binyan could circumvent the censorship by using a specific genre of "literary reportage" 

etc.174 Also the growing number of periodicals made the control by Party propaganda 

departments more difficult. 

 The journalists also increasingly felt the contradiction between professionalisms and 

Party requirements: they were supposed to speak for the Party, but also to speak – in a 

plurality of voices – for the people.175 However, their efforts to drift away from the Party 

control had mixed results. Throughout the 1980s, the need for press reform has been widely 

discussed especially in the professional journal News Front, the new generation of journalists 

graduating from the Institute of Journalism at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (with 

teachers such as Liu Binyan, Hu Jiwei or Wang Roshui) clearly preferred professionalism 

over propaganda and increased exposure to the West, exchange students and journalists from 

abroad created a climate in which the propagandist function of the media became out of 

fashion and media autonomy the desired goal.176 The leading reformer Zhao Ziyang also 

supported critical reporting and in the late 1980s, the increase in investigative, analytical and 

bold independent reporting became prominent despite occasional criticism.177 

 In the end, despite periodic campaign against "spiritual pollution", the journalists did 

push the line of the permitted further. In case of official disapproval, they could negotiate 

about offending articles, using the ongoing disputes between the hardliners and the reformers 

to their advantage, or provide a pro-forma self-criticism and continue in what they were 

                                                
174 ibid., 9 

175 ibid., 4 

176 ibid., 10 

177 ibid., 11 
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doing before. 

 In Czechoslovakia between 1948 and 1989, private ownership of means of production 

was not allowed and the only legal newspaper publishers were political parties of "National 

Front" and some affiliate organizations such as youth organization or labor union.178 Thus, 

according to their front pages, Rude Pravo had been a "newspaper of the Central Committee 

of the Czechoslovak Communist Party" and Svobodne Slovo a "paper of Czechoslovak 

Socialist Party." Logically, while these papers were supposed to be used by their parent 

political parties as vehicles for presenting their parties' views, at the same time they had to 

work semi-independently, e.g. the staff could not just passively wait for the Party leaders to 

dictate them what to write. Moreover, being a journalist was a full-time occupation and 

therefore the rank-and-file journalists could not be at the same time full-time politicians. 

Organizational separation between the parties and their dailies was one of the conditions 

allowing for this semi-autonomy. 

 According to Rude Pravo's chief editor Zdenek Horeni, the daily indeed had this 

semi-autonomy. In an interview he later said: "We were even working spontaneously. It was 

not like that someone would tell us every day what we should write. [...] In any case, this 

autonomy had its limits. It is without any doubt. The newspaper collective had been 

mandated to spell out general political line of the Czechoslovak Communist Party and we did 

indeed, in accordance with our consciousness, fulfilled this role by writing our newspaper 

articles."179 He also adds that all of the Rude Pravo journalist had to be Communist Party 

members. Moreover, as and chief editor of Rude Pravo, Horeni was member of the 

Secretariat of the Party Central Committee180 and thus he was one of the highest exponents 

                                                
178 D. Tomasek, Pozor, cenzurovano! [Attention, Censored!] Praha: MV CR, 1994. 

179 R Kalenska, "Korunni princ Stepan byl v KSC nejhorsi." [Crown Prince Stepan Was The Worst in 

Communist Party] in Lidove noviny vol. 17, no. 212, 2004, p. 15. 

180 M. Vanek and P. Urbasek, Vitezove? Porazeni? II. Politicke elity v obdobi tzv.normalizace. [Winners? Losers? 

Political Elites from the Era of So-Called Normalization] Praha: Prostor, 2005, p. 139. 
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of the regime and he was in close contact with other top leaders. He was also formally 

responsible to the Secretariat: "According to the rules, Rude Pravo was subordinated directly 

to the Secretariat of the Central Committee; or, the meeting of the Central Committee should, 

according to the rules, appoint and fire the chief editor. It was not in the rulebook to whom 

the Rude Pravo as an institution had been subordinated, but traditionally it was the 

Secretariat, which firstly approved the budget [...], secondly it approved the top cadres of the 

Rude Pravo hierarchy, the members of the editorial board, section chiefs, and thirdly, every 

half year it discussed editorial plan. [...] But I can pronounce my skepticism about the 

Secretariat, as I have already said, it was kind of 'appendix' [...]. In comparison, the 

leadership of the Central Committee, it was effectively the state government."181 Therefore, 

the Party's newspaper has been formally subordinated to a second-class Party organ and the 

influence of the Party leaders on Rude Pravo was rather informal, which again increased its 

autonomy. 

 This Horeni illustrates on a case of Slusovice, an innovative and enterprising 

agricultural cooperative about which Rude Pravo planned to publish an article.  

 

"We all wanted to set Slusovice as an agenda. That task ended up with me. So 

I went to the secretary, I mean ideological secretary Jan Fojtik. He 

immediately agreed with me, but he also told me consult also the agricultural 

secretary. At that time, it was Frantisek Pitra, who later became premier of 

the Czech government. He was also in absolute agreement with me and said 

that he fully agree, but I should also consult with [the president and, until 

1987, Party's General Secretary] Comrade Husak. What a nuisance! So I 

called him that I have a problem that will take about thirty minutes, and if he 

can see me. These thirty minutes looked like this: I immediately explained the 

problem and Comrade Husak immediately opposed. He did not agree with my 

idea. [...] Twenty five minutes were gone, I looked at my watch and thought 

that I lost. [...] And in the end, Husak said: 'Well, you try it, you try it. But 

push that Cuba [chairman of Slusovice] to the wall.' Hurray! The newspaper 

                                                
181 ibid., 152 
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got wings, immediately we prepared an interview with Cuba done by our best 

interviewer at that time, Jan Lipavsky. He made a huge interview with Cuba 

and we published it in the weekend supplement Halo Saturday. The next day 

after publishing the interview, the TV called what happened, is this a new 

directive? There is no directive, I said, it is or journalistic initiative. And the 

TV had immediately during that week a debate about Slusovice, so that 

Slusovice ceased to be a taboo topic."182 

 

Svobodne Slovo, published by the Socialist Party, also had a certain degree of autonomy: 

while it was required to follow the Socialist Party line and all the regime’s directives, in its 

daily operations it followed decision making of its own editors. On the other hand, neither 

the Socialist Party nor the daily could go against the regime as the Socialist Party has been a 

puppet controlled by the Communist regime and its secret police. According to Pejskar, the 

Socialist Party's chairman in the years 1968-1989 Bohusalv Kucera had been a "secret 

collaborator" of the secret police.183 To run this party as their rubber-stamp organization was 

not difficult for the regime also because the Socialist Party membership was quite small (in 

1989, it had only 14 thousands members compared with Communist Party's 1,7 millions 

members).184 According to Jan Skoda, a Socialist Party chairman who replaced Kucera in 

1990, the goal of his party was to change its subservient position within the Communist 

regime and therefore supported various reforms which were nevertheless always blocked the 

Communist Party.185 This might be one of the reasons why he and other Socialist Partly 

leaders including Kucera and also the Svobodne Slovo journalist Marta Bystrovova met on 

the weekend after the November 17 crackdown and formulated the statement condemning the 

crackdown that has been published in the daily's front page on Monday. 

                                                
182 Vanek and Urbasek 2005, 148 

183  J. Pejskar, Od boje (proti komunistům) ke kolaboraci. [From Struggle (Against Communists) to 

Collaboration] Fallbrook: [self-published], 1993, p. 76. 

184 see O. Krejci, Proc to prasklo. [Why It Collapsed] Praha: Trio, 1991, p. 39. 

185 Hvizdala 1990, 36 
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 Structurally, the journalists of Svobodne Slovo were in clearly different position than 

their Rude Pravo colleagues. While the editor of Rude Pravo has been also a member of the 

Standing Committee of Politburo,186 this was not the case for the editor of Svobodne Slovo, 

making the newspaper even more distant from the centre of the power. The distance applied 

also for the staff. While, at least according to Horeni, the Rude Pravo journalists wrote 

"spontaneously" in favor of the regime, according to Bystrovova, some Svobodne Slovo staff 

wished for straying from the official line, but they were not allowed to do that.  In an 

interview, this Svobodne Slovo journalist described the situation in the daily in this way:  

 

"I would say that the revolutionary atmosphere in the daily started already 

one year before and surely it got its final shape last January [1989], because 

all these protests were taking place right under our windows. We saw this 

stupidity like from the watching tower, and we were completely hopeless. We 

were not allowed to write anything [...]. It has been horrible situation. We 

had the newspaper in our hands, but were not allowed to write anything. So 

at least we held a meeting [...] and wrote a letter, which we intended to send 

to our publisher – the Socialist Party, Journalists' Union, Prime Minister etc. 

The content was simple: that we see it and completely disagree, and that we 

also disagree with how it is covered in the media. And that we ask for a 

change and a dialogue. When we had the final version, we met again and 

invited the bosses. They were completely horror-stricken and told us that our 

activity is really anti-state, and that we will be arrested and the whole 

newspaper closed. But because our standpoint was not backed by all 

journalists – we were just a group of several people – we had not sent the 

letter. Only the chief editor promised us to give it to the party leader which he 

did, and the party leader told us he gave it personally to [General Secretary 

of Communist Party] Jakes, or something."187 

 

In comparison with quotations of Horeni, it is clear that while Rude Pravo staff could 

actively  set the agenda, Svobodne Slovo staff was limited by outside control and the 

                                                
186 Vanek and Urbasek 2005, 152 
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protection that their party could provide them against the regime did not exist until 

November 17, 1989. Moreover, we can imply that while the journalists of Rude Pravo were 

mostly supporters of the regime, at least some journalists of Svobodne Slovo were against the 

regime - although we have to use caution with Horeni's statements as he was a chief editor 

talking about enthusiasm of his ex-subordinates. In any case, while the staff of Rude Pravo 

consisted of selected and approved Communist Party members, this was not the case 

regarding Svobodne Slovo, and thus after the media control mechanisms collapsed after 

November 17, the Rude Pravo journalists were "left alone" to continue doing what they have 

been actively doing until then anyway, while the Svobodne Slovo journalists were suddenly 

free to "speak the truth" and set their own agenda. 

 Story of Bystrovova also illuminates the conflict between journalists’ sense of 

professionalism on one hand and constrains of the control system on the other hand: the 

journalists could not publish the truth they could observe. The story also illuminates the 

position of the Socialist Party: a rubber-stamp organization, closely cooperating with 

Communist Party, could also function as a rubber bumper between the daily and the regime. 

 According to Jan Skoda, leader of the party in 1990, to get rid of that rubber-stamp 

status, leaders of Socialist Party were in favor of reforms; but their initiatives were blocked 

by the Communists.188 Vaclav Havel’s old classmate Skoda also took part in first meeting of 

anti-regime activists before the article condemning the police crackdown has been 

published.189 

 The publishing of this article was a daring act, possible only due to a hole in the system 

of media control. The pre-emptive censorship in Czechoslovakia was abolished during the 

Prague Spring in 1968, but soon it was replaced by a system of subsequent control.190 The 
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new system was based on the fact that the media workers were responsible for their media 

outlets and the scale of sanctions went from note to the publisher to temporary withdrawal of 

periodical press concession. Moreover, the government and its specialized control offices 

controlled the publishers, the publishers controlled the chief editors, chief editors controlled 

the journalists who controlled themselves – instead of the previous system, where only the 

journalist and the pre-emptive censor stood against each other. On the other hand, the 

subsequent control allowed to publish articles and then negotiate about punishments and 

present arguments for the journalist’s case, or to risk the punishment. The pre-emptive 

control after 1968 was only in the hands of the chief editor and his attendants – and when this 

"control mechanism" failed to filter out "unfitting" articles, the only possibility for the power 

was to confiscate the whole issue. Without knowing about the article, however, this was 

rather a virtual solution. Therefore, the paralysis of the Communist Party and the regime, 

causing removal of certain institutional constraints, made Svobodne Slovo free to publish 

what had been previously forbidden and set its own agenda. 

 In order to complement the picture of the mechanisms of media control, it is important 

to include some revealing statements about the pre-1989 censorship. The pre-emptive 

censorship established in 1948 after the Communist Party took control over the state had 

been abolished in 1968 by the Prague Spring reformers and for 67 days, the media were 

actually free from the regime's control. However, after the Soviet invasion a new system of 

subsequent control has been installed.191 The system was based on journalists' and editors' 

responsibility for their output, and it led to self-censorship. There was a wide range of 

sanctions: "(1) note to the publisher that he does not meet the mission of the periodical press; 

(2) admonition of the publisher; (3) monetary sanction to the publisher up to 50,000 CZK; (4) 

temporary withdrawal of publishing license for maximum of three months" which has been 

                                                
191 ibid., 153 
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complemented by regime's ability to control not only the publishing organizations, but also 

the printing press operations. Effectively, the Communist Party could order any newspaper to 

publish its own material and it could also order the operators of the printing press to stop 

printing of a particular daily.192 

 The control thus worked on several levels: "the publisher was watching the chief editor, 

the chief editor was watching editors, the editors were watching the journalists etc. While 

under the earlier system, the journalist could actually smuggle certain stings to print if the 

pre-publication censorship failed to discover them, which sometimes happened, under the 

new system they did not have the guts to try that: the publisher was under threat of monetary 

sanctions from the Office for Print and Information and people causing troubles would not 

retain their jobs for long. So in many media, people were overcautious and were afraid to 

publish even such things that used to pass trough the censors without any comments."193 

 On the other hand, the system of subsequent control allowed for publishing 

"problematic" articles and subsequently arguing their case or negotiating about the severity 

of the punishment with the Office for Print and Information, but only if the journalists and 

editors were brave enough. In practice, the main force imposing conformity after 1968 were 

the editors and chief editors. If they failed to "filter out" some offending article, the regime's 

only chance was to confiscate the published newspaper in the printing house, which has been 

rather problematic as the regime would first had to know about the article in advance and 

moreover, stopping a publication was considered rather extreme solution that might cause 

unwelcomed trouble. 

 The routines of everyday control of the media is described by a journalist Vladimir 

Kovarik:  
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"The newspaper practice was that every Monday and later every Friday, 

there was a meeting of the chief editors at the [Communist] Party 

headquarters where everyone had to go for their brainwash. The told them 

first what is our relationship with Honduras, that [the Austria's 

social-democratic chancellor in the 1980s Fred] Sinowatz is coming for a 

visit and that we should not curse Austria this week, this one is good, that 

one is bad and so on. Then came the evaluation, where [the satirical 

magazine] Dikobraz was criticized for one of its cartoons, [Youth League's 

daily] Mlada Fronta was criticized for its formulation about [Communist 

chief ideologue] Jan Fojtik and so on. And on one of these meetings last 

year [e.g. in 1989] it has been decided that the chief editors are personally 

responsible for anything published in their papers. It was idea of 

[Communist Party director of Mass Media Department] Otto Cmolik. After 

him, Josef Hora chaired these meetings. His idea was that in case of events 

such as anti-regime protests, only official reports from the Czechoslovak 

Press Agency can be published."194 

 

Different position of the dailies is echoed also in Horeni's statement that "Svobodne Slovo's 

chief editor had to go to explain himself in front of the National Front members when some 

article appeared that was not according to the interests of the highest places. I never went for 

any such telling-off. In total, I had only once heard certain reservations regarding Rude 

Pravo."195 

 

III.2 The Press and the Protests 

The academic articles and books focusing on the role of media and journalists during the 

Tiananmen protests usually identify journalists as belonging to the intellectual social strata,  

note that the journalists shared the same economic and moral anxieties of the times as the 

other intellectuals, emphasize that they were exposed to the problem of professionalism 

values versus party requirements for maintaining ideological line, and finally notice that the 
                                                
194 Hvizdala 2001, 59 
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journalists participated in the protests (joining the students). In the end, the Party’s hardliners 

actually had to strike back against Party's own media around and after the June 4 crackdown 

A typical account, representing all the others, is provided by Zhao: 

 

At the height of the movement, many journalists, inspired by the students, 

marched on the streets to oppose Party’s ideological chiefs over media control. 

They championed a watchdog role over power holders, presenting themselves 

as a voice of the "people". Their sympathetic reporting of the student 

demonstrations helped to legitimate and disseminate the movement. This 

unprecedented political activism, however, turned out to be short-lived. It was 

possible mainly because of a leadership split and the temporary breakdown of 

the Party’s chain of command within its propaganda apparatus.196 

 

Usually, these accounts focus on World Economic Herald weekly as a flagship of the quest 

for democracy and freedom, and mention the role of its editor Qin Benli.197 They also 

mention the fact that some reporters joined the student protests on May 4, 1989, protesting 

Qin’s expulsion from CCP and removal from his editorial post.198 But generally, they note 

that the participation of the journalists has been connected not only to the person of Qin Benli, 

but rather to more general values of press freedom, professionalism and serving the people. 

Their slogan "Don’t Force Us to Lie" even made it into titles of one book chapter and one 

study.199 

 Another universally mentioned event is the April 26 editorial in People’s Daily, 

                                                
196 Zhao 2004, 44 

197 M. J. Berlin, "The Performance of the Chinese Media During the Beijing Spring" in Chinese Democracy 

and the Crisis of 1989. Chinese and American Reflections, R.V. DesForges et al., Eds., New York: SUNY, 1993, 
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198 Berlin 1993, 266 
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containing the main points of Deng Xiaoping’s speech denouncing the protests.200 Generally, 

the editorial polarized the situation not only among the protesting students, but also served as 

a turning point for the journalists who joined the protests claiming that they are against the 

editorial and that they did not write it. Some authors mention that media played both 

reflecting and supporting role regarding the protests201 and some try to analyze why the 

media control mechanism failed.202 

 In general, the evidence suggests that the Chinese journalists acted more like 

professionals than like anti-regime activists when covering the protests, although many of 

them did participate in the protests. The media control mechanisms were paralyzed only as 

long as Zhao Ziyang had some power; after the hardliners managed to oust him, they quickly 

managed to place media back under their control. In any case, the media never started to 

criticize the regime by its own voice: even during the brief period of greatest freedom, they 

only reported about criticism of others. 

 Compared with the relative wealth of academic texts covering the Chinese media and 

journalists during the Tiananmen protests, there is general lack of works dealing in greater 

detail with the Czech media during the Velvet Revolution with the notable exception of 

Smid.203 There are only few accounts on what was going on, usually interviews with 

journalists who were involved in shifting the discourse of their media and supporting the 

cause of the protestors. These accounts tend to emphasize their role and they are critical of 

their pro-regime adversaries. Interestingly, the only available resource covering in some 

                                                
200 Berlin 1993, 266 
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detail what has been going on in the Communist Party mouthpiece Rude Pravo, unfortunately 

only from the time after the Velvet Revolution, are articles of the New York Times 

correspondents. Narrative historical accounts204  mention the media briefly but do not 

analyze their role. 

 In any case, the protest of November 17, 1989 differed in several ways from the 

previous protests: it was an officially approved student demonstration, the police crackdown 

was especially brutal (although there were no dead) while the students insisted on the 

peaceful nature of their protest, and its coverage in the official media was not completely 

negative. Moreover, during the weekend immediately after the Friday protests, anti-regime 

dissidents used their friendships and contacts in the political and media sphere and on 

Monday, November 20, Svobodne Slovo (second largest daily at the time, published by the 

Socialist Party) issued a statement condemning the police crackdown.205 

 In turn, people started to gather on the Prague’s main Wenceslas Square in front of the 

newspaper's building. These gatherings grew day by day and the crowds were addressed by 

the leaders of the protests from the building’s balcony. Already on Monday, the workers of 

the state television managed to broadcast relatively neutral report about the demonstration in 

the evening news against opposition of their pro-regime bosses, and during the week, other 

media followed the suit. 206  The regime has been paralyzed and avoided any further 

crackdowns. Meanwhile, a significant number of journalists joined the protests and took over 

their media to cover the events and criticize the regime. The crowds in the streets all over the 

country soon included all social strata and in ten days from the original crackdown, 

successful general strike marked the collapse of the regime. 

 The evidence suggests that many Czech journalists acted as anti-regime activists instead 
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of keeping professional distance from the unfolding events. The most important media were 

quickly "liberated" by their own staff and the regime never managed - and actually never 

attempted - to bring them back under its own control, as it was busy collapsing. Not 

surprisingly, the leaders of the victorious Velvet Revolution let the journalists, who were one 

of their own, to keep the control over the media and blocked any possibility that some 

remaining pro-regime actors might deprive them of this control. The logical conclusion of 

this process was that quickly after the Velvet Revolution, many of the Czech newspapers 

became a private ownership of their staff. 

 

III.3 Chinese and Czech Journalists Crossing the Line 

According to media scholar Zhao Yuezhi, journalists in China play several roles: "They are 

lapdogs that kiss to please, and watchdogs that attack to protect; but deprived of autonomy 

and a mercy of a ruthless Party master, they are the system’s underdogs in the final 

analysis."207 Regarding the Tiananmen protests, she notes that they shared with students and 

intellectuals their anxieties about corrupt officials, newly rich entrepreneurs and their own 

declining socio-economic status. She also points out to their role in the protests themselves: 

"At the height of the movement, many journalists, inspired by the students, marched on the 

streets to oppose Party’s ideological chiefs over media control. They championed a watchdog 

role over power holders, presenting themselves as a voice of the "people". Their sympathetic 

reporting of the student demonstrations helped to legitimate and disseminate the movement. 

This unprecedented political activism, however, turned out to be short-lived. It was possible 

mainly because of a leadership split and the temporary breakdown of the Party’s chain of 

command within its propaganda apparatus."208 
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 In the words of Chinese journalists themselves: 

 

Students and compatriots of all walks of life in the capital and nationwide: 

We are editors and reporters at China Central TV. Since students in the 

capital began their petitions in mid-April, people everywhere have claimed 

that "CCTV stands facts on their heads." This is true. For various reasons we 

kept silent. As some reporters said, "We keep silent, but we all swallow our 

humiliation." 

A few years ago, some of us were students like you, ardent and promising 

youths. We wanted to become news reporters, who with a clear conscience 

would fight for honest news. Have we become insensitive in such a short time? 

Has our blood become cold, too? No. Our throats have been cut. The news's 

essence has been stripped because the leadership was able to check [our 

work] at very level. As the party's mouthpiece, we know we should speak not 

only for the party but also for the people. When the party errs we must 

remind it and make it listen carefully to the voice of the people. With these 

hopes, we tried time and again. But we achieved nothing, and now our 

throats have been cut. We must admit to being propaganda tools. 

On the night of May 13, when our cameramen went to the square to film the 

hunger strikers, students shouted "CCTV get out!" Hearing this broke our 

hearts, causing pain and shock. Any news reporter with a conscience must 

feel sad at being a propaganda tool. We can keep silent no longer. We firmly 

support the students. We strongly demand a dialogue between the students 

and the government. (...)209 

 

As observed media researcher Judy Polumbaum, "China’s journalists have become more 

‘professional’ than one might expect of an official press corps in a single-party state" which 

had been also confirmed by a survey done in China at that time.210 Moreover, their version 

of professionalism in 1980s has been close to the Western version - and brought the 

journalists into a perpetual dilemma: they had to conform to often contradictory roles of a 
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critical intellectual on one hand and a servant of the party-state on the other hand. At the 

same time, their role also implied conflict between Confucian elitism of the literati and the 

ethic of public service.211 Still, according to the above mentioned survey, about 70 percent of 

the journalists believed that there is no problem or contradiction with serving the people and 

the Party at the same time.212 

 As Polumbaum notes, in Deng's era the political reliability of the journalist became less 

important than "truth-telling" and "objectivity" as the official policy supported focus on 

seeking truth from the facts. Media workers started to distinguish between "news" and 

"propaganda" and to strengthen their group identity and expertise related to journalistic 

work.213 While the CCP still understood the media as its propaganda tool, the journalists 

wanted more debate and investigative journalism and they resented ban on criticizing higher 

officials.  

 In the situation when the Party still had ultimate authority over all media organizations 

and power to authorize them, close them, censor them, fire its journalists and editors etc., the 

editors and the journalists logically aimed at grater autonomy and greater independence from 

the party-state "meddling" into their work.214 In order to improve their position, they lobbied 

the Party to issue a Press Law which has been first promised, then postponed and finally, 

after the Tiananmen crackdown, it disappeared from the agenda.  

 

A People’s Daily 

The reform era of the 1980s brought to the CCP’s central organ People’s Daily new cadres 

with new thinking. The newspaper shifted its discourse away from Maoism of the Cultural 
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Revolution era and throughout the decade, it published articles discussing and supporting 

reforms. However, this is not surprising given the ascendancy of reformers during most of 

the decade with only brief periods of hard-liners’ backlash which came in the form "spiritual 

pollution" campaign of 1983 and then as an aftermath of 1986-87 student protests. Therefore, 

during most of the decade, the People’s Daily represented the "line" of those who happened 

to be in power at a given time, and after each power shift within the party, the correct line 

changed, too.215 

 As the official Party mouthpiece, the People's Daily's circulation of about 5.3 millions 

of copies (as of 1989) was impressive. Still, it was only a fraction of the total of 116 millions 

copies of newspapers sold every day in China. Moreover, there were also other more or less 

"secret" publications with a varying degree of availability, providing better, more truthful or 

more detailed coverage (such as  Reference News [Cankao Xiaoxi], Reference Material 

[Cankao Ziliao] or various internal reference periodicals issued by ministries or organization 

like Xinhua or People's Daily itself.216 Still, People's Daily played the role of a main 

indicator of the Party's current line and its articles has been red not only by their face value, 

but also between the lines. 

 Along with changing correct lines according to changing fortunes of various CCP 

factions, the People’s Daily editors were changing as well, usually for being too critical 

towards actual power-holders and their ideology. The newspaper’s chief editor and later 

director Hu Jiwei, originally picked by Deng himself,217 had been removed in 1983 as one of 

the targets of the spiritual pollution campaign, while his deputy editor Wang Ruoshui has 

been also removed, but managed a comeback after the campaign ended, only to be expelled 
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from the CCP in 1987. In the same year, People’s Daily well-known muckraking journalist 

Liu Binyan also lost his job and CCP membership.218 

 This indicates that despite the fact that People’s Daily as an institution had been a 

"CCP’s mouthpiece" and - as Faison points out - the top party leaders "frequently overrode 

editor’s decisions on the coverage of controversial topics,"219 the journalists of the People’s 

Daily themselves did not necessarily shared the "correct line" 220  and although the 

mechanism of frequent consultations among the top editors and power-holders guaranteed 

that the line has been followed, especially the younger journalists on the lower level of the 

People’s Daily hierarchy were increasingly discontent and were waiting for opportunities to 

"lose their chains", imposed by CCP’s propaganda authorities and by cautious editors.221 

 Moreover, the People’s Daily journalists were probably the best informed people in the 

country, having access to confidential information, readers’ letters of complaints etc. and 

being authors of reports for internal publications with restricted access, e.g. only for the 

high-ranking party leaders.222 The discrepancy between these internal reports for the elites 

and the media content for the masses together with the proliferation of Western concept of 

journalistic professionalism in China’s journalism schools and media organization during the 

1980s naturally led the journalists to consider the situation of CCP media control as far from 

perfect and to demand greater freedom from it. 

 

People’s Daily during the Protests 

According to Faison, the journalists of People’s Daily were ready to cover the student 
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protests as early as April 17.223 However, their prepared texts had been rejected by People’s 

Daily editor Tan Wenrui, and the only Beijing’s daily that carried coverage of the protests 

was Science and Technology Daily.224 Unlike his colleagues, its editor Liu Zexi took the risk 

which led to positive reaction among the students who quickly pasted the daily’s page with 

the coverage on their bulletin board, and also among the journalists of other news media who 

would like to cover the protests as well. However, further coverage of the protests in the 

Science and Technology Daily has been blocked by Liu arguing that an issue containing such 

material would be confiscated by authorities. After the younger journalists convinced him to 

cover the protests anyway, the distribution of the issue had been indeed stopped, but editors 

and reporters defied the authorities and distributed their newspaper by themselves.225 

 Overall, the media coverage of the protests was spreading quite slowly. In April 26, 

People’s Daily carried on its front page an editorial based on Deng Xiaoping’s speech at a 

closed meeting of top CCP leaders from the previous day, condemning the protests and 

earning condemnation of People’s Daily from the protesting students in return. However, 

after the massive demonstration of May 4, the People’s Daily started to cover events in a fair 

way and in the middle of the month, the article looked like if the censorship has 

disappeared.226 Frank Tan in his account summarizes that "cumulatively, the evidence shows 

that the state’s most important propaganda tool emerged as a virtual flagship of rebellion 

during this period - rebellion that grew out of tension between the newspaper’s role as 

mouthpiece of the political authorities and journalists’ desire to serve the masses."227 

 This tension can be illustrated by an excerpt from a reporter's account that appeared in 

students' published newspaper Xinwen Daobao (News Herald) at the end of April, 1989:  
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It's not that we news reporters lack a conscience, but that we are not the 

real masters of the newspapers. The vast majority of news reporters at 

People's Daily firmly support the students. From April 21 to 22, about one 

hundred journalists stood side by side with the students. Many reporters 

wrote eyewitness accounts for this newspaper, but none was published. 

Journalists are intellectuals who also have a conscience, but we have no 

power. We can only keep silent, but we will never write false stories against 

our conscience.228 

 

However, the period of limited press control - as Faison emphasizes, the coverage had been 

constrained even during mid-May229 - was very short. Hard-liners reasserted their control 

over People’s Daily only one day after May 20 announcement of Martial Law, soldiers and 

working teams consisting of loyal editors were dispatched and the journalists could use only 

subtle techniques to indicate their support for the protests, such as filling the rest of the front 

page that had to contain obligatory official statements with insignificant news from the 

provinces or using very small font for these official statements. One week after the June 4 

crackdown, even these "futile efforts of the staff to protest the crackdown" have been 

eliminate.230 Leading editors were replaced, some reporters were arrested or lost their jobs, 

and the press in general has been made one of the scapegoats for the "turmoil."231  

 

People’s Daily: Journalists against Systems of Media Control 

Researchers often observe that the journalists were important participants in the protests and 

they participated in large numbers, including reporters of People’s Daily, both senior and 
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junior.232 This is, according to Tan, especially significant since People’s Daily had a position 

as an official voice and the CCP took a great effort to establish uniform discourse in the mass 

media it controlled.233 However, as Tan emphasizes, "the evidence also shows that although 

Chinese journalists displayed an unprecedented level of initiative and independence during 

the demonstrations, culminating in three days of extraordinarily open reporting in the middle 

of May, the press as an institution was still an arm of the state, and the political authorities 

were able to re-impose control over it along with the military crackdown."234 

 Basically, the People’s Daily journalists, as well as their colleagues in other media in 

1980s, valued professionalism understood in its Western sense more that service within a 

CCP propaganda apparatus - despite the fact that formerly, it has been dismissed as a 

thoroughly bourgeois idea.235 Only the outside control mechanisms prevented them from 

abandoning their role as propagandists and starting to adhere exclusively to the professional 

criteria of their work. 

 However, the dominance of values of professionalism and independence from outside 

interfering had also another implication: although the journalists covered the protests in a 

way that carried also the students’ criticism of the regime and later, after the Martial Law 

took effect, suggested sympathy for the students between the lines, they did not cross the line 

and never became "mouthpieces" of the student opposition. The journalists joined the 

protests as individuals working for People’s Daily, not as the People’s Daily as a whole 

organization that would throw its support behind the students and - for example - call the 

Chinese society to join their protests against the regime. 

 Thus, the editors and journalists of the People’s Daily took the advantage of the external 
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events (power struggle within the CCP, student protests) and internal pressures (general 

shifting from propaganda towards professionalism)236 and provided their readers with better 

coverage and more perspectives. However, the structural and political constraints of their 

professionalism prevented them from directly encouraging more massive participation on the 

protests, placing them into the role of philosophers brave enough to interpret the world but 

not enough to change it. 

 

Aftermath 

During the persecution after the crackdown, People’s Daily was reportedly affected more 

than other Chinese media. Its director Qian Liren and chief editor Ten Wenrui left "for health 

reasons", three deputy chiefs Yu Huanchun, Fan Rongkang and Lu Chaoqi were forced to 

retire or were transferred, almost everyone on higher level was dismissed, 40-60 reporters 

were fired, suspended or transferred to other units and every journalist and editor had to 

undergo a scrutiny supervised by 35 people-strong working team.237 

 Meanwhile, the new CCP leadership condemned "proliferation of bourgeois 

liberalization" as a major cause of upheaval and called the journalists to "expose the 

hypocritical and reactionary nature of bourgeois freedom of the press."238 The media quickly 

adopted this line as the reformist could not protect anyone now and thus the room for 

maneuvering ceased to exist. Still, despite the suppression of the protests, the journalists were 

generally benefiting from the economic reforms that had been re-launched in 1992. As Zhao 

notes, "rather than fighting against the state for more political autonomy, many have been 

co-opted by the post-1989 political and economic elite and now act as their lapdogs."239 
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 As for 2013, the People's Daily remains the central organ of the CCP's Central 

Committee and its editorials are still regarded as authoritative statements of the Chinese 

government. People's Daily Chinese language version is complemented by editions in 

English, Japanese, French, Spanish, Russian, Arabic and Korean. It current president is 

Zhang Yannong. Its new golden-plated headquarters is under construction in Beijing. During 

the 1990s, the paper experienced increasing competition by other newspapers while 

government subsidies gradually decreased. The revenues from the sold copies had to be 

complemented by revenues from advertising. Since 1993, the sister English-language tabloid 

Global Times is published alongside People's Daily. 

 

B World Economic Herald 

Although the focus of the Shanghai-based World Economic Herald had been originally on 

international news, the domestic topics have been also gradually covered. The average 

readership was around 300,000 and consisted mostly of influential intellectuals and 

government leaders. According to Jernow, "although it ran hard news on economic matters, 

the Herald was perhaps most innovative in its opinion and commentary pieces. At its best, it 

was a public forum for lively debate about China’s future."240 

 The editor of the magazine was Qin Benli, a veteran journalist and CCP cadre who 

aimed at creating a media outlet that would be reflecting China’s new economic orientation. 

He suffered during Anti-Rightist campaign in 1950s and then again during Cultural 

Revolution in 1960s, but he was still working within the system following the Chinese 

tradition of loyal intellectual dissent.241 Qin had been close to some of the influential 

reformers including Zhao Ziyang who were shielding him and his Herald. In turn, the 
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magazine's writers and editors were willing to take risks and evade strict Party control. 

 This evasion of supervision was supported by the fact that it was highly ambiguous who 

had the final authority over the magazine: it could be one of the two publishing organizations, 

or the Central Propaganda Department, or the Shanghai CCP organs. Formally, World 

Economic Herald had been published jointly by Chinese World Economists’ Association and 

Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences, but neither of these institution had much control over 

content and that has been actually the reason for this arrangement. Similarly, the Herald has 

been published in Shanghai but it was not a local paper, therefore it was unclear whether it 

should be supervised by Beijing or Shanghai - and again, being in this gray area has been 

used to the Herald's advantage. Moreover, the magazine was not dependent on government 

subsidies and instead relied on advertisers and subscribers. This gave its journalists a great 

deal of autonomy a protected them - at least partially - from outside interference.242 

 The Herald had a reputation for opening new topics and providing new perspectives on 

hot issues.243 This led to its great popularity, but also to a conflict with Shanghai Party 

authorities in late April and May 1989. The incident was revealing: along with some other 

reformist media, World Economic Herald published articles evaluating Hu Yaobang after his 

death on April 15, and while the Shanghai Propaganda Department made changes in the texts, 

the Herald published original versions of the articles. This happened partly accidentally as 

the censored versions of the texts arrived late, but it also reflected the lack of enthusiasm to 

allow censorship of their articles on the part of Herald's journalists. The incident quickly 

became a conflict over principle of editorial autonomy: the staff of the journal and its 

supporters argued that the authorities should not interfere with the journal because it is run 

with non-state money and they even protested on its behalf, the Shanghai authorities 

demanded supervision over the magazine. 
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 The Herald was finally closed by then Shanghai Party general secretary and later 

Chinese general secretary Jiang Zemin.244 In the end, the staff even brought it a civil suit 

against Jiang for "harming the reputation of World Economic Herald" and went to the streets, 

demanding freedom of the press according to the officially ignored Article 35 of the Chinese 

Constitution (ibid.). In the end, the June 4 crackdown meant that all such activities had to 

cease. 

 Looking back at the role of World Economic Herald, Cheng and White conclude that the 

magazine "became the intellectual’s main beacon of reforms, leading to the 1989 student 

rallies."245 According to them, the paradox of World Economic Herald was in the fact that it 

its democratizing effect despite the fact that its ideals were often surprisingly anti-democratic. 

Generally it can be said that the Herald had been close to the CCP reformist leaders and its 

fortunes developed alongside the political fortunes of its chief political supporter Zhao 

Ziyang. As we have seen in the case of People’s Daily, the Herald also reflected political 

development of the 1980s and provided a voice for experts and political technocrats. In its 

capacity of reformist main journal, it opened topics previously considered as taboos and set 

new agendas for the debate among regime elites. 

 At the same time and contrary to the position of People’s Daily, the Herald was 

relatively free from institutional links to the party-state. On one hand, it had Zhao Ziyang’s 

political protection and many high ranking technocrats from Zhao’s camp published their 

articles in the magazine; on the other hand, it has been officially published by two different 

institutions (Chinese World’s Economists’ Association and Shanghai Academy of Social 

Sciences), an arrangement that gave its editors a great degree of freedom. As far as the 

Herald voiced opinions of reformist technocrats and as far as these technocrats had enough 
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political clout to shield the magazine from the hard-liners, the Herald was safe. 

 Not surprisingly, the magazine has been closed when the reformist technocrats 

temporarily lost their clout. Still, it is also important to acknowledge that the Herald itself 

went too far with its demand for press freedom and testing the boundaries of what is still 

permitted brought obvious risks. Thus during the 1987 Anti-Bourgeois Liberalization 

campaign that was a hardliners' reaction on student protests, a work team sent to the Herald, 

but the journalist just made fun of the work team members and in the end, Zhao Ziyang again 

saved the journal. After this episode, Qin became even more daring in promoting reform and 

any time his journalists crossed the line, they just wrote a formal self-criticism and carried 

on.246 

 In December 1988, there were new problems with the authorities because of reprinting 

Su Shaozhi critical article denouncing a previous conference that commemorated tenth 

anniversary of eleventh Central Committee Third Plenum in 1978 and called for unifrom 

public opinion, but thanks to the protection by reformists the Herald once again survived. In 

the same year, the journal's discourse became even bolder, calling for greater transparency of 

government, market-oriented economic reform and even for freedom of expression. The 

incident that sealed the fate of the Herald had been caused by its pen-ultimate issue 

containing articles from a symposium after Hu Yaobang’s death that were critical of CCP line. 

This issue from April 22 was banned by Shanghai’s Propaganda Department. The incident 

started when the Propaganda Department's head, Chen Zhili, realized that there might be 

sensitive articles and Qin Benli promised to send her the issue for pre-publication approval. 

Sending an issue to authorities for an approval was something exceptional and what 

happened was that before the censored manuscript arrived back, the editors already sent the 

original version of the issue to print. When the Shanghai Party authorities including Jiang 
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Zemin demanded a sensitive article to be edited, Qin Benli in the end agreed to stop the 

publication. However, without Qin Benli’s or editors’ knowledge, part of the already printed 

issues including the article was distributed, making Shanghai party authorities believe that 

Qin broke his promise. After that, they forced the editors to prepare an edited version of the 

issue, but after the April 26 editorial in People’s Daily, Jiang Zemin announced that he was 

suspending Qin Benli from his post and sent a work team to World Economic Herald.247 

 However, Herald's journalists were far from giving up to the demands of the Shanghai 

authorities; their opposition towards decisions made by the Shanghai Municipal CCP 

Committee can be illustrated by the statement of Herald's editorial board from May 1, 1989: 

 

1. In view of all the facts, we believe that Shanghai Party Committee has 

reached a conspicuously unjust verdict and has thereby damaged the image 

of the party and state. This has led to adverse consequences both inside and 

outside Shanghai. The reasons are as follows: 

a. The main leader of the Shanghai Party Committee disregarded the facts 

and dealt with the problem in an oversimplifies and crude way. 

b. Unfair treatment of a party comrade, particularly an old comrade who 

worked diligently and conscientiously for the party, has negatively affected a 

large number of party comrades. 

c. [The decision reflects a] disregard of the responsibility system of the chief 

editor. Comrade Yuan Mu, the spokesman of the State Council, clearly 

pointed out in his "dialogue" with the students' representatives on April 29 

that "There is no news censorship in our country. In the journalists' work and 

reports, we have implemented the chief-editor responsibility system." Thus, in 

view of the World Economic Herald incident, if the wrong decision is not 

corrected, it will necessarily affect the whole nation's news media. 

2. We still believe that the "Urgent Report" [by the Editorial Board of the 

World Economic Herald] presented to the Shanghai Municipal Party 

Committee on April 25 is correct. Since people both in China and overseas 

know that the original version of this issue of the World Economic Herald 

was banned, and since several hundred copies of this version have already 

been distributed, we suggest avoiding contradictions ... by publishing the 
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original banned version as well. Moreover, the contents of the discussion and 

speeches in the original version are accurate and true. ... 

3. The personnel in our World Economic Herald office are now in a very 

difficult situation and cannot work normally. ... Thus we make the following 

demands to the Shanghai Municipal Party Committee: 

a. Immediately annul the erroneous decision to suspend Comrade Qin Benli 

from his position as chief editor. 

b. Strictly follow the law to handle this matter and respect the fundamental 

rights of the news agencies. Withdraw the "reorganization" group now in 

charge of the work in the World Economic Herald and let the personnel in the 

World Economic Herald return to normal work. 

We hope the Shanghai Party Committee and people from all walks of life will 

correctly judge our attitudes and demands.248 

 

In any case, the Shanghai authorities were firm in their decision to bring the magazine under 

their control. As Jernow describes the development of the incident after banning the April 22 

issue, "in the space of a few days, what began as a disagreement over a thousand words in an 

intellectual debate had escalated into full-scale ideological war." 249  Some work team 

members wanted to create a compromise between Qin and Jiang, but the journalists were 

generally against the work team and started to change the texts approved by the work team 

for the issue behind the work team's back. Thus the final issue included a widely reprinted 

article calling for press freedom and deadlines that were not approved by the work team. As 

one of the staff later recalled: "The work team came in. They inspected every word in the 

issue at that time. Zhu Xingqing was deputy chief editor and I told him to take responsibility 

to publish the paper our way, not their way. They had inspected the newspaper during the day, 

but at night we made some changes and sent it to the printer's."250 

 The defiance of the Herald's journalists meant a loss of face for Shanghai Party chief 
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Jiang Zemin. Moreover, in Beijing and in Shanghai students protested against banning of the 

last April issue and demanded Qin’s return as the chief editor. At the same time, Herald's 

editors gave interviews to international media in which they criticized Shanghai Party's 

hostile takeover. At this time, there was still a chance that the reformers would be able again 

to protect the magazine, but after Zhao’s fall, the chances for Herald's survival decreased to 

zero. In the end, the staff decided it would be better to stop publishing the magazine but not 

telling the public that the decision to stop it was made by them, so that the Shanghai 

Municipal Party Committee would appear responsible.251 Thus the issue from May 8 that 

included very bold texts, such as Hu Jiwei's essay on press freedom, was the last one to be 

published. 

 

Herald’s Elitism 

As Cheng and White point out, the Herald "did not consistently act as dissident institution," 

but it did become one only after China’s technical elites split among themselves.252 In fact, 

Cheng and White argue that the Herald had been consistently elitist and anti-democratic, 

using its early 1989 debate on the desirability of "new authoritarianism" in China as one of 

the examples. They also claim that "the evidence shows that government technocrats and 

dissident intellectuals have shared elitist political views, even though they faced different 

political fates after June Fourth."253 This would actually reduce the Tiananmen protest to a 

mere factional struggle between the older (e.g. party-state reformists) and younger (e.g. 

students aiming at party-state positions) technocratic elites. In this struggle, the Herald ended 

up on the wrong side and became one of its victims. 

 In their analysis of the World Economic Herald’s nine years of existence, Cheng and 
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White indeed find emphasis on topics of interest for the Chinese technocratic elites. Also, the 

editors and authors shared similar background. Still, although the emphasis and the focus of 

the Herald clearly reflected interests of 1980s Chinese technocrats and their preference for 

the "new authoritarianism" over democracy, the existence of an institutionally independent 

mass medium containing a dynamic debate and opening new topics went clearly against what 

would the post-Maoist hardliners prefer to read had in itself a democratizing potential. Also, 

it deviated from the Communist model of centrally controlled media serving as Party’s 

propaganda tool. Paradoxically, the magazine was shut down by then Shanghai Party 

secretary Jiang Zemin, himself a technocrat who would later as a successor of Deng 

Xiaoping realize some of the ideas discussed on Herald’s pages - especially in the debate on 

"new authoritarianism". 

 

Aftermath 

As Jernow noted in his analysis of the magazine, "the rise and fall of the World Economic 

Herald paralleled the trajectory of reform in the 1980s."254 Even after the publishing of the 

magazine had been halted, its journalists continued to promote press freedom and together 

with other Shanghai journalists they participated in protest marches. In its turn, Shanghai 

Propaganda Department accused the magazine as being "counterrevolutionary" and flawed 

from the start. This has been echoed by the post-crackdown Xinhua article "The Truth About 

the World Economic Herald" accusing the journal of advocating bourgeois liberalization and 

opposing socialism under "the guise of so-called 'freedom of the press.'" The article claimed 

that "the struggle against a handful of persons in the Herald [...] was not a struggle over the 

question of whether it is necessary to reform journalism or not. It was an intense struggle 

between upholding the Four Basic Principles and upholding bourgeois liberalization as well 

                                                
254 Jernow 1994, 13 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 111

as a political struggle between creating turmoil and opposing turmoil. It also tells the people 

that, in our country, the mass media will inevitably fall into the quagmire of bourgeois 

liberalization if it breaks away from our Party leadership and deviates from the socialist 

orientation. The reform of journalism, if it violates the precondition of upholding the Four 

Basic Principles, will surely result in rampant bourgeois liberalization. This is independent of 

man’s subjective will."255 

 What followed was political persecution and arrests of the editors. Journalists involved 

in Herald had to write self-criticisms every day and most of them could not work as 

journalists anymore. Some were imprisoned, others reassigned to other jobs, and those who 

could, left the country.256 The disgraced editor Qin Benli died in 1991 with his former 

colleagues believing that he was persecuted to death. 

 

C Rude Pravo 

With circulation peaking at 1.2 millions copies on weekdays and 1.6 millions on weekends in 

a country of only 15 millions people out of which only 10 millions speak Czech, the 

Czechoslovak Communist Party Central Committee's mouthpiece Rude Pravo had been 

breaking records as for readership per capita257 despite its reputation of being rather boringly 

ideological newspaper.  

 Although there is a general lack of relevant materials describing the operations of Rude 

Pravo during the 1980s, it is safe to assume that the daily reflected Czechoslovakia’s 

"normalization" and the leading role of the hard-line political actors constituting the 
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leadership of the regime. In a rare interview given more that 15 years after the regime change, 

Rude Pravo’s chief editor in the 1980s Zdenek Horeni acknowledged that the coverage of 

anti-regime protests in the daily has been shaped by its journalists’ perception of the 

protesters as regime’s opponents: "Obviously the only aim [of an article about Vaclav Havel, 

leading dissident at the time] was to smear Charter 77. [...] Of course, from the contemporary 

point of view, we can hardly defend some of our steps. However, for us, Charter 77 

represented an opposition aiming at reversal of socialism and from this also followed the 

relationship of journalists towards publicity of such actions."258 However, it is not clear if 

this "perception" can be attached directly to the actors, e.g. individual journalists of Rude 

Pravo who were afraid about the fate of Czechoslovakia’s socialism, or to the institution [e.g. 

Rude Pravo publishing house, controlled by the Communist Party] that made them write in a 

conformity with the regime and with hostility towards its opposition. 

 Regarding professionalism, according to Horeni the daily aimed at covering the protests 

by its own journalists instead of simply reprinting texts of the official news agency. "We 

could have it easier by sticking with the mechanism followed by other media which was 

traditional and obvious: CTK [Czechoslovak News Agency] issued official report and it was 

reprinted by the other media. However, we though we are not such a losers as not having our 

own report. [...] We were trying to cover every such unpleasant event by our own report, 

including our own estimate of the number of participants."259 This aiming at independence 

has been opposed by certain Party politicians with their own agenda: "At that time, I got 

involved in a personal conflict with Miroslav Stepan [ambitious Party leader in Prague] who 

was obviously responsible for media coverage of those unpleasant events from his region and 

who wanted to get published his own report formulated by his office. However, we did not 

take this report into account. [...] And with this, I was at odds - not only once - with Miroslav 

                                                
258 Kalenska 2004 

259 Vanek and Urbasek 2005, 165 
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Stepan" (ibid.) 

 This quotation can explain why Svobodne Slovo reprinted official articles from the state 

news agency while Rude Pravo could publish its own reports: it could afford this 

independence as it was after all its duty to formulate the Party's line. However, according to 

Horeni, in covering these events independently, the journalistic professionalism triumphed 

over pressure by the Party leader Stepan who has been prevented from influencing the 

coverage of his own district. Still, it is necessary to be cautious regarding such statements as 

it can be expected even from a hard-line chief editor to emphasize any aspects of 

professionalism that his media outlet exhibited. His approach to covering "unpleasant events" 

has been nevertheless described quite revealingly by Horeni, and from his statement we can 

evaluate the limits of Rude Pravo's professionalism: "Of course it is possible to take some 

particular aspect and insert it to readers' consciousness as a world-changing event - as is 

being done even today [in 2004] - but it is not possible not to tell the reader that a plane 

crashed. The plane did crash and nobody can take this fact back. You can either note it in 

using one-liner or you can do it in another way, but you have to spell it. [...] So in any case, 

we reached a conclusion that we have to register - briefly, but still - all those social and 

political events of that time, starting with the protests on Skroup Square."260 We can imply 

that the media were pressed to cover these events in order to provide a competing framing to 

the coverage of the Western media that were available to the Czechoslovakia's audiences. 

Still, Rude Pravo could have chosen not to publish anything about these events anyway, so 

probably a certain kind of professionalism was indeed present in its editorial decisions. 

 Another revealing statement of Horeni deals with Rude Pravo's coverage of Charta 77: 

"Of course, the only aim of that article [from January 1989] was to condemn Charta. [...] Of 

course, from the perspective of the times that followed [e.g. democratic regime] we can 

                                                
260 ibid., 165 
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hardly defend some of our steps. But for us, Charta represented opposition that aimed at 

reversal of the socialist regime and this also determined journalists' attitude towards coverage 

of these events."261 

 

Aftermath 

The regime's collapse was reflected also by changes in the top positions in Rude Pravo. In 

1988-1989 period, the chief editor was Zdenek Horeni with four deputies: Jaroslav Kojzar, 

Zdenek Porybny, Frantisek Ryba and Miroslav Vitek. On December 13, 1989, the notorious 

hardliner Kojzar was replaced by Michal Podzimek; on December 16, Horeni disappeared 

from the chief editor's post and Porybny was labeled as "responsible for leading the editorial 

collective"; next week, names of Ryba and Vitek also disappeared and on January 15, 1990, 

Zdenek Porybny was mentioned as chief editor with three new names as his deputies. This 

means that the hardliners on the top posts were replaced by new people from among the 

newspaper's journalists, but under leadership of the former deputy editor. 

 Getting rid of the most notorious supporters of the old regime had been complemented 

by changing the daily's line despite the fact that at that time Rude Pravo was still published 

by the Communist Party. Already on November 24, e.g. before the successful general strike 

that finished the regime, and article "Statement of the Rude Pravo staff" has been published 

which included an information that "journalists and other members of the staff participated 

on the meeting of the Communist Party's cell in Rude Pravo to debate on current political 

situation; they critically evaluated their own work [...]." On December 16, Porybny wrote an 

front page editorial apologizing for the daily's previous discourse and announcing changes. 

"In our daily, we have published texts that we can not put in a frame on our walls." 

 After taking over the daily, Porybny removed about 40 percent of the original 160 staff 

                                                
261 ibid. 
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by asking everyone over 58 years of age (pension age at the time) to resign.262 Later, he took 

over the paper for himself, leaving the Communist Party with an empty shell and suffering an 

unsuccessful police prosecution after the Party sued him for fraud and unfair competition. 

Porybny spent four days in jail in March 1992, but according to the paper's editorial staff, the 

reason for the arrest was rather a series of critical articles about the director of the federal 

police.263 

 The privatization of former Communist Party mouthpiece followed a pattern used by 

editorial staff in other Czech media at the same time: together with the remaining reporters, 

Porybny formed a joint-stock company that started to publish a new newspaper under the 

same name Rude Pravo (which was been copyrighted as under the Communist regime, there 

was no need for it). Using all the know-how, contacts and distribution channels of the "old 

daily", the new private Rude Pravo seamlessly replaced its Party-controlled predecessor and 

left the Party empty-handed: unlike the newly independent journalists around Porybny, it 

lacked staff and know-how and thus was unable to continue publishing the paper itself; only 

later, the Communist Party started to publish its own daily Halo Noviny, using some staff 

fired by Porybny from the original daily.264 

 When in 1995 the daily dropped "Rude" [red] from its title, its circulation was around 

250,000 copies daily with 600,000 on weekends and with an estimated readership around 1,3 

million, e.g. about 13 percent of the Czech Republic's population. Among its columnists were 

several former dissidents, its advertising revenues were increasing and it was the only major 

Czech daily not owned by a foreign company. Still, despite its reputation for being good 

professionals and having the best domestic news section, its staff has been rather ostracized 

                                                
262 A. Nagorski, Birth of Freedom: Shaping Lives and Societies in the New Eastern Europe. New York: Simon 

and Schuster, 1993, pp. 215-216. M. Kayal, "Former Communist Frees Party Paper." American Journalism 

Review, vol. 15, no.3, p. 14, 1993. 

263 Kayal 1993 

264 Kayal 1993 
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by their colleagues from other media as most of the Pravo's journalists were still former 

Party members. 

 As of 2013, Pravo is still one of the leading Czech daily newspapers and majority of its 

shares is still owned by Porybny, althoug he recently sold a large chunk of shares to his 

bussines partner Seznam.cz, the leading Czech search engine that collaborates with Pravo in 

their joint project Novinky.cz, the number one Czech news portal. Due to economic crisis, 

dropping advertising revenues and readers' shift from print to electronic media, Pravo's 

circulation has been steadily declining and for several years in the row, the paper has been in 

red numbers. However, these losses are compensated by the website Novinky.cz that attract 

roughly the same number of readers as all the other main news portals combined. 

 

D Svobodne Slovo 

Although Svobodne Slovo should have nominally served as a mouthpiece of 

Czechoslovakia's Socialist Party, one of the minor parties in the "United Front" of 

Czechoslovakia's official social organizations, under Communist system it was not allowed 

to publish anything against the regime or against the Communist Party. Still, with circulation 

of about 300,000 copies in the 1980s mostly due to its less politicized contents, Svobodne 

Slovo was the second largest daily in Czechoslovakia and therefore the main alternative to 

the Communist Party mouthpiece Rude Pravo. 

 One of the journalists characterized the situation in the newsroom by these words: 

 

"I would say that in our newsroom, the revolutionary atmosphere started at 

least one year before, and it got its clear shape in January last year 

[January 1989] because all those demonstrations took place under our 

windows. We have seen all that nonsense very clearly and were totally 

hopeless. We were not allowed to write about it, so we have been at least 

translating from the Soviet press. [...] It was a terrible situation. We had the 
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newspaper in our hands but we could not write anything. So at least we 

held a meeting [...] and wrote a letter that we intended to send to our 

publisher Czechoslovak Socialist Party, to the Union of Journalists, to the 

prime minister etc. The content was simple: we do see it and we do not 

agree with it, we do not agree how it is covered by the media and that we 

want a change and a dialog. When we had the final draft, we met again and 

invited the managers. They were totally scared and told us that in fact this 

is an anti-state act and that if we will send it, we will go to prison and the 

newspaper will be closed. However, there was only part of the staff behind 

our statement, we were not the whole editorial staff, so we did not send the 

letter. The editor only promised us that he will forward our letter to the 

[Socialist] Party chairman, which he did, and the chairman in his turn 

personally gave it Jakes, maybe."265 

 

According to Jan Skoda who became Socialist Party chairman in 1990, the Socialist Party 

leaders wanted to change the rubberstamp nature of their party and they were in favor of 

various reforms that were nevertheless always blocked by the Communist Party. This was 

one of the reasons why during the weekend after November 17, 1989, the Socialist Party 

leaders including the chairman Kucera met with Bystrovova and drafted a statement against 

the crackdown that appeared in the Monday edition of Svobodne Slovo. Vaclav Havel’s 

former classmate Skoda also visited the first meeting of Civic Forum that took place on 

November 19.266 

 The role of the chief editor of the daily Jaroslav Masek during the protests was rather 

passive, although he was one of the speakers to the crowds on the Wenceslas Square after the 

protests had broken out. According to Bystrovova, after November 17, he was actually 

delaying publication of accounts of the protests. "We were preparing the newspaper thinking 

that all that has to be published, but we did not know whether it will be published. The bosses 

                                                
265 K. Hvizdala, "Vyslech revolucionaru z listopadu 1989" [Examination of November 1989 Revolutionaires] in 

Bestseller I. Praha: Artservis, 1990, p. 55. 

266 ibid. 
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first said nothing to our activities and then they issued an order that they must see everything 

that will go to print. And then we realized that only a fraction of the eye-witnesses' accounts 

on the crackdown had been published. The chief editor was postponing them for about a 

week. They were published only when everyone was publishing that."267 

 

 

Aftermath 

In the end, the chief editor Masek was replaced in March 1990. After that, the paper changed 

its editors many times while its circulation steadily declined. In 1996, the Socialist Party sold 

its Melantrich publishing house that published Svododne Slovo to Chemapol Group (headed 

by a former Communist secret police agent Vaclav Junek) which changed the daily's title to 

Slovo [Word]. In 1998, half of the daily was sold to a German publisher N-Tisk/MittelRhein 

Verlag that already owned another daily, Zemske Noviny (formerly Zemedelske Noviny 

[Agricultural Daily], the daily with the third largest circulation during the Communist era), 

while Chemapol Group went bankrupt. The new owner fired 90 percent of the staff and 

merged the editorial rooms of its two dailies. Finally in 2001, the Slovo ceased its 

publication.268 

 

III.4 Chinese and Czech Journalists: A Comparison 

As we have seen, the Chinese journalists – and especially the younger generation – felt that 

they needed the freedom of the press in order to report "the truth" to the people although they 

were sometimes not aware that the professionalism they wanted actually went against the 

party-state control mechanism imposed on them from above. In many cases, they were 
                                                
267 Hvizdala 1990, 56 

268 J. Schrabal. (2002). "That Was House Melantrich and Its Daily Svobodne Slovo." [Online] Available: 

http://www.columbia.edu/~js322/nyl/melantrich/melantrich-engl.html [2013-1-20] 
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already able not to write what they did not want to, but not yet able to publish everything 

they wanted to. In many cases, they were able to set up the agenda that went against the 

conservative Maoism of the hardliners. In early 1989, some media organizations and their 

journalists were thus de facto free from the Party control, protected by the Party reformers. 

Still, they were only tiny elite. 

 In Czechoslovakia, the journalists felt similar resentments against the media control 

mechanisms as their Chinese counterparts, but unlike them, they were controlled more tightly. 

The wishes of the party-state had always priority over professionalism. Some media 

organizations were not so close to the center of power and enjoyed some support from their 

publishing organization which served as a kind of protecting buffer, but this proved to be 

decisive only after the protests started and the journalists decided to join them. On the other 

hand, the pro-regime journalists felt that it is possible to achieve both professional standards 

and good service to the Party at the same time, effectively harmonizing imperatives that were 

in fact contradictory. 

 Looking back at the transitologist explanations of the regime change, the journalists as a 

social group could fit best into the intellectual strata, but their position and their role in the 

protests was quite specific and in fact diverse. The framework of media control forced them 

to comply with official Party line while the imperatives of their profession would forced 

them to serve the people. 

 During the protests, these two main imperatives came into a clear conflict and the 

journalist had to choose if they prefer the Party or the people while the paralysis of both 

Communist regimes provided them with opportunities to break away from the control 

mechanisms that were controlling their work before. 

 In the end, journalists of all four analyzed media organizations broke up with the 

Party-state, but they have done it in different ways, depending on their proximity to the core 

of Communist regime's power. Basically, some were closer to hardliners, some to reformers, 
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and some to protesting students. Their understanding of journalistic professionalism 

somewhat mirrored their sympathies for the Party or for the people, and also intensity of 

these sympathies. 

 In People's Daily, the journalists exercised a "higher kind of loyalty" to the Party by 

trying to be professional, report the truth and present all the relevant voices, despite the fact 

that the protesting students had their sympathies and that they themselves often participated 

in the protests. This would work only had the Party really represented the interests of the 

people. But on Tiananmen and elsewhere, the people and party were engaged in a conflict 

and their voices were antagonistic. Moreover, the hardliners and the reformers within the 

Pary issues contradictory signals, leaving the decision about how to cover the events on the 

journalists themselves. Under these conditions, the journalistic professionalism of People's 

Daily journalists proved to be somewhat schizophrenic: as Chinese citizens, they supported 

the protests, but as journalists, they avoided changing sides and becoming a voice of the 

protests. Structurally, they were still too close to the core of the power and, unlike in 

Czechoslovakia, this core did not collapse due to Deng's decisive handling of the situatio. 

After June 4, the hardliners made sure that the only voice that would be heard will be theirs, 

but this required a "lower kind of loyalty", e.g. following the official line. The journalists 

who during the protests demonstrated their different understanding of media professionalism 

had to go. 

 In World Economic Herald, the journalists skillfully expanded the boundaries of what 

had been permitted and opened new spaces for the public debate. The magazine was 

characteristic by a certain degree of elitism and clear reformist agenda, as it was closely tied 

to the alternative, reformist core of power. It was closed down after Shanghai hardliners 

decided that it went too far while the embattled reformers did not manage to shield them as 

they themselves were struggling for their survival. This can serve as a supporting evidence 

for a hypothesis that where there is a significant intra-party split, the media control 
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mechanisms might be easily bypassed, but once this split ends, the mechanisms can start 

working quite effectively even in the middle of the protests events. 

 In Rude Pravo, the journalists followed the Party line even after the Party collapsed and 

the line disappeared from sight, as there was no alternative core of power within the regime. 

They got rid of the hardliners only after the Communist regime had been defeated, but 

despite their new de facto independence, they still spoke more for the Party then for the 

people, and their role regarding the protests was first antagonistic and then passive. 

Nevertheless, after there was no core of power to which they might serve, the remaining 

journalists privatized the daily for themselves. 

 In Svobodne Slovo, the journalists joined the protests in person and also as a media 

organization, breaking free from the regime's control. They were to a certain extent shielded 

by their publisher, the Socialist Party. Even if this shield was rather weak, the collapse of the 

regime was quick and the control mechanism never took action against them. It is true that 

changing the sides and becoming a voice of regime's opposition was not in line with the 

ideals of journalistic professionalisms. It was rather a clear demonstration of media activism, 

and the daily in its way significantly contributed to the success of the protests. However, as 

democracy is a regime more favorable to exercising media professionalism, this might had 

been the most effective choice. 

 In general, the 1989 events in China and Czechoslovakia are remarkable for the victory 

of the actors, the journalists, over the structures, the media control mechanisms, that were 

supposed to secure their conformity with the official line. As we will see in the following part, 

it was only the hardliners in Rude Pravo who remained with the collapsing regime to the 

bitter end. The journalists of Svobodne Slovo, People's Daily and World Economic Herald all 

struggled against the control mechanisms and used their opportunities when these 

mechanisms became paralyzed. But there was probably something wrong with the Chinese 

and Czechoslovakia's regime in the first place, as in the stricter times, the hardliners would 
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probably make sure that only loyal propagandists work in the media, which would make the 

external control redundant. Instead, most of the journalists clearly waited for an opportunity 

to stray away from the official line and get closer to what they considered as more important 

aspects of the truth. 
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IV. Media Discourses and the Protests 

Due to the inner logic of Communist media systems and their control mechanisms, the mass 

media in China and Czechoslovakia in 1989 were supposed to follow their respective Party 

lines and produce something that might be called "Communist Discourse." Common 

understanding suggests that this Communist Discourse would follow similar logic both in 

China and in Czechoslovakia due to similarities of the media systems' structure, control 

mechanisms, and the role that the Communist Party ascribed to the "means of mass 

propaganda". But can we really talk about Communist Discourse as some unified category? 

And, in a case of positive answer, what were the key elements that characterize this discourse, 

and what has been going on with them during the protests? 

 Generally, the media were seen quite instrumentally by the regimes' leaders; they were 

expected to praise the regime and criticize its opponents, and they were more formulaic than 

creative in pursuing these goals. However, during the 1989 protests, their instrumental 

functioning could not be taken for granted anymore as the serious challenge to the regime by 

the protestors, the regime's "Other", exposed contradictions inherent in the previously rather 

monolithic discourse. It became impossible to use the same rules for manufacturing media 

texts that would be able to reflect the reality that was rapidly changing. 

 After reviewing the discourse analysis approach used in this thesis and summarizing the 

works dealing with main features of the Communist Discourse, samples of Czech mass 

media discourse on anti-regime events before November 1989 will be analyzed in order to 

identify the key elements of the Communist Discourse dealing with the opposition's 

challenge to the regime. The reasons for this choice are following: First, the Chinese media, 

including both World Economic Herald and People's Daily, and their coverage of the protests 

have been already analyzed, with academic literature on the topic available also in English,269 

                                                
269 see Jernow 1994 for World Economic Herald and Tan 1993 for People's Daily 
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so focusing on the Czech case will avoid duplicating results that are already available. On the 

other hand, there is practically no literature available in English about the media, their 

discourses and the Velvet Revolution, so the focus on the Czech pre-November Communist 

Discourse will provide new, previously unavailable material. Second, in China in the 1980s, 

the media discourse was already more open due to the strong position of the reformers, while 

in Czechoslovakia, it was still tightly controlled. Therefore, it is much easier to identify the 

key features of the hardline Communist Discourse in the Czech media texts as those are not 

"polluted" by reformist or pro-democratic elements, as would be the case with the Chinese 

media texts which therefore cannot serve as examples of a "pure" Communist Discourse. 

 The individual features of the "Communist Discourse" and its contradictions were 

already analyzed by several authors, such as Fidelius, Glowinski or Kluver,270 and their 

conclusions will provide some of the starting points for the analysis. After that, several 

critical samples of the media discourse from the Chinese and Czechoslovakia's press will be 

analyzed and the trajectories of their transformations will be compared in order to find out 

how far did the discourse shift during the protests from this initial starting point. Again, as 

the Chinese media and their discourses have been already covered, the analysis will focus 

more on the discourse of the Czech media. There is also another reason for this focus: while 

the pro-reformist World Economic Herald was banned even before the June crackdown, the 

other important media outlets were for a brief moment characteristic by their plurality, but 

after the reformers lost their power and after the June 4 crackdown, they were forced to 

follow the Party line again, e.g. the trajectories of their discourse were similar. On the other 

hand, the discursive trajectories of the Czech mass media were diverging, and this divergence 

requires special attention. 

                                                
270 P. Fidelius, Rec komunisticke moci. [Discourse of Communist Power] Praha: Triada, 1998. M. Glowinski, 

Nowomowa po polsku. [Polish Newspeak] Warszawa: PEN, 1991. R. Kluver, "Rhetorical Trajectories of 

Tiananmen Square," Diplomatic History, vol. 34, no. 1, Jan 2010, pp. 71-94. 
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IV.1 Analyzing the Communist Discourse and its Shifts 

Discourse is a term difficult to define, since it has been used in various and often 

contradictory ways. For linguists it means "spoken or written language use", sometimes 

extended to producing meanings by other activities, such as visual images or non-verbal 

communication.271 However, following the French philosopher Michel Foucault’s works on 

archaeology of knowledge and order of things,272 discourse can also mean a coherent way of 

using the language in order to produce a text (or speech or generally discourse in linguistic 

sense) which has characteristic features, for example social science discourse, catholic 

discourse or Vaclav Havel’s "ptydepe" (a Communist, meaning-free discourse). 

 The basic works that allow connecting analysis of discourse with social and political 

analysis are Fairclough’s Language and Power (1989), Discourse and Social Change (1992), 

Media Discourse (1995) and Analysing Discourse (2003)273 where he develops his approach 

to what is called Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). Other works relevant for analyzing 

media’s political discourse are John E. Richardson’s Analysing Newspapers (2007) or Paul 

Chilton’s Analysing Political Discourse (2004). 

 Generally speaking, Fairclough’s perspective aims at exploring hidden political bias in 

the analyzed texts by focusing on the key features of their language. By comparing various 

features of the analyzed discourse with their possible alternatives, he is able to show how the 

political hegemony – or contra-hegemony – works through these texts. Richardson uses 

modified Fairclough’s framework to analyze certain specifics of media discourse, and the 

                                                
271 N. Fairclough, Media Discourse. London: Edward Arnold, 1995, p. 54. 

272 M. Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences. New York: Random House, 

1970. M. Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge. Lodon: Routledge, 1972. M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish: 

The Birth of the Prison. New York: Random House, 1975. 

273 N. Fairclough,. Language and Power. London: Longman, 1989. N. Fairclough,. Discourse and Social 

Change. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992. N. Fairclough, Media Discourse. London: Edward Arnold, 1995. N. 

Fairclough, Analysing Discourse. Textual Analysis for Social Research. London: Routledge, 2003. 
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book by Chilton provides tool for analyzing the political dimensions of the media texts. 

 This analysis will follow Fairclough, Richardson and Chilton, as well as Fidelius, 

Glowinski and Kluver, and focus on the features of the political discourse most relevant in 

the situation of protests against the authoritarian regime: (1) What kind of legitimacy is 

attached to actors, to their actions, to the status quo and to possible prospect of change? (2) 

For whom the voice of the discourse ("we") speaks? (3) How is the power reflected by the 

discourse? (4) What kind of contradictions are present? (5) How is the discourse related to its 

context (e.g. the real material world outside the text)? 

 The notion of legitimacy shows approval or disapproval of the voice of the discourse for 

particular people or groups (actors). The classic example here is the choice of words for 

"freedom fighters" or "terrorists" for the same group of people, depending on the point of 

view of the "voice" that assigns these labels. The same thing can be also analyzed for the 

actions the actors are doing and also for the "background" of the "story," as the voice of the 

text evaluate prospects of the original status quo, its possible "disturbance", and also of the 

prospect of change, e.g. abandoning the old status quo in favor of a new one by some actors 

that the discourse includes. 

 With political discourse it is almost a rule that it attaches legitimacy to some actors, 

events or status quo, and also that it directly speaks for some of the actors or the status quo - 

or its change. The way it handles all these things also illuminates the way how the power is 

reflected in the discourse: is the voice itself powerful - or is it speaking against, or about the 

power? 

 Usually discourse analysis can reveal what the voice sees as important, and what it 

wants to be silent about. Often, too, this results into contradictions: while trying to defend a 

problematic position by rhetorical means, this trying itself shows the problem the voice is 

trying to hide. And finally, why does it do it? This is one of the reasons the critical discourse 

analysis needs to explore also the context. 
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 There are already several accounts attempting a direct description of key elements of the 

official Communist discourse, usually focusing on its rigidity and its specific grasp of reality. 

In his analysis of what he calls "discourse of the Communist Power," Petr Fidelius notes that 

after some profound doubts about whether the discourse of the official Czech media during 

Czechoslovakia’s Normalization period actually refers to something real, he "soon realized 

that there is a kind of order in the Communist discourse, that it is indeed a discourse about 

certain world, even if it would be an ‘imaginary’ world, e.g. a specifically ideological 

reflection of the world." As he adds, his "strongest research experience has been a realization 

that in its own discourse, the Communist regime provides a completely truthful reflection of 

its nature."274 

 According to Fidelius, one of the key features of the Communist discourse is that it is 

not clear who speaks to whom, e.g. whose voice speaks trough the discourse and who is its 

ideal or imagined audience. Thus the voice of the "we" can either include both the regime 

and the readers, or only the Communist Party, or only the leadership of the Communist Party 

etc.275 Moreover, the Czechoslovak newspapers that Fidelius analyzed seemed not to have a 

voice of their own, acting as a mere mouthpieces of the regime. 

 Another key feature of the Communist discourse is who "the people" are. A central term 

of the Communist discourse, it can be either inclusive (e.g. "all citizens") or exclusive (often: 

"working people"). The problem of the term, as Fidelius emphasizes,276 is what is excluded 

from the term’s scope of meaning. On one hand, it is the Communist party-state which 

defines who belongs to "the people" and "goes against the people", using the scientific 

perspective of Marxism-Leninism in order to legitimize the choices it makes. For example, at 

certain times it is only the Communist Party itself that constitutes "the people" (in cases 

                                                
274 Fidelius 1998, 11 (emphasis in original) 

275 Fidelius 1998, 12 

276 ibid., 19 
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when the "core of the people" acts against its "objective interests" and it is only the Party 

with its Marxist-Leninist know-how which can act on behalf of these confused people and 

thus save the situation). However, this actually means that the Party and "the people" are two 

separate entities, with the Party being the political leader of "the people."277 

 On the other hand, as has been already mentioned, there are "small groups" or 

"individuals" who are outside of the scope of "the people". Basically, since the Party leads 

"the people" to their "full form of existence", those who deny this leading role of the Party 

implicitly exclude themselves from "the people." 278  Thus the Communist discourse 

sometimes – tellingly – uses "people" and "Party" interchangeably (with the "people" serving 

de facto as a label for the "Party"), sometimes the "Party" acts in the interest of the "people" 

because it knows better (and therefore the "people" and the "Party" are separate), and 

sometimes the "people" are only those who follow the leadership of the "Party" while those 

who oppose this leadership "exclude themselves" from "the people". 

 Similar logic works also regarding some other key terms. Thus "people’s democracy" 

differs from the "old" democracy because the "objective interests" of the people are 

objectively known thanks to Marxism-Leninism and therefore there is no need for any 

plurality: only one voice correctly formulating these interests is necessary, and it is the voice 

of the Communist Party with its supreme understanding of the Marxism-Leninism.279 In this 

framework, the "objective interests" of the individual cannot go contrary to the interests of 

the whole society – such and individual would be "asocial", "declassed individual", and any 

problems caused by this disharmony would be his or her fault. Conversely, any problems on 

the state level cannot be systemic because the Party and the people cannot be wrong thanks to 

                                                
277 ibid., 40 

278 ibid., 43 

279 ibid., 47 
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the guiding principles of Marxism-Leninism, but they are caused by individual failures.280 In 

other words: the Party cannot be wrong, it knows the best for everyone, and even if it 

acknowledges that it has been wrong in the past, this has been caused by a change of 

historical context and in the present, the Party is always right by definition.281 

 According to Fidelius, this "Party cannot be wrong" is a basic axiom of the Communist 

discourse and there is no need to prove it – everything bad can be explained by "historical 

conditions" or individual pathology.282 The peculiar logic of the discourse is not used for a 

real communication of ideas, but rather to "immunize the minds" of the people against their 

own independent ideas and to "paralyze their ability to think."283 And since the thinking 

depends on speech and its confrontation with the real world, creating a Communist 

"newspeak" that would be resistant to reality should – according to the author - paralyze the 

minds of the people exactly in this way. Moreover, the logic of the Communist discourse is 

very reductive and "you can reduce the whole without sacrificing the quality of the thing", 

e.g. the meaning of "the people" can be reduced to the "working people", then further to the 

"working class", then to "Party", then to the "healthy core of the Party" which actually means 

Party leadership or – especially in times before the collective Party leaderships – the main 

Party leader himself.284 After all these reductions, the only meaning left in the Communist 

discourse is a claim that socialism is a regime based on Party leadership which gives the 

discourse a certain metaphysical nature – the Party leadership being a "Tao" of everything.285 

 Incidentally, one of the student leaders of the Tiananmen movement, Wang Dan, in his 

                                                
280 ibid., 52-59 

281 ibid., 77-82 and again 169-170 

282 ibid., 189 

283 ibid., 181 

284 ibid., 167 

285 ibid., 197 
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text On Freedom of Speech for the Opposition286 provides similar account on the Chinese 

official discourse: "That suppression [of freedom of speech] is based upon the formula that 

Truth equals the World View of the Proletariat, which is equated with Marxism, which is 

equated with the World View of the CCP, which is equated with the proclamation of Party 

Organs, which is equated with the views of the Leadership. There is no need even to 

comment upon such poor logic." 

 Observations made by Fidelius are echoed in a similar analysis of the Polish discourse 

by Michal Glowinski Nowomowa po polsku (1991), where the author identified four key 

characteristics of the Communist "nowomowa" (newspeak): first, it contains dichotomies 

between what is "ours", "acceptable", "correct" and what is not; second, it has a pragmatic 

aspect (seeking to influence people's minds) and its ritual aspect (spelling out "appropriate" 

words and phrases; third, it contains elements of magic as it aims not to describe, but rather 

to create an "actually existing" world of actually existing socialism by defining the reality in 

an ideologically correct way; fourth, it is thoroughly arbitrary regarding meanings of 

concepts, ideas, and elements of language, and this arbitrariness depends on regime's current 

needs. Glowinski also adds that the Communist discourse is based on unspoken assumption 

that the Communist government is a "good government". 

IV.2 Communist Discourse in Chinese and Czechoslovak Press 

In his analysis of Tiananmen Square's "rhetorical trajectories", Randolph Kluver identifies 

three competing narratives about the 1989 events: The US-based "idealistic democracy" 

trajectory is complemented by Chinese students' "Confucian tradition" and CCP hardliners' 

"Red Guard turmoil" trajectories. Basically, the main clash was between students who saw 

themselves as completing the revolution and the hardliners who saw the students as trying to 

                                                
286 quoted from English translation in Yu and Harrison 1990, 38 
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overturn the revolution.287 

 According the Kluver, the protesting students saw themselves as a "conscience of the 

nation" in which they followed a Confucian tradition of scholars who speak truth to the 

power. At the same time, they saw themselves also as a kind of Leninist "vanguard of 

history" and in this role, they operated with a willingness to sacrifice their lives in a 

challenge to an oppressive and corrupt regime. The result of the protests followed their 

rhetoric: "compromise with a corrupted state was impossible, and, as loyal citizens, the only 

recourse was to lay their lives down for their country."288 

 The hardliners were not ready for a compromise either. According to Kluver, they 

dismissed the students' identification with May 4 Movement and instead portrayed them as 

inheritors of Red Guards who are trying to create chaos and violence typical for the times of 

Cultural Revolution. At the same time, the students were portrayed as puppets in the hands of 

"small minority" of "black hands" orchestrating the protests in order to bring down the 

regime and at the same time driven by ideas of "bourgeois liberalization" and "so-called 

freedoms" transplanted from the West.289 Foreign support and foreign media were blamed 

for helping the protestors who were in turn portrayed also as agents of foreign provocateurs 

that try to crate a "turmoil." As Kluver notes, "Chinese government later became locked into 

its own role as the defender of the state and all the gains that had been made since the 

overthrow of political orthodoxy since 1976. As the challenge to the state was clear, there 

was no ambiguity about what must be done."290 

 We can assume that the "rhetorical trajectories", or discourse shifts, of the Czech 

discourse had been similar, or at least based on a similar logic. We can also assume a 

                                                
287 see Kluver 2010, 91 

288 Kluver 2010, 80 

289 ibid., 81 

290 ibid., 85 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 132 

Gramscian "struggle for hegemony" between the two main competing discourses. And we 

can also assume that the voices of the regime's status quo and the protestors' calls for a 

change that were voiced by key actors of both sides had been either amplified or silenced by 

the mass media, depending on how much sympathetic, cautious or bold its journalists were.. 

 As we have seen in the previous parts, the mass media discourse in Communist 

party-states is considered to be a carefully orchestrated, centralized and unified propaganda. 

This understanding is based on Leninist theory and practice of "democratic centralism," 

aiming at maximizing the efficiency and power of the party apparatus. Under the Communist 

regime, the media should all speak with Party’s voice (e.g. no bourgeois, individualist, 

people’s voice) and this voice should be united (dissenting voices are wrong, unscientific and 

disruptive). The characteristics of the Communist Discourse are most obvious when it deals 

with the "Other", e.g. with the actors protesting against the regime during the 1989 events. 

 As we will see, the Communist Discourse can be characterized by legitimizing and 

rationalizing status quo of the party-state and delegitimizing its opponents and their calls for 

change. It is a black-and-white discourse lacking plurality. However, the events in the real 

world (e.g. split between hardliners and reformers, student protests, successful strikes) might 

create contradictions within the discourse, because they cannot be easily represented within 

the traditional framework without being distorted. The discourse has to change and by this, it 

ceases to be an unified and orchestrated Communist Discourse and becomes something else. 

 In China, the discourse during the protests increasingly reflected the changing and 

challenging reality, but after the crackdown, it returned to its hard-line black-and-white form. 

In Czechoslovakia after the November 17, 1989, the Communist Discourse quickly collapsed. 

In order to cover the trajectories of various discourse shifts, the first part of this chapter will 

present an analysis of a stable Communist Discourse, based on media texts from pre-Velvet 

Revolution Czechoslovakia. This will be compared with discourse shifts in the Chinese 

media texts during and after the protests, and with discourse shifts in Svobodne Slovo and 
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Rude Pravo during the early days of the Velvet Revolution, demonstrating the renaissance, 

collapse and inversion of the once stable Communist Discourse.  

 The texts for the first part, illustrating the features of the Communist Discourse, were 

selected from a relatively small number of articles that were published in Rude Pravo and/or 

in Svobodne Slovo before November 1989 and that were dealing with the protests. From the 

nine articles mostly covering police crackdowns, two short and three longer articles are 

analyzed. The five texts illustrating the shifts of the Communist Discourse in China were 

selected in order to represent the scope and variability of the discourse in the official media 

during the protest period. The limiting factor was availability of the articles in the English 

language. The range covers People's Daily April 26 editorial that is very close to the 

pre-November discourse in Czechoslovakia, three articles covering regime's reactions on the 

list of students' demands from the early May 1989 and the student reactions on Zhao Ziyang's 

reaction, one article from the last issue of the World Economic Herald on freedom of the 

press, and finally Deng Xiaoping's televised speech after the June 4 crackdown that 

represents a return of many elements and structural features of the Communist Discourse that 

have been temporarily abandoned during the peak of the protests. Regarding the press 

coverage of the Velvet Revolution, Rude Pravo and Svobodne Slovo are analyzed separately 

in order to show the diverging nature of their discourse shifts. As the issues from the early 

days of the protests were usually filled with articles covering various aspects of the protests, 

sometimes from different or even opposing perspectives, the selection of the analyzed articles 

has been based on the degree of their shift away from the Communist Discourse that is 

understood as a starting point, e.g. if the issue included several articles about the protests and 

some of them were still very close to the Communist Discourse while others were 

contradicting it in one or more aspects, the article that went the farthest from the Communist 

Discourse has been selected because such an article can serve as a benchmark of how far the 

journalists and editors dared to shift the discourse at the given time. In total, four articles 
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from Svobodne Slovo and three articles from Rude Pravo are analyzed, starting from the 

coverage of the events of the November 17, 1989, and ending with the coverage of the 

successful general strike that took place ten days later and signalized the total collapse of 

both the Communist regime and its discourse. 

 All these varying selection criteria and the relatively low number of analyzed articles 

are an acknowledged weak point of the analysis, and it is without doubt that a higher number 

of analyzed texts, selected from a larger pool of relevant articles, would allow for stronger 

conclusions.  

 On the other hand, taken together with the available literature on the media during the 

1989 events, the analysis of the selected media texts can provide us with better view on 

functioning of media control mechanisms and the degree of journalists' and editors' 

professionalism - or pro-regime or pro-opposition bias. Also, in Gramsci's terms, the analysis 

of the discourse shifts can illustrate the struggle for ideological hegemony on the pages of the 

press that complemented struggle for the political power in the streets, and to complement 

the analysis of media organizations and their control mechanisms and of journalists as social 

actors, making choices within the given institutional framework and shaping the events 

trough their discourses. 

 As we will see, the Communist Discourse dealing with anti-regime protests can be 

actually characterized by a very limited number of elements and structural features, which 

also limits the number of ways it can shift. In other words, the actors of the protests, their 

actions, their values etc. can be labeled in a positive, negative or neutral way, and the "voice" 

of the text can use the regime's perspective, the student's perspective, or it own, neutral 

perspective. Some elements of the Communist Discourse can be replaced by new ones once 

the new reality cannot be captured by the old phrases. In the end, the analysis should 

illustrate the original stability of the Communist Discourse in Czechoslovakia, the shift 

towards greater plurality and then back to the Communist Discourse in China, the negation of 
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the Communist Discourse in Svobodne Slovo and the collapse of the Communist Discourse in 

Rude Pravo. 

 

A Czechoslovakia's Discourse: Stability before November 17, 1989 

The protests that took place on twentieth anniversary of the Soviet troops invasion to 

Czechoslovakia in August 1968 were the first to be covered in the official media, although 

only by two short texts by the official news agency CTK [Czechoslovakia Press Agency]. 

The first text was reprinted in both Rude Pravo and Svobodne Slovo, the second only in Rude 

Pravo. Both are typical examples of the Communist Discourse. 

  

Disturbing actions in Prague 

Prague (CTK) - In these days, Prague lives trough its citizens and visitors from 

Czechoslovakia and from abroad. On Saturday evening, Sunday afternoon and 

then again in the evening groups of people tried to make disturbing actions on 

Wenceslas Square near the statue of St. Wenceslaus. Planned in advance and 

together with some foreign citizens, television-, radio- and press-journalists 

from Western media were seeking sensations. Sunday’s actions were peaceful in 

the beginning. More serious attempts to make provocations took place in the 

evening after the crowd moved to Old Town’s Square and on to the Prague’s 

streets. Deliberate and resolute handling of the members of police assured, that 

no disturbances took place. 

(published in both Rude Pravo and Svobodne Slovo on August 22, 1988) 

 

The main topic of the article are "disturbing actions" – e.g. anti-regime protests with negative 

connotation attached. The actors are "groups of people" or "crowd" (agents of the "disturbing 

actions") and "members of police" (agents re-establishing order). Protestors ("groups of 

people") are mentioned only in a negative context – they are trying to make "provocations" 

and "seek sensations". Moreover, they are connected with Western media, which were at the 

time generally regarded as an "enemy". On the other hand, the police is "deliberate and 
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decisive", avoiding "disturbances" to take place. The outcome is unambiguous: the police 

was successful and avoided continuing appearance of "disturbing actions." 

 Described structure of events (order – disruption of order – reestablishing of order) 

focuses on the actions (successful handling of the revolt against status quo) and puts into 

background the nature of this order / status quo which was reestablished by the police.  

 The process of nominalization should also be mentioned here: particular actions of 

protesters were labeled as "actions" without any further specifications except for the 

adjective "disturbing". Particular actions of police were in a same way labeled as "deliberate 

and resolute handling" – so what really happened remains hidden.  

 Focusing on "disturbing actions" and keeping "the order" itself in the background 

implicitly legitimizes the order (because there is no need to focus on it since it is "natural") 

and the interpretation of actions as "disturbing" delegitimizes the protests. In the end, the 

protestors and their protests are delegitimized in three different ways: (1) no reason for them 

is mentioned, so they appear irrational; (2) they are labeled as "disturbing"; (3) they were 

suppressed by the police, which was "deliberate and decisive", e.g. they were suppressed by a 

legitimate action of a legitimate agent. 

 The conclusion is that the main features of this discourse legitimize the 

Czechoslovakia's police and its actions, delegitimize and provide negative framing for the 

protests, emphasize the unsuccessful result of the protests and connect the protestors with 

"outer enemy". Moreover the protestors themselves are silenced and the article itself is buried 

on a page among several other articles. The same is true for a follow-up article published the 

following day in Rude Pravo: 

 

To Sunday’s Disturbing Actions in Prague 

Prague (CTK) - Our public has been informed that on Sunday evening, 

disturbing actions took place in Prague on Wenceslaus Square, in Old Town’s 

Square and in the nearby streets. According to the information from the police, 
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more than 4000 persons attempted to disturb the public order. Among them 

were provocateurs, whose acting at night (...) became disorderly behavior. 

Among other things, they injured two police officers by throwing bottles. The 

police took 77 people, mainly initiators of the event, for investigation. The 

major part of them was released after these investigations. 28 persons are still 

investigated because of suspicion of criminal act of disorderly behavior. Also 7 

foreigners were investigated and to six of them, their stay in Czechoslovakia 

had been terminated. 

(Rude Pravo, August 23, 1988) 

 

The story about "disturbing actions" presents consequences of such illegitimate actions and 

also some more details, most probably echoing police reports from the crackdown. "Groups 

of people" from the previous article are now "more than 4000 people" (e.g. relatively many) 

and part of them is described as "provocateurs" whose behavior became "disorderly" and 

who engaged in injuring two policemen "among other things". Again, the police officers are 

actors of order, law, and decisive power: they arrested 77 participants ("mainly initiators of 

the event"), made interrogations and then released most of them. However, "28 persons are 

still interrogated for suspicion of criminal act of disturbing the peace" and to six of seven 

arrested foreigners their "stay in Czechoslovakia had been terminated". 

 Clearly, the regime still had upper hand over the protestors and proceeds methodically 

and according to rules. Its opponents might have protested against the regime before they 

started with their allegedly "disorderly behavior", but their only deed recorded in the report is 

injuring two policemen - any arguments they might have do not seem to be important enough 

to be reported, unlike bottles being thrown. It is possible only to speculate what other things 

except for this alleged throwing of bottles happened - especially before the protestors' 

behavior could be classified as "disorderly". 

 The same pattern of dealing with the anti-regime protests had been used by Rude 

Pravo's own reporters in a substantially longer article covering the next protest that took 

place in October 28, 1988. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 138 

 

Who Is Confusing Democracy with Anarchy 

Provocative anti-socialist acts in the center of Prague - Resolute handling of 

police officers 

Prague (from our reporters) - Celebratory atmosphere of the national holiday 

and 70th anniversary of Czechoslovakia was disturbed on Friday afternoon 

on Wenceslas Square and Old Town’s Square in Prague by provocative acts of 

about 2000 people. They met there despite explicit ban by Local National 

Committee [local unit of state apparatus] in Prague 1. 

Before three o’clock on Friday, October 28, about 300 people met in the 

upper part of Wenceslas Square. It was obvious that organizers of the 

anti-socialistic demonstration had not given up their action. 

Members of the National Committee and police officers used megaphones to 

issue warnings that the meeting is banned, and asked people to leave the 

square. Without response. 

So the order unit received an order to act and started to push protesters away 

from the square. Meanwhile in Krakovska and Ve Smeckach streets, the crowd 

was joined by another 900-1000 persons, another 1000 persons were 

standing on the pavements. Water engines and escort vehicles came to the 

Wenceslaus square. Provocateurs shouted: "Shame! Gestapo! Fascists!" The 

name of the first president of Czechoslovakia Masaryk was also misused in 

this shouting. Some of the protesters were also throwing stones and bottles. 

After the warnings ended up in vain, the police officers dispersed the crowd. 

The police act was made more difficult due to watching rubbernecks. Many 

protesters moved to Old Town’s Square where they continued with their 

provocations. Also here the order units had to act. 

The activities of illegal groups were already noticed during the anniversary 

of the August events [e.g protests during the anniversary of the 1968 invasion 

of Warsaw Pact troops in August 1988, covered by the two previous articles]. 

In the mid-October, they proclaimed their goals openly: establishing some 

kind of auxiliary organization of so called "Charter" under the banner 

"Movement for Civic Freedom" and publishing a pamphlet called 

hypocritically "Manifesto of Freedom for Everybody". The pamphlet is full of 

"care" about the future of our country. But it ignores fully the changes, that 

are taking place in our society. Of course, its contra-revolutionary core lies 

not in some nice-sounding phrases, but in firm demands: the power in the 

country should be taken over by contra-revolutionary powers backed by 

international reaction, private enterprises should be re-established not only 
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in economy, but also in culture, agricultural cooperatives should be 

disbanded, our foreign orientation should be switched, our security should be 

disrupted, the division of church from state is demanded as is free 

anti-socialist education, and so on. How to reach these goals? By all means 

that the supporters of this proclamation "consider useful". So - when we 

translate it into an understandable language - also by violent means. 

The call to join the provocative anti-state demonstration that should take 

place on Wenceslaus Square one day after the celebratory manifestation has 

been circulated for several weeks by various channels, and not only in 

Prague. Section of interior affairs of Local National Committee in Prague 1 

banned this demonstration in a letter to the initiators of this provocative 

action according to the valid Czechoslovak laws and according to the 

regulation of Prague’s National Committee. The public was informed about 

this ban by means of mass communication. 

On October 27, several persons involved in the preparations of the 

provocation were detained in accordance with law. The prosecuting organs 

started the lawsuit for the crime of sedition against certain people who 

distributed various calls and leaflets attacking our society. In some cases 

during the house searching, copy machines, printing devices of Western 

origin and also notes about receiving big sums of money from abroad were 

found. 

For example: in one flat, documents about receiving more than 200 thousand 

Tuzex crowns [parallel currency used in official shops with imported Western 

goods] were found, probably to finance some persons connected with the 

anti-state actions. 

It is necessary to raise a question: for what these 2000 people wanted to 

demonstrate on Wenceslaus Square? It would be surely very pleasant for 

organizers of this anti-state actions if we would write that those 2000 citizens 

came to demonstrate for their goals. However, among the detained persons 

were criminals, political losers from the years of crisis, as well as young 

people who even cannot explain the meaning of their chants. We were talking 

with some of them later. 

"We young people wanted to express our opinions freely," told us Martina J., 

a 20 years old female worker. How do you understand freedom? "To have the 

music I like. I hate stupid disco songs." Are you married? "No. I don’t want 

kids. To become apathetic like others. To finish work on Friday at five and 

then take care about family. Definitely not!" 

There was some shouting about Masaryk on the Wenceslas Square. What do 
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you know about Masaryk? - We are asking 27 years old driver Roman D. 

from Hradec Kralove. "He created this republic, his wife was an American, 

and he died before WWII. I don’t know much." Do you read newspapers? Are 

you interested what is happening here? "I don’t read newspapers, I prefer 

novels." Have you heard something about some "Chartists" or someone like 

that? "Yeah, in pub some people said that they get money from the West. 

People don’t trust them so much anymore." 

Why have you been on Wenceslas Square? - We are asking 29 years old 

university graduate Ladislav J., who has returned from the military service 

few days ago. "I thought something would take place tomorrow. But if I am 

already there, I want to see something. But it is probably not the best idea to 

shout in the streets." 

What was the point of the action on Wenceslaus Square? "I don’t know," says 

another protester, 37 years old plumber Jiri M. from Prague. "There were 

some criminals, I wanted to see the police in action." 

What to say about the Friday event? It took place after Thursday celebratory 

manifestation on Wenceslaus Square, where 200 000 people expressed their 

full support for the line of the Communist Party. The organizers of 

provocative gathering surely wanted to make a revenge demonstration 

following their subversive goals: to disseminate unrest among workers, to 

play on young people. Their basis was and is anti-socialistic. In the end, it 

was an event against perestroika and democratization. This is necessary to 

tell to everyone who was there. 

Development of socialistic democracy is something far from anarchy. Only 

respecting the laws and strengthening the socialistic order are the guarantees 

of full democratic rights and freedoms. 

By JAROSLAV KOJZAR, MICHAL PODZIMEK and KAREL WALTER 

(Rude Pravo, October 31, 1988) 

 

This time, the article is a hybrid from the point of view of the journalistic genres, combining 

reporting from the event with explicit commentary about the event. In consists of four parts: 

(1) report from the protest, (2) comment evaluating intentions of protestors, (3) small 

"interviews" with some of the participants and bystanders, and (4) final summary stating 

explicitly what the true meaning of the protest was from the official point of view. 

 The actors are police and state authorities from Local and City National Committees on 
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one side and the protestors and bystanders on the other side. The authors specifically focus 

on the organizers of the protests and link them with "illegal groups", particularly "some 

subsidiary branch of so the called 'Charter'" [e.g. Charter 77, a group of leading dissidents 

around a manifesto of the same name issued in January 1977 and criticizing the regime for 

failing to protect human rights]. In one sentence, the article indirectly blames bystanders 

("rubbernecks") for making the police crackdown more difficult by simply standing around 

and watching, using the perspective of the police as its own. 

 The first part of the article starts with the familiar pattern "idyllic status quo disturbed" 

and describes how the forbidden protest started and how the police dispersed the participants. 

Protestors are again portrayed negatively when they inappropriately and unfairly shout 

"Shame! Gestapo! Fascists!" on the police officers and (again) throwing stones and bottles - 

clear attributes of hooliganism. On the other hand, acting of the police is described in a 

carefully neutral and rather professional terms: first they "asked" the protestors to leave by 

megaphones (which might have been actually louder than the protestors' shouting), then "the 

order unit received an order to act and started to push the protestors away from the square," 

then "water cannons and escort vehicles [paddy wagons] arrived" (it is not mentioned wither 

they were used or not) and finally, the order units "dispersed the crowd". The readers are 

spared graphic details of the crackdown and the worst thing the police does to the crowd is 

"pushing" and "dispersing." No injuries on the part of the protesters, nor any aggressive 

behavior of the police are mentioned. Implications are clear and partly explicit: the regime, 

its organs and the police act reasonably, in accordance with law and have the power to 

disperse the chaos, while the protestors act violently, break the law, but luckily their attempts 

to disturb the status quo are rather short-lived, despite all their "planning in advance".  

 The second part provides more details about conspiring of the opposition: it describes 

previous activities of the "illegal groups", blaming their "hypocritical" manifesto for not 

considering the "changes that are taking place in our society," and classifying its demands as 
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"contra-revolutionary," denying legitimacy to the actors themselves and also to their ideas. 

The authors also explicitly suggest willingness of the organizers to use violent means to 

reach their contra-revolutionary ends. The information that several dozens of organizers were 

arrested and that big amounts of money and "printing devices of Western origin" had been 

found in their flats again puts the legitimacy of the protestors in question. Finally, at the end 

of the second part, the text claims that many of 2000 participating protestors did not know 

what they were demonstrating for. 

 To illustrate their point, short "interviews" are included. The quotes of the four 

participants or bystanders (worker, driver, university graduate and plumber) are largely 

irrelevant ("How do you understand freedom? - To have the music I like. I hate stupid disco 

songs.") and even directly or indirectly critical to the organizers ("Have you heard something 

about those 'Chartists' or someone like that? - Yeah, in pub some people said that they get 

money from the West. People don’t trust them so much anymore."; "There were some 

criminals. I wanted to see the police in action."). This makes them look uninformed, 

irrational, susceptible of manipulation and in conflict with the dominant social values (e.g. 

the unmarried female worker who does not want to have kids). Since some of the question 

resemble a classroom examination scenario with a teacher probing the pupils with questions 

about difficult facts and definitions, it is also possible to speculate that the questions were 

posed in order to obtain such confused answers, as it is also possible to speculate about 

authenticity of the interviews themselves. 

 In the fourth part, the fact that the protest was attended by two thousand more or less 

confused and more or less illegal opponents of the regime is contrasted with official 

demonstration of two hundred thousand from the previous day, who were all "supporting the 

line of the Communist Party." This makes the protestors a minority while the regime 

represents a hundred-times bigger majority. The organizers of the protests were accused of 

"following the subversive goals: disseminate unrest among workers, play on young people" 
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and de facto opposing democratization and perestroika. 

 The implications of the fact that "democratization" was at the time an official policy 

actually suggests that the regime itself did not consider itself democratic enough. This is 

incidentally supported by an article published on the same front page as the editorial that will 

be analyzed next; the article reports that following a recommendation of the Communist 

Party Central Committee, the chairman of the Party cell in the Institute for Construction 

Rationalization in Prague has been chosen in a secret ballot from two candidates - at the time, 

this new form of appointing party leaders was still in a "testing mode". 

 In the final paragraph, the text definitely turns into a commentary about the event and 

"our values" are presented: "Development of socialistic democracy is something far from 

anarchy. Only respecting the laws and strengthening the socialistic order are the guarantees 

of full democratic rights and freedoms." Once again, the paragraph explicitly states that "we" 

(representing the praised "socialistic democracy") are on the side of the law, order and 

democracy and implies that "them" represent anarchy and challenge to "our" values. 

 In comparison with the previous two articles, we can see that there are some new 

elements in the discourse: the protestors are given voice, although they are allowed only to 

answer exam-like question which are then used to demonstrate their lack of understanding of 

what is going on. Also, the values of the regime are explicitly stated and defended against the 

goals of the protesters. However, these goals are labeled and framed and interpreted 

negatively and against their manifest meaning in order to serve once again as a proof of 

opposition's evil nature. 

 What follows is a notorious editorial published on Rude Pravo's front page on January 

20, 1989, during the week of protests commemorating suicide of Jan Palach, a Charles 

University student who immolated himself in protest against social apathy after the 1968 

Warsaw Pact invasion 
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We Don’t Let Them Subvert Our Republic 

This week in the center of Prague, disorders are taking place. Slogans, 

chanted on Wenceslas Square, slogans against the socialist state, against its 

government and against Communist Party make clear that these 

demonstrations are anti-state in their nature. Rather, these are protests of 

political castaways from 1968-1969 [e.g. reformists expelled from the 

Communist Party after the 1968 invasion], but also of new anti-socialistic 

groups, supported politically and materially from the reactionary countries of 

the North-Atlantic Treaty Organization, especially from the United States. 

Rude Pravo and other daily press, radio and television uncover the 

background and context of the disturbances from the last days, timely 

connected with the Vienna meeting. Pretense for Sunday provocation of 

anti-socialistic forces on Wenceslas Square was a commemoration of the 20th 

anniversary of meaningless and tragic death of student Jan Palach. It was 

prepared long in advance from abroad, especially by Voice of America and 

Radio Free Europe. These stations even popularized and actually supported 

calls to repeat similar meaningless acts. After all, our paper also focused on 

this aspect of these American stations and the so-called Charter. 

Even some "Chartists" distanced themselves from this event that pushed 

public opinion against its organizers. For example, professor Milan 

Machovec [a dissident philosopher who taught Palach and lost his job in 

post-1968 purges] asked Rude Pravo to print his words. He was warning 

against any recklessness. 

The organizers of the anti-state protests paid no attention neither to the ban 

of the protests nor to any other reasonable arguments. Instead, they tried to 

incite unrest. They brought noisy and misbehaving people to Wenceslas 

Square whose voices have been presented as public opinion, as a 

disagreement with political orientation of our state. Also came many young 

people without any political experience, most of whom have only abstract 

and naive understanding of the words that they were repeating after the 

provocations' organizers - such as freedom, democracy etc. This is something 

that many adults - including parents, teachers and mentors - should think 

about. 

Even schoolboys aged thirteen, fourteen appeared at demonstrations. As 

some of them said, they came because it should be a "sensation" and it would 

be "fun". 

However, the organizers were not at all interested in sensations or fun. This 

can be proved, among other things, by the fact that "Charter" called up to 
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Prague also many of its followers from out of the capital. 

It is increasingly clear that the anti-socialist forces and their Western patrons 

aim at carefully orchestrated confrontation with socialist Czechoslovakia, 

that they aim at establishing some kind of opposition inside the socialist state, 

achieving participation on the political power and after that, even on 

decision-making about our regime and realization of a revenge for February 

1948 [Communist coup in Czechoslovakia]. 

In these days, many official bodies and organizations issued statements 

regarding the provocations of anti-socialist forces in Prague - Central 

Committee of Socialist Youth League, Union of Antifascist Fighters, leaders 

of Prague Union Council and others, as we inform in the press. On Thursday 

in all Prague districts, the Communist Party held actives resulting in an 

univocal demand: to put a resolute end to the anti-socialist events and their 

organizers. 

From our factories, from many working places and from places of our 

motherland many collectives address state organs, Central Committee of the 

National Front and Rude Pravo with their demands: we will not allow anyone 

to disturb our process of perestroika and democratization and to misuse it to 

anti-socialistic goals. 

Our socialist society, our political system creates a large space for widely 

applied pluralism of interests and opinions of all social strata and interest 

and political groups of the working people. However, socialist pluralism is 

not and cannot be understood as establishing and running anti-socialist 

political structures. The power in this country belongs to the working people. 

They won it in hard struggles, and socialism was their choice. 

For our society, return to the stage of bourgeois republic is unacceptable. 

Totally impossible. Let's emphasize it explicitly. No matter if someone doesn't 

like it. 

Again and rightfully sounds a voice these days: We don't let them subvert our 

republic! 

(Rude Pravo, January 20, 1989) 

 

The editorial is in fact a variation on the previous article, but it focuses more on the 

background of the protests and also on the legitimacy of the regime itself. The actors 

involved are again the protestors ("noisy and misbehaving people", "Chartists" or even 

schoolboys seeking thrills) and their diabolical organizers; Western media and "reactionary 
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forces of the NATO countries" play their traditional supportive role and the official 

organizations stand by the regime and demand "resolute finish with anti-socialistic actions 

and their organizers". 

 In the first part, the article describes context of the protests, classifying them as 

"anti-socialistic", protestors' behavior as "disorders", young schoolchildren as 

"un-experienced" etc., emphasizing the orchestrated (and not spontaneous) nature of the 

protests by the fact that many protester were from outside the capital. In contrast, official 

organizations are framed positively, their voice is "univocal" and speaks against 

"anti-socialistic forces", and there is no debate about the degree of orchestration of their 

response. 

 In the second part, we can find again proclamations of the official values. The text 

praises the regime and denounces its alternatives ("creating and running anti-socialistic 

political structures"; "return to the times of bourgeois republic") as impossible to return to. 

 In the end of the article, the article emphasizes that "we don't let anybody subvert our 

republic!", identifying clearly its own voice with the voice of the social organizations 

supporting the regime and making a claim that they will not give up the control over their - 

but not oppositions' - republic. 

 Irrationality of the protests is emphasized in an ingenious way by using a leading 

dissident philosopher Milan Machovec and his "reasonable words" warning against 

"recklessness." In a different issue of Rude Pravo, his letter has been actually reprinted - the 

first time the Communist Party's mouthpiece published a text by a dissident. As the context is 

missing here, the readers cannot know that the organizers of the anti-regime protests were 

actually against self-immolations announced (but not executed) in series of letters by a 

mysterious "Committee for Collective Suicide" which might well have been a secret police 

provocation (see Weyr 1989). In any case, it is another instance when the Party mouthpiece 

used the voice of the regime's opponents to support is own arguments 
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 What is most striking, however, is the alleged resolve of the society - the long list of 

organizations issuing statements clearly supports the image of overwhelming unity - "to put a 

resolute end to anti-socialist events and their organizers" which can be interpreted as 

implying physical liquidation of the organizers of the protests. On the other hand, statements 

declaring "resolute handling" of the protesting regime's opponents by the regime that actually 

has not been able or willing to prevent the protests from taking place on previous occasions 

suggests that despite all the strong words, the regime was actually not determined enough to 

prevent the protests from happening. 

 What is not surprising, however, is the labeling Palach's suicide as "meaningless" 

despite the fact that in January 1969, it had a huge impact and a huge media coverage, 

turning Palach into a national hero. The original interpretation of his self-immolation - a 

human sacrifice that should shake up the nation and make people less apathetic vis-à-vis the 

Soviet occupation - has been later replaced by official interpretation in which Palach suffered 

by mental issues and his suicide was misused by the enemies of the regime. This 

interpretation is upheld also in this article. 

 Another sample of the Communist Discourse is a report from opposition's attempt to 

commemorate Palach's suicide at his grave in a village Vsetaty 30 km north of Prague. 

 

They Had To Leave Without Success 

VSETATY (from our reporters) - On Saturday morning, the initiators of the 

provocative meetings linked to the anniversary of meaningless tragedy of Jan 

Palach attempted to organize another meeting, this time in Vsetaty near 

Melnik. Together with some representatives of ambassadors of NATO 

countries (Canada, USA, UK and so on), some kind of demonstrative 

gathering was supposed to take place on the local graveyard at the grave of 

the Palach family. 

American radio stations urged to take part several days in advance. So the 

Local National Committee in agreement with local citizens asked the police 

to take preventive action to secure public order in village. During Saturday, 
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around 200 people arrived to Vsetaty. So the organizers had not reached their 

goal as there was no disturbance in the village. 

We talked with some participants directly on the place. Most of all, we were 

interested why they came to Vsetaty. 

Simon H., eighteen years old high school student from Prague: I am here by 

chance (?), my parents are on winter holiday, so I came just to watch. Of 

course I knew about the event before. 

Petr J., seventeen years old student of industrial school from Prague: On 

Thursday, I was on Wenceslaus Square and there were lots of cops. There I 

got the info about Vsetaty. So me and my friends decided to go and watch. 

Just from the distance, we walked by feet from Neratovice. It is not rational 

that Palach killed himself. I think it’s misused. 

Vojtech M., seventeen years old student of industrial school from Prague: I 

came to watch if the police will take some action as in Prague. Parents don’t 

know about anything, I told just grandma. I think there should be more 

freedom here. For example to be in the TV, I need a permit (?). 

Jiri K., twenty-five years old worker from Prague: I made a trip with my son 

to Tisice. The pub there was closed, we wanted to have a lunch at Vsetaty. We 

went along the railroad. I knew something’s gonna take place, there were 

even rumors about tanks. 

Pavel L., seventeen years old apprentice from Melnik: I don’t care what is 

happening here. I came out of curiosity. 

Petr K., thirty-five years old engineer from Turnov: I came to lay flowers. 

What’s wrong about that? Everybody has his own truth and should have an 

opportunity to express it on public. There is nothing bad about it. 

Pavel S., eighteen years old worker from Usti nad Labem: We are more, the 

bunch of people from our pub. We wanted to see it. The state could be more 

fair. For example, if I work and somebody else doesn’t, he takes the same 

[money] or even more. 

Rudolf M., twenty-five years old expert from Usti nad Labem: According to 

my opinion, glasnost should be applied on everything. There is a censorship 

here, so that’s why I am here, to see what is happening. (editorial note: the 

censorship in Czechoslovakia has been abolished in 1968) 

Josef R., sixteen years old apprentice from Usti nad Labem: I came to visit 

my cousin, if my daddy gets to know that I am here, he will beat me black and 

blue. He says that only lunatics go to such events. 

More similar people came to Vsetaty. Their reasons and opinions were 

repeating themselves. The major part of them were - they claim - at Vsetaty 
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on such an even for the first time. They knew only little about Palach or they 

had distorted information. But that was the goal of the organizers - to allure 

as much unknowing people as possible, exactly those people whose oppinions 

could be interpreted as the voice of public. Others also came - some of the 

organizers. One of them came in the car of Western Germany's TV station 

ARD. They left, all together,  without success. 

By VLASTIMIL BRADAC and JIRI JANOUSKOVEC 

(Rude Pravo, January 23,1989) 

 

The article is divided into three parts with a familiar hybrid content: (1) report from the event,  

(2) small "interviews" with some of the participants, and (3) final summary about the 

participants, their knowledge about the issue and their motivations. 

 The actors are participants themselves ("altogether 200 people"), "representatives of 

embassies of some NATO countries", Western media ("appealing several days in advance to 

participate"), and (mentioned only in one sentence) Local National Committee, which asked 

police to "secure the public order" on the place of event. 

 The first part of the article starts with a claim that "initiators of provocative meetings 

connected with the anniversary of meaningless suicide of Jan Palach" organized another 

event at the Palach's grave. They are directly linked with foreign media (one of the organizers 

came in an ARD car, the Western media were mentioning the event in advance) and Western 

embassies (that sent their representatives). whose statements appear in the second part of the 

article are presented again as immature, uninformed, and generally not admirable. 

 The second part, about two thirds of the whole article, quotes statements of the actual 

participants. As was the case in the previously analyzed "Who Is Confusing Democracy With 

Anarchy" article, their answers are suspiciously irrelevant and uninformed.  Three teenaged 

students, one worker and one apprentice allegedly came out of curiosity or to see the police 

crackdown, and a certain evasiveness in their answers suggests that they might well have 

been too shy to tell Rude Pravo reporters their true reasons. The criticism in some other 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 150 

answers is rather unfocused ("The state could be more fair. For example, if I work and 

somebody doesn't, he gets the same [money] or even more..."; "Everybody has his own truth 

and should have the possibility to express it. I don't see anything bad on that."). The highlight 

of the article is the statement of a sixteen years old apprentice from Usti nad Labem: "I went 

to visit my cousin. If my father knew I am here, he would beat me black and blue. He says 

only freaks go to such events." 

 On two occasions, the statements are followed by a question-mark inserted by the Rude 

Pravo editors, and the statement of a person calling for a total glasnost [transparency, a term 

coined by Gorbachev] and criticizing existence of censorship in Czechoslovakia is rebuked 

as false ("According to my opinion, glasnost should apply on everything. In our country there 

is a censorship, that's why I am here, to see what is happening (editorial note: the censorship 

in Czechoslovakia has been abolished in 1968).").  

 The final part summarizes and generalizes these quotes, claiming that the participants 

"knew only little about Palach, or their information was distorted" and blaming the 

organizers for luring these immature people and rubbernecks to Vsetaty. At the same time, 

pointing out that one of the organizers arrived in the car of ARD while some of the quoted 

participants arrived by foot implies distinguishing between the ordinary manipulated 

participants and "western-sponsored" organizers, although in the end it acknowledges that 

"they left, all together, without success." 

 

Summary 

Taken all together, these five samples of media texts indeed contain coherent set of elements, 

and despite a low number of actually analyzed texts, the regular appearance and relative 

coherence of the elements and also of the articles' structure allows us to summarize the main 

characteristics of the Communist Discourse. From the following Table 3, we can see the key 

elements of the discourse. These can be further divided between "compulsory" and "optional", 
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depending whether they appear always, or only sometimes. Although the first two articles 

written by the official news agency CTK are significantly shorter then the other three that 

were written by the Rude Pravo staff, this by itself does not seem to affect the appearance of 

the compulsory elements of the Communist Discourse, and even the shorter articles contain 

some of the optional elements. Generally, the main feature of the anti-regime events' 

coverage is its negativity:  the protests and their actors are labeled or framed negatively, the 

protests are denied their legitimacy, and they are generally framed as an unwelcomed 

disturbance of the status quo. 

 

Table 3: Elements of the Communist Discourse: official media's coverage of anti-regime 

events in Czechoslovakia before November 1989.  

 22.8. 88 23.8.88 31.10.88 20.1.89 23.1.89 

negative labeling or framing of protestors  + + + + 

negative labeling or framing of the protests + + + + + 

failure of the protests + + + + + 

connection with "external threat" (West) + + + + + 

positive framing of police action (crackdown) +  +   

positive labeling or framing of regime’s actors   +  + 

denying legitimacy of the protest agenda   + + + 

denying legitimacy of the protests + + + + + 

legitimization of police crackdown   +   

legitimization of regime   + +  

us (regime) vs. them (protestors)    +  

status quo (order) vs. disturbance (provocation) + + + + + 

denouncing violence of the protestors  + +   

pointing out protestors’ lack of information   + + + 

Selected articles from the official Czech media covering protests before November 17, 1989. 

+ stands for presence of the discursive element, - stands for its negation and +/- stands for 

contradictory or ambivalent statements, bold font signifies core element of the Communist 

Discourse. Compiled by author. 

 

The second important feature is emphasizing failure of the "disturbance" and capacity of the 
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regime and its agents to re-establish status quo. The third key feature is distinguishing 

between the collective majority of those who support the regime and the small number of 

individuals who are actually somewhat "outside" the people, often connected with external 

forces (e.g. West) that supports them. 

 Especially in the longer articles written by the Rude Pravo's journalists, the protest 

agenda is questioned while the participants of the protests presented are anything but 

well-informed about the real meaning of the protests. The shorter articles simply work with a 

fact that anything not approved by the authorities is illegal and illegitimate and a crackdown 

is an appropriate answer. 

 Moreover, the clueless participants are usually contrasted with the organizers with some 

connection to the West, who are coldly orchestrating these disturbance in advance (e.g. the 

protests are not spontaneous) and from behind (e.g. the protests are not actually what they 

seem to be on surface, but their perpetrators have their hidden agenda that is exposed in the 

article and that might actually go against the manifest agenda carried on by the manipulated 

regular participants). 

 Another division that is sometimes used is contrasting rationality of the status quo and 

its forces with emotionality of these manipulated protestors who demand a change for a 

better  future which would actually mean a return to a worse (bourgeois) past. On the other 

hand, explicit praise for the status quo (regime, Communist leaders, police) does exist, but 

usually it is relegated to the background while the focus is on the disturbance - as it is a 

news-worthy event after all - than on the stability. 

 

B Chinese Discourse: Towards Plurality and Back Again 

In this part, we will turn to the discourse of the official Chinese media during the protests at 

the Tiananmen Square. The analysis of the well-known April 26 editorial will be 
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complemented by analysis of three texts by Xinhua from the brief period of relative media 

freedom due to a paralysis of control mechanisms that should illustrate how far the discourse 

shifted from the discourse of the April 26 editorial. The analyzed texts were selected for their 

availability in the English translation. Although this does not allow for making conclusion 

about the scope of the discourse shift and about extent to which the observed discursive 

elements appeared also in other media texts, it allows to demonstrate that a discourse shift 

indeed did happen and that some important features of the Communist Discourse that were 

present in the April 26 editorial were sometimes - significantly not always - directly 

contradicted even in the dispatches of Xinhua that has been considered as more careful that 

the newspapers, including People's Daily. 

 

It is Necessary to Take a Clear-cut Stand against Disturbances 

In their activities to mourn the death of Comrade Hu Yaobang, communists, 

workers, peasants, intellectuals, cadres, members of the People's Liberation 

Army and young students have expressed their grief in various ways. They have 

also expressed their determination to turn grief into strength to make 

contributions in realizing the four modernizations and invigorating the Chinese 

nation. 

Some abnormal phenomena have also occurred during the mourning activities. 

Taking advantage of the situation, an extremely small number of people spread 

rumors, attacked party and state leaders by name, and instigated the masses to 

break into the Xinhua Gate at Zhongnanhai, where the party Central Committee 

and the State Council are located. Some people even shouted such reactionary 

slogans as, Down with the Communist Party. In Xi'an and Changsha, there have 

been serious incidents in which some lawbreakers carried out beating, 

smashing, looting, and burning. 

Taking into consideration the feelings of grief suffered by the masses, the party 

and government have adopted an attitude of tolerance and restraint toward 

some improper words uttered and actions carried out by the young students 

when they were emotionally agitated. On April 22, before the memorial meeting 

was held, some students had already showed up at Tiananmen Square, but they 

were not asked to leave, as they normally would have been. Instead, they were 

asked to observe discipline and join in the mourning for Comrade Hu Yaobang. 
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[The students on the square were themselves able to consciously maintain 

order.] Owing to the joint efforts by all concerned, it was possible for the 

memorial meeting to proceed in a solemn and respectful manner. 

However, after the memorial meeting, an extremely small number of people with 

ulterior purposes continued to take advantage of the young students' feelings of 

grief for Comrade Hu Yaobang to spread all kinds of rumors to poison and 

confuse people's minds. Using both big- and small-character posters, they 

vilified, hurled invectives at, and attacked party and state leaders. Blatantly 

violating the Constitution, they called for opposition to the leadership by the 

Communist Party and the socialist system. In some of the institutions of higher 

learning, illegal organizations were formed to seize power from the student 

unions. In some cases, they even forcibly took over the broadcasting systems on 

the campuses. In some institutions of higher learning, they instigated the 

students and teachers to go on strike and even went to the extent of forcibly 

preventing students from going to classes, usurped the name of the workers' 

organizations to distribute reactionary handbills, and established ties 

everywhere in an attempt to create even more serious incidents. 

These facts prove that what this extremely small number of people did was not 

to join in the activities to mourn Comrade Hu Yaobang or to advance the course 

of socialist democracy in China. Neither were they out to give vent to their 

grievances. Flaunting the banner of democracy, they undermined democracy 

and the legal system. Their purpose was to sow dissension among the people, 

plunge the whole country into chaos and sabotage the political situation of 

stability and unity. This is a planned conspiracy and a disturbance. Its essence 

is to, once and for all, negate the leadership of the CCP and the socialist system. 

This is a serious political struggle confronting the whole party and the people of 

all nationalities throughout the country. 

If we are tolerant of or conniving with this disturbance and let it go unchecked, 

a seriously chaotic state will appear. Then, the reform and opening up; the 

improvement of the economic environment and the rectification of the economic 

order, construction, and development; the control over prices; the improvement 

of our living standards; the drive to oppose corruption; and the development of 

democracy and the legal system expected by the people throughout the country, 

including the young students, will all become empty hopes. Even the tremendous 

achievements scored in the reform during the past decade may be completely 

lost, and the great aspiration of the revitalization of China cherished by the 

whole nation will be hard to realize. A China with very good prospects and a 

very bright future will become a chaotic and unstable China without any future. 
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The whole party and the people nationwide should fully understand the 

seriousness of this struggle, unite to take a clear-cut stand to oppose the 

disturbance, and firmly preserve the hard-earned situation of political stability 

and unity, the Constitution, socialist democracy, and the legal system. Under no 

circumstances should the establishment of any illegal organizations be allowed. 

It is imperative to firmly stop any acts that use any excuse to infringe upon the 

rights and interests of legitimate organizations of students. Those who have 

deliberately fabricated rumors and framed others should be investigated to 

determine their criminal liabilities according to law. Bans should be placed on 

unlawful parades and demonstrations and on such acts as going to factories, 

rural areas, and schools to establish ties. Beating, smashing, looting, and 

burning should be punished according to law. It is necessary to protect the just 

rights of students to study in class. The broad masses of students sincerely hope 

that corruption will be eliminated and democracy will be promoted. These, too, 

are the demands of the party and the government. These demands can only be 

realized by strengthening the efforts for improvement and rectification, 

vigorously pushing forward the reform, and making perfect our socialist 

democracy and our legal system under the party leadership. 

All comrades in the party and the people throughout the country must soberly 

recognize the fact that our country will have no peaceful days if this disturbance 

is not checked resolutely. This struggle concerns the success or failure of the 

reform and opening up, the program of the four modernizations, and the future 

of our state and nation. Party organizations of the CCP at all levels, the broad 

masses of members of the Communist Party and the Communist Youth League, 

all democratic parties and patriotic democratic personages, and the people 

around the country should make a clear distinction between right and wrong, 

take positive action, and struggle to firmly and quickly stop the disturbance. 

(People's Daily, April 26, 1989, front page; translation in: Oksenberg et al eds. 

pp. 206-208) 

 

The draft of the editorial has been reportedly written by deputy chief of propaganda Zeng 

Jianhui and edited by hard-line premier Li Peng and another member of the Politburo 

Standing Committee Hu Qili, but it has been closely based on Deng Xiaoping's comments 

from the previous days' meeting.291 As the speech has been published in its English 

                                                
291 For the context of origin of the speech and the article, see Zhao 2009 and Oksenberg 1990 
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translation, we can see that it contains many similar or even same formulation as the 

editorial: 

 

"This turmoil is entirely a planned conspiracy to transform China with a bright 

future into a China without hope. The major harm is to negate the leadership of 

the Communist Party and to negate the socialist system. A dialogue can be held, 

but we cannot tolerate incorrect behavior. (...) We must do our best to avoid 

bloodshed, but we should foresee that it might not be possible. (...) This is just 

like the rebellion faction during the Cultural Revolution. (...) There are 60.000 

students boycotting classes but there are 100.000 who are not. We must protect 

and support the 100.000. (...) What are we afraid of?  Of the 60.000, many have 

been forced. (...) We need to strengthen the Public Security Ministry’s work to 

maintain social order. (...) Concessions in Poland led to further concessions. The 

more they conceded, the more chaos. (...) We should not simply administer the 

economic environment, we should also administer the political environment. We 

may have more struggles like this in future."292 

 

Returning back to the April 26 editorial, we can observe that it has familiar structure and 

contains many of the typical features of the Communist Discourse. The status quo in the first 

paragraph where numerous legitimate actors do the legitimate thing - mourn deceased Hu 

Yaobang - is disturbed by an "abnormal phenomena": a minority ("extremely small number 

of people") does all kinds of illegitimate things (spreads "rumors", "attacks" - verbally - CCP 

leaders, "instigates" masses to break in Xinhua Gate and Zhongnanhai and even "shouts 

reactionary slogans" against the CCP). In other cities, these "lawbreakers" even engage in 

"beating, smashing, looting, and burning." Generally, then, the protestors, their actions and 

calls are labeled as illegitimate, criminal and disturbing the "normal" status quo. So far, the 

text is fully in line with the rules of the Communist Discourse. 

 What comes after this initial part is nevertheless remarkable: the regime's reaction was 

reportedly a "tolerance" and "restraint" as the authorities considered the grief of the "young 

                                                
292 Oksenberg 1990, 203-206 
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students". There are two interesting things here: first, the usual reaction on any disturbances 

of the status quo would be a crackdown which would also demonstrate power of the regime 

to resolutely handle its opponents. Second, while the first part talks about "lawbreakers", now 

we have to assume that the "students" are actually these troublemaking people - but with 

negative label removed from them. This turns them into legitimate actors whose illegitimate 

actions can be excused by the benevolent authority of the regime. 

 It is, however, only the first instance of the article's incoherence regarding the 

seriousness of the threat to the regime and regarding the identity of the actors causing this 

threat. On one hand, if the regime's opponents are only an "extremely small number of 

people", it should not be difficult to apply "resolute handling" and remove them from the 

scene, as the authorities are surely capable of smoothly dealing with such a small 

disturbances. On the other hand, if the opponent of the regime were in fact many and the 

threat significant, it would be a serious error to display benevolence as that would only add 

oil to the contra-revolutionary fire: the tolerance would be seen only as weakness. 

 The following part contains description of April 22 events in connection with Hu 

Yaobang's funeral (this description significantly differs from the published accounts by 

participants and from the Western historical records, see Calhoun 1994). On Tiananmen 

Square, the uninvited students were not asked to leave as would happen otherwise, but only 

to observe discipline. Interestingly, the sentence about student compliance with the request 

("The students on the square were themselves able to consciously maintain order.") has been 

omitted from Chinese domestic report by Xinhua about the editorial while the following 

sentence ("Owing to the joint efforts by all concerned, it was possible for the memorial 

meeting to proceed in a solemn and respectful manner.") has been retained. Omitting the 

sentence acknowledging that the students were actually themselves maintaining order - or 

adding it after the Xinhua dispatch has been published - significantly changes the impression 

that the article is creating about the students. If the sentence is retained, the students are 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 158 

presented as constructive actors; however, this is actually not very coherent with the 

impression created by the rest of the article. If the sentence is dropped, the constructive 

approach of the students is no longer singled out as they become only a part of "all 

concerned". In any case, the handling of the students in the text suggest that the writers were 

not sure (or not in agreement) about how to handle the students and how much blame and 

responsibility to place upon their heads. 

 Nevertheless, in the next passage, the status quo is disturbed again. The attention returns 

to the "extremely small number of people with ulterior purposes" who continue do all the 

negative things: they "poison and confuse people's minds", use small- and big-character 

posters to spread invectives and attack leaders (clearly a link to the well-know practices of 

the Red Guards during the Cultural Revolution), they "blatantly violate" the constitution by 

calling for an opposition to the CCP, their goal is to cause chaos and the "disturbance" is a 

result of a "planned conspiracy." Moreover, "illegal organizations" are being set up and a 

broadcasting equipment of the legal ones is "forcibly taken over" on the campuses. 

 Moreover, these regime's opponents are also "flaunting the banner of democracy" to 

undermine democracy, clearly an update of Mao's ant-revisionist  "waving the red flag to 

oppose the red flag." Although from the Western point of view, there might be a contradiction 

as democracy pre-supposes pluralism and therefore calling for democracy in a country 

without much plurality does not have much to undermine, but here, the "democracy" actually 

seems to mean a "socialist democracy", "democratic centralism", or just something vaguely 

positive without any specific meaning but at the same time compatible with the actual form 

of the party-state rule. 

 The following part that interprets the meaning of the protests seems to confirm that the 

"democracy" does not mean pluralism, as the sinister aim of the protests was "to negate 

leadership of the CCP and socialist system" which would lead to a "serious political struggle". 

Moreover, what is in stake is not only the Party and its socialism, but also the "tremendous 
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achievements" (e.g. reforms) implemented throughout the 1980s. That leads to another 

contradiction: "If we are tolerant (...), a seriously chaotic state will appear." The problem is 

that in the same text, the government ("we") indeed adopted "tolerance" (in the first part of 

the article) when dealing with actors (lawbreakers/students) who were not actually following 

its wishes. As for the threat of chaos, this once again suggests a possible return to the times of 

Cultural Revolution; the dichotomy of "China with very good prospects" and "China without 

hope" is retained from the original Deng's comments. 

 In the next part, the article suggests what should be done: the party and the people 

should understand the stakes and unite against the disturbances in order to preserve stability, 

unity, constitution, socialist democracy, legal system etc. The implications are interesting: if 

the people and the party should unite, it means that they are actually not united at the moment, 

although this uniting should among other things - surprisingly - preserve their unity. Also, 

"illegal organizations" should not be allowed to "infringe upon rights and interests of 

legitimate organizations of students" - which means that organizations are elevated into 

entities with their own rights while there is nothing about individuals represented by these 

organizations, their preferences or even their satisfaction with those legitimate organizations. 

 The article also mentions that "broad masses of students have the same hopes as the 

government", and that these hopes are elimination of corruption (e.g. an admission that the 

status quo is not perfect after all) and promotion of democracy (again, it is not clear what 

kind of democracy, and whether the democracy actually exist in China at the moment, or 

whether it still needs to be promoted. On the other had, the article is clear that the reforms 

will fail if the "disturbances" will succeed, and therefore once again calls for unity and 

struggle against the disturbance. 

 Taken into accounts all these aspects, it is clear that the text includes many elements of 

the Communist Discourse and is similar to the articles published in Czechoslovakia before 

the November 1989. On the other hand, there are some ambiguities and contradictions that 
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weaken its coherence - especially the position of the students and the unity of the Party with 

the people suggest that the authors putting the text together were not collectively clear about 

the issue - or they simply overlooked it. In comparison, the Deng's comments are more 

coherent, and the discourse of the Czechoslovakia's pre-November media more determined to 

crush any opposition - after all, unlike in China, the immediate crackdown was a rule without 

exception in Czechoslovakia. 

 In the next step, we will look at the Chinese press coverage of the reaction of the State 

Council's spokesman Yuan Mu and premier Zhao Ziyang on the list of student demands, and 

then the coverage of students' reactions to Zhao Ziyang. This should illustrate how far from a 

"starting point" of the April 26 the discourse could shift in a little more than one week. 

 

State Rejects Student's List of Demands 

State Council spokesman Yuan Mu yesterday expressed government 

willingness to continue dialogue with striking students but rejected as 

"unreasonable" the preconditions set by students in a petition. (...) Yuan said 

that discussions between government officials and students should be based 

upon sincerity and mutual trust and "should not be turned into a negotiation 

between adversaries." (...) Yuan said the government sincerely protects 

students, and cherishes and respects their patriotic enthusiasm. And the 

government has been dealing with the student problems with great care, he 

said. (...) He said students were unreasonable to demand that their 

unregistered Autonomous Union of Beijing Colleges and Universities be an 

organizer and participant in the dialogues, replacing the All-China Students' 

Federation, the Beijing Students' Federation, student associations and 

post-graduate associations in colleges and universities. Yuan said that if the 

Government recognizes other student organizations "set up in special 

conditions" and has dialogue with them, "it will only make the disunity 

among the students more serious." Yuan said the students' deadline, the 

demand for an equal standing with the government and even a status above 

the government, the claim that students should decide who on the government 

side should attend the dialogue, were all harsh terms. Yuan said this showed 

that a small minority of people were inciting the students behind the scenes. 

"Many signs and facts have proved that a handful of people are organizing 
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the student movement," Yuan said, adding that he believes most of them are 

not students although a few students are involved. He said that the 

U.S.-based Alliance for Democracy, proclaimed by China to be a reactionary 

organization, had be playing a role. (...) "I hope that tomorrow there will be 

no mass demonstration, but maybe my hopes will not come true," he said, 

adding that central authorities would continue to adopt the correct measures 

and attitude toward the students in the event of a protests.(...) 

(China Daily, May 4, 1989, front page)293 

 

From the article published in official English-language China Daily it is clear that the 

government spokesman's rejection of students' demands has been worded in the same 

discourse as the April 26 editorial, including some fundamental contradictions. The students 

are responsible for all the disturbance of the status quo ("campus unrest, student 

demonstrations, class boycotts") while the regime hopes for return to the status quo ("I hope 

tomorrow there will be no mass demonstrations"). The students' demands are repeatedly 

labeled as "unreasonable" and also as "emotionally impulsive and menacing to the 

government in the form of the ultimatum" while the government - although it is supposedly 

willing to continue with the dialog - is declining to negotiate with them trough their 

independent organizations in order not to increase disunity among the students who are 

actually "incited behind the scene" by a "small minority of people" or a "handful of people" 

subsidized by foreign "reactionary" organization. Therefore again, the students are basically 

good but they are manipulated by an evil minority that actually belongs outside. 

 As for the government, it is "sincere" and even "cherishes and respects their [students'] 

patriotic enthusiasm" (note the contradiction: the students are at the same time blamed for 

being "emotionally impulsive"), it deals with the protests "with great care" and it will apply 

"correct measures" to deal with them. This positive, generous and correct government 

nevertheless stills aims at a contradictory goal of a dialog with students (on presumably equal 

                                                
293 quoted from Oksenberg 1990, 253-254 
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terms) while judging them from above (as unreasonable or manipulated) at the same time. 

Implicitly, this dialogue serves as a means to reestablish a "reasonable" status quo that the 

regime wishes for. Interestingly, the government speaker explicitly denies such a superior 

position to the students ("demand for (...) even a status above the government") and actually, 

it also demands equality of the two camps ("the demand for an equal standing with the 

government etc. (...) were all harsh terms").   

 However, the statements are not a voiced by a neutral "we" since they are clearly 

attributed to the State Council's spokesman Yuan Mu. By doing this, the voice of the 

spokesman (and the regime he represents) is clearly separated from the voice of the 

newspaper that merely reports about his voice. This is a significant difference from the 

People's Daily editorial where the voice is just the universal "we". 

 This difference can be explained both by a different genre (editorial versus report) and 

by a greater space for journalistic professionalism in the Chinese media in the early May 

1989. Interestingly at the same day, the official Chinese news agency Xinhua published 

formally similar report about an important speech of Zhao Ziyang in which he basically 

abandoned the tight rules of the Communist discourse and made many concession towards 

the discourse of the protesting students. 

 

Students' Reasonable Demands to Be Met trough Democratic Legal 

Channels: Zhao 

There will be no big riots in China and the ongoing student demonstrations 

will gradually calm down, said Zhao Ziyang, general secretary of the 

Chinese Communist Party Central Committee, here today. Reasonable 

demands from the students should be met trough democratic and legal means, 

through reforms and through various other means in line with reason and 

order, the general secretary said. But what are needed most at present are 

calm, reason, restraint, and order. (...) the general secretary said that the 

recent demonstrations by some university students did not indicate political 

instability in China. And the demonstrators meant in no way to oppose the 
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fundamental system of China, but to correct the errors in the work of the 

party and the government. Zhao said that the slogans of the demonstrators 

reflected their fundamental attitude toward the Chinese Communist Party and 

the government: both satisfaction and dissatisfaction. The slogan included 

"support the Communist Party," "support socialism," "support the 

Constitution and reform," and "advance democracy" and "oppose 

corruption." The students are satisfied with the achievements of China's 

ten-year reform and economic construction, and with the progress and 

development of the country. What they are most dissatisfied with are errors 

and mistakes in the party and the government's work. However, Zhao said the 

students' demands for correcting errors so as to march forward coincide with 

those of the party and the government. "It is inevitable that some people want 

to take advantage of the students' demonstrations for their ulterior motives as 

China is so large. And it would be unimaginable not to have such a tiny 

number of people doing so," Zhao said. However, he added, vigilance is 

needed to guard against this minority, and "I think the overwhelming 

majority of the students will be aware of this." "Though demonstrations are 

still underway in Beijing and some other big cities in the country, I still 

believe there will be no big riots and the demonstrations will gradually calm 

down," he said. "I am very confident about this." The reasons why students 

are dissatisfied with the amount of corruption, which the party and the 

government have been tackling over the past few years, stem from 

imperfections in the socialist legal system and democratic supervision, and 

lack of openness in the system of work, which gives rise to rumors and 

exaggerations. (...) The issue of student demonstrations should also be 

handled by trough legal and democratic means in an orderly and reasonable 

atmosphere, Zhao said. In order to exchange views, promote mutual 

understanding and explore settlement of issues of public concern, the general 

secretary urged that extensive consultations and dialogues be pursued with 

students, workers, intellectuals, non-Communist parties and leading 

personages from all walks of life. Sober-mindedness, reason, restraint, order, 

and devotion to democracy and legality are most essential for resolving the 

problems, he stressed. The party and government are ready to take such 

measures, and "I believe students and people of various walks of life will take 

the same attitude," he said. (...) 

(Xinhua, May 4, 1989)294 

 

                                                
294 quoted in Oksenberg 1990, 254-256 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 164 

 

As we will see in the next article, the speech summarized in Xinhua article has been 

welcomed by the students, but it has been also one of the reasons why the Party hardliners 

demanded Zhao's resignation. In fact, Zhao here contradicts all the statements made by the 

State Council's speaker the same day. Zhao's conciliatory statements acknowledge 

"reasonable demands" of the students who are generally portrayed as good, loyal constructive. 

Importantly, these demands should be met "trough democratic and legal means" - here Zhao 

implicitly takes into account that there as other means - the crackdown, preferred by 

hardliners - but he is nevertheless opting for a peaceful alternative. 

 In painting the students in positive colors, Zhao links his statements with the 

Communist discourse and differentiates between the students and "tiny number" of people 

who want to use their protests for their sinister goals. However, contrary to the Communist 

discourse, those people do not matter as the students are in fact not manipulated by them. 

Zhao also contradicts the Communist discourse by claiming that the protests actually do not 

cause instability and the reasons behind them are justifiable (they "coincide with those of the 

party and government"). Therefore, the protest themselves are legitimate and the "dialogue" 

is a favorable solution and the Party will take initiative in it - although he at the same time 

hopes that the protests will "gradually calm down," presumably because they are not popular 

among the hardliners who would liked to use the force. 

 What is quite striking his Zhao's acknowledgement that the system is not perfect and his 

list of these imperfections. While in the government spokesman's discourse, the regime is 

characterized by adopting correct measures, in Zhao's discourse there is corruption, lack of 

openness etc. Clearly, Zhao here goes beyond the original Communist discourse and attempts 

to harness the protests into his own reformist agenda.  

 Next day, Xinhua published an article listing students' positive reactions on Zhao's 

speech: 
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Zhao Ziyang's Speech Welcomed by Students 

The speech made by Zhao Ziyang while meeting with guests from the Asian 

Development Bank's annual meeting and broadcast by the Central Television 

station at 1900 yesterday has produced wide repercussions in universities and 

colleges in Beijing. Renmin Ribao [People's Daily] and Zhongguo Qingnian 

Bao [China Youth Daily] today report students' responses to the speech. 

According to a report, when students of the Chinese University of Political 

Science and Law were listening to the broadcast of Zhao Ziyang's speech in 

the campus at 10:00 PM yesterday, they widely discussed it. When the speech 

finished, the audience applauded. A student of the department of economics 

and law of the class 1986 said, "Zhao Ziyang's speech is fairly objective and 

practical. I agree with the four words he mentioned: soberness, reason, 

restraint, and order. This is what we need now. It is the wisest method to solve 

the problems along the track of democracy and the legal system." A student 

added, "We earnestly hope that the party and government will truly 

strengthen the building of democracy and the legal system, go about things in 

accordance with law, and increase openness." 

In a student dormitory of Beijing University, several students studying for 

Ph.D.s said: Zhao Ziyang's speech is much fairer. The present student 

movement is a patriotic democratic movement in which we voluntarily 

participated after using our brains to think about it seriously. The "Great 

Cultural Revolution" was wrongly launched by the leaders, and utilized by 

the counterrevolutionary clique at the upper level, and was a disturbance 

imposed from above. But this is not the case with the current student 

movement. It is incorrect to compare it with the "Great Cultural Revolution." 

More than 1,000 people in Beijing University got together to listen to the 

broadcast of Zhao Ziyang's speech. A young teacher who taught economics 

told our reporter, "This is a moderate speech which shows the sincerity of the 

party and the government. It will play a positive role in solving the current 

problems." A student who was more active in the demonstration said, "We 

welcome such an attitude for solving problems, but the key lies in the 

dialogue to be conducted in the next stage, and in whether practical problems 

can be solved." 

On the second floor of the student dormitory of the Chinese People's 

University, several postgraduate students talked with our reporters. They had 

just come back from the demonstration and knew the contents of Zhao 

Ziyang's speech. One of them said, "Both leaders and students must have a 
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reason, and Ziyang's speech is reasonable enough." A postgraduate student 

of the department of statistics said, "Let us funnel problems trough normal 

channels. But guarantee must, first of all, be made that the channels are truly 

unimpeded/ Otherwise, how can we funnel the problems?" 

Some students of the Chinese People's University who were interviewed 

pointed out: Zhao Ziyang's speech is permeated with the spirit of full 

understanding. We are not only "juniors," but also citizens. The government 

must be the government of the citizens, but not the government of children. 

When it is conducting dialogue with students, it must not take a patriarchal 

attitude. Several postgraduate students of Tsinghua University said: Zhao 

Ziyang's speech earnestly affirms students' patriotic enthusiasm and affirms 

the main trends of the movement. This tallies with reality. If the government 

had taken such attitude right from the very beginning, the mess could 

possibly have been avoided. Another student added: We and the government 

and the state are on the same boat. We always have the desires of "repairing 

the boat." Our reporters found out that the campus of the Tsinghua University 

was quiet, and students participating in demonstration had returned to the 

university. A number of students were reviewing their lessons. A student of the 

automotive department of the 1987 class said, "We can accept Zhao Ziyang's 

speech. Students' patriotic enthusiasm must be understood." Some students, 

who had just finished watching a videotape on the May 4th Movement in the 

studio, told our reporters, "Boycott classes, don't boycott study" has actually 

affected our study. Now everyone must remain calm. Anyway, it is time to 

resume classes. After listening to Zhao Ziyang's speech, students of Jiaotong 

University in the north decided to resume classes on May 5. 

At Beijing Normal University, President Wang Zikun, who had just come out 

of a student dormitory, told our reporters: "Ziyang's speech is more 

comprehensive. He affirms the achievement in reform and construction over 

the past ten years and points out the existing serious problems such as 

corruption, corrupted phenomena, and so on. The actions of students have 

reflected that a fairly large number of the masses are dissatisfied with the 

corrupted phenomena. I just visited students at their dormitory. I want them 

to do two things: first, read carefully Ziyang's speech tomorrow, and second, 

resume classes as early as possible." 

Our reporters have also learned that some university and college students 

have taken exception to certain things in Zhao Ziyang's speech. 

(Xinhua, May 5, 1989)295 

                                                
295 quoted in Oksenberg 1990, 256-258 
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The long list of positive reactions is not balanced by any negative reactions, although these 

are mentioned in a general way in the final sentence of the article which thus seems to be a 

shortened version of an original that might also have included samples of students' criticism. 

However, the two most striking features of this article are, first, that Xinhua represents the 

voices of the students second-hand, using reports by People's Daily and China Youth Daily 

instead of using its own reporters to ask the students, and second, that the students are in a 

position of evaluators of Zhao's speech. By permitting the students to express positive, but 

qualified, and often also quite careful comments, the discourse actually places them above 

Zhao (the evaluators have to be above the evaluated to be able to judge them), e.g. to 

precisely that position that the government speaker denied them. Not surprisingly, the 

students evaluate the protests rather positively, although at the same time, some of them share 

the same concerns as the regime. 

 We can continue our discursive panorama by an article smuggled into the World 

Economic Herald issue of May 8, 1989 behind the back of the work team sent there to 

supervise the pro-reform magazine. The controversial Hu Jiwei's text on freedom of the press 

does not directly deal with student protests, but contains elements directly related to those 

identified in the Communist Discourse. 

 

Without Freedom of the Press, There Will Be No Real Stability 

(...) I want to further elaborate on the point that freedom of the press is a 

stabilizing factor. 

First, the constitution is the fundamental law of our country. (...) If freedom of 

the press within the scope of the constitution can be guaranteed, the people 

will feel that the constitution is not a mere scrap of paper, but fundamental 

law that actually functions. (...) It is known to all that the ten years of the 

Cultural Revolution were the most unstable period in our country: They 

began with an open trampling upon the constitution, and a complete 

destruction of freedom of speech and the press. Isn't this a profound lesson? 

Second, full freedom of the press (...) will enhance the degree of openness of 
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information, strengthen political transparency [toumingdu - the Chinese 

version of glasnost introduced by Zhao Ziyang], and expand and deepen 

supervision by public opinion. The party and government leaders will 

naturally be more cautious and prudent in the decision-making process. This 

will help reduce errors and make it easier for the people to criticize and 

correct errors if they are made. Also, those who tend to violate the laws and 

discipline, and who engage in corruption, will be scrupulous and restrained. 

It will be easier, too, to expose and punish those who indeed violate the laws 

and engage in corruption. (...) Here we can see that freedom of the press is 

itself an effective force in eliminating destabilizing factors. Conversely, 

without freedom of the press, the people will feel hopeless and powerless 

when witnessing errors in decision making and widespread corruption. (...) 

Third, freedom of the press can facilitate mutual understanding between the 

people and government, and among all social strata and interest groups. (...)  

Freedom of the press is commonly regarded as an "air vent" in the world: It 

provides a safe channel for the people to sound off their grievances 

dissatisfaction. (...) 

Fourth, freedom of the press can maintain social justice and play a role in 

upholding righteousness and opposing evil. Contradictions can then be 

moderated and will not easily intensify. It can also help prevent or reduce 

unjust charges or verdicts and provide opportunities for the victims to appeal. 

(...) Fifth, freedom of the press will help maintain the democratic authority of 

the party's Central Committee and the State Council. Every government in 

every country wants to establish its authority. The issue is that only when this 

leadership authority is established in an environment of freedom of the press 

can it become a democratic authority truly supported by the people. A 

leadership authority established when there is no freedom of the press will 

only be an autocratic authority, at most an authority under which people dare 

to be angry but not to speak. Democratic authority is the greatest stabilizing 

element, autocratic authority the worst. In view of the general situation in the 

world, all countries that have a degree of freedom of the press are relatively 

stable: Military coups are difficult to carry out, and political turmoil caused 

by illegal accession to power or illegal dismissal are few. On the other hand, 

the political situation in the countries without freedom or freedom of the 

press is unstable. Even if the economy in such countries is relatively 

advanced and the people relatively rich, they never have piece of mind. (...) 

(World Economic Herald, May 8, 1989)296 

                                                
296 translation in Ogden 1992, 174-176 
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Although Hu Jiwei's arguments are abstract not directly concerned with ongoing events on 

Tiananmen Square, his discourse in several ways directly contradicts the Communist 

Discourse. 

 In the first part, the text implies that people actually feel that the constitution is "a mere 

scrap of paper that does not function" and that the freedom of the press, included in the 

constitution, is not really guaranteed. After this, there is a comparison of the situation at that 

time with instability of the Cultural Revolution, where the constitution was also ignored. The 

conclusion is an explicit call to action to change the instability of the status quo that is 

implicitly addressed to the regime. If the regime wants to prevent repetition of the Cultural 

Revolution, it should guarantee freedom of the press and constitutional rights. Clearly, this 

opposes the rhetoric of the April 26 editorial where the Cultural Revolution atmosphere and 

chaos had been ascribed to the lawbreaking students and where the protests were interpreted 

as an attack on constitution (implicitly taken seriously and not just a mere scrap of paper) and 

on post-Cultural Revolution reform achievements that has to be defended. 

 In the second part, notices about "enhancing" the openness and "strengthening" political 

transparency means that these indeed do exist in PRC, but not in a degree that would be 

satisfactory. The second part also implies that the leaders are not too much "cautious and 

prudent in their decision-making process", that they commit errors and that it is difficult for 

the people to criticize them and hold them responsible. The most important here is the 

division people vs. leaders that should be accountable to the people - in short, the principle of 

representative democracy - instead of the leaders (or the regime) being a "core" of the people 

and thus never possibly in an antagonism to the people, which would be the principle of the 

practice of democratic centralism. Furthermore, the text claims that "conversely, without 

freedom of the press, the people will feel hopeless and powerless when witnessing errors in 

decision making and widespread corruption" which implies that these errors and corruption 

are not something done by the "people" but rather by the "leaders", who thus become part of 
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the "destabilizing factor", part of the problem to be solved. On the other, it is not clear what 

the implied original stable situation should be. A "destabilization" implies that there used to 

be a stability before someone disrupted it, but since neither the reform era nor the Cultural 

Revolution can be coherently described as "stable" in an article that assigns "chaos" or 

"destabilization" to both of them, it seems that assuming some original point of stability in 

the past is only a rhetorical device that should, among other things, shield the author from 

accusation from a negativism towards the regime. 

 In the third part, the text implies that understanding between the people and the 

government could be better and that even if people's grievances are not solved (by the 

regime), even an opportunity to voice them - trough the free press - can actually support 

stability. The implication of the fourth part is that also justice is a problem in China, and the 

fifth part returns to the problem of stability and legitimacy of the regime. When the text 

claims that free press can "help maintain democratic authority" of the Party Central 

Committee and the government, it actually contradict itself as it previously pointed out that 

there is the antagonism between the leaders and the people, and that the system is in many 

ways deficient. "Maintaining democratic authority" means that the democratic authority 

indeed exists in the present moment, and it again can be interpreted as author's gesture of 

loyalty towards the regime. Still, the following sentence implies that without free press, the 

regime is not really democratically supported by the people, e.g. a clear contradiction. The 

last claim of the text, that "political situation in the countries without freedom or freedom of 

the press is unstable" even if the economy is doing well again implies that in China, where 

the freedom of the press does not really exist, the stability does not exist - and something 

needs to be done about it. 

 The Hu Jiwei's article about freedom of the press represents a clear break with the rules 

of the Communist Discourse. On the other hand, Deng's speech, televised on June 9, display 

practically the same elements as the April 26 editorial (which it approvingly quotes) and goes 
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even closer to the Communist Discourse as observed in pre-November Czechoslovakia. It is 

clear that after the crackdown, the discourse practically returned to its initial monolithic 

coherence. 

 

June 9 Speech to Martial Law Units 

[Text of speech delivered by Deng Xiaoping while receiving cadres of the 

martial law units in the capital at and above the army level on June 9, read by 

announcer in the "News" program.] 

(...) First, I express my profound condolences to the commanders and fighters 

of the People's Liberation Army [PLA], commanders and fighters of the 

armed police force, and public security officers and men who died a heroic 

death; my cordial sympathy to the several thousand commanders and fighters 

of the PLA, commanders and fighters of the armed police force, and public 

security officers and men who were injured in this struggle; and cordial 

regards to all commanders and fighters of the PLA, commanders and fighters 

of the armed police force, and public security officers and men who took part 

in this struggle. I propose that we all rise and stand in silent tribute to the 

martyrs. 

(...) This storm was bound to come sooner or later. This is determined by the 

major international climate and China's own minor climate. It was bound to 

happen and is independent of man's will. It was just a matter of time and 

scale. It is more to our advantage that this happened today. What is most 

advantageous to us is that we have a large group of veteran comrades who 

are still alive. They have experienced many storms and they know what is at 

stake. They support the use of resolute action to counter the rebellion. 

Although some comrades may not understand this for a while, they will 

eventually understand this and support the decision of the Central 

Committee. 

The April 26 People's Daily editorial ascertained the nature of the problem as 

that of turmoil. The word turmoil is appropriate. This is the very word to 

which some people object and which they want to change. What has 

happened shows that this judgment was correct. It was also inevitable that 

the situation would further develop into a counterrevolutionary rebellion. 

We still have a group of veteran comrades who are alive. We also have core 

cadres who took part in the revolution at various times, and in the army as 

well. Therefore, the fact that the incident broke out today has made it easier 
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to handle. 

The main difficulty in handling this incident has been that we have never 

experienced such a situation before, where a handful of bad people mixed 

with so many young students and onlookers. For a while we could not 

distinguish them, and as a result, it was difficult for us to be certain of the 

correct action that we should take. If we had not had the support of so many 

veteran party comrades, it would have been difficult even to ascertain the 

nature of the incident. 

Some comrades do not understand the nature of the problem. They think it is 

simply a question of how to treat the masses. Actually, what we face is not 

simply ordinary people who are unable to distinguish between right and 

wrong. We also face a rebellious clique and a large number of the dregs of 

society, who want to topple our country and overthrow our party. This is the 

essence of the problem. Failing to understand this fundamental issue means 

failing to understand the nature of the incident. I believe that after serious 

work, we can win the support of the overwhelming majority of comrades 

within the party concerning the nature of the incident and its handling. 

The incident became very clear as soon as it broke out. They have two main 

slogans: One is to topple the Communist Party, and the other is to overthrow 

the socialist system. Their goal is to establish a totally Western-dependent 

bourgeois republic. The people want to combat corruption. This, of course, 

we accept. We should also take the so-called anticorruption slogans raised by 

people with ulterior motives as good advice and accept them accordingly. Of 

course, these slogans are just a front: The heart of these slogans is to topple 

the Communist Party and overthrow the socialist system. 

In the course of quelling this rebellion, many of our comrades were injured or 

even sacrificed their lives. Their weapons were also taken from them. Why 

was this? It also was because bad people mingled with the good, which made 

it difficult to take the drastic measures we should take. 

Handling this matter amounted to a very severe political test for our army, 

and what happened shows that our PLA passed muster. If we had used tanks 

to roll across [bodies?], it would have created a confusion of fact and fiction 

across the country. That is why I have to thank the PLA commanders and 

fighters for using this attitude to deal with the rebellion. Even though the 

losses are regrettable, this has enabled us to win over the people and made it 

possible for those people who can't tell right from wrong to change their 

viewpoint. This has made it possible for everyone to see for themselves what 

kind of people the PLA are, whether there was bloodbath at Tiananmen, and 
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who were the people who shed blood. 

(...) 

All in all, this was a test, and we passed. (...) 

When I talked about passing muster, I was referring to the fact that the army 

is still the People's Army and that it is qualified to be so characterized. This 

army still maintains the traditions of our old Red Army. What they crossed 

this time was in the true sense of the expression a political barrier, a 

threshold of life and death. This was not easy. This shows that the People's 

Army is truly a great wall of iron and steel of the party and state. This shows 

that no matter how heavy our losses, the army, under the leadership of the 

party, will always remain the defender of the country, the defender of 

socialism, and the defender of the public interest. They are a most lovable 

people. At the same time, we should never forget how cruel our enemies are. 

We should have not one bit of forgiveness for them. 

The fact that this incident broke out as it did is very worthy of our pondering. 

It prompts us cool-headedly to consider the past and the future. Perhaps this 

bad thing will enable us to go ahead with reform and the open policy at a 

steadier and better - even a faster - pace, more speedily correct our mistakes, 

and better develop our strong points. Today I cannot elaborate here. I only 

want to raise a point. 

(...) 

The nature of the current incident is basically the confrontation between the 

four cardinal principles and bourgeois liberalization. (...) 

What is wrong does not lie in the four cardinal principles themselves, but in 

wavering in upholding these principles, and in very poor work in persisting 

with political work and education. 

(...) 

The positive results of ten years of reforms and opening to the outside world 

must be properly assessed, even though such issues as inflation emerged. 

Naturally, in carrying out our reform and opening our country to the outside 

world, bad influences from the West are bound to enter our country, but we 

have never underestimated such influences. 

(...) 

America has criticized us for suppressing students. In handling its internal 

student strikes and unrest, didn't America mobilize police and troops, arrest 

people, and shed blood? They are suppressing students and the people, but 

we are quelling a counterrevolutionary rebellion. What qualifications do they 

have to criticize us? From now on, we should pay attention when handling 
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such problems. As soon as a trend emerges, we should not allow it to spread. 

(...) 

(Beijing Domestic Television Service, June 27, 1989)297 

   

Deng Xiaoping's voice has been taken over by the TV moderator's voice, merging the voice 

of Deng, the regime, and the TV into one. As has been the case in Czechoslovakia's 

pre-November discourse, Deng uses "we" to express unity of the regime. However, although 

this we does include People's Army and "older comrades", it does not include "some 

comrades" that "do not understand" the situation and who might actually be a majority of the 

CCP, and it also does not include the people. 

 In the beginning, the speech addresses the PLA officers and offers them condolences 

and pathos regarding the fallen "us" (symptomatically, the whole article does not mention 

that some of the protesters also died during the June 4 crackdown). The long list of the 

participating security units seems to created the image of unity among a wide spectrum of 

participants. 

 Then Deng proceeds to identify the causes of the "storm", naturalizing its occurrence 

that was "inevitable" and "bound to happen" without actually specifying the domestic and 

international factors that were in play. This naturalization actually means that Deng is 

cleaning his (and regime's) hands from the responsibility for both the protests and the 

crackdown - instead of admitting mishandling of the situation by the Party who could had 

prevented the escalation of the conflict or even managing the country in a way that the 

conflict would not take place, he seems to be glad that the protests took place before the 

"group of veteran comrades who are still alive" [e.g. the "gang of elders" who helped Deng to 

orchestrate the crackdown] died out. However, this forms a base of a key contradiction that 

we will observe in a moment. 

                                                
297 English translation in FBIS, June 27, 1989, 8-10 
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 The actors behind the "turmoil" are "a handful of people mixed with so many students 

and onlookers" or elsewhere: "not simply ordinary people who are unable to distinguish 

between right and wrong [but also] a rebellious clique and a large number of the dregs of 

society, who want to topple our country and overthrow our party" or who want to "establish a 

totally Western-dependent bourgeois republic". Thus the text distinguishes between the 

"small minority" of black hands orchestrating the protests from behind with ulterior motives, 

the "dregs of the society" and the confused "students and onlookers." However, the 

contradiction remains: how come that even with the "veteran comrades" and Deng personally 

in charge, this "rebellion" was "bound to happen" and how come that despite it was 

orchestrated by only a "small minority", without the veteran comrades it might well 

succeeded? 

 Partial answer might be that "some comrades" did not understand the situation, and 

actually, they might be the majority within the CCP, as Deng's "I believe that after serious 

work, we can win the support of the overwhelming majority of comrades within the party 

concerning the nature of the incident and its handling" suggests. At the time of the speech, 

the overwhelming majority had to be convinced by the "serious work" of Deng and his 

associates. In any words, the text states that although Deng and other party veterans could not 

claim majority in the CCP, their handling of the situation trough crackdown by the PLA - 

"quelling the rebellion" or "drastic measures we should take" - was still "correct." 

 Another correct thing was April 26 editorial and its labeling of the protests as "turmoil" 

despite objections of "some comrades" - clearly Zhao Ziyang and his reformist supporters. 

On the other hand, the PLA "passed the muster" and therefore it is "still the People's Army" 

and "a truly great wall of iron and steel of the party and the state" while, at the same time, 

"they are a most lovable people" while the regime's enemies participating on the protests are 

"cruel" and there should be no forgiveness for them. This vilifying of the protestors and 

contrasting identification of Deng and the regime with the PLA appears in this quite 
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repetitive speech only once, but is nevertheless significant, because the "lovable" army's 

triumph over the "cruel" enemies allows "us" to "win over the people" - e.g. only crushing 

the protests by force removes the danger that the regime - "us" - would actually lose the 

people. 

 The aims of the protestors are identified as "to topple our country and overthrow our 

party" and "establish a totally Western-dependent bourgeois republic", which is again part of 

the traditional repertoire of the Communist discourse: the change would mean regress to the 

bad past, and the agents of change are linked to the [hostile] West, on which China used to be 

dependent before the CCP took over in 1949. Although Deng's "we" finds some value in 

some of the protestors' slogans - "we can accept anticorruption slogans", positing itself as a 

judge deciding which of the others' ideas are acceptable and which are not, these slogans are 

immediately classified as a mere facade while their alleged real aim is to topple the CCP. 

 The rest of the speech contains mostly praise of Deng's own "correct" reformist course, 

listing the successes achieved during the 1980s. His Four Cardinal Principles (correct) are 

opposed to "bourgeois liberalization" (incorrect) and the United States' criticism of the 

crackdown is refuted by accusation of Washington from double standards, as the US also 

"mobilized police and troops." However, this US mobilization was against "students and 

people" [presumably against the protests against Vietnam War in the 1960s and 1970s) while 

"we" were "quelling counterrevolutionary rebellion". 

 

Summary 

The April 26 People's Daily editorial displays the unity of the Party's voice with the voice of 

People's Daily, as well as the other key elements of the Communist discourse. However, in 

early May, the Party was not speaking with one voice as Zhao Ziyang's reaction on the list of 

students' demands clearly contradicted the reaction of the government speaker. Moreover, the 

media were also reporting on popular opinion which added to the spectrum of covered voices, 
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and even the more conservative media organizations such as Xinhua had to deal with a 

situation when there was no clear Party line. The variety of these different departures from 

the hardline Communist Discourse voiced by Deng Xiaoping directly or trough his scribes is 

clear from the Table 4. 

 The answer to this uncertainty was to start following the rules of journalistic 

professionalism, which was one way how to avoid endorsing a line that might later become 

"erroneous". The contradictory statements of the party leaders were thus reported in a rather 

neutral manner without the voice of the mass media organization merging with the voice of 

the leader, keeping a noticeable distance instead of constructing unity. However, once the 

hardliners consolidated their power, the Communist Discourse with all its features was back.  

 As demonstrates the televised Deng's speech from the June 9,  Similarly as with the 

April 26 editorial that has been also broadcasted in the TV, the voice of the anchor simply 

repeated the words of Deng Xiaoping and his hardline collaborators who were once again 

speaking for the monolithic and unified party-state "we". The re-established hard line negated 

all the ambivalences and shifts of the brief period of relative media freedom. 

 In the end, the journalistic professionalism did not save Chinese journalists after the 

June 4 crackdown. From the perspective of the victorious hardliners, anything deviating from 

the "hard line" of the Communist Discourse was actually going against it: displaying or 

reflecting the Party's real split was in their eyes indeed an error and the media became guilty 

of not denouncing the defeated protestors and reformers and simply reflecting their views.  
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Table 4: Discourse of the Chinese mass media during Beijing protests. 

 26.4.89

P.D.ed. 

4.5.89 

govt. 

5.5.89 

Zhao 

5.5.89 

students 

6.5.89 

WEH 

9.6.89 

Deng 

negative labeling or framing of protestors + +/- - -  + 

negative labeling or framing of the protests + +/- - -  + 

failure of the protests    -  + 

connection with "external threat" (West)  +    + 

positive framing of security forces' action (crackdown)   - - - + 

positive labeling or framing of regime’s actors + + +/- + - + 

denying legitimacy of the protest agenda + +/- - - - + 

denying legitimacy of the protests +  - - - +/- 

legitimization of (possible) crackdown +    - + 

legitimization of regime + + +/- +/- +/- + 

us (regime) vs. them (protestors) + - - -  + 

status quo (order) vs. disturbance (provocation) + + +  - + 

denouncing violence of the protestors + +    + 

protestors’ lack of information (manipulated) + + - - - + 

rationality (regime) vs. emotions (protestors)  +/- +/- +/- -  

Selected texts from the Chinese official media relevant for the Tiananmen Square events. 

People's Daiy April 26 editorial, government spokesman's statement, Zhao Ziyang's 

statement, students' statements, Hi Jiwei's article in WEH and Deng's June 9 speech. + 

stands for presence of the discursive element, - stands for its negation and +/- stands for 

contradictory or ambivalent statements, bold font signifies core element of the Communist 

Discourse. Compiled by author. 

 

C Svobodne Slovo: Negation of the Communist Discourse 

The coverage of the protests that brought Czechoslovakia's regime down started on Saturday 

with a short report about the demonstration that took place on Friday, November 17, and that 

resulted in a police crackdown. Interestingly, the generally positive article written by 

Svobodne Slovo staff reporter is - after the signature of the author - appended with a sentence 

about the "attempt to disturb public order", quoting the evening news as a source. In 

comparison, it seems that Svobodne Slovo deadline for the next days' issue was around 7-8 pm, 

so that the article has been written before the police crackdown and the added sentence was a 
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last-minute solution. As we will see, Rude Pravo's Saturday article covering the same event 

includes the police crackdown as an integral part of a much more critical article, from which 

we can assume that it had the deadline later than Svobodne Slovo. An alternative explanation 

would be that the editors of Svobodne Slovo did not want to rewrite the article despite the 

police crackdown that happened after the article was written, and adding one sentence going 

contrary to the article has been actually a convenient solution. 

 

Excited, but Together 

How we saw manifestation of Prague university students 

It was first really substantial attempt at open discussion. City University 

Council of Socialist Youth League in Prague together with unorganized 

students asked district council of Prague 2 for permission to stage a 

memorial act. Yesterday on 4 pm at Albertov, thousands of young people met 

in order to commemorate November 17, 1939, and at the same time to 

express support to the ideas of freedom and democracy. 

The result was a manifestation one cannot describe as calm, but it was also a 

manifestation containing constructive ideas. Some of them were voiced by 

one of the participants of the events from 50 years ago, university researcher 

M. Katetov from Faculty of Mathematics and Physics, Charles University. 

He said that it is necessary to search for rational ways to reach greater 

material and cultural blossoming of our motherland, he talked about new 

draft of University Law about which he thinks it will bring us back about to a 

year 1968 when situation was better than later, but still not perfect. He also 

mentioned the role of Socialist Youth League which should have exactly as 

much authority, not more, than it can win for itself. 

Representative of Prague University Council J. Jastmanicky then conceded 

that the process of democratization is not proceeding as easily and fast as we 

wished, and emphasized: "We are aware that to tolerating other camps is 

necessary. Dialog with people who have the same ideas will lead nowhere." 

His words about support for university magazines were cheered by the 

students, but his sentence that an existence of really independent magazines 

depends only on efforts and assertiveness of the students who published them 

did not win their agreement. 

Generally, the yesterday meeting demonstrated that young people are not 

willing to accept just anything that is presented to them. Sometimes they 
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expressed that rather harshly. But even that I consider revealing. And I think 

that official representatives walking together the same path with those who 

want to act with total independence was a happy result. Yesterday, the path 

went from Albertov to Vysehrad, to the graves of great personalities of our 

history, where it culminated in accordance with the plans of the organizers. 

by Radka Kvackova 

 

According to TV News, part of the participants went from Vysehrad down to 

Prague centre and attempted to disturb public order. 

(Svobodne Slovo, November 18, 1989, front page) 

 

The article frames the event as a "first really substantial attempt at open discussion" and later 

as "a manifestation one cannot describe as calm, but (...) also a manifestation containing 

constructive ideas." Then it proceeds to paraphrase the main points of the two speakers and 

finally, the author provides her own evaluation of the event. The final sentence is clearly 

separated from the main body of the articles. 

 In the first part, the actors are organizers (official student organization together with 

unorganized students), participants ("thousands of young people", "students", "young people") 

and speakers (Katetov and Jastmanicky), and they are described by neutral or positive terms. 

The students are doing legitimate thing (commemorating a student murdered by Nazis), they 

react positively on the speeches and the fact that they came to also express a support for 

freedom and democracy is also part of this positive portrayal, as any qualifications or doubts 

about their "real aims" are absent. 

 The speeches are summarized in a neutral a way and the final evaluation of the author - 

quite a rare thing - is positive: contrary to a conventional portrayal of young people 

participating on anti-regime protests as manipulated and immature people, in this text they are 

critical, "not willing to accept just anything that is presented to them" and that collaboration 

between the official student body and independent students had a "happy result". Giving the 

evening TV news as a source of a sentence that contradicts the main article allows to maintain 
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the positive attitude despite the later development of the events, as the two voices - one 

positive and one negative - are clearly separated and while the Svobodne Slovo journalist 

praises constructive approach of the participants, TV news are left to denounce the disturbance 

of public order. The overall impression is that the newspaper sympathizes with the event 

despite the disturbances. 

 The front page of Svobodne Slovo's issue from Monday, November 20, is remarkable as it 

contains several articles dealing with the November 17 events, some denouncing the 

protestors while others denouncing the police crackdown. The page contains the statement of 

the Socialist Party denouncing the crackdown ("Our Statement to November 17, 1989"), 

statements of organizations - human rights association, official student organizations, theatres 

etc. - sent to Svobodne Slovo and expressing their call to investigate the police crackdown 

("Echoes of Friday Evening"), a photo of students with burning candles ("Friday Evening"), 

report about a strike organized during the weekend by theater actors and students ("Concert 

that only began") and a short info about protests on Wenceslas Square on Sunday ("It Is Our 

Country..."). However, there are also two texts from the official news agency: the first one 

contains speech of the premier of the Czech government Frantisek Pitra who blames "certain 

circles at home and abroad" for "organizing of destabilization and disruption" ("On Current 

Questions"), the first one discloses a false rumor about an alleged death of a student called 

Milan Smid, criticizes Western media for spreading the false news, and denounces alleged 

"calls to physically liquidate the Communists" that should have happened during the protests 

"Information from CTK"). 

 The articles clearly contradict each other: while Pitra's speech and news agency 

information clearly follow the established patterns of the Communist Discourse, other texts 

question the police crackdown and not the protests. The most revealing is the statement of the 

Socialist Party leadership and its media. 
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Our Statement to November 17, 1989 

Prague (eds.) - Central Council Standing Committee [e.g. top leaders] of the 

Czechoslovak Socialist Party, Secretariat of the Central Council, clubs of 

CSP members of Federal and Czech parliament, Svobodne Slovo editorial 

collective and Ahoj Na Sobotu [Saturday sister magazine of Svobodne Slovo] 

collective agreed upon following statement to November 17, 1989 events: 

For some time already, the representatives of Czechoslovak Socialist Party, 

our members of Federal and Czech parliaments, local party cells, journalists 

of Svobodne Slovo and other party press as well as ordinary members used 

every opportunity to emphasize a necessity of dialog with everyone who 

cares about this country and its nations. They did it because they understood 

that it is the only possible way how to finds the best solutions for this 

country's problems. The need for open and honest dialog has been 

emphasized on Svobodne Slovo pages, in our journalists' articles, many 

times. 

The fact that violent crackdowns of peaceful protests happened again and 

again led the leaders of the Socialist Party on August 29 to draft a bill 

dealing with rights to associate and submitted it to Central Committee of 

National Front, recommending its quick approval. On 10th meeting of 

Socialist Party Central Committee, the Party chairman Bohuslav Kucera 

repeatedly emphasized urgent need of as open dialog as possible being one 

of the paths of true democracy towards constructing a really humane 

socialism. He emphasized our demand for immediate approval of our bill on 

association rights. 

Our constant efforts, calls for dialog, repeated emphasis on allowing 

peaceful demonstrations went unheard. 

Face to face with the nation and with knowledge of opinions of our members 

that stem from the our humanistic roots and tradition, we have to clearly and 

publicly express our absolute disapproval of the security forces' actions 

against participants of the Friday demonstration commemorating student 

Jan Opletal. Now, when we approve this statement, we still do not know the 

whole story and the consequences of this event. However, without any doubts 

we know that repeatedly, as happened again and again this year, unarmed 

participants of the demonstration were physically attacked, and the results 

not only on their health, but also on the soul and consciousness of the nation 

cannot be measured. 

In this regard, we want to point out with all seriousness that actions of 

security forces escalate tensions in the society and create opposition among 
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those who are the future of this country - our youth. 

We demand that similar events are no longer handled in this manner. We also 

strongly demand that the police actions, their reasons and their methods are 

investigated and necessary measures taken. In this respect, we demand quick 

and serious investigation whether the arrests that took place were really 

according to the Constitution and the law. We fully understand that this event 

resulted in anger that has found its expression in the statements of Prague 

students, Czech theatre workers and other citizens and their organizations. 

Even though these events resulted in a grave escalation of socio-political 

situation, there is still room for dialog and consensus - but it must be based 

on complete acceptance of human and especially political rights, namely the 

right to associate. Therefore we repeat our demand for the quick approval of 

our bills and we also demand fundamental change of political climate. 

The society is at crossroads and only one possibility remains: to search for 

what unites us all, or what can unite us all. 

Let us not waste this moment which is the last opportunity to pursue the 

interests of the people of this country still by democratic means. 

Signed: 

Central Council Standing Committee of the CSP 

Secretariat of the Central Council 

clubs of CSP members of Federal and Czech parliaments 

Svobodne Slovo editorial collective 

Ahoj Na Sobotu editorial collective 

(Svobodne Slovo, November 20, 1989, front page) 

 

The collective voice of Socialist Party leadership and its media presents itself as an actor in 

favor of a dialog. Implicitly, the unmentioned "other" to whom this voice speaks is the 

Communist regime as it is clear - but not mentioned explicitly - who was turning deaf ears to 

Socialist Party's proposals and to previous opportunities for the dialog, letting police 

crackdowns to happen repeatedly. This challenge to the regime thus happens trough proxy: 

Socialist Party wants the police - not the protestors - to be investigated and at the same time, 

it questions crackdown's legitimacy and brutality. It does not go as far as to question the 

Communist Party or the regime itself, it is only demanding righting the wrongs from those 

who are supposed to do it - the Communist regime. Still, by criticizing the police crackdown 
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and not the protests, Socialist Party distances itself from the monolithic regime (despite its 

membership in the National Front) and positions itself as an "outside" force, although it is 

also not in the camp of protestors as it does not mention their agenda nor does claim that it is 

in agreement with that agenda. 

 The "dialog" is a word of great significance: it should be "as open as possible" and 

"honest" and conducted "with everyone who cares about this country and its nations." Again, 

this implies that up till that moment, there was no dialog, or it was not honest or open. This 

actually seems to address the contradictions present in the Communist Discourse: plurality 

cannot go well with "scientifically correct" decisions of the Communist regime which has 

monopoly on that correctness at any given moment and which understand "dialog" only as 

means for convincing people "manipulated" by internal and external enemies to be 

"reasonable." 

 

Democracy, Humanism! 

Hundreds of thousands gathered on Wenceslas Square in Prague 

Prague (dK + T) – On yesterday afternoon Wenceslas Square was again 

filled by a hundreds-of-thousands crowd. Among the heads of the 

participants waved national flags, banners and in the hands of many young 

people flared candles. 

After four o'clock representative of our daily Svobodne Slovo spoke from the 

balcony of Melantrich building. He red the pronouncement of Prague's 

Central Committee and Secretariat of Socialist Party, of club of socialist 

MPs in Federal and Czech Parliament and of Svobodne slovo and Ahoj Na 

Sobotu on the events of 17th November. His words were often interrupted by 

agreeing applause and chanting "Svobodne slovo". In the end he announced 

that on Friday 24. November extraordinary meeting of Central Committee of 

the Socialist Party about current situation will be held. 

After him spoke representatives of Civic Forum that was set up on Sunday on 

Pragues' Cinoherni klub. On it's agenda participate Charta 77, 

Czechoslovak Helsinki Committee, Movement for Civic Freedom, Artforum, 

Obroda, Independent Students, Czechoslovakian Democratic Initiative, 

Committee for Defense of Unjustly Prosecuted, Independent Peace Club, 
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Open Dialog, Czechoslovakian PEN Club, some members of Socialist Party, 

People's Party, churches, artists, some current and former members of 

Communist Party and other democratically minded people. 

First speaker, greeted by the crowd, was Vaclav Havel: "I am a writer, not a 

speechmaker. I will speak only very shortly. Civic Forum is intended to be a 

momentary and provisional form of representation of critically minded 

public. Everybody who feels to be its member can join freely." He also said 

that Civic Forum's delegation was accepted by premier of the federal 

government. 

About the content of the meeting between premier and Civic Forum informed 

actor Jiri Bartoska, who participated in the delegation.. [...] 

Shortly after five o'clock Marta Kubisova and the whole assembly sung 

national anthem. 

After that sound equipment was passed to representatives of youth 

organization SSM. Unfortunately before their speeches also the so called 

"representative from Slovakia" got to the microphone. His speech contained 

statements we don't agree with and from which we distance ourselves.[...] 

The participants of the assembly were keeping peace and order and tried to 

thwart any disturbances. Speakers and protesters expressed several times 

that their goal is not an abuse of socialistic foundation in Czechoslovakia, 

but rather only its renewal on a fully democratic fundamentals. 

(Svobodne Slovo, November 22, 1989, front page) 

 

As the protests against the regime progressed, the main protagonists of the article are 

"hundreds-of-thousands crowd" (including "many young people") waving flags and carrying 

banners and candles, and various speakers. The crowd is this time legitimized as a 

personalization of national unity by mentioning number of participants, national flags etc. 

which is later confirmed by reporting about the crowd singing the national anthem (two 

times). This "nationalist" framing is quite in agreement with Holy's explanation of the Velvet 

Revolution as a conflict between Czech nation and Communist state where the nations is the 

"good" actor while state is the "bad" one. 

 The speakers are also legitimized, this time by repetitious remarks about applause after 

every speech. Moreover, the first of the speakers was "representative of our daily Svobodne 
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Slovo". Here the newspaper itself clearly becomes involved in the event about which it 

reports – a sign that while their daily abandoned the Communist Discourse, the journalists 

abandoned the regime and joined the opposition. As the opposition is framed as representing 

the nation, this effectively connects the daily with the nation, protesting against the 

Communist regime's crackdown of 17th November and for "democracy, humanism" 

mentioned in the headline.  

 Another innovation is that the call for "democracy, humanism" frames the events in a 

completely new way as it used to be the Communist Party which claimed to represent these 

concepts. The "democracy" also becomes new agenda: the initial issue about the crackdown 

of innocent students, which dominated in the Monday issue, is now, only two days later, 

presented as an example of non-democratic and non-humanistic attitude of those who are still 

not explicitly mentioned but who are implicitly the representatives of the regime. 

 Still, we can also see continuity with the earlier stages of Svobodne Slovo's discourse as 

the speaker from the daily is followed by representatives of Civic Forum and youth 

organizations, who are again calling for the "dialogue" – now it is a sign of democracy 

contrasting with authoritarian decision-making of the regime. 

 Civic Forum itself is presented in quotation of opposition leader Vaclav Havel ("Civic 

Forum is meant to be a provisional organization of critically-minded public") and its 

participants named in one of the first paragraphs. The long list of organization again 

constructs image of something wide and all-national, and mentioning of the "critically 

minded people" (Havel's quotation) and then "democratically minded people" again 

legitimizes those critical of the regime as democratic. Also, it implicitly delegitimizes the 

regime as undemocratic, otherwise there would be no logical reason for "democratically 

minded people" to be critical and to join the protests that are explicitly described as 

legitimate and peaceful - the original Communist Discourse blaming the protests as 

illegitimate and disturbing is clearly inverted here. Now it is the protestors who represent 
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"order" and those who would try to do something about them would be "disturbing" the order 

the protestors established. 

 This inversion is present also in the description of "penetration" of the "so-called 

'representative from Slovakia'" to the microphones. Using quotation marks and "so-called" is 

a way how to question an identity or aims someone claims for himself, and it was quite 

typical for the Communist Discourse. Revealingly, avoidance of any quotes from the speech 

of this "representative from Slovakia" is quite surprising after all the calls for "dialogue" – 

the newspaper de facto excludes somebody who has different opinion than "we", filters his 

speech out and positions it against "our" views. Clearly not everybody is allowed to talk 

despite the fact that the democratic dialogue is at stake. Therefore, the democratic struggle is 

not completely inclusive, but is also against somebody - despite the national unity 

constructed on other places in the article. 

 Next week on Tuesday 28, 1989, Svobodne Slovo covered the successful strike against 

the regime. The discourse is once again shifted further away from the starting point. 

 

People for Their Demands 

(-The whole country joined the strike / Full squares again / Workers support 

students and artists / Prague's subway stopped / V. Komárek visited ČKD 

workers / Strikers will compensate their work -) 

Prague (from our reporters) – Yesterday at noon time in hundreds of 

enterprises, offices, shops and other organizations all over the country "the 

time stopped" – general strike began. People went out with Czechoslovak 

flags and banners to the streets or in front of their workplaces to support 

demands of students, who were later joined by artists and cultural workers, 

Civic forum and workers.  

Workers from most of the capital's enterprises were going to the Prague's 

centre to Wenceslas Square and adjacent streets. Among those who stayed 

in front of their enterprises were workers manufacturing Rude Pravo, 

Vecerni Praha and other periodicals. They fully stand for the statement of 

student strike committee and also for the statement of Civic forum and 

agree with all points in these statements. In the beginning of the strike the 
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participants of the strike in front of Rude Pravo building voted that the 

duration of the strike will be two hours. [...] 

Even though the shopping mall Druzba was during the last week's meetings 

on Wenceslas Square closed, the support for the strike was not sure there. 

Management of the cooperative enterprise recommended the employees of 

Druzba to support the strike only by manifestation and during the strike 

hours to continue with their work. However employees of Druzba, 

supported my company's labor union, Communist Party organization and 

shop manager M. Martan opposed this proposal univocally: Druzba goes 

to full two hours strike and announces the fact by a big banner under the 

shop signboard! [...] 

(Svobodne Slovo, November 28, 1989, front page) 

 

The article is rather descriptive, listing the participating organization and naming the 

speakers. The actors are "people" who "went with national flags and banners into streets" – 

and practically nobody else. Generally the conflict is missing because the battle is already 

won. The only exception is the case of department store "Druzba" where the management 

recommended that employees should continue working and express their support for the 

strike only formally. However even this minor conflict resulted into happy end when workers 

of the mall joined all others in the strike. Even printers of the Communist daily Rude Pravo 

reportedly joined the strike, but there are actually no Communists or regime representatives 

present in the text – probably they did not seem to be relevant anymore. There is also no 

special attention paid to organization of the strike: it is constructed as spontaneous, joined by 

"whole country". 

 

Summary 

The shift, or rather the inversion of the Communist Discourse towards its opposite on the 

pages of Svobodne Slovo is clear from Table 5. In a little more that one week, the discourse 

turned into its opposite and could afford to remain silent about the defeated Communist 

regime that seemed no longer relevant. Protestors became to represent "us", "order" and 
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"democratically" or "critically minded people". Police was explicitly blamed as well as the 

regime it represented. However, as the discourse shifted further and further, some of these 

issues became soon irrelevant and the new focus became demands for democracy. The 

strength of the demonstrations serves as the proof of their legitimacy, and the switched "us 

versus them" framework places the regime outside the "society". 

 However, as the Table 6 illustrates, the new discourse that replaced the old Communist 

Discourse was not a simple negation of its predecessor. At least in the early days of the 

Velvet Revolution, the "Velvet Discourse" avoided direct criticism of the regime and its 

leaders. The praise for the protestors and their democratic agenda - clear inversion of the 

Communist Discourse's blaming - together with their legitimization became the core of the 

new discourse. The only target for criticism was the police crackdown from November 17. 

Table 5: Inversion of the Communist Discourse in Svobodne Slovo.  

 18.11.

89 

20.11.

89 

22.11.

89 

28.11.

89 

SHIFT 

negative labeling or framing of protestors - - - - inversion 

negative labeling or framing of the protests - - - - inversion 

failure of the protests    - inversion 

connection with "external threat" (West)      

positive framing of police action (crackdown)  -   inversion 

positive labeling or framing of regime’s actors    - inversion 

denying legitimacy of the protest agenda -  - - inversion 

denying legitimacy of the protests -  - - inversion 

legitimization of police crackdown      

legitimization of regime      

us (regime) vs. them (protestors)   - - inversion 

status quo (order) vs. disturbance (provocation)   -  inversion 

denouncing violence of the protestors   -  inversion 

pointing out protestors’ lack of information      

Selected articles from Svobodne Slovo covering the protests during the first ten days after 

November 17, 1989. + stands for presence of the discursive element, - stands for its negation 

and +/- stands for contradictory or ambivalent statements, bold font signifies core element of 

the original Communist Discourse. Compiled by author. 
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Table 6: Velvet Discourse in Svobodne Slovo.  

 18.11.89 20.11.89 22.11.89 28.11.89 

positive labeling or framing of protestors + + + + 

positive labeling or framing of protests + + + + 

success of the protests    + 

negative framing of police action (crackdown)  +   

negative framing of regime leaders     

legitimization of protest agenda + + + + 

legitimization of protests + + + + 

denying legitimacy of the regime     

axis us (nation) vs. them (regime)   + + 

Selected articles from Svobodne Slovo covering the protests during the first ten days after 

November 17, 1989 - the same articles as in Table 5. + stands for presence of the discursive 

element, - stands for its negation and +/- stands for contradictory or ambivalent statements, 

bold font signifies core element of the newly emerging Velvet Discourse, that are negations of 

the original Communist Discourse. Compiled by author. 

 

Nevertheless, the axis of "us" (the Czech nation) versus "them" (the regime) confirms Holy's 

(1996) observation about the essentially nationalistic character of the regime change and the 

popular understanding of the post-1968 regime as alien. On the other hand, this emerging 

axis allowed to unite all the Czech unhappy about the regime across social strata and create a 

real national unity against the collapsing regime. 

D Rude Pravo: Collapse of the Communist Discourse 

Although the discourse of Rude Pravo became shifting and unstable quite quickly, the first 

reports about the November 17 and following protests were maintaining most of the features 

of the Communist Discourse. Interestingly, the first article covering the events leading to the 

police crackdown, published on Saturday, November 18, is not as negative as the previous 

reports on anti-regime protests. 
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Student Demonstration 

Prague - from our reporter - About 15 thousands of Prague university 

students met at Albertov, Prague 2, at 4 pm in order to commemorate Jan 

Opletal, who was murdered by fascists. An even jointly organized by City 

University Council and by independent students had a contradictory 

outlook. It demonstrated how the students want to talk loudly and openly 

about their problems, that they demand faster social changes, and also how 

easily they are pushed to radicalism. That was revealed already by 

disturbing reactions to speeches, especially the one by representative of 

City University Council. After the meeting at Albertov, participants walked 

up to Vysehrad's Slavin cemetery where they were supposed to put flowers 

on grave of Karel Hynek Macha [Czech national romantic poet from the 

19th century]. 

Already at Albertov and then during the march to Vysehrad, the banners 

and chants increasingly contained slogans against Communist Party 

representatives, against leading role of the Communist Party, demands for 

disbanding People's Militias, dissolution of government, free elections and 

so on. At Vysehrad, the meeting did not resemble a commemorative act at 

all. Voices demanding a march to the city centre gradually prevailed, and in 

the evening, the crowd was marching towards National Theatre along the 

Narodni street. In order to maintain order in the city center, police was 

called upon. They [the police] checked the identity of participants of the 

demonstration and about hundred people were taken to the district police 

station. At 10 pm, the peace has been re-established in the city center. 

(Rude Pravo, November 18, 1989, front page) 

 

Except for the briefly mentioned organizers and speakers, the main actors are students (or 

"crowd") and police. The article is ambivalent towards the students: first, they met "in order 

to commemorate Jan Opletal, murdered by fascist," then the event demonstrated that they 

"want to talk loudly and openly about their problems", but also "how easily are they pushed 

to radicalism." After this, only negative references to the students: they are responsible for 

"disturbing reactions to speeches" and they participate on march where the banners and 

chants "increasingly included slogans against Communist Party and its representatives" etc. 

The police appears only at the end of the article when they are "called upon" - but it is not 
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clear who calls upon them. Still, their aim is to "maintain order in the city center" - clearly 

the typical "re-establishing status quo after its disturbance" pattern. The article ends with 

hundred people - clearly protestors, most of them probably students - being taken to a police 

station. and re-establishing of "the peace". The article is de facto divided into two halves 

where in the first one, students are ambivalent actors while in the second one they are purely 

negative. The ambivalence towards them in the beginning could be explained by the fact that 

the demonstration has been actually officially approved. Still, the students remain "them" and 

they are evaluated by "us". 

 On Monday, the main part of Rude Pravo's front page has been dedicated to denouncing 

the protests, fully in line with the established Communist Discourse. The editorial chosen for 

analysis is remarkable for its display of practically all of the Communist Discourse elements.  

 

Decisively Against Provocations 

Lately, various groups with active support of certain Western mass media, 

especially TV and radio stations, aim at confrontation with state power, 

destabilization of political situation, and try to create an air of public 

unrest in our country. Various remembrance ceremonies are being 

organized, calls to strike are being announced. 

The guise has been a false report about an alleged death of one, or, 

according to the French news agency AFP even four, participants of 

student manifestation on Friday evening that has been misused for 

anti-state protest. [The false news about a dead student actually originated 

in a secret police provocation, with one of is agents posing as the dead 

student and another later delivering the news about his death to the meeting 

of opposition activists. The purpose might have been either to denounce the 

opposition from spreading false rumors - as the official media did - or to 

actually gain momentum for the protests, which would later serve as an 

excuse for replacing the responsible Communist leaders with their more 

ruthless rivals.] 

What is the reality? Friday gathering and march of the Prague students 

were supposed to be a silent commemoration of Jan Palach and other 

students who were murdered by German occupiers fifty years ago. However, 
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the commemorative act has been misused for totally different purposes. 

High attendance of special reporters of the Western media, and also the 

fact that some of them announced in advance that there might be a 

bloodshed, quite clearly suggest that it was a pre-planned attempt to 

purposefully create a provocation. 

Despite that already during the official part of the march, some chants 

demanded "resignation of the government" and "death to the Communists", 

there was no police action. The police has been called only after part of the 

protestors left for the streets of Prague centre and there was a risk of 

disturbance of public order. The police asked shouting protestors to 

disperse. However, the voice of reason was not heard and the aggressive 

core of the protestors orchestrated a clash with the forces of order. There 

were skirmishes with injuries on both sides. 

All this seemed not enough for organizers of the provocation. Therefore, a 

false news about a death of one of the protestors had been circulated. Even 

without verification, it started to be circulated not just by illegal groups, 

but also by some Western media, despite being repeatedly demented by 

official state organs. In this heavy air, new protests were organized in 

Prague on Saturday and Sunday. It is not a coincidence that attempts to 

create social unrest, whatever it might take, are staged in these days. 

According to the Italian newspaper La Repubblica, even if it is too early to 

talk about a "domino theory", about Czechoslovakia following Poland, 

Hungary, East Germany and Bulgaria, the decisive process allegedly - 

according to one follower of the "charter" - already started. "It is necessary 

to increase the pressure from the streets," the Italian newspaper quotes him. 

And some Western media, especially radio and TV stations broadcasting to 

Czechoslovakia, join these efforts to topple our regime by stirring passions 

and emotions trough spreading lies about a dead person. It is against 

journalistic and human ethics, it is against the role of mass media in the 

developing all-European process. 

Following the Communist Party initiative, our society already for two years 

follows the path of perestroika and democratization. It is not easy. We are 

solving many accumulated problems, we are aiming at profound changes in 

all spheres of our society. We count upon with all honest citizens of our 

country. With Communists and non-Communists, members of other political 

parties. As Comrade Milos Jakes said on recent national conference of the 

Socialist Youth Organization, "we are for a honest dialog with all those who 

want - on a basis of the constitution - to search for starting points and unify 
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their forces for a constrictive work in the interest of a further socialist 

development of our country. (...) But one thing should be clear: dialog 

cannot be anonymous, or conducted by such street demonstrations that aim 

at provocations, create social tensions, disturb public order, by various 

calls and with help of some Western media attack our regime, and under 

banners of 'democratization' actually aim at abandoning the path of 

socialist development". 

In this moment, it is necessary to keep one's calm, rationality, and 

decisively denounce the provocations aiming not at perfecting socialism 

and improving living conditions, but rather at a social chaos.  

(Rude Pravo, November 20, 1989, front page) 

 

The protestors and their actions are trying to topple the regime, the Western media play an 

important supporting role, but the regime and the police handle things with resolve. The 

protestors are aggressive, they lie, and they are aiming at social chaos, while the police is a 

force reestablishing public order that has been disturbed. The legitimization of the regime, its 

leaders and its actions, and the delgitimization of the protestors and their actions is clear. 

Overall, this is one of the last examples of the Communist Discourse with most of its 

elements that has been published in Rude Pravo. However, the seriousness of the threat to the 

regime is emphasized by the final call to rationality and calm. This will become characteristic 

for the collapsing Communist discourse in a situation when the regime or its leaders do not 

feel confident enough that the popular protest could be contained.  

 On Tuesday, after the Monday mass protests on Wenceslas Square, the Rude Pravo 

discourse became more cautious, and on Wednesday, it became clear that denouncing the 

already huge and still growing protests as unsuccessful provocations cannot be presented 

anymore as a reflection of reality. 

 

Demonstrations and Student Strikes Continue 

Yesterday on Wenceslas Square over 100 000 people / Industry, agriculture 

and services keep working / Intervention of order units from 17th 
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November will be investigated 

Prague (from our reporters and CTK) - On Tuesday on the majority of 

universities in Czech lands and some in Slovakia continued in their strike. 

Also on several high schools mainly in Prague the education did not take 

place. The theaters didn't play. Industry, agriculture and services continued 

working. 

In Prague and other cities again the street gatherings of students and other 

mainly young people took place. Various political and other demands were 

voiced there. 

The ongoing events are still influenced by emotive reactions of young 

people on the order units' intervention again student demonstration from 

last Friday evening in Prague. We believe that decision of premiers of 

federal government Ladislav Adamec and of Czech government Frantisek 

Pitra to ask general state attorneys of CSSR and CSR to investigate the 

intervention of 17th November and its adequacy will help to calm down the 

situation. 

In the afternoon Wenceslas Square in Prague was again filled by people, 

the participation is estimated to be around 100 000. From balcony of 

Melantrich building spoke several speakers, among them Vaclav Havel and 

Jiri Bartoska, who informed about meeting with Czechoslovakia's federal 

premier Ladislav Adamec. After that, pronouncement of Civic Forum 

initiative has been red. 

During the assembly various demands for demise of some leading 

representatives of Communist Party and the state were voiced. 

In the afternoon national artist Rudolf Hrusinsky spoke to the radio and in 

the name of the National Theater's actors called the participants of the 

assembly to avoid any violence or anything that could be interpreted as 

violence. [...] 

(Rude Pravo, November 22, 1989, front page) 

 

Here the event is framed in a different way – regime representatives (Federal and Czech 

premiers Ladislav Adamec and Frantisek Pitra), completely avoided by Svobodne Slovo, are 

included. Other actors of the first part are "students and other mainly young people", Civic 

Forum speakers (Vaclav Havel, Jiri Bartoska) and a famous actor (Rudolf Hrusinsky) whose 

affiliation is unclear. Protestors have "emotional reactions", regime representatives are trying 
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to "calm down the situation" and the famous actor Hrusinsky "called [...] participants of the 

gathering to avoid any violence or anything that could be interpreted as violence." 

 It is obvious, that also here the discourse shifted – but in other direction than in 

Svobodne Slovo. This time it is not a story about order – disruption of order – reestablishing 

of order but rather another one about police action – emotional reactions – calls for 

rationality, and the main dichotomy is not order versus chaos, but rationality versus 

emotionality. Since this time the police was not able to reestablish order, the old framing was 

replaced. If the daily does not want to admit that the police was not able to stop the protests 

and at the same time does not want to admit that the situation is out of control, it cannot 

completely delegitimize the protests – the fact that a large anti-regime protest appeared 

undermines the image of the regime to successfully solve everything. Instead the protests are 

marginalized (while some students and actors protest, industry, agriculture and services keep 

working) and constructed as merely "emotional reactions". The attempts to "calm down" the 

situation (by regime representatives and actor Hrusinsky) are presented as legitimate and 

sufficient, while the protests are by these calls for reason implicitly framed as problematic. 

 As was the case of Svobodne Slovo, also Rude Pravo is an actor in its own article. But 

while Svobodne Slovo avoids mentioning regime representatives, their actions or anything 

"disturbing" (except for the "so called representative from Slovakia") and the article focuses 

solely on the protest on Wenceslas Square, by which means it constructs a "we" that includes 

the whole nation, the "we" in Rude Pravo on the other hand hopes that the marginal protests 

of the "others" will be calmed down and that the protestors will again join the rational 

majority. However, the "emotionality" is attached to the protestors in a same way as 

"disturbing actions" were attached to them before 17th November. Also the voice of "others" 

is silenced so we don't know what the protestors actually said. However, silencing of the rival 

actors was also present in the article of Svobodne Slovo ("representative from Slovakia") – so 

while Rude Pravo is still the mouthpiece of the regime, Svobodne Slovo became a 
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mouthpiece of the opposition 

 The problem is that while Svobodne Slovo positions itself as a part of the opposition 

which claims to be "democratic minded", it silences the discourses of the rival political actor 

(the regime) in a same way as the authoritative regime in Rude Pravo silenced its rivals. 

Leaning of the dailies to certain political actors is obvious in their discourses. 

 In Svobodne Slovo already the first article about the initial Friday crackdown, published 

in Saturday issue, was quite favorable to the protestors. The Monday issue published the 

official party standpoint claiming that "over and over appeared violent crackdowns on 

peaceful protestors". This was a signal for the start of a discourse shift, however at the same 

time ČTK articles blaming protests were published next to the articles legitimizing them. 

Tuesday issue was highly emotional and banners quoted in the articles connect the protests 

from Monday against the Friday's crackdown with "democracy, freedom, humanism". The 

only one blamed was still only the police. On the other hand, the protestors are praised for 

their "discipline and restraint", contradicting again the original discourse, which would frame 

the protestors as "disturbers". On Wednesday Svobodne Slovo quotes the notorious dissident 

(and later president of Czechoslovakia and Czech Republic) Vaclav Havel, claiming that 

Civic Forum "is representing the critically thinking public", implying that the "good part" of 

the society is on the side of the protestors. Next day, the indirect blaming of the regime is on 

the rise and finally on Friday Vaclav Havel in quotation openly blames the "lonely group of 

Stalinists" and "previous totalitarian government", contrasting them with the option of 

"democratic regime" he is implicitly representing. The Monday column praises the demission 

of "several compromised politics" from the KSČ leadership and the analyzed article about the 

successful strike from Tuesday avoided any mentioning of fallen enemy at all (see Svobodne 

Slovo 1989). 

 Rude Pravo also shifted away from the original discourse really fast. Monday issue still 

contained the old kind of protestor blaming, however on Tuesday, after huge protests on 
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Wenceslas Square, the daily became more careful, cautiously informing about protestors' 

demands without blaming them, keeping the protestors-blaming discourse only in quotations 

of Communist hard-liners. As we have seen, on Wednesday a new framing emerged, leaving 

"good regime versus bad protestors" framing behind and replacing it with a new dichotomy 

of "reason versus emotions". Moreover, certain kind of self-criticism appeared.  On 

Thursday daily's editorial slightly criticized the power-holders (creating a curious situation 

when the "Organ of the Central Committee of Communist Party" criticized the Central 

Committee of Communist Party) and on Friday the daily adapted a new way how to deal with 

the protests, focusing rather on the party events and trying to downplay the importance of the 

general strike announced by opposition, however since Sunday's meeting of premier Adamec 

with Civic Forum leaders it was impossible to blame the protestors, participating in the 

"dialogue". The growing Communist self-criticism reached it's peak in the next Tuesday's 

editorial which posed the Communists out of the group of "all honest people". The party's 

daily confirmed the party's discursive bankruptcy. 

 

Which Way Now? 

On Monday we have seen general strike. It took place all over the country, 

most massively in the capital. The participants were not only students and 

artists, but also workers, employees of traffic, services and shops – in effect 

people from all social strata. It was not only about basic and legitimate 

claims of students through which they entered political life after 

unfortunate events of November 17. It was an expression of legitimate 

dissatisfaction with slow political economical reforms, expression of the 

will for radical changes that will emerge in society-wide dialogue. 

But it is necessary to state openly that in past days it was the youth and 

students who showed not only high organizational abilities, but also 

determination, ability to clearly express their opinion and standpoint. They 

proved that they are not apolitical, that they are able to support what they 

see as important and to fight with all vigor for the case they see as good 

and just. And it is also necessary to state openly that until now we gave 

them only little room for their own decision-making, and that we even 
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thought that we must lead them by their hands, give them advices and direct 

them, often in a good faith. Also for this reason Communists on many 

places joined them. 

But it is also necessary to state openly that they were in their strike joined 

by other forces. And that it is impossible not to see that many slogans 

chanted in the capital and in other places are very far away from the 

original demands placed by students. These slogans tell us that in these 

days next to the struggle for perspective and prosperous socialist 

motherland there is another struggle, struggle about the future character of 

our establishment. 

And it is necessary to say that masses are driven not only by flags, tricolors 

and patriotic enthusiasm, but also that citizens – instructed by experience 

of Poland and Hungary – express concern and anxiety about our future. In 

this situation they are asking "which way now?" They are also asking the 

Communists. 

Right now much criticism is falling on the head of the Communist Party. 

Rightly so. Once we got the trust of the working people and by that we 

received the responsibility for the future of our country. We gave livelihood 

and work to the people, we created conditions for good life of everybody. 

But we have forgotten that material sufficiency is not yet the expression of 

full life of free and equal people. [...] 

So which way now? We have to search for what connects us with all honest 

people and don't look at party membership or religious faith. To build our 

state without adventurism and skepticism, with full responsibility for our 

future. [...] 

Emotions and hate will calm down. Time for rationality will come. 

Substantially new social struggles will come. It is possible to be injured by 

them. But we must undergo these struggles. Today, tomorrow and anywhere. 

This is one clear answer to the question which way now?  

(Rude Pravo, November 28, 1989, front page) 

 

Compared with the previous piece of text, the position of the Communist Party in this 

discourse is completely different. The main actors are participants of the strike ("not only 

students and artists, but also workers, employees of traffic, services and shops, in effect 

people from all social strata"), and "we" (meaning the regime, the Communists, but not those 

who joined the strike). Protesting students are legitimized, they "showed not only high 
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organizational abilities, but also determination, ability to clearly express their opinion and 

standpoint," whereas "we"/Communists are criticized, because they gave to students "only 

little room for their own decision-making, and that we even thought that we must lead them 

by their hands, give them advices and direct them." This is, according to the daily, the reason 

why some Communists also joined the strike. 

 The old discourse is clearly defeated. Not only the article admits that the anti-regime 

strike was successful, it also admits deflection of some Party members to protesters, it 

engages in self-criticism while it even does not question the legitimacy of opposition. The 

anonymous author even places Communists in opposition to "all honest people" ("We have to 

search for what connects us with all honest people [...]."). The success of the strike was so 

great and so fast that the discourse was not able to accommodate the events in some less 

defeatist way, and the warning against "other forces" intending to dismantle the Communism 

are only a distant echo of regime’s previous determination to hold its power. The original 

regime hegemony went clearly bankrupt. 

Summary 

Rude Pravo's Saturday article reporting the November 17 events was negative, but relatively 

restrained. On the other hand, the editorial from Monday, November 20, displays all elements 

of the Communist Discourse as the hard line against the protestors is emphasizes. However, 

the Table 7 illustrates that in a few days, the traditional elements of the Communist 

Discourse disappeared or became neutralized as they were not able to cope with the reality of 

growing protests. Nevertheless, in the middle of the first week, the Communist regime is still 

regarded as essentially positive and the protestors are still "them". A new axis emerges, 

contrasting (positive) rationality and (negative) emotions as two approaches to the unfolding 

situations. Clearly, the rational calm should be favorable to the embattled regime while the 

emotional chaos should be a characteristics of the protests, but instead of attaching these two 

characteristics to the regime and to the opposition, they are used in a rather abstract fashion. 
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 The article from November 28 displays a complete collapse of the Communist 

Discourse. The text de facto acknowledges defeat of the Communist regime. The rationality 

versus emotions axis is abandoned in favor of a rather inverted "Velvet" axis positioning "us" 

(the regime) against "them" (the nation), as can be seen in Table 8. In effect, the position of 

the Communists, the regime and the leadership is no longer central: the regime and Rude 

Pravo that speaks for it make clear that no, they are on the periphery - maybe an ash heap? - 

of the unfolding events. 

 

Table 7: Collapse of the Communist Discourse in Rude Pravo.  

 18.11.

89 

20.11.

89 

22.11.

89 

28.11.

89 

COLLAPSE 

negative labeling or framing of protestors + +  - inversion 

negative labeling or framing of protests + +   abandonment 

failure of protests + +  - inversion 

"external threat" (West)  +   abandonment 

positive framing of police crackdown +    abandonment 

positive framing of regime’s actors  + + + retention 

denying legitimacy of the protest agenda + + +/- +/- neutralization 

denying legitimacy of the protests + +  +/- neutralization 

legitimization of police crackdown  +   abandonment 

legitimization of regime  + +/- - inversion 

us (regime) vs. them (protestors)  + + +/- neutralization 

status quo (order) vs. disturbance (provocations) + +   abandonment 

denouncing violence of protestors  +   abandonment 

pointing out protestors’ lack of information     abandonment 

Selected articles from Rude Pravo covering the protests during the first ten days after 

November 17, 1989. + stands for presence of the discursive element, - stands for its negation 

and +/- stands for contradictory or ambivalent statements, bold font signifies core element of 

the original Communist Discourse. Compiled by author. 

 

Comparing the discourses of Rude Pravo and Svobodne Slovo, we can observe that the old 

"Communist" discourse fell into contradictions and new "Velvet" discourse emerged. We can 

also observe, however, that this new discourse has been closely interconnected with one 
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political actor (opposition), who pushed for democracy in the name of "whole country", yet 

discursively excluded its Communist rival. On the other hand, this exclusion does not 

implicitly contradict the proclaimed goal of "democracy", e.g. establishing the institutional 

framework of a new democratic regime. 

 

Table 8: Collapse of the Communist Discourse in Rude Pravo: inversion and neutralization 

of its core elements in face of opposition's victory. 

 18.11.

89 

20.11.

89 

22.11.

89 

28.11.

89 

COLLAPSE 

positive labeling or framing of protestors - -  + inversion 

positive labeling or framing of protests - -    

success of protests - -  + inversion 

failure of the Communists    + inversion 

negative framing of the police      

negative framing of the police crackdown      

negative framing of regime leaders  - -   

legitimization of protest agenda - - +/- +/- neutralization 

legitimization of protests - -  +/- neutralization 

denying legitimacy of police action  -    

denying legitimacy of regime  - +/- + inversion 

axis us (nation) vs. them (regime)    +/- neutralization 

axis emotions vs. rationality (peace)  + + +/- abandonment 

Selected articles from Rude Pravo covering the protests during the first ten days after 

November 17, 1989, the same ones as in Table 7. + stands for presence of the discursive 

element, - stands for its negation and +/- stands for contradictory or ambivalent statements, 

bold font signifies core element of the original Communist Discourse, italics signify elements 

of the newly emerging Velvet Discourse that are negations of the Communist Discourse. 

Compiled by author. 

 

From another point of view, the journalists of Svobodne Slovo took sides in the political 

struggle after November 17, called the Czech nation to action, became speakers (and 

loudspeakers) of the Velvet Revolution and generally helped the regime change to succeed. 

These are not characteristics of a journalistic professionalism. On the other hand, we might 
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only speculate what would have happened if their Chinese colleagues behaved in a similar 

way. The paradox is that while Svobodne Slovo lost its appeal after the Velvet Revolution, 

Rude Pravo survived and became actually respected for its journalistic professionalism, 

compared with somewhat amateurish output of the new post-November journalists who 

lacked previous media experience. 

 

IV.3 Discursive Trajectories in China and Czechoslovakia: A 

Comparison 

The discourse in the mass media of Communist party-state is usually considered to be a 

carefully orchestrated, centralized and unified propaganda. Indeed, the Communist regimes 

usually took care to facilitate smooth functioning of a special institutional network 

supervising the media and maintaining the desired discourse. Such a discourse can be 

generally characterized by legitimizing and rationalizing the status quo and the party-state 

and by delegitimizing its "irrational" opponents with their calls for change. It is a 

black-and-white discourse lacking plurality. 

 However, the events in the real world (e.g. growing mass protests) might create 

contradiction within the discourse. They cannot be easily represented within the traditional 

framework of the Communist discourse, unless they are distorted. But distorting reality is 

possible only to a certain extent and after certain point, the discourse has to change. 

 We can summarize that there indeed was a specific, coherent and empirically observable 

Communist Discourse. Its most important characteristics are that (1) media speak with 

Party's voice, (2) this voice is unified, while any dissenting voice has to be implicitly 

"wrong" and "unscientific," and (3) its characteristics are most obvious when it deals with an 

"Other", e.g. with the protests against the Communist regime and its actors. It is based on a 

reductive premise that the Party leadership is always right because it embodies 
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Marxist-Leninist "democratic centralism" at any given moment. According to Fidelius, this 

discourse has inner truth; according to Havel it is a meaningless "ptydepe"; according to 

protesters against the regime, it is "lies". 

 From the first part of the discourse analysis is clear, that the Communist Discourse in 

Czechoslovakia before November 17, 1989 was very stable, conventionally using the same 

pattern again and again. The protests were generally framed as "disturbances" and 

"provocations". The participants were often divided into organizers and followers: the former 

were usually constructed as "some chartists" serving the interest of the outer powers, 

receiving money from West and cynically using the followers, who were constructed as not 

particularly bright, moral or responsible people. Both were, often explicitly, framed as 

"forces of chaos" or "forces of subversion". On the other hand, police and its actions were 

described only in professional terms and generally framed as "forces of order". The regime, 

its values and its representatives were usually mentioned only when quoting protestors' 

slogans – otherwise they were sometimes explicitly mentioned at the end of longer articles. 

Generally, however, they were regarded is natural or implicit and thus not mentioned. The 

quotations of the slogans, questioning the status quo, were meant to show the weakness and 

irrelevancy of the protestors face to face the regime. At the end of the articles, the protestors 

were usually arrested by the "forces of order", which served as the final proof of the 

legitimacy of the regime and delegitimizes the protestors, pushing them and their supporters 

into spiral of silence 

 Regarding the values, the basic conflict was constructed on the axis "order" and "peace" 

versus "disturbances" and "provocations", and only then the ideologies of the protesters were 

briefly mentioned, blamed, and sometimes confronted with the official values. Focusing on 

the form of what was happening - the protests - was clearly preferred over focusing on the 

contents, probably it was not necessary to go in details, explaining ideological differences 

and explicitly defending the status quo. 
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 The conflict "order versus disturbances" is also translated as conflict between "us" and 

"them", explicitly saying that "we" are united against any inner (protestors) or outer (West) 

enemy. In this context, the authors often speak for "our society". Thus they represent at the 

same time (1) journalists themselves, (2) the party, publishing their daily, (3) the regime and 

(4) the whole society, excluding the protestors. Nevertheless it is important to point our here 

an important difference between Svobodne Slovo and Rude Pravo: while the Socialist daily 

covered the protests using news agency reports, sometimes withdrawing from reporting them 

at all, the Communist daily published more articles about the topic, and many of them written 

by its own journalists. This might be partially explained by different focus (Rude Pravo on 

"hard news", Svobodne Slovo on "softer news"), but also by the editorial policy. Nevertheless, 

both dailies carried articles following the same pattern of hard-line Communist Discourse. 

 In the second part of the discourse analysis, we can observe plurality of the voices in the 

official mass media between the April 26 editorial and June 9 speech. It is revealing that 

these two pieces both originated with Deng Xiaping who joined the hardliners in opposing 

the protests, and both also follow all the rules of the Communist Discourse, observed in the 

previous part of the discourse analysis, and contain exactly the same features as the 

pre-Velvet Revolution media discourse in Czechoslovakia. 

 Between these two points, the official Chinese media appeared to be free from the 

influences of media control mechanisms and carried not only the uniform official voice - as it 

actually ceased to exist due to the struggle between hardliners and reformers - but rather two 

contradictory official voices plus voices of students and intellectuals. The selected samples 

show that premier Zhao Ziyang clearly contradicted what the government's speaker said 

earlier, departing far away from the Deng's hard line towards the protests. They also show 

how the student critically, yet positivelly evaluate Zhao's statements, and they also carry a 

bold intellectual argument in favor of the press freedom. Such plurality would be impossible 

before or after, and we can only speculate to what extent this brief period a result of party 
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split, paralyzed control mechanisms, journalists' own boldness, their desire for a political 

change, their professional consciousness or their insecurity about who will emerge from the 

party struggle as the new leader. 

 In the third part of the analysis, we can see an abrupt discourse shift that effectively 

negated the Communist Discourse. The articles written by Svobodne Slovo staff were 

favorably describing the protests on Wenceslas Square, blaming the police, but they did not 

go as far as to explicitly criticize the regime - at least during the early days of the Velvet 

Revolution. While the original Communist Discourse was mainly negative, blaming the 

protestors, the emerging Velvet Discourse was a "negation of a negation" only to a certain 

extent: it was positive, inclusive, and its criticism was initially focused only on the police 

crackdown. Some of the features of the Communist discourse were negated, some were 

neutralized, and the conflict between "us" and "them" had been carefully camouflaged by an 

inclusive discourse which seemed to imply that all the protests are "in favor" of something 

positive and not "against" something negative, e.g. against Communist regime. 

 Finally, in the fourth part of the analysis, we can see the Communist Discourse 

collapsing, as the mass protests quickly exposed how unpopular and powerless the regime 

actually was. The typical features of the Communist Discourse were abandoned, neutralized 

or even inverted, and the articles covering the protests became full of contradictions. One 

week after the calls for a "decisive handling" of the protests, Rude Pravo effectively 

acknowledged the defeat of the regime. 

 The four parts thus illustrate divergent trajectories of the media discourse on the protests. 

In their particular situation, the Chinese and Czech journalists could either follow the official 

line, supporting the status quo, or change sides and become a voice of actors demanding 

change, or they could try to minimize risks in an uncertain situation and carry all the relevant 

voices, despite the fact that these voices might often contradict each other. The four parts of 

the analysis also illustrate that while in China, the Communist Discourse had been 
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re-established, in Czechoslovakia the same discourse collapsed, and that it happened for 

reasons beyond the discourse itself. In other words: the media discourse was only 

semi-independent on the reality. Although by carrying the Communist Discourse, the media 

in Czechoslovakia could get away with printing "lies" before November 1989, it all collapsed 

when the protest grew too big. On the other hand, after the Tiananmen crackdown, the 

Chinese media returned to the crude Communist Discourse despite the fact that it 

contradicted the reality recorded by participants of the protests. 
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V. Conclusions and Discussion 

Comparative analysis of Chinese and Czech print media during the protests of 1989 in China 

and in Czechoslovakia illustrates several points made in the introduction and throughout the 

thesis. Media and journalists indeed played important roles in the events, but due to different 

circumstances around different media organizations, their roles were ambiguous. 

 In China, the reformist World Economic Herald provided a platform for opening and 

discussing new topics. It advocated economic reforms but also topics such as new 

authoritarianism, pushed the limits of what was possible to publish and introduced various 

Western issues to its Chinese audience. It could do this because in was supported by the 

reformers in the Party and protected from the influence of media supervising bodies by its 

decidedly complicated structure of publishing organization. However, once the magazine 

mightily overstepped the Party line by publishing controversial praise of disgraced Party 

leader Hu Yaobang, or even calls for press freedom, and once the chief reformer Zhao Ziyang 

lost his power, the Party hardliners from Shanghai took over and in the end, the journalists 

themselves stopped the publication in order to prevent this takeover. 

 The Party mouthpiece People's Daily followed suit of other Chinese official media by 

covering the events at first reluctantly, but later with increasing professionalism. As an 

institution, it was obliged to voice the Party's views and thus it carried the notorious April 26 

editorial that further escalated the protests. At the same time, its journalists and editors 

individually joined the protests under banners denouncing the editorial and expressing their 

aim to print truth, not lies. Following the Western standards of media professionalism, they 

also gave voice to the protesting students on the People's Daily pages. But they refrained 

from actually adopting it and becoming a mouthpiece for the forces aiming at transition to 

democracy. However, this professional neutrality regarding the actors of the Beijing protests 

events lasted only while the Party had been paralyzed. After the hardliners prevailed over the 
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reformers, the People's Daily had to return to its role of obedient mouthpiece of the regime. 

After the political defeat of the reformers and June 4 crackdown on the Tiananmen Square, 

only the voice of the hardliners remained. 

 In Czechoslovakia, the Communist Party mouthpiece Rude Pravo initially adopted the 

tried-and-true Communist discourse, but that soon collapsed as it was unable to cope with the 

quick regime meltdown. But even after the anti-regime protests succeeded, the daily did not 

abandon the Party. The journalists deposed their chief editor, got rid of the staunchest 

hardliners and apologized to the nation for all the bad press for the protests only in December, 

after it was clear that hardliners were out of the game. 

 The Socialist Party's Svobodne Slovo had been tightly controlled and did not publish 

anything against the Communist regime until the police crackdown of November 17, 1989. 

However, although the Socialist Party rubber-stamped whatever the Communist Party 

presented to be stamped, the journalists in its daily were not Communist Party members. 

Some of them were not happy at all about the regime and used the opportunity of the 

crackdown on November 17 to convince the Socialist Party leaders to distance the Party from 

the police brutality and, by doing this, to abandon its purely rubber-stamp status. The 

statement published on November 20 sparked the mass anti-regime demonstrations on 

Wenceslas Square. The daily immediately started to report on the protests and became a 

mobilizing voice for the opposition, abandoning the Communist Discourse in the process. 

The regime, in turn, was too slow and too reluctant to apply its control mechanisms and the 

dynamics of the protests was so overwhelming that Svobodne Slovo journalists got away with 

their new anti-regime line. 

 Given these different roles of the Chinese and Czech journalists working for the four 

media organizations analyzed in this thesis, it is clear that there is no general answer to the 

question about the role of media and journalists in the events that can lead to a transition 

from Communism to democracy. Their role can range from actually sparking the protests 
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(Svobodne Slovo) or at least opening the public space for Western ideas that can provide 

agenda for the protests (World Economic Herald) to covering the protests in a professional 

way but not becoming their voice (People's Daily) and all the way to opposing the protests 

and adjusting to the new realities only after they took place (Rude Pravo). Clearly, the role 

that a given media organization may play during protests cannot be deduced simply from its 

proximity to the core of the regime's power or to the regime's various factions. At the same 

time, the role of media cannot be subsumed into some of the traditional explanatory factors 

for regime change, such as economic crisis, tactics of the protestors etc., that are regularly 

used in transitology.  

 Another thing that cannot be deduced from media organizations' proximity to the core of 

the regime or to its factions is the media's impact on the outcome of anti-regime protests. 

However, what may have decisive impact is the journalists' attitude towards the protests. 

Despite their personal support for the protests, Chinese journalists generally avoided 

becoming mouthpieces of the protesting students because that would be unprofessional, and 

thus the students could not communicate their message to the rest of the people in case they 

would want to mobilize them for their cause. On the other hand, journalists of Svobodne 

Slovo solved the same dilemma without much hesitations in favor of calling everyone to 

action against the Communist regime. 

 It seems that both in China and in Czechoslovakia, the main driving force for the 

journalists to stop printing "lies" and start printing "the truth" were the criteria of journalistic 

professionalism imported from the West, and also the obvious gap between the required 

official discourse on the one hand and the reality they saw themselves on the other hand. The 

central contradiction of their work within the system was their inability to serve the Party and 

the people at the same time. This contradiction became crucial when an important segment of 

the people - the students - engaged in protests against the Party. In both China and 

Czechoslovakia, the (temporary) paralysis of the Communist regime and its media control 
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mechanisms provided the journalists with an opportunity to chose. Suddenly, they did not 

have to follow the Party line, as it became unclear just what that line should be at the moment, 

but they had to decide for themselves whether to stick with the paralyzed regime, follow the 

imperatives of the professional values, or whether to change sides and start supporting the 

anti-regime protests.  

 The media control mechanisms in China and Czechoslovakia were based on the same 

principles and failed for similar reasons. Only official institutions could publish their own 

media, there were other institutions responsible for keeping these media in line, and the 

whole system was complemented by strong self-censorship incentives that provided the 

journalists with a quite narrow maneuvering space. Under normal circumstances, this 

comprehensive system worked quite well, although some media organizations – such as 

World Economic Herald in China and Svobodne Slovo in Czechoslovakia – were to a greater 

or lesser extent protected from the direct party-state control by different institutional 

"buffers". Still, although the central organs of the two Communist parties – People’s Daily in 

China and Rude Pravo in Czechoslovakia – were directly supervised by high party officials, 

their journalists were to a greater or lesser extent willing to use the "window of opportunity" 

created by paralysis of the party-state during the protests. However, while the journalists of 

People’s Daily crossed the line before it was clear how the events would end up, the 

journalists of Rude Pravo broke away from the paralyzed regime only after it collapsed. 

 Another important finding is that all this bypassing of the control mechanisms (in both 

China and Czechoslovakia) was possible only as long as the party decision-making had been 

paralyzed. In our two cases, the nature of this paralysis was different: in China, the paralysis 

was caused by a conflict between hardliners and reformers, e.g. elites vs. elites. After the 

resolution of the struggle in favor of the hardliners, a crackdown followed. In 

Czechoslovakia, the paralysis was caused by tactical mistakes and isolation of the leaders 

from the society. After the indecisive hardliners realized the scope of party cells' defections, 
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they reacted by giving up. Combination of the huge protests with the inner erosion of the 

Party itself was too much for them to handle; the leaders decided not to shoot and their 

passivity caused the regime to collapse. 

 Further, as the evidence presented in the thesis shows, while in China the protesting 

people (and journalists) wanted basically to  improve the system by means of dialog with the 

regime, in Czechoslovakia they wanted to replace the system by forcing the regime to leave 

completely. This difference has an explanation based on cultural differences: while the Velvet 

Revolution was essentially based on Czech nationalism with the conflict running between the 

[Czech] nation and the [Communist] state, the Tianamen protests were about aspiring elites 

criticizing the incumbent elites with the rest of the Chinese population being largely left out 

of the conflict. The Czech nationalism behind the Velvet Revolution united all strata of the 

population against the regime, but the Chinese elitism effectively prevented both popular 

mobilization against the regime and effective negotiations with the regime's reformers. In the 

end, radicalized students effectively decided to play martyrs. This disconnection of the 

intellectuals from the masses in China, and their leadership of the masses in Czechoslovakia, 

is clearly reflected in the performance of the Chinese and Czech journalists, and in the 

transformations of the media discourses. 

 In the aftermath of the protests, many Chinese journalists had been persecuted, lost their 

jobs or ended in prison. Their Czech counterparts took over their media organizations and 

some become rich in the process. In any case, media systems in contemporary China and 

Czech Republic still bear traces of the events of 1989. From the common starting point, they 

later diverged in different directions. 

 For all these reasons, the comparison of our two examined cases has also theoretical 

relevance, as it provides feedback to the established analytical frameworks for comparative 

study of media systems. For example, we can look at the so called "Soviet Theory of the 

Press," presented in Siebert et al. Four Theories of the Press (1956), an influential first 
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attempt of a comparative analysis of Communist media vis-à-vis their Western and Third 

World counterparts. Although it is still quoted as an authoritative account on the differences 

between free and Communist media systems, it has been heavily criticized for its overall 

Cold War bias, for a decidedly idealistic approach to reality, and for lack of solid empirical 

evidence. The "Soviet Theory of the Press", as presented in the book, is based on the 1950s 

mainstream interpretation of Marxism and Leninism in the United States and, as the critics 

point out, betrays substantial lack of knowledge of an actual Soviet mass media practice. The 

most problematic part of the theory is the so-called "political parallelism" which presumes 

that the media system in a given (Communist) country reflects that country’s political system, 

implying that there is no space for any autonomy of the media sphere on the political sphere. 

The focus on theory rather than on practice is tacitly acknowledged ("we shall try to trace it 

from roots in Marx through its mutations in the gardens of Lenin and Stalin"),298 and the 

media are simply supposed to be tools of the political propaganda of the Communist 

party-state ("In Soviet system, there is not a theory of the state and a theory of 

communication; there is only one theory. [...] Mass communications, from the beginning of 

the proletarian revolution, were conceived of instrumentally").299 

 In the light of the 1989 events in both China and Czechoslovakia, the political 

parallelism on which this framework is based cannot provide any insights into the 

performance of the media and journalists during the protests, as the changes in the individual 

media organizations and in the political sphere had completely different dynamics. Therefore, 

although the "Soviet theory" might reflect Communist leadership's attitude towards the role 

of the media, the events demonstrated that the media indeed can exercise a certain degree of 

autonomy and, in some cases, escape the party-state control altogether. 

 Surprisingly, also the current standard point of departure in comparative media studies, 

                                                
298 Siebert et al. 1956, 106 

299 ibid., 116 
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Comparing Media Systems (2004) by Hallin and Mancini, has little to say to our 

topic –actually even less that the half century old Four Theories of the Press. It focuses only 

on a handful of developed capitalist countries and fails to grasp the dynamics of media 

systems’ transformation. Clearly, even adding a new model (or two) into the comparative 

framework presented by Hallin and Mancini would not save the framework: the dynamics of 

the observed cases and especially the sudden collapse of Czechoslovakia’s media control 

system and the transformation of the media landscape after the Velvet Revolution go far 

beyond the rather static model introduced in their study. Further research should therefore 

aim at constructing a framework that would be useful for analyzing cases of media systems' 

change by capturing the dynamics of various cases, and that would be also able to reflect on 

the existing diversity of national media systems and their development. 

 The comparison of the two cases is also relevant for the debate about role of the media 

and journalists in democratization. The mainstream explanations of successful democratic 

regime change in Czechoslovakia and failure to democratize the regime in China tend to 

neglect media as semi-autonomous institutions and journalists as specific social actors. The 

standard explanations for the regime change in Czechoslovakia emphasize that its regime 

collapsed because it was "frozen" (the less frozen Communist countries in the region 

underwent gradual negotiated transition), its ideology had been un-authentic, support for the 

regime only superficial and there was a space for "civil society dissent."300 The problem of 

such accounts is that in China, the chances for a democratic regime change looked actually 

somewhat better than in Czechoslovakia, but neither revolution nor gradual transition took 

place there. When we look at the list of conditions for the democratic transition, we can claim 

that the Chinese regime was not frozen, but divided between hardliners and reformers; the 

ideology of "Communism with Chinese characteristics", e.g. combination of capitalism with 

                                                
300 Linz and Stepan 1996, 327 
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party rule, had been as un-authentic as the Czechoslovakia's "real socialism" ideology (both 

were a conservative retreat from previous transformative versions of Communism and both 

were trying to unite contradictory elements); support for the Deng's regime had not been 

great either (although the general population was probably not yet ready to engage in its 

dismantling) and the space for dissent had been - despite various campaigns - substantially 

greater in China than in Czechoslovakia as the alternatives were not discussed freely, but at 

least some discussion could go on openly. 

 As this thesis demonstrates, it seems fruitful to take into account also the more subtle 

cultural factors. These factors shaped actions of the protesters and also the ways in which the 

journalists covered the protest after the media control mechanisms collapsed. As was 

mentioned before, the role of the media and of the journalists in democratization seems to be 

ambiguous, and this ambiguity might be caused by the culture-based differences. Basically, if 

a protest against a Communist regime paralyzes - at least temporarily - the regime and there 

is has an political opportunity to bring about democracy and freedom of the press, the 

journalists can either start helping the protestors who - if they win - can guarantee the press 

freedom, or they can use the temporary lack of official supervision and embrace 

professionalism, not helping either side. Of course, they can also remain in the services of the 

Party and keep dispensing propaganda. 

 These choices have their consequences: helping protesters increases their chances to 

facilitate a stable environment for media freedom and journalistic professionalism, but it 

actually means avoiding the Western-style media professional and remaining a mouthpiece, 

only this time for different mouths. Helping the regime is usually the safest option for the 

journalists who built their careers chiefly by serving the regime. Embracing professionalism 

without helping neither the regime nor the protesters can per se help the protesters by 

signalizing to the readers that the regime is no longer in charge, but absence of a call to 

action can at the same time diminish the chances of the protestors to mobilize the people and 
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succeed in their struggle against the regime. 

 The closer the journalists and media organizations are to the core of the regime's power, 

the less they might be willing to help the cause of protestors; the farther they are, the higher 

the chance. But the imperative of journalistic professionalism complicates the issue: by 

adopting it, the journalists can actually undermine their long-term prospects, as indeed 

happened in China in 1989. By adopting the role of the mouthpiece of the protests, they can 

contribute to dismantling the Communist regime which is the main obstacle for realizing the 

Western-style media professionalism in the first place. 

 The degree of importance of this professionalism factor is probably related to the 

cultural factors. These factors proved to be more favorable to the regime change in 

Czechoslovakia than in China. However, these cultural factors tend to be quite subtle, and 

they are largely invisible for the mainstream accounts on regime changes. 

 On the other hand, we might ask how important the media are compared with all the 

other factors. It can be argued that the role of the political power may be the one that is 

decisive. The tanks that Deng and his hardliners sent to crush the Beijing protests in 1989 

actually resemble the tanks that Brezhnev sent in 1968 to Czechoslovakia to crush the Prague 

Spring. In summer 1968, the Czech media were already remarkably free and pushing for 

democratization, but the tanks proved to be decisive - both in Prague and in Beijing. In 1989, 

however, no Warsaw Pact tanks were ordered to crush the protests as Gorbachev himself was 

pushing for reforms of the Soviet system. Moscow's ostentatious inaction in 1989 weakened 

the Prague regime's determination to suppress the Velvet Revolution on the one hand and 

send a positive signal to the protesters on the other hand, so that they could feel safer when 

calling for demise of the hardline and inefficient Communist regime. In China, the divided 

Party was sending mixed signals to the media and to the protesters, effectively undermining 

their will to call for fundamental change. Deng's order to mobilize the military to suppress 

the protests removed the remaining students from the square and effectively ended all hopes 
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for change. This was the main factor for a different outcome of the protests in 

Czechoslovakia and China. 

 Another thing is media penetration and consumption, which has been limited in China, 

but quite high in Czechoslovakia. Population of China's rural area's might have not follow the 

students even if all the media would decisively call everyone to do so. 

 Yet would the development of the protests in China and Czechoslovakia be the same 

without the particular ways in which the media covered them? The complexities of causes 

and effects during regime changes make the role of the media and of the journalists rather 

ambiguous, and it seems to be better to talk about "roles" than about "the role". At the same 

time, these are important roles which should not be overlooked. 
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Appendix 1: Chronology of Tiananmen Events, April - June 1989 

 

 

date 

 

 

events 

April 15 

 

Hu Yaobang's death 

April 17-21 

 

student demonstrations begin 

April 22 

 

 

Hu's memorial service, students defy official ban and turn up in ten thousands 

at Tiananmen Square 

April 26 

 

People's Daily editorial based on Deng speech, students outraged 

May 4 

 

students stage huge protests in Beijing and some other big cities 

May 13 

 

students start hunger strike 

May 15 

 

Gorbachev's state visit 

May 19 

 

premier Zhao Ziyang visits Tianamen and speaks to the students 

May 20 

 

martial law declared in Beijing, army convoys blocked by Beijingers 

May 24 - June 1 

 

demonstrations continue, military crackdown is being prepared 

June 2 

 

military crackdown at Tiananmen Square approved 

June 3-4 

 

crackdown, persecution of protestors begins 
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Appendix 2: Chronology of Velvet Revolution, November-December 1989 

 

date 

 

 

events 

November 17 

 

police crackdown of students after officially approved demonstration  

November 18-19 

 

 

students and actors in Prague organize strike, Civic Forum established by 

dissidents to coordinate protests 

November 20 

 

 

Svobodne Slovo denounces November 17 crackdown, mass protests at 

Wenceslas Square (100,000 participants) 

November 21 

 

 

 

Premier Adamec guarantees no crackdown against the spreading mass 

protests in a first negotiation with Civic Forum, students mobilize workers, 

Party secretary Jakes keeps hardline position but postpones crackdown 

November 22 

 

 

Civic Forum announces general strike on November 27, uncensored TV 

coverage of the protests 

November 24 

 

Communist Party leadership, including Jakes, resigns 

November 26 

 

mass demonstration in Prague with 800,000 participants 

November 27 

 

successful general strike all over the country 

November 29 

 

"leading role" of the Communist Party abolished from the constitution 

  

December 29 

 

Vaclav Havel replaces Gustav Husak as the president of Czechoslovakia 

 


