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MARK COLVIN: Next Wednesday, many Chinese people around the world will be 
marking the 25th anniversary of the events of June 4th, 1989.

It's come to be known as the Tiananmen massacre, after the giant square where the 

democracy protests took place, although much of the killing was actually done in the 

streets round about.

But while Chinese outside the People's Republic remember, China's government will be 

doing everything it can to make sure that its subjects forget.

Louisa Lim is the author of a new book, The People's Republic of Amnesia: Tiananmen 

Revisited.

A China correspondent for the US radio network NPR, she's now studying and writing in 

the US.

I asked her about the long history of suppression of the facts of Tiananmen.

LOUISA LIM: After Tiananmen, students in particular very clearly got the message that 

politics was dangerous and that they shouldn't bother, you know, going down that route 

and I think that message is still in place today.

Also of course for today's young people there were other factors in play, you know, 

there's a lot of competition and people are very, very worried about getting jobs and 

paying back loans to their parents and that's of course the first priority.

But if you look among those who would have the ability to find out what had happened 

if they wanted to, the student population, I mean there's simply not really the interest 

there.

And I went round the universities with that picture of tank man, the iconic picture of the 
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one man with his shopping bags facing down a line of tanks on Chang-An Avenue, the 

avenue that leads up to Tiananmen Square.

And I asked 100 Chinese students to identify it, and actually only 15 out of 100 students 

could identify that picture and it was very clear that the vast majority of the others, they 

weren't lying, they simply had no idea what this picture was. So I think there was little 

curiosity.

MARK COLVIN: And that brings me onto another question which is about how free you 

are to practise journalism, to ask those questions, to go around with that photograph 

because we know that a number of journalists have either been expelled or refused visas

recently?

LOUISA LIM: Yes, well I was working as the Beijing correspondent for NPR at the time 

when I was doing most of my research so I had a journalist card, which really gave me 

license to be there, but I was surprising the extent to which I myself had internalised all 

this censorship.

You know, when I was there on those campuses I was completely paranoid. I was, I 

became sure that I would be arrested and I was really quite nervous, you know, just for 

asking people to look at a picture. And I did it, I ended up taking a lot of precautions.

You know, I never spoke about my book in my home or in my office because they were 

both in a diplomatic compound which was widely assumed to be bugged. You know I 

never sent emails or talked about this book on Skype or electronically in any way 

because I didn't want to come up against those kind of problems.

But I was always very aware that the risks to me were far, far less than the risks to those 

people who I was interviewing. And so there was one time that I went to visit someone 

who I'd never met before, and when she opened the door she was one of the co-

founders of the Tiananmen Mothers, which is a group of relatives of those who died, and

when she opened the door the very first thing she said to me was "They knew you were 

coming, the police knew you were coming, they called this morning to find out more."

Another person who I spent some time with, Bao Tong, who was a very, very senior 
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official who spent seven years in prison after Tiananmen, he also lives under very strict 

surveillance. So when we were doing interviews we would often meet in a McDonalds 

and, you know, his security team, the people sent to monitor him, would be sort of 

sitting across on the other side of the restaurant. So it was very obvious that they were 

there and they were watching him all the time.

MARK COLVIN: What essentially are they afraid of?

LOUISA LIM: I think the Chinese government is afraid of its own history. That is why it's 

going to these extraordinary lengths to stop people from public acts of remembrance. I 

think they realise that in this internet era it's far more difficult to control the conversation 

and that's why they're clamping down so hard this year.

It should also be a salutary warning to us in the West. I mean, I think we for so long have

like to buy into the idea that economic change in China is bringing more freedom but I 

mean when it comes to certain things, like the discussion of Tiananmen Square, that's 

still really a huge taboo.

MARK COLVIN: Louisa Lim, author of The People's Republic of Amnesia: Tiananmen 

Revisited.
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