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The death of former Chinese Prime Minister Zhu Rongji on 12 Aug 2026, marks closing 

of a chapter on one of the foremost economic reformers, post-Deng Xiaoping. As 

Premier from 1998 to 2003, Zhu did more than just managed China’s economy. A 

determined technocrat, he turned Deng’s reforms vision into an institutional process and 

steered People’s Republic of China’s (PRC’s) transition to market economy, which led to 

exponential growth, though not without adverse fallouts.  

Zhu was cremated a week later on 18 Aug, at Beijing’s Babaoshan Revolutionary 

Cemetery, amidst heavy security arrangements.1  The State media issued a standard 

respectful obituary praising Zhu, while omitting controversial parts of his political history. 

PRC’s top leadership including President Xi Jinping paid homage to the departed iconic 

leader. The national flag was lowered and Zhu received state honour, accorded to a 

major Communist Party leader. 

In China, death of senior leaders is a sensitive occasion as these can be used to 

express veiled criticism of the current leadership.2 Beijing remains skeptical of China’s 

political history, as under an authoritarian system, mourning can sometimes become an 

occasion for mass dissent. The death of reformist Communist Party leader Hu Yaobang 

in Apr 1989 had triggered a public mourning that eventually turned into Tiananmen 

crisis. Today, as China faces slowing growth, rising debt, weak demand, and tighter 

state control, it is natural to draw comparisons with Zhu’s times.  

From Political Outcast to Economic Tsar  

Zhu was born in Changsha in 1928 and studied engineering at Beijing’s Tsinghua 

University. He joined the Communist party of China at the age of 21 and was labelled as 

rightist, critical of the Communist policies. During Mao’s Cultural Revolution (1964-76), 

he was sent to the countryside. Post Mao’s death, Zhu was rehabilitated and over the 

years emerged as a capable economic administrator. As Mayor of Shanghai in the late 

1980s, he   facilitated laying the foundation of Pudong and its transformation into 

international financial center.  Notably, Shanghai remained quiet during the 1989 

Tiananmen protests. Later, Zhu became Vice premier in1991 and played a key role in 

handling economic crisis, especially the overheated economy.  He also served as the 

Governor of the ‘People’s Bank of China’ where Zhu implemented credit restraint, fiscal 

discipline and administrative controls to stabilise the economy. 

Temperamentally, Zhu was known to be blunt, sceptic towards orthodox 

bureaucracy, intolerant with incompetence and was always willing to acknowledge the 



problems.  His governing philosophy was defined by the term ‘Independent Thinking’.  

He had acquired the reputation of a ‘fire fighter’.  

When Zhu took over as PRC’s fifth Prime Minister in 1998, China was grappling 

with the Asian Financial crisis, inefficient state enterprises, fragile banking sector and 

amidst transition to ‘Socialist Market Economy’. He confronted these Issues 

simultaneously- head on, by overhauling the whole system; choosing structural surgery 

rather than cosmetic fixing or opting for band aid solutions.  

Zhu’s most controversial domestic reform involved China’s sprawling state 

sector. His government followed the broad principle of ‘grasp the large and release the 

small’ i.e., retain strategically important large enterprises while restructuring and, 

merging, selling or closing thousands of smaller and chronically sick State Owned 

Enterprises.  While the reforms were economically transformative but came at 

tremendous social cost.  As per Brookings economist Nicholas Lardy, urban sector 

employment shrunk by roughly 30 per cent, accounting for almost 34 million jobs in 

Zhu’s first four years as the Prime Minister.3 

Alongside revamping the fiscal system, government ministries were downsized, 

urban housing commercialised and privatisation was given greater impetuous, creating 

space for the market forces to operate.  

In 1998, when China was struck with devastating floods, Zhu’s approach was 

hands on-mobilised millions of people, inspected failed infrastructure personally and 

shifted national policy from pure engineering to environmental protection 

Zhu is also credited with China gaining entry to the World Trade Organization 

(WTO) in 2001. He well understood that WTO membership would integrate China with 

global economy as also accelerate internal reforms due to the international competition. 

This enabled China to emerge as world’s manufacturing hub and become world’s 

second largest economy. In retrospect, WTO accession altered not only China but 

international balance of economic power.  

However, Zhu’s reforms were marked by long term contradictions. His legacy as 

a reformer was not without pitfalls as economic transformation came at a huge social 

cost. In the process, thousands of S0Es were either closed or reorganised resulting in 

massive layoffs. Due to fiscal consolidation, the state governments had to resort to land 

sales and excessive borrowing. While the housing reforms led to housing boom, the 

extra capacity burst the bubble, economic impact being felt even today.4 

Yet, Zhu’s contrast gives his legacy contemporary political relevance. He stands 

tall, presented himself as a powerful office bearer prepared to acknowledge the 

systematic weaknesses publicly and stake his authority  to fix these - something rare in 

the Communist set up. 



Zhu’s Demise -Apprehensions About History’s Tendency to Repeat 

Following Zhu’s demise, there were apprehensions on the replay of 1989, when 

following death of Hu Yaobang- a reform minded former Communist Party General 

Secretary, students gathering to honour him rapidly turned out to be something larger. 

Hu had become associated with political liberalisation and rehabilitation of victims of 

Maoist campaigns. His mourning had evolved into protests demanding action against 

corruption, political reforms and official accountability. Within days, Tiananmen became 

the centre of the gravest challenge faced by the Communist leadership since 1949.     

However, Zhu Rongji was not Hu Yaobang, so fears of a repeat of 1989 were 

misplaced. Zhu was primarily an economic reformer, without challenging the Communist 

party’s political monopoly. He was deeply skeptical of importing Western political 

models.5 Moreover, China’s leadership under Xi Jinping now exercises far tighter 

political control through surveillance, censorship, and digital monitoring—tools that were 

unimaginable in 1989. 

Incidentally, Zhu’s funeral coincided with former President Jiang Zemin’s birth 

centenary commemoration.  Jiang-Zhu period came to symbolise accelerated market 

reform, expanding private enterprise, foreign investment, institutional experimentation 

and deepening integration with international economy.  The duo essentially believed that 

China would become stronger by reforming internally and integrating externally. The 

formidable combination as the President and Premier in the late1990s and early 2000, 

did bring back nostalgic memories of the era, as also the analogy with the current times.  

The Communist leadership of the day increasingly believes that for China to 

become stronger, it must reduce strategic vulnerabilities and ensure tighter Party control 

over the critical sectors.  Zhu’s demise did spark online discussions on his economic 

legacy. Social media users and commentors debated Zhu’s aggressive economic 

reforms; balancing praise for his role in driving growth with reminders of pain caused, as 

a sequel to the restructuring process. The moot question which the Chinese citizens 

and even the officials may be pondering over- whether the pendulum has moved too far. 

Zhu’s death was neither sensationalised nor politically sensitized.  It was 

inconsequential if Zhu Rongji’s death drew crowds to throng the public places. Well, it 

did revive conversation, though muted about the courage and pragmatism to initiate 

once again-the process of painful transformation. Perhaps, more importantly, amid 

China’s present economic difficulties, people may be silently asking an uncomfortable 

question- “Where is China’s next Zhu Rongji”?  
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