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From Tahrir Squareto Tiananmen:
Why the Egyptians succeeded in 2011 but the Chinese failed in 1989?

Joseph Tse-Hei Lée

As Henry Giroux points out, “politics is the penfioative register of moral action.” It
prevents justice and compassion from being extstmd among usCeremonial rituals
and rhetorical performance in politics constituteiategral part of state-society relations
today. This is particularly true for the “Jasminewv@lutions” that have spread eastward
from Tunisia to Egypt, Yemen, Bahrain and Syriaj #men doubled back to Libya. These
revolutionary upheavals mark the beginning of a eeavin the early twenty-first century.
Young people have stood up for themselves and @agadrspontaneous popular uprisings
against the decade-long authoritarian regimes dbatructed their upward mobility and
deprived them of civil, political, and subsistermeghts. After the quick victory of the
Tunisian revolution, the Egyptians succeeded imgishe electronic and social media to
break down the state’s surveillance machine angi¢opresident Hosni Mubarak, who had
ruled the country from 1981 to 2011. The new meulieracted with the oral and printed
forms of news transmission, and therefore create@xdensive chain of political news
diffusion through which the Egyptians understood amerpreted the evolving turbulent
events and organized massive protests based amfoh@ation they believed to be reliable.
History shows that the authoritarian regime thégiy fear also rules in fear. Even though
the Mubarak regime arrested Wael Ghonim, the Goegéeutive in Egypt, for creating a
popular Facebook group to start the demonstratioth demonized the protesters as
instigated by hostile foreign forces, such measordyg reflected the growing paranoia of
the government. Once the Egyptians acquired their source of information outside the
official media, this became a bad omen for the megiWhen the state completely lost
control of the escalating situation, the public eveeady to step in and take over in the
name of liberty.

The excitement of the Egyptian uprising reminded ofethe prodemocracy
movement in Tiananmen Square, Beijing, in the gpah1989, almost twenty-two years
ago. Like the Egyptian revolution, the Tiananmeondgmocracy movement began with
Chinese students’ protests against the rampanbkataint corruption and the impurity for
those government officials involved. Then, the stid launched the hunger strike and
occupied the Tiananmen Square at center of Beijimging the public to join them in
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forceful and inspirational language and calling d@mocratic transformation of the one-
party state. Even though these spectacular denatiosis had numerous similarities,
electronic communication technology was the majecisive difference between Egypt
today and China in 1989.

1. Acting on information

The Tiananmen protesters were outraged by governfadures to deal with widespread
corruption and stagnant economy. They worried that country risked sinking into
hopelessness unless the Communist rulers undedwifk political reforms. After the
sudden death of reformist party leader Hu Yaobamdhpril 15, 1989, Chinese students
seized the opportunity to express their politicadl @conomic grievances. They captured
and subverted the official commemoration of Hu Yamip and turned it into an essentially
expansive and participatory moment of struggle.yTinet only revived the old symbol of
revolutionary heroism and a sense of ultimate gestbut also shored up the nerve of other
protesters fighting against any obstacles thatitmgetriled themselves and the progress of
the country. Their ability to mobilize themselveso autonomous student bodies, to ally
with workers and citizens, and to organize citywmpietests set a fine example of political
activism at the grassroots level.

In the Arab Revolution of 2011, the internet, tamek and twitter propelled the
popular uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt. The techwgaEgyptian youths formed the
backbone of anti-Mubarak protests in the early daysey politicized the public and
inspired the rest of the population to get involv@tianks to the diffusion of electronic
media, the political message of revolutionary cleahgs now become easily accessible
across the Arab world.

2. Claimingthe political space

In early May 1989, the Chinese students took tletegt to a new height by staging a
hunger strike in Tiananmen Square. The hungeresfrikought to awaken fellow citizens
while shaming the Communist authorities throughirtheelfless sacrifice. As they

announced heroically in the Hunger Strike Declaratin May 12,

Compatriots and all fellow countrymen with a coesce, at this critical moment of
life and death of our people, please listen tovaitce:

This country is our country,

The people are our people.

The government is our government,

Who will shout if we don’t?

Who will act if we don’t?

The strikers declared themselves to be soveretgres, exercising their rights to critique
the authoritarian regime. They continued: “Deatldéginitely not our pursuit. But if the
death of a single person or a number of personsdnenable a larger number of people to
live better, or if the death can make our homelstndnger and more prosperous, then we
have no right to drag on an ignorable existerfdgy'risking their lives for the country, the
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students were reborn as new revolutionary heroamsigthe power-obsessed Communist
rulers who were keen to retain their control, rathan having dialogue with the protesters.
Faced with the officials’ indifference to their gerings and their demands for democratic
reforms, the students seized the moral ground aptuced much public sympathy. The
rulers’ corruption shocked the whole world, but #tedents’ sacrifices inspired the people
to follow them. The students occupied the Tianan®guare for weeks and turned it to be
a gigantic political theatre, winning nationwidepport and international media attention.
In Beijing alone, workers, teachers, professionat&l ordinary people joined in the
unprecedented protests weeks after weeks. Meanwtdeeople ridiculed their rulers and
challenged the Communist Party’s claim to poweentinent intellectual Yan Jiaqi called
Deng Xiaoping “an emperor without a formal titfe Many Chinese scornfully mocked
their paramount leader in public and gained a sehself-empowerment. Such grassroots
mobilization took place outside the state’s contiidlis enabled the public to legitimatize
their activism and to shape the symbolic meaninip@foccupied political space.

In a similar fashion, the Egyptians playfully exgsed their frustrations with the
Mubarak regime in a wide range of dialects and Uaiggs. The poems, songs, and slogans
of Tahrir Square completely rejected the ideoldgiseogram and official worldview
propagated by the regime. They ridiculed Presiddobarak as “the Pharaof.The
internet-savvy middle-class youths carried creasigms with slogans such as “Mubarak is
offline,” “Mubarak fail” and “Delete Mubarak™While the youths skillfully mastered an
electronic medium that their rulers had failed tonprehend, the critical intellectuals and
protesters succeeded in countering the regime’sdéoyn ideology and creating “a
defiantly popular egalitarianism and confrontatiocalture of their own.®As Ahmed
Fouad Negm chanted a moving poem in Tahrir Square,

Who are they, and who are we?

They are the authority, the sultans.

They are the rich, and the government is on gid#a.
We are the poor, the governed.

Think about it, use your head.

See which one of us rules the other.

Evidently, a strong sense of moral clarity emergewng the Egyptians as they no longer
feared that an Islamic theocracy would replacecalaetyranny, as had happened in Iran in
1976° The protesters clearly drew a line between theuporulers and the oppressed, and
they were determined to be emancipated from thentyy, taking control of their destiny
and making their own new world.

3.  Staging political drama

In the spring of 1989, the Tiananmen students toamed their scattered protests against
corruption and injustice into a massive democrstticggle that directly opposed the mighty
Communist state. They relied on a repertoire olgydactics, slogans, charismatic leaders,
scripts and rituals to achieve mass mobilizatiams public protests. This accomplishment
alone made an impressive political spectacle.

September/October 2011 |43



The same scale of political spectacle can be se#dreiJasmine Revolutions. For example,
throughout the eighteen days from January 25 taudep 11, 2011, Tahrir Square in

downtown Cairo became a people’s square, the dpicerf anti-Mubarak protests that

shaped the world. Egypt’s idealistic, youthful, aedourceful demonstrators have won the
first major battle in their democratic struggle.eThext step is to draw on such a powerful
energy released from Tahrir Square to create ita teadership and envision the new
agendas and priorities for Egypt's transition tonderacy’ Although events elsewhere

show that the process of democratization is diffiamd often frustrating for anyone who

wants to have immediate results and early victprilee Egyptians are now a liberated
people, free to express their views, to engageublip discourse and to choose their
futures.

4. Maobilizing online

The Tiananmen protesters did everything right asgroots mobilization, but they failed to
outdo the state at the level of information and eamication technologies. Information
control has turned out to be far more importantthalitary control in China. As Joseph
Goebbels, the propaganda minister of Hitler, oraad,sTell a lie a hundred times and it
becomes the truth.” The Chinese authorities GosbhdVice seriously and never let go the
control of state-run televisions, cable news, pdnmedia, mobile phone networks and
internet. They have responded to the political lehgles of the electronic and social media
with the harsh measures of establishing the wotédige internet police, restricting internet
access, filtering online contents, and monitorinjre discussions and web behaviths.

At the turn of the twenty-first century, the wigesad use of electronic and social
media has vastly expanded the flow of informatiowl ghe range of communication by
opening up access to various sources. The world outimged when watching online
videos of Mubarak’s supporters attacking peacefottgsters in Tahrir Square. People
outside Cairo could easily access satellite newls@iormation on the internet that was not
broadcast on state-run television. With the adweémtternet, facebook and twitter and the
popular use of cell phones, the new media empowé#redcommunication power of
ordinary people and equalized their relations whnstate. As a result, the Mubarak regime
no longer monopolized the news outlet for informatand sources. Increased access to the
independent source of information enabled peoplgempher the lies that had permeated
every level of society and to turn against the pggmda being given to them. The
significance of the Jasmine Revolutions lies in tiaet that there has emerged a
transnational moment of heightened awareness digablupheavals in various countries
from North Africa to the Middle East. In the eadqys, the Egyptian activists constantly
communicated with the Tunisians online. The new imeghve rise to an invisible
electronic highway that transcended national boredsaand allowed the activists to
exchange information, gather ideas for counteriagpolice, formulate mobilizing tactics,
and discuss new political visions online. Therefotlee participants in the Jasmine
Revolutions had greater resources for mass comitimrncat their disposal than did the
Chinese students in 1989.
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Conclusion

John Major stated when he resigned as British PNimester on May 2, 1997: “When the
curtain falls, it is time to get off the stage.” Wever, both Deng Xiaoping in spring 1989
and Hosni Mubarak in early February 2011 refusedtép down in the midst of massive
protests. The final outcome of these popular upgsiis sometimes beyond the control of
the protesters. In China, the military crackdowntlb@ prodemocracy movement crushed
the peaceful uprising in Tiananmen Square and tbheegters’ dreams for democracy. In
Egypt, the absence of the military intervention rgnéeed the success of the protests and
the smooth transition to democracy.

Nevertheless, both movements had lived up to téMaloist revolutionary spirit of
“The Chinese people stands up” and the contemp@éagma idealism of “Yes we can.”
From the start, both events were bottom-up revahsti which had developed from anti-
government demonstrations organized by the yowthsprecedented people’s uprisings.
They were not campaigns initiated by some ambitmalgicians and fundamentalist clerics
in their attempts to seize power from above. Nowe hew message of revolutionary
change has made its way to China and has inspimrednternet youth. The “Jasmine
Revolution” may not replicate itself in China urdean economic crisis forces ordinary
people to take to the streets. However, many Chiaesvists believe that it is now time for
direct action. On February 20, 2011, political @lests and human rights fighters
organized simultaneous protests in thirteen cii@®ss China and called for a “Chinese
Jasmine Revolution” modeled on the popular uprsismgeeping through North Africa and
the Middle East! On February 27, the protests spread to over tweitigs? The recent
arrest of Ai Weiwei, a prominent artist known fas leriticism of the Chinese government,
and the official crackdown on journalists, commynatctivists, workers and unofficial
churches reveal the proliferation of dissident nmests throughout the sociefyAll the
oppressive measures completely fail to keep theid#iats in check. The dissidents have
deliberately challenged the state’s control overdlectronic media and have pursued what
Robert P. Weller calls a new and “alternate ciyjlitwhich will foster dramatic political
change and defend the civil society against corapietorporation by a powerful state.
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