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For those buried in unmarked graves, waiting for wotou










Prologue


A Message from the Graveyard
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It was a slow Sunday afternoon in October 2012, and Julie Keith was thinking of going to the store to buy decorations. Her daughter, Katie, was turning five, and they were getting ready for the birthday party next weekend. Katie had asked for a Halloween-themed celebration. They already had some decorations, although Julie could not remember what exactly.


She made her way outside to the storage shed to sort through what was there. She was a forty-two-year-old mother of two, of average height, with brown eyes and straight golden-brown hair. Her three-bedroom house sat at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac in Damascus, Oregon, a suburb of Portland. She opened the shed, filled with the detritus of suburban life: suitcases, pool toys, Christmas lights. Inside, nestled on a corner shelf, was something that she had forgotten was there: decorative gravestones. A relative, who had purchased the package on clearance from Kmart a few days after Halloween in 2010, had passed it on to her.


Julie brushed off the dust and read the words on the unopened package: totally ghoul—richly detailed graveyard kit has authentic look, weight and feel! The product included four headstones, a “bloody cloth,” and black velvet roses.


It was perfect for not only Katie’s party, but also Halloween. Julie lived in an upper-middle-class neighborhood that attracted hundreds of trick-or-treaters, and her front yard, with its big slope, was a fine spot for a fake graveyard. She carried all her Halloween decorations back inside the house.


As the rays of late afternoon sun scattered through the living room skylights, Julie and Katie sat in the entryway, tearing open dusty cellophane. Julie pulled out the foam headstones. She did not notice that a piece of onionskin paper, folded in eighths, had drifted out of the box. It landed on the floor with the packaging waste.


Julie had grown up in Oregon City, a rural community that was once the final destination of the Oregon Trail. During her childhood in the 1970s, it was still small, with less than fifteen thousand souls. Her father repaired and sold fire extinguishers. Her mother taught ballet from their basement. They owned one acre adjacent to a pasture filled with hay bales, where Julie would chase her friends.


In high school, Julie was not a part of the cool crowd, but she also was not a nerd. She was, in every sense of the word, normal.


By the time she turned eighteen, she was ready to leave Oregon City, but she didn’t wander far. She attended Portland State, fifteen miles away from her hometown. She graduated with a degree in sociology and psychology. She didn’t know what to do with it. For the next ten years, she worked as a retail buyer for the local NBA team, the Trail Blazers, choosing which souvenirs to stock. She later worked in ground service for Alaska Airlines, driving baggage carts back and forth and enjoying free flights to Hawaii, Mexico, and Germany, before settling down as an assistant to the director of operations at Goodwill’s corporate office in Portland.


It was then that Julie, at thirty-four, married her boyfriend of one year, Chris Keith, a kind and burly guy with deep-set brown eyes. Chris was a self-made man who had worked his way up from electrician to foreman to general foreman. He enjoyed hunting and loved retelling a story about the time he saved his company $500,000. They had an outdoor wedding in a friend’s backyard. Julie gave birth to their first child a year later.


“Mommy, what’s this?” Katie asked, picking up the paper and unfolding it.


It was a note, handwritten in blue ink. The writing was neat. But the letter was filled with crossed-out words and broken English. The author had added a few Asian characters in parentheses. It looked like an early draft of something.


Julie froze as she read the message.


If you occassionally buy this product, please kindly resend this letter to the World Human Right Organization. Thousands people here who are under the persicuton of the Chinese Communist Party Government will thank and remember you forever.


She was bewildered. Is this a prank? she thought. She kept reading.


This product produced by Unit 8, Department 2, Mashanjia Labour Camp, Shenyang, Liaoning, China. (中國,遼寧,瀋陽,馬 三家勞動教養院二所八大隊) People who work here, have to work 15 hours a day with out Saturday, Sunday break and any holidays, otherwise, they will suffer torturement (酷刑折磨), beat and rude remark (打罵體罰虐待), no nearly no payment (10 yuan/1 month). People who work here, suffer punishment nearly 1~3 years averagelly, but without Court Sentence (unlaw punishment) (非法勞教). Many of them are Falun gong practitioner, who are totally innocent people only because they have different believe to CCPG (中共政府), they often suffer more punishment than others.


A mixture of terror and disbelief shot up Julie’s spine as she understood the gravity of what she was holding: It was an SOS letter from the person who made her decorative gravestones. The letter had slipped past armed guards at a Chinese gulag, eluded managers at all stages of the supply chain, and traveled more than five thousand miles across the Pacific Ocean before landing on Julie’s forest-green rug.


She stood there, stunned. She had heard of Chinese sweatshops, but she did not realize that forced-labor camps still existed. She rushed to her laptop to Google “Masanjia,” clicking on the first link, a Wikipedia entry.


She read that Masanjia labor camp was established in 1956 and expanded in 1999 to make room for the followers of a newly banned spiritual movement called Falun Gong. She did another Google search, this time clicking on images. Disfigured bodies with purple, swollen faces appeared on her screen.


What could she, a nonprofit administrative assistant, do about this? She felt sick as she tried to formulate a plan.


Who do I even call?


It’s Sunday . . . No offices are open.


Time seemed to slow down. Katie’s muted singsong voice hummed in the background as Julie posted about her discovery on Facebook, attaching a picture of the letter.


“I found this in a box of Halloween decorations that I just opened,” she wrote. “Someone in a Chinese labor camp asking for help. I am going to do as they asked, I will turn this over to a Human Rights Organization . . .”


She wanted to stop everything to read more about modern labor camps. But this was the only time she had to prepare for the birthday party next weekend. She returned to sorting decorations in a daze.


It’s been two years since this package was purchased.


When was this undated letter written?


Two years ago? Five years ago? Ten years ago?


Little did Julie know, the letter that had landed in her home was one of many SOS messages written by various prisoners across China, which would emerge from stores like Kmart, Walmart, and even Saks Fifth Avenue. Consumers found notes inside a set of cupcake boxes, tucked in the zipper compartment of a purse, and hidden inside a paper shopping bag made in China. News outlets such as the New York Times, the New Yorker, and the BBC would report on at least seven different Chinese SOS letters found in products between 2012 and 2019.


The first well-documented case had occurred in 1994, when a Chinese American human rights activist named Harry Wu got hold of a letter from a man trapped at a forced-labor quarry in the province of Guangdong. The man was Chen Pokong, a prominent pro-democracy organizer, and he had signed the letter with his real name. A flurry of international condemnation—including a US congressional hearing—ensued. The exposure eventually helped Chen leave the labor camp and immigrate to the United States.


But what could Julie, an ordinary American, do for a nameless Chinese prisoner? As she cooked dinner for her family that night, she felt entirely alone. Then she heard the pull and thud of the door. The clunk of a dropped bag. The screech of chair legs. Chris was home from a hunting trip.


“You’re never going to believe what I found in this box,” Julie said, pointing toward the packaging that still littered the floor. “It’s been sitting in our shed for years!”


Chris read the letter but remained quiet for some time.


“It’s probably fake,” he finally said.


“Well, I think it’s real,” she said. “I’m going to take it to work to have my coworker translate the Chinese parts to see if it says anything else. He’s from China.”


“Okay,” he said gently. “You do that.” Although Chris was worried that Julie was falling for a hoax, he did not want to start an argument.


The conversation shifted to concerns about the family data plan. But the words in the letter kept running in the back of Julie’s mind: People who work here have to work fifteen hours a day . . . Otherwise, they will suffer torture . . .


The alarm clock went off at five fifteen in the morning. Julie rolled out of bed. As she waited for the coffee to brew, she snuck in a few minutes to check the comments on her Facebook post. “What about contacting the news and do our part in educating the masses?” her friend Vikki had written.


The idea of talking to journalists felt intimidating to Julie. It sounded like something one needed training to do. But she was relieved people were taking her seriously. It reaffirmed her will to do something. She just wasn’t sure yet what she needed to do.


She arrived at work at eight and spent the next few hours answering phone calls, consoling customers upset about their expired store credits, and handling invoices. She also told a few coworkers about the letter. “I didn’t realize things were that bad in China,” one person said. “I’m going to try to avoid ‘Made in China’ stuff now.”


Many of them offered to help in whatever way they could. Heartened by the support from her colleagues, Julie decided to call human rights organizations. The only one she had heard of was Amnesty International, so she started with that.


“Thank you for calling Amnesty International,” a recorded voice said. “This call may be recorded for quality assurance. Please hold for the next available operator.” Bland music dragged on for several minutes. An unenthusiastic operator greeted her, put her on hold, and transferred her call. Julie was put on hold again before being sent to someone’s voicemail.


A few coworkers helped her look up more organizations to call. Julie left messages for Human Rights Watch, the United Nations Human Rights Council, and Anti-Slavery International. A friend of a friend sent her the phone number of the head of the East Asia office of Amnesty International, allowing a morsel of hope. But that call also ended with a voicemail.


When Julie told Chris later that night about her progress, he was not enthused.


“The Chinese government must not like you doing this. What if they send a sniper to our house?” he said in a half-joking, half-not voice.


A few days passed without anyone calling Julie back. With no fresh news, her coworkers returned their focus to work. She considered moving on too as doubts overtook her.


Is this letter real, or is Chris right—is it a hoax?


Are the organizations not interested because this sounds fake?


Am I naive for believing in it so much?


Later that week, Julie bumped into the person she’d been waiting to see—Robert, a middle-aged Chinese maintenance worker, who only came to her building on certain days. Robert, who was taking English as second language classes, could read Chinese. She showed him the crinkled letter.


“The Chinese words say the same thing as the English,” he said, seeming unfazed by its content.


Since China’s state-controlled media doesn’t use the term “forced labor,” instead reframing it as merely manufacturing work criminals do to pay their debt to society, the system may sound reasonable to many Chinese people. If they have not been through it themselves, they might not realize how deadly the working conditions are, or that anyone can be arbitrarily marked as a criminal.


Julie was disappointed the Chinese words did not reveal new clues. She was running out of ideas, but she wondered if it would help to spread the word to more coworkers.


“Look what I found in something I got from Kmart,” Julie said to Goodwill’s public relations manager. “It’s like a message in a bottle. Maybe you can publish this in the employee newsletter.”


The PR manager’s eyes turned serious as she read the note.


“Oh, Julie,” she said. “I think it’s much bigger than that.” She paused. “I have some contacts with the Oregonian. Are you willing to talk to the press?”


Julie hesitated; her instinct was to say no. But she felt a growing guilt, and fear, that if the letter was real, then too much time had already elapsed. Why did she wait two years to open that package?


“Sure . . . I’ll talk to the Oregonian,” Julie said.


A young reporter came the next day. The woman’s youth—her untarnished skin, and bright eyes—struck Julie. She wondered if this journalist was fresh out of college. When the reporter had finished the interview, she promised to be in touch soon.


But after the initial adrenaline from talking to the media died out, the waves of guilt returned. Julie could not put it to rest; there had to be something else she could do. She kept talking about it, asking friends and coworkers for ideas and advice. Then someone suggested reaching out to Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE). She thought this was a long shot. But she gave the agency a call anyway.


As it turns out, ICE and Customs and Border Protection (CBP) are the primary agencies responsible for preventing forced-labor products from entering US markets. And later that week, two men dressed in business-casual attire arrived in her office lobby. Julie led them to a conference room and sat the agents down beneath a sprawling map of Goodwill locations. Then she handed them the Totally Ghoul box, along with the mysterious letter.


“Where did you buy this product?” one ICE agent asked.


“How long ago?” the other asked.


She did her best to give detailed answers.


Still more questions: “Was the package opened before you bought it? Could it have been possible for someone to slip in the letter at Kmart?”


“No,” Julie said. “The package was completely sealed in cellophane.”


The interview ended after thirty minutes.


“We’ll write a report and send it to our headquarters in DC for further investigation,” an agent said.


“Wait,” Julie said. “What else should I be doing? I’ve been contacting human rights organizations—”


“That’s probably the best route to go.”


After meeting with Julie, ICE made a formal request to the Chinese government to visit Masanjia Reeducation Through Labor Camp in November 2012. But China refused to cooperate. At the time, the Masanjia case was one of twelve pending investigations involving Chinese forced-labor facilities that were likely exporting to the United States. To date, China has not allowed US officials to visit any of these sites. In the end, the US government could not issue a detention order for Totally Ghoul decorations without more proof that they came from a labor camp. “One piece of evidence is generally not enough,” a Customs and Border Protection official later told me over the phone.


For the next two months, Julie waited in the dark. ICE never updated her on the results of its investigation. There was also no word from any human rights organizations or the reporter. She assumed that the Oregonian had forgotten about her, or that maybe they didn’t believe the letter was real.


Knowing her husband’s stance on the note’s authenticity, she rarely shared her frustrations with him. She cracked open a golden ale as she watched The Amazing Race, but her thoughts kept drifting to that faceless prisoner.


Is it a man or a woman?


Young or old?


How did this person end up in a labor camp?


Is he or she still alive?










1: The Brink of Death
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Shenyang, China, 2009, three years
before the letter was discovered


Sun Yi lay on a stretcher in a barren white room. His mouth was parched. A steel gag had kept it pried open for more than twenty-four hours. Sun, a forty-two-year-old man with pensive eyes and a small frame, listened for noises in the hallway.


Silence. The other detainees, who worked fifteen- to twenty-hour shifts, were downstairs laboring in workshops, where they produced diodes, Halloween decorations, and disposable underwear, all of which was exported from China to the United States and Europe.


Sun looked around. His vision was blurry without his glasses—he strained to focus on the three iron bunk beds, where other prisoners were sometimes chained and starved.


He heard a metallic click. Someone was unlocking the door. The noise startled Sun, and his body jerked, causing the cuffs around his wrists and ankles to dig deeper into his skin.


A nurse wearing a bloodstained white dress entered the room, followed by two sullen colleagues. One carried a bowl of lumpy, heavily salted cornmeal. Another held tubes used for force-feeding.


The nurses rubbed talcum powder on their hands and put on white plastic gloves before organizing the tubes, some bottles, and a stethoscope.


Finally, one of the nurses broke the silence. “Are you going to cooperate this time?” Her voice was gentle and unsure, as if she did not want to be there.


Sun was too frail to talk. Unable to clench his hands into a fist, his fingers twitched as he prepared to resist the next round of torture.


Sun was afraid of death. He had been ever since he was ten years old, when he came home after school and saw his paternal grandmother sitting at the bottom of their shared bunk bed. An illiterate, brittle woman with soft eyes and a tense jaw, she was staring at some creased papers. A fortune-teller had once told her she had a blessed face, that her life would get better as she aged. The fortune-teller was wrong.


“Will you read this for me?” she asked, standing up to hand him the papers.


Sun’s father, an engineer who designed petroleum extraction equipment, had warned him earlier that day to not read for her if she asked.


“Please read this to me,” she said.


Sun hesitated before taking the papers.


It was her medical diagnosis. She had coronary heart disease; the major blood vessels in her heart were close to rupturing.


“What does it say?” she asked.


“I don’t know,” Sun lied. “I don’t recognize a lot of these words.”


He walked over to his reading desk by the window and listened to the raindrops clatter on the gravel outside. It startled him, the imminence of death. He blinked back tears. Grandmother will be gone soon, he thought. Everyone eventually dies. One day I will die too.


He wanted to run to his mother, but she wouldn’t be home from her administrative job for several hours. Both his parents worked six days a week at the petroleum equipment manufacturing plant to earn a combined income of 70 yuan (roughly $137) a month. It was 1976, and the Cultural Revolution was reeling to an end. Everyone was poor, except for a few government officials.


Sun leaned closer to the window to hide his moist eyes. What a difficult life Grandmother has lived.


Her husband’s gambling addiction had bankrupted the family’s small food-processing factory. Then he got lung disease and passed away abruptly one night, leaving Sun’s grandmother to feed two children on a maid’s salary. Against all odds, Sun’s father won a scholarship from the China University of Petroleum in Beijing. He graduated with a degree in geophysics exploration. But the proletariat class was slightly better off than the educated class at the time; he would have earned a higher wage as an assembly-line worker.


Sun grew up during a time of immense human suffering. Between 1958 and 1962, before he was born, as many as forty-five million people died from starvation and state-sponsored violence during the failed Great Leap Forward, when Mao Zedong, chairman of the Chinese Communist Party, tried to create rapid industrialization by forcing farmers into mass collectives. A combination of political violence, disorganization, and unrealistic pressures had led to widespread food shortages. In the following years, many of the refugee farmers migrated from the province of Henan, a largely agricultural region, to the area around Sun’s home village, near the city of Taiyuan, which had more industries bolstering its economy. He used to save kitchen scraps for the famine refugees.


Sun was living with his maternal grandmother. His parents, like most able-bodied adults at the time, had to work so much to make ends meet that they could not care for their children. Sun would not live with them until he started school.


One night in the village, when it felt like it was below 20 degrees Fahrenheit, Sun followed the refugees to a half-built structure where they slept. It was a thatched, doorless cottage, made of mud and bricks and held up by a single wooden post. Sun saw a group of skeletal people huddling on the floor as an icy wind pierced the shack. He was particularly disturbed to see a rail-thin toddler girl among them. He ran home and begged his maternal grandmother to sell their family’s copper spoons so they could donate money to the refugees.


“The spoons are antiques, but they won’t sell for much money right now. Plus, we need them for our daily use,” his grandmother said. “How about you give them some leftovers tomorrow morning?”


He sprinted to the doorless cottage early the next morning, carrying sticky rice cakes. But the cottage was empty. He scampered outside, running a little way in different directions. He could not find any trace of them. He carried the sticky rice home, wondering if the little girl would survive the winter.


A few years later, Sun looked over at his dying paternal grandmother on the bunk bed as she knitted and muttered Buddhist scriptures. He watched her needles crisscross above the blue plaid bedsheet.


Although it was dangerous to openly embrace religion during the Cultural Revolution, Sun’s paternal grandmother held on to her faith. She would secretly burn incense at Mount Wutai, a cluster of sacred peaks of which the tallest transcended ten thousand feet. She would watch the trickle of smoke rise into the air and vanish. According to legend, the bodhisattva of wisdom—an enlightened being who has deferred paradise to help others—resided in these mountains and sometimes appeared in the form of colorful clouds. The lush forest, filled with poplar, fir, and willow trees, induced introspection.


Sun could tell that whenever his grandmother returned from Mount Wutai, she was at peace with the way her life had unfolded.


She was one of the few who dared to return to Mount Wutai. She never took Sun. It was too dangerous. But she taught him Buddhist scriptures at home. He didn’t understand what the words meant at first, or why she held on to them so dearly.


Then, one summer, it began to make sense. Before the start of the fifth grade, Sun read Journey to the West, a classical Chinese novel chronicling the adventures of a monk on a pilgrimage to retrieve holy scriptures from India. In the beginning, Sun would stop to look up new words. But the story was so thrilling, and it spoke to him so deeply, that he started skipping over unfamiliar vocabulary. He finished all one hundred chapters in just two months.


Sun felt especially inspired when he learned that the tales were based on true events. In AD 629, a scholarly monk named Xuanzang had indeed embarked on a journey to India by foot, to collect Buddhist texts and bring them back to China. After completing the seventeen-year round trip, the monk spent the rest of his life translating the thirteen hundred manuscripts he had transported.


Journey to the West triggered something in Sun. He began pondering the meaning of life. Yearning for a part of his culture that was now forbidden, he wanted to go on a spiritual journey of his own. But where could a person find spirituality in modern China?


It was years later, on one early winter morning in 1998, when Sun would come across a group of Falun Gong followers meditating in a Beijing park.


The Falun Gong movement, also known as Falun Dafa, founded in 1992 by Li Hongzhi, a former government clerk, is based on a set of standing and sitting qigong exercises. Qigong is a slow-moving Chinese healing art with a four-thousand-year-old history. Inspired by Buddhist traditions, Li combined his meditative exercises with a moral code. Followers study Li’s writings on spirituality, which center on the ideas that the mind and body are connected, that morality and meditation can elevate a person’s plane of consciousness, and that this elevation can in turn resolve personal issues and even illnesses. They believe traditional qigong theories that state that illnesses are caused by blocked energy channels and karma, and that by practicing qigong exercises and living a moral life, one can eliminate karma and heal disease.


While Falun Gong has some religious characteristics, drawing on Buddhist, Taoist, and ancient folk teachings, it does not have clergy or a formal conversion process. It also does not have places of worship, although before the Chinese government banned the practice in 1999, there were regional Falun Dafa Associations, whose volunteers organized group exercises in parks.


Li Hongzhi introduced the practice during a critical period in Chinese history—a time when people in China were finally allowed to search for spirituality and meaning again after several traumatic decades of repression.


The political upheaval began in 1966 with the decade-long Cultural Revolution. Chairman Mao Zedong’s Red Guards, a paramilitary group that consisted mostly of college and high school students, carried out mass killings to help Mao solidify his control over the country’s Communist Party. The Red Guards annihilated anything and anyone that represented pre-Communist China’s “four olds,” which the party vaguely defined as old ideas, old customs, old habits, and old culture. All religious activities were banned, and the Red Guards desecrated temples. They ransacked libraries, shops, and private homes, torturing and killing traditional authority figures, such as their former teachers and principals. As schools and universities shut down, more than sixteen million young people were sent to the countryside to do hard labor on farms. In theory, this was supposed to help integrate these young people with the working class.


In the end, the Cultural Revolution killed millions and mangled China’s economy. This is why modern mainland Chinese ideals tend to place higher value on social stability than human rights. The last thing people want is another revolution.


After Mao died in 1976, one of his successors, Deng Xiaoping, carried out sweeping social and economic reforms, such as relegalizing private business and reopening China to foreign trade and investments. Deng set forth a series of policies that would eventually transform China from an impoverished nation into the world’s second-largest economy. His reforms also lifted the ban on religion, and a qigong resurgence ensued. Thousands of practices like Falun Gong formed throughout the 1980s and ’90s, filling China’s spiritual void.


But unlike many other qigong groups, Falun Gong made its exercise music, meditation instruction videos, and texts available for free on the internet. It became the most popular meditation practice, attracting seventy million followers in China at its peak, in the mid- to late 1990s.


The Chinese government initially supported Falun Gong and gave it favorable media coverage. In 1995, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) invited the practice’s founder, Li, to give a talk on meditation at the Chinese embassy in Paris. But relations between Falun Gong and the party started to strain in 1996, when the group left the state-run China Qigong Scientific Research Society after a dispute over fees. The stated goal of the society was to conduct studies on the effects of qigong, but more importantly, it gave the party full control over member semireligious groups.


The Chinese regime often uses a co-opt strategy to manage dissent. People with influence outside the government, such as celebrities, union leaders, and priests, have to join the party. If the party cannot convince a potential threat to support the ruling coalition, that threat has to be eliminated. So when Falun Gong distanced itself from the government qigong association, it was problematic for the party. A group with seventy million followers was now outside its control. If Falun Gong felt inclined to launch a democracy movement, it could potentially topple the regime. It was then that anti–Falun Gong propaganda—“dangerous cult,” “evil cult”—began to flood state-run news networks.


It was a predictable response. The modern Chinese political system was, after all, designed to prevent a second mass democracy movement. Starting in the early 1980s, economic reforms had allowed a portion of the Chinese population—many of whom were party leaders—to quickly grow massive amounts of wealth. As China’s income disparity widened, aggrieved college students, workers, and intellectuals began calling for political reforms, which included democratic elections and freedom of the press. In the spring of 1989, as many as one million people gathered at Tiananmen Square to protest the party’s corruption. The authoritarian regime ended the six-week protest with a massacre.


Ever since then, the CCP has been steadily increasing its domestic security, to stamp out any flicker of organizing that could ignite political unrest. And that included uprooting Falun Gong before it could leverage its power to become a threat.


Even when Falun Gong is discussed in the media outside China, it is often with some derision. This is partially due to the party’s propaganda. The main criticisms of Falun Gong are that its practitioners often refuse medical treatment and that its code of beliefs trends conservative. Falun Gong members are generally not supportive of LGBT rights or abortion. They are also not supposed to drink, use recreational drugs, or engage in premarital sex.


Overall, though, the Falun Gong community both inside and outside China is a microcosm of religion—there are fundamentalists, moderates, and those who meditate but do not care for the practice’s code of beliefs.


It’s true that the more fundamentalist followers of the practice will refuse medical treatment. This is the criticism that the Chinese government has homed in on. According to the party, the ban on Falun Gong is protecting people from engaging in superstitious behaviors that could endanger their lives.


But more moderate Falun Gong followers often do not take a literal interpretation of this concept; they do not believe meditation can fully cure illnesses and are very willing to seek medical attention when qigong exercises fail to improve their ailments. Plus, the Chinese government did not create programs to help people leave what was supposedly a life-threatening cult. Instead, the CCP put them in prisons and labor camps.


Regardless of the nuances of Falun Gong’s beliefs and practices, many of its followers in China have entered a new category of their own: political dissidents. What began as advocacy for freedom of religion would morph into a sprawling underground resistance movement, and by 2013, Amnesty International would estimate that Falun Gong detainees made up a third to almost 100 percent of the population of some labor camps in China. Initially an apolitical meditation group, Falun Gong would react to its slander and repression by morphing into one of the Chinese Communist Party’s loudest and most organized critics.




I first heard about the Kmart SOS letter in the US press in 2013. Sun was not the first to send a message from a Chinese gulag, but the fact that he was a religious dissident imprisoned for his beliefs and political activism, rather than a violent criminal, made his letter harder to forget.


I had always wondered what happened to the authors of notes like these. By a stroke of luck, a human rights advocate reached out to me three years later, in 2016. She saw I had written an article about Chinese forced laborers manufacturing Christmas lights. She was in touch with Sun. She wanted to get his story told.


As a journalist with a personal connection to Falun Gong (my Chinese mother is a Falun Gong practitioner), I was familiar with the group’s battles with the Chinese government. Although I am not a Falun Gong member myself, I used to write for the Epoch Times, a US-based Chinese dissident news organization that was staffed mostly by Falun Gong followers. More significantly, I felt that Sun’s fight for freedom and his subsequent imprisonment were emblematic of a much broader human rights issue, which extends beyond Falun Gong. As China veers toward an increasingly dystopian future, the efforts of resistors like Sun become ever more important.


Over the course of three years, I immersed myself in Sun’s story and the accounts of other labor camp survivors. As I spoke with the wholesalers who serve as middlemen between labor camps and big international retailers, the people who audit Chinese factories for multinational corporations, and the sales managers at the factories who respond to US consumer demands, it became clear this was more than a story about Chinese human rights. This was about unfettered globalization and overconsumption.


There is a darker side to China’s rags-to-riches transformation—and our own pleasure in the cheap products that we consume daily. During our endless search for the newest trends for the lowest prices, we become complicit in the forced-labor industry. Chinese manufacturers often believe they have no choice but to secretly outsource to gulags, because they cannot meet the global consumer demand for budget prices and the latest trends. Studies have shown it is precisely brands’ demands for lower prices, faster production, and fulfillment of unanticipated orders that compel factories to illegally subcontract work to places like labor camps.


And to what end? The trajectory for so many types of low-priced merchandise, and their raw materials, is a bleak one from labor camps to landfills. According to one study, about 60 percent of all clothing manufactured around the world is discarded within a few years of production. That is equivalent to one garbage truck full of clothes arriving at a landfill every second. And landfills are running out of space at a rapid pace as nonbiodegradable materials like cheap synthetic textiles and foam decorations can take decades to hundreds of years to decompose. In fact, China’s largest landfill—which is the size of one hundred soccer fields piled some fifty stories high—became full a quarter of a century ahead of schedule.


This is unsustainable from both a land use and a climate perspective. Landfills release an enormous amount of carbon emissions into the atmosphere—on top of the manufacturing sector’s already-extensive carbon footprint.


It is crucial that China, the world’s largest producer of greenhouse gases, reduce its carbon emissions. About 25 percent of those emissions come from the manufacturing of products for export—but this estimate is based only on factories that corporations and the Chinese government are officially tracking. In other words, this data fails to cover the massive unknown number of forced-labor facilities and other substandard factories that these manufacturers are illegally sourcing from.


The key to curbing an imminent climate catastrophe is to have accurate tracking of emissions and energy policies that cover all emissions sources. Without measurable, reportable, and verifiable statistics, countries like China cannot assess if they are on track to meet their emissions targets.


Despite the dire circumstances, there is hope for change. A global anti-sweatshop campaign against the sportswear company Nike in the 1990s ultimately forced many brands not only to begin auditing their factories but also to share those audit reports with the public—a level of transparency that was previously unfathomable. And now, as the ongoing climate crisis worsens, we are living at a time in history where people care more about sustainable and ethical consumption than they ever have before. This is especially true of millennials and members of Generation Z. Whether it’s supporting companies that have reduced their carbon footprint or ones that appear to have ethical factory conditions, we are seeing a new willingness among consumers to select, or reject, brands for the express purpose of making a positive impact in the world.


Transparency, sustainability, and ethical sourcing have become hot marketing buzzwords in recent years. In 2014, CDP, a nonprofit that conducts environmental research for businesses and governments, found that companies on the S&P 500 index with a sustainability mission outperformed businesses without one. Corporations with an active plan for curbing climate change saw an 18 percent higher return on investment than companies with no such initiatives. And companies who disclosed their emissions data saw a 67 percent higher return than those who did not.


But are these companies’ sourcing practices truly transparent, sustainable, and ethical? This question can’t be answered without addressing the laogai (reform through labor) industry.


Inspired by Soviet gulags, China’s first labor camps opened in the 1930s. China’s laogai system remains the largest forced-labor system in operation today. It includes a vast network of prisons, camps, and various extralegal detention centers. These modern labor camps often have innocuous labels, such as drug detox centers or pretrial detention centers, which disguise the fact that they are forced-labor factories.


In these camps, millions of emaciated people must work fifteen to twenty hours a day, seven days a week. Many also undergo political indoctrination and torture. According to survivors, the guards torture the detainees and deprive them of sleep if they fail to meet production quotas. When there is a spike in demand, they sometimes force detainees to stay up around the clock until they finish the work.


Unlike inmates in prisons, reeducation through labor (RTL) detainees do not have trials or access to lawyers. Instead, they recieve informal sentences of up to four years from public security bureaus. When their terms are up, some detainees receive sentence extensions. Some are also transferred to other types of forced-labor facilities upon release. Many die in the camps, from torture and lack of medical care.


Sun was imprisoned in Masanjia RTL Camp, which first opened in the late 1950s. It was expanded in 1999 to make room for the sudden influx of Falun Gong captives, when the government began cracking down on the group. The Chinese economy flourished as millions of forced laborers made products for global corporations in the Chinese forced-labor network—a labor force that became equivalent to at least 25 percent of the US manufacturing sector by 2014, comprising three to five million people. And that figure is still growing. It does not include the emerging reeducation camps in the region of Xinjiang, which are currently estimated to detain 1.5 to 3 million people alone. It is unclear what percentage of those detainees are currently forced to labor.


The laogai industry is an open secret among Chinese factories. If they are ever desperate to fill a last-minute order, they know they can turn to gulags for cheap and fast production. According to Dan Cui, an apparel factory owner in the city of Guangzhou, it is well-known that factories illegally subcontract some of their work to Chinese prisons and various detention centers. When I asked her on LinkedIn if she knew any suppliers that sourced from labor camps, she said, “This is not [a] secret. Yes, some companies do like this way.” But she insisted her manufacturer has never sourced from a forced-labor facility. And she would not reveal the names of suppliers that did.


The chains on the door rattled. A man with a white mask covering half his face walked into Sun’s torture room. His name was Dr. Xu. He was a “barefoot doctor,” a rural villager with some basic medical training. As he took over the force-feeding procedure, the look in his eyes showed Sun the doctor had a conscience. But he also wasn’t looking for trouble. He had to earn a living. Without pause, he inserted a white plastic tube into Sun’s dry and inflamed nose. Dr. Xu did not squirt lubricant into Sun’s nostril before inserting the tube. He had been told to make the procedure as painful as possible.


With his four limbs tied, Sun could only resist by shaking his head. He struggled with such force that blood dripped from his nose.


Dr. Xu removed the bright-red tube, rubbing oil on it this time before reinserting. It slipped in easily, causing Sun’s body to lurch forward. His eyes watered as he felt an urge to vomit. A guard closed his own eyes before reaching over to press Sun’s head down.


The tube was slicing down his throat now. Doctors at Guantanamo Bay, who also force-feed prisoners, would stop at this point to take an x-ray or test with a dose of water to ensure that the tube was following the correct course. If a tube was inserted in the wrong spot, it could cause a collapsed lung, pneumonia, or even death. They did not bother with x-rays at Masanjia.


Sun felt an unbearable agony followed by a sharp puncture. The tube had reached his stomach.


Dr. Xu picked up the stethoscope and listened to Sun’s abdomen. He surmised that the tube was in the right place.


The doctor felt the soy milk container with the back of his hand. The procedure had taken longer than he expected. The milk was already cool. According to Chinese custom, one should never consume cold drinks. He left the room to reheat the liquid, leaving behind an uncomfortable silence. Perhaps this was the only kindness Dr. Xu could show.


When Dr. Xu returned, he injected the soy milk into the tube with a syringe. Sun winced as warm fluid poured into his body. He was startled by a strange ecstasy as his muscles contracted and relaxed. His stomach, no longer his own, was eager to accept the milk he did not want. But as the liquid entered his digestive system, Sun’s body went into shock. A fishy sweetness gurgled in his throat; he threw up.


Sun closed his eyes and tried to forget where he was. He thought of his wife—her oval face, her soft jawline, and how her eyes curved upward. He thought of the first time he saw her—at a dance in southwest China. It had been the fall of 1994, and Sun was beginning his English studies in the city of Chongqing. He was new in town, and he was the only northerner. He remembered noticing how her dark, wavy hair fell past her shoulders, and that she wasn’t as dressed up as the other girls. Her beauty was quiet. He liked that about her. She was the last thought on his mind before he lost consciousness.


Sun woke up shivering. It was the middle of the night, and the window was open. Feng Jun, an inmate-guard assigned to watch Sun at night, was watching him intently.


The official title for these inmates who are also guards is si fang, which means “four prevention.” They were supposed to prevent four things: suicides, escapes, uprisings, and other subversive acts. But they were really there to assist the other guards with brutality. Prisoners with a violent past were often selected to become si fang. In return, they received benefits such as a reduced sentence and access to clean drinking water.


“You can fall asleep with the gag on?” Feng said, sneering. “I must report it to your division’s labor captain tomorrow. The mouth gag clearly isn’t working.”


Sun felt something warm near his face. It smelled spicy. Feng was eating a bowl of instant noodles. Without a word, he scattered garlic chili powder into Sun’s open mouth, which a forced feeding gag kept pried open.


Sun erupted in hacking coughs. When they quieted, Feng rubbed chili powder across his eyes and nostrils. Trying his best to not give the inmate-guard a reaction, Sun held his breath.


Looking around, Feng grabbed a horseradish sauce from the cart that a guard had brought in earlier to assist with force-feeding torture. He smeared the green paste across Sun’s eyelids. As Sun screamed, Feng drizzled the rest of the horseradish onto his instant noodles. Sun squeezed his eyes shut as a messy mixture of tears and mucus streamed down his face.


It was a long time before the stinging diminished. Sun opened his eyes and stared blankly at the white ceiling. A cold draft burned against his bare skin, and it occurred to him it was winter. He remembered the letters he’d written.


It’s been a long time. I guess no one received any of the SOS messages I wrote.


Did my English not make sense?


Maybe people just didn’t notice the letters and threw them all away with the packaging.


He lingered on these thoughts. He lay motionless on the stretcher as bloody mucus hardened on his face.










2: Laogai Nation
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Historically, systemic forced labor was not unique to China. Unpaid labor has made many empires wealthy throughout the centuries. Slavery was central to the Roman Empire’s economy, and Britain’s booming sugar plantations in the West Indies were built on the backs of African chattel slaves. In the United States, it was the slave-produced cotton industry that led to the nation’s transformation into the world’s largest industrial power. As Cornell University historian Edward Baptist details in his book The Half Has Never Been Told, “Cotton was the most important raw material of the industrial revolution that created our modern world economy.”


And in the world’s second-largest economy, China, forced labor stretches back several centuries. For hundreds of years, Chinese emperors have forced unpaid workers to build public projects, such as the Great Wall, the Grand Canal, and a system of national roads. During the first half of the Ming dynasty (roughly AD 1368 to 1506), the government forced unpaid corvée workers to manufacture silk fabrics. But it was the Chinese Communist Party that began brainwashing political prisoners and placing them in permanent labor camps.


After China’s final imperial dynasty collapsed in 1912, the country fell into an anarchic period, when regional warlords fought one another for control of the country. A small band of Chinese Communists formed a political party in the early 1920s, and they initially collaborated with a larger group, the Nationalists, to form a military alliance to defeat the warlords.


Then, in 1927, Chiang Kai-shek, the military leader of the Nationalist Party, betrayed the Communists, purging anyone with Communist affiliations and killing thousands. As the surviving Communists went underground, Chiang Kai-shek reunified most of China under a Nationalist government the following year.


The Chinese Communists began fighting a civil war against the Nationalists, which would last through most of the 1930s, relying on guerrilla warfare to take over and establish military bases in rural regions. Whenever the Communists overtook new territories, they would capture landlords and redistribute the land to peasants. They forced some of their early political enemies—including those landlords, as well as farmers who were more well-off than others—to labor in makeshift factories inspired by Soviet gulags. There, forced laborers manufactured goods for the CCP’s military. These were the first laogai camps.


When Japan invaded China in 1937, the Communists and the Nationalists were forced to put a moratorium on their civil war as they united to fight the Japanese. This allowed the Communist Party, whose numbers had been declining after heavy military losses, to stabilize and recruit new members.


After the Japanese surrendered in 1945, the civil war between the Communists and the Nationalists resumed. The Communist Party was much larger than its foe now. The Nationalists suffered a military defeat in 1949, which forced the remaining members of the Nationalist government to retreat to the island of Taiwan. Newly empowered, the Communists took over mainland China’s municipal prisons, transforming some of them into wool and textile plants, where forced laborers made pants, hats, and gloves for Communist officials.


Forced labor went on to play an important role in rebuilding China’s war-torn economy. The detainees were mostly wealthy people who had been stripped of their land and savings in the Communist turnover, as well as anyone who had ties to the Nationalists. Liu Shaoqi, a top-ranking CCP member who would shortly become the third most powerful man in China, remarked at a national public security meeting in 1951: “The [laogai workers] make up a labor force numbering in the hundreds of thousands to millions, which is equal to the entire labor force of Bulgaria. These criminals do not need insurance or wages. They can do many different types of jobs and can form a giant enterprise. After all, the Soviet Union used criminals to construct several canals. These prisoners are economically and politically useful, that is the reason we keep them alive.”


By June 1952, there were over six hundred laogai farms and more than two hundred laogai mines, as well as various railroad construction projects that relied heavily on forced labor.


Then in 1956, a movement called the Hundred Flowers Campaign was put in place. The Chinese Communist Party, claiming it was open to democratic reforms, asked for constructive criticism from citizens. The policy was supposed to “let a hundred flowers bloom, and a hundred schools of thought contend.” This was before the Cultural Revolution; there was still a sense of hope that the new ruling party could improve people’s lives. And so intellectuals such as writers, academics, and students began speaking out against their impoverished living conditions and the corrupt party officials who looted money from the working class.


The party received millions of disapproving letters. The volume and severity of the complaints might have scared Chairman Mao. Or perhaps he had always intended to use this policy to lure out critics of his regime. Either way, in 1957 Mao launched a movement that became known as the Anti-Rightist Campaign, which sent hundreds and thousands of intellectuals into reeducation through labor camps.


Ai Qing, the father of dissident artist Ai Weiwei, was one of those intellectuals. In 1957, the year of Ai Weiwei’s birth, Ai Qing and his family were exiled to a remote part of China. For his reeducation, Ai Qing, a famous poet who had once advised Mao on literary policies, was consigned to cleaning public toilets and dragging heavy construction stones. Ai Weiwei spent his entire childhood living in squalor, including in a pit house that had been built for livestock. His father attempted suicide several times.


Meanwhile in Xinjiang, there was hashar, a program that forced disenfranchised Turkic people to work in agricultural and public works programs without payment. Although this began in preindustrial China, Turkic people between the ages of eighteen and sixty-five are still required to work in these programs for weeks at a time, several times per year, in some areas of Xinjiang today. The state does not give hashar laborers food or housing. Many report sleeping outside and eating instant noodles for days. Injured hashar workers not only have to pay their own medical expenses, they also have to search for a family member to cover their missed hours. If they are unable to find anyone, they have to pay a fine.


Although Nikita Khrushchev, then-secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, began dismantling Soviet gulags after Premier Joseph Stalin’s death in 1953, the Chinese did not follow suit after Chairman Mao Zedong’s death in 1976. Instead, his successors built more laogai camps, as they continued to imprison anyone vaguely defined as “enemies of the people.” And these camps have only expanded since, as some periods of major economic growth have been connected to a surge in labor camps.


One particularly powerful catalyst for the proliferation of laogai camps was the US decision to establish formal diplomatic relations with the Chinese Communist Party. When the Communist Party took over mainland China in 1949, the United States initially refused to acknowledge it as a legitimate government. It was the beginning of the Cold War, after all. For the next thirty years, the United States still recognized the loser of the Chinese Civil War, the Nationalist government in Taiwan, as China’s sole legal representative. But after months of secret negotiations, at the end of 1978, President Jimmy Carter announced he would acknowledge the CCP.
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“Timely and urgent.” —The New York Times Book Review
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