
Cat Killing Mice 
G P D 

What has happened in Tiananmen Square in Beijing has nothing 
to do with socialism. How does it matter if the cat is black or 
white if it catches mice, Deng had asked. The cat has killed the 
students, but to argue that it has done so because it is red is 
patently untenable. 

" S O C I A L I S M w i l l go on developing 
through all its phases unt i l it achieves its 
extremes and its absurdities. Then there 
w i l l escape anew from the great bosom o f 
the rebellious minor i ty a cry of refusal, 
and the struggle to the death wi l l begin 
anew, as socialism, assuming the place of 
present day conservatism, is vanquished 
in its turn by the revolution to come. . . " 
So wrote Alexander Herzen many decades 
ago. This quotation from his writings 
made an appearance last year in a French 
article on 'Is Communism Reversible?' 
which the Zionist journal Commentary 
published in English translation in 
January of this year. The article was, of 
course, talking of the Soviet Union . But 
looking at what happened in China on 
June 3 and 4 and the tons of newsprint 
that have been used to describe and com
ment on i t , it would appear that Herzen 
was talking of the People's Republic of 
China! Deng Xiaoping, who was being 
applauded from Washington to Tokyo for 
abandoning socialism, suddenly became 
socialist for two days and ordered the 
tanks on to Tiananmen Square to crush 
what some people in this country have 
come to believe was the Gandhian revolt. 

Let us first get as many factual details 
straight as possible. No matter what the 
government of China or the equally 
unrealistic Hong Kong papers might say 
the number of the dead in the Tiananmen 
operation has to be between 2,000 and 
2,500 people. The government of China 
has put the figure of students dead at 23. 
It ought to be at least 2,300. Second, when 
the Tiananmen operation began on 
June 3 the crowds in the Tiananmen 
Square were already dwindling. The 
students could not have lasted there much 
longer. In the circumstances it is mind-
boggling why the extreme step of crushing 
student power in the main square of 
Beijing was taken. Deng who has shown 
a remarkable sense of real-politik over the 
years erred for the first time. A n d what 
an error! The reputation that he had earn
ed for new China in the western world was 
in ruins in just twenty-four hours. Sud-

Economic and Political Weekly June 24, 1989 

denly from the point of view of every 
western commentator not-so-socialist 
China became socialist and its rulers 
started shooting left, right and centre. One 
has to say this because what has happen
ed in the Tiananmen Square in Beijing has 
nothing to do wi th socialism. It is the cat 
catching mice situation. How does it mat
ter if the cat is black or white if it catches 
mice, Deng had asked. The cat has killed 
the students and to argue that it has done 
so because it is red is patently false. After 
all Deng had not mentioned 'red' as a col
our when he issued his oft-quoted maxim. 
Deng Xiaoping and his colleagues have of 
late been great admirers of South Korea. 
Students are beaten and killed periodically 
there. In fact soon after the carnage in 
Tiananmen, South Korean students who 
were pleading for South Korean participa
t ion in the youth festival in Nor th Korea 
were mercilessly beaten up. President Roh 
was lucky that throughout May and June 
world attention was firmly on the Chinese 
students and the Chinese government's 
treatment of them. Of course, Indian 
democrats do not mind how South 
Korean students are treated. They ap
peared especially worried about Chinese 
students. 

The confusion occurs because China is 
still taken to be a socialist state. It is more 
than doubtful if it makes any political or 
ideological sense to see China as a con
t inui ty since 1949. Deng does not, of 
course, share this view. He claims uninter
rupted continuity wi th and inheritance of 
the 1947 revolution. He has no difficulty, 
therefore, in accusing the students of 
counter-revolution. A cynic might well 
argue that it is a case of the pot calling 
the kettle black. W i t h the Indian commu
nists the Stalinist tradit ion sti l l persists. 
If they accept any state as socialist, its ex
cesses and repression are beyond discus
sion for them. Why on earth the use of 
the P L A against the Chinese people has 
to be justified does not occur to them. The 
cliches of counter-revolution when they 
emanate from collaborationists like Deng 
sound grotesque. When our communists 

repeat them the whole thing appears 
pathetic. The critics of the Indian or
thodox left on the left are no less pathetic 
themselves. People who have not condem
ned Stalin's fake trials or Pol Pot's 
massacres or, what is worse, have kept 
quiet about them are finding fault wi th 
what in the case of the orthodox left does 
seem to be no more than a conditioned 
reflex. 

Be that as it may, the students were not 
asking for heaven. For more than two 
years the students have been organising 
themselves and a r t i c u l a t i n g the i r 
demands. We had commented on the stu
dent strikes in thirteen cities of China 
more than two years ago. At that time the 
Chinese media were not as secretive and 
callous as they have become now. As the 
student strike was going on there was a 
textiles strike as well. The media had kept 
quiet about i t . The logic might well have 
been that as students, unlike the workers, 
do not constitute a class there was no 
harm in reporting what they were doing. 
Fang Lizhi , who along wi th his wife has 
taken refuge in the American embassy, 
had at that time come out openly in sup
port of the students. He lost his position 
as vice-president of the Chinese Academy 
of Sciences as also his position in the par
ty. Anyway the student crisis appeared to 
have been resolved at that time. 

Earlier this year Fang Lizhi had ad
dressed an impromptu meeting of stu
dents in the Beijing University. In his 
speech there he had argued that the or
thodox Marxist not ion of proletariat as 
the revolutionary class was outmoded and 
obsolete. According to him, the intellec
tuals constituted that class now. This 
speech was ignored by the party leader
ship at that time, It is possible that on the 
question of intellectuals and technological 
and professional manpower, Deng and his 
comrades were gradually moving away 
from the position of the Cultural Revolu-
t ion that intellectuals were "the n in th 
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sticking category" There is every reason 
to believe that the party's policies over the 
last few years have actually encouraged 
demands for changes. On A p r i l 21, 1989 
the Students' Organising Committee of 
the Beijing University submitted its seven 
demands. They were as follows: 

(1) Hu Yaobang's contribution should be 
re-evaluated and his appreciation of 
the great harmony existing between 
democracy' and freedom should be 
appreciated. 

(2) The thugs who attacked the students 
and the masses should be severely 
punished; those responsible should be 
made to present apologies and com
pensation to the victims. 

(3) Publication of the law on the press 
should be speeded up, newspapers 
writ ten by citizens should be autho
rised and freedom of the press 
guaranteed. 

(4) State leaders must make public their 
incomes and inheritance, including 
those of their family, to the people 
and to the country as a whole. An in
quiry must be held into corruption, 
wi th all the details published. 

(5) State leaders implicated in policy 
errors concerning education should 
make an official self-criticism in front 
of the whole people. The education 
budget must be substantially increas
ed, alongside teachers' wages. 

(6) The campaign against 'bourgeois 
liberalisation' should be re-evaluated, 
with total rehabilitation of the c i t i 

zens who had suffered unwarranted 
injustices. 

(7) There should be an impartial and 
truthful assessment of this democratic 
and patriotic movement. 

It should be clear from these demands 
that they were not beyond the scope of 
negotiations. That these demands were 
not clear in terms of the meaning of 
democracy does not and cannot mean that ' 
they were counter-revolutionary and that 
rifles alone could have solved the problem 
posed by the students. 

Why did the events of June 3 and 4 take 
place after all? We shall probably never 
know the exact answer. We may, however, 
indulge in some speculation. Ever since 
1978 when Deng Xiaoping became the 
supreme leader of China, he has, in fact, 
tried to restore the status of educated 
manpower. But when his own governance 
became the object of opposition, he decid
ed to use rifles to settle the problem. A 
week or so earlier, Chinese television had 
Chen Yun speaking to the people. Chen 
Yun, who has not been particularly friend
ly towards the economic liberalisation in
troduced by Deng, said in his speech that 
if the present climate (i e, the student 
demonstration in Tiananmen Square) were 
to continue, it might be necessary to go 
back to 'orthodox Marxism'. It is possible 
that Deng Xiaoping and Li Peng probably 
used Chen Yun's love for orthodoxy as a 
warning of what could happen if the 
students did not withdraw from Tiananmen 
Square. It was thus a conflict between two 
groups. One wanted immediate, percep
tible change. The other wanted slow pro
gress. To make matters worse, the students 
asked for premier Li Peng's dismissal. 
That gave the impression that the students 
were now participating in the factional 
fight wi thin the communist party. Deng 
Xiaoping might well have thought the 
situation to be comparable to that during 
the early years of the Great Proletarian 

Cultural Revolution. Deng Xiaoping has 
used the past decade to reassert the cen
tral right of the party in political and 
economic decision-making. In other 
words, for Deng Xiaoping there can be 
democracy only wi th in and through the 
party. The students did not recognise this. 
The general secretary of the Communist 
Party of China, Zhao Ziyang, also wanted 
to extend the notion of democracy. The 
students who did not recognise Deng 
Xiaoping's position on the role of the 
parly were made to suffer for their 
"misbehaviour". Zhao has lost his job 
because he took a slightly favourable view 
of what the students were asking. 

No matter how the rulers of China 
arrived at a point where they found 
themselves way behind the students, there 
was no real and acceptable reason of using 
the P L A against China's own people— 
something which has not happened in 
China's entire history. It is going to be very 
tough to get over all that has happened. 
Nevertheless, it would be useful to 
remember that this regime w i l l survive. A 
Zhao Ziyang or anyone else losing his job 
does not mean that the regime would col
lapse. Deng Xiaoping and his successor 
in the regime wi l l continue. Whether it is 
socialist in reality should be discussed. It 
is clear that over the last ten years very 
different groups have been quarrelling 
wi th one another. To support anyone of 
them would be to miss one's own way. In 
the meanwhile, it should be obvious that 
k i l l ing people is no solution to any pro
blem. Or if it is, then one must ask as Wi t 
tgenstein did: "White cancels out all 
colours—does red do this too?" Deng 
Xiaoping and all those who support h im 
would probably answer in the affirmative. 

1372 Economic and Political Weekly June 24, 1989 


