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            Wilhelm Reich's Seven-Point Program, First Congress of the German Association for Proletarian Sex-Politics, Düsseldorf, 1931:

1. Free distribution of contraceptives to those who could not obtain them through normal channels; massive propaganda for birth control.

2. Abolition of laws against abortion. Provision for free abortions at public clinics; financial and medical safeguards for pregnant and nursing mothers.

3. Abolition of any legal distinctions between the married and the unmarried. Freedom of divorce. Elimination of prostitution though economic and sex-economic changes to eradicate its causes.

4. Elimination of venereal diseases by full sexual education.

5. Avoidance of neuroses and sexual problems by a life-affirmative education. Study of principles of sexual pedagogy. Establishment of therapeutic clinics.

6. Training of doctors, teachers, social workers, and so on, in all relevant matters of sexual hygiene.

7. Treatment rather than punishment for sexual offenses. Protection of children and adolescents against adult seduction.
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​Introduction
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Given the ambiguity of the phrase “sexual fascism,” I’d like to start off by stating what I do not mean by it. This book is not an investigation into what’s sexy about fascism, nor is it a toolkit for employing sex, or repressing it, in the service of fascism; those drawn to my title in this frame of mind need not read further. I resolutely support sexual equality and freedom, and I am not a fascist in any way, shape, or form. My book would qualify for book burning if the practice ever came back. It’s been a while, but oh yes, we had them. The last major book burning was carried out by Food and Drug Administration agents on August 23, 1956, six tons of Wilhelm Reich’s books tossed into the Gansevoort public incinerator in New York.

Sexual fascism can be defined as sexual repression with fascist characteristics. To unpack this a bit, it is how the fascist state employs sexuality to extend its control over the population. One might demand to know which “state” I’m referring to, as there is no longer any overt, full-blown fascist state on the model of WWII-era Germany, Italy, and Japan. As an historical phenomenon fascism may seem of little relevance to sexual politics in today’s world. But this view hinges on a narrow definition of the term, one that identifies fascism only with its triumphant outcome, when fascists succeed in taking over a nation and coming into unchecked power. Of course, in the decades since the mid-last century there have been no shortage of brutal, totalitarian dictatorships—North Korea being the preeminent dystopian exemplar—the difference being that they don’t call themselves “fascist” anymore since post-WWII realpolitik has shorn the word of its former appeal, “ethno-nationalism” serving as the current euphemism.

An alternative is to view fascism as a process, that of fascist politics, an expandable platform employed by rightwing extremists for leveraging ever-greater influence and ultimately total power over the population, as well as the fate of perceived antagonists domestic and foreign. With Trump’s America in mind, Jason ​Stanley has provided in How Fascism Works perhaps the most concise definition ever penned: “A distinguishing mark of fascist politics is the targeting of ideological enemies and the freeing of all restraints in combating them.” And although Robert O. Paxton’s definition in The Anatomy of Fascism was meant to characterize the earlier 20th-century prototype, it’s not farfetched to assume we came perilously close to seeing its realization had Trump won reelection in 2020:

[Fascism is] a form of political behavior marked by obsessive preoccupation with community decline, humiliation or victimhood, and by compensatory cults of unity, energy and purity, in which a mass-based party of committed nationalist militants, working in uneasy but effective collaboration with traditional elites, abandons democratic liberties and pursues with redemptive violence and without ethical or legal restraints goals of internal cleansing and external expansion. (​Paxton)

Defining sexual fascism hinges on whether we treat it as a psycho-political or purely as a political phenomenon. Psychologically speaking, it designates the constrained habits and behavior people display due to cultural and ideological conditioning under the patriarchal state. The study of the unconscious acquisition of sexual strictures through collective indoctrination began with Wilhelm Reich, notably in The Mass Psychology of Fascism (published in 1933). As he wrote, the state reproduces its structure in miniature in the family, with the father deemed the natural head of the household and the mother fulfilling a subservient yet vital role as birth-provider:

The authoritarian state gains an enormous interest in the authoritarian family: it becomes the factory in which the state’s structure and ideology are molded....The suppression of the natural sexuality of children and adolescents serves to mold the human structure in such a way that masses of people become willing upholders and reproducers of mechanistic authoritarian civilization....Wholly unconscious of what they are doing, the parents carry out the intentions of authoritarian society. (​Reich)

As Stanley adds, “To boost the nation, fascist movements are obsessed with reversing declining birthrates; large families raised by dedicated homemakers are the goal.” Hence the constant nostalgia among the conservative right for a return to the “family values” of motherhood, fertility, and Christian piety (what Reich termed “mystical contagion”). Feminism, conversely, is held to be the single greatest threat to the family, as even conservatism’s upholders understand that “sexually awakened women, affirmed and recognized as such, would mean the complete collapse of the authoritarian ideology...To define freedom is to define sexual health. But no one wants to state it openly” (Reich).

Politically speaking, sexual fascism proceeds from the ensemble of judicial and carceral measures employed by the state to discipline the population in the most intimate aspects of their lives. While freedom of sexual choice and expression has in the modern democracies steadily increased over the past one hundred years, the United States, as will be examined in the chapters that follow, presents a contradictory phenomenon, retreating in as many ways as it has advanced. How far we are from genuine erotic liberation was strikingly articulated by the American feminist Shulamith Firestone in The Dialectic of Sex (1970). Her mapping out of the future post-bourgeois family remains as relevant today as it was half a century ago, though it is as radically removed from the patriarchy of her—and our—era as Friedrich Engels’ Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State (1884) was from his. As Firestone imagined it, children would have an independent legal and sexual status far beyond what even the most progressive thinkers would dare envision today, above all with her rejection of the age of consent:

The concept of childhood has been abolished, children having full political, economic, and sexual rights, their educational/work activities no different from those of adults. During the few years of their infancy we have replaced the psychologically destructive genetic “parenthood” of one or two arbitrary adults with a diffusion of the responsibility for physical welfare over a larger number of people. The child would still form intimate love relationships, but instead of developing close ties with a decreed “mother” and “father,” the child might now form those ties with people of his own choosing, of whatever age or sex. Thus all adult-child relationships will have been mutually chosen—equal, intimate relationships free of material dependencies. Correspondingly, though children would be fewer, they would not be monopolized, but would mingle freely throughout the society to the benefit of all. (​Firestone)

Her era’s idealism, one might say naivete, allowed Firestone to push a rhetoric of gender liberation to a logical extreme, one that, ironically, returns full circle to pre-1880s America, when children were indeed treated as little adults and regarded as wholly capable of giving their consent in marriage as young as ten or twelve (seven in Delaware). Since that time, the legal age of consent has risen across the board from ten to twelve to fourteen to sixteen in most of Europe and sixteen to eighteen in the Anglo countries, including the U.S. Yet it is in exactly these countries, in spite of or because of their strict sex offense laws, that teenage sexuality seems hardest to control. It is doubly ironic that in the most punitive of lands, the USA, teenagers as old as seventeen are legally defined as children incapable of sexual consent, but when it comes to their own infractions, teenagers are considered to be fully aware of what they are doing and are punished as adults. Long before they reach legal age or have any conception of what the sex offender registry is, they find themselves on it; seven states place children as young as seven or eight on the registry (​Stillman, “The List”).[1]

Sexual fascism becomes sexual terror when its impact permeates society to the degree that it merges with other forms of terror to deepen and intensify society’s collective fear. As pro-sex feminist Gayle Rubin wrote in her prescient 1982 essay, “Thinking sex: Notes for a radical theory of the politics of sexuality,”

[U.S.] sex law is harsh. The penalties for violating sex statutes are universally out of proportion to any social or individual harm....The law is especially ferocious in maintaining the boundary between childhood “innocence” and “adult” sexuality. Rather than recognizing the sexuality of the young and attempting to provide for it in a caring and responsible manner, our culture denies and punishes erotic interest and activity by anyone under the local age of consent. The amount of law devoted to protecting young people from premature exposure to sexuality is breathtaking. (​Rubin)

In the decades since, sex laws have only proliferated, in consequence of regular sex panics that seem to spring out of nowhere but from deep within the national psyche, beginning in the late 1980s with alleged Satanic ritual abuse in daycare centers and recently resurrected in fresh guise in QAnoners’ accusations of Satanic baby-eating by the Democrat elite. The sex offender registry, a sinister apparatus of state-sponsored grassroots terror George Orwell couldn’t have dreamt up, took shape over these decades following the Jacob Wetterling Act of 1994, Megan’s Law of 1996, and the Adam Walsh Act of 2006, each named after a high-profile pedophile murder.

Another current of American sexual terror goes back to the Mann Act or White-Slave Traffic Act of 1910 and concerns commercial sex. Originally intended to keep tabs on the brothels and the women allegedly trafficked into them, it expanded into comprehensive police surveillance directed against adulterers and elopers who crossed state lines or traveled anywhere in order to have sex; unmarried couples could be arrested for checking into a hotel room together even without crossing state lines (Rubin). In other words, the term “trafficking” was stretched to mean any form of illicit sex. The Mann Act remains very much alive today, though “trafficking,” a classic floating signifier, has once again changed its meaning to suit the designs of self-righteous, opportunistic, power-hungry politicians, evangelicals, and “carceral feminists” (to use Elizabeth Bernstein’s term). Properly defined, trafficking refers to the global underground trade in arms, drugs, and humans (the latter including but not limited to sex workers, both the willing and the duped). Now it designates any commercial sexual activity, and “traffickers” any and all customers of sex work, down to porn viewers in the confines of their home, since as consumers they sustain and promote the trade with their purchases, whereas sex workers are supposedly trafficked into the trade against their will and are therefore victims in urgent need of rescue, regardless of whether they entered into sex work of their own accord. There is a clear intent to this Newspeak, for what better way to frighten people off porn if they are made to feel complicit in the enslavement of the performers they are viewing? Once the net is cast so widely as to encompass the entire sex industry, millions of consumers are thus implicated in illicit activity and live under the shadow of suspicion, with potentially punitive consequences. Carceral feminists allied with Christian activists, to cite Bernstein, 

have come to foster an alliance with neoliberal consumer politics and a militarized state apparatus that utilizes claims of a particular white, middle-class model of Western gender and sexual superiority in achieving its goals [of] the postindustrial security state....Sex trafficking and surveillance have in fact become co-constitutive, with sex trafficking reciprocally serving to moralize the extension of new modes of surveillance....Evidence of this increasing institutionalization also exists in the growing numbers of anti-trafficking divisions of police departments and law enforcement-led “anti-trafficking taskforces” that have sprung up around the nation, an institutional arrangement which, like the founding of the Federal Bureau of Investigation during early 20th-century campaigns against white slavery, is likely to prove lasting in its effects. (​Bernstein)

The USA is well situated to test out hypotheses on sexual fascism because no other developed country in the world is as repressive. If this comes as a surprise, one of the most sophisticated means of advancing sexual fascism in our time is through mass media conditioning which celebrates, precisely, the opposite: sexual freedom. The country is drenched in sexual imagery, much of which functions to indoctrinate children and teenagers in cosmetics regimens and courtship rituals so as to develop their “sex appeal,” while providing the rest of the population an illusion of unbridled sexual expression in pornography, both the explicit and the tamer, disguised varieties in film, TV, and the fashion media. Not that this freewheeling deluge is necessarily always a bad thing, but we shouldn’t be surprised if it causes people to be more obsessed with sex than they would otherwise be.

To start off the book with the present dystopian state of affairs, Chapter 1 “Sexual surveillance in the age of Covid-19” compares different approaches to social and sexual control in China and the USA and speculates on the future. Chapter 2 “The sewage system, or What is fascism?” looks backward to the early 20th-century and forward into the twenty-first to chart the achievements of fascist violence. Fascist forces in the U.S., long ensconced in Republican states, are brandishing their clout with greater openness and shamelessness, most recently in their coordinated efforts to erode abortion rights. Chapter 3 “The state of rage: The American sexual dystopia,” Chapter 4 “Toilet terror,” Chapter 5 “An American talisman,” and Chapter 6 “American massage” illustrate the ease with which ordinary Americans can get into serious sexual trouble who in almost any other country would be insulated or protected from the same.

One predominant feature of contemporary social reportage is the artificial construct and affected narrative pose of so-called “objectivity,” an authorial stance supposedly inoculated against personal bias, as if nobody can be trusted to provide an authentic account of anything without it. Emphatically dangerous territory is firsthand reporting on sexual experience, which is seen to be automatically tainted and the author implicated in pejorative or harmful, possibly exploitative activity, all the more so if he is male. But I’ve long believed that by avoiding the controversial, authors compromise their integrity. The antidote to this internalized fascism is to remove the barbed wire from the brain and confront the demon head-on. I proudly insert myself into the narrative in Chapter 6 “American massage”; Chapter 7 “Massage diary: Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, Vietnam,” four countries which present an instructive contrast to the U.S. in their greater degree of sexual freedoms; Chapter 8 “The breasts of Bali,” which looks at historical attitudes to public nudity; and Chapter 9 “A modest proposal regarding sex work: Why all sex should be paid for,” a Swiftian satirical take on prostitution, also to be taken at face value as an innovative proposal that will never come to pass yet would be highly illuminating if it did. The situation is not monolithic. There remains indeed much genuine sexual ex-pression in the U.S., all worth fighting for and preserving. Chapter 10 “Transgressions: From porn to polyamory” looks at the trials and tribulations of the current sexual avant-garde in the U.S.

I would like to acknowledge the valuable contributions from people who have helped illumine my path in this pioneer territory: the many sexually liberated women I have known over the years and who always seem to outnumber the men, particularly during my last (going on) three decades in China, the friendly sex workers who have reaffirmed for me the rightness of their profession when practiced on their own terms, and the generous critiques of early readers unintimidated by the title of my book, the authors Arthur Meursault and F. E. Beyer and the video artist Burbex (www.youtube.com/c/burbex).
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​Chapter 1: Sexual Surveillance in the Age of Covid-19
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XINJIANG PREAMBLE

Xinjiang Province, the world’s most advanced security state, provides a window onto what the future holds if the world takes a more dystopian turn. It wasn’t always like this. I’ve been visiting the Chinese province since the 1990s, when it was quite the freewheeling place, more so than the rest of the country.[​2] My first visit, in 1995, took me and my then Chinese girlfriend to Urumqi, Turpan, Kashgar, and Kuqa, the latter three cities predominantly Uyghur. The capital Urumqi’s population at that time was split between the Muslim Uyghurs and Han Chinese—the latter increasing at the expense of the indigenous Uyghurs throughout the province. It was a strange and fascinating place. Apart from a few air travel routes, sleeper buses outfitted with narrow bunks and old repurposed school buses were the only means of transportation around the province, at times trudging along the desert floor when blowing sand obscured the roads, as we sat upright on the hard seats, sometimes for overnight hauls, and were served the same stir-fried udon-like noodles with mutton and green peppers in tomato sauce and disks of salty naan flatbread for breakfast, lunch, and dinner at makeshift restaurant stops manned by quaint dusty-clothed folk looking right out of the nineteenth-century American West, many of them Caucasian-featured.

Kashgar is in the province’s far west and was then a major gateway to Central and South Asia. Buses took backpackers down to Karachi on the scenically spectacular Karakoram Highway and brought Pakistani merchants up to Kashgar. We met all types, including Tilmann Waldthaler, a published travel writer from Germany, who was biking across Asia all the way from Hong Kong. In those days few Western restaurants in China had palatable food, but the banana pancakes at the local backpacker hangout, the open-air John’s Cafe across the street from the Seman Hotel where everyone stayed, did the job.

In the decades since, I’ve made frequent business trips from Beijing to Urumqi. Over these years, Han-Uyghur relations went into a downward spiral in the face of police repression and campaigns to subjugate Uyghur culture, suppress their language, and flatten their ethnicity down to a few anodyne signifiers—costumed dance routines jostling among those of other “minority nationalities” for the amusement of Chinese TV audiences. In the 1990s, Beijing had two lively Uyghur streets, in the Ganjiakou and Weigongcun communities, each with scores of restaurants. They seemed to have brought over whole neighborhoods, baking naan loaves in medieval-looking streetside ovens, slaughtering sheep right out on the street (requiring bike riders to maneuver around the pools of blood), and shouting “Hashish! Hashish!”—a staple of Uyghur culture—at any foreigner passing by, since they knew we understood the universal Arabic word and the Chinese didn’t. Yet already at that time rumors swirled among the Han that the Uyghurs were poisoning their dishes with marijuana to addict them (the Chinese fearfully regard all illegal drugs as the same; cannabis is not distinguished from heroin or cocaine). If any dishes had been infused with cannabis I would have noticed, as I often ate at their restaurants. Uyghur males could be seen at street corners slicing off pieces of qiegao cake from a huge slab on their bicycle carts, made of golden raisins, dates, walnuts, sesame, and the Osmanthus flower, something like an energy bar but richer and thicker, requiring a cleaver to cut through. By the turn of the century, the thousands of Uyghurs in Beijing were booted out and sent back to Xinjiang. Today a few token Uyghur restaurants remain in the major cities, mostly run by the Hui, China’s other Muslim group, who have long been pacified by the Han and rendered politically harmless. The Hui have their mosques and strictly avoid pork, but that’s about it. Intermarriage with the Han is fairly common, and I’ve known Hui whom I never realized were Hui until they told me. That’s the outcome the Chinese Government intends for the Uyghurs.

Around the time of the Beijing 2008 Olympics, tensions exploded in a series of vicious terrorist attacks on Han civilians by Uyghurs affiliated with the East Turkestan Islamic Movement. The Government’s “Strike Hard Campaign” managed to quell further attacks after 2015. In the years since, accounts in Xinjiang have trickled out to form a picture of extreme, North Korean-style repression, the wholesale punishment of an entire ethnic group: at least a million Uyghurs cycled through re-education camps, many kept there indefinitely and tortured, and throughout Xinjiang, males forbidden from growing beards, females forbidden from veiling their face and forcibly sterilized, praying in mosques curtailed, the Uyghur language banished from schools, and passports to travel abroad no longer issued.[​3]

Another casualty of the Campaign has been the province-wide, seemingly permanent implementation of a security state with an unprecedented level of physical and electronic surveillance, affecting the entire population. Uyghurs are singled out for much more comprehensive scrutiny than the Han, but during the post-crackdown period, the internet in Xinjiang was cut off completely, as I discovered on one visit to Urumqi around five years ago. That was eventually lifted; it had to be if the Government wanted to keep encouraging Han migration to Xinjiang. International news and social media sites are blocked in China; it’s no longer a question of which sites are blocked but which sites are not blocked. Still, one easily gets around this by a VPN. In Xinjiang, VPNs don’t work as well, and stop working altogether during crackdowns. (This establishes that VPNs are only allowed to operate in China at the grace of the Government, which could stamp them out if they so choose but for the present has decided not to alienate domestics and foreigners dependent upon VPNs for international communications.)

On my most recent trip to Urumqi, in early December 2019, the coronavirus was coursing through Wuhan though no one knew it yet. My five-star hotel had airport-like security in the lobby that we had to pass through. After my first day of work to visit the downtown area to find a restaurant and back to my hotel, I encountered three startling sights. They illustrated the new security state so serendipitously it was as if I had been on a guided tour by boastful apparatchiks for my edification. First, to get from my workplace (a university) to the restaurant, I had to pass through six security checkpoints, starting with the entrance to a subway station (subway checks are already routine in Chinese cities). Most of the other checkpoints were in intersection underpasses. I couldn’t walk across the city unhindered but repeatedly had to open my backpack to a guard’s gaze or put it through an X-ray scanner; each checkpoint also required me to pull down my N95 face mask (for air pollution) so that the face-recognition camera could read me. It was the last two checkpoints, however, I found most confounding. The main downtown drag was sectioned off block by block, with tents set up at each intersection which pedestrians had to pass through in order to proceed to the next block, while every department store or shopping center had its own checkpoint upon entering. Nothing remotely like this had been in place on any of my previous trips to Xinjiang.

Next, I decided to walk all the way back to the hotel. It was a long walk, some ten kilometers, my main form of daily exercise. As I was passing through a nondescript residential neighborhood lined with small shops and eateries, a large white van screeched to a halt on the opposite side of the street and police or security guards poured out bearing truncheons. At the same moment, female Uyghur shopkeepers in traditional headscarves emerged bearing poles. It seemed someone was being subdued, but with the van blocking my view (not wanting to get any closer and drawing attention to myself), I couldn’t make out what was happening. The disturbance suddenly stopped. The guards lined up at attention and the shopkeepers stood in place still pointing their poles, as the head policeman gave them a speech. I had stumbled upon, I realized, an anti-terrorism drill. Presumably, the shopkeepers had been warned in advance so that they could perform on cue.

Finally, on a street not far from the hotel, I was passing by a small police substation, more of a police box, when a Uyghur officer emerged with an intent expression. Right outside the station stood one of the countless surveillance cameras you see on streets and buildings in China. In Urumqi, they appeared every fifty meters or so and many had multiple lenses for high-resolution facial recognition. The cop paid me no attention. He held a large, formal portrait-style photo of a man up in view of the camera, and thereupon disappeared back into the station. I tried to figure out what he was doing. They were looking for someone and the cameras weren’t turning up any matches, so the man’s portrait was fed to the camera to better sync the system, though the question remains why this needed to be done manually instead of digitally uploading the portrait into the database; perhaps the cop had just gotten his hands on this particular portrait and didn’t have a scanner. 

The thought occurred to me, and could not fail to occur to anyone in my place, that this is the future. Don’t think it couldn’t happen in the West: in the U.S., face-recognition cameras have been installed on city streets for years, and all it would take is a major national disturbance or calamity to bump surveillance measures up to state-of-emergency mode. Thankfully, the rest of China at that moment was comparatively relaxed. If face-recognition surveillance was running in the background and the technology ever experimented with, upgraded, and perfected, you wouldn’t know it, as long as you stayed out of trouble. And there was an evident upside to the technology that was enjoying popular support: a reduction in street crime. Yet I wondered, was all the surveillance in Xinjiang not really, or not just, about the repression of the Uyghurs but rather something else? The unrest and terrorism provided the authorities with the occasion to turn the province into a giant laboratory for developing the ultimate security state. The population’s freedom may be curtailed a bit, but their sacrifice is for the benefit of the nation. It’s only a matter of time before this massive surveillance apparatus is rolled out across the country, inevitably so in the event of a national emergency.

Even without a national emergency, would any government really want to subject its people to the same treatment as Xinjiang? The Uyghurs have it bad enough, but more than half of the province’s 25 million consists of Han and other ethnicities, all of whom must put up with the daily hassles of increasingly omnipresent and omniscient surveillance, their cities partitioned into multiplying border checkpoints. Even after acclimatizing oneself to all of this in the interest of getting through the day, what kind of long-term psychological impact follows from having to repress the effects of living in an urban environment that feels like an airport, where you must repeatedly go through X-ray security to cross from one neighborhood or street to another? This is enforced neurosis on a massive, institutionalized scale, and a human rights aberration.

From technology’s standpoint, what happened next was a godsend, the green light to expand the surveillance laboratory nationwide: Covid-19. [Post-publication note: It is indeed happening, and as Chinese author Murong Xuecun (Deadly Quiet City) laments, much faster than anyone could have realized: “The pandemic did a huge favor to the Chinese Communist Party, which took the opportunity to expand its power infinitely” (Li Yuan, “Has Shanghai Been Xinjianged?” The New York Times, 6 May 2022)].

THE CASE OF CHINA

If there is such a thing as a politico-sexual Rubicon beyond which there is no turning back, it’s going to be when the state removes your right to privacy in the last redoubt: public restrooms, changing rooms, hotel rooms, and your own home—places where nakedness occurs and surveillance cameras are normally out of reach. Up until the Covid-19 outbreak, no state had ever dared breach this line. It existed only in the realm of fiction, most famously the 24-hour two-way “telescreen” installed inside every home in George Orwell’s novel 1984, enabling the government to peep into citizens’ private lives. Because the idea is so repugnant, even tyrannical dictatorships are loath to cross this line. To maintain its legitimacy, the state relies on a base of popular support, which risks being eroded altogether in the face of a measure so drastic that no plausible justification for it exists. That’s why Orwell’s classic dystopia is regarded as too exaggerated to ever come to pass in reality, as satire is designed to be.

Recently, a CNN news report revealed police in China’s Jiangsu Province to be engaging in this very measure, installing surveillance cameras inside  people’s homes (​Gan). They weren’t dissidents under house arrest (who are almost certainly surrounded with such cameras), but ordinary people, coronavirus-free workers returning to the city of Changzhou after months of lockdown in their hometowns. In-home cameras were necessary, the police argued, to monitor their two-week stay-at-home orders because placing them outside their front door, as some apartment complexes in Chinese cities were doing at the time, subjected them to vandalism.

Local authorities have long reached their tentacles into Chinese people’s private lives to an extent scarcely tolerated in the rest of the world. This is due to a traditional absence of privacy rights in China, particularly since 1949. Few older Chinese have experienced “privacy” as Westerners understand it, having only ever known narrow quarters crammed with extended families, members of multiple generations occupying the same bedroom and even the same bed, packed student and worker dormitories, and other sardine-tin communal arrangements. In recent decades nuclear families have achieved greater privacy as housing capacity has expanded, but people are otherwise accustomed to routine encroachments into their personal lives by nosy neighbors, neighborhood committees, and the police. Yet although the Chinese may have a higher tolerance for privacy intrusion, in-home video surveillance is clearly overreach. One resident interviewed in the CNN report was “furious.” The police had positioned the camera across his apartment toward his front door so that he was always in its view while in his living room. It “had a huge impact on me psychologically,” he said. “I tried not to make phone calls, fearing the camera would record my conversations by any chance. I couldn’t stop worrying even when I went to sleep, after I closed the bedroom door.” The Changzhou police were put on the defensive and deigned to apologize, promising the cameras would be removed as soon as the self-quarantine period was over (Gan). Apparently, it was only tried out in one Chinese city, or at least that was the only city reported on.

But other intrusive measures have since the Covid outbreak been instituted across the board and are now routine. An outbreak of cases in one’s residential complex or community forces it into a “hard” lockdown—residents aren’t permitted out of their apartments (Wuhan’s lockdown lasted almost three months).[​22] A small outbreak in one’s district or city may result in a less stringent, partial lockdown, keeping residents inside their complex and working from home, with a different family member allowed out every other day to shop, and only essential workers allowed to go to work. When a lockdown is lifted but there are still local cases outside one’s district, people may come and go freely but have to present a pass card upon returning to their complex or scan a QR code; more and more complexes are now using face-recognition scanning to let in their residents. Shopping malls, public buildings, many food establishments, and in some cities, buses and subways require the scanning of a QR code linked to one’s identification through a downloaded government app, confirming on the spot you’ve been in the city (but not to any outbreak district) for the requisite two weeks.

If the Chinese are putting up with these annoyances, it’s because they appreciate the importance of tracking down carriers of the virus. The more places you’ve shown your code, the more complete is the log of your movements and those you’ve intersected with. This is valuable information when it comes to determining the source of an outbreak and contact tracing all the people affected. There are indeed benefits to China’s zero-Covid approach. In no other country is the wearing of face masks in public a matter of etiquette alone; the masks and constant scanning of QR codes are a hassle, to be sure, but almost one-fifth of the world’s population can relax in the knowledge that their possibility of catching the virus is still statistically nil. It’s a load off their mind—in stark contrast to the rest of the world. China’s economy was only moderately affected before returning to normal activity a few months after the outbreak, and their medical system was only momentarily taxed, buying time to develop vaccines and medicines and spruce up the health infrastructure, as it prepares for the inevitable arrival of the virus when the nation reopens its borders, as it must eventually.

The dark side of this lockstep conformity, of course, is that top-down public health measures can easily shade into political and symbolic dictates merely aimed at testing the public’s obedience. Over the past two years of the pandemic in China, numerous reports have surfaced of horrendous behavior by local governments after instituting Wuhan-style hard lockdowns—locking people in their apartments with limited access to food and denying ambulance service for non-Covid-related emergencies. Complaints that people can’t even be let outside to walk their dogs might seem petty when lives are being saved, but the mass culling in some Chinese cities of people’s pets on alleged disease-prevention grounds is clearly shocking (S. Baker​).

One doesn’t need to be an expert in surveillance to grasp that if the technology is available it will be used, and one doesn’t need to be a futurologist to know what’s coming down the line. The merging of GPS and face-recognition technologies means that, with the exception of hermits living in the remote wilderness, everyone’s exact location will be known to the state in real-time (​Mozur & Krolik). Some of the more dystopian consequences of this are already a reality, as when jaywalkers in certain Chinese cities are seeing themselves, along with their name and identifying information, displayed on giant LED screens at busy intersections and automatically fined. The Chinese Government isn’t accustomed to allowing public debate on the ethics of hi-tech surveillance (much less on the cutting-edge, province-wide laboratory of Xinjiang), or very forthcoming about the intrusive technologies it’s implementing; it just implements them. One place with comparable developments to look to is South Korea, like China a homogeneous society with a largely conformist, obedient population but a more democratic press. To “reduce the strain on overworked tracing teams in a city with a population of more than 800,000 people, and help use the teams more efficiently and accurately,” authorities in Bucheon are using “AI algorithms and facial recognition technology to analyze footage gathered by more than 10,820 security cameras and track an infected person’s movements, anyone they had close contact with, and whether they were wearing a mask” (“​South Korea”). If it’s happening in South Korea, it’s happening in China. China presently has one billion face-recognition surveillance cameras.

What’s on many people’s minds in China now is not the rapidly evolving omniscience of Covid-tracking. If anything, it will come as a relief when the technology reaches a level of accuracy and seamlessness that allows us to come and go without having to fiddle with our devices and QR codes every time we enter a shopping mall. The dystopian question, rather, is whether the Chinese authorities are planning on keeping all the Covid measures in place post-pandemic, in a perpetual state of vigilance, permanently on guard for the next pandemic. This won’t necessarily require the constant scanning of health codes as we’ll all be tracked in real-time anyway. Instead, the technologies will operate behind the scenes. As the population has now gotten used to the array of Covid measures, they can more easily acculturate to, internalize, and accept the next development: the knowledge that everyone is always already being watched. What happens when we get used to this state of affairs?

The Communists mastered social surveillance long before electronic technology. This surveillance has always been, at its core, not just the political surveillance one associates with totalitarian regimes, which actually involves only a handful of unruly agitators and dissidents, but sexual surveillance, which is designed for everyone. During the Cultural Revolution, many families were split apart and forced to stay in sex-segregated dormitories. In my close to three decades in China, I’ve been able to observe how hotels have served as morality enforcers and sexual gatekeepers of the state. In the 1990s, growing spending power allowed people greater mobility, and the private hotel industry developed along with domestic tourism. But only married couples were permitted to room together in hotels and had to prove their marital status upon checking in, a policy that remained in place until 2003. Curiously, the unmarried had long been allowed to sleep together in bathhouses, which had 24-hour private rooms (often with unlockable doors but police checks and busts were rare) and no registration requirement. This was freer even than in the U.S., where hotels require some identifying information such as your car’s license plate. The bathhouse industry flourished in the 1990s and they were the go-to places for illicit, that is, extramarital sex until the authorities put an end to it around the time of the 2008 Beijing Olympics. All bathhouses thenceforth required identification upon entrance, though by that time unmarried couples could stay together in bathhouses and hotels as long as both registered with their national ID at the reception.

The 2003 milestone securing for the Chinese right to cohabit extramaritally in hotels has in the past few years begun to wobble—due to the little Big Brother in everyone’s mobile phone. It’s not just GPS that is to blame but GPS combined with the powerful WeChat (like Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram, and every other app rolled into one), which along with the competing Alipay is used for buying things. China has been cashless since the mid-2010s. Cellphones are used for all monetary transactions, from buying a car to booking a hotel room to paying a prostitute or the migrant manning your favorite street-side snack stand; you need merely scan the seller’s QR code. This convenience, however, comes at the expense of the state’s knowledge of your every move.[​5]

In the decade of opportunity between 2003 and 2013 or so, before WeChat became so powerful and ubiquitous, exercising your sexual freedom at a hotel was still an anonymous act. The government could easily pay the hotel a visit and find you out if they had reason to, but trysts could be carried out in reasonable confidence no one would ever know. Nowadays, the phone calls or WeChat messages of your conversations arranging the tryst, GPS tracking of your respective locations to the hotel, the record of your WeChat or Alipay payment used to book the room, and your respective ID numbers presented at reception all align to document incontrovertibly your liaison with a member of the opposite sex. The police are too busy to be much interested in people’s daily lives, including their sex lives. But although adultery is no longer a crime, it can easily be ferreted out and is of potential use to, say, HR departments, in a country where privacy protections are murkier and all medium to large-size companies, public and private, have a Communist Party office. The knowledge that the authorities have access to anything and everything is increasingly giving people pause before using a hotel to embark on an affair, at least those with reputations to lose.

Since the Covid pandemic, booking hotels has become a much more stressful affair for everyone, not just adulterers. Your booking is canceled if the city or city district your hotel is in goes into lockdown, which may involve just a single Covid case in the entire city; you are also canceled if the city you’re coming from has an outbreak. Bribery has long been a last resort in China; no longer, as far as coronavirus authorizations are concerned. Once arrived, you aren’t allowed past the hotel reception until you’ve electronically established your credentials with one or more health-tracking codes on your cellphone, filled out a police-mandated health form, and possibly required to present a negative antigen test within the past 48 hours. All these steps apply to any person accompanying you as well. They are interested not in adulterous affairs but in people infected with the virus. This means, however, that if someone in the same hotel is discovered to be Covid positive, or has been in contact with such a person, the hotel could go under lockdown without warning, and no one allowed out for days or weeks. The same applies if the district your hotel is in goes into lockdown. You and your partner will be questioned about your travel histories. While your adultery probably won’t be of immediate concern, the questions will be awkward, and being cooped up with your secret partner for days could end up exposing you in one way or another. What if you’re both from the same workplace?
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