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Introduction


In the predawn hours of April 3, 1948, rebels assembled on the slopes of Mount Hallasan, a volcano that is located at the center of Jeju Island. On that highest peak in South Korea, the rebels lit fires that were meant to signal the start of armed resistance against both the occupation of South Korea by the United States and in support of the reunification of Korea, which had been divided in half since the end of the World War II. This uprising was preceded by previous incidents in which police fatally fired on protesters.1


In a letter sent to residents of the island, the rebels wrote:


Fellow citizens! Respectable parents and siblings! Today, on this day of April 3, your sons, daughters, and little brothers and sisters rose up in arms for the reunification and independence of our homeland, and for the complete liberation of the people. We must risk our lives for the opposition to the betrayal of the country and the unilateral election and government. We rose up in arms against the brutal slaughter done by American cannibals that force you into hardship and unhappiness. To vent your deep-rooted rancor we rouse up in arms. You should defend us who fight for the victory of our country and should rise up along with us, responding to the call of the country and its people.


Over the course of the next day, these rebels would launch attacks on police outposts and on other locations thought to contribute to repression on the island.


This was the beginning of the Jeju Uprising. Following failed negotiations with police, additional troops would be sent to the island to crush the rebellion. During the next several months, periodic fighting would continue between rebels on the island and Korean forces. Following an incident where members of the South Korean military sent to the island mutinied and killed many of their commanders, dictator Syngman Rhee declared martial law. As part of the military’s efforts to end the rebellion, horrific incidents including the destruction of entire villages, mass rape, and the massacre of thousands of civilians occurred. Reports of the number of dead vary significantly from a low of 15,000 to a high of 65,000. The vast majority of civilian deaths were the responsibility of South Korean security forces. Tens of thousands fled from Jeju to Japan to escape the violence. Three hundred villages and tens of thousands of houses were destroyed.


If you were a dedicated reader of The New York Times—the paper which declares on its front page that it publishes “All the News That’s Fit to Print”—during the Jeju Uprising you would know very little about the horrors that transpired on Jeju Island in 1948 and 1949. Using the Times search database, I only identified eight articles that discussed Jeju (then rendered as Cheju) for the entirety of 1948 and 1949. All of these articles were fairly short reports, appearing in the newspaper’s back pages. Many of them focused on the activities of the rebels:


Communists on Cheju Attack Villages—Demand Police Surrender, No Election


Constabulary Chief on Cheju Shot While Sleeping


Snipers Fire at U.S. Plane At Airport in South Korea


As well as alleged involvement by the Soviet Union:


Soviet Submarines Said To Help Reds in Korea


In the last article identified about Jeju, on April 1949, the Times devoted less than 50 words to publishing a United Press report about “1,193 Koreans Slain on Cheju” and the thousands more left homeless. The report makes no mention of responsibility for those dead, despite the fact that the vast majority of civilians were killed by the South Korean military. The number reported as being killed is an underestimate, at least by a factor of ten.


On the same day that last report about Jeju was published by the Times, a story appeared in the Times about the Berlin Airlift, an operation led by the United States and United Kingdom to supply West Berlin (an exclave of the United States-allied West Germany) with supplies after it had been blockaded by the Soviet-allied East Germany, which surrounded it. The period of the blockade and the airlift that followed almost perfectly matched with the period of the Jeju Uprising. During this period, there were over a hundred articles describing the blockade and the airlift that followed, many featured on the front page of the Times.


There are numerous reasons why the Berlin Airlift likely received more attention than the uprising and massacre on Jeju Island. Berlin is located in the center of Europe, while Jeju is a relatively remote island in East Asia. However, a year after the Jeju Uprising when the Chinese Communists captured Hainan, another remote island in East Asia, from the Chinese Nationalists, the Times published dozens of articles about the operation, suggesting that remoteness does not make significant reporting impossible.


Berlin was also seen as the frontline of the Cold War, while in the years before the Korean War, the Korean Peninsula was often treated as a periphery issue. However, during the period of the Jeju Uprising, the Times published hundreds of stories about Korea, many of which focused on infiltration of communists from the north into the south. Furthermore, the United States was already heavily invested in Korea, having occupied the southern half of the peninsula since the end of World War II. At the time of the uprising, there were thousands of US troops in Korea. Indeed, a report from the South Korean government published decades after the uprising found that the United States shared responsibility for the military operations on Jeju Island.2


The role that disregard for non-Europeans might play in the dearth of coverage should also be considered. Jeju Islanders, unlike Berliners, were East Asians and, therefore, potentially less sympathetic in the minds of some readers of the Times. To compare Jeju Island to another contemporaneous issue in Europe, the final operation of the Greek Civil War, which occurred a few months after the conclusion of the Jeju Uprising, received more coverage in one month than the Jeju Uprising received in a whole year. The fact that the Greek Civil War involved Europeans may have been a factor in this higher level of coverage.


There is another possible cause for the general lack of coverage of the Jeju Uprising: geopolitics. Berliners were a sympathetic population who were being oppressed by the new official enemy of the United States—the Soviet Union. In contrast, the people of Jeju Island were the victims of a regime that had been put into place and supported by the United States with the goal of preventing the spread of Soviet-aligned communism.


Stated another way, the people of Berlin were worthy victims and the people of Jeju Island were unworthy victims.


This formulation of Worthy and Unworthy victims was first developed by Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky in their seminal book Manufacturing Consent. As they wrote:


Our prediction is that the victims of enemy states will be found “worthy” and will be subject to more intense and indignant coverage than those victimized by the United States or its clients, who are implicitly “unworthy.” Put another way, the media will be more likely to portray the victims of actions of official-state enemies in unfavorable terms, while portraying the victims of allies in more favorable terms.


In the book Herman and Chomsky go on to show how crimes committed in client states of the Soviet Union received far more attention than crimes in client states of the United States. For example, the murder of Catholic Polish priest Jerzy Popieluszko “not only received far more coverage than Archbishop Oscar Romero, murdered in the U.S. client-state El Salvador in 1980; he was given more coverage than the aggregate of one hundred religious victims killed in U.S. client states, although eight of those victims were U.S. citizens.”3 Herman and Chomsky’s book has been influential in how the US media and Western media are viewed more broadly, with writers like Robert McChesney, John Nicholas, and Alan MacLeod expanding on the work.


This formulation of “Worthy and Unworthy victims” is part of Herman and Chomsky’s larger Propaganda Model, which postulates that “the media serve, and propagandize on behalf of, the powerful societal interests that control and finance them. The representatives of these interests have important agendas and principles that they want to advance, and they are well positioned to shape and constrain media policy. This is normally not accomplished by crude intervention, but by the selection of right-thinking personnel and by the editors’ and working journalists’ internalization of priorities and definitions of newsworthiness that conform to the institution’s policy.”4


Herman and Chomsky’s argument is compelling and provocative because it argues that despite the fact that media in the United States is not state-run and press freedom is generally protected in the country, the media still serves a similar purpose as it did in the Soviet Union and other countries where media is predominately state-run and where journalists do not have the same press freedom protections.


To explain their Propaganda Model, Herman and Chomsky proposed that there are five filters that tend to restrict media coverage in Western countries, particularly the United States. These filters are:


Ownership: Media companies are mostly large corporations with the fundamental imperative to make a profit. These companies are disincentivized from covering topics that may threaten their profit.


Advertising: In a similar way, almost all media companies are dependent on advertising for their revenue. Therefore, media companies are also disincentivized from covering topics that may lose them advertisers.


Sourcing: Media outlets frequently use official, government sources for their information. These sources will tend to reflect the biases of the government.


Flak: Individuals who provide dissenting viewpoints will often face concerted campaigns to discredit them. These campaigns will make journalists less likely to decide to cover stories that may result in such flak, including those that may portray allies of the United States in a negative light.


Anti-Communism/Fear: Reporting will often play into the fears of official enemies (Communists during the Cold War, Islamic Terrorism during the War on Terror, etc.). Playing into these fears will often mean that official state enemies will receive more coverage.


Together, these filters create a situation where even in a country, like the United States, with relatively few state controls on the media, reporting will tend to reflect the official standpoint of the government.


This tendency for reporting to reflect the standard positions of the government is seen most powerfully in foreign affairs. Unlike domestic issues, where there is at least some daylight between the two major parties, with respect to foreign policy there is much less difference in foreign affairs. While the language used and the particular issues emphasized will often be different, the fundamental positions of both Democrats and Republicans do not tend to differ substantially. For example, if you compare each party’s platforms5,6 before the 2016 election (in 2020 the Republicans did not adopt a new platform, not allowing for a direct comparison) with respect to Venezuela, Iran, Israel, China, and Russia, you generally see only minor differences. This book will try to make the argument that this same general uniformity in political perspectives about foreign affairs is reflected in media coverage in the United States.


Methods of the Book


In the pages that follow, I present case studies in how media coverage in the United States differs according to whether the country is a geopolitical ally of the United States or not. While designing these cases studies, I endeavored to carefully select comparable cases. Of course, the world is not a controlled experiment in a laboratory. So there will be differences in the cases that are chosen. In each case, I discuss these differences and their likely contribution to different coverage.


The comparisons have both a quantitative and qualitative component. For all of the events considered, I will first compare the amount of coverage received, meaning the number of pieces (reporting, opinions, videos, etc.) published. The qualitative component will focus on the nature of that coverage such as the framing of the stories and the sources for the stories. Based on Herman and Chomsky’s model, it would be predicted that more coverage would be given to events occurring in state enemies compared to similar events in countries that are not state enemies or are allies and that the coverage of state enemies will be more negative and, as Herman and Chomsky write, “more intense and indignant.”


While the quantitative component is an objective fact with the numeric comparison only being limited by the fact that I may not capture all of the relevant pieces in my review, the qualitative component is subjective. I will try to make my argument about the qualitative nature of the coverage as clear as possible with direct references and quotes from the pieces. However, I encourage all readers to review at least some of the coverage on their own and see if their assessment is similar to mine.


My analysis focuses specifically on reporting from The New York Times. I have chosen to focus on the Times for several reasons. First, the Times is frequently considered the “newspaper of record” in the United States. Meaning that its accounts of events will be an important part of documentary history of those events. Second, despite cutbacks that have occurred in foreign reporting in the newspaper industry, the Times still has substantial reporters stationed overseas and therefore would be expected to provide more coverage of stories in other countries compared to other outlets regardless of whether the events fall into the worthy or unworthy categories. Third, despite the fact that traditional media outlets have seemingly declined in their importance, Times reporting is still an important part of the national conversation about current events. The website of the Times is the most visited news website.7 It is also among the most engaged with news sites on social media, such as Facebook.8 Finally, the Times is often portrayed as a liberal (or even left-wing) media outlet. In such outlets you would expect criticism of US foreign policy and skepticism about criticism of US state enemies to be higher. Therefore, using the Times coverage as opposed to an outlet that is perceived as more right leaning (such as The Wall Street Journal) would mean that you would expect the Times to be more critical of US allies and therefore their coverage would be less likely to conform to the worthy/unworthy hypothesis or, at least, not conform to the hypothesis as much other outlets.


However, focus on a single newspaper does have limitations. Media engagement is higher for other non-newspaper media outlets (such as CNN and Fox News), so the Times is not the most important driver of news conversations. In the appendix, I provide a summary of the coverage in quantitative terms given by other notable news organizations to the events discussed in this book.


I do not presume to know what the correct amount of media coverage is. I am not a journalist. I have never worked for a media company. I am a news consumer. There are a lot of factors that will impact coverage given to an individual topic. However, when coverage is different between two similar stories, it is important to investigate why there is that difference. In a similar way, I do not seek to argue that any story should have received less coverage. Even if the media does tend to focus on the crimes of official state enemies more than those of allies, that does not mean that the crimes of enemies should not receive coverage or are not important. While I will argue that often the coverage of crimes of state enemies tends to be used for harmful purposes that does not mean that the stories should be ignored. Instead it means that we should critically examine how the stories are being used. Encouraging such critical thinking about medica coverage is one of the goals of this book.


I also do not intend to suggest that the media is lying or covering stories up. Journalism, especially foreign affairs journalism, is hard work. I respect the reporters doing this work. Although in some instances I will critique aspects of reporting of certain stories, I do not intend this as a blanket attack on the reporting itself.


It may be tempting to view the Herman and Chomsky Propaganda Model and the formulation of Worthy and Unworthy victims as an anachronism. When Herman and Chomsky were writing in the 1980s the media landscape was very different. The Internet was still unheard of by most people. There was no cable news. No social media existed. However, even in this modern age of Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter, much of what is shared on these platforms is still traditional reporting and therefore the perspectives offered in these other media outlets will be impacted by the traditional reporting.


For better or worse, our views about the world, even those among us who try to think as independently as possible, are at least partially products of the media that we consume. This impact will be especially seen in foreign policy because most of us will not have intimate personal experiences with the countries covered. This effect of media on public sentiments has consequences. Public favorability of foreign countries in the United States will often track with coverage given to particular stories.9 These shifts in public opinion can then make it easier for politicians to push for actions against these countries be it increased military spending, embargos, or war. In a similar way, when the crimes of allies receive less attention, it can make it less likely for the United States to stop supporting those crimes. By critically examining this coverage, hopefully we can begin to understand how this coverage is used for political purposes.









Chapter 1


Worthy and Unworthy Memories


Even among the long list of atrocities in the twentieth century, the near total destruction of the Jewish people of Europe during World War II stands out for its brutality. The Nazi Holocaust has become a yardstick against which other atrocities are often compared. It is a reminder of the capabilities of humans for evil and for others to ignore that evil. It is, fortunately, something that is taught throughout schools in the United States. Thousands of books have been written about it. It has been the topic of Oscar winning films.


For many, it would be hard to believe that this was not always the case. While the horrors of the Nazis’ actions during the war were rumored and the true scale of those atrocities became clear as Soviet, American, and other Allied troops liberated the camps, discussion of the Holocaust was not always the most welcome topic in the years after the war ended. In his memoir, Raul Hilberg, the author of one of the earliest comprehensive histories of the Holocaust, The Destruction of the European Jews, describes the prevailing view of the Holocaust when he began his research in the 1950s:


on the whole I was engaged in a lone endeavor. In the prevailing atmosphere, which drew attention of American Jews to Israel and the Arabs, and which directed thinking of Americans as a whole to the cold war with the Soviet Union, my subject was relegated to the past. This was the time when those—like survivors—who were plagued by memories, were told to forget what had happened, and when the Nuremberg trials were conducted not so much to understand Germany’s history as to conclude unfinished business in order that Germany might be reconstituted with a clean slate in the North Atlantic community of nations confronted with the threat of communism. Under these circumstances I was reluctant to mention my preoccupation in conversations with strangers.1


If the memory of an atrocity as destructive as the Holocaust can be ignored for political reasons, it is not hard to imagine that memories of more recent events can be ignored in much the same way and how past events that occurred in geopolitical enemies may be emphasized. In this chapter, we will examine how the Times has focused on the memory of one particular tragedy—the Tiananmen Square Protests and crackdown in Beijing in 1989—and has mostly ignored the memories of other comparable tragedies—the Gwangju Uprising in South Korea in 1980, the Caracazo protest and crackdown in Venezuela in 1989, and the Gujarat riots in India in 2002. In particular, I will focus on discussing how these events were covered on their anniversaries one, two, five, ten, 20, and 30 years after the events occurred. The hypothesis of this chapter is that the events in Tiananmen Square—a “worthy memory”—will receive more coverage compared to these other events—“unworthy memories.” To cast as wide of a net as possible, an anniversary is defined broadly to include a two month period, with the anniversary of the events themselves falling roughly in the middle.


Background


Tiananmen Square, 1989


There was a very long lead-up to the protests in Tiananmen Square. They were launched after the April 15th death of former Communist Party General Secretary Hu Yaobang, who was seen by many in China as a reformer who had been wrongfully forced out of his position by party leadership, including Paramount Leader Deng Xiaoping. The commemoration of Hu quickly grew and eventually morphed into a call for greater liberalization of the country. Motivated by discontent, especially as it related to inflation brought about by recent market reforms and party corruption, the protests grew. Protesters felt spurned by the Chinese Premier Li Peng’s refusal to meet with them and an editorial in the April 26th edition of the People’s Daily, which labelled the protests as being antigovernment. The protests became more serious as a number of students began hunger strikes. The situation was exacerbated by a visit from then General Secretary of the Soviet Union’s Communist Party Mikhail Gorbachev as part of a thawing in Sino-Soviet relations following the decades’ long split between the two communist powers. The protests were so severe that Gorbachev could not be welcomed in Tiananmen Square as planned. Many members of the international press came to cover the meeting, but soon turned their attention to the ongoing protests in the Chinese capital.


While the representatives from the central government did meet with protests and provided food and other support to try to soften relations, the protests grew as they gained support from students from other parts of the country, some labor unions, and many citizens in the capital. Seeing dim prospects for a resolution to the protests, the Chinese government declared martial law on May 20th, with People’s Liberation Army (PLA) troops, most of whom were unarmed, entering the city. After orders were given to clear the protesters from Beijing, the troops began to clash with protesters. Eventually live ammunition was used. The estimated number of fatalities, the vast majority of which were protesters, has varied but is generally believed to be between the low hundreds and low thousands. Contrary to popular perception, there were few to no deaths in Tiananmen Square itself with most deaths occurring in surrounding areas of the city. Following a negotiation between the PLA troops, any weapons held by protesters in the square were surrendered and most left the square.


Gwangju, 1980


Although it has sometimes been referred to as “Korea’s Tiananmen Square,” the protest and subsequent deadly crackdown that occurred in Gwangju in southwest South Korea occurred nearly a decade before. The protests that preceded the Gwangju uprising started following the 1979 assassination of South Korean dictator Park Chung-Hee who had been ruling the country for the previous 18 years. These protests extended across the whole country, but they were particularly fierce in the South Jeolla Province where Gwangju is located.


In late May the protests began to grow in size. South Korean soldiers were sent to Gwangju to end the uprising. These soldiers have been accused of starting the violence when they beat and possibly bayonetted protesters. The use of live fire began on May 20th, when some protesters were shot near Gwangju station. Protesters began to fight back more forcefully against soldiers. Some protesters were able to secure arms for their resistance. The city was then blockaded. Several committees were established to negotiate with the military for an end to the fighting. These committees unsuccessfully tried to encourage the protesters to disarm. After these negotiations failed, the military fully retook the city on May 27th.


As with the events in Beijing, estimates for the number that were killed during the protests and crackdown vary. The government at the time estimated that fewer than 200 civilians were killed. Other estimates have suggested that the full death toll was between 1000 and 2000. Twenty-two soldiers were killed, many by friendly fire.


Caracazo, 1989


The Caracazo protests and crackdown occurred between February and March 1989, a few months before the event in Beijing the same year. The name for the protest itself is meant to reflect the fact the events took place in the Venezuelan capital of Caracas. The protests were sparked by the policies of then President Carlos Andrés Pérez, from the center-left Democratic Action party. During his first term, Pérez had a reputation for maintaining social spending, despite falling oil prices, Venezuela’s main source of revenue, in the late 1980s. He was reelected in 1988 on the promise of maintaining these policies.


However, after this election Pérez launched a period of economic liberalization of the Venezuelan economy based on recommendations from the International Monetary Fund. These reforms followed a standard neoliberal line and included privatization of state enterprises and tax reform. One of the most controversial policies was the reduction in fuel subsidies leading to increases in the cost of transportation, including public transportation.


Protests about these policies quickly spread around Venezuela, but were particularly intense in the capital of Caracas and surrounding cities and towns. In many cases, these protests led to rioting in which businesses were destroyed. A state of emergency was soon declared and the military began acting to suppress the protest. In some cases, protesters fired on soldiers. Officially it was declared that 276 had died during the crackdown, but it has been estimated that the true number killed may be as high as 2000.


Gujarat, 2002


The most recent event considered in this chapter is the Gujarat riots of 2002. The Gujarat riots were sparked by a burning of a train carrying Hindu pilgrims returning from Ayodhya, an important pilgrimage site in India. In response to the train burning, which was blamed on Muslims, weeks of targeted violence started throughout the province of Gujarat, especially in the capital city of Ahmedabad. This violence included violent attacks, rapes, and house burnings. Future Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi of the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), who was then Chief Minister of Gujarat, faced accusations of facilitating the violence both through instructing police not to intervene and through providing the addresses of Muslim residences. There were also cases of Muslims killing Hindus. Official numbers have reported hundreds killed during the riots, most of whom were Muslims. Other sources estimate that over 2000 may have been killed during the riots. Multiple sources have referred to the riots as an example of state ethnic cleansings.


The Numbers
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Figure 1. Coverage of the anniversaries of selected historical events by anniversary number (first, second, fifth, tenth, twentieth, and thirtieth)





Figure 1 shows the coverage of the four events discussed in this chapter on the first, second, fifth, tenth, twentieth, and thirtieth anniversaries of their occurrence. The anniversary of Tiananmen Square almost universally gets more coverage than other events. When making comparisons based on the number of years since the event occurred, there is only one exception to this pattern: Gwangju had two more articles that discussed the protests and crackdown on the fifth anniversary compared to the fifth anniversary of Tiananmen. Additionally, Gujarat had the same number of articles on its first anniversary as Tiananmen and only one fewer article on its fifth anniversary. It should be noted that in the case of the Gwangju articles, I included articles that made any reference to the events. In most cases, the articles were about other issues and made brief references to the protests and crackdown.


In all cases, except for Tiananmen, coverage declined after the fifth anniversary of the event. In contrast, coverage of Tiananmen’s anniversary increased, doubling between the tenth and twentieth anniversaries, and remained higher than the first from the tenth to thirtieth. In the case of Caracazo there was no mention on the twentieth and thirtieth anniversaries. Gwangju was not mentioned at all on its twentieth anniversary and mentioned only once on its thirtieth anniversary.


Based purely on the numbers, it is clear that the memory of Tiananmen, especially in more recent years, has been emphasized by the Times. In the next sections, we will discuss the specific differences in this coverage and factors that might account for more attention being given to Tiananmen.


The Coverage


Tiananmen Square, 1989
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Figure 2. Any mention of “Tiananmen” in The New York Times between May 1st and June 30th, 1990 and 2021





Figure 2 shows any mention of the word Tiananmen between May 1st and June 30th by year between 1990 and 2021. These results do not filter out references to Tiananmen that were not related to the event of 1989, but are rather presented to give an overall impression of the rhythm of coverage. As can be seen, references to Tiananmen have not reduced much as the events of 1989 have left the realm of current events and entered the realm of history as happened with the other events covered in this chapter, but there is a rhythm to this coverage. While coverage did decline through the 1990s, it spiked in 1998, which was then followed by spikes on the twentieth (2009), twenty-fifth (2014), and thirtieth (2019) anniversaries.


On the first anniversary of the 1989 protests in 1990, there were seven pieces published discussing them. An opinion article appearing in early May castigated the George H.W. Bush administration perceived unwillingness to challenge the government in Beijing. Despite setbacks following the events in Tiananmen Square, this was still the period of “opening up” where US administrations were enticed with the potential of the Chinese market.2 This follows a pattern in that the volume of coverage (if not necessarily their tone) would increase as China evolved from a potential economic partner to a competitor in the minds of politicians over the next thirty years. Another piece connected the liberal democracy movement in China to similar movements that had succeeded in Hungary and other Soviet-aligned republics in the months following the events in Tiananmen.3


The first piece of reporting from Nicholas Kristof who was in Beijing during the protests and crackdown, published on the exact date of the anniversary of the crackdown (June 3rd), focused on the identity of the infamous “Tank Man” who is shown in a well-known picture standing in front of a line of tanks exiting Tiananmen Square on June 5th. In the article, Kristof casts doubt on some of the higher estimates of the numbers killed. For example, about the claim of 2700 dead Kristof writes:


The problem with these higher estimates is that they are difficult to reconcile with specific figures from hospitals, obtained from doctors who in many cases were appalled by the killings and had no reason to cover up the scale of what happened. Over the last 12 months, various doctors, in disclosures not authorized by the authorities, provided figures for 11 hospitals, including most hospitals in the area where the worst killing took place. Those figures suggest a lower total of perhaps 400 to 800 people killed, with perhaps 5,000 injured.4


Subsequent reports focused on commemorations of the events in Hong Kong,5 a late night/early morning protest in Beijing,6 and statements about human rights in China from officials in the US, including President Bush.7


Coverage reached its lowest level on the second anniversary of the Tiananmen Crackdown in 1991. The first piece published that year was a long article by Kristof describing the escape of a protester Liu Xiang from Beijing to Hong Kong and then New York after being imprisoned for his role in the protests.8 Two other articles detailed Beijing students spreading leaflets to encourage commemoration of the protests and small scale protests on the actual anniversary date.9,10 Echoing themes from the previous year, a letter to the editor criticized President Bush for not being critical enough of the Chinese government.11


On the fifth anniversary of the protests in 1994, the first two articles published in May discussed the release of dissident Chen Ziming, a participant in the 1989 protests, on medical parole.12 This move and a similar move to allow another dissident Yu Haocheng a passport to leave the country was portrayed in light of the Chinese government’s effort to improve financial ties with the United States:


Even if releasing Wang Juntao and Chen Ziming involves a great risk for the Chinese government, today’s action shows that the Chinese Government is willing to take this risk in order to win renewal of its low tariff privileges in the American market.13


Another article dealt with the efforts of the wife of Bao Tong to get him released from prison. Bao was a close associate of former General Secretary of the Communist Party Zhao Ziyang, who lost his position and spent the rest of his life under house arrest due the perception that he had acted too sympathetically to the protest movement.14 Bao would only be released in the late nineties. A similar article detailed efforts of student protesters to reverse the labelling of the 1989 protests as “riot and counter-revolutionary rebellion.” Reflecting the sentiment at the time that perspective about the protests may have been changing, the article quotes then Paramount Leader Jiang Zemin as saying that the protests were “a bad thing that has been turned into a good thing … As a result, our reform and opening-up program has forged ahead with steadier, better and even quicker steps, and our advantages have been brought into fuller play.”15


Much like during the Bush administration, articles were written criticizing President Clinton as being too subservient to the Chinese government and ignoring human rights in the country.16 Another article detailed the unveiling of a replica of the “Goddess of Democracy” statue, a famous symbol of the protests, in San Francisco. The article quotes Nancy Pelosi, a then seven year congressperson and a consistent critic of China, as saying:


The world witnessed the brutal suppression of individual freedom and liberty in Tiananmen Square. The brave men and women who demonstrated did so in the spirit of our forefathers. They quoted Thomas Jefferson, and built a Goddess of Democracy fashioned after our own Statue of Liberty.17


In the final coverage in 1994, an article described the Chinese government’s efforts to prevent commemoration of the events of 1989. The article reflects a seeming sentiment of the time that memories of the events and their political relevance were seeming to fade:


Gladdened by President Clinton’s decision last week to stop linking China’s human rights performance to its $30 billion in exports to America, Communist Party leaders are hoping to pass the anniversary weekend without incident.


Today the national flags of China and Cambodia lined the Avenue of Eternal Peace, which crosses Tiananmen Square, in honor of a state visit by King Norodom Sihanouk of Cambodia. In a gesture underlining China’s goal to convey a determined normalcy, President Jiang Zemin ceremoniously greeted the King on the square on Friday.18


Coverage increased on the tenth anniversary of the protests in 1999. The first article from June 1, 1999 focused on the efforts of activists in China and outside of the country to have Chinese leaders, particularly former Premier Li Peng, held responsible for what happened in June 1989.19 On June 3, the Times published an opinion article by Jonathan Mirsky describing his firsthand experience of the violence during the protests.20 The Times also reported on more openness to discussing the events of 1989 in Chinese official state organs, reporting on an editorial that was published the People’s Daily that declared that the government’s actions in 1989 ensured “national independence, dignity, security and stability and insured the sustained, healthy development of economic reforms and opening to the outside world.” The article also detailed state efforts to prevent wide discussion of Tiananmen Square.21 The Times also produced teaching material about the protests as part of an effort titled “The Learning Network.” The module—“Riot, Revolution and Reform”—includes reading and sample questions about the protests for students from grades 6 to 12.22


Coverage from 1999 also discussed how memories from 1989 seemed to be fading including the general lack of commemoration in Beijing and other parts of China, lack of public discussion of the events, and reflections from exiled protest leaders and dissidents.23,24,25,26 The reporting also reflected the seeming recession of the events of 1989 from an important political question to a historical one. One article covered the perennial question of exactly how many people died in June 1989.27 The Times also reported about how large-scale protests persisted in Hong Kong, which came under Chinese control in 1997.28


In some of this reporting the prospect that China was changing not only economically but also politically was described:


The taboo regarding June 4 sits uncomfortably in a country whose opinionated citizens now debate environmental pollution, corruption and foreign trade. China today is richer, less ideological and more pluralistic, and it offers many more opportunities to its citizens.


Some suggested that the tendency to move on may not be entirely bad: “I think that June 4 is an event that should be left to history to judge,” said a 34-year-old man who uses the English name Andy. “There are disagreements here that will be unresolved for 10 or 20 years. And until then we should do what we can do in the present circumstances and not provoke a crisis.”29 During Bill Clinton’s commemoration of the tenth anniversary he was quoted as arguing that expanded trade with China would be a “force for change.”30


However, some pieces lamented the fact that politicians seemed more interested in securing further business ties with China rather than challenging their human rights record. One article in particular seemed to regret that politicians were not more bellicose in their rhetoric: “Senator John McCain, a Republican candidate for President, wants troops used to achieve military victory against Serbia, but does not seem interested in even partial political victory in China—no bombs, no troops needed, just democratic conviction.”31 This article appeared less than one month after US bombs had killed three Chinese journalists in Belgrade, Serbia during NATO’s fierce bombing campaign in Yugoslavia.


The 20th anniversary in 2009 corresponded to the year with the most coverage (figures 1 and 2). As with previous years, much of this coverage focused on reporting about the experience of players in the events of 1989 including the arrest of a former student protest leader, Zhou Yongjun, who was accused of entering China on a false travel document32 and the publication of excerpts from former Premier Zhao Ziyang’s memoir where he discussed the events of 1989.33,34,35 The coverage of Zhou’s arrest was notable for revealing how the number of imprisoned Tiananmen protesters had dwindled in recent years:


The [Dui Hua] foundation … said it believed that about 30 people remained in jail, down from the 50 to 60 prisoners it had previously reported. The group lowered its estimate after Chinese officials notified it of the early release of several former protesters, and other researchers documented the status of 104 demonstrators who had been jailed in Beijing No. 2 Prison after the June 4 crackdown. All but six of those prisoners have been released.36


As with past anniversaries, the Times covered the fading of memories of the protests. One particularly well-reported article focused on students and faculty at Peking University. The article summarized the sentiments at the university in this way:


disinclined to protest, but also lacking the economic grievances that helped ignite protests in 1989; proud of China’s achievements and flocking to the Communist Party, but seldom driven by ideology.37


On May 30th, this theme of fading memories was made explicitly with the publication of four reminiscences from people about the events of 1989. These articles are complemented with four consecutive images of the famous Tank Man photo slowly fading away.38,39,40,41 Later an over 2500 word report would discuss the history of the photo.42


Closer to the actual date of the crackdown, coverage was given to discussion of the events of 1989 in the Chinese government-funded, English language paper Global Times,43 protests held in Hong Kong44,45 and India,46 and censorship efforts by the Chinese government,47 including blocking access to the then new Twitter.48 A video was posted showing the actual security measures in the square.49


There were many reminiscences of the events published including from a solider who reported that he was in the square and later became an artist,50 a photographer,51 and a man who left China before Mao became leader and watched the protests on TV.52 Contemporary Chinese dissidents also reflected on the current political situation in the country.53 One reflection about the legacy of the 1989 protests where the writer lamented the fact that he “can no longer watch funny video clips on YouTube” because of the site being blocked included a surprising optimistic conclusion:


So I part company with romantics who say Tiananmen was a noble failure. China may be decades from Westminster-style democracy, and the Communist Party would sooner jump off the top of the new Shanghai World Financial Center (world’s tallest building, by some measures) than give up its monopoly on power. But you need only observe the absurd lengths to which official China is going to un-celebrate this anniversary—and suppress all mention of its genesis—to grasp the real verdict of history: The pro-democracy demonstrators may have lost the battle of June 4, but they have won the war for China’s future.54


Such sentiments likely reflect the odd period of 2009 when Chinese-US relations were generally good, especially in light of China’s role in easing the financial impact of the then ongoing recession. Such sentiment was further reflected in a statement issued by then Secretary of State Hillary Clinton published by the Times in an article about unsuccessful efforts by protest leader Wu’er Kaixi to turn himself in. The statement, while calling on the Chinese government to “examine openly the darker events of its past and provide a public accounting of those killed, detained or missing, both to learn and to heal,” also acknowledged, “a China that has made enormous progress economically, and that is emerging to take its rightful place in global leadership.”55 Such statements from US government officials are hard to imagine now.


Similarly, Kristof, who provides another reminiscence about the protests, noted before discussing challenges in the country:


many of those rickshaw drivers and bus drivers and others in 1989 were demanding not precisely a parliamentary democracy, but a better life and they got it. The Communist Party has done an extraordinarily good job of managing China’s economy and of elevating economically the same people it oppresses politically. Living standards have soared, and people in Beijing may not have the vote, but they do have an infant mortality rate that is 27 percent lower than New York City’s.56


Much had changed by the 30th anniversary in 2019. In the ten years since 2009, relations between the United States and China had worsened. These difficult relations were reflected in the Times coverage. Among the remembrances published in 2019 were a recounting of the events of 1989 by a former People’s Liberation Army Lieutenant Jiang Lin,57 writer Paul Theroux,58 new photos of the protests,59,60 a report from a United States student who was studying in Chengdu during the protests,61 and another piece from Kristof.62 In an opinion piece from a former imprisoned, now exiled student leader Wang Dan, he described how he had left the square shortly before soldiers arrived after his “proposal to retreat from the square had been overruled by other student leaders,” and also discussed the contemporary relevance of the protests:


In a perverse way, President Trump’s tough stance against Beijing, despite its unpredictability, is proving effective. Through this trade war, I hope Washington will show the Chinese leadership that the West will not tolerate the use of technology for spying and controlling ordinary citizens.63


In another article describing the release of new alleged documents of government discussions during the protests, suddenly China had not changed much from the China of 1989:


The newly published documents lay bare how after the massacre, party leaders quickly set about reinforcing a worldview that casts the party and China as menaced by malign and secretive forces. It is an outlook that continues to shape Chinese politics under Xi Jinping, the party leader facing off with President Trump in a trade war … Since coming to power in 2012, Mr. Xi has redoubled demands for obedience to himself as the top leader, and entrenched his power in 2018 by abolishing a term limit on the presidency, meaning that he can hold power indefinitely.64


A report was published detailing the publication of documents relevant to 1989. The publisher of the documents, Bao Pu, the son of Zhao Ziyang associate, Bao Tong, conformed with the tenor of much of the coverage in 2019.65 The report described the fear of the publisher about the possibility of being extradited to China following the passage of an extradition law in Hong Kong.


While Tiananmen was mentioned in many instances in the Times in June of 2019 (figure 2), especially post June 4th much of this coverage is not described here, because it was primarily focused on the 2019 Hong Kong Protests (see Chapter 2).


Conclusion


Coverage of the anniversary of the Tiananmen Square Protests continues to be extensive. Even twenty and thirty years after they occurred, the Times was publishing editorials about the events. In 2019, the coverage was so extensive that the Times published a guide to this coverage.66 Over the six anniversaries covered in this chapter, the Times published at least 19 opinion pieces and editorials, in addition to many letters from readers. While coverage was the highest during the 2009 anniversary, it has remained persistently high.


Gwangju, 1980
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Figure 3. Any mention of “Gwangju” or “Kwangju” in The New York Times between May 1st and June 30th, 1981 to 2011





As shown in figure 1, there were three pieces about Gwangju during the first anniversary of the protest and crackdown and two during the second. The highest amount of coverage for the anniversaries considered here was on the fifth anniversary in 1985 when there were ten pieces. In subsequent years the numbers were much lower, with no mentions identified during the 20th in 2000. As shown in figure 3, any mention of Gwangju (whether related to the protest and crackdown or not) followed a similar trend with very few references after the early 1990s. The spike in 2002 is driven by the World Cup that year, which featured matches played in Gwangju.


Among the three pieces published on the first anniversary of the Gwangju protests and crackdown, the first was a three paragraph report about 30 Roman Catholic priests who had gone on a hunger strike to protest the imprisonment of Koreans who had been jailed for their involvement in the events of the previous year. Notably, the article refers only to “last year’s violent Kwangju uprising” keeping it ambiguous who was responsible for the most violence—the protesters or the government.67 A similarly short three paragraph article described protests commemorating the anniversary of the event in which several protesters were arrested.68


The second article focused on President Chun Doo-hwan who came to power amidst the protests that led to the events in Gwangju. The article frames its discussion of Chun around the stability that had followed the events of the previous year. The article quotes an unnamed diplomat who is satisfied with this stability and is only concerned about the economy:


“The only sector they have to worry about now is the economy,” a Western diplomat said, adding that political opponents, religious dissidents and student militants, “are having trouble getting people to do much.” They would “need a Kent State-type situation” in order to stimulate activity, he said, referring to the 1970 incident in which Ohio National Guardsmen killed four persons at an antiwar protest at Kent State University. “Several Days of Riots.”69


On the second anniversary of the protest and crackdown there were two articles that referenced the events. Both of these references were only tangential. The first described the views of a South Korean dissident—Kim Young-sam—who predicted that the regime of President Chun would soon fall and listed an investigation into the crackdown in Gwangju as a precondition for a transition to democracy.70 The second article discussed the trial of several South Koreans in the city of Busan who were accused of burning down a United States cultural center. Part of their justification for the arson was to protest the silence of the United States “during the Kwangju uprising when Chun used brute force to solidify his power.”71


The fifth anniversary had the most coverage of all of the years analyzed in this chapter with a total of ten articles, equal to all of the other years combined. Two of the pieces were letters to the editor commenting on President Chun’s recent announcement that he would relinquish power in 1988, three years later. Both articles list the government’s crackdown in Gwangju as evidence of the repression of the current Korean government, but the protests are not the focus of the letters.72,73


The rest of the discussion of Kwangju in 1985 dealt with a student protest to commemorate the protests. This coverage included initial reporting about a student led demonstration throughout the country, which involved clashes with police and vandalism.74,75 Later the protest evolved into the occupation of a US government office building in Seoul.76 The students were motivated by a demand that “the United States apologizes for what they view as American complicity in the suppression of the May 1980 Kwangju uprising” claiming that “the United States commanding officer of the American armed forces, who also serves as operational commander of the South Korean armed forces, authorized South Korean troops to move against demonstrators,” a claim which was rejected by a US representative in South Korea.77 The students later left the office and were arrested along with other students protesting in solidarity with them.78,79,80,81


Discussion of Gwangju on the tenth anniversary of the protest and crackdown also focused on protests in the country. These protests included calls for “the ouster of President Roh Tae-woo, a general who helped Chun Doo-hwan, the former President, establish a military rule in 1980.” One protester was quoted as saying, “America is all behind this and they’re still trying to colonize us.”82 Protests in Gwangju that year escalated to the point that there were 10,000 South Koreans in the street, who the Times characterized as having “rampaged” in the city. The protests escalated to the point that police fired warning shots at the crowd.83 Commentary about the protests that year focused on the “Communist-enforced division” of the country and uneven development experienced in South Korea, with South Cholla province, the location of Gwangju, not developing as rapidly as other parts of the country as reasons for the protests.84 The final article dealing with Gwangju that year discussed another attack on a symbol of US presence, this time a “newly reopened American Cultural Center” at which “[r]adical students threw hundreds of homemade firebombs.”85


No coverage was identified on the twentieth anniversary of the protests. On the thirtieth anniversary in 2010, one opinion piece titled “South Korea’s Collective Shrug” was published. The piece, which primarily focused on the changing nature of South Korean’s relationship with the North, had one paragraph that briefly referenced commemoration of the events of 1980:


Sympathy for Pyongyang is especially widespread in the peninsula’s chronically disgruntled southwest, and not just because this farming region profits whenever food aid is sent to the North. Gwangju, the largest city in the region, just commemorated the 30th anniversary of a brutal government massacre of civilian demonstrators, many of whom were defamed in the official news media of the time as North Korean agents.86


Conclusion


The Gwangju protests and crackdown received the most coverage during their first five anniversaries. Coverage was limited in later periods. Most of this coverage, especially in the later years, was not focused on the events in Gwangju, but rather mentioned them in the context of other stories from the Korean Peninsula.


Caracazo, 1989
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Figure 4. Any mention of “Venezuela,” “Riots” and “1990” in The New York Times between February 1st and March 31st, 1990 and 2021





As shown in figure 1, Caracazo was mentioned most frequently on its first anniversary in 1990 with a total of five articles. This coverage quickly declined on subsequent anniversaries with only one mention identified on the second and tenth anniversaries and none on the fifth, twentieth, and thirtieth. This pattern is reflected in a search that was done to identify references to the Caracazo in subsequent years (figure 4).


On the one year anniversary of the protests, there were a total of five articles that discussed the protests and crackdown. In most cases, this coverage did not focus on the events, but rather mentioned them in the context of other events, particularly the economic crisis in the country. The first mention was in an article that provided an overview of the economic situation throughout different Latin American countries. In the article, the Times framed the protests as being caused by the austerity policies of President Pérez:


President Carlos Andres Perez largely created the recession with a drive to reshape the state-dominated economy along free-market lines. He has cut subsidies and tariffs, encouraged foreign investment, put state companies up for sale and started talks on debt relief with foreign bankers. One goal is to lure back an estimated $60 billion in capital that has been sent abroad. The austerity required to carry out the changes set off riots in Caracas a year ago in which about 300 people died. An inflation rate of 80 percent also contributed to a poor showing of Mr. Perez’s party in 1989 elections. Mr. Perez has sought to soften the blow by creating public works programs and unemployment insurance. A recent rise in oil prices has provided some relief.87


A similar perspective was offered in an article about the Pérez government agreeing to a plan to restructure their debt with the Bush administration and a discussion of Venezuela’s plan to boost oil production.88,89,90 In all of this coverage, the events of 1989 were referred to as riots.


The next year during the second anniversary there was only one mention of the protests and crackdown. In contrast to coverage from the previous year, in 1991, when the Venezuelan economy was starting to improve, the riots were used to contrast the present situation with the situation in the past:


The gross national product, which grew 5 percent in 1990, expanded by an annualized rate of 10 percent during the first half of this year, according to figures released here in late August. Memories are now fading of 1989, the rough first year of President Carlos Andres Perez. That year, the economy shrank by 8 percent and a reduction of food and gas subsidies set off riots that killed 300 people.91


No discussion of Caracazo was found on the fifth anniversary in 1994, the twentieth in 2009 or the thirtieth in 2019. The last mention on the anniversaries covered here was during reporting about the inauguration of Venezuela’s then new president Hugo Chávez in 1999:


The turning point of his life occurred in 1989, when food riots here led him and other young officers to start the coup three years later against President Carlos Andres Perez.92


None of the coverage on the anniversaries considered here was about commemorating the actual protests and crackdown. Even when searching for discussions of the events of 1989 during other anniversaries, no articles were found that were primarily about commemorating the events. Frequently during the coverage of the Presidency of Chávez and his successor Maduro, the memory of the protests was brought up as a shadow haunting the government:


The killings at the anti-Chávez demonstration rocked the country, reviving memories of the violent events in 1989, known as the Caracazo, in which hundreds were killed by government forces. Venezuelans across the political spectrum swore that such violence would never take place again.93


An attempt by a previous government to raise gasoline prices in 1989 left hundreds of dead in riots, making the current, highly unpopular president, Nicolás Maduro reluctant to reduce subsidies.94


Conclusion


There was very little historical reporting about the Caracazo protests, riots, and crackdown identified in the Times. In most cases, coverage was just passing references to the fear of similar events occurring or the relevance of the events in the careers of contemporary politicians.


Gujarat, 2002




[image: Image]


Figure 5. Any mention of “Gujarat” in The New York Times between February 1st and March 30th between 2003 and 2022





As shown in figure 1, on the first anniversary of the Gujarat riots there were seven pieces published, none on the second, six on the fifth and tenth, two on the twentieth. Figure 5 shows any reference to Gujarat remained relatively low during the first ten years after the 2002 events but began to pick up in the early 2010s. Many of these references were not to the riots, but rather to Narendra Modi, Chief Minister of Gujarat during the riots, who became a more prominent politician and was elected Prime Minister during that time period.


There were seven articles dealing with the events in Gujarat on the first anniversary in 2003. In a detailed analysis of the role that Hindu Nationalism played in Indian politics, the contribution that both the organization the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) and the political party Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) made to the Gujarat riots was discussed:


After the massacres in Gujarat last year, the Hindu nationalist response was shockingly blunt. “Let Muslims understand,” an official R.S.S. resolution said in March, “that their safety lies in the goodwill of the majority.” Speaking at a public rally in April, Prime Minister Vajpayee seemed to blame Muslims for the recent violence. “Wherever Muslims live,” he said, “they don’t want to live in peace.” Replying to international criticism of the killings in Gujarat, he said, “No one should teach us about secularism.”95


In an opinion piece discussing the complexities of secularism in India, the role that the BJP—in particular Modi—played in exploiting the riots for votes was discussed:


Capitalizing on riots that left 2,000 Muslims dead, Gujarat’s BJP chief minister, Narendra Modi, called new elections, campaigned on an anti-Muslim platform and was reelected in a landslide. One analyst called the gruesome strategy: “Kill Muslims and win the Hindu vote.” Hindu fanatics speak of making Gujarat a laboratory for the entire nation. But reports of the death of Indian secularism are greatly exaggerated. Gujarat was an aberration, not a harbinger of India’s future.96


A one paragraph article reported the arrest of a Muslim cleric—Maulana Hussain Umarji—who was blamed for planning the train burning that preceded the riots.97 The riots were also mentioned in the context of orders from an Indian court to begin excavation at a holy site in Ayodhya, which is disputed between Muslims and Hindus98 and the murder of a former minister in Gujarat, who had been blamed for the riots.99,100,101 The minister who was killed, Haren Pandya, had testified in a tribunal investigating the events in Gujarat in 2002. He was a rival of Modi, whose testimony had implicated Modi in the riots.102


On the fifth anniversary, memory of the riots was discussed in a story about how some states in India had banned the showing of a film about them—Parzania.103 There was a brief reference to the riots in a book review of In Spite of the Gods by Edward Luce104 and reports about the bombing of a train going from India to Pakistan.105,106,107


On the tenth anniversary in 2012, an article dealing with the increased prominence of Modi in Indian politics described his role in the riots:


In the days that followed the burning of the coach, riots broke out in Gujarat that left hundreds dead, most of them Muslims. As the massacre continued, journalists, activists and several senior police officers in Gujarat who spoke to the news media on the condition of anonymity said that Mr. Modi’s government was complicit in the violence. Mr. Modi, for his part, asserted that the violence was “a spontaneous reaction of the Hindus.”108


On a blog hosted by the Times, a retrospective about the riots, including the original reporting, was published.109 In another retrospective report about the riots, a survivor whose son went missing during the riots was quoted as saying: “I will fight until my dying day to see that Modi and his band of rogues are nailed.”110


On the twentieth anniversary of the riots in 2022, there were two brief mentions of the events in Gujarat. One appeared in an article about the construction of a township because one of the officials involved in its construction had served with Modi in Gujarat,111 and the other in a report on the rise of anti-Muslim hate speech in India.112


While not one of the anniversaries were included in figure 1, the fifteenth anniversary also coincided with an election victory for Modi, who was now Prime Minister of India. The only mention of the riots briefly described Modi’s role in them: “While Mr. Modi has largely steered clear of divisive language on religion as prime minister, his party has a Hindu nationalist philosophy, and he was accused of complicity in anti-Muslim violence as the leader of his home state of Gujarat.”113


Conclusion


While coverage of the Gujarat riots was the highest during the first anniversary of the events, a number of articles discussing them were identified through the tenth anniversary. However, in many instances the events in Gujarat were not the main focus of the articles, but were discussed in the context of other contemporary issues in Indian politics. The events were always described in a negative light. Coverage of the events had declined, even as Modi has become a more prominent politician in India.


Gawkadal, 1990


I also intended to compare coverage of another event in India—the Gawkadal bridge protest and crackdown in 1990—with coverage of Tiananmen. In the late 1980s, there had been an increase in tensions in India controlled Kashmir brought on by a number of factors including accusations of vote rigging in Kashmir elections. The government began to crackdown more forcefully on protests in the region following the kidnapping of a government minister. After the arrest of hundreds of Kashmiris, a mass protest began. During the protests, Indian troops fired on protesters. It is estimated that at least 50 protesters were killed from either gunshots or jumping to the river that the bridge went over to escape the gunfire. In the succeeding weeks hundreds more would be killed in Kashmir.


While the initial reports about the killing were published in the Times114,115,116 I was not able to identify any substantial discussions in subsequent anniversaries. Even the term Gawkadal did not appear in my searches of the Times’s archives. For years following the protest, I identified a total of 54 articles that mentioned “Srinagar” (the city where the Gawkadal Bridge is located) and “1990” (the year the killings took place), but none of them were found to refer to this specific incident. Another search for “Srinagar” and “Bridge” did not lead to any references to the events of 1990.


I did identify other references to the memories of other historic killings of protesters in Kashmir. Including references to another government killing in 1990:


On May 21, 1990, as thousands of people wound through Srinagar’s streets carrying the body of Maulvi Mohammad Farooq—the valley’s senior cleric and the most influential public opponent of Indian rule in the valley, assassinated earlier in the day—troops fired on the procession, killing at least 47 people and wounding 150.117


Indian paramilitary forces rampaged through a town in the Vale of Kashmir today, killing at least 40 people and setting houses and markets ablaze, according to reports from Kashmir. More than 100 people were reported wounded in what was described as indiscriminate firing by Indian forces. If confirmed, the death toll would be the worst in Kashmir since May 1990, when security forces opened fire on a funeral procession for the region’s leading Islamic cleric, killing 67 people.118


In April 1990, after a series of massacres by Government troops, described in compelling detail by The Daily Aftab, Kashmir’s Governor ordered the paper closed. But 10 days later, a judge in the Srinagar High Court reversed the Governor and Mr. Bhat was back in business.119


Are the Events Comparable?


None of the events discussed in this chapter are perfectly comparable. They are all unique situations that emerged from the distinct social, political, and economic situations in very different countries during different time periods. However, the questions to consider are (1) whether the events are comparable enough to compare them in terms of the coverage that they received, and (2) to the extent that they are different, do those differences warrant the increased attention that the event in Beijing in 1989 received? In this section, I will discuss several aspects of the events in order to assess how comparable the Gwangju, Caracazo, and Gujarat events are to the Tiananmen Square event.


Size


It has been estimated that at its height, there were one million protesters participating in the Tiananmen Square Protests.120 These numbers fluctuated substantially from early May, when the protests began, to early June when the crackdown began. In the early days of the protests, those participating were mostly residents of Beijing, especially university students; as they continued many students came from around the country and joined the protests. In Beijing, there were about 6,200,000 residents in 1989.121 Although all of the protesters were not residents, this would mean that the equivalent of about 16% of the city participated in the protests at their height. There were also protests of varying sizes that took place throughout China in solidarity with the protests in Beijing including in large cities like Shanghai and Chengdu.


In Gwangju, it has been estimated that over 200,000 residents participated in some form in the protests.122 In 1989 the population of Gwangju was about 700,000,123 so this number would represent about 28% of the population of the city. As with Tiananmen, there were solidarity protests in South Korea, including in the capital of Seoul where as many as 100,000 protesters may have participated.124,125


I did not identify records of the size of the Caracazo protests and riots, so it is difficult to make a direct comparison with Tiananmen. The protests affected large swathes of urban sections of Venezuela and resulted in hundreds to 2000 deaths,126 and required a substantial military and police response so it is likely that the protests were in the tens of thousands, if not higher.127


Because the Gujarat riots were not a protest, but rather a case of communal violence comparing the numbers of participants directly to Tiananmen is not fitting. However, looking at the number of Muslims in Gujarat that were made homeless as a result of the events of 2002 can give a sense of their scale. In one report, it was estimated that as many as 70,000 Muslims were displaced from the Gujarat region following the violence.128 Other have suggested that as many as 150,000 refugees were in these internally displaced camps following the riots.129


In terms of absolute numbers, the events in Tiananmen Square may have been the largest of the events considered here. However, this is partially explained by the fact that Beijing has a larger population than Gwangju and Caracas. Especially in the case of Gwangju, the proportion of the population who participated is comparable to, if not greater than, Tiananmen. In all the cases being compared to Tiananmen, the number of participants was likely not on a different scale from Tiananmen.


Reasons for Event


All of the events considered here had very different causes. Tiananmen was motivated by a desire for democratization and liberalization. Under the surface, there were also economic causes with China having recently experienced a period of intense inflation following the first attempt at relaxing price controls.130 The Gwangju protests had similar motivations with students seizing on a period of instability following the assassination of President Park to push for democratization. There was also a wide sense of alienation among residents of Gwangju, who often felt disconnected from the country’s government in Seoul. With respect to Caracazo, the motivations were primarily economic with Venezuela going through a destabilizing period following the introduction of market reforms promoted by Western financial organizations. The protesters were expressing dissatisfaction with the government’s acquiescence to these reforms. Finally, the Gujarat riots were an event of intercommunal violence primarily of Hindus in the region against Muslims in response to accusations of Muslims killing Hindus. There is strong evidence that the regional government allowed and may have facilitated much of this violence.


While the motivations and the circumstances for all of the events covered were different, it is not clear that these differences in reasons should mean that they are less worthy of recalling. The Gwangju protests were a similar call for democratization. With respect to Caracazo, the protests reflected serious economic concerns with a changing economy, which were frequently felt throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s, and similar to the feelings of economic dislocation in China associated with periods of reform and opening up. The Gujarat violence, although part of a long history of inter-communal violence, was probably the largest such event in recent Indian history, making it particularly noteworthy.


Actions of Protesters


Another difference between the events is the actions taken by the protesters or other participants in the events. For example, it may be that a government crackdown against a violent rebellion is more understandable and, therefore, less newsworthy than a crackdown on completely peaceful protesters. I do not necessarily find such an argument convincing. Is it not at least as notable when people of a country take up arms against their government as when protests use nonviolent means? However, this is an argument that could be made. It could also be argued that by taking up arms, deaths of protesters who may be using violent tactics are less notable. These related arguments could be a major objection to why the memory of Tiananmen has garnered more attention than the memory of Gwangju. Gwangju is often referred to as the “Gwangju Uprising” because there was an armed response from many in Gwangju to the initial crackdown against protest in the city.131 However, the number of soldiers actually killed (fewer than 30, many by friendly fire) and wounded was many times lower than even the conservative, government estimates of the civilians killed in the uprising.132


Although it is not well known, there was also a violent response by a minority of protesters in Beijing in 1989 to the presence of soldiers. When troops first entered Beijing, many were unarmed.133 Some incidents of violent resistance coming after the declaration of martial law, but some preceding the military crackdown are described in The Power of Tiananmen by Dingxin Zhao:


on the evening of May 22, soldiers from the 113th Division of the 38th Army were starting to withdraw, as had been agreed upon by troop and student negotiators, when a few people in the crowd shouted: “Beat them, beat these soldiers to death!” “Do not let them enter the city!” Bricks were cast at the soldiers. Early the next morning similar conflicts occurred, again in the same region. According to government sources, a total of 116 soldiers were wounded in these conflicts, and 29 were seriously injured.… The soldiers did not fight back, but they were very angry as a result. After two days of stalemate, the government had to order the troops to withdraw on the morning of May 22. The popular resistance went on successfully.134


On the evening of June 2, the government broadcast was criticizing the Statue of the Goddess of Democracy. We were curious and went to see it … When we were close to Tiananmen Square, we saw some military trucks being stopped. Many workers were trying to break tires and smash the trucks. They also cast bricks at soldiers and pulled them out to beat them. It was around midnight at the Xidan intersection. At that time, the soldiers did not fight back … I felt that this was not right, so I asked a male classmate to stop them. However, several people came over and asked who he was. They suspected him of being a secret policeman. To avoid further conflicts, I had to rush forward and tell them that we were students. Then they let us go. My classmate still wanted to argue with them. I saw the situation was quite tense, so I pulled him away.135


Residents and students also started to find weapons. Rumors said that the troops were deliberately sending weapons to the street to let civilians seize them, in order to create excuses for a repression. From what I have reconstructed, the martial law troops did send many weapons into Beijing in civilian vehicles. However, they did so mainly because their soldiers had infiltrated Beijing in plainclothes and unarmed. Therefore, they had to ship the weapons separately. After June 2, residents and students were on the alert for suspicious civilian vehicles. As a result, they caught several such vehicles with military equipment. For instance, on the morning of June 3 students and Beijing residents stopped three tourist buses carrying military equipment at the Liubukou Intersection. In a rage, some people in the crowd took out guns, machine guns, grenades, bullets, helmets, and gas masks, and displayed them on the street to show that the government was going to use live ammunition against the people. The Martial Law Headquarters had to send about five hundred riot policemen and soldiers to recover the weapons. Conflict immediately broke out. In the process, the riot police used clubs and tear gas, and many people were wounded. In the afternoon, soldiers and riot police attacked civilians in other places for similar reasons. Both sides became increasingly hostile.136


From a protester describing the negotiations that made it possible for many protesters to leave Tiananmen Square:


At this moment, the four intellectuals who were still fasting at the Square played an important role. To avoid violence, they went from place to place to ask students and local residents to get rid of the rifles and other weapons that they had collected in order to defend the Square.137


So while the military response was without any doubt grossly disproportionate as was Gwangju, it would not be accurate to label the protests as being completely nonviolent. Additionally, the events in Venezuela in 1989 also involved violence and looting on the part of the protesters. There were also violent responses to the violence in Gujarat with many Hindus being killed during the rioting,138 although many fewer than the Muslims killed even according to government estimates.139


In all of the events covered, while most protesters were nonviolent, there were cases of violence. This violence does not in any way justify the response of the respective governments, but it does make it difficult to make the case that the action (or lack of actions) of protesters in Tiananmen was more deserving of a reaction than in the other events considered.


Death Toll


Probably the most controversial aspect of all of the events described here are the death tolls caused by them. Governments and protesters have incentives to both underestimate and overestimate death tolls. For all the events a clear and objective rendering of the number killed is not available. The death toll is important for consideration because one would expect, all else being equal, more deadly events to illicit more attention. My intention in this section is not assess the most accurate number of the death toll, but rather to give a sense for the ranges suggested and to determine whether these ranges are substantially different from each other.


The range generally given for deaths in Beijing in 1989 range between 300 (government figures)140 and 2700 (from an initial estimate from the Chinese Red Cross and a Swiss Ambassador).141 A number which Nicholas Kristof in the Times cast doubt on (see above).142 However, most estimates are in the hundreds to one thousand range. For example, a US government cable estimated 180 to 500,143 while Amnesty International estimates about 1000.144 With respect to Gwangju, the South Korean government shortly after the events stated that 144 civilians were killed.145 Other estimates have put the numbers killed between one to two thousand. It has been suggested that these higher estimates would be consistent with the fact that the number of deaths in Gwangju during the month of the protests was over 2000 higher than the monthly average.146 The official figures for the number dead during Caracazo is 277.147 However, some have estimated that thousands may have been killed.148 Finally, with respect to Gujarat, official figures estimate that 790 Muslims and 254 Hindus were killed.149 However, estimates from other agencies put the total number killed closer to 2000.150,151


While there is a wide range of possible deaths during all of the events discussed in this chapter, the uncertainty and the low and high ends of these estimates are comparable. The scale of death is not different enough to consider any of these events as not being comparable based on the metric of deaths.


Conclusion


None of these events are perfectly comparable to each other. However, all events represented massive protests and/or government approved or facilitated crackdowns that resulted in hundreds to thousands of deaths. With the exception of Gujarat, the protests were motivated by social, economic, and political dissatisfaction with the governments. In the case of Gujarat, the riots were motivated by sectarian hatred against Muslims and made possible by government inaction and, possibly, facilitation.


Reasons for Differences


We now turn to potential reasons why the anniversaries of Tiananmen may have received so much more media attention than the other events considered. All of these reasons are speculation.


Initial Coverage


While this chapter is only concerned with the memory of historical events, in the course of research for it, I also reviewed the initial coverage of the events. The events in Beijing in 1989 received multiple times more coverage than the next closest event—Gwangju, 1980—with nearly 200 articles published about what happened in Beijing in 1989 compared to a little more than 20 for Gwangju and less than 20 for all of the others. Some of the differences in the coverage of the anniversaries of subsequent events may be tied to this initial coverage. As discussed while reviewing the Times’s reporting of the anniversaries of Tiananmen, some of the articles were from reporters, like Nicholas Kristof, who had been present during the protests and crackdown.


It should be noted that this disproportionate initial coverage does not mean that the events in Beijing were more worthy of coverage than the other events. This initial coverage very well may be further evidence of the “Worthy/Unworthy” paradigm with the media tending to focus more on the crimes of enemies than on geopolitical friends. The best ways to assess the worthiness of attention the events considered in this chapter received were covered in the section dealing with the comparability of the events, such as the justification for the protests and the government’s response. Furthermore, one of the reasons why there was so much coverage of Tiananmen in 1989 was because there was already a focus on Beijing at the time due to the visit of Gorbachev to the city amid thaws in the Sino-Soviet split—a major historical event.


Relevance


It could also be argued that perhaps Tiananmen Square has received more coverage because it is more relevant to the present geopolitical realities during the anniversaries. China is still ruled by their Communist Party, while South Korea and Venezuela have gone through different administrations since the Gwangju protests and Caracazo. In the case of Gwangju, this chapter considered several anniversaries where the country was still ruled by the regime responsible for the crackdown. On the first, second, and fifth anniversaries in 1981, 1982, and 1985 Chun Doo-hwan, who led the country during the crackdown (although not yet formally president), was still the leader of the country. Despite this fact, only on the fifth anniversary did Gwangju receive more attention than Tiananmen on its fifth anniversary. Additionally, although the Communist Party of China was still in power during those subsequent anniversaries the country’s paramount leader was Jiang Zemin, who had replaced Deng Xiaoping, the leader during the crackdown. One of the main reasons why Jiang had been elevated to the position of paramount leader was because as a leader in Shanghai during the protests, he was not associated with the crackdown. Furthermore, by meeting with solidarity protesters in Shanghai, he had shown himself to be more adapt at dealing with protests.152 However, some leaders responsible for the crackdown, like Premier Li Peng, remained in powerful positions for a decade after the crackdown.


The Gujarat riots are a stronger counterexample for this claim. Since the Gujarat riots, the party and in fact the very leader perhaps most implicated in them—the BJP and Narendra Modi—have, in fact, gained power. While Modi’s exact role in the riots is debated, with some suggesting he just failed to stop them and others claiming complicity in a pogrom or even ethnic cleansing, Modi was certainly a central player in the events. The US government was convinced enough of his complicity to ban him from travelling to its territories until he began to rise in Indian politics at the national level.153


Since 2002, Modi has gone from being the Chief Minister of Gujarat, to the Prime Minister of all of India, a position he took in 2014. In contrast, Xi Jinping, the paramount leader of China since 2012, had no involvement in the events in Tiananmen Square, serving faraway in Fujian province when they occurred. In fact, coverage in the Times even suggested that Xi’s father may have been sympathetic to the protests:


[Xi’s] father, Xi Zhongxun, a veteran Communist turned supporter of economic reform, had been a friend of Hu Yaobang, the Communist Party leader demoted in 1987 for his liberal tendencies and whose death in 1989 sent thousands swarming into Tiananmen Square to voice their grief and demand steps toward democracy. There are some indications that the elder Mr. Xi obliquely signaled opposition to martial law but stepped into line after June 4, said Warren Sun, a historian at Monash University in Australia.154


Despite the seeming relevance of the events in Gujarat given Modi’s new power and concerns about increased persecutions of Muslims in India including in Kashmir in 2019 (see Chapter 2), coverage and discussion of its anniversary have remained sparse.


Punishment for Those Responsible


Since the events covered in this chapter have occurred, there have been differences in government responses to punish those responsible. It may be the case that the Times and other media outlets feel more compelled to cover stories for which there is a perception that those who were responsible never faced punishment or that adequate responsibility has not been taken. In the case of Tiananmen, I have not identified any punishments for anyone responsible whether troops on the ground or leaders responsible for issuing the orders. The government has maintained that the crackdown was the correct response in the face of a potential revolution. The closest the government has come to acknowledge fault has been through offering payments to some family members of those killed155 and former Premier Wen Jiabao’s alleged advocacy for reassessing the government’s stance about the events in Beijing.156


With respect to Gwangju, for roughly the first decade after the events of 1980 the government persisted in asserting it was the correct action to suppress the protest, and prosecuted those who were involved. In the late 1980s after the end of the presidency of Chun Doo-hwan a reevaluation of the events began. In 1996, several political leaders, including President Chun, were tried for their role in the events in Gwangju. Although they were convicted, they were pardoned. Beginning in the late 2010s, several reports and commissions were established to study the events.


I could not identify any punishments for those who ordered or were involved in the suppression and killings during the Caracazo protests. There was a government commission shortly after the protests, which established the lower end of the estimate for the number who were killed.


Following the events in Gujarat there were hundreds of arrests and prosecutions of those on the ground who carried out the killings and other crimes. These cases were transferred to the Bombay High Court, because of fears about bias in the courts in Gujarat. As of writing, there have been fewer than 300 convictions.157 There have also been several inquiries into the events in Gujarat, both by entities in the Indian government and foreign NGOs. These reports have generally found strong evidence for compliancy of the Gujarat government. I have not been able to identify any members of the Gujarati government who received punishment for the events in 2002 or any official apologies. It is also worth noting that with respect to the Gawakdal protests and crackdown, whose memory received little to no coverage in the Times, I could not identify instances of punishment of those responsible.


Geopolitics


The final potential factor that I will consider is the “Worthy/Unworthy” hypothesis. The argument for this hypothesis is that one of the main reasons why anniversaries of the Tiananmen Square Protests and crackdown have received a disproportionate share of the coverage is because Tiananmen in 1989 is an example of a “worthy memory,” a memory that serves the interests of the United States geopolitically to remind the public of the evils of a regime viewed as unfriendly. China, especially over the past decade, has grown in prominence as a geopolitical rival of the United States. South Korea has remained an ally. India has had a more complicated position vis-à-vis the United States, but relations between the countries have grown closer since the “War on Terror” and since the United States has begun to see India as a potential counterbalance to China in Asia. These closer ties are seen most clearly in India’s participation in the “Quad,” a security arrangement with the United States, Japan, and Australia. Venezuela, while a geopolitical enemy (see Chapter 3), was not an enemy during the Caracazo protests and, in fact, received financial support from the United States shortly after. Hugo Chávez, the man most responsible for Venezuela’s political realignment with respect to the United States, was an officer in the military during the crackdown, but reported being too sick to work during it. One wonders whether the events in Venezuela in 1989 would have received more coverage on its anniversary had Chávez had a more prominent role.


Support for the fact that memory of Tiananmen is useful for geopolitical purposes is also suggested by much of the coverage, which focuses on tying the events in 1989 to current political realities in the country. Similar discussions are not present to the same extent in discussions of the other events. Although arguably not as relevant as in South Korea, many of the same divisions made evident in Gwangju in 1980 are still present. For example, protests against the impeachment of Park Geun-hye, the daughter of the president whose assassination triggered the events that that led to the Gwangju uprising, almost resulted in a declaration of martial law.158,159 The Muslim-Hindu divide and violence made evident in Gujarat in 2002 has, if anything, grown in recent years, especially under the Modi presidency. The 2019 crackdown in Kashmir (see Chapter 2) and the Assam Detention Centers (see Chapter 7) are just two examples. In all instances, historical parallels between the past and the present exist, but they are drawn most consistently in the case of China and Tiananmen Square.


Conclusion


The anniversaries of events in China’s Tiananmen Square in May and June of 1989 have received far more attention than similar historical events in Gwangju, South Korea in 1980, Venezuela in 1989, and Gujarat, India in 2002. Coverage of the anniversaries of these other events has diminished and in some cases disappeared, while the coverage of Tiananmen has grown in some years. On the later anniversaries (the tenth, twentieth, and thirtieth) Tiananmen has received more coverage than the sum of the coverage of all the other events considered (figure 1). Although none of these events are perfectly comparable, I believe that they are comparable enough that if coverage about the events was based solely on the events themselves they would be similar. In some cases, you could make arguments that the anniversaries deserve more attention given present relevance, especially in the case of the anniversaries of the Gujarat riots. Although other explanations for the difference in coverage may explain some of the increased focus on Tiananmen (such as the likely larger number of participants in the protests in Beijing and the lack of punishment for those responsible), I believe that the best explanation for this increased coverage is the geopolitical position of China. Namely, because China is increasingly a geopolitical adversary of the US coverage of historical protests in that country fall into the category of “worthy memories” while events in the other countries considered are treated as unworthy.
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