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Forum:  Historical Security Council: YEAR 1989  

Issue:  The Situation in China [27 April 1989: Tiananmen Square]  

Student Officer: Ana Wever  

Position:  Deputy President   

Introduction 

It is April 27th, 1989. In newly reformed post-Mao Zedong China, students throughout major cities all 

across the country have taken to the streets and are participating in huge student protests and marches 

in the hopes of achieving political liberalization. Dissatisfied with the state of China whilst also having 

many anxieties for the country’s future and their own, the students are calling for democracy and 

pleading in the universities and the streets about topics such as freedom of speech, freedom of the 

press, and the fight against corruption. The indecisiveness of the ruling party of the Chinese government, 

the Communist Party of China (CPC), on how to react to the demonstrations has led to increasing chaos 

and their actions have caused the ensuing of what is now the largest protest the country has undergone 

so far. In Beijing, the demonstration is at its largest with tens of thousands of students from all prominent 

universities marching through the streets on their way to Tiananmen Square, the city square in the 

centre of Beijing, and the symbol of the People’s Republic of China. 

How has the situation escalated this far? 

What has happened since 1948 that has 

led to this level of dissatisfaction amongst 

the young generation? How are we to react 

and what is the plan of action if the 

situation continues to escalate in the 

future? 

Although the protests are considered by 

most to be an internal Chinese conflict, the 

Security Council’s duty remains to discuss  

the situation in the hopes of finding a 

peaceful solution. Its priority is the following: to find a controlled way to reduce the tension between the 

CPC and the students in Tiananmen Square. 

 

Tiananmen Square, 1989 
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Definition of Key Terms 

Communism 

A political and economic ideology adhering to the revolutionary form of socialism developed by Karl 

Marx which advocates the elimination of private property in a profit-based economy and wishes to 

replace it with a system in which there is communal control of all goods and natural resources of 

society.  

(Usually capital): a system in which all activity, especially social and economic, is extensively 

controlled by a totalitarian state governed by one political party. 

Communist Party of China (CPC) 

The sole ruling party of the Chinese government since the ending of the civil war and the 

establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. The CPC has more than 85 million 

members, making it one of the largest political parties in the world. 

Chairman of the Communist Party of China 

The head of the CPC. The position was established in 1945 and abolished in 1982.  

General Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China  

The title used since the abolishment of the post of Chairman of the Communist Party of China in 

1982 for the head of the CPC and the highest-ranking official in the People’s Republic of China. 

Reform 

The action of amending a condition by introducing a better method and removing any existing faults. 

Cultural Revolution (the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution)  

A movement launched by the Chairman of the Communist Party, Mao Zedong, in 1966 with the goal 

of renewing the spirit of the communist revolution amongst the Chinese people and eradicate all 

those adhering to ‘bourgeois’ ideas and, therefore, presenting a danger to the system. 

Special Economic Zone (SEZ) in China 

An area where in trade and investment are conducted without the supervision of the Chinese 

government. They are located within the national borders and are used to ensure rapid economic 

growth by using for example tax and business stimuli to attract foreign companies, investment, and 

technology. 
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Market Socialism  

An economic system in which there is a compromise between socialist planning and free enterprise. 

Companies are publicly owned whilst production and consumption are guided by market forces 

rather than by government planning. The mechanism is used for the allotment of capital goods and 

the means of production. Market socialism is an alternative term for ‘Socialism with Chinese 

Characteristics’. 

Background Information / General Overview  

Mao Zedong and the Cultural Revolution  

 From 1966 to 1976, a movement known as the Cultural Revolution (in full, the Great Proletarian 

Cultural Revolution) took place in China. The Chairman of the CPC, Mao Zedong, launched it. He 

wished to renew the spirit of the communist revolution and eradicate those he considered a danger, 

whom he called “bourgeois” infiltrators. At first Mao used the Red Guards, groups of the country’s 

youths, to achieve his goals. These groups were ordered to exterminate those who were not “sufficiently 

revolutionary” and those who acted suspiciously “bourgeois”. The actions of the Red Guards led to terror 

as any suspected individual ended 

up being persecuted and killed. The 

revolution left many dead, 

displaced millions and completely 

disrupted the economy. However, 

in the end it seemed it had had the 

opposite effect of strengthening 

communism, as it would end up 

being the main reason why China 

was led towards a capitalist future, 

called market socialism.  

 

Mao Zedong died in the fall of 1976 

and consequently the Cultural 

Revolution, a movement led by him 

that had damaged the complete economic and social fabric of the country, came to an end. China 

became entangled in poverty as economic production slowed or in some cases stopped completely. The 

country was at a loss of what to do next.  

A Cultural Revolution propaganda poster depicting Mao Zedong and the 
People’s Liberation Army. The caption reads, “The Chinese People’s 
Liberation Army is the great school of Mao Zedong Thought”  
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Economic Reforms  

It was in 1978 that the next supreme leader who would lead the People’s Republic of China into a 

capitalist future came forward. From December 18th to December 22nd, 1978, the 3rd Plenary Session of 

the 11th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China was held in Beijing. It was a significant 

meeting that marked the beginning of the “Reform and Opening Up” policy. The Chinese politician Deng 

Xiaoping emerged as the paramount leader of the People’s Republic of China. Hu Yaobang was 

appointed as General Secretary of the Communist Party in February 1980 and Zhao Ziyang was named 

Premier of the People’s Republic of China in September.  

The Communist Party was split because of the need for economic reform in the country. One group was 

in favour of political liberalization, which implied the reduction of restrictions on international trade and 

capital, and the removal of state involvement in business. Deng Xiaoping supported this group. The 

other half wished to focus on ideological purity. Although the conflict between the two groups was 

worsening, Deng decided nonetheless to launch his program to reform the Chinese economy in 1978. 

Within an extremely short period of time the country’s direction was completely changed through this 

program, as the focus on ideological purity as it had been in the Maoist era was completely replaced by 

a drive to achieve material prosperity. 

Deng hoped to implement a system known as ‘Socialism with Chinese characteristics’. He wished to 

decrease the role of the state in the economy through implementing reforms that would instead gradually 

introduce private forms of production in agriculture and industry. Firstly he started implementing reforms 

in the agricultural system allowing peasants to regain control of the land previously owned by the state. 

Reforms were later also implemented in urban industry in the hopes of increasing the productivity. State-

owned industries were now allowed to sell any amount of products, private businesses were allowed to 

operate for the first time since the Communist takeover in 1948, and the flexibility in prices was also 

increased. 

Furthermore, Deng and other officials created a series of Special Economic Zones (SEZs) in cities such 

as Shenzhen and Xiamen that opened the country up to foreign investment. These regions would drive 

the growth of the Chinese economy. 

The reforms did indeed result in rapid economic growth, however with them also came social problems, 

such as corruption and nepotism by party bureaucrats. The economy now only seemed to benefit a small 

portion of the immense population, whilst gravely disaffecting others. It was because of these issues 

than an increased the lack of confidence in the government amongst the people started to appear.  
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Role of the intellectuals  

Reformist leaders in 1978 had hoped that the intellectuals would play an important role in leading 

the country through the reforms, but that did not happen. The state-directed education system did not 

produce enough graduates to meet the market demand in areas such as agriculture, services, and 

foreign investment. For students specializing in social sciences the market was especially limited. 

Additionally, private companies now offered many high-paying jobs on the basis of nepotism and 

favouritism seeing as they did not need to accept students assigned to them by the state any longer.  

Faced with a seemingly gloomy future and limited chances of going abroad whilst also having been 

exposed to foreign ideas and standards of living, a growing sentiment started to appear amongst 

intellectuals and students for political and economic reform. 

1986 student demonstrations  

The sentiment for reform continued to grow and ended up resulting in the organization of 

demonstrations. The first time students demonstrated against the policy of the Chinese government was 

in 1986. The demonstrations started in the city of Hefei and quickly spread to other neighbouring cities 

such as Shanghai and Nanjing. They lasted from December 1986 until mid-January 1987 and dissipated 

before achieving any of its stated goals. Chinese intellectuals Fang Lizhi and Wang Ruowang were 

heavy influencers of the demonstrations, due to their public criticism of the Chinese government’s lack of 

political reforms.  

Hu Yaobang, who was General Secretary of the Communist Party of China at the time, did not respond 

to the demonstrations and was as a result removed from power on January 15th, 1987. His replacement 

was Zhao Ziyang. 

Development of the protests  

 Death of Hu Yaobang  

On April 15th 1989, Hu Yaobang, reformist and former General Secretary of the Communist Party 

of China, died suddenly of a heart attack. Although the CPC did not seem to trust Hu Yaobang 

and his ideas, which was proven by his removal of power in 1987, the students most definitely 

did. Hu Yaobang was a liberalizer and reformist who had dedicated his energy to resetting the 

purges and ideological customs of the Maoist era, whilst meanwhile hoping to achieve political 

liberalization and be able to help China take a step towards democracy. His liberal views had 

coincided with the wishes of the intellectuals and students, giving them a new hope for a better 

future.  
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Hu’s death gave students a reason to gather in large numbers. Within days of his passing the 

students transformed Hu into a martyr for political liberalization. As a way to eulogize and honour 

his life and the wishes he had had students also started pleading at the Beijing universities about 

political topics such as freedom of speech, democracy, and the fight against corruption. At first, 

students gave speeches in mourning instead of protest. But as the days passed the situation 

slowly started to escalate. 

As ordered by the party officials official media only briefly mentioned the death of Hu Yaobang 

and at first the government did not plan on giving him a state funeral. As a reaction on this 

however, university students from all over Beijing marched on Tiananmen Square, calling for the 

rehabilitation of Hu’s reputation. As a result of these protests, the government bowed under the 

pressure and decided to organise a state funeral after all.  

Meanwhile, on April 19th, the government refused to speak to a delegation of student petitioners 

who had waited at the Great Hall of the People on Tiananmen Square for three days in the hopes 

of being able to talk. This refusal would further increase the level of dissatisfaction amongst the 

students.  

The subdued memorial service for Hu Yaobang took place on April 22nd, 1989 and was greeted 

with huge marches involving tens of thousands of university students. Zhao Ziyang, General 

Secretary of the Communist Party, remained unconcerned. He believed that students would 

disperse once the funeral ceremonies had ended. Zhao was so confident that he decided to go 

on a trip to North Korea for a weeklong summit meeting. This would not be the case however. 

Students were enraged as a consequence of their petition being refused by the government and, 

seeing that their protests had not caused any major ramifications yet, they also gained the 

courage to start pushing the boundaries. They decided to continue their protests using slogans 

that were straying further and further from the approved texts. 

 April 26 Editorial   

With Zhao Ziyang out of the country and 

the protests in Beijing slowly starting to 

escalate with the amount of people 

involved growing by the day, leading 

members of the party seemed to become 

worried. In an attempt to suppress the 

movement Deng Xiaoping decided to 

Students marching towards Tiananmen 
Square on April 27th, 1989  
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denounce the demonstrations in an editorial published in the April 26th People’s Daily. He labelled 

the protests dongluan, meaning ‘turmoil’, and suggested that they were anti-party and 

contributing to the destabilization of the country. Yet, instead of squishing the students’ 

enthusiasm, the editorial has ended up further fuelling it and has consequently led to the student 

protests of today - April 27th, 1989. 

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

At this stadium, most major countries and organizations are not involving themselves in the 

Tiananmen protests yet. As stated before, many consider the protests to be an internal Chinese conflict 

and have stated that it is something in which they should not interfere.  

The only way countries are involved as of now is through their media. Large news stations such as CNN 

and BBC News for example are currently stationed in Beijing and have been reporting daily since the 

beginning of the protests. 

 

Timeline of Events 

Date Description of event 

October 1st, 1948 Mao Zedong, after having led the Communists in a civil war against the 

Nationalists for more than 20 years, proclaims the People’s Republic of China with 

the Communist Party of China (CPC) as the ruling political party. The Nationalists 

retreat to Taiwan and found a new government there.  

1966-1976 The Cultural Revolution, a socio-political movement launched by Mao Zedong in 

China, takes place with the goal of preserving the Communist ideology and 

exterminating all capitalist and socialist elements of Chinese society. 

September 9th, 1976 Mao Zedong, Chairman of the Communist Party of China, dies. 

December 1978 Deng Xiaoping starts a program of economic reforms named “Socialism with 

Chinese characteristics” in the People’s Republic of China. 

1982-1987  Hu Yaobang is the General Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist 

Party of China.  
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December 1986 –  Students demonstrate against the policy of the Chinese government.  

Mid-January 1987 

January 1987 Hu Yaobang is forced to resign as General Secretary and is replaced by party 

member Zhao Ziyang. 

April 15th, 1989 Hu Yaobang, former General Secretary of the Central Committee of the 

Communist Party of China, dies. 

April 19th, 1989 The government refuses to talk to a group of student petitioners waiting outside of 

the Great Hall of the People. 

April 22nd, 1989 The subdued memorial service of Hu Yaobang takes place in Beijing. Tens of 

thousands of university students take part in student demonstrations across the 

city.  

April 26th, 1989 Deng Xiaoping denounces the demonstrations in an editorial published in the 

People’s Daily. 

April 27th, 1989 Students in the major cities of China take part in student marches as a response to 

the April 26 Editorial.  

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

● Universal Declaration of Human Rights, December 10th 1948  

● Situation in China, January 30th 1990, (E/CN.4/1990/52) 

 

There are barely any existing documents or treaties on the subject of the Tiananmen protests that 

have derived from the UN, in any council. However, it remains imperative that the Security Council 

should respond in a non-biased and ultimately effective manner.  

 

Possible Solutions 

 Keeping in mind that the goal of the Security Council is to ease the tensions between the student 

protesters and the CPC, it would be wise to start at the roots of the problems. This means for example 

trying to find solutions for the issues that are causing the dissatisfaction amongst the students in the first 

place. As mentioned before, many students are unhappy with the inflation and the present job market. 
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The implementation of a form of economic sanctions that could control the inflation and increase the 

availability of jobs could be a possible solution to this problem. Students are also dissatisfied with the 

education their universities provide. The education system could consequently be changed in order to 

ensure that studies are more focused on the individual and students will receive personal guidance, 

hopefully then making sure that students are better prepared for the new economy of their country. 

Another reason for the frustration amongst the students is the amount of corruption and favouritism 

taking place in politics and business. Implementing laws or strict business agreements could pose as 

solutions. Fighting against corruption will not only ensure that the wishes of the students are heard, but 

that the government will also profit seeing as this could rid of the political chaos in the country and 

consequently ensure more control and order.  

One of the key ways to solve this dispute might simply lie in communication. A lack of clear 

communication between the students and the CPC over the past weeks is one of the main reasons why 

the situation has escalated this much. More transparency between the parties is in order. To establish 

this transparency, the government could offer question-and-answer session and organize meetings 

during which chosen students from the largest universities are for example allowed to express their 

concerns whilst also being able to take a peek behind the curtain of bureaucracy. Whatever the solution, 

it must be kept in mind that the ultimate goal when it comes to the topic communication should be that 

the situation will be changed in such a way that both government officials and students regain each 

others trust, are able to communicate their wishes with each other freely and hopefully return to treating 

each other with respect. As a result the feeling of neglect the students will surely be dealt with and the 

government will become aware of the stability of their ruling system.  

Finding solutions for this situation can be difficult seeing as, as stated before, the Tiananmen protests 

are considered to be an internal conflict in China. However it is most of all extremely important for all 

members of the Security Council to keep in mind during the solution-finding process that the current 

situation remains fragile, and that therefore cooperation and collaboration are the keys to finding a 

peaceful solution.  
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