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 The Tiananmen Papers, Real or Fake? A Summing Up on the 

35th Anniversary of the Tiananmen Events (August 2024)  

by Alfred L. Chan 

Just before the thirtieth-fifth anniversary of China’s Tiananmen events and crackdown of 

1989, Foreign Affairs again published online lengthy excerpts from the Tiananmen Papers: The 

Chinese Leadership’s Decision to Use Force Against Their Own People -In Their Own Words 

compiled by Zhang Liang and edited by Professors Andrew J. Nathan and Perry Link, with an 

afterward by Orville Schell (Public Affairs Press, 2001) (hereafter TP) with a new introduction. 

This book is purported a translation of Zhang Liang’s June Fourth: The True Story, 2 volumes 

(Mirror Books, 2001) (hereafter TS), based on the top-secret Chinese documents he claims that 

he spirited out of China. The publication of TS/TP twenty-three years ago was a media event 

covered by an episode of CBS’s 60 Minutes and TP has since been translated into many foreign 

languages. On many occasions since then, Professor Nathan has strongly vouched for the 

authenticity of TS/TP, and even claimed that their publication might have influenced Chinese 

politics at the top.  

Authentic and unaltered historical documents are primary sources and time capsules 

which are invaluable to historians, researchers, and the society at large, and they are fundamental 

to our understanding of events in the past. However, it should be perfectly clear by now that 

TS/TP are not the authentic top-secret documents as they have been cracked up to be. The 35th 

anniversary of the Tiananmen events and the republication of the TAMP in June 2024 are an 

appropriate time to revisit and take stock of the issues.  With all due respect for the editors’ 

reputation and expertise, I will repeat my point that the authenticity of TS/TP cannot be 

established. This article is not a mere opinion piece – all the information I supply can all be 

empirically verified by the readers. TS is written in traditional Chinese (complicated characters) 

and is therefore more difficult to read, even by mainland Chinese who are brought up with 

simplified Chinese characters. I will also provide information on some academic conventions for 

the general readers to explain why the editors’ claim to authenticity amounts to nothing.  
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Readers who read both English and traditional Chinese can do fact checks themselves.  

However, Readers of English will also find more than sufficient information to reject the editors’ 

claim of authenticity. I have provided hyperlinks to most of the sources used in this article, 

although copyrighted materials may be protected by a paywall. Some older internet sources are 

no longer available but many can be retrieved through other means with a little digging. This 

author would be happy to respond to requests for sources. Overall, despite all the hype and 

mystery created by the editors, it is really not that difficult to overthrow the claims of 

authenticity once and for all.  

According to Professor Nathan, highly classified documents were spirited out of China 

by a person known only by the pseudonym Zhang Liang who sought him out to publish these 

into Chinese and English. The materials claim to consist of “minutes of the leaders’ formal and 

informal meetings and accounts of their private conversations” and were “distributed only to the 

top forty or so leaders, and many were limited even more sharply to the five-man Politburo 

Standing Committee plus the eight elders” (TP, p. xvii). TS/TP were subsequently published 

using this source, and the secrets they revealed, according to the editors, are so sensitive that they 

were “likely to damage the careers of the two most powerful leaders in China, Jiang Zemen and 

Li Peng, and to boost the authority of several of their high-ranking rivals.”  Li Peng would be 

“seriously damaged,” and so would other Politburo members Li Tieying, Luo Gang, and Jiang 

Chunyun. Eight other Politburo members would likely benefit from the revelations made in TP. 

(pp.  xxii – xxv).  

Many China watchers have accepted TS/TP as the real McCoy, mostly out of respect for 

the editors, but the questioning of the authenticity of TS/TP has never ceased. It turned out TS/TP 

had no impact on Chinese politics whatsoever, and the Chinese went about their own business as 

usual. Critics have charged that TS is essentially a cut-and-paste job plagiarized from lesser open 

sources. As early as 2004, this author and Professor Nathan had debated the authenticity in the  

March issue of China Quarterly, a leading journal on China studies. I followed this debate with 

another “re-rejoinder” entitled “Fabricated Secrets and Phantom Documents: the “Tiananmen 

Papers” and “China’s Leadership Files,” A Re-Rejoinder (June 19, 2005) published on my 

university’s website.   Overall, I argued that a careful scrutiny shows that TS is part fiction and 

part documentary history based on open and semi-open sources and document collections. The 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/20192311
https://www.jstor.org/stable/20192311
https://publish.uwo.ca/~achan/Fabricated%20Secrets%202.pdf
https://publish.uwo.ca/~achan/Fabricated%20Secrets%202.pdf
https://publish.uwo.ca/~achan/Fabricated%20Secrets%202.pdf
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alleged minutes of top-level meetings are basically stitched together ex post facto and then 

presented as secret documents. Furthermore, TP is a heavily retouched version of the Chinese 

with differences in claims of authenticity, translation, citation and style. No evidence exists that 

any real secret documents on top-level decision-making are in the hands of Zhang Liang. 

Professor Nathan’s rejoinder avoided my key arguments or simply said that the anomalies I 

pointed out were editorial decisions. Readers who are interested in detailed textual analysis may 

refer to these publications.  

More recent developments and information have given further support to my original 

appraisals. Just this June, BBC Chinese published an article entitled “The 35th anniversary of 

June 4: Why did the Tiananmen Documents, which reveal the CCP's inner workings, spark a 

debate over authenticity?” Bao Pu, an experienced China watcher and reliable publisher of Zhao 

Ziyang’s memoirs, also raised the issue of authenticity.  

 In Western academic circles, Julian Gewirtz’s book Never Turn Back: China and the 

Forbidden History of the 1980s (Harvard University Press, 2022), citing concerns about TP’s 

authenticity, used it “sparingly.” Jeremy Brown’s June Fourth: The Tiananmen Protests and 

Beijing Massacre of 1989 (Cambridge University Press, 2021) refused to use it altogether. 

Further back, in his book reviews of TP in 2001,  Professor Timothy Brook suspected that “the 

documents from June3-4 were fabricated” and Professor Lowell Dittmer said that “nearly 

everything about the documents is still controversial.” 

It is important to stress that among the 798 documents contained in TS/TP (Professor 

Nathan’s estimate), I do not question the authenticity of sources which exist in the public domain 

and are either available openly or are contained in various document collections. This includes 

items such as People’s Daily editorials, Xinhua News Agency dispatches, handbills, 

proclamations made by students, workers, and intellectuals, and State Educational Commission 

directives, etc. Instead, I have demonstrated that most sensational and critical items, the so-called 

“never-before-published” materials, the minutes or transcripts of Politburo meetings and 

conversations among China’s top leaders, were stitched together by using lesser sources. I’ve 

made this clear in my critique, but Professor Nathan has lumped the two types of material 

together to assert authenticity. He also simply asserted that the minutes of Politburo meetings and 

private conversations are authentic. Many of these materials are selected in the compilation in 

https://www.bbc.com/zhongwen/simp/chinese-news-69075361
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2659731
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2659731
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3451168
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3451168
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Foreign Affairs (June, 2022 and 2024), making it even more convenient for the readers to do 

some fact checking by using the information I supply in this article. Professor Nathan has once 

again identified some of the documents here as “transcripts” even though at many instances the 

editors have disavowed having any such thing. More than ever, we need to get to the bottom of 

the matter. My view is that it is not difficult to overturn the editors’ claim of authenticity. The 

evidence provided by them is actually more than sufficient to disprove their claims of 

authenticity.  I will consider this evidence. Then I will discuss other additional contextual and 

circumstantial factors by drawing on academic standards and convention.  

 

The Editors’ Open Discussions and Revelations  

Professor Nathan’s Admissions and Revelations 

 Professor Nathan has often asserted the authenticity of TS/TP but when under intense 

criticism, he has conceded otherwise. On the other hand, Professors Nathan and Schell’s views 

are not always consistent with one another, with the latter taking a more cautious line. Overall, 

their discussions of their encounter with Zhang Liang and the authentication process actually 

provide the most devastating evidence to disprove any claims of authenticity. Professor Nathan’s 

conflicting claims and odd definition of authenticity are open for all to see.  

 According to the International Standard of Organization, an authentic record is one that 

can be proven (a) to be what it purports to be, (b) to have been created or sent by the person 

purported to have created or sent it, and (c) to have been created or sent at the time purported. In 

the context of Chinese history in 1989, there are also three conditions. First, the documents 

would be genuinely classified materials intended for the eyes of only a small group Chinese 

leaders or transcripts of high-level internal exchanges. Secondly, they would not have been 

tampered with or altered. Thirdly, they would be original documents submitted to Party Central 

by subordinate agencies and not reconstructed by research from open or semi-open sources. An 

analogous example of authentic documents might be the transcripts of original White House 

recordings made during the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Vietnam War and the Watergate Affair, 

Pentagon Papers. One cannot regard as authentic the spate of fictions, dramas, film scripts and 

https://www.google.ca/search?q=International+Standard+of+Organization%2C+an+authentic+record+is+one+that+can+be+proven+%28a%29+to+be+what+it+purports+to+be%2C+%28b%29+to+have+been+created+or+sent+by+the+person+purported+to+have+created+or+sent+it%2C+and+%28c%29+to+have+been+created+or+sent+at+the+time+purported.+&sca_esv=3ccb936e91fffbe3&sxsrf=ADLYWIJ1EWioEu0a4NdK-RuZingRJ3f13g%3A1718981702359&source=hp&ei=RpR1Zpv2E-Cj5NoPxf-R0As&iflsig=AL9hbdgAAAAAZnWiVq2G9kkpaRLyywGT0tcMX-JWWdLr&ved=0ahUKEwibsfjt-eyGAxXgEVkFHcV_BLoQ4dUDCB8&oq=International+Standard+of+Organization%2C+an+authentic+record+is+one+that+can+be+proven+%28a%29+to+be+what+it+purports+to+be%2C+%28b%29+to+have+been+created+or+sent+by+the+person+purported+to+have+created+or+sent+it%2C+and+%28c%29+to+have+been+created+or+sent+at+the+time+purported.+&gs_lp=Egdnd3Mtd2l6IokCSW50ZXJuYXRpb25hbCBTdGFuZGFyZCBvZiBPcmdhbml6YXRpb24sIGFuIGF1dGhlbnRpYyByZWNvcmQgaXMgb25lIHRoYXQgY2FuIGJlIHByb3ZlbiAoYSkgdG8gYmUgd2hhdCBpdCBwdXJwb3J0cyB0byBiZSwgKGIpIHRvIGhhdmUgYmVlbiBjcmVhdGVkIG9yIHNlbnQgYnkgdGhlIHBlcnNvbiBwdXJwb3J0ZWQgdG8gaGF2ZSBjcmVhdGVkIG9yIHNlbnQgaXQsIGFuZCAoYykgdG8gaGF2ZSBiZWVuIGNyZWF0ZWQgb3Igc2VudCBhdCB0aGUgdGltZSBwdXJwb3J0ZWQuIEgAUABYAHAAeACQAQCYAQCgAQCqAQC4AQzIAQD4AQL4AQGYAgCgAgCYAwCSBwCgBwA&sclient=gws-wiz#ip=1
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popular histories that utilize or incorporate these documents, no matter how accurately they 

represent the events.  

The Phantom Documents. First, a fatal flaw of authentication, even by the admission of the 

editors, is that Zhang Liang, despite his long cooperation with the editors, had steadfastly refused 

to give the editors the “original documents” he claimed to be in his possession. What he gave the 

editors were not facsimile of these documents, but mere computer printouts.  Such an excuse 

should have set alarms bells ringing everywhere.  Indeed, as early as 2001, China watcher John 

Gittings had already found this “terms of the game” “a shade naïve.”  

Why did the editors settle on mere computer printouts, even though it was their 

“reputations that are on the line”? (Professor Schell’s words, p. 469). The editors’ own accounts 

are revealing, either interpreted literally or between the lines. Zhang Liang has clearly out 

maneuvered the editors.  

 Simply put, Zhang Liang was able to convince the editors that by passing on the 

reformatted computer printouts of the documents  allowed him to stay within the bounds of 

patriotism, but to supply them with the “actual physical documents” would amount to betrayal 

(TP, pp. xix-xx, 472). Professor Nathan’s notes that Zhang Liang’s “seemingly arcane 

distinctions are not foreign”  to US “political culture, which tacitly accepts the leaking of content 

but tends to prosecute the act of compromising sources or physical documents” (TP, p. xx). In his 

rejoinder to my critique, Professor Nathan staunchly defends Zhang Liang’s distinction and even 

raises the stakes by saying that “authentication using physical documents would have endangered 

the Compiler.” (p. 210). 

In contrast, Professor Schell noted that Zhang Liang’s behavior seems “illogical”: 

“It was the compiler’s fervent conviction that there was an important distinction 

between passing actual physical documents and merely the reformatted contents 

on to foreigners like us or to the world at large. This is a distinction and a 

sensitivity that was extremely important to the compiler for reasons that make 

sense in China but may seem illogical in the context of an open society, 

Nevertheless, they were the terms of this game, and we choose to respect them. 

After all, China has its own set of cultural and political imperatives that are not 

ours to judge for another who must live his own life in that system” (TP, pp. xx, 

470, 472) (italics mine).  

 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2001/feb/10/history.politics
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2001/feb/10/history.politics
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So won over by Zhang Liang that the editors even launched into long justifications of 

how Chinese style patriotism and loyalty to leaders helps explain why Zhang Liang harbors 

“strong feelings of loyalty when it comes to publishing classified documents and putting oneself 

into direct opposition to the state” (TP, p. 437) 

This author is unaware of such a distinction in the long history of document leakages out 

of China. For China as for any other country, any disclosure of top-secret materials, in whatever 

form or shape, would be regarded as treasonous, especially in view of Beijing’s harsh espionage 

laws. For all intent and purposes, for Beijing, if Zhang Liang had actually revealed classified 

documents, whether they be original documents, facsimiles, or computer printouts, it would have 

amounted to high treason, just the same way Daniel Ellsberg and Julian Assange were charged 

over the Pentagon Papers and the Wikileaks.  

 Zhang Liang’s ability to mislead the editors is attested by Professor Schell’s cryptic 

statement that “the alternative to publication was to ignore this collection – in effect to yield to 

the Chinese Communist Party’s protective shield of secrecy” (TP, p. 474). I take it to mean that 

for him, there was no alternative but to accept Zhang Liang’s conditions – the deal was off if 

original documents had to be supplied.  In reality, the only sensible thing to do for the editors 

was to demand the original documents for their project.  

Now, twenty-three years after the publication of TS/TP, not a single original document 

has been made available for public scrutiny. No evidence exists that the editors have attempted to 

secure those original documents from Zhang Liang. Professor Nathan’s indifference about 

acquiring the originals is shown by his statement that he “would not have been able to conduct 

the chemical and other physical assays necessary to distinguish high-quality forged documents 

form real documents.” This sounds illogical. No one expects Professor Nathan personally to 

perform forensic or chemical and physical tests, which must be performed by experts. Important 

clues in the original documents would have helped to establish their authenticity.  

 Zhang Liang has reportedly settled in the United States, and the editors have never 

reported any harm done to his family and associates. In 2001, Professor Nathan said that there 

was a “need to maintain total secrecy” as they prepared TP (p. xx). This veil of secrecy is still 

being maintained today. 
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The inevitable conclusion is that Zhang Liang does not own any classified documents in 

the first place. And even according to the logic spelled out by Professor Schell’s Afterward, the 

claims for authenticity of the top-secret documents in TS/TP should be regarded as null and void 

(please see later).  

 

Can Reconstructed Documents Be Authentic In many incidences, Professor Nathan has admitted 

that the key and “never-before-published” documents were not “transcripts” recorded on the spot 

but were rather reconstructed by Zhang Liang long after the fact by combining different sources.  

For example, Professor Nathan describes how Zhang used the phantom documents to reconstruct 

most of the “classified documents.” 

“Since a given conversation is often described in several sources, the 

compiler has combined information to reconstruct most of the accounts of 

conversations throughout the book. Here, as in minutes, we use quotation 

marks, reflecting the fact that even though these are not direct transcripts, 

they were presented by immediate participants as authentic records and are 

often mutually corroborated (TP, p. xli; emphasis mine).” 

 

Zhang’s reconstruction “classified documents” are at best secondary sources, and there is 

really no sense even trying to authenticate them.  Professor Nathan’s assertion that these non-

transcripts “were presented by immediate participants as authentic records and are often mutually 

corroborated” is puzzling. How could and would any immediate participants (China’s top 

leaders) gather together to authenticate and corroborate what Zhang Liang’s had concocted more 

than a decade after the fact? 

Even if we grant that some internal speeches are published officially or obtained through 

reliable channels, ex post facto reconstructions by Zhang Liang by merging different versions 

made by the participants of the event under different contexts, purposes, and circumstances do 

not satisfy the requirement of authenticity. Nor do they satisfy the requirement for integrity, 

which refers to the documents’ being complete and unaltered. We have no idea what sources 

Zhang used to reconstruct and combine the materials. There is a great deal of evidence that in TS 

he took a great deal of liberty by inserting fragments of conversations into different mouths by 

incorporating hearsay, personal views, and embellishments. He frequently interjects his own 
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interpretations and commentaries into the alleged factual documents, a practice that could only 

be called editorializing. Gaps in information were filled in with reconstructed materials.    

Yet Professor Nathan uses these reconstructions to discuss who defers to whom, who 

speaks infrequently, who speaks briefly and how often they speak, as if they were actual taped 

conversations (TP, pp. xxx-xxxi). Indeed, the reconstructions of top-level speeches from 1989 are 

not unique to TS/TP, as examples abound in fictions, histories and memoirs of the era, but the 

outcomes are always wildly variable pastiches (please see below). 

Further, in TS/TP, the editors are indifferent to problems of timing, sequencing, 

completeness, bias, accuracy, or the integrity of the documents, nor do they tell the readers which 

“never-before-published” documents were reconstructed nor what criteria were used. Also, in his 

rejoinder to my critique, Professor Nathan conceded squarely my point that the “classified 

documents” “are not the same as direct transcripts”  (Italics mine). Yet, unable  to counter my 

main points and especially my point that Zhang Liang’s reconstructions are really cut and paste 

jobs, Professor Nathan further lowered the bar by saying that  “it is wrong to refer to the 

reconstruction as ‘cut and paste’ but if  this term is appropriate, it would not affect the material’s 

authenticity” (p. 214)  This definition of authenticity is unsatisfactory and can hardly be taken 

seriously.  

I suppose that most journalists, academics, and college undergrads would appreciate the 

distinction between primary and secondary sources, and that reconstructed original documents is 

an oxymoron.  But these are distinctions that the editors seem unable or unwilling to grasp.  

Finally, the “minutes” presented in the June 2022 and 2024 issues of Foreign Affairs are 

much shorter versions of their counterparts in TP and some of the cuts are indicated by ellipses 

while others are not. Even in these abridged versions, readers will find that the style and tone of 

these “conversations” are stiff and artificial. Instead of exchanges of opinions and information, 

these people, a small intimate group in the Politburo plus the elders, appear to be making long 

and formal pronouncements, telling one another things they already knew. This betrays the 

reconstruction process of using diverse sources. True, there are very formal records of written 

opinions intended for the larger bureaucracy, but the “conversations” available in TS/TP are 

more akin to literary devices used in Chinese political fictions and histories.  
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Professor’s Schell’s Revelations  

 One of the most formidable challenges to the claims of authenticity is actually Professor 

Schell’s Afterward which was written as a hedge against the extravagant claims in TP. His views 

sharply contrast with Professor Nathan’s assertions of authenticity and therefore merit lengthy 

reproductions.  Professor Schell’s discussion of the process of production also reveals how 

progressively the editors were outmaneuvered by Zhang Liang. and directly and indirectly negate 

any claims of authenticity. Professor Schell also tries to draw lessons from well-known forgeries 

by identifying the pitfalls, but ironically, he actually revealed how the editors might have fallen 

into the traps.  

In his warnings about documents with “uncertain pedigrees” and “murky provenience” 

(pp. 462-463), Professor Schell has actually maintained the consistent view that TS/TP cannot be 

authenticated, and that the editors did not have the wherewithal to do so. Professor Schell said 

this of TS/TP:  

• “it must be emphasized again that we still have no basis for proclaiming their authenticity 

with absolute authority” p. 470 

• “ . . .we cannot guarantee that these minutes, for instance, are as accurate as the Pentagon 

Papers or the transcripts of U.S. presidential conversations recorded during the Watergate 

era.”  

• “ . . .no one outside of China can completely vouch for the authenticity of these 

transcripts . . .”  474 

• “the barrier between us and the documents is, alas, still real”; “Inevitably, then, blank 

spaces must remain both in the fabric of authentication and in the corroborating 

narrative . . .” (p. 474).   

• “After all, the manuscripts we had been given to work with consisted not of original 

documents, or even facsimile copies, but of a printout of a computer transcription of 

original materials.”  

Professor Schell’s caution also led him to draw lessons from a long history of secret 

documents that have proven to be forgeries, from Sir Edmund Backhouse’s Jing Shan Diaries to 
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Hugh Trevor-Roper’s The Last Days of Hitler (p. 461).  According to Professor Schell, the Jing 

Shan diary, which describes behind-the-scenes power politics within the imperial government 

during the Boxer Rebellion of 1900 was eventually dismissed as a fake when the author, after 

years of demurring, failed to provide documentary records. The “inability and unwillingness” of 

the author to surrender the original documents finally doomed the Jing Shan diary as a 

“masterful but brazen forgery” (TP, p. 462.) Professor Schell said,  

 “. . . soon some China experts were asking to see the complete 

documentary record, which Blackhouse promised but failed to provide. Year after 

year, he kept demurring, until in 1936 Blackhouse finally backed off completely 

from his earlier promise, lamenting that he had been forced to sell the diary due to 

penury several years earlier. In view of Blackhouse’s inability or unwillingness to 

surrender the original documents, it was not surprising that the credibility of the 

Jing Shan diary began to erode. As more and more experts began to suspect and 

then attack its murky provenance . . . the Jing Shan diary came to be regarded as a 

masterful but brazen forgery.” (p. 462) 

 

On another book of questionable authenticity, Yaoming Le’s the Conspiracy and Death of 

Lin Biao, Professor Schell quotes a critic by saying that few readers “have taken this version 

seriously, chiefly because the sources  which Yao claimed to have exclusive access to, were 

never made available to others” (p. 466).  It is a great irony that history is repeating itself that 

more than two decades after the publication of TS/TP, Zhang Liang has not revealed a single 

original document for forensic scrutiny, despite the repeated challenges. Neither have his editors 

provided a single page of their computer printout. The editors have never said a word about 

pressing Zhang Liang for the original documents, even though Zhang Liang appears to have been 

already safely ensconced in the United States. The editors have not reported any harm done to 

Zhang Liang’s family and associates but continue to use the safety issue (as in this latest 

compilation) to hide Zhang’s identity and his documents.  

A final but important point has to be noted. Although Professor Nathan’s long 

introduction is translated in TS, Professor Schell’s revealing Afterward is not translated in TS. 

Therefore, Chinese readers who do not read English would not have been able to grasp the 

significance of what Professor Schell has to offer. Space should not be a concern, since Chinese 

characters are compact, as the two volumes of TS (measuring 5.5 x 8.25 inches) which 

supposedly containing three times as much material as TP is only about 0.5 inch thicker than TP 
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(6.5 x 9.5 inches).  The withholding of the Afterward makes no sense. Did the editors understand 

that the large number of Chinese Tiananmen historians, writers, and former participants such as 

workers and students who have intimate knowledge of the primary and secondary sources would 

easily see through the artifice? This adds to the list of discrepancies between TS and TP.  

It is clear that even the various accounts by Professors Nathan and Schell on TS/TP are 

more than sufficient to disprove any claims of authenticity and to show why they ended up with 

just the computer printout versions of the phantom classified document. Professor Schell’s 

statement that they “were taken by the complier on a curious odyssey” (TP, p. 470) seems ironic.  

In the final analysis, despite Professor Nathan’s strong assertions and diversions, the 

claim of authenticity simply cannot be sustained.   The murky provenience, the editors’ 

admission that the classified documents were reconstructed long after the fact, and above all, the 

inability to produce even one original document 23 years after publication for open scrutiny, lend 

support to this view. The editors cannot explain away contradictions such as the differences in 

claims of authenticity, translation, citation and style in TS/TP. Professor Nathan’s woolly 

understanding of the meaning of authenticity and the difference between primary and secondary 

sources is for all to see. Professor Schell’s Afterward on frauds provides even more insights and 

evidence on why the “top secret documents” contained in TS/TP are not real. They certainly do 

not deserve the authoritative status claimed by the editors. It must also be restated that we do not 

question the many documents contained in TS/TP already in the public realm. Our focus is on the 

classified Chinese documents of decision-making at the very top, the alleged Politburo minutes 

and transcripts of private conversations among Chinese leaders. In reaction to my criticism, 

Professor Nathan tried to lump the two together to defend himself.   Further, despite all the 

admissions, Professor Nathan continues to claim that his documents are “transcripts,” as he has 

done in the introductions to the 2022 and 2024 compilation in Foreign Affairs. The need to get to 

the bottom of the matter is still urgent.  

 

Revelations by An Earlier Participant of the Tiananmen Papers Project 

At one point, Professor Nathan said that not even the other editors were allowed certain 

secrets because he had to withhold information from them to protect Zhang (TP, p. xx). Even up 



 

12 
 

to today he has not divulged this secret which may be hidden forever. One secret, however, is 

known. After Professor Nathan responded to my critique with a rejoinder in 2004, Zhang Liang, 

on the other hand, launched a vituperative and personalized attack on me, posted in six 

installments, on the Duowei news net in June 2004. Zhang Liang’s diatribe is vulgar and I have 

translated some of them on pp. 3-4 in my re-rejoinder. Zhang also boasted that upon receiving 

my manuscript, the China Quarterly, out of respect for Professor Nathan and himself, consulted 

them on whether or not to publish the manuscript. Professor Nathan supposedly then sought the 

opinion of Zhang, who in turn made three demands; that China Quarterly publish my article, that 

Professor Nathan would write a rebuttal, and that I should translate my article into Chinese, so 

that Zhang could write a rebuttal. The China Quarterly, according to him, “fully” accepted all 

three of his proposals. This is spurious, as the blind referee process which China Quarterly 

follows, as all academics know, does not work this way. The China Quarterly accepted my 

article on the recommendations of three anonymous referees, and never demanded that I translate 

my article into Chinese. However, all this is a good reflection of aspects of Zhang’s character. 

Regrettably, none of Zhang’s collaborators have so far said whether they agree with him or not.  

 In any case, Zhang Liang’s diatribe prompted Jin Zhong, a veteran China analyst and 

editor-in-chief and publisher of Hong Kong’s Kaifang,  a Chinese affairs magazine, to write a 

tell-all article in the July 2004 issue of his magazine entitled  "Zhang liang and His June 4th 

Story." (Please see appendix 1) Jin was repulsed by Zhang’s misrepresentations and by his ad 

hominem attack on me. According to Jin, he met Professor Nathan in June, 1998, in Hong Kong 

and was invited to spend a week at Professor Nathan’s home in New York in October 1998 to 

pore over the unfinished TS book manuscript (which chronicles the event up to May 1989), to 

advise on marketing and promotional issue and to see if he could help publish it in time for the 

tenth anniversary of the Tiananmen events in June 1999. What Jin saw, however, was not the 

sensitive and electrifying secret documents later touted by the editors. As he said, it is not easy to 

obtain internal CCP documents, and who wouldn’t jump at the sight of 2,000 of them. Yet, at the 

time he found Zhang’s book manuscript unexciting, the material un-explosive, and the 

documents quite ordinary. He never saw the alleged minutes of the meetings of the Elders, of the 

Politburo, of the Politburo’s Standing Committee, and the secret conversations of top leaders. 

Jin’s view can be corroborated by comments from Zhang, Professors Nathan and Link, and He 

Pin (publisher of Mirror Books) themselves at various press conferences describing negative and 

https://publish.uwo.ca/~achan/Fabricated%20Secrets%202.pdf
http://hx.cnd.org/2004/07/05/%E6%83%8A%E5%A4%A9%E9%AA%97%E5%B1%80%EF%BC%9A%E5%BC%80%E6%94%BE%E6%9D%82%E5%BF%97%E4%B8%BB%E7%BC%96%E9%87%91%E9%92%9F%E6%8F%AD%E3%80%8A%E5%85%AD%E5%9B%9B%E7%9C%9F%E7%9B%B8%E3%80%8B%E4%B8%80%E4%B9%A6/
http://hx.cnd.org/2004/07/05/%E6%83%8A%E5%A4%A9%E9%AA%97%E5%B1%80%EF%BC%9A%E5%BC%80%E6%94%BE%E6%9D%82%E5%BF%97%E4%B8%BB%E7%BC%96%E9%87%91%E9%92%9F%E6%8F%AD%E3%80%8A%E5%85%AD%E5%9B%9B%E7%9C%9F%E7%9B%B8%E3%80%8B%E4%B8%80%E4%B9%A6/
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pessimistic reactions to marketability that greeted the book manuscript at the beginning, when it 

was rejected by knowledgeable Taiwanese and Hong Kong publishers. (onf file) 

 Jin Zhong’s negotiation with Professor Nathan broke down, and one reason was Zhang’s 

demand for US$154,000 (based on an estimate sale of 100,000 copies) as remuneration, without 

which Zhang said that he would rather abandon publication. Jin had to decline because even the 

bestselling Chinese political books published in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and the diasporas, 

according to his experience, did not sell more than a few thousand copies. 

Before he washed his hands of the project he offered some advice – that the material on 

the top-level decision-making process needed to be highlighted to make the book more readable 

and that TP should be published before TS in order to lend legitimacy to the project. In his 

capacity as an editor, Jin Zhong also advised Zhang Liang to trim the descriptions of the local 

situations and foreign reactions, to discuss the provenance of the documents, to give a 

biographical background of Zhang, and to discuss the archival system of the CCP.  Jin did not 

expect Zhang to reconstruct/fabricate “authentic” documents.  

Significantly, Professor Nathan‘s reply to Jin Zhong never denied what Jin had said, 

although he  chided him for breaking the pledge of silence about the meeting with Zhang Liang 

(please see appendix 2). This gives strong support to the view, including mine, that the top secret 

classified documents were constructed after the Jina Zhong meeting. Jin’s disclosure is damaging 

to the credibility of the authors and more will be discussed later.  

 

The Editors’ Unfamiliarity with the Available Sources 

In the following we delve deeper to explore the faulty research process (a process which 

lasted several years according to Nathan), assumptions and how they impact the errors in 

judgement by the editors. At various instances, the editors assert that the TS/TP “possess an 

internal coherence, richness, and human believability that would be almost impossible to fake”; 

that “it is hard to imagine a means of creating a plausible forgery at such a deep level of detail.” 

(p. xx, 470); have provided the “richest record”  they have “ever seen of political life in China at 

the top . . .” (xxix), and “much of it would appear to be virtually impossible to reconstruct by any 

conceivable research effort.” (p. xx). Further, they assert that   

http://www.open.com.hk/old_version/2004_7p94.html
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“It would appear to be virtually impossible to reconstruct by any conceivable research effort” 

and that “no absolute collaboration of the Tiananmen papers could be made by checking archives 

or interview sources” (p. 461). The editor might have really felt this way, but unfortunately, these 

views are wrong in view of the massive evidence.  

Because of the intrinsic importance of the Tiananmen events which drew world-wide 

attention, and the hundreds of journalists and foreign observers, not to mention the hundreds of 

thousands of participants, who gathered in Beijing, a vast volume of literature exists. Minute 

details, day-to-day and even hour-on-hour developments, on the subject have been described in 

the large body of books and documents in both English and Chinese. A quick search on the 

subject Tiananmen Square Incident 1989 in the Hollis catalogue at Harvard University returns 

263 books and films in Chinese from 1989 to 2000, the year before the publication of TS/TP. 

This does not include the hundreds of items on Chinese history and politics, memoirs, 

biographies, yearbooks, etc., that also include discussions of Tiananmen affairs.  After 2011, this 

literature continues to grow.  

 Some context is necessary. Those who work closely with Chinese archives cannot have 

failed to recognize an irony in Chinese secret and internal documents. In China, access to 

information is tightly controlled, as even the most common information will often be labelled 

secret, but many documents stamped "top secret" can be found on the Internet and in research 

libraries all over the West. Every day a stream of documents from different ministries, provinces 

and agencies flows into the Party and state headquarters in Zhongnanhai, but a parallel flow 

(including full or partially secret documents) moves in the other direction down the 

administrative ladder to reveal, explain and justify government policies and propaganda. The 

huge size of the bureaucracy also means that the number of people having access to transmitted 

documents is correspondingly large and leakage is always high, particularly in the face of hungry 

demands from overseas media and intelligence services. Often so much is classified secret or 

internal that local authorities lose sense of what is important and what is not, and over time much 

is simply discarded. During the reform period, local officials even attempted to peddle duffle 

bags of documents to overseas libraries for a price (information supplied by colleagues at the 

Universities Services Centre, Chinese University of Hong Kong). Such information fuels a vast 

body of political and historical writings that encompass popular histories, biographies, novels 
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and "report literature" published in China and the diaspora. The best of these are serious and 

reliable works based on interviews, investigative journalism and careful analyses; the worst are 

pure sensationalism, speculations, sheer fantasies or forgeries. Many authors claim privileged 

access to official archives, and by weaving together official documents, chronologies, statistics, 

memoirs by former politicians, hearsay and a large dose of imagination, they dramatize politics 

at the top by recounting events in minute detail. Many such writings include fly-on-the-wall 

dialogue and descriptions of the thoughts of the protagonists. And because of a relaxed Chinese 

cultural attitude toward originality, they seldom acknowledge their sources, and it is fair game to 

copy verbatim from them, and from one another, with impunity. Ironically, hundreds of books 

belonging to this genre were published by Mirror Books, TS’s publisher. This context is 

necessary to situate TS and TP in their proper context. 

 Most of the available Tiananmen materials, which are available in North American 

libraries, are familiar to Western scholars. For instance, June 4 scholar Professor Timothy Brook, 

in his 2011 review of TP, states that “most of what is in the dossier repeats or fits with what we 

already know.” In any case, up to 2001 (the publication date of TS/TP), these materials, which 

run to thousands of pages, fall roughly into four categories, and I will cite a few examples:  

1. Detailed daily and hourly chronicles of events in Beijing and the provinces published by 

the Chinese government for both internal and external uses:  

• Fifty-Six Terrifying Days: A Daily Record of Events from 4 April to 9 June 1989. Beijing: 

1989， 231p.; 

• Remembrance and Reflections on the 50 Days (Beijing: 1989) 199 p.; 

• Major Events Over 70 Days: From the Death of Hu Yaobang to the Dismissal of Zhao 

Ziyang. Beijing, 1990, 107 p.; 

2. Memoirs by participants:  

• Bao Zunxin, The Inside Story of June Fourth: The Unfinished Nirvana. Taibei: 1997, 199 

p.; 

3. Histories of the movement:   
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• Ding Wang. Before and After 4 June. Taibei: 1995, 2 vols.,  320 pp. and 296 pp. 

• Chen Xiaoya, The Crisis at Tiananmen: A History of the June Fourth Democratic 

Movement. Taibei: 1996, 523 p.; 

• Pang Pang, Beijing City Dripping in Blood: From the Death of Hu Yaobang to the 

Tragedy at Tiananmen. Taibei: 1989, 143 p. (also available in English translation); 

• Chen Yizi, China: The Ten Years of Reform and the 1989 Democracy Movement, the 

Background to the Slaughter During 4 June. Taibei: 1990, 216 p.; 

4. Collections of documents edited by Taiwan or Hong Kong organizations:  

• Zhang Jingyu, The Blood of Freedom, the Flower of Democracy. Taipei, 1989, 216 p.;  

• Han Shanbi, The Wounds of History: A Collection of Historical Materials on the 1989 

Democracy Movement in China, 2 volumes. Hong Kong, 1989, 2 v. 526 p.;  

• The Truth of Fire and Blood: A Documentary on the Pro-democracy Movement in 

Mainland China 1989. Taipei: 1989, 1,416 pp. 

 

One important fact, never mentioned by the editors,  is that even several internal speeches 

made by Deng Xiaoping during 1989 had already been published openly in his Selected Works 

vol. 3 (Beijing: 1993) in both Chinese and English translations. These include private 

conversations with Chinese leaders (May 31, June 16, September 4), a speech with martial law 

troops in Beijing (June 9), and so on. Ding Wang’s collection of documents include key speeches 

made by Deng, Li Peng, Yang Shangkun, in addition to Li Peng’s report at the Fourth Plenum of 

the Thirteenth Central Committee and Zhao’s Ziyang’s defense at the same meeting. The large 

body of literature contains numerous documents and discussions of decision-making at China’s 

apex of power during 1989 which involved the elders, although the editors seemed unaware of it. 

The prior existence of this vast body of literature invalidates the editors’ claims that the 

so-called classified documents contained in TS/TP are, 1) “never-before published” and 

“virtually impossible to reconstruct by any conceivable research effort”; 2) are so sensitive that 

the preparation and presentation of these volumes required “total secrecy,” and 3) intended for “a 

https://dengxiaopingworks.wordpress.com/selected-works-vol-3-1982-1992/
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tiny handful of people in China” and that even “Jiang Zemin cannot surreptitiously examine”  (p. 

xvii, xx-xxi, xxviii). After reading my critique in the China Quarterly, Professor Nathan asked 

Zhang Liang’s assistance to go through nine of these sources.  Professor Nathan was evasive and 

did not concede my point that the editors arrived at these faulty assumptions because of their 

unawareness of these most important source materials, especially those by Ding Wang and Chen 

Xiaoya. Instead, he concluded that “82.3 percent of the documents transcribed in whole or in part 

in TS are not available from any other source” (rejoinder, p. 208).  But my point is not that 

everything from TS/TP can be found in existing sources because that is impossible.  Zhang Liang 

might have brought out sources that are unavailable in the West. My point is that the existence of 

these materials, and the editors’ unfamiliarity with them, have invalidated Professor Nathan’s 

several assumptions listed at the beginning of this section.   

One academic convention is that when researchers begin a project, such as a master or 

doctoral thesis, for example, they are required to conduct a literature review of existing materials 

to show their familiarity with the subject, to avoid duplicating existing information, and to 

advance further. Without such preparations, they would be deemed unqualified. In this vein, one 

glaring omission in TS/TP is the apparent neglect of the mountain of memoirs, documentary 

collections, dramatized histories, which encompass both primary and secondary sources.  

In 2001, the editors either ignored or were unaware of this mountain of materials because 

in TS/TP they said nary a word about it to the readers until Professor Nathan read my critique. If 

they had consulted these materials, it is their responsibility to inform the readers in a 

bibliography. But no bibliography exists in TS or TP.  Additionally, much of these materials were 

published in the diaspora in the United States, Hong Kong and Taiwan and therefore they use the 

traditional and complicated characters which even mainlanders often find difficult to read. The 

editors might believe that the TAMP were unique so that they did not bother to refer to these 

materials. Yet, since the editors present their books as senior academics, this omission is no 

trivial matter. If they had done a literature review, they would not have made statements like 

those at the beginning of this section. They would have fortified themselves against the 

untrustworthy Zhang Liang. This extremely rich body of archives has also been drawn on by 

many writers to write a whole genre of histories, fictions, report literature, and the like. It is clear 

Zhang had a large pool of information from which he could construct and reconstruct his “top-



 

18 
 

secret” documents. In fact, numerous identical or near-identical passages from TS, including the 

so-called “never-see-before minutes,” can readily be found long before the publication of TS/TP.  

 

Hu Yaobang’s Collapse and Death, April 8, 1989  

The description of the collapse and death of Hu Yaobang in TS/TP is a good case in point 

to show 1) how Zhang Liang had drawn on an existing work, Pang Pang’s The Death of Hu 

Yaobang, an unabashedly fictional account (completed with dialogue) published in 1989, to re-

create “never-before-released” classified documents after Jin Zhong’s meeting.  It also shows 2) 

how TS, a narrative documentary history, has been transformed by the editors into TP, pure 

documents with annotations, one for the Chinese and the other for English readers. In TS, the 

relevant section makes no reference to any documentary sources (p. 107) and almost near the end 

it says “according to the records of the Central Staff Office (p. 110). In TP (pp. 20-22), this  

section is billed as a classified “document” with a grand and phony title that reads “ participants' 

notes of an oral report given by Wen Jiabao, in his role as secretary of Party Committees of units 

under Party Central and director of the Party Central Office to the senior working staff of those 

offices, and of an oral report given by Luo Gan in his capacity as secretary general of the State 

Council and secretary of Party Committees in ministry-level state organizations, to senior staff of 

those offices.” Intriguingly, the first part of Zhang’s dramatized narrative in TS (pp. 107-109) is 

transformed into a formal document in TP (pp. 20-23), whereas the second part of this narrative 

(pp. 109-110) is rendered in TP in the-so-called bridging material. The subjective has been 

transformed into the objective. Zhang’s more dramatic narrative statements (such as his reading 

of the minds of the participants) which intercepted this section are omitted and not translated in 

TP to give it an objective gloss.    

Pang Pang’s version reads (pp. 9-10): 

9:40 a.m. . . 

Forty minutes into the meeting, Hu Yaobang feels stifled. 

He later told his family that the subject of education was what made him feel bad early in the 

meeting. China's educational system is crippled by poor performance. The army of illiteracy is 
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preparing for conquest. China is at a critical moment. Hu is worried as well as upset. He used to 

feel like this when he was worried and upset, but that feeling would subside after a while. 

Later he finds that it is worse than he thought. Something heavy is crushing his heart. It rolls 

unstoppably, like a T-34 tank. He feels dizzy. Then dizziness is replaced by numbness. He feels 

like a strange kind of bloodsucker is draining the blood from his brain. 

He is pale. 

Politburo members sitting nearby notice there's something wrong with Hu Yaobang. One of them 

later said, "From the meeting's start I saw that Hu looked ill. He looked worse and worse as the 

meeting went on. I should have reminded him earlier to go take a rest." 

Hu can no longer hold out. He stands and waves to catch the eye of General Secretary Zhao 

Ziyang. One witness said later that it looked as if Hu was saluting Zhao. 

"Comrade Ziyang," Hu says, "may I have your permission to leave..." Before he can finish, he 

slides into his chair with his eyes closed. 

Sitting next to Hu is Defense Minister Qin Jiwei. He immediately holds Hu in his arms. At this 

moment, all eyes turn toward Hu Yaobang. Since his resignation, Politburo members have never 

given Hu Yaobang such attention. 

Hu Qili makes the first assessment. "Hold it! It is probably a heart attack." 

Zhao Ziyang asks loudly, "Who has nitroglycerine?" 

"I have," answers Jiang Zemin, Shanghai's Party boss! He never brings his medicine with him, 

but it was God's design that his wife insisted that he bring it to Beijing this time. 

"I've never had any heart trouble," he protested. "Bring it in case of emergency," she said. 

The emergency does occur, but it doesn't strike him. Jiang gets the medicine out of his pocket 

immediately, shaking it. 

Hu Qili grabs it, asking how it is administered. 

Jiang Zemin is at a loss. This is the first time he has ever carried the medicine, and he does not 

know how to use it. 
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Song Ping comes over. "I know how to use it," he says. 

Qin Jiwei and Hu Qili put the unconscious man on the floor. Song Ping puts two tablets into Hu 

Yaobang's mouth. 

Hu regains consciousness gradually, vomiting. 

Zhao Ziyang calls for a doctor. 

There is no doctor to be found. 

What negligence! What a pity! There is no medical staff present at such an important meeting. 

China's leaders are the world's oldest. Every leader is a dilapidated machine which could break 

down at any moment. A health problem afflicting any of them will make an army of medical 

experts helpless . . . 

At 4 p.m. Hu is moved to Beijing Hospital. 

 

In TS (pp. 106ff) and TP (pp. 20ff), this is rendered as a “never-before-seen” and confidential 

Politburo document: 

At 9 A.M. on April 8, in Qinzheng Hall at Zhongnanhai, Zhao Ziyang chaired a Politburo 

meeting to discuss views on a document called "Central Committee Decision on Certain 

Questions on Educational Development and Reform (Draft)." Hu Yaobang, although 

relieved of his position as Party general secretary in January 1987, remained as a member 

of the Politburo and attended this meeting. Commissioner of Education Li Tieying briefed 

the members.  

During this briefing, Hu Yaobang sat with a pinched look. Minister of Defense Qin Jiwei later 

recalled, "I sensed something wrong about Comrade Yaobang from the time the meeting opened. 

His face was ashen. But he was straining to keep up appearances." About three quarters of an 

hour into the meeting, as Li Tieying was reviewing the education budgets of recent years, Hu 

appeared to be fading. He rose to request permission to leave. But as soon as he rose to his feet, 

he collapsed back into his chair. 
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"Comrade Ziyang . . ." His voice broke off as his hand faltered in the air describing a semicircle. 

Everyone present, caught by surprise, stood up and stared at the ashen-faced Hu. "It's probably a 

heart attack. . .. Don't move him!" someone said. "Anyone have nitroglycerin?" Zhao Ziyang 

asked urgently. 

"I do!" It was Qin Jiwei, who also had a heart condition. He took two pills from his briefcase and 

put them into Hu Yaobang's mouth. Then to Hu Qili, who came rushing over, he said, "Hurry and 

lay Comrade Yaobang on the floor." Hu slowly opened his eyes as staff members telephoned 

Liberation Army Hospital 305, which was only a block from Zhongnanhai. Paramedics were on 

the scene in about ten minutes. That afternoon, after Hu's condition had improved slightly, he 

was transferred to Beijing Hospital for observation. 

 

Another Set of “Top-Secret” Documents   

The pattern of processing repeats with another set of alleged top-secret internal Chinese 

documents, Zong Hairen’s Disidai (The Fourth Generation) (hereafter, Disidai) and its English 

translation titled China’s New Rulers: The Secret Files (2002) (hereafter, Secret Files) edited by 

Professors Nathan and Bruce Gilley.  This time, the editors tell the readers that top-secret 

documents were supplied by another Chinese author writing under the alias Zong Hairen 

allegedly consisting of classified Organization Department investigative reports on top leaders to 

be used during the leadership changeover just prior to the Sixteenth Party Congress of 2002 (pp. 

23ff).  They also tell the readers that instead of working with original documents, Zong merely 

possess “working drafts” of these documents.  In the book, the editors said they have “selected, 

rearranged, restated and explained” Zong’s material and “added historical and institutional 

information that is not mentioned in Zong’s book” (p. 29)  

By coincidence, China Journal, another top publication in the field of China studies, 

asked me to review both Disidai and Secret Files. The outcome is my review entitled  “China's 

Fourth Generation: The New Rulers and the Secret Files” in the July 2003 issue of the China 

Journal. Professor Nathan and Gilley’s Response also appear in the same issue. These editors 

again strongly vouch for the authenticity of the classified dossiers with Professor Nathan’s 

woolly understanding of the term.  In my review, I demonstrate that the claim of authenticity 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3182248
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3182248
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3182248
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/10.2307/3182249
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cannot be established, and as with the case of TS/TP, the Chinese and English versions display 

different claims of provenance, translation, citation, style and presentation. Interested readers 

may consult these articles if they can go past the paywall and I will highlight a few points here. 

In Secret Files, the editors give contradictory versions of provenance.   Despite the 

admission that they only possess “working drafts” of the original documents, Professors Nathan 

and Gilley talk as if they had possessed the original documents. They claim that these dossiers 

“are highly confidential, prepared for the exclusive use of the members of the outgoing 

Politburo . . .” and were not even shown to Central Committee members. (pp. 23-24) At one 

point, they told the readers that Zong was a legitimate conduit through which top Chinese 

leaders, who presumably had no fear of charges of treason or diverging of state secrets, supplied 

Zong with the sensitive documents: 

  “In late 2001, as preparations for the succession intensified, persons  

in Beijing decided to reveal the content of the reports to the outside  

world.  Substantial portions of the dossiers on each candidate, still in  

draft form, were conveyed to a Chinese writer outside China whom the  

officials in Beijing trusted. They asked that he use the dossiers as the basis of a 

book that would tell the world the inside story of new rulers.” (pp. 3-4) 

 

The idea that top Chinese officials would reveal classified materials on the internal 

appraisals of top leaders detailing their accomplishments and faults during a sensitive period of 

political succession to Westerners flies in the face of our knowledge of Chinese politics. This is 

just not credible. Still less is the claim that they chose Professor Nathan as the recipient, since he 

has already been (regrettably) declared persona non grata after the publication of TS/TP in 2001.  

Indeed, later on, Professors Nathan and Gilley contradict themselves by suggesting another role 

for Zong, that of a dissident or whistle-blower who fears for his security for leaking state secrets.  

“Unfortunately, in order to protect Zong’s security we cannot give  

the details of his background and personal conduct that have led us to  

conclude that he is trustworthy” (p. 32)  

 

Apart from this contradiction, the editors’ version of a windfall of documents from the 

very top Chinese leadership is blatantly contradicted by Zong’s more reserved and believable 

account.  According to Zong, research and preparation of the book was a torturous and 
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complicated process with many twists and turns. At first, he was reluctant to write a book on the 

new leaders. On the one hand, he feared that Beijing might become suspicious of him, and 

accuse him of exposing state secrets and libeling Party and state leaders. On the other hand, he 

was concerned that readers outside of China might think that a book like this was designed 

merely to flatter the Chinese leadership. In the end, a concern that the leaders were attracting 

considerable international attention while internal evaluations of them were still state secrets 

changed his mind. Yet, even when he finally decided to write, the "greatest difficulty" he 

encountered was the dearth of materials, because they needed to be verifiable and come from 

internal and high-level sources, such as investigative reports of the preparatory group for the 

16th Party Congress, personnel dossiers of the Organization Department, and other collaborating 

materials. Only his determination, he says, overcame a research process filled with surprises. 

(Disidai, pp. 3-4) 

In contrast with the editors’ exaggerated claim, this more modest version is more 

credible, especially when it is directed at the Chinese readers. Unable to explain the 

contradictions, Professors Nathan and Gilley, in their rejoinder to my critique, brush aside the 

issues by claiming that “We did not see any ‘contrast’ and ‘inconsistency’ between Zong’s 

account and ours.” (p. 123) 

Readers interested in the issues of provenance and authenticity of Disidai/Secret Files. 

may refer to my critique and the response in the China Journal. They may also refer to my 2005 

re-rejoinder mentioned above.  Overall, in considering TS/TP and Disidai/Secret Files together, 

the modus operandi of Professor Nathan and his collaborators are clear. They  

• make extravagant claims and assert authenticity for their documents, often in contrast 

with the Chinese versions with much more modest claims; 

• dismiss the numerous contradictions in the claims of authenticity, translation, citation and 

style, in the Chinese and English versions  as editorial decisions or choices; 

• claim that the publication of original document would hurt the security of Chinese 

authors;  

• bank on their reputation and the fact that few readers are able to fact check the Chinese 

versions written in traditional complicated Chinese characters; 

• claim that there are no archival records or other sources for comparison; 
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• publish excerpts of TP repeatedly until it is finally accepted even with the 

inability/unwillingness to produce one single original document;  

• muddle the issues by presenting Zhang Liang and Zong Hairen as two different persons 

(see below). 

 

Two additional issues merit attention. First, we can detect a pattern during the process of 

transformation of narrative histories and historical fiction into pure secret documents whereby 

the role of the original author has either been downgraded or disappeared altogether. For 

instance, Zhang Liang is listed squarely as the author of TS, but in its metamorphosis into TP, 

allegedly a collection of documents, his role has been downgraded into being a “compiler.” The 

case of Disidai/Secret Files is also noteowrthy.  Zong Hairen is listed as the author of Disidai, 

but in Secret Files Zong’s name disappeared altogether from the front page to be replaced by the 

names of editors Professors Nathan and Gilley, whose primary role was that of translators and 

annotators. Does this raise the issue of the expropriation of intellectual property?      

Second, it is known within a small circle that Zhang Liang and Zong Hairen are one and 

the same person writing under two aliases. Jin Zhong had dealt with this person and published 

his articles in Open magazine.  A 2003 US Congressional report (One hundred Eighth Congress, 

first Session, October 2), pp. 9 and 89 (n. 9) states as well that Zhang Liang writes under the 

pseudonym Zong Hairen.  This fact opens up even more issues. Professors Nathan and Gilley 

have repeatedly claimed that concerns for safety have precluded the yielding of any information 

about the background of Zong. As they said, they “cannot give the details of his background and 

personal conduct that have led us to conclude that his is trustworthy.”  (Secret Files, p. 32) 

In TP, the editors portray Zhang Liang as a courageous dissident whose act of smuggling 

top-secret documents out of China is still a safety concern for him, his family, and colleagues. In 

Secret Files, the editors portray Zong as a trusted conduit for top Chinese leaders to channel 

highly sensitive top-secret files to the editors at one point, but at another point, he is said to be 

concerned with his security, presumably for leaking sensitive materials.  Since Zhang and Zong 

are one and the same person, this raises many unanswered issues.   

 

https://china.usc.edu/sites/default/files/article/attachments/CECC%20Annual%20Report%202003.PDF
https://china.usc.edu/sites/default/files/article/attachments/CECC%20Annual%20Report%202003.PDF
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Conclusion 

The real story of the Tiananmen Papers is now complete. Because of the extraordinary 

claims of the editors of TP and the importance of the subject, there is a general consensus that 

authenticity should be a prime concern. Let’s be very clear: the documents contained in TP that 

are in the public domain and that can be verified are not in question. Our focus is on the alleged 

Politburo minutes and transcripts of private conversation among China’s top leaders. There ought 

not be any ambiguity.     

I may be accused of being uncollegial in offering such a thorough dissection of TS/TP, 

but I perfectly agree with the editors’ that the “loyalty to the truth of history” (p. xix) is 

paramount. Again, with great respect for their reputation and scholarship, Professors Nathan and 

Schell should be given credit for keeping the issues alive by their writings, but authentic and 

accurate primary sources are critical for credible historical scholarship to ward off the dangers of 

false narratives and misinformation. 

 It is high time to bring the long-standing debate on the authenticity of the “classified 

documents” on top-level decision-making to a close. Twenty-three years have passed since the 

publication of TS/TP, not a single original document allegedly in the possession of Zhang Liang 

has been opened for forensic tests, and the inevitable conclusion is that he does not have them. 

All things considered, no credible evidence exists to establish the authenticity of TS/TP, 

especially since Professors Nathan, Link, and Schell have worked only with computer printouts, 

not the alleged classified documents owned by Zhang Liang who refused to turn them over to the 

editors.  The lack of grounds to ascertain authenticity is actually a simple issue – even Professor 

Schell has conceded as much in TP, and he is right in this regard. This also applies to many of 

Professor Nathan’s own admissions.  Perhaps some would agree with the view that “in the 

absence of any true information, even palpably false information will always appear as the next 

best thing” (quoted by Professor Schell in TP, p. 464). However, the editors present their research 

as senior academics, and we expect a higher standard. Professor Nathan’s representation of the 

documents as “transcripts” is misleading. His insistence on woolly conceptions of authenticity 

may render a disservice to the field of China studies and set a poor example for students and the 

general public.  
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 This author, not a Tiananmen event specialist, is interested in Chinese history and politics 

and methodology. More recently, scholars and publishers have exercised more caution when they 

come to “classified” materials. For instance, the publication of the memoirs of Zhao Ziyang, in 

both Chinese and English, is supported by real taped recordings. A selection of documents on the 

Fourth Plenum of 1989 in Chinese (with a foreword by Professor Nathan) presents the 

documents in facsimiles, eschewing extravagant claims, reconstruction and tempering. Progress 

has been made.  
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Appendix 1: Jin Zhong, “Zhang Liang and His June 4th Story” (張良和他的六四故事) 

Appendix 2: Andrew Nathan, “A Reply  to Jin Zhong’s June 4th Story” (回覆金鐘的六四故事) 
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