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What people are saying about


China: The Super Predator


It is shocking and disturbing to read in this fine book about what has become of China and where it is heading. Pierre-Antoine has pulled together the whole story. One reads it with sadness but it paints a true picture.


Jasper Becker, journalist, author of Why Communism Failed and other books


In his latest book, Pierre-Antoine Donnet draws on 40-plus years of experience of China to provide insightful analysis of China’s current place in a rapidly evolving world and the future challenges it poses for its neighbours and the West.


Peter Grout, formerly of the British Council, Beijing & Shanghai


Pierre-Antoine Donnet is a veteran journalist who speaks Mandarin and has been studying China for decades. He has a deep knowledge of the country, which makes this a most valuable book. He provides a meticulous analysis of the PRC today and describes the nature of its government and ambitions. I recommend it to anyone who wants to understand them.


Mark O’Neill, journalist, author and speaker


A provocative book that pulls no punches. While China’s economic rise ought to have been welcomed as part of a new multipolar world order, President Xi and the CCP have turned it into an unwelcome bid for absolute global power.


George Cunningham, Chair, UK Liberal Democrats Subcommittee on China; former Strategic Adviser on Asia-Pacific, European External Action Service, EU
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The original French version of this book:


Chine: le grand prédateur


Un défi pour la planète









I dedicate this book to Véronique, the widow of French caricaturist Cabu, who was assassinated on January 7, 2015, along with his friends at Charlie Hebdo. I had the honor of working with him and we shared a fascination for East Asia. His goodness and benevolence remain etched in my heart. Perhaps unknowingly, he gave me one hell of a life lesson.









Foreword


By Jean-Pierre Cabestan


This is both an important and essential book. It is important because Pierre-Antoine Donnet has drawn up a damning and worrying assessment of the current Chinese regime and its domestic and international projects. Essential because it is long overdue for us Europeans and French to draw the appropriate conclusions from our relationship with the People’s Republic of China, on the diplomatic-strategic, economic and human levels. The title of this book—China: The Super Predator—is clearly inspired by the title of a recent book by François Heisbourg, Le Temps des prédateurs [The time of predators], Odile Jacob, 2020. Nevertheless, Pierre-Antoine Donnet rightly focuses his attention on China, not only because it is the country that he has been studying for more than 40 years and whose language he speaks, but also because the current Chinese political regime presents, in his eyes and as the subtitle of his essay indicates, “a challenge for the planet.” I would add that it is this regime, that is the Chinese Communist Party (CP)—a huge machine of more than 90 million members, run with an iron fist and in total opacity by an elite leading cadre of fewer than 600,000—and not Chinese society that presents the main challenge for the planet today.


Pierre-Antoine Donnet analyzes here in five incisive chapters the reality of today’s China, especially the inner workings that the Chinese CP tries to hide with its propaganda and disinformation campaigns. I am not going to repeat the arguments he develops, since we know them. The regime in Beijing, and especially the one honed and perfected by President Xi Jinping since 2012, is more toxic than ever to freedom. Having set up Orwellian surveillance systems thanks to modern technologies, it has managed to stay far ahead of any force that could threaten it. It has taken over Hong Kong, strangling the remnants of democracy and political freedom that have survived there since 2020. It has brutally repressed Tibet and even more so Xinjiang, painting all Muslims (Uyghurs, Kazakhs, Kyrgyz) who fight for real political autonomy or simply seek to preserve their culture and religion with the brush of “terrorism.” Even more brutally than before, the regime nips in the bud any hint of democratization or even political reform. And it has openly stated its intention to remain in power—in undivided power—for “a thousand years” as China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi recently put it. In short, the Chinese regime and the “secret society” that presides over the country’s destiny have become the number-one enemy of democracy. It is number one not because it is more opposed to democracy than other authoritarian governments. Putin’s Russia, the recent military coup in Burma and even the seizure of the Capitol in Washington—an event unprecedented in the history of the United States of America—remind us how widespread authoritarianism is and how fragile democracy can be, and how quick and easy it is to move from democracy to dictatorship. No, China is number one because it is now the second-largest economic and military power in the world. It is likely to surpass the United States in terms of gross domestic product (GDP) before the end of this decade. And every day, it is in a better position to challenge the United States and its allies in its region, especially in the Taiwan Strait and the South China Sea. What might the future of our democracies be if American leadership were to give way to Chinese leadership? Democracy would inevitably be in a weaker position; our values would be more clearly at risk.


Those in the West who believed that our policies of engagement and “soft trade” would acculturate the People’s Republic of China to democracy were quite mistaken. Pierre-Antoine Donnet is kind enough to quote from my book (2018). Sadly, three years after its publication, it is clear that my pessimistic conclusions remain valid. Moreover, as the author of China: The Super Predator clearly shows, the Beijing government no longer only criticizes what it calls “Western democracy” to protect its survival, that is, the Communist Party’s dictatorship over Chinese society. Its economic strength now allows it to advance its pawns and to try to modify the balance of power between socialism and capitalism in its favor, between its highly authoritarian system and our democracies. While denying accusations that it seeks to export its “model,” Beijing pushes its advantage by denouncing daily the universalist approach of human rights, by praising urbi et orbi the advantages of its system of governance and by developing, in particular in the UN system, an unprecedented entryism that allows it to impose its narrative, including Xi’s message that humanity shares a common destiny…1


The predatory nature of the Beijing regime has many facets. The unprecedented development of the Chinese economy must be welcomed as the success of an element of Chinese society over which the Communist Party finally resolved to ease control in 1979, allowing it to do business and gain profits. But this unprecedented modernization has brought with it an unprecedented challenge as well: the environmental challenge. Xi Jinping’s government is aware of this, but its opacity and its partial and unfinished integration into the international community have aggravated the problems it faces and that the world in turn must overcome: in China itself, the slow pace of decarbonizing electricity production and the large-scale pollution of water; on a global scale, the deforestation of the world’s tropical regions and the organized plundering of the world’s ocean fish stocks. It has long been known that the Chinese regime will stop at nothing to acquire and master the technologies that will enable it to overtake the technological leadership of the United States, and more broadly the developed countries. In recent years, this battle has intensified thanks to the economic strategy introduced by Xi in 2020. In reality, this new “dual circulation” economic strategy, according to which the country must both stimulate domestic consumption and continue to globalize its economy, aims for the reduction of China’s dependence on Western technologies. The real objective of the strategy is for China to develop its own technologies and standards and then to impose them upon as many countries as possible. First, upon the countries of the South that are the easiest prey to capture, and then on those of the North most dependent on the Chinese economy. In other words, the Chinese government is introducing its own strategy of economic decoupling from the West. Will China succeed in this endeavor? Will it succeed in becoming a leader in the technologies of the future? I am not certain it will. While China has acquired levels of excellence—missiles, rockets, satellites, drones, high-speed rail, online payments—it is still lagging far behind in many areas: microchips, aircraft engines, nanotechnology, medical research, to name a few.


China’s international ambitions are well known: to reunify Taiwan at all costs; to take control of the maritime domain it claims as well as all the resources there; to impose its own international standards; and to reorganize the world economy so that the West is no longer its center but rather the Chinese economy itself. In this way, only the People’s Republic can, in the eyes of the Chinese CP, knock the US off its pedestal. Those who refuse to see the strategic dimension of Xi Jinping’s New Silk Roads are acting in bad faith. It is clear that the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) pursues economic objectives: the internationalization of large Chinese groups, the conquest of new markets, the securing of supplies of raw materials. But by multiplying the links of economic and financial dependence between an ever-increasing number of countries in the South, China has set up new asymmetrical and, so to speak, dependent relations, constituting a new form of hegemony. The large number of states that have supported the Chinese government’s policy in Xinjiang or Hong Kong in recent years at the insistence of the Chinese attests to this rise in power. Does this mean that these countries “love China”? No, of course not; it simply means that they are indebted to China and that the Chinese regime is keeping them on a leash.


The good news, if you will, is that the BRI is running out of steam, not only because countries in the South are finding it increasingly difficult to repay their debts to Chinese state banks, but also because Beijing needs more funding to support domestic growth, its own infrastructure projects, and research and development in advanced technologies. But this development is unlikely to mitigate the increasingly rough-and-tumble nature of Chinese diplomacy. Australia, Canada and now the European Union, who have dared to impose targeted sanctions against some of the most egregious human rights abusers in Xinjiang, are paying the price. And Beijing’s threats against Taiwan are increasing. This is fueling fears of a military crisis, even an armed conflict which would inevitably pit China and the United States directly against each other and could quickly turn nuclear. And this in the context of a never-ending Covid-19 health crisis, where Europe’s economy remains at half-mast while China and America are returning to sustained growth (between 6% and 8% in 2021), and populism and intolerance are on the rise in democratic countries.


In these circumstances, and given the worrying assessment that Pierre-Antoine Donnet has made with precision, what should we do? First, I believe that we must take measure of the geostrategic confrontation, the economic competition and the ideological rivalry that poses us against China. Personally, I believe that we have entered a new Cold War, not because we want to, but because the Chinese CP, through its discourse, policies and actions, has imposed it upon us. I understand very well the reasons that could lead the reader to disagree with my analysis because of the obvious differences that distinguish the current period from the old Cold War that I still remember. My first passage through Checkpoint Charlie in Berlin was in 1974 and my first trip to the Soviet Union was in 1977 when Brezhnev had just revised the country’s constitution and become President of the Republic, in addition to his title of General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU). We are in a globalized world and China is part of it. But it has not fully integrated into it, taking liberties not only with the universal values we believe in, but also with the norms of the World Trade Organization, the law of the sea, and now the rules of politeness and courtesy of diplomatic life. And since it has become strong, it has fought these values and norms wherever it can.


Some Europeans tell me, echoing Beijing’s arguments, that we have no strategic conflicts with China. They say we are far from the Asia-Pacific region, that our strategic concerns are on our doorstep: Islamic terrorism, the Sahel, Russia, the Middle East. They say we do not have the means to intervene militarily in the Far East, except to recall in a very symbolic way the principle of freedom of navigation, notably in the South China Sea. But in the event of a Sino-American conflict in the Taiwan Strait, for example, what policy will we adopt towards the People’s Republic? As members of NATO, won’t most European countries be forced to support their American ally, to impose a blockade on China and to severely curtail or even freeze our economic and human relations with China? We are not there yet, but we must be careful not to accept the likes of a Munich Accord with Beijing, giving in to this capital’s will to impose its diktat upon Taiwan and to deny it any control over its destiny, or to gradually take control of the islets in the South China Sea or the East China Sea administered by other countries. Europe is better prepared for economic and especially technological competition with the People’s Republic. However, it seems to me that it is now essential to reduce our economic dependence on this country as much as possible, by repatriating the most strategic industries and moving the others to countries that are less inclined to, or less able to, exploit this dependence at our expense. In doing so, we obviously risk losing market share in China itself. But hasn’t the Chinese government’s plan for several years been to marginalize the footprint of foreign groups in its domestic market? Doesn’t it open up its economic sectors to foreigners only once it has ensured that its national champions are in a strong position?


Finally, more than ever before, we must defend democracy and its values. Because if we don’t, no one will do it for us. In this regard, I would like to instill a dose of optimism into the discussion. I have been teaching at a Hong Kong university on the domestic and foreign policy of the People’s Republic for 14 years. When I arrived in 2007, my students were generally not very political, not very interested in the affairs of the city. Then things changed; they got burned first during the Umbrella Movement in 2014 and then during the protests against the extradition bill and for the democratization of the territory in 2019. We know what happened. My students have obviously become more cautious. But we continue to cover all the topics that a political scientist must cover. Those of them who come from the mainland show a sensitivity to politics and an independence of mind that I would not have imagined even ten years ago. More generally, the interest of my students in the Taiwanese democratic experience is growing. And I don’t need to push them, despite my known penchant for extolling the virtues of that island society and ignoring the other qualities of those there who still used the term “communist thugs” (gongfei) when I studied there in the late 1970s.


So Chinese society is changing, and the reader who knows little about China should not be taken in by Beijing’s propaganda. It’s true that the regime still enjoys an undeniable “legitimacy of result,” to use a Weberian expression (Sintomer et al., 2014). The Chinese are in their majority nationalists; but few of them “love” the Chinese CP and fully believe what it tells them. Those who join do so out of careerism. And many mainland Chinese—and now Hong Kong Chinese—tend to keep their thoughts to themselves and their relatives. They remain aloof and defiant of the official discourse. They are well aware that the Party’s propaganda embellishes reality and hides anything that might damage its image. Above all, they know that the Party is above the law and that power is the rule. Finally, among the elites, Xi Jinping is contentious. The personalization of his power, his authoritarianism and his aggressiveness on the international scene are all criticisms that are regularly heard in China. But this does not mean that Xi is in any danger, even if some people venture to predict his downfall following a palace revolution. It means even less that his regime is in the doldrums. But it does mean that Chinese society is becoming more autonomous, more global, and that a pluralism of ideas is emerging more and more. The Chinese are better educated and better informed than ever about the outside world and about their own country. They also aspire to more freedoms, especially freedom of information and opinion, as demonstrated by the Covid-19 crisis in the spring of 2020.


Let us also not forget that the Chinese government—any Chinese government, for that matter, regardless of its political color—will continue to face multiple domestic challenges. In addition to the worrying environmental situation, the rapid aging of the population, the dramatic reduction in arable land, the relative but persistent poverty of a good half of society (600 million Chinese earn less than 120 euros per month) and the ever-increasing expectations of an urbanized middle class in search of wellbeing. In other words, China is not as powerful as it wants everyone to believe. And as I try to show in a forthcoming essay, it will continue to hesitate to engage in armed conflict with the United States, preferring to use what strategists call “the grey zone” between war and peace to its advantage, including in dealing with Taiwan (2021). These are all reasons not to give in to the demands, threats and intimidation of the Chinese communist regime. We are engaged in an arm-wrestling match with the Chinese regime that is bound to last for a long time. We must therefore be better prepared.


This preparation does not prevent us from trying to cooperate with the Chinese government where our interests converge, such as in the fight against global warming, the management of the Covid-19 crisis, or the Iranian and North Korean nuclear programs. But we must not delude ourselves, either. Today’s world structurally favors confrontation over cooperation.


China is of course not the only predator. Russia is another; but with the GDP of Italy, its capacity to cause harm is much more limited. Therefore, Pierre-Antoine Donnet, a faithful friend I first met in Beijing more than 30 years ago, is right to alert us. Enjoy your reading!


Jean-Pierre Cabestan is a French sinologist, specializing in the law and institutions of contemporary China and Taiwan. He is a senior researcher at France’s National Scientific Research Center and since 2007 he has served as a professor and head of the Department of Political Science at Hong Kong Baptist University. He is also a research associate at the Asia Centre—Centre études Asie.


Notes


1 “No country in the world can enjoy absolute security. A country cannot have security while others are in turmoil, as threats facing other countries may haunt itself also. When neighbors are in trouble, instead of tightening his own fences, one should extend a helping hand to them. As a saying goes, ‘United we stand, divided we fall.’ All countries should pursue common, comprehensive, cooperative and sustainable security.” Xi Jinping’s 2017 address to the United Nations in Geneva. Available at http://iq.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/zygx/201701/t20170123_2309166.htm
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Introduction


Today’s China under President Xi Jinping is slowly heading towards a fascist dictatorship. China’s absolute master is leading the country into a dead-end situation where it is now more isolated from the West than at any time since the death of Mao Zedong in 1976. Domestic clampdowns have been accumulating, with the savage crackdown on Uyghurs in Xinjiang and the crushing of all individual freedoms in Hong Kong the most serious. But China has also intensified its threats and intimidation against Taiwan, become more belligerent towards its neighbors and, most recently, begun a dangerous rapprochement with Moscow despite Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.


These mistakes are leading to China becoming a pariah state on the international scene. Following the United States, many Western countries have become disillusioned with China and have realized that the ultimate goal of the Chinese leadership is to take control of the world, both commercially and politically. The European Union, which Beijing hoped to use as a counterweight to the United States, is gradually distancing itself from China. As for China’s neighbors—Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, Indonesia, Australia, India and Vietnam—they too have come to realize not only that this large country will no longer be the motor of economic growth for the region, but that it is also an invasive rival to be wary of.


On the economic front, China is no longer the world’s growth engine and will not be for a long time. Xi Jinping, who dreamed of seeing his country become the world’s leading economic power, must now be disappointed because China will not achieve this for a very long time, if ever. A declining population is contributing to China’s faltering economy. India will soon become the most populous country in the world, with China relegated to second place.


But now more than ever, Taiwan has become the epicenter of tensions in East Asia, with the Chinese president dreaming of “reunifying” the rebellious island with the Chinese mainland, by force if necessary. But here again, his goal is likely to be thwarted because not only has the Taiwanese army been greatly modernized, but Taiwan can now count on US military assistance in case the People’s Liberation Army attempts to invade.


Taiwan has now become a bastion of Chinese democracy against the autocratic mainland. Taiwan is a living, daily demonstration that democracy suits China very well, contrary to what some self-proclaimed China experts have been professing for years.


The big question is whether Communist China will take the plunge and align itself militarily with Russia. Having become a beleaguered citadel because of its master’s mistakes, China must now decide which path to take: either becoming a responsible great power accepted on the international scene or joining the club of totalitarian countries opposed to the Western powers.


It is to be hoped, of course, that China will choose the first option. Such a choice is likely to require a change of leadership. Xi Jinping’s departure is probably not for the foreseeable future, as since coming to power in 2012 he has sidelined all rivals, declared or otherwise, and surrounded himself with loyal followers.


Regime change is unlikely to come from the Chinese people. Nor will it come from external pressures, which will further consolidate the nationalism that Xi Jinping uses to hold on to power. But it may well come from within the Chinese Communist Party as its elite gradually realizes the extent to which the party’s General Secretary and head of the Central Military Commission is leading the country into disaster.


Let us hope that such a transition, if it takes place, will be carried out without violence, because such a regime change will call into question the very foundation of Chinese society since 1949. The end of the Chinese Communist Party is not for tomorrow, nor for the day after tomorrow. But, more than a century after its birth, the Party today projects the image of a regime that has reached its limits and not the vehicle to realize the Chinese Dream of national rejuvenation promoted by Xi Jinping when he came to power in 2012.









Chapter 1


The new Homo sinicus, the tragedy of the Uyghurs and Tibetans


Placed under the close and constant surveillance of the authorities, 1.4 billion human beings are evolving in a universe of conformity, obedience, discipline, and submission to the authorities, where free will is gradually disappearing in favor of an invasive societal mold. Subjected to a kind of collective confinement, the men and women of tomorrow in China are frightening. Do they foreshadow the future of human society? The tragedy of the Uyghurs and Tibetans calls out to us.


There are days when I despair of the human race.


—Robert Badinter (French philosopher and historian), speech on the abolition of the death penalty at the National Assembly on September 17, 1981


The world will not be destroyed by those who do evil, but by those who watch them without doing anything.


—Albert Einstein


The Chinese, the most watched humans in the world


The Chinese are the most monitored people in the world. An armada of cameras equipped with sophisticated facial recognition software follows their every move in public places in every major city in the country. The results are clear: 18 of the 20 most monitored cities in the world are in China. London and Hyderabad are the only non-Chinese cities to make it into the top 20, but they are ranked at the bottom. By 2021, a total of more than one billion surveillance cameras had been installed in cities around the world, large and small, and 54% of them in China alone (Bischoff, 2022). This means that in China, Big Brother is now watching you everywhere. And if a camera or a neighborhood commissioner detects bad behavior? You can no longer be a Party member or a representative of your neighborhood. Certain doors close to you. Throwing a paper on the ground, crossing the street outside of the crosswalk, not reading the water meter correctly, cutting down a tree, traveling by train without a valid ticket: in China, these incivilities can be costly. About 40 Chinese cities have been experimenting since 2019 with a so-called social credit system, which consists of rating citizens. Each citizen obtains, in essence, a credit score of their behavior, and it serves as a second ID card. “The aim of this system is to rebuild morality,” says Lin Junyue, father of the social credit system. According to him, such a system allows the Chinese people to reach “the same level of civility as in developed countries.” But beware those who do not obey all the rules of good conduct. China began rolling out the social credit system nationwide in 2020. This blacklist, accessible on the internet with people’s names, addresses and sometimes even facial images, has been extended throughout the country. The list also includes citizens with financial problems.1 These millions of surveillance cameras have become the active core of an omnipresent system of social control that has become a valuable tool for the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). As François Heisbourg (2020) notes, this system, like the one imagined by George Orwell in his prophetic book 1984, will control access to employment, housing, education, and social security benefits, as well as limit freedom of movement, payments and communication. Although its implementation will undoubtedly not be easy, “it will nonetheless devastate countless lives and will allow the CCP to consolidate its power.”


China is also a massive exporter of its surveillance equipment, including of course its cameras, in particular to developing and emerging countries where authoritarian regimes are attracted by these new possibilities of social control. The question we should ask ourselves is whether we accept the fact that China is exporting its Orwellian social model and that new surveillance societies are springing up in all these countries without any safeguards. Is Big Brother going to extend his grip all over the world? Oppressive governments are buying surveillance technology from China, US Assistant Secretary of State for Western Hemisphere Affairs Kimberly Breier said in a speech to the Council of the Americas on April 26, 2019. “China exports technological know-how that can help authoritarian governments track, reward, and punish citizens through a tyrannical system of digital surveillance,” she said. China has introduced these technologies in Tibet and Xinjiang, among other places, to spy on Tibetans, Uyghurs, ethnic Kazakhs and members of other minority groups. Agreements to export such high-tech surveillance equipment are often included in its New Silk Roads program, according to a report by the Center for a New American Security entitled Grading China’s Belt and Road. Zimbabwe, for example, as part of such a trade deal, signed a deal with a Chinese firm to implement facial recognition screening across the country. The system “risks entrenching Zimbabwe’s authoritarianism,” the report’s authors say, while noting that all the facial data on all Zimbabweans is sent to China under the deal (Kliman et al., 2019). But it isn’t a one-way street. According to a report by Amnesty International published in September 2020, several European companies have supplied China with surveillance equipment, including facial recognition technology. In its report, the NGO mentions the French giant Idemia, one of the world leaders in the biometrics sector with 15,000 employees and 2.3 billion euros in annual revenue, which sold a system to detect and recognize faces on video footage to the Shanghai Public Security Bureau.


Given that they live in a social and political straitjacket, the only freedom the Chinese people can still hope to enjoy is that of consumption. Here, the floodgates are wide open. The Chinese have been plunged into a world of unbridled consumerism that has made fortunes for big online sales platforms, such as the giant Alibaba.2 A huge wave of materialism has swept over China, even though more and more Chinese people are seeking a spiritual life.3 “Consumption is setting records each year. Black Friday, which is a one-day sale event invented in America, was imported by the Alibaba group in 2009 and called its November 11 event Singles’ Day. In 2013 sales were 6 billion euros, while this year (2020) sales were 68 billion euros. So over seven years, we’ve seen this incredible progression, with records broken from one year to the next. To give you an idea of what this can represent, at the peak of sales on November 11, it was 585,000 orders per second. We can see this frightening acceleration of digital consumption in China. China is the second-largest digital consumer in the world behind South Korea. The fashion sector accounts for eight to ten percent of the world’s CO2 [carbon dioxide] emissions, which is more than international flights and maritime transport combined. It is also the second-largest consumer of water after the oil industry,” noted Nathalie Bastianelli (2021), a specialist in environmental and consumer issues in China. Meanwhile, a recent report found that more than half of the Chinese population is now overweight. The report by the National Health Commission, published on December 23, 2020, also found 16.4% of Chinese to be obese. It blamed these rising levels on a profound change in lifestyle that now sees less than a quarter of the Chinese population being physically active at least once a week. It also blamed increased consumption of meat and a sharp decrease in the eating of fruits and vegetables (BBC, 2020).


Hong Kong joins Tibet under the boot


In Communist China, there is no room for different viewpoints. No space for any dissent. When a nail sticks out, you must hammer it in. On December 28, 2020, Zhang Zhan, a “citizen journalist” who had covered the Covid-19 epidemic in Wuhan, was sentenced to four years in prison. Her only crime: broadcasting videos that were not in line with official propaganda of the health situation in Wuhan and chronicling the lives of Wuhan residents, the first in China to be confined. Zhang was convicted of “picking quarrels and causing trouble,” the term commonly used in China to condemn dissidents. She “looked very downcast when the verdict was announced,” said one of her lawyers, Ren Quanniu, who added he was very worried about her psychological state. Zhang, who had gone on a hunger strike while awaiting trial and was force-fed in her cell, appeared before her judges in a wheelchair. Journalists and foreign diplomats were not allowed to enter the Shanghai court where the 37-year-old former lawyer was tried in a matter of hours. Police pushed back some of her supporters who had gathered for the opening of the trial. It has since emerged that the Chinese authorities lied to the world about the extent of the pandemic in Wuhan where the virus was first detected in December 2019. A study conducted by the Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention, whose findings were made public in late December 2020, showed that 4.4% of the city’s 11 million population, or some 500,000 people, had antibodies to Covid-19 in their blood, ten times the official figure (50,008) (McCarthy and Zhuang, 2020). The official death toll of 4634 is also clearly questionable.


The day following Zhang’s conviction, a young pro-democracy activist in Hong Kong was sentenced to four months in prison for “insulting the Chinese flag” and “illegal assembly.” Tony Chung, head of a now-disbanded group that called for Hong Kong’s independence, was convicted of throwing down a Chinese flag during clashes between protesters and law enforcement in front of the local parliament (Legislative Council, or Legco) in May 2019. Chung, 19, will wait in detention for another trial on secession charges that carry a life sentence under the national security law imposed by Beijing in June 2020 in the former British colony. A sadly routine snapshot of life in today’s China. On the same day, ten young Hong Kong fugitives were tried behind closed doors in Shenzhen, a city bordering Hong Kong, after being arrested at the end of August while trying to leave the city to take refuge in Taiwan. Of the ten defendants, eight were accused of illegally crossing the Chinese border, an offense punishable by one year in prison, while two were accused of organizing the escape, a crime punishable by seven years in prison. They all pleaded guilty. Two minors from the group were tried separately. Two days later, the defendants were sentenced to between seven months and three years in prison. The trial was emblematic of the blanket of repression that has fallen upon the city since the massive protests of 2019 and the subsequent imposition in June 2020 of a “national security law” by Beijing. The law provides for sentences of up to life imprisonment for anyone convicted of secession, subversion, terrorism, or collusion with foreigners. As for press magnate Jimmy Lai Chee-ying, 73, the owner of the Apple Daily newspaper and fierce critic of the Chinese communist regime who is one of the few remaining voices for democracy in Hong Kong, he has been languishing in prison since the beginning of December 2020 while he awaits trial on charges of secession. He was convicted on April 1, 2021, on separate charges of organizing and attending two illegal gatherings in 2019 and sentenced to 14 months in prison on April 16. On the same day, prosecutors handed Lai an additional national security charge that could see him sentenced to life in prison (Mahtani and Yu, 2021). Joshua Wong, 24, and Agnes Chow, 24, arguably Hong Kong’s best-known pro-democracy activists, are being held in solitary confinement in two high-security prisons, and have been classified as Class A prisoners, the most dangerous. Thousands of young activists, some of them very young, were arrested during the mass demonstrations that brought out onto the streets up to 2 million people, or more than one in four Hongkongers, including children and the elderly, in 2019. On January 6, 2021, police arrested 53 pro-democracy activists and opposition lawmakers on suspicion of “plotting to overthrow the government” in Hong Kong. They were rounded up in early morning raids on their homes by about 1000 law enforcement officers under the National Security Act. Just an ordinary day in Hong Kong. Until the autumn of 2020, the city was a haven for civil liberties that mainland Chinese do not enjoy. The city is now under the complete control of Beijing. At the end of February 2021, a new draft electoral law was proposed for Hong Kong. The draft law, which came from Beijing, will require candidates for the post of municipal councilor to swear allegiance to the Chinese nation, and any “dishonest” violators will be removed from their posts, according to Eric Tsang, Hong Kong’s Minister for Mainland and Constitutional Affairs. This new procedure aims to have only “patriotic” candidates and elected officials at all levels of the local political system. It seems clearly aimed at disqualifying the 90% of pro-democracy local elected officials, who won seats in the November 2019 municipal elections in a vote that inflicted a stinging defeat on the pro-Beijing camp, from the legislative elections scheduled for September 2021. Hong Kong is now completely under lock and key.


On February 28, 2021, 47 leading figures in the democratic camp were charged with subversion under the new national security law for organizing, in 2020, primaries within their movement to select candidates for the September elections to the Legco, which were postponed by the authorities, ostensibly due to the Covid-19 pandemic. The following day hundreds of supporters of the accused activists lined up outside the court to attend the opening of their trial. Clad in black, the color of protest in Hong Kong, the activists were joined by diplomats from the consulates of the United Kingdom, Canada, Germany, the Netherlands, and the European Union. “The Chinese and Hong Kong authorities promised that the national security law would be used in a very narrow sense and it’s clear that that is no longer the case and that is concerning to us,” Jonathan Williams, head of political and communications at the British Consulate-General in Hong Kong, said outside the court (Hong Kong Arrests: British Consulate Official Blasts China and the H.K. Authorities, 2021). Meanwhile, US Secretary of State Antony Blinken condemned their detention and called for their immediate release. “Political participation and freedom of expression should not be crimes. The US stands with the people of Hong Kong,” he tweeted. British Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab tweeted that the charges against the 47 demonstrated “in the starkest terms the NSL [national security law] being used to eliminate political dissent rather than restore order—contrary to what the Chinese Government promised.”


This is perhaps the most serious blow to the democratic camp in Hong Kong since the 1997 handover, with key leaders of the Democratic and Civic Party among those indicted. Among them is Joshua Wong Chi-fung, 25, the tireless young activist for human rights and democracy in Hong Kong who has been involved in all the battles of recent years in the former colony, as well as journalist Claudia Mo Man-ching, a former Agence France-Presse correspondent who became a prominent politician and member of the pro-democracy group in the Hong Kong Legco. There is little difference now between Hong Kong and any other city on the mainland, even though Beijing had vowed to maintain a high degree of autonomy in Hong Kong for 50 years and had promised that it would be able to retain its own institutions, independent judiciary and way of life.


These moves mark the definitive end of the democratic movement that swept Hong Kong, which in 2019 had brought up to 2 million demonstrators onto the streets (out of a population of 7 million) to protest China’s grip on this great port city. It also formalizes the death of the “One Country, Two Systems” ([image: image]) concept that Deng Xiaoping used to wrest the UK’s handover of Hong Kong from British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in 1984. Skeptical at first, the “Iron Lady” eventually relented when Beijing threatened to cut off water and electricity to Hong Kong and brandished other retaliatory measures. The handover was made effective and celebrated with great fanfare by Beijing 13 years later. Macao, a Portuguese colony, followed in 1999. These latest developments are also, last but not least, an extremely strong political message for Taiwan and its population, which was offered the same concept to reunify with the Chinese mainland. The 23 million inhabitants of Taiwan will see in this tragedy a telling lesson about the real meaning of Beijing’s so-called smile diplomacy: China is one and indivisible under the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party; and, under its banner, there is no room for pluralism or any kind of dissent. As a result of the crackdown, the Heritage Foundation (2021) removed Hong Kong in March 2021 from its annual list of cities with the freest economies, where it had been consistently ranked first for 25 years up until 2019, saying it believed that the city is now “ultimately controlled from Beijing.”


On March 11, 2021, China’s National People’s Congress closed its annual session by implementing its plan to radically transform Hong Kong’s electoral code, ensuring that only “patriots” will be allowed to run the Special Administrative Region. From now on, candidates will have to be judged eligible by a committee chosen by Beijing. Delegates approved the decision with 2895 votes in favor, zero against and one abstention. “When the vote count was revealed, around 30 seconds of applause followed” (Ho, 2021). Beijing’s systematic demolition of freedoms in Hong Kong is now complete. Reacting to the move, the G7 ministers said:


We, the G7 Foreign Ministers of Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom and the United States of America and the High Representative of the European Union, are united in expressing our grave concerns at the Chinese authorities’ decision fundamentally to erode democratic elements of the electoral system in Hong Kong. Such a decision strongly indicates that the authorities in mainland China are determined to eliminate dissenting voices and opinions in Hong Kong. (Ministère de l’Europe et des Affaires étrangères, 2021)


From all these events, and in particular the massive protests of 2019, one major lesson emerges: the Chinese people, when free to do so, dare to stand up against the central power in Beijing, which is unbearable for the regime.


What is the real situation in Xinjiang?


Colonization and colonial wars are nothing new. A dominant culture intends to replace a dominated culture by claiming to bring it civilization. China is obviously not a trailblazer in this matter. The colonization of America by the Europeans and the extermination of the indigenous peoples from the end of the sixteenth century are just one earlier historical example.


The United Nations (UN) convention on genocide, adopted in December 1948 by the UN General Assembly and to which China is a signatory, defines genocide as acts perpetrated “with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group.” Is a genocide underway in Xinjiang? History and horror are repeating themselves in China. Some 30 years ago, on June 4, 1989, on Beijing’s Tiananmen Square, the Chinese army opened fire on pro-democracy demonstrators and killed hundreds, if not thousands of people. We will never know the real toll of that disaster, which the regime’s propaganda machine has since erased from the collective memory. Since 2015, an even more abominable tragedy has been unfolding in Xinjiang, in the far west of the country, where the Chinese authorities have interned more than a million Uyghurs, a Muslim people who speak a Turkic language, and subjected them to inhumane treatment. It was in this region that the Chinese regime first experimented with the electronic surveillance of the population. Today, the mounting testimonies leave no room for doubt. According to multiple credible sources, more than 1 million Uyghurs, perhaps as many as 3 million, are interned in re-education camps, while more than 500,000 others are victims of forced labor. The Chinese authorities fiercely deny this and have called these camps “vocational training centers,” a denial that is hardly credible in view of all the gathered information that all points in the same direction. Information unearthed by Xinjiang expert Adrian Zenz is particularly damning. According to a study he published under the auspices of the US think tank the Center for Global Policy (now known as the New Lines Institute) in December 2020, at least 570,000 Uyghurs had likely been coerced into service in the cotton fields of Xinjiang, a region that produces some 20% of the world’s cotton. The numbers are frightening, even more so as Zenz4 used official Chinese documents that estimated that at least half a million Uyghurs were forcibly conscripted to handpick cotton in three regions of Xinjiang Autonomous Province alone (Aksu, Hotan, and Kashgar). An assessment that could be much higher province-wide, according to the study. Asked about the issue of forced labor of Uyghurs at a press briefing in December 2020, Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman Wang Wenbin said that these workers were free either to sign or not sign their labor contracts. He accused Zenz by name of “fabricating rumors and slanders” against China and being “a member of a far-right organization founded by the US government and a key member of [an] anti-China institute set up by the US intelligence agency” (MFAPRC, 2020). In September 2020, Zenz published separate research—corroborated by the British news agency Reuters—on the forced labor imposed in Tibet for years.


Adrian Zenz explained the terrible logic at work in Xinjiang in an interview with the French media outlet Mediapart:


The Uyghurs are culturally and spiritually closer to Istanbul than to Beijing. Decades of repression and the brutalities of the Cultural Revolution have led to a toxic mix in ethnic relations. More recently, Uyghurs have been able to search for their roots by listening to Turkish music and Islamic sermons via the Internet and their smartphones…Beijing emphasizes the Uyghurs’ violent resistance, but the passive, non-violent resistance to assimilation and integration was probably the biggest problem. This inability to fully control their society has become a growing problem for Beijing. In 2013, Xinjiang was declared the core region of the Belt and Road Initiative. The region is rich in natural resources and of great geopolitical importance…In the end, Beijing felt it needed something like a ‘final solution’ to this situation. The lessons it is now learning in Xinjiang can be applied to other regions and other religious groups. Now Hong Kong is becoming another Xinjiang. Repression has become Beijing’s main tool of governance. (El Azzouzi, 2020)


The latest report by the German researcher, published on March 2, 2021, contains unprecedented revelations about the forced labor of rural Uyghur youth. In December 2020, the researcher published a first article on the forced transfer of Uyghur workers, in which he established the existence of two types of forced labor in Xinjiang. The first concerns the inmates of re-education camps. Once they have “graduated,” that is, are judged to have been “de-radicalized” and able to return to a “normal” life, these detainees are not released. They do not return to their families but are forced to work in nearby factories, sometimes adjacent to the camps. Or they are sent, by the hundreds of thousands, to pick cotton on state farms. It is this kind of forced labor that has led to a wave of denunciations around the world. The second, much less known, potentially concerns a much larger segment of the Uyghur population. This is what Chinese researchers call the “rural surplus laborers” of southern Xinjiang. In this hardscrabble rural region, where Uyghurs make up more than 90% of the population, there are many young people without steady employment who subsist on seasonal jobs and the cultivation of their families’ land, according to Obs journalist Ursula Gauthier. These are the people that the Chinese government “recruits” to “train” before “placing” them in a job in a Chinese factory and organizing their “transfer” to their new workplace. In studying these programs, Adrian Zenz discovered that although they are not detainees, the “recruitment,” “training,” “placements,” and “transfers” of these young workers are neither free nor voluntary. He believes that they constitute another type of forced labor, intended to enroll the entire youth of southern Xinjiang. He dedicated his latest article, published in March 2021 by the American think tank The Jamestown Foundation, to this group. The German researcher relied on public documents from official Chinese organizations, including the Nankai Report, a 2019 paper named after the prestigious university where its authors work. Zenz’s article, entitled ‘Coercive Labor and Forced Displacement in Xinjiang’s Cross-Regional Labor Transfer Program’ (2020), found that these increasingly massive transfers of rural Uyghur workers were not driven primarily by economic objectives, but by political and demographic objectives. Although repeatedly presented as “poverty alleviation” measures, Zenz discovered references in the Nankai Report that indicate the “labor transfers represent a long-term measure to promote ‘assimilation’ and ‘reduce Uyghur population density’.” Elsewhere it is acknowledged that the transfers are part of a plan to “optimize the population structure of southern Xinjiang.” Zenz found other Chinese academic publications that “describe labor transfers as a crucial means to ‘crack open the solidified [Uyghur] society’ and to mitigate the negative impact of religion.” He said Chinese academics consider that young Uyghurs are reluctant to voluntarily seek employment elsewhere because of “a) religious views, b) ‘backward’ [traditional] mindsets and c) the emotional cost of separation from family,” when in fact Uyghurs had traveled widely before the crackdown on them and research shows that they are now motivated by fear of discrimination, not religious ties. He noted that another passage in the Nankai Report emphasizes that labor transfers can “comparatively quickly change poor people’s views.” Another passage in the Report states that the experience “allows for a gradual transformation of their thinking, knowledge, values, and outlook on life through their working as laborers and changing their environment and lifestyle.”


Victims speak out


For those who are skeptical of the academic research, there is a growing number of accounts, such as the shocking story of Gulbahar Haitiwaji, a victim of a Machiavellian trap set by the Chinese security apparatus. This Uyghur woman based in France was forced to return to her native region, Xinjiang, in 2017, where she experienced the hell of the internment camps. A year and a half after her release, she told her story in a 2021 book, Rescapée du goulag chinois, co-written with journalist Rozenn Morgat. In an interview (Fallevoz, 2021) published on Asialyst, Haitiwaji recounted the torment she suffered after returning to Xinjiang where she had been ordered to return by the authorities to regularize her pension rights:


At the time, I was not very suspicious. I had never even heard of the internment camps in Xinjiang. During my previous visits, I had noticed a strengthening of the checkpoints and identity controls, but nothing abnormal. So, when my former employer called me and asks me to come quickly, I simply asked him if I can give someone power of attorney to do it. He refused. Ten days later, I was in Xinjiang with the idea to stay there for two weeks. Instead, my stay lasted two years and nine months…I was harassed with questions about my life in France and that of my family. Then I was shown a photo of my daughter, taken at a Uyghur demonstration in Paris. In the picture, she is holding up a flag of East Turkestan [a former self-proclaimed republic based in what is now Xinjiang]. Suddenly, I was a little angry with my daughter because I was not militant. The police released me but confiscated my passport. In mid-January, I was told to come back for it. Three State Security agents were waiting for me. I was taken to the Karamay detention center.


It was clear to Haitiwaji that she was targeted because of her husband’s political activities.


You must know that at the time my husband was the vice president of the Association of Uyghurs in France. The previous times we had returned to Xinjiang, in 2012 and 2014, he had been summoned by the State Security service which had asked him to spy on our community in France. He had refused and I think the authorities wanted to take retaliatory measures. And since I was the only one in the family who did not have French nationality, it was easier to act against me…At first there were about ten of us in my cell, then about thirty. Uyghur prisoners had their feet chained all day. We wore a yellow uniform, much too thin to support the winter and its -30-degree temperatures, and small black slippers. We slept on benches with comforters that stank, under neon lights that were on day and night. On the floor, there are two squares drawn in red. Every hour, two inmates have to stand still in them, to ‘stand guard’. On the rare occasions when they let us outside, it is onto a sort of screened terrace adjoining the cell. The cold was unbearable there and when we came back inside, they put the air conditioning on as cold as possible. It was terrible.


Haitiwaji said that in April 2017 the prison treatment became harsher when for three weeks she and three other cellmates were chained to the bar of their beds. They needed the help of their fellow prisoners to relieve themselves. They were never told why they received this treatment. Haitiwaji does not mince words when describing what she sees as China’s objective: “They want to make us disappear, it is a cultural genocide, a total assimilation, but there is a resistance among the people, one does not suppress a whole culture in this way,” she wrote in her book. Haitiwaji attributes her release to interventions by the French government (Fallevoz, 2021).


Another Uyghur woman who has spoken out about experience in a labor camp is Tursunay Ziawudun, who spent nine months in one in the Xiyuan (Kunes in Uyghur) district of Xinjiang. She told the BBC (Hill et al., 2021) that some nights after midnight, masked men would open her cell to select a woman and take her to a “black room” with no surveillance cameras. There, these men would then engage in a gang rape session. She said she was taken several nights. “Perhaps this is the most unforgettable scar on me forever,” Ziawudun told the broadcaster. “I don’t even want these words to spill from my mouth.” After her release, Ziawudun fled to Kazakhstan, and then to the United States, where she has lived ever since. The BBC interviewed another former detainee, Gulzira Auelkhan, an ethnic Kazakh woman who spent 18 months in China’s Xinjiang prison system. “My job was to remove their clothes above the waist and handcuff them so they cannot move,” she said. “Then I would leave the women in the room and a man would enter—some Chinese man from outside or policeman. I sat silently next to the door, and when the man left the room I took the woman for a shower,” Auelkhan told the BBC. She said the Chinese men paid money “to have the pick of the prettiest young inmates” and called it a system of organized rape. “It is designed to destroy everyone’s spirit.”


If more testimony is needed, here it is. Gulbahar Jalilova, a Kazakh citizen, was held in a detention camp in Urumqi from May 2017 to September 2018. She was freed thanks to UN intervention and has been living in France since January 2021. She said she was locked in a room of 25 square meters with about 40 other detainees aged 14 to 80 years, where she was tortured, raped, and subjected to forced contraception.


We were standing in this room, chained at the foot with five kilogram chains. We could lie down on the floor, but not for more than two hours to allow other prisoners to lie down in turn. There were cameras set up in the four corners of the room. The police officers outside the room dictated orders to us over the loudspeaker. We had to sing songs in praise of Xi Jinping. Several times a week, we were given drugs, which resulted in that I didn’t have my period anymore. I saw with my own eyes the torture inflicted on other prisoners. One day, a 23-year-old man who was interrogating me pulled down his pants and put his penis in my mouth. I told him, ‘How can you do that, you could be my son.’ I was able to survive that hell because we inmates supported one other. When I was finally released, they warned me: ‘China is the most powerful country in the world. We have very, very long arms. If you talk, we’ll find and kill you.’ But my fellow prisoners begged me to tell the world about them. (El Azzouzi, 2020b)


For Dilnur Reyhan, president of the Uyghur Institute of Europe, “the heart of the matter is colonial” because of the mineral resources in Xinjiang and because of the region’s geostrategic position. Reyhan is a Uyghur who has been a refugee in France for 16 years and teaches at the National Institute of Oriental Languages and Civilizations (INALCO), and who has become a whistleblower and a main spokesperson for Uyghurs in France. She said that for many of the sometimes-deadly attacks in China that have been attributed to Uyghurs there is in fact no evidence.5 A certain level of tension should be expected between the colonized and their colonizers, she added.6 However, the pressure that Uyghurs now find themselves under is immense. “Digital surveillance is everywhere. China also sends Chinese officials, often male, to live with the families of those imprisoned in camps to monitor the family very closely: to see if the family maintains Uyghur traditions, continues to speak the Uyghur language, continues to practice religion at home,” Reyhan said. “China meets all the criteria of the UN definition of genocide. If the world allows Beijing to organize the 2022 Winter Olympics, it will be reminiscent of the Berlin Olympics in 1936. The world will have repeated the same mistake and Beijing will be able to continue the eradication of the Uyghurs,” she added. (23h, 2021).
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