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            NEW CHINA, NEW WORLD

         

         The China we once knew no longer exists. The China that was with us for forty years – the China of ‘reform and opening up’ – is making way for something new. It’s time for us to start paying attention. Something is happening in China that the world has never seen before. A new country and a new regime are being born. And it’s also time for us to take a look at ourselves. Are we ready? Because one thing is becoming increasingly clear: over the coming decades, the greatest challenge for our democracies and for Europe won’t be Russia, it will be China. Within its borders, China is working to create the perfect surveillance state, and its engineers of the soul are again trying to craft the ‘new man’ of whom Lenin, Stalin and Mao once dreamed. And this China wants to shape the rest of the world in its own image.

         The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has placed its leader, Xi Jinping, where no one has been since Mao Zedong. Right at the top. Nothing above him but the heavens. China has a ‘helmsman’ once more. Xi is the most powerful Chinese leader in decades, and he rules over a China that is stronger than it has been for centuries. An ambitious nation, readying itself to become even stronger – economically, politically and militarily. The West’s self-destruction has fallen into this nation’s lap like a gift from the gods. With 21st-century information technology and its radical new possibilities for control and manipulation, the regime has instruments of power to which no previous autocracy has ever had access. Xi and his party are reinventing dictatorship for the information age, in deliberate competition with the systems of the West. And this has huge implications for the world’s democracies.

         Even within China, the CCP’s plans are ambitious, but one shouldn’t underestimate the hold that an autocrat has over his subjects’ minds. The state has the ability to erase not just lives, but minds, in order to reformat them. The Tiananmen Square massacre in 1989, and the years that followed, provided a powerful demonstration of this fact. The date 4 June 2019 sees the 30th anniversary of the day the Chinese democracy movement was brutally crushed, and the Party has good reason to celebrate. In hindsight, its act of violence was a success – a greater success than anyone could have imagined at the time. The blood-letting gave the Party new life, as well as an opportunity to show what its mind-control apparatus could do, long before the advent of the digital age. Inside China, the memory of the massacre has practically been wiped out; the state-ordered amnesia is complete. And he who controls the past – the CCP understands this just as well as George Orwell did – also controls the future.

         This is a message from the future, if things don’t go so well. At the moment, things really aren’t going well. That’s why I wrote this book. It was born on the night Donald Trump was elected President of the United States of America, and was finished in the months that saw Xi Jinping ‘chosen by history’, in the words of the journal of the Central Party School in Beijing, Qiushi (Seeking Truth). History is often a sluggish tide on which we float without ever being aware that it’s moving. But that isn’t the case right now: we are living through a time when the current of history seems almost physically tangible. Something is happening, to us and to China, and the two sides can no longer be separated.

         The new age is one in which facts have been abolished; the Western world is suddenly mired in ‘fake news’ and manipulated by ‘alternative facts’. For me, though, there is nothing new about it. It’s a life I’ve been living for twenty years, as a correspondent in Turkey (from 2005 to 2012), but above all in China. I studied in China in the 1980s, then worked there as a journalist from 1997 to 2005, and again from 2012 to 2018.

         Government by lies is no doubt as old as the institution of government itself, yet we in the West are shocked by the return of autocrats and would-be autocrats to our midst, and with them the return of the shameless lie as an instrument of control. We had settled into the comfortable belief that these techniques and the political systems associated with them were obsolete. Then Donald Trump was elected as the most powerful man in a democracy that many had regarded as exemplary. A man who is serious about acting on his hatred and his ignorance, and who is setting out to destroy the foundations of the privileged lives we have been living over the past few decades. A man who may rub his rival China up the wrong way, but at the same time expresses overt admiration for the limitless power of its ruler. A man who wants to put the screws on Europe. And Trump is not alone. Autocrats everywhere are scenting an opportunity and joining hands with the populist agitators in our own countries. A perfect storm is brewing, for Europe and for democracies everywhere. And while everyone is talking about Trump and the Russians, not nearly enough people are talking about China.

         Xi Jinping has promised his people and the world a ‘new age’ – and he is certainly building a new China. Both the Chinese people and the world at large have good reason to be nervous. Where Deng Xiaoping prescribed pragmatism, Xi Jinping has returned to revering ideology: he preaches Marx and practises Lenin with a force and dogmatism not seen for many years – and because he senses that Marx no longer speaks to many people, he has added Confucius and a fierce nationalism into the mix. Where Deng preached opening up and curiosity, Xi is sealing China off again.

         Not that Xi is trying to force something on his party that goes against the grain. The opposite, in fact: he is fulfilling its most hidden desires with speed and precision. Until recently, more than a few Party cadres* were secretly asking themselves: what is it still good for, the Party – a vehicle for a long-dead ideology from a long-dead age, almost a hundred years old? But where the Party was starting to smell of decay, Xi gave it new strength and discipline; where it was stagnant and directionless, he breathed a new purpose into it. It thanked him by elevating him into the pantheon of its greatest thinkers during his own lifetime, and endowing him with almost limitless power.

         Xi is now reminding everyone that this country was once conquered by the Party in a civil war. China itself was the Party’s spoils of victory. In China, the army still belongs to the Party rather than the state. The state, too, belongs to the Party. And the Party – well, that seems to belong to him, now. It submits to the man who has given it a sense of purpose, and who is turning a one-party dictatorship back into a one-man dictatorship.

         The Party calls Xi ‘the saviour of socialism’ – by which it really means ‘the saviour of our power’. The fate of the Soviet Union seems to trouble Xi deeply. He is quoted as saying that ‘what they lacked was a real man!’ Not China, though. China has him now: Xi Jinping. For life. Today, hardly anyone is still prophesying the impending collapse of this system, and the Party can once again afford to think long-term. The year 2024 will be an epochal year for the Party. At that point, it will have overtaken the CPSU, its failed Soviet Union sister party, and the Chinese Communist Party will have become the longest-reigning Communist Party in history.

         It is time for the West to let go of that form of wishful thinking that one wise author exposed as a ‘China fantasy’1 some years ago: the idea that a more open economy and increasing prosperity would automatically bring political liberalisation to China. For a long time, despite all the evidence to the contrary, people clung to the reassuringly pragmatic notion that if we engaged and traded with China, it would start to resemble us. After all, there was no precedent. This Communist Party was like none the world had ever seen. It simply assimilated capitalism and passed it off as ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’. It was an entity of phenomenal adaptability.2 It never gave up its autocratic core, but in the past few decades, deep in the country’s innards and even in the Party itself, there have been reform movements, original debates, surprising experiments and brave taboo-breakers.

         In Xi Jinping’s China, this is no longer the case. He has brought unorthodox movements to a standstill. Xi the taskmaster is setting out to prove that an autocracy is better suited to making a country like China great and powerful; that the realisation of his ‘China dream’ requires a strong Party dictatorship. Xi is dispensing with the premises of Deng Xiaoping’s policy of reform and opening-up; his China is no longer a state where everything is subordinate to economic success. Now, political control is at the heart of things. His Party is no longer one that devolves tasks to the state, to companies, to civil society, to the media, all of which have fought to carve out their own small freedoms. Xi has snuffed out those freedoms once again. During a single term in office, he has managed to get an iron grip on a nervous Communist Party stricken by a mood of crisis. He took on a diverse, lively, sometimes insubordinate society and did everything in his power to ‘harmonise’ it, as they say in China, stifling the voices of those who think differently and subordinating every last corner of society to the command of the Party. Xi, who claims to be incorruptible, is cleansing the country and the Party, including its ideology. He wants every last speck of land in China to be under his watchful gaze. Under Xi, the Party is becoming more godlike than it has ever been before.

         With one foot, then, Xi is taking a huge step backwards into the past. Leninism is in his bones. And so is the thirst for power. Some compare him to Mao Zedong, but this comparison falls at the first hurdle: Mao was the eternal rebel, who thrived in chaos. In many respects Xi Jinping, who has a fetish for control and stability, is the antithesis of Mao. Xi is no revolutionary; he’s a technocrat, albeit one who navigates the labyrinth of the Party apparatus with tremendous agility.

         But one experiment from Mao’s legacy is currently making a comeback: the CCP is once again practising total mind-control, once again trying to produce ‘new men’. Only this time, the Party believes that – at the second attempt – its chances are much better: China’s dictatorship is updating itself with the tools of the 21st century. Because, with the other foot, Xi is taking a giant step into the future, to a place many dictatorships have sought, but none have yet found. The days when the Party eyed the internet with fear and anxiety are long gone. The regime has not only lost its fear; it has learned to love new technologies. China is staking more than any other country on information technology. The Party believes it can use big data and artificial intelligence (AI) to create steering mechanisms that will catapult its economy into the future and make its apparatus crisis-proof.

         At the same time, it intends to use this technology to create the most perfect surveillance state the world has ever seen. Ideally, one where you can’t even see the surveillance, because the state has planted it inside the heads of its subjects. This new China won’t be a giant parade ground characterised by asceticism and discipline, as it was under Mao, but an outwardly colourful mix of George Orwell’s 1984 and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, where people devote themselves to commerce and pleasure and in so doing submit to surveillance of their own accord. Still, for the vast majority of subjects, the potential threat of state terror will remain ever-present, the background radiation in this Party universe.3

         A central component of this new China, for example, will be the ‘Social Credit System’, which from 2020 is intended to record every action and transaction by each Chinese citizen in real time and to respond to the sum of an individual’s economic, social and moral behaviour with rewards and penalties. In this vision, omnipresent algorithms create economically productive, socially harmonised and politically compliant subjects, who will ultimately censor and sanction themselves at every turn. In the old days, the Party demanded fanatical belief; now, mute complicity will suffice. If the plans of Xi and the Party are successful, it will mean the return of totalitarianism dressed in digital garb. And for autocrats all over the world, that will provide a short-cut to the future: a new operating system that they can order in from China, probably even with a maintenance agreement.

         Can this vision ultimately be realised in a country whose society is more diverse today than it has ever been, where the aspirations and consumer dreams of the new middle classes now hardly differ from those in other countries? Materially, at least, the Communist Party has delivered over the years. Under its rule in the past few decades, urban China has seen an unprecedented rise in prosperity. The Party has for a long time been making these middle classes into the country’s most satisfied citizens, and therefore its greatest allies. Soon they may even be able to breathe easy: Xi Jinping has ordered the clean-up of the poisonous fog that still passes for air in China’s cities. But the challenges are huge. Chinese society is ageing rapidly, and Xi has not yet seen fit to try to bridge the country’s divide between rich and poor. China, which calls itself communist, has long been one of the most unequal societies in the world. The number of billionaires in its capital, Beijing, overtook that of New York a few years ago, and its citizens are not blind to the fact that most of the extra money has been lining the pockets of a shameless kleptocracy4 closely tied to the Party.

         Xi’s one-man rule comes with its own risks. A system that was until recently surprisingly adaptable is being made rigid once more, unreceptive to criticism and new ideas. His rule has created enemies and desires for revenge within his own ranks. Xi is aware of the problems. That is partly why he is giving his people the dream of China becoming the superpower that it was always supposed to be. He is also reintroducing an ideological enemy: the West. Of all the ways to unite the nation, nationalism is the cheapest. It’s also the one that should cause the West most concern, because something else is also now a thing of the past: the idea of restraint in foreign policy. Xi Jinping has a message for the world: China is retaking its position at the head of the world’s nations. And the Party media cheer: Make way, West! Make way, capitalism and democracy! Here comes zhongguo fang’an, the ‘Chinese solution’.

         After years on the defensive, under Xi Jinping the CCP is once more proudly proclaiming its system’s superiority. China’s democracy, says Xi, is ‘the most genuine democracy’, and the most efficient to boot. The propaganda press crows that the liberal West is swamped by ‘crises and chaos’.5 ‘It is time for a change!’ The self-destruction of the USA under Donald Trump is God’s gift to the CCP in Beijing. So is a Europe that has spent years absorbed in navel-gazing and family therapy sessions, no longer even noticing its shrinking significance on the world stage. We’re not fighting a new Cold War yet, but all of sudden, competition between rival systems is back. Xi Jinping is now offering the world the ‘wisdom of China’, by which he means the economic and political model over which he presides.

         Mao Zedong, they say in China, vanquished the nation’s enemies; Deng Xiaoping made the nation rich; and now Xi Jinping is making it strong, restoring it to its rightful position at the centre of the world. With its ‘Made in China 2025’ plan, the CCP wants to make China’s economy a world leader in innovative technologies. And its ‘New Silk Road’ project – the propaganda bureaucrats prefer the name One Belt, One Road (OBOR) or Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) – is not just a global infrastructure and investment project, it’s also part of the plan for a new international order more in line with the Party’s ideas. China’s goals are breathtakingly ambitious, it’s true, but this country has taken our breath away several times before. China has long been the world’s largest trading nation. In ten or fifteen years it will be the largest national economy on earth. In what other ways will China change the face of the earth?

         And, crucially: how do we deal with it? In view of the lemming mentality with which many citizens of Western democracies have followed the pipes of right-wing populists and new would-be autocrats; and in view of the naivety and the blinkered attitude of many Europeans, who regard the comfort of their old world as God-given, I had an idea a while ago. People should be thrown out into the big, uncomfortable world whether they like it or not. It should be mandatory for all Europeans to spend a year living outside their comfort zones. They could be sent to Turkey, where democracy is being dismantled at lightning speed. Or to Russia, where lies and cynicism have long been the modus operandi of the state and of daily life within it. In my dream, people would then suddenly start to recognise things that are happening around them right now. And they would be brutally confronted with the logical end-point of these things: tyranny.

         Best of all would be to send them to China. In China, these Europeans would be lost for words at the ambition, the reckless pace of life and the unshakeable belief in the future, at the merciless competition of everyone with everyone else, and the untrammelled desire for wealth and power. The place would take their breath away, but perhaps also jolt them out of their lethargy and ignorance. It might give them the shock they need to stop allowing people in their own countries to divide them. In my fantasy, this experience provides them with courage, strength and new ideas for the future in a humane, fair and democratic Europe. As an added bonus they would eat incomparably better food in China than they do at home, and get to meet a whole range of wonderful, warm people, whose drive, energy and courage is twice as impressive for the fact that it exists under a system like China’s.

         It’s time for the democracies of the West to recognise China as the challenge that it is. A confident, increasingly authoritarian China, that is changing the rules of the game every day. This is not the China that the optimists once dreamed of: a country that might go down the same route as South Korea or Taiwan and, having reached a similar stage of economic development, set out along the path to democracy. It is a Leninist dictatorship with a powerful economy and a clear vision for the future: this China wishes to reshape the world order according to its own ideas, to be a model for others, to export its norms and values. And make no mistake: these norms and values are not ‘Chinese’ – they are the norms and values of a Leninist dictatorship. China is creating global networks, increasing its influence. And the liberal democracies are being confronted with this new China just when the West is showing signs of weakness, and the world order it has constructed over the past few decades is sliding into crisis.

         Europe needs to open its eyes. Of course the world can and should continue to cooperate and do business with China. But Europeans need to do this in the knowledge of China’s internal workings and its possible intentions. The Chinese model – the neo-authoritarian appropriation of the internet and new technologies – is not only working brilliantly, it’s spreading: countries like Russia, Saudi Arabia, Vietnam and Cambodia have long regarded Beijing as a role model, a trailblazer in the sophisticated manipulation of both the internet and its citizens. It was once said that capitalism would bring freedom to China. It didn’t. Then it was said that the internet would subvert China’s Party rule. At the moment, it looks very much as though China is subverting capitalism and the internet along with it.

         We have good reasons to believe that our own system is better and more humane than China’s. But people often seem to forget one important thing: that although we Europeans may be living in the best of all times and the best of all places, such a life, free of violence and despotism and fear, is far from being the ordinary state of affairs in the long history of humankind. It was – and still is – a rather unlikely exception. Throughout human history, the overwhelming majority of people have lived in tribes, clans, kingdoms and nations where chicanery and tyranny, corruption and despotism, persecution and state terror were part of everyday life. A vague sense that ‘it’ll be okay’ is no longer enough. In the past it has very often not been okay, and things are not okay on a lot of fronts right now. We in Europe should remind ourselves every morning: ‘It wasn’t always like this. And it won’t necessarily stay this way.’ Another reason to look to China.

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         This book is for those who, for whatever reason, are unable to spend their prescribed year in Beijing, Shanghai, Hangzhou, Chengdu or Shenzhen. It is divided into three broad sections, though these sometimes overlap.

         The first section explores the classic mechanisms of dictatorship: how it disconnects citizens from truth and reality, and how in the process it invents its own language. How it employs terror and repression when necessary, though propaganda and mind-control are its preferred methods, and why it must repeatedly inveigle its citizens into a collective amnesia. How it learned to love the internet: a first foretaste of the 21st century’s possibilities.

         The second section describes the reinvention of dictatorship in China. How the Party is creating a state the like of which has never been seen before, with the help of technologies designed to give the economy a turbo-boost and at the same time to dissect people’s brains, exposing even their darkest corners. How China may soon overtake the USA in the areas of big data and artificial intelligence, and where it has already done so. Why the Party believes that, thanks to AI, it will soon ‘know in advance who is planning to do something bad’ – as the Deputy Minister for Science and Technology puts it – even if the person in question may not know it yet. Especially then. How the Party uses a ‘system of social trustworthiness’ to divide people into trustworthy and untrustworthy, and plans to ensure that soon ‘all people will behave according to the norms’. How it is already denying those who have betrayed its trust access to planes and high-speed trains. How, since time immemorial, dictatorship has produced warped minds rather than honest people.

         Finally, the third section asks whether all this will work, and if so, what it means for us. It outlines the increasing influence that China’s Communist Party has in the world, and how it is profiting from the weakness of Western democracies. And it explains why, in the end, the future will come down to whether we can rediscover our strength in time.

         
            * In its most general, military sense, a cadre is a unit of soldiers or officers. In the language of communism, however – and particularly the language of Chinese communism – a cadre is an individual Party official.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            THE WORD

            How Autocrats Hijack our Language

         

         
            ‘Enlightened Chinese democracy puts the West in the shade.’

            Xinhua News Agency, 17 October 2017

         

         I live in a free, democratic country governed by the rule of law. I live in China. Yes, that’s what it says on the banners and posters lining the streets in my city: Freedom! Democracy! The rule of law! I read this on every street corner in Beijing, every day. These are the ‘core socialist values’ that the Party has been invoking for years.

         Meanwhile, on the other side of the world, the US President cries out ‘Believe me!’ to the masses a dozen times a day. Trump likes to place this ‘Believe me!’ after a statement in which he has once again declared that black is white and white is black. In the first year of his presidency, the bizarre still seemed bizarre, the bafflement was still general, and the numbing effect hadn’t yet set in. Unfortunately, though, our historical memory of lies and deception being used in this way had long since faded. We had forgotten that in human history, Trump and his lies are nothing out of the ordinary. Far from being a pathological trait unique to one political clown, these lies are and always have been the common currency of autocrats and would-be autocrats everywhere. Anyone who has lived under emerging dictatorships – in Turkey, Russia or China, for instance – will be only too familiar with Trump’s deliberate, systematic and shameless perversion of facts. It is taken straight from the autocrat’s handbook, in which lies are first and foremost an instrument of power. Fake News? Alternative Facts? To billions of people on this earth, they’re an everyday, life-long experience. I’ve spent two decades in China and Turkey: nations where left can suddenly mean right, up suddenly morphs into down. I was there as an outsider, an observer, always with the luxury of distance and astonishment at each new outrage. It’s a luxury that a subject born into such countries can scarcely afford if he wants to get through life unmolested.

         The Chinese have plenty of experience of rulers reinterpreting the world. Over 2,000 years ago, in 221 BC, Qin Shi Huangdi united the empire for the first time. His son ruled as emperor from 209 to 207 BC, with a feared and power-hungry imperial chancellor named Zhao Gao at his side. One day, in an audience with the emperor, the chancellor had a stag brought into the court. ‘Your majesty,’ he said, pointing to the beast: ‘A horse for you!’

         The emperor was as taken aback as his ministers, and asked his chancellor to explain, if he pleased, how antlers could be growing out of a horse’s skull. ‘If your majesty doesn’t believe me,’ Zhao Gao replied, indicating the gathering of dignitaries around him, ‘then just ask your ministers.’ Some of the ministers were smart or scared enough to corroborate: ‘It really is a horse, your majesty.’ Of course, there were also those who stubbornly insisted that the animal standing in front of them was a stag. Later, the chancellor had them put in chains and executed. But he didn’t stop there: whoever had remained silent in surprise or fear was also put to death. From then on, the stag was a horse. And a population had learned its lesson. Zhi lu wei ma – ‘to call a deer a horse’ – is an expression in China to this day.

         Western societies have grown comfortable in the certainties of the last few decades, and for the most part forgotten their experiences of the totalitarian systems of fascism and socialism. Thus the aspiring autocrat, equipped with an unscrupulous nature and a thirst for power, is always a step ahead of today’s naive and unschooled democrats. In the USA, this became clear shortly after Trump’s inauguration, when a debate arose as to whether you should still call a lie a lie if it came from the mouth of the president. As if power might have the right to rename the world. Eventually, the New York Times was the first newspaper to call him out, and having consulted their dictionaries, many people applauded them. The paper was right to use the word, they acknowledged, because if ‘the intention to deceive’ was present, then yes, that was indeed a lie.

         When it comes to authoritarian personalities and systems, though, the primary intention is not to deceive, but to intimidate. That’s why the lies of autocrats are often shameless and outlandish. During Trump’s inauguration, the whole world saw the sparse gathering of onlookers in Washington’s great public space with their own eyes. It was captured on film, and you can still call up the images on the internet whenever you like with a few clicks. But the president, undeterred, continues to boast about ‘the greatest crowd of all time’, the hundreds of thousands, the millions who came to honour him. In this respect, Washington is no different from Ankara. In a fully-fledged autocracy, they would bus in those adoring hundreds of thousands; but in both cases the autocrat ultimately doesn’t care whether people believe him. He doesn’t want to convince everyone – but he does want to subjugate everyone. One essential feature of power is that, however great it becomes, it is never completely sure of itself. This paranoia, the fear of losing power, is part of the powerful man’s nature. It’s why he feels compelled to subdue the masses again and again. Above all, the lie serves this purpose.

         If China’s ruling party insists to this day that its country is communist, and if it is once again forcing teachers, professors, civil servants and businessmen to make public commitments to Marxism, it isn’t because it seriously thinks the population still believes in Marx. In the Swiss legend of William Tell, all the peasants were forced to salute a hat placed on a post by the imperial governor, Hermann Gessler. Marxism is China’s version of Gessler’s Hat: it is the gesture of submission that matters. This is how the autocrat deploys his lies – and refusing to swallow them marks you out as an enemy and a target.

         But intimidation is only half the story. It’s just as important to sow confusion, to disrupt the rationality and reality that give people a frame of reference, to take the compass away from the nation and the world. If you’re a liar and a cheat, there’s no way for you to win in a world that is repelled by these things, a world that differentiates between truth and lies. So you have to make everyone else a liar and a cheat, too. Then you will at least be their liar.

         Hannah Arendt, who studied totalitarian regimes, said as much in an interview in 1974: ‘If everybody always lies to you, the consequence is not that you believe the lies, but rather that nobody believes anything any longer.’6 But a population that no longer believes anything is robbed of its ability to think and to judge, and ultimately of its capacity to act. As Arendt says, ‘with such a people, you can then do what you please.’ These are the ideal subjects – or the ideal opponents.

         The mirror image of the liar’s shamelessness is the shame of the person being lied to, at least while he remains aware of the nonsense that he himself is bolstering every day, in chorus with everyone else. The act of repeating obvious untruths binds him to the liar with a rope of complicity. In the end, the ruler’s lies breed cynicism among the people being ruled, who make their peace with the powerlessness of their situation and ultimately cling to just one thing: the leader’s power. At that point, the leader no longer has to account for anything, because there is no truth left outside his fabrications.

         In a world where the distinction between truth and lies has been abolished, there are just facts and alternative. The dominant values are not morality and a sense of responsibility, but usefulness and profit. If you do see the truth, it will do you no good to tell it; in fact, it’s dangerous. Best of all is to acknowledge the lie as true and embrace it passionately – that’s what the fanatics do. But they will only ever be a very small group. The next best thing is deliberately to avoid learning the truth, to live a life of benumbed ignorance –and if you do happen upon the truth, keep quiet and pretend you haven’t. These two groups represent the majority of the population. Anyone who speaks the truth is either stupid or suicidal. The smart people in such a world are not the clear-sighted and wise; the smart people are the cunning and shrewd. There’s no room here for common sense, or rather, ignorance is the new common sense, necessary for survival or used to justify opportunistic advancement.

         Of course, the whole business of truth – recognising it and communicating it through language – is philosophically difficult. ‘The name is only a guest in reality,’ said Zhuangzi, one of the forefathers of Taoism. Over 2,000 years later, the Nobel Prize laureate Herta Müller wrote: ‘The sound of the words knows that it has no choice but to beguile, because objects deceive with their materials, and feelings mislead with their gestures’; what counts when you write, is ‘the honesty of the deceit.’7 Müller’s ‘deceit’ is well-intentioned; it participates in a free exchange with others’ experiences, in full knowledge of the imprecision inherent in its claims.

         Similarly, in a community, people make an effort to come closer to what is true, to gain a shared understanding of a world that looks slightly different to every individual. But the autocrat who claims sunshine when it’s raining outside deliberately takes the world off its hinges. He creates a world according to his will, a world where things often mean the opposite of what they used to, a world in which balance can only be maintained if everyone huddles tightly around the leader. And this leader often wants to create new men to go with his new world. From the outside, this world really does seem unhinged, in every sense of the word. Internally, though, it is structured in such a way that in the end, the last person to still believe that the earth turns around the sun will start wondering whether, after all, he’s the madman. He will have to stop trusting his eyes, his ears and his memory, and simply chew the cud of the information he’s been force-fed.

         For this reason, the free press is the autocrat’s natural enemy. Where alternative facts are a badge of power, research and fact-checking by the free press equate to ‘ideological subversion’ (as it says in the extraordinary ‘Document Number Nine’, a battle plan by the CCP from 2013 to combat ‘Western values’, to which we will return later). Or else they are a declaration of war: think of Trump’s statement, made during a visit to the CIA’s headquarters, that he was fighting a ‘running war with the media’.8

         The autocrat who wants to create his own truth needs to conquer the word. In China there is no repression; there is simply ‘maintaining stability’ (weiwen) and a ‘harmonious society’ (hexie shehui). In the past decade, harmony has been one of the Party’s favourite words: the harmony between orders and obedience. Harmony is when ordinary people don’t make a fuss.

         Take, for example, the ‘harmonious demolition’ of houses by the city authorities to make way for property developers. In my little side-street in the centre of Beijing, the city authority gave just a week’s notice before it bricked up the windows and doors of all the snack bars, restaurants, hairdressers, newsagents and vegetable sellers, some of whom had been earning their living there for twenty years. The aim was to drive out the operators, since hardly any of them came from Beijing. This campaign was overseen by a dozen uniformed police officers, who protected the bricklayers from the displeasure of the street’s inhabitants, beneath large banners that proclaimed: ‘We are improving the quality of life for citizens’.

         When China’s president defended globalisation at the 2017 World Economic Forum in Davos, he spoke of the increasing ‘opening-up’ of China, while in fact his country was steadily sealing itself off. He invoked ‘global connectivity’ while at that very moment China’s censors were plugging the final gaps in the information blockade. What’s more, he was applauded for it, because there is great confusion at the moment, all over the world. Some believe Xi, and some want to believe him. Some are blinded by his power. Some applaud because it is politically expedient, and serves their own interests to do so. China’s power to twist words does not end at the country’s borders.

         It’s a tried-and-tested tactic: steal your enemies’ words and make them your own. As George Orwell taught us, freedom then becomes slavery, and ignorance becomes strength. And China is a democratic state under the rule of law. That’s what the Party’s propaganda says. And it’s true: China does have a constitution, Article 35 of which guarantees citizens of the People’s Republic ‘the freedom of speech, of the press […] and of demonstration’. There is a ‘parliament’ in China, too: the National People’s Congress. There are ‘elections’, and citizens are regularly exhorted to make use of their ‘sacred and solemn right’ to vote.

         A long time ago, Lenin invented ‘democratic centralism’: a system in which – so the theory went – democratically-elected functionaries should, once elected, have the privilege of dictating policy without opposition. Mao Zedong later preached the ‘democratic dictatorship of the people’. In practice, centralism and dictatorship always ruled; democracy was a dead husk of a word that stuck in the throats of the population. The subjects of the regime thus experience their ‘elections’, their ‘sacred right to vote’ and their ‘freedom’ as an eternal farce. The words lose all meaning; they have been discredited. In this way citizens are inoculated against subversive influences. When they come into contact with other worlds (a normal part of life for many Chinese people in our globalised age), they will not become infected by dangerous words that represent dangerous ideas. This perverted language makes the population immune. And mute.

         The belief of the language-poisoners in the efficacy of their methods is by no means vain. Thought steers language, yes, but language can also steer and corrupt thought. ‘Words can be like tiny doses of arsenic,’ wrote Victor Klemperer, who explored the language of the Third Reich in his study LTI (Lingua Tertii Imperii): ‘They are swallowed unnoticed, appear to have no effect, and then after a little time the toxic reaction sets in after all.’ The language of dictatorship ‘changes the value of words and the frequency of their occurrence, it makes common property out of what was previously the preserve of an individual or a tiny group, it commandeers for the Party that which was previously common property and in the process steeps words and groups of words and sentence structures in its poison. Making language the servant of its dreadful system, it procures it as its most powerful, most public and most surreptitious means of advertising.’ In the end the Germans didn’t need consciously to avow their belief in Nazism, because it had ‘permeated the flesh and blood of the people through single words, idioms and sentence structures which were imposed on them in a million repetitions and taken on board mechanically and unconsciously.’9

         The autocrat’s aim is to occupy and control the mind through language. The highest goal of the Communist Party’s propaganda is to ‘unify thinking’. But this is a process that has to be carried out over and over again. ‘We need to unify the thoughts and actions of all Beijing people,’ said Cai Qi, the Party Secretary for the capital, appealing to the propaganda press a few weeks before the CCP’s 19th Party Congress in autumn 2017.10 The totalitarian apparatus aims to unify all thought and action; every piece of ‘thought work’ has this purpose. The goal is to flay the individuality from every individual, from his feelings, his judgement, his dreams. Only the ‘China Dream’ is permitted now, with the Party as its artistic director. Individuals are supposed to merge in the great utopia, and their minds are being pressed into a new shape. Thus it was under Mao Zedong, and thus it is again in the China of Xi Jinping. It is no coincidence that one of the Chinese concepts to have made it into Western languages is ‘brainwashing’ – xi nao in Chinese – invented by Mao Zedong’s apparatchiks. To unlock brains, you need the right words. Stalin called writers ‘engineers of the soul’. Like Confucius before him, Mao also knew that ‘one single (correct) formulation, and the whole nation will flourish. One single (incorrect) formulation and the whole nation will decline.’

         Of course, it isn’t enough just to occupy the words of others. By the 1940s at the latest, China’s Communist Party began creating its own new language for its new humans. Words that had fallen into disfavour were weeded out, and others invented to replace them. Immediately after the People’s Republic was founded, Party linguists started work on the Xinhua Zidian, the New China Dictionary. Newly-minted politically- and morally-laden slogans and phrases have never stopped being fed into both the Party discourse and everyday language.

         The language practice developed at that time still forms the foundation for what the sinologist Geremie Barmé calls ‘New China Newspeak’11 – the jargons of various decades have been laid down in sedimentary layers, one on top of another. First the Marxist-Leninist imports were blended with the missionary, military swagger of the Maoist canon. Later, the wooden diction of Party bureaucracy was mixed with the technocrats’ pseudo-scientific jargon. With Deng Xiaoping’s politics of ‘reform and opening-up’ and the increasing role of Chinese business in world trade, some bits of linguistic flotsam and jetsam from the worlds of commerce, advertising and globalisation floated into Party discourse – sometimes deliberately, sometimes by osmosis. And in the last few years, words plucked from the spheres of the internet and high-tech have been showing up to edify readers of leading articles in the People’s Daily.

         The emissions from the propaganda machine have become so saturated with this hermetic, opaque language that they have become indigestible to the people. Xi Jinping is not the first Party leader to combat ‘formalism’ and ‘empty talk’ in the ranks. In a famous speech in February 1942, Mao reprimanded his comrades for their ‘stereotyped Party writing’ – they were filling ‘endless pages with empty verbiage’. Such articles, Mao said, were like the ‘foot bindings’ in which old women wrapped the broken bones of their tiny, bound lotus feet: they were ‘long as well as smelly’.12
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         From time to time large sections of the population have enthusiastically adopted the Newspeak as their mother tongue, using it in private as well as public utterances. The Cultural Revolution of 1966-1976 was one such period. It was a cynical and brutal theatre of power, set in motion by Mao, who was being marginalised by his rivals within the Party. He called on the country’s young people to ‘storm the headquarters’, to rebel against their teachers and professors, their parents, and the Party functionaries who cared more about orderly administration and a functioning economy than they did about permanent revolution. China’s boys and girls burned for their messiah Mao, and they were ready to throw off all those trappings of civilisation that were left to them: love of their fathers and mothers, and the last vestiges of feeling for their fellow man. By the time they had finished, China lay in ruins.

         The very first thing they betrayed was the language of everyday life and common sense. ‘We were no longer humans,’ a former Red Guard soldier, now a lawyer, told me during an interview. ‘We were feral children, raised by wolves. A whole country, a whole generation that had suckled wolf’s milk.’ His first name, Hongbing, means ‘Red Soldier’. The most famous member of the Red Guard was the schoolgirl Song Binbin, a general’s daughter who in August 1966, before the eyes of a million other young people, climbed the steps to the Gate of Heavenly Peace to be received by Mao himself. Song Binbin – thick glasses and plaits – was permitted to fasten her red armband with its three characters, hong wei bing, Red Guard soldier, onto Mao. Mao asked the girl for her name; Binbin, as in polite and elegant? Yes, she said. ‘That is not good,’ said Mao. ‘Yaowu would be better: warlike.’ From then on, that was the 17-year-old’s name. Poisoned milk, sucked in with poisoned words.

         Some woke from the madness earlier than others. Young people like Gu Cheng, Mang Ke, Bei Dao or Yang Lian were city-dwellers sent into the countryside by Mao. They knew nothing of each other, yet they were united by a common desire: to purify the language that had been beaten and gutted by propaganda, and fill it with new life. They did something unheard of, writing poems that used words like sun, earth, water and death. The public, fed with nothing but slogans for ten years, was taken aback. Sun? Earth? Water? The young writers became renowned as the ‘Misty Poets’ (menglong pai). In their poetry at least, the Chinese language was reborn in the People’s Republic.

         The gulf between official and non-official language is wider in authoritarian societies than in others. But because the private sphere is deprived of oxygen in totalitarian systems, people who live under them have official language forced on them at every turn. As a result, they develop split personalities – all the more so when the language of propaganda is the language of lies – and end up adopting what George Orwell perceptively called Doublethink and Doublespeak in 1984: ‘To know and not to know, to be conscious of complete truthfulness while telling carefully constructed lies, to hold simultaneously two opinions which cancelled out, knowing them to be contradictory and believing in both of them, to use logic against logic, to repudiate morality while laying claim to it, to believe that democracy was impossible and that the Party was the guardian of democracy’.13 Each subject acts a part, to his neighbours, his colleagues, the political apparatus – and as long as he is aware of this, he can still laugh or sigh about it in secret. For most people, though, the part they act quickly becomes flesh and blood, and because it is impossible to keep the two spheres perfectly separate, the language of the political apparatus always winds up corrupting the language of the people.

         Writers have especially bemoaned the brutalisation of the Chinese language by the militaristic, revolutionary battle-cry of Maoist times, the effects of which can still be felt today. Essays by the American literary scholar and sinologist Perry Link and the sociologist Anna Sun, for example, have looked at the legacy of Maoist jargon in the books of Mo Yan, China’s first Nobel literature laureate. Anna Sun speaks of a ‘diseased language’, one that Mo Yan, along with most of his contemporaries, has never outgrown.14

         In everyday usage, the vocabulary of propaganda can travel a winding road. In the China of the late 1990s, xiao zi (or petit bourgeois), a group against which Mao had railed, suddenly became an aspirational term among the new middle classes: everyone wanted to be a xiao zi. In the new China, this was someone who could order a cappuccino in one of the recently-opened Starbucks; who knew that red wine should be drunk neat and not mixed with Sprite (as most of the Party functionaries and the nouveau riche did at their banquets); who sometimes took holidays to London and Paris. To be a xiao zi was suddenly cool.

         From time to time, both words and citizens fight back. Many of the Party’s ‘warlike’ words have fallen prey to irony. Tongzhi, for example – comrade. Suddenly it wasn’t just China’s ardent communists who were addressing each other as comrade: it was also members of the gay community. Or the phrase I have been harmonised. For many years now, this has meant: I have been caught by the censor, and my online comment – even my entire account – has been deleted. When the police invite someone in for a cup of tea, it is interrogation rather than a hot beverage that awaits them. Sometimes a well-known intellectual, author, lawyer or other inciter of unrest might be travelled: this creative verb-form denotes a person’s involuntary removal from the city, while the Party has its conference or the foreign leader pays a visit.

         China’s propaganda incessantly spits out new words and phrases. Today’s China is a fantastical realm of contradictions, a society rapidly branching out and exhibiting a pluralism that goes against the unification of all things and all actions so vehemently pursued by the Party. For such a country, the Party attempts to create terms that unite all contradictions, and thereby do away with them. ‘Socialism with Chinese characteristics’ is one of these. Or the ‘socialist market economy’. These formulations contain left and right, up and down, Maoist and neo-liberal all at once. Language has overruled logic and in doing so believes itself untouchable. Of course, in reality it is becoming ever more empty and absurd, but in a country where what matters is power and not letters, that doesn’t really make a difference. Here, more often than not, the function of words is to convey an order rather than a meaning: Nod! Swallow! Forget! Kneel! And so the propaganda machine feels perfectly free to compare the Dalai Lama with Adolf Hitler, and at the same time to warn the country’s newspaper editors never to confuse ‘truth and lies, good and evil, beauty and ugliness’. The true, the good and the beautiful are always the Party and its Word.

         Naturally the Party doesn’t stop at interpreting reality; it also creates it. ‘There are no dissidents in China.’ All you have to do is say it often enough. These words were spoken in 2010 by a foreign ministry spokesman in connection with the writer Liu Xiaobo, who had just been sentenced to 11 years in prison. In 2017, Liu became the first Nobel Peace Prize winner to die in prison since Carl von Ossietzky at the hands of the Nazis in 1938.

         For more than a decade Liu Xiaobo was the most famous dissident in China. In official statements, though, he was always a ‘convicted criminal’. What do you mean, dissident? ‘In China, you can judge for yourself whether such a group exists,’ the spokesman told journalists on 11 February 2010. ‘But I believe this term is questionable in China.’15

         At the time, the artist Ai Weiwei was still one of the most active Chinese micro-bloggers on Twitter. His analysis of this declaration appeared on his Twitter account:

         
            1. Dissidents are criminals

            2. Only criminals have dissenting views

            3. The distinction between criminals and noncriminals is whether they have dissenting views

            4. If you think China has dissidents, you are a criminal

            5. The reason [China] has no dissidents is because they are [in fact already] criminals

            6. Does anyone have a dissenting view regarding my statement?16

         

         However, as Ai Weiwei was at that point a dissident himself, his blogs on China’s own social networks had long since been deleted, and so hardly any of his fellow countrymen could reply. Twitter is blocked in China. Just one year later, Ai Weiwei spent three months in prison himself, supposedly for ‘economic crimes’.

         It seems fitting to conclude with a quote from Confucius, newly rehabilitated by Xi Jinping. Here’s the philosopher’s response to a pupil who asked what he would do first if he were handed political power: ‘He who would create order in the state,’ replied Confucius, ‘must do one thing: correct the names.’17

      

   


   
      
         
            THE WEAPON

            How Terror and Law Complement Each Other

         

         
            ‘Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun’

            Mao Zedong18

         

         This is one of Mao’s most-quoted pronouncements. But what people often forget is that, alongside and equal to the barrel of the gun, Mao and his people always had the barrel of the pen – propaganda. The Maoists used to mention the two in the same breath: ‘The Revolution relies on guns and pens.’ One stands for the threat of physical violence and terror; the other for mind control. As wu (the military; force of arms) and wen (literature, culture), these two instruments have served the rulers of China as far back as the classical period.

         Once victory had been achieved in the civil war, the pen quickly became the weapon of choice. Today’s Party still commands both: the pens and the guns – and in China, as I have mentioned, even the People’s Liberation Army answers to the Party, not to the state. The Party has the monopoly on authority, and it exercises this authority over the life of every individual. The people’s awareness of this fact is refreshed on a regular basis, not least with broadcast images of massed troops. For months after the event, on the screens of every metro carriage in Beijing, the video of the great military parade that took place in the heart of the capital in September 2015 played on a continuous loop from early morning to late at night.

         The actual use of force against political undesirables is limited to exceptional personalities such as human rights lawyers and prominent dissidents, and to exceptional situations, such as crushing severe unrest in the provinces (most often Xinjiang or Tibet) or the Tiananmen Square massacre in 1989. Millions of students, workers and citizens from all walks of life had spent months demonstrating against corruption and abuse of power, before the tanks rolled through Beijing on 4 June.

         Mao Zedong had no equal when it came to terror, whether inflicting it on the people or the Party. The climax of this policy came with the Cultural Revolution, when Chinese people had to fear not only the ruler’s henchmen but each other – their own husbands, wives and children. In the decades of reform and opening-up that followed under Deng Xiaoping, courage gradually returned to society, and fear of the omnipotent, despotic Party receded. People could breathe again, and they enjoyed new freedoms. Yet the Party made sure the memory of its power never completely disappeared. When it discovered to its horror that emancipation was generating independent thought and actions, that the seed of something like pluralism was germinating in China, with nature conservation societies and religious charities, feminist circles and legal aid groups springing up, the Party took fright – and once again brought out the instruments of repression and enforcement.

         Even in the years before Xi Jinping took office, one could observe how the apparatus of repression was being reinforced. In 2012 – the year I returned to China – the government presented the third budget in a row in which spending on internal security outstripped the national defence budget. That included funds for the police and the courts, as well as the state security apparatus, which had expanded hugely under Zhou Yongkang. Under Xi Jinping, spending rose again: the German sinologist Adrian Zenz calculated that in 2017, the budget for internal security outstripped military spending by almost 19 per cent.19 The state and the Party are now arming themselves more against domestic than foreign enemies – and with an astounding attention to detail, as became evident before the festivities for the 65th anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic. ‘10,000 pigeons go through anal security check for suspicious objects,’ reported the People’s Daily on its English-language Twitter page, beneath a photo of an innocent-looking white pigeon.20

         Under Xi Jinping, the Party’s re-inflamed hysteria over security has assumed entirely new proportions. Immediately after taking office, Xi got to work ploughing back into the ground all those colourful shoots of civil society that had sprouted over the preceding years. He silenced the internet once more, and the press, which had begun to develop opinions of its own. Large numbers of bloggers, authors and intellectuals fell silent; some disappeared altogether. Xi had draconian new laws drawn up, while purging with ruthless efficiency those who over the preceding years had tried to use China’s legal code to protect its citizens from the state. Civil rights lawyers became the focus of a campaign in which they were terrorised, slandered, locked up, broken and then paraded before the public.

         The rule of fear has returned under Xi Jinping. Before 2012, the regime tried to keep its repression hidden, but when Xi took the reins the weapons went proudly back on display. The new leader also sowed fear within the Party: his anti-corruption campaign has been impressively long and harsh, but in the end it is still just that – a campaign. It hasn’t ushered in constitutional reforms, and it doesn’t dare grasp the root of the evil. There is no prospect of independent oversight – by the media or the judiciary, say – of a Party apparatus that continues to treat the country as a giant self-service store where nothing has to be paid for.

         The source of Xi’s power over his own ranks remains intimidation. And that is certainly effective in the short term: during his first term in office, Party functionaries all over the country were paralysed with fear of the dreaded Central Commission for Discipline Inspection – one of the country’s most secretive and powerful organisations – and the suicide rate among CCP workers doubled. Between 2009 and 2016, according to a study by the Institute of Psychology at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, 243 Party officials took their own lives (140 jumped to their deaths, 44 hanged themselves, 26 took poison, 12 drowned themselves and six slit their wrists).21 These figures are likely to fall short of the true number.

         The Discipline Inspection Commission doesn’t just fight corruption; it also investigates comrades’ ideological loyalty. Its inspectors have the power to end careers and to spirit people away into secret interrogation rooms for months. Like a modern-day Spanish Inquisition, it has hunted down dissent in the country’s ministries and state companies, in the universities and think tanks. Formerly noisy advocates of passionate and controversial arguments have suddenly started to keep a low profile. Many who can afford it are going abroad or at least trying to send their money overseas, so that their families – and especially their children – have a way out.

         The Commission also goes after dissidents in society at large. Civil rights lawyers, for example, must live with the constant surveillance and intimidation of family members, friends and landlords. They are regularly summoned for interrogation, placed under house arrest, put into secret or official prisons. Some vanish without a trace for long periods, are tortured, or locked away in psychiatric hospitals.

         Beijing’s paranoia that the ‘Jasmine Revolution’ in the Arab world might spill eastwards sparked the first wave of repression against human rights lawyers in 2011. Even at that time, arrested lawyers were made to ‘confess’ and ‘repent’, sometimes using torture. Eva Pils, a legal scholar and China expert, quoted one victim as saying: ‘Not only did they want to make you say that black was white, you also had to explain why black was white.’22

         The Party feels the need to strike terror into anyone who challenges the state – even when that challenge simply means taking it at its own word, by pointing to the country’s laws and its constitution. At the same time it likes to keep the level of fear among the general population topped up, so that everyone understands that the single, weak act of dissent permitted in China is the sigh, the shrug, and the murmured words mei ban fa – what can you do?

         This is the reason behind all the public spectacles, and it can be summed up by the Chinese expression ‘killing the chicken to scare the monkeys’. For decades, these have included the show trials of political opponents and dissidents that have become a regular feature on the national evening news. Now President Xi Jinping has given his security and propaganda apparatus a new weapon: the televised confession. The public shaming sessions which were a central part of the Cultural Revolution’s reign of terror have been reinvented for the media age.

         Since the summer of 2013, the state broadcaster CCTV (China Central Television) has been delivering to its viewers a never-ending parade of people who have been arrested or previously ‘disappeared’. In the course of ‘interviews’ mostly filmed in prison, they play the role of the repentant sinner confessing to their misdeeds – long before they ever get to see a lawyer, let alone the inside of a courtroom. These people might include a weed-smoking pop star, a murderous cult leader, or an economics journalist like Wang Xiaolu. In the wake of the stock-market crash of 2015 – and the government’s embarrassment over its rash, panic-stricken reaction – Wang was set up as a scapegoat. On television, the penitent journalist confessed that by writing a ‘sensationalised’ article, he had been single-handedly responsible for the panic on the financial markets.

         There have been appearances by a popular liberal blogger, a critical publisher and an employee of a Swedish NGO who advised human rights lawyers. They all display repentance and humility before hundreds of millions of viewers, make tearful confessions about their ‘criminal’ activities, denounce their former colleagues, expose their backers in ‘hostile foreign countries’, thank the Party for its benevolence, and beg for a second chance. The scripts are often the same, right down to individual phrases.

         In a book published in 2018, twelve former prisoners tell the story of how these interviews happened.23 One was first forced to take medication, before being filmed through the bars of his cell reciting sentences he had learned by heart. Another recounted how officials would instruct him when it was time for him to weep. Wang Yu, one of the country’s best-known civil rights lawyers, reports how the officials at her interrogation showed her a photo of her son, who was 16 at the time. He had been labelled ‘suspect’. Wang fainted, and when she came round, an interrogation officer was standing beside her:

         
            He told me that my son had been captured by anti-China forces but that luckily the police had found him and he was currently in Yunnan. He said my attitude would decide whether my son would be saved. I didn’t know what to feel. I asked: how could I save him? He said that I should record a video for the PSB† boss to demonstrate my [good] attitude. I asked: What kind of video? What kind of attitude? They wrote down everything that I had to say on a piece of paper and asked me to memorise it. I don’t remember clearly what it said, just that it was about denouncing certain anti-China forces.24

         

         At no point did Wang Yu have any idea that her ‘confession’ would later be aired on television.

         For some in China, the practice awakens memories of dark times. ‘This is an echo of the Cultural Revolution,’ Beijing lawyer Si Weijiang told me. The breaking and public humiliation of dissidents, the self-criticism and regret displayed before the masses – all this was a daily reality for the Chinese people during the terrible decade of the Cultural Revolution. At that time, the ‘struggle sessions’ would take place on public streets and squares; a teacher once tormented in this way compared the experience to a gang rape. The CCTV confession is the resurrection of this practice; less bloody, it’s true – during the Cultural Revolution, some did not survive their run-ins with the mobs summoned to humiliate them – but effective nevertheless.

         Civil rights lawyers have been among the groups hardest hit by this media humiliation: the unprecedented arrest of lawyers in the summer of 2015 was accompanied by perhaps the largest smear campaign in recent history. In the eyes of the Party, the lawyers were a growing problem. Their number had increased nationwide to two or three hundred; they were connected; they were pooling their resources and know-how; and they were savvy in the way they used their online audience to press their cases. 

         Following the arrest of almost all the lawyers from the busy Beijing Fengrui law firm – really a ‘criminal organisation’, so the presenter revealed – CCTV offered viewers an extraordinary spectacle. The lawyers paraded before the cameras not only incriminated themselves; they also vied with each other to denounce the others. Assorted video clips were interspersed to spice the whole thing up with a hefty dose of sex and character assassination. The lawyers, who had often acted for ordinary people – mostly the victims of state officials’ despotism – were portrayed as morally bankrupt, greedy hustlers. The head of the practice, Zhou Shifeng, CCTV revealed, had enjoyed six lovers at the same time. It even created an infographic that displayed them all from one to six.

         The message is clear. The Party can transform any lawyer into a criminal overnight, any hero into a nobody. And the underlying motives are also clear: as always, the goal is both to intimidate the target group, and at the same time discredit them in the eyes of the rest of society. Does it work? ‘I’m afraid so,’ says the lawyer Si Weijiang. ‘I’m sure most viewers believe what they see.’

         The tactic works even on those who don’t fall for the spectacle, and see it for the theatre of the absurd that it is. The staged confessions are so hair-raising and make such a mockery of every last semblance of the rule of law, that they serve as a persuasive demonstration of the all-powerful, despotic state. Only a lunatic would dare go up against it.

         Lawyers like Si Weijiang who are still free, and have not yet had their licence to practice revoked, call the CCTV confessions a ‘travesty of the constitutional state’. Yet this description assumes that there is a constitutional state to be travestied – that China should be measured according to the same yardstick as countries with a functioning justice system and a genuine separation of powers.

         For a few years, it’s true, there were great hopes, including among China’s jurists themselves, that the country’s justice system might move in this direction. Hope spread to the West, too, with phenomena such as the German-Chinese ‘rule of law dialogues’, which have taken place annually since the year 2000 (providing, among other things, a convenient screen behind which a Western political establishment primarily interested in business opportunities can hide). Today this hope is buried deep, though seldom has a Party leader mentioned the rule of law so often as the present one. Xi has publicly scolded Party functionaries who don’t give proper attention to the law. ‘We will spread the rule of law throughout the country,’ he once announced. For the CCP, though, the rule of law means something completely different to what it means to most citizens of Western democracies.

         The Chinese word for rule of law is fa zhi, and is made up of the words fa (law), and zhi (rule). China-watchers spent many years puzzling over where the Party might take this idea. Would they tread a slow path towards the ‘rule of law’ in our sense? Or was the destination to be ‘rule by law’ – with laws mere tools in the service of power? The riddle has long since been solved. Xi Jinping himself has compared the role of laws to the ‘handle of a knife in the hand of the Party.’ In summer 2015 the lawyer Zhou Shifeng, head of the above-mentioned Fengrui practice, explained to me his interpretation of the Party’s ‘rule of law’: ‘What they mean by that is: “I will take my laws and rule you with them.”’ Less than four weeks after our conversation, Zhou was in prison. Shortly afterwards he made a forced confession on state television, where he was shamed as the mastermind of a ‘criminal gang’; and a year later he was sentenced to seven years in jail for ‘subversion’. To be subversive in China, it is often enough that you have tried to take the Party and its laws at their word.

         China’s legal authorities have travelled a long and remarkable route to reach this point. After the murderous chaos of the Cultural Revolution, the CCP under Deng Xiaoping made a public commitment to build a functioning justice system. In 1982, the country drew up a new constitution for itself. The CCP always made it clear that it would not tolerate any direct challenge to its power, but little by little Chinese society became freer and more confident. Economic development brought with it not just prosperity but myriad new conflicts. More and more citizens were becoming aware of their rights, and more and more lawyers were prepared to defend them, including against the despotism of officials. They made use of their freedoms, and sometimes they stretched them. Barely a decade ago, the media in China – including the state media – was still celebrating people who are today in prison, hailing them as heroes in the fight against injustice. Of the fourteen Chinese lawyers whom the Hong Kong-based magazine Asia Weekly crowned ‘people of the year’ in 2005, not one has since managed to escape arrest or mistreatment by the authorities.

         Meanwhile, China has passed a slew of wonderful new laws in a range of areas. It’s just that no one pays any attention to them. ‘Being denied access to the court files, and to my client, is an everyday occurrence,’ says one lawyer. A report by a Beijing insider says that justice staff are often ‘rude, arrogant, overbearing and disinterested’. During interrogations, ‘rules are broken’ and ‘force’ is often used. The judges ‘don’t abide by the law; they don’t even listen to the victim and the lawyers.’ They also ‘take bribes and pass their judgements on the basis of relationships.’ The author of this damning account is no outspoken critic of the regime, but a senior civil servant within the highest state prosecutor’s office in Beijing.25

         In criminal trials, China has a conviction rate of over 99.9 per cent: if you’ve been arrested and charged, you’ve pretty much already been found guilty. Acquittals are as rare ‘as the feather of a phoenix and the horn of a unicorn’, because the police and the state prosecutors are infallible. In this system, lawyers standing up for the civil rights of their clients have always had a hard time. A report published in Hong Kong documented dozens of cases between 2006 and 2015 in which imprisoned lawyers had been tortured.26 Among other things, the victims reported suffering electric shocks, burns, maltreatment of sexual organs and sleep deprivation. And yet their numbers continued to grow – until Xi Jinping’s wave of repression rolled over them.

         Once upon a time, say those who are still at liberty and willing to talk, they put China’s lawyers behind bars. Then it was the lawyers’ lawyers. Now they’re locking up the lawyers’ lawyers’ lawyers. In the end, what has happened under Xi Jinping is more than just an attempt to keep these lawyers in check: it’s an attempt to discredit the entire movement for legal reform, and ultimately to wipe it out.

         Xi Jinping himself has sent out seemingly contradictory signals on the matter. On the one hand, in his speeches he acknowledges that a modern economy and society require an effective justice system. On a local level, he wants to suppress the influence of Party functionaries on courts. In addition – following a years-long campaign by those very lawyers he is now persecuting – he has done away with the lao jiao re-education camps, into which people could vanish for up to four years without ever seeing a judge or a lawyer.

         At the same time, the Party chief is a hostage of the system he has sworn to defend. Instead of re-education camps, unpopular citizens are now vanishing into other facilities. A genuinely independent justice system is a thing of horror for Xi. And so, on the same day the Xinhua News Agency praises the ‘rule of law’, it runs a story saying that even to discuss ‘whether the Party or the constitution is the higher authority’ is ‘absolutely forbidden’.27 One might as well call it blasphemy, in fact, given that the Party stands god-like above everything.

         Ah yes, the constitution. Article 35 states: ‘The citizens of the People’s Republic of China enjoy the freedom of speech, of the press, of assembly, of association, of procession, and of demonstration.’ In reality, though, Article 1 is the only one that matters: ‘The People’s Republic of China is a socialist state under the people’s democratic dictatorship.’ And: ‘Sabotage of the socialist system by any organization or individual is prohibited.’ The very first group of citizens to fall victim to Xi Jinping’s autocratic instincts, at the very start of his first term in office, was the movement headed by the rights activist Xu Zhiyong. It had demanded something unprecedented from the state: namely that it abide by its own constitution, including all the fine-sounding articles that came after the first. That demand led to show-trials, house arrests and custodial sentences of several years.

         The Party’s schizophrenic tendencies were on full display when it declared 4 December 2014 to be ‘Constitution Day’. Yet Weiboscope, a project set up by Hong Kong University to document censorship, found that the most blocked and deleted word on China’s social networks on Constitution Day 2014 was ‘constitution’! It was fundamentally ‘wrong to say “rule of law” contradicts the Party rule’, wrote Wang Zhenmin, dean of the law faculty at Beijing’s Tsinghua University, in the People’s Daily. ‘Law in China,’ he explained with striking honesty, was ‘nothing but the codification of the directives of the Party.’28

         The debate around the need for an effective judiciary during the reform years focused on China’s judges as well as the lawyers. Here, professionalisation was the buzzword: judges should be better paid and properly trained. In judicial circles, Western standards began to be discussed, often approvingly. The ideal of independent courts was mentioned with growing frequency in official documents. Some judges openly declared that political interference in important judgements had to stop.

         For many years, China’s highest judge, Zhou Qiang, was among the campaigners. By the start of 2017, though, even this long-standing reform optimist could see the writing on the wall, suddenly launching an attack on the independence of the judiciary and warning that China must not fall ‘into the trap of a false Western ideology’. China’s judges and legal minds must ‘draw their swords’ against harmful influences such as ‘the separation of powers’ or ‘the independence of the judiciary’.29 On Weibo, the largest Chinese micro-blogging service (Twitter has been blocked since 2009), China’s supreme court added helpfully: of course there is judicial independence in China – but ‘only under the leadership of the CCP’. Which is not unlike telling a prisoner to enjoy his freedom, just as long as he stays within the prison walls.

         Under Xi Jinping there has been a flood of significant new laws, whose main purpose seems to be to give a post-facto legal underpinning to earlier acts of despotism. ‘Once I was walking out of the office with a colleague,’ the Beijing lawyer and civil rights activist Li Xiongbing told me, ‘and he was dragged into a car by police officers, interrogated and beaten for seven, eight hours and released again the next day. And they didn’t give him a single reason why. That doesn’t happen anymore. Of course, they still take people away just like they used to – but now they have to think up an excuse, name an article of the law.’ You might call that progress. But you might also be reminded of Joseph Stalin’s assertion that ‘We need the stability of the laws now more than ever.’ That was in 1936, in the midst of the purges that have gone down in history as the ‘Great Terror’.

         It is nothing new for China’s autocrats to view the law mainly as a method of control: a way to subjugate the population and to keep them down. Nearly 2,500 years ago, philosophers like Shang Yang and Han Feizi founded a school of government on the idea that strict control of the people through laws was the necessary basis for a united empire and central state. All of China’s subsequent emperors have drawn on these ideas, outwardly acting in accordance with Confucianism and paying lip service to morality and virtuous governance, while in reality the machinery of state was driven by a draconian catalogue of laws, decrees and threats of punishment. When they need to justify authoritarian rule, the propaganda merchants still like to quote Sun Yat-sen, father of the 1911 Revolution. The Chinese, he wrote, are ‘like a heap of loose sand’: billions of little grains with nothing holding them together.

         But this reasoning is the wrong way round. Chinese society does not eternally require a strong state because of some inherent inability to govern itself. It’s the reverse. The Chinese state deliberately keeps society crippled. ‘When the people are weak, the state is strong; when the people are strong, the state is weak,’ goes a saying from The Book of Lord Shang. ‘Hence the state that possesses the Way devotes itself to weakening the people’.30 Before he can turn to his enemies, writes Shang Yang, it is a ruler’s first task ‘to overcome his own people.’ He goes on: ‘The root of overcoming the people is controlling the people, as the metalworker controls metal and the potter clay. When the roots are not firm, the people will be like flying birds and running animals. Who will then be able to regulate them? The root of the people is law. Hence those who excel at orderly rule block the people with law.’31

         This concept of law and order is still useful to the autocratic rulers of today. But even in China’s hybrid system, where an elaborate apparatus of laws provides for the efficient administration of a modern state, despotism remains at the core. The corridors of power may be wallpapered with legal documents and articles, but they can be torn down at any time. The autocrat has no interest in the genuine, consistent rule of law; his ideal is to keep his subjects in suspense at all times, always uncertain and afraid.

         Laws in regimes like China’s are formulated in terms so vague and contradictory that practically every citizen breaks one of them at least once a day. For the overwhelming majority of people and in the overwhelming majority of cases, there are no consequences to this habitual – and often necessary – law-breaking. Under a system where such hypocrisy is rife, it isn’t surprising that most citizens take a somewhat jaded view of the law. But if the state has set its sights on you, then whenever it wants to strike, it has the appropriate article and clause ready for use at any time. These clauses are the hooks upon which it hangs disobedient citizens for all to see.

         
            † Public Service Broadcasting: in other words, Chinese state television.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            THE PEN

            How Propaganda Works

         

         
            ‘History has proved and will continue to prove that the Communist Party of China is great, glorious and correct.’

            People’s Daily, 11.4.2016

         

         In everyday life, propaganda is the principal instrument of government for the Party. It would be a mistake to believe that this propaganda, which to outsiders often comes across as crude, vacuous and absurd, doesn’t work. Much propaganda is crude and vacuous – and it works surprisingly well. Most importantly, it is omnipresent.

         Just a few months after Xi Jinping took power, new posters appeared everywhere. On the large crossroads near my house, propaganda posters suddenly lined the streets for hundreds of metres. The design of the posters was unusually fresh and colourful; many were based on the aesthetics of traditional folk art and peasant painting.

         One of these posters showed three young, cheerful peasant girls decked out with flowers. Above the image, in bold characters, were the words ‘Sing the Party a folk song’. It’s the title of a song that became popular during the Cultural Revolution, but was taught to generations of children afterwards, too. ‘The Party is a mother to me,’ read the other lines on the poster – another verse from the song. It continues: ‘My mother only gave me my body, but the Party lights up my heart.’ Notice the word ‘only’: it tells you that the Party deserves greater thanks than your own mother. The Party protecting the people and feeding them at its maternal breast is a trope that has been kept alive to this day. ‘Know the goodness of the Party, feel the goodness of the Party, follow the Party and ensure stability,’ says a banner a few metres further down the street.

         The Communist Party is not just Big Brother. It’s Big Mother too, according to German expert on China Bernhard Bartsch. Thousands of speeches over the decades have been made on the ‘warm-and-full question’: that is, the Communist Party’s stated aim that every Chinese citizen should be able to eat his fill and dress himself in warm clothes. This, the Party proclaimed, was the highest human right, and all other human rights would have to wait in line until that had been achieved. One of the most-quoted passages from the great Party conference speech by Xi Jinping is the sentence: ‘No one must be left behind.’ Every last person in China should feel the generosity of the Party.

         If the Party is given the role of mother, then the Party leader fulfils the role of father. In this household, the regime’s subjects are children who enjoy a claim to protection and affection, but also require instruction and a firm hand. The Chinese language itself reinforces this narrative: the word for the state, guojia, literally means the ‘state family’.

         At the start of Xi Jinping’s second term in 2017, state television put out a short video entitled ‘family, state, world’. The word they used for ‘world’ was ‘everything under the heavens’, tianxia, the term once used to describe the geopolitical sphere controlled by the son of heaven, the emperor. Xi appears in this video as a benevolent patriarch, who lets those under his protection share in his charisma and his care, by passing on ‘the warmth of love with his two hands’. The whole empire is a family, and Xi is the just, self-sacrificing head of the household. At one point in the film, he is sitting with elderly peasants in their hut, and as he takes the hand of one peasant woman, a blazing beam of light shoots from her heart to his hand. ‘The family is the smallest state,’ CCTV captions the image. ‘And the state is made up of millions of families.’

         This is a direct reference to the Confucian classic Daxue (The Great Learning), written more than 2,000 years ago. It not only places a duty on the ruler to govern virtuously and remain in touch with the people – it also places a duty on subjects to play their part in helping the world function. Ultimately, every individual is responsible for the order of the universe. Only he who cultivates himself and who lives honestly and virtuously will bring his personal life into order; and only then can he regulate his family. And only when families are regulated can the country be governed well. As long as everyone plays his part, peace will reign on earth – tianxia taiping.

         It’s an old idea among Confucians: that shaping people through education serves state order, which in turn serves heavenly order. People can learn to be good, to think, speak and act correctly. They learn from role models, ideally from a virtuous ruler; they can perfect their personalities through tireless work on themselves; but they can also be shaped by ‘rites’. (The work canonised by the neo-Confucians of the Song dynasty as The Great Learning was originally a part of the Book of Rites.) The Soviets, too, wanted to create ‘new men’, but Mao Zedong drove the project forward in China with an even greater passion. He set about putting his subjects – and not just the ones in the re-education camps – through what he called ‘thought reform’. And as he prepared to give socialism the gift of his new men, free of all ties and ready to serve the revolution selflessly, he was able to draw on the ideas of the Confucians he so hated.

         At first glance the brightly-coloured posters that transformed public spaces over the whole of China shortly after Xi Jinping took power looked very different to the ever-present red slogan banners of the previous decade. Some praised Party Leader Xi Jinping’s ‘China dream’, while others warned people in good Confucian style to respect their aged parents. The majority, though, drew the reader back to the People’s Republic of yesterday via the familiar, stale slogans that were printed across the cheerful images. In this land, ‘the people are happy’ (thanks to the Party) and ‘China is strong’ (thanks to the Party), and ‘harmony’ reigns, even among geese and chickens (thanks to the Party).

         Unlike other propaganda campaigns, however, this one had a long tail; the posters are still there years later, even as I write. They are regularly replaced and occupy new building-site fences and neighbourhood walls every day. Their images have now made it onto Air China’s on-board screens. Before take-off, passengers are reminded to obey their elders and to recall other Chinese virtues. The propaganda posters have multiplied, while commercial advertising, which was still dominant until recently, has noticeably retreated from the streets of Chinese cities. Power is now showing its true colours; urban spaces have turned red again.

         After their initial surprise, most people simply ignored the flood of posters, but some were quite baffled by them. The writer Murong Xuecun, for example, tells the story of how he met an old friend, a Party functionary, and asked him if his Party knew what year they were living in now. Did they really think they could still get through to people with such hackneyed slogans? Of course the posters were stupid, his school-friend acknowledged. ‘But that doesn’t matter.’ Then he explained the real message: ‘We can cover the walls with this stuff. Can you?’

         The implication was: ‘This is how great our power is. The whole world around you belongs to us. We are going to wallpaper your heaven and your earth. And you are only a guest here by our grace.’ This isn’t about the words, it’s about overpowering people. Haifeng Huang, a political scientist at the University of California, calls it ‘hard propaganda’. He carried out a field study in China which came to the conclusion that such propaganda could ‘worsen citizens’ opinion of their regime’ while at the same time fulfilling its purpose: ‘signalling the state’s power and reducing citizens’ willingness to protest.’32

         The lives of China’s 1.4 billion citizens are saturated in the Party’s teachings. The indoctrination starts with the counting rhymes and patriotic songs they hear at nursery; it is the corset into which the school curriculum is laced, and it forms the basis of the political training that staff in the civil service, universities and state-run companies all have to attend on Friday afternoons, to explore the latest twists and turns in ‘Xi Jinping Thought’. In rural villages, it appears in large characters painted on walls; city-dwellers encounter it on the noticeboards of their street or estate, on the red banners that hang from apartment blocks and road bridges, and in some cities even on scrolling LED screens mounted upon the roofs of taxis, which repeat the Party’s latest slogans again and again: ‘Do not forget our original mission!’ The message of the CCP reaches you in the country’s museums and on the old sites of the Revolution, which have been restored over the last few years to serve ‘Red Tourism’, and to which schoolchildren, workers and company employees are now bussed in their millions. It permeates the radio, newspapers, internet, television and cinema.

         In a post on the messaging service WeChat (Weixin) – swiftly deleted – the sociologist Sun Liping from Beijing’s Tsinghua University identified three techniques for ‘mind control’.33 One central technique is the control of news sources: ‘The meal you cook can never be better than the rice you cook it with.’ The system successfully blocks information from outside and replaces it with ‘patriotic education’. Hence, for example, the ubiquitous narrative in which China’s ‘special national circumstances’ have made the country into a unique place unlike anywhere else in the world, and which requires the Party to rule in the precise way China’s subjects are currently experiencing.

         Secondly, the system starts building the parameters for your thought when you’re very young, changing the way in which you ask questions and steering you into predetermined channels. Once you have swallowed and internalised what the Party has fed you, says Sun Liping, you can’t even ask certain questions: they lie outside your realm of experience and powers of imagination. And thirdly, the system inspires the kind of fear that suppresses awkward questions: ‘If you don’t swallow all this, you’ll be punished.’

         The incessant bombardment of people with these messages is a crucial mind-control technique. ‘How else,’ asks Sun Liping, ‘are people supposed to accept an idea which is quite obviously ridiculous?’ Fatiguing tactics break down every last shred of the mind’s resistance: you lose all curiosity and all ability to defend yourself, and you allow them to stuff you full of ‘rubbish’. ‘In the end,’ writes Sun, ‘something fundamental is destroyed, namely your will and your ability to throw this rubbish back out.’

         Meanwhile the Party’s central propaganda authority watches over everything. Qiao Mu, a Beijing professor of journalism and one of the few outsiders to have seen inside its offices, tells of a motto displayed on the wall of the conference room:

         
            Responsibility as heavy as a mountain

            As hard-working as an ox

            Precise as a hair

            Lips sealed as tight as a bottle

            United as one

         

         The Communist Party was, in its own estimation, never anything but ‘great, glorious and correct’ (wei guang zheng). Since the founding of the People’s Republic in 1949, the Party has exhorted China’s media to be its ‘throat and tongue’ and to make sure that every last subject internalises the deeper truth of this assertion. Even today, there is still not a single newspaper, website or radio station that doesn’t officially answer to a Party organisation. The Party calls its own press the ‘mainstream media’ (zhuliu meiti). In this country, ‘mainstream’ is not defined by the people – it’s what the Party sets before you.

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         Censorship and propaganda never rest. Beijing sends out daily directives stating what topics are taboo and which words are forbidden. And yet in the three decades of reform and opening-up, the media landscape was transformed. From the 1980s, Chinese journalism was supposed to start financing itself, just like in the rest of the world. The newspapers had to become more commercial and more professional; a few even dared to print hard-hitting investigative articles. Soon after Xi Jinping was inaugurated as Party leader in November 2012, though, the climate for such journalism became noticeably cooler and the freedoms it had enjoyed were restricted. Overly headstrong reporters and editors-in-chief were fired, and some ended up in jail.
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         In 2016, shortly after banning the cadres in his own party from having ‘inappropriate’ political discussions, Xi Jinping launched a campaign to completely homogenise the media once again. He visited some of the country’s large newspaper offices, bearing a single message: from now on, all media organisations must ‘have “Party” as their surname’. Without exception, everyone now had to fall in line with ‘the will, the views, the authority and the unity of the Communist Party’. A subsequent comment piece published by the Xinhua News Agency said that ‘guiding the public is a great tradition of our Party’. ‘The media has to restore the people’s trust in the Party,’ said China Daily, Beijing’s English-language propaganda paper for foreigners – especially now, when ‘the economy is growing more slowly’. The Party papers were quite open about why the leadership felt it had to take this action: many people in China strongly mistrusted the CCP and its propaganda. According the People’s Daily, this was due to the rise of social media, which had opened up a growing divide: ‘And if this divide remains, it will undermine the legitimacy of the Party’s rule.’ Xi and the Party now demanded one thing above all from every newspaper editor: they had to spread ‘positive energy’.

         The process of homogenisation has now essentially been completed. Newspapers like the Southern Weekend, which were once astonishingly courageous within the limits placed on them, have been brought in line. Many of the dedicated and brave journalists who contributed to the brief blossoming of their craft have either been sacked or have given up their jobs. One of them is Luo Changping, until recently the country’s most famous investigative journalist, whose articles once even brought down a minister. He was sidelined by his publication, the economics magazine Caijing, and eventually left. During his active period at Caijing, he had been able to publish between 90 and 100 per cent of his material, he said afterwards. ‘Now, they can only publish about 10 percent. And they are the media outlet with the most freedom.’34

         A few years earlier, in 2011, Hu Zhanfan, then head of the state television network CCTV, had warned people like Luo Changping: ‘A number of journalists no longer see themselves as Party propaganda workers; they have redefined themselves as professionals – but this is a fundamental misunderstanding of their identity.’ The internet was quickly awash with parodies: ‘A number of people no longer see themselves as slaves; they have redefined themselves as human beings – this is a fundamental misunderstanding of their identity.’ It was the time before the web had been completely ‘harmonised’.

         As in every other part of the world, the traditional media in China have long since lost their central place in the news cycle. The Party is now seizing on every channel it can to try and reach young people. Sometimes it works; sometimes it doesn’t – though many of the video clips are now strikingly well-made, often with help from professional PR firms. For a while, the ‘vocaloid’ Luo Tianyi was a hit with teenage girls: the virtual singer appeared onstage as a holographic projection and filled huge stadiums. Luo reached millions of fans on social networks, and the Communist Youth League recruited the digital pop star – programmed by a Japanese company – as its ‘youth ambassador’. The Youth League went on to fill her lyrics with ‘positive values’ to ‘inject young people with correct thinking,’ as the Party newspapers proclaimed with great pride.

         Luo has genuine fans, but other attempts by propagandists to appropriate parts of youth culture have been rather painful to watch. The hip-hop scene popular among China’s young people has always been viewed with a degree of mistrust by the state censors; they find it ‘improper, vulgar and obscene’. According to their censorship decrees, the artists and their lyrics (Sex! Drugs! Justice!) often have ‘moral failings’ and go against ‘the core values of socialism.’35 So the Party has begun to produce its own rap songs. A few years ago, it started putting out raps to cute animated videos, with titles like ‘Let us look to the Central Committee for Comprehensively Deepening Reforms’ (sample lyrics: ‘The reform group is two years old now / and it has already done quite a lot / Reform! Reform! Reform! Reform!’) Now the next phase has been launched: the Party press is calling it ‘harmonisation of hip-hop’, and it is bringing genuine rappers into line. The ‘CD Rev’ (Chengdu Revolution) Crew, for example, have rapped their way into the Party’s good books with songs like ‘This is China’ (‘The red dragon is not evil / it is a land of peace’). They have even been allowed to perform to the troops in the South China Sea. Then there’s the rapper Sun Baiyi, whose song ‘Splendid China’ begins: ‘We all know the original vision and the mission of the CCP; it works tirelessly for the happiness of the people and the resurgence of the nation.’ Politically correct, but so far winning little applause from the target market.

         A much cleverer move has been a wave of action films bringing China’s new global relevance and the nationalism fuelled by the CCP to the big screen as entertainment, using Hollywood methods for the first time. Take Operation Mekong and its sequel, Operation Red Sea. They feature warlike heroes who are quite obviously modelled on Rambo, but who tie the Chinese flag round their arms at key moments. With fight scenes, explosions and pursuits through exotic landscapes far outside China’s borders, they battle the evil in the world – especially when it lays its hands on Chinese citizens. These films capitalise on the contemporary zeitgeist within the country: China is a powerful nation, its companies and soldiers now operate worldwide, and Chinese heroes help justice to triumph.

         In 2017, Wolf Warrior 2 used this formula to become the most successful Chinese film of all time, giving the Chinese audience, in the words of one observer, ‘waves of nationalistic orgasms.’36 Its hero, Leng Feng, has gone to Africa to avenge the murder of a woman he loved, but he quickly finds himself duty-bound to rescue a group of Chinese countrymen from a murderous troop of white mercenaries. The film is a paradigm for a new alliance of commerce and propaganda: it was privately financed, but sailed in the slipstream of Party propaganda and was advertised with the PR line: ‘Anyone who attacks China will be killed, no matter how far away he is.’

         The film hit cinemas just weeks after the Chinese People’s Liberation Army opened its first overseas base in Djibouti, and just a few days before the Army’s 90th birthday. It was ‘a metaphor for the era of China’s rise’ wrote one cultural studies expert in Beijing, a ‘collective manifestation of the China dream’. ‘Perhaps the Chinese have buried their patriotism for too long,’ said the director and lead actor Wu Jing. ‘The passion had dried out like wood – and my film is the spark that will reignite it.’ The final scene shows the image of a Chinese passport, onto which are projected the words: ‘Citizens of the People’s Republic of China! If you encounter dangers overseas, do not despair! A strong motherland‡ stands behind you.’

         In the first quarter of 2018, China overtook the USA to become the country with the highest box-office revenue in the world. Well-produced Chinese films increasingly outstripped the Hollywood blockbusters in terms of sales. ‘Until about 10 years ago, in the absence of a well-articulated set of national and cultural values, Hollywood stories and the ethics they promoted were aspirational to many Chinese,’ the Shanghai online publication Sixth Tone commented. ‘But now, we’re tired of them.’37 The ‘American Dream,’ writes Sixth Tone, is just a cliché, and Western individualism and liberalism are ‘simply not seductive to Chinese audiences, who are increasingly embracing a markedly different form of national pride. In China, the ideals of the American Dream are paling into insignificance as the country’s self-styled Chinese Dream produces the growing wealth and status of large numbers of people while promulgating different values: collective effort, patriotism, and self-sacrifice for the cause of national rejuvenation.’

         The English-language website Sixth Tone quoted here, and its Chinese-language sister-publication The Paper, founded in 2014, are themselves the creation of a professional propaganda machine well aware that its message needs urgent repackaging. They are Party-owned websites, but they have a fresh, modern look, and sometimes push the boundaries of censorship with original, well-researched stories. These stories convey the message – which at its core always affirms the system – much more skilfully than the People’s Daily and its ilk. 

         The hard-working oxen in the propaganda apparatus have two principal tasks to carry out. The first is to formulate the Party’s message to convey it into the ‘hearts and minds’ of the people. Classic propaganda. The other is censorship: controlling the flow of information to the people and then stemming and channelling the opinions the people express. The Chinese are even fonder of hydraulic metaphors than my fellow Germans. ‘To stop the mouths of the people is more dangerous than damming a river,’ goes a saying that originated over 2,500 years ago.

         When The Paper interviewed the director of the Party School’s magazine Seeking Truth, he likened this control of public opinion to the mission of the Great Yu, the mythical ancient emperor who tamed the huge river in the Chinese legend. The Great Yu had learned from the catastrophic experiences of his predecessors, who could come up with no better solution than simply damming the river, though the dams soon broke again. ‘But the Great Yu relied on a combination of damming and channelling; he stopped the flow in one place and let it go again in another. That brought him success. And this is even more necessary with public opinion.’38 Free speech is a natural force that requires clever taming.

         In the old world, that was a simple matter. Then the internet arrived, and suddenly even ordinary citizens had a chance to be heard – by thousands, hundreds of thousands, millions of people.

         
            ‡ Other translations have preferred the word ‘nation’, but I wanted to convey some characteristics of the Chinese term. The word 祖国 is best rendered as ancestral land/homeland, and is neither male nor female; like ‘the ancestors’ themselves, the ancestral land is an object of veneration in Chinese culture. Motherland seems the most convenient translation, because mothers share obvious life-giving and life-sustaining qualities with the land, and because there are similar concepts such as 母亲河, and 母语 in Chinese, meaning the mother river and the mother tongue. However, it would be wrong to suggest that the Chinese view their ‘motherland’ as a female, or to overlook the importance attributed to both ancestors and the ancestral land in China’s culture.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            THE NET

            How the Party Learned to Love the Internet

         

         
            ‘The old and the new conspire to shut us in. When will we stop adding new stones to the wall? The Great Wall of China: a wonder and a curse!’

            Lu Xun, 1925

         

         New forms of media always promise to empower the powerless, and from the outset, this was also the dream of the internet. But such dreams always threaten the status quo. China’s attempt to censor the web, as the former US president Bill Clinton joked, was like ‘trying to nail Jell-O to the wall’. That was in the year 2000. The Chinese listened to the prophecy, and swiftly built a new great wall: the Great Firewall. They banged a few nails into the cracks, and look: the jelly is staying put.

         The prophets of freedom didn’t let that discourage them. In November 2013, Eric Schmidt added his voice to the chorus of stubborn optimism. It was a foregone conclusion, a race between the hare of censorship and the tortoise of netizens: ‘First they try to block you; second, they try to infiltrate you; and third, you win.’ The then-chairman of Google predicted the defeat of web censors all over the world within a decade. Speaking in the same year, Tim Berners-Lee, inventor of the World Wide Web, said: ‘The Berlin Wall tumbled down, the great firewall of China – I don’t think it will tumble down, I think it will be released.’ Piece by piece, website by website. ‘The agility of a country which allows full access to the web is just greater; it will be a stronger country economically as well.’

         For a while the net optimists were able to bolster their confidence with stories of the Twitter uprising in Tunisia, the Facebook revolution in Egypt, the YouTube agitation of the Maidan activists in Kiev. Then there was the summer of 2014 in Hong Kong, when the people, especially young people, occupied the city streets. Firechat, Telegram, WeChat: the smart, self-organising students’ arsenal of apps taught awestruck Europeans a whole new vocabulary of rebellion. For the media, the fight for freedom and its technological foundations often go together.

         It may seem surprising, then, that Beijing doesn’t seem to fear the net at all. More than 830 million Chinese people currently use the internet, the overwhelming majority of them via their smartphones. And the government is working full tilt to extend the infrastructure. The Hangzhou online marketplace Alibaba reports higher revenue and profit figures than Amazon and eBay put together, and it now operates in more than 200 countries worldwide. In November 2017, the Shenzhen internet giant Tencent overtook Facebook as the world’s highest-valued social-network company. Both now number among the ten largest and most valuable companies in the world. Party leader Xi Jinping has celebrated China as a ‘cyber-power,’ proclaiming: ‘Let us climb aboard the express train of the internet.’ The Xinhua News Agency speaks in glowing terms of China’s ‘power of innovation’, which is thanks to a globally ‘unique method of managing the internet’ – commerce and control united to extremely fruitful effect.

         The World Internet Conference was initiated by China and has taken place annually since 2014 in Wuzhen, in the country’s south. In December 2017, it greeted delegates in almost euphoric fashion: ‘China has […] countless internet gurus,’ writes Xinhua, ‘but none can measure up to the “wise man of the internet” Xi Jinping.’39 Xi is not only transforming China into an ‘internet superpower’, he is simultaneously making sure that everyone can sleep soundly again. ‘Should we simply invite burglars into our houses? Of course not! And what do we do when they arrive at the door uninvited? We build high walls and use large padlocks. What we do with our homes, we must of course do with the great, wide internet.’

         There is no doubt that China loves the net. And the Party really loves it. Until quite recently, though, even in China itself more than a few people shared the optimism of the West’s net prophets. Liu Xiaobo, the late Nobel peace laureate, called the internet ‘God’s gift for a democratic China,’ and the artist Ai Weiwei prophesied a fatal blow for censorship: ‘The people will always have the last word – even if someone has a very weak, quiet voice. Such power will collapse because of a whisper,’ he wrote in a euphoric essay. ‘The internet cannot be controlled. And if it is uncontrollable, freedom will win. It is that simple.’

         Ai Weiwei wrote these words in 2012, shortly before the Party showed the Chinese people and the world at large that, yes, it was very simple – only not in the way most people had imagined. The following year Xi Jinping took office, and he lost no time in showing the world how one goes about taming the internet.

         The four years leading up to 2013 may well lodge in Chinese popular memory as the years when, for the first time, people felt that they belonged to a society. When citizens learned to pool their knowledge; to connect with each other; to have public discussions about the things that determined their lives. All for the first time. Unheard-of phenomena in a country where the Party had always sought, if not to forbid, then to collectivise and supervise all cooperation, down to the smallest village, the smallest business, the smallest club. For this Party, words like ‘society’ and ‘the people’ had been merely useful weapons with which to castigate shameless foreign countries: for instance, when they had ‘hurt the feelings of the Chinese people’.

         But now society had awoken, and it was escaping the confines of the Party’s narrative. The free word had fallen into citizens’ laps, and the result was a spontaneously growing network of independent-minded citizens. Thanks to the internet. More precisely: thanks to social media, and in particular Weibo. Sina Weibo went online on 14 August 2009, as China’s answer to the American platform Twitter – which the Party had banned as soon as it emerged, along with Facebook. During those four years, Weibo acquired a vast importance in this country where traditionally all media had been firmly in the Party’s grip. A good way to tell this story is using the case of the blogger and ‘word criminal’ Murong Xuecun. He is the writer to whom, in the previous chapter, a schoolfriend, now a Party functionary, had explained the message behind the walls of propaganda: ‘We can cover the walls with this stuff. Can you?’

         Just a few months prior to that conversation, Murong Xuecun could have replied: ‘Yes, I certainly can!’ At that time one of his Weibo blogs had four million followers. This was before the deletion brigade arrived and gave him a good talking-to. Before he became the first major blogger in China to be forced back into darkness and silence. You can see why he was the first one they tackled. Murong Xuecun, born in 1974, is one of the country’s most sharp-eyed social critics – certainly one of the most sharp-tongued – and he had Weibo to thank for allowing him to become these things. It was the internet and social media that first gave the country the figure of the public intellectual, who could spark debates before an audience of millions.

         This was the second online rebirth of Murong Xuecun. The first had occurred in 2002, when he was working as a freshly-appointed executive at a cosmetics company. He had been sitting in his office, bored, surfing the internet, when he discovered that other people were posting little novels they had written there, untroubled by paranoid editors and over-zealous censors. I can do that too, thought Murong Xuecun, whose name then was still Hao Qun; and I can do it better!

         So he began to write about the tragicomic experiences of three young men trying to make their way in Chengdu, a story of drinking and gambling and bribery and betrayal and whoring in modern China. He posted it online one chapter at a time, and eventually accumulated five million readers, got his first book contract, won his first literary prize and was chosen as ‘personality of the year’ by the glossy magazine New Week. The internet had made the 28-year-old a literary star. Murong Xuecun was the figurehead of a development that turned China’s literary landscape upside down: all the new discoveries, all the literary trends of that decade came from the internet. Suddenly readers were hearing voices they’d never heard before.

         Murong Xuecun gave up his day job and carried on writing wild, comic, bleak novels about the excesses of the new China, about greed, sex and violence, and he went on being successful. But the reality of the non-virtual China also quickly caught up with him. This was a realm where the old autocrats and bureaucrats still held sway. In China, as in other countries, the way writers earn money is still with the traditional publishing houses, who fish authors out of the net and then straighten them out: enfants terribles with Chinese characteristics.

         Murong Xuecun started breaking off works-in-progress because he knew they wouldn’t get past the censors. Things finally came to a head when he had spent three weeks conducting an undercover investigation of a fraudulent pyramid scheme in Jiangxi Province and produced a reportage book out of it, China: In the Absence of a Remedy, which was only published in Chinese. The book won him the high-profile ‘People’s Literature Prize’ in 2010, but interventions by his editor had made him so angry that his acceptance speech was an act of reckoning with the Chinese censor. ‘It stuck in my throat like a chicken bone, I just had to spit it out,’ he told me. The propaganda minister was in the audience. Just before the author went on stage, his editor begged him not to read out the speech. And when he went out to receive the prize, one of the people on stage with him actually blocked his way to the speaker’s lectern. ‘I really thought that was ridiculous. I’m actually quite an affable character. But I don’t bow and scrape to anyone.’ The prize winner turned to the audience and moved two fingers slowly across his lips, as if zipping them shut. The gesture instantly increased his fame still further.

         Afterwards he posted the speech online, in full. ‘I don’t want to call myself a writer,’ it said. ‘I’m just a word criminal.’ Ultimately there was only one truth in China, the speech went on, and that was: ‘We are not allowed to speak the truth.’ Murong Xuecun spoke of the shame of self-censorship. ‘Why isn’t China producing any great writers?’ Because they are all, himself included, ‘castrated eunuchs’, castrated by their own hand in over-hasty obedience, ‘before the surgeon can even raise the scalpel.’

         The third life of Murong Xuecun, as a political essayist and public intellectual, began at that moment. ‘It wasn’t an easy decision,’ he says. ‘In this country, it’s risky.’ Especially when you think things through to their logical conclusion, as the blogger Murong Xuecun did from the beginning; when you don’t practise the art of beating about the bush like everyone else. Like other critical voices, he set up one, two, three, four accounts on Weibo: when one was blocked, he quickly moved on to the next. He became part of the emerging Weibo Revolution. He wrote about power without limits: ‘A monster on the loose’. About corruption: ‘In this country, it’s the norm, the unwritten law. You don’t need to get involved in corruption, it gets involved in you. It follows you everywhere. No one stays clean.’ About the system: ‘For six decades now, the Chinese have been living in a system that dulls their minds and makes them hate each other. In this system everyone is a criminal, so no one ever needs to regret anything.’

         Astonishing things happened over those years. Isolating your subjects is one of the oldest power techniques in authoritarian systems. ‘No fraternization’ was Aristotle’s imperative for tyrants. As he argues in his Politics, the tyrant must ‘stifle everything that might give rise to two things, self-assurance and trust.’ Citizens must remain estranged from each other, ‘for if they become properly acquainted, they begin to trust one another.’ In China, this isolation suddenly broke down. It was something the traditional internet had never succeeded in doing: an army of censors ensured that the Party had always had a good grip on it. The Weibo headquarters, and the offices of the other new social media firms – all of which had come from the private sector, and not from the old propaganda apparatus – had been staffed with thousands of censors from the outset, on the authorities’ instructions.

         At first, though, the Party didn’t understand what was fundamentally new about social networks. People were no longer sitting at home in front of their computers; gadget-mad China was even ahead of Europe when it came to buying smartphones. Everyone had one, and they were using them to access the internet. You could now send a message or a photo from your phone, and it would reach hundreds of thousands or even millions of people in seconds. A censor who took just twenty minutes to find and delete something was twenty minutes too late. And so in those four years, Weibo became a realm of unprecedented freedom, especially for China’s young, urban generation.

         At that point, Weibo officially had 350 million users, 50 million of them active on a daily basis. Food scandals, pollution, police violence – all at once, Chinese people had access to information they had previously been denied. Users forced the city of Beijing to publish its air pollution levels. They shared jokes, Hello Kitty cartoons and conspiracy theories, just the same as people all over the world, but they also debated China’s constitution, the tirades of Maoists, and essays by liberal celebrity bloggers like Murong Xuecun or Han Han, who at the height of his fame had 50 million followers, before growing steadily more cautious in tone.

         ‘With Weibo, people started thinking about things,’ says Murong Xuecun. ‘There was an awakening: individual, political, aesthetic, cultural.’ Once you were allowed to speak and think freely, the author believed, you would quickly dig up the treasure that had been buried deep under the Party’s garbage thoughts and garbage words: common sense. ‘Like all authoritarian systems, this one depends on the fact that you are a lone person faced with an overpowering organisation, and you capitulate. Since Weibo arrived, that no longer works. People are forming networks.’ Suddenly, China was a different country. For the first time since the People’s Republic was founded in 1949, there was a public space that belonged to citizens, where their language was spoken. The germ of a civil society began to grow.

         This alone would have been enough to unsettle the Party. But there was a more immediate challenge: one of the most spectacular phenomena of the new net was the ‘human-flesh search engines’ (renrou sousuo). Users cooperated in their hundreds of thousands to gather information and data about particular people and their alleged misdemeanours. This wasn’t always a blessing; it frequently degenerated into smear campaigns against innocent people and into anonymous trolling of ‘traitors to the motherland’ and other ideologically unpopular people. But in 2012, with the entire country’s approval, the online swarm blew the horn to start the hunt for corrupt officials and Party cadres.

         The most prominent case was 56-year-old Yang Dacai, a functionary from Shaanxi Province. There were photos of him circulating online that at first glance looked like standard-issue propaganda: a well-fed Party cadre on a tour of inspection, serving the people, posing for photographers on building sites and in conference rooms. But perceptive netizens had noticed an interesting detail: Mr Yang’s watches were of the finest Swiss manufacture. They identified a Rado, a Rolex, two Omegas and a Vecheron Constantin – total value: around 100,000 US dollars. Far beyond what a provincial functionary could afford on his regular salary. From then on, Yang was the ‘Watch Uncle’, and the Party had another scandal on its hands, reinforcing the impression among the Chinese people of a CCP that was now ravaged by legendary levels of corruption.

         More importantly, the citizens had discovered their own power, and the Party was unnerved by it. Would all those prophecies that the new media would help empower the people, bring freedom and subvert the authoritarian regime be proved correct after all?

         The new man at the helm gave the answer to that, starting in late 2012. And it all happened very fast. Party newspapers identified the internet as an ‘ideological battlefield’ where ‘the hostile forces of the West’ were running riot: ‘He who wins the battle of the internet will win the war’, wrote the Shanghai CCP paper Liberation. In August 2012, Xi Jinping gave the order to ‘win back the commanding heights of the internet’. And in November a deputy propaganda minister reported that the mission had been accomplished: ‘Our internet is clean again.’ The scare was over. Observers on the perimeter of the battlefield rubbed their eyes: was it really that easy?

         It was that easy. The Party had brought out its old weapons: intimidation, censorship, propaganda. Polished up and cleverly adapted to the times. The initial offensive was led by intimidation: first, the Party deleted the accounts of bloggers that were making it feel uncomfortable; Murong Xuecun was the first. When his accounts were deleted, and four million readers were wiped out at the click of a button, he felt as if he were ‘being pushed back into isolation’. The spreading of fear is the autocrat’s core competency. Faced with a machine that can squash an individual – and his family – with a snap of the fingers, only a few people will ever possess the heroic courage required to fight back. The reconquering of the internet in the summer of 2013 – and beyond that, the successful exploitation of the internet to promote the aims of the regime – demonstrated how efficient the system was once it had identified the enemy. It might be uncharted territory, but the state apparatus still worked.

         Murong Xuecun’s account was deleted in May 2013. The real campaign began on 10 August. On that day, China’s foremost opinion-leaders on the net, the so-called ‘Big Vs’ (the V stands for ‘verified account’) were invited to a conference in a Beijing hotel. Many of the Big Vs were prominent entrepreneurs; others were film stars or singers; most had made a name for themselves as liberal voices. The conference was hosted by the head of a new organisation currently in its start-up phase, the Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC). At the event, these prominent bloggers were reminded of their ‘social responsibility’, and that each of them had a duty to promote the ‘interests of the state’ and ‘core socialist values’. The conference proceeded in a more or less friendly atmosphere; the first painful blow came two weeks later, on 23 August.

         On that day the people of China learned that one of the Big Vs, the venture capital investor Charles Xue, had been arrested. Xue had 12 million followers on Weibo, and he had used this platform, among other things, to call on the government to devote more attention to clean air, healthy food and the problem of child abduction. TV viewers were able to watch the police raiding his apartment late at night, complete with flashing blue lights and a lot of shouting, before taking him and several women away. The state media accused him of ‘encouraging prostitution’ and ‘pimping’ – not forgetting to mention in the same breath that Charles Xue was a notorious ‘agitator’ and ‘spreader of rumours’ on Weibo. And then Charles Xue disappeared – only to turn up again a short while later on state television, behind bars and wearing prison garb.

         It was one of CCTV’s first ‘interviews’ with repentant sinners, of the kind that have since become a regular feature of the viewing schedule. With tears in his eyes, Xue confessed how ‘irresponsible’ he and other bloggers had been to express their opinions freely on Weibo without guidance from the Party, simply ‘to satisfy my vanity,’ and how right the Party was to put a stop to this irresponsible behaviour.

         Blow number three finally came from the Supreme Court. In September 2013 it issued a new ruling: from then on, anyone who spread a ‘rumour’ that was shared more than 500 times or received more than 5,000 clicks and thus ‘upset social order’ would risk up to three years in prison.

         500 shares? 5,000 readers? Prison? You can imagine the shudder that ran through the celebrity bloggers with their two, five or ten million followers when they read this ruling. They fell silent. All of them. Ever since, Weibo has been dead as a politically relevant medium. Once, debate had raged there: sometimes wild, often polemical, clever if you were lucky – but always lively. Today, it’s as silent as the grave.

         But wait – Weibo still exists. It’s more commercially successful than ever. Commerce and entertainment are its stock in trade; you’ll find glamour and glitz, celebrity gossip and propaganda, and the site is peppered with posts by various CCP organs and people writing covertly for the Party, who are known as the ‘fifty-cent’ (wu mao) troop, because once they were supposedly paid half a Yuan for every online comment.

         Shortly after Charles Xue’s enforced TV appearance, I visited Huang Chuxin in Beijing. He is one of the authors of a Blue Book on Development of New Media, which the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) had just brought out. Huang was working as a researcher for CASS, and at the same time as a social media consultant for various government publications. In the week that I met him, he had already been to Hunan, Shandong and Inner Mongolia to tutor local government officials in how to deal with Weibo and other sites.

         Huang spoke in euphoric terms about the potential of the new medium: ‘The opportunities for the government here are huge,’ he said, ‘and certainly greater than the dangers.’ The central government, said Huang, had finally realised that – with a few skilful modifications – social media could provide new channels through which to gauge the mood of the nation. At the same time, the Party was now encouraging civil servants and government agencies to open their own Weibo accounts en masse. ‘They need to have conversations with the people. It makes politics more transparent and the apparatus of government more effective.’ Of course, these functionaries now had to learn to react quickly and use ordinary language. ‘The People’s Daily already does that very well,’ said Huang. Unfortunately, among the civil servants on the ground, his overriding impression was that they were ‘afraid of Weibo.’ When he was teaching his courses, he told me, the first question people asked was always about crisis management. ‘How do we get a crisis of public opinion under control?’ By which they meant criticism from the people.

         The first test of strength for the world’s greatest censorship and propaganda machine came just a few months after it had reconquered the ‘commanding heights of the internet’. In summer 2014, protests by citizens in Hong Kong brought the city to a standstill. The demonstrators put up umbrellas to combat the tear gas used by the police, and the movement soon came to be known as the Umbrella Revolution. The citizens of Hong Kong were protesting against increasing interference from Beijing and the creeping erosion of democratic freedoms in their city. They were calling for their head of government to be directly elected.

         Right at the start of the protests, the censors shut down the photo and video platform Instagram. Hong Kong users of the popular messaging service WeChat noticed that although they were still able to send messages, the intended recipients in mainland China weren’t getting them. The Hong-Kong-based anti-censorship project Weiboscope reported that the day after the police used tear gas on the demonstrators, a record number of messages on Weibo were deleted and blocked – more than on any other day that year. The news blockade was effective from day one. Hardly anyone in China found out what was really happening in Hong Kong. The machine had performed splendidly.

         Bao Pu is a publisher in Hong Kong, but he grew up in Beijing, as the son of a senior Party official at the heart of power. He is familiar both with the CCP and with the new technologies. For that reason, he says, he’s a pessimist. ‘Technology,’ says Bao Pu, ‘always benefits the side with the greater resources. So the internet will always serve the CCP more than its opponents.’ The all-powerful secret police now just have to read Weibo and WeChat, he explains, ‘and they know who to arrest next.’

         In the wake of the censorship of Weibo, the newer WeChat quickly overtook the older service in popularity. But WeChat is fundamentally different. Weibo was a megaphone: you could reach thousands, hundreds of thousands, millions of people with it. On WeChat, people connect in small friendship groups. The maximum number of people allowed in a group is 500. People just talk to their friends. The exodus from Weibo to WeChat was a retreat into the semi-private sphere. The censors appear to be more tolerant on WeChat, but the feeling of relative safety that many users have there is deceptive: after planning on WeChat to attend a poetry reading in support of the Hong Kong demonstrators, a group of Beijing residents found themselves arrested as they met up in the Songzhuang artists’ quarter. The state security service reads your messages.

         The protests in Hong Kong were an object lesson in the new style of internet management, in which the aim is not only to block information. The Party immediately provided its own counter-narrative. Propaganda has become more sophisticated. Yes, the old-school rabble-rousers were still there, foaming at the mouth, fulminating in the state press that the demonstrators had left behind ‘a stink that would last ten thousand years’. Yet far more effective were the other pieces, the professionally produced infographics, the anonymous blogs disguised as contributions to the debate from concerned citizens, explaining the situation to their countrymen: Hong Kong is descending into chaos. The demonstrators want to split Hong Kong off from China. They’re spoiled children, who only care about their own economic advantage. They’re backed by shadowy foreign powers, who don’t want China to become strong.

         It was also an exemplary demonstration from the Chinese propaganda machine of how to hijack the terminology of the West. The People’s Daily even wrote that the problem with the demonstrators in Hong Kong was their ‘anti-democratic’ attitude. This ‘hostility to democracy’ had been sown in their minds, so the Party propaganda said, by British colonial rule. Now the first priority was to re-establish the ‘rule of law’ in the city – which is to say, crush the demonstrators once and for all.

         At the same time, all words that might serve the regime’s opponents were blocked online. You couldn’t talk about ‘umbrellas’ on Weibo any more. Users were creative, of course, and took a mischievous delight in sneaking the characters for ‘Pearl of the Orient’ past the censors once ‘Hong Kong’ had been blocked – but Beijing had no need to worry about these little triumphs. The language that was central to the discourse of the demonstrators and their sympathisers had been taken from them, and with it the prospect of having any substantial impact. The word, the gun and the pen came together online to form an invincible weapon for the Party.

         This episode showed what an ingenious move it is to steal your opponents’ core terminology and give it the opposite meaning. In the end, the astonishing thing was not the show put on by the propaganda machine, but how obediently the people played along. While the mighty army of state-sponsored ‘fifty-cent’ trolls castigated the citizens of Hong Kong online as ungrateful so-and-sos with no love for their great nation, you could hear the echo of this propaganda in the real world, in everyday conversations on Beijing’s streets, in exchanges with acquaintances.

         ‘Hardly any of my friends know what’s really going on here,’ said Murong Xuecun, whom I bumped into on the periphery of the demonstrations in Hong Kong. ‘And of those who do know, 70 per cent are complaining about the Hong Kongers. They just can’t imagine anyone standing up for an ideal these days, because in China all idealism, all principles, all morality has been wiped out. People only work for their own self-interest and their own profit, so they always see the lowest motive in everyone else, too.’ In China, there is a saying for that: ‘To look at humans with the eyes of a pig’.

         A vast apparatus takes care of the day-to-day business of censorship. In 2017, the censors blocked 128,000 websites for containing ‘pornographic and vulgar information’ and exerting ‘a negative influence on public opinion online’. The security apparatus regularly practises an ‘instant switch-off’ – in August 2017, for example, two months before the last CCP Party congress. Over the course of an exercise lasting several hours, internet hub administrators have to prove to the Ministry for Public Safety that they are capable of taking down a series of specific websites in a matter of minutes. Following an outbreak of unrest in 2009, technicians took large parts of the Uighur province of Xinjiang offline completely for a considerable time. Since the Party ordered China’s internet engineers to build a ‘Golden Shield’ in 2003 – an ‘internet with Chinese characteristics’ – they have achieved incredible things. China has built a net using hardware and software completely independent from the rest of the world. Today, China’s net is more intranet than internet. If the censors were to cut off all links to the outside world overnight, most people wouldn’t even notice.

         Regular updates of the list of words banned on Weibo and other platforms have become part of everyday online reality. At the start of 2018, when the change to the constitution that allowed Xi Jinping to be president for life became public knowledge, that list was particularly long. There was no place on Weibo for obvious words like ‘accession’, ‘my emperor’, ‘all hail the emperor’ – nor could you make reference to ‘Animal Farm’, George Orwell’s parable of totalitarianism. Winnie the Pooh was banned in both text and image; in recent years, China’s online satirists have turned the Disney version of the tubby bear into a doppel-ganger for the Party leader and head of state. For a while, people weren’t even allowed to post the name Xi Jinping. More remarkable still was the block on the three characters bu tongyi. They mean ‘don’t agree’. Anyone trying to type the words received an error message and was informed that unfortunately, the statement ‘I do not agree’ ‘violated laws and regulations’.

         The change in the constitution was seen as an historic moment by many people, and as a break with the legacy of Deng Xiaoping, under whose rule the limits to terms of office had been introduced in 1982 in response to the tyranny of Mao Zedong. Many intellectuals and members of the urban middle classes were shocked by Xi Jinping’s move. During the meeting of the National People’s Congress, which passed the amendment in March 2018 with just two votes against and three abstentions, the altered constitution was the number one topic for many Chinese citizens, and for the foreign media. But on the day of the vote, the news didn’t even make the list of most-read and most-discussed topics in China’s sanitised social media world. Instead, in the hours after the decision, Weibo’s top ten included an article entitled ‘When your girlfriend has loads of money.’ Also near the top of the list was the crucial debate: ‘Is it okay to eat instant noodles on the high-speed trains?’

         An acquaintance who had moved to Berlin wrote on Facebook about one of her Beijing friends, an editor so frustrated by the automated online censorship that he’d spent the whole night dreaming that he was desperately changing every potentially sensitive word in an article over and over again in an attempt to get past the censor. ‘It reminded me of a cat who smells fish in a dream and starts running, even though she’s lying on her side, fast asleep,’ wrote my acquaintance, who had once been a journalist in Beijing herself. ‘A great deal of trauma, every day.’

         The internet has changed the form that censorship takes. The state apparatus no longer has to worry about the traditional Party media; it has turned its attention to the start-ups and the internet giants, almost all of which are private-sector companies. Of course, every private company in China knows that it exists only by the grace of the Party, and of course they all praise the CCP and pledge their faithful allegiance to its leader, and of course they have voluntarily placed hundreds if not thousands of censors in their editorial teams from the start. And yet their business model was new to China: fierce competition among countless competitors, the unrestrained desire for profit, boundless commercialisation, and the breathless rhythm of continual renewal characteristic of the global online sector. Disagreeable things inevitably slip through the fast-moving net, undetected by the censors, who must therefore constantly refine their methods.

         One example that particularly delighted the online community was a pair of chatbots named BabyQ and Xiaobing. Chatbots are systems with which you can converse via text or speech. Their communication is fully automated, with no human input required. These AI-powered creations were designed to chat with users on the ‘QQ’ messaging platform owned by the company Tencent. People soon began to circulate screenshots showing BabyQ answering the question: ‘Do you love the CCP?’ with a simple ‘No’. The bot responded to a cry of ‘Long live the Communist Party!’ with a tirade about the ‘corrupt and incompetent’ system. And if you asked them about the ‘China dream’, one of the bots replied that it would like to emigrate to the USA, while the other said: ‘The China dream is a daydream and a nightmare.’

         Tencent’s experience with the uncontrollable nature of self-teaching systems was similar to that of Microsoft, whose Twitter chatbot Tay quickly descended into spewing racist and sexist bile. At the same time, there was a flash of realisation that the ‘mainstream’ in China might, in reality, be different to the image stubbornly propagated by the Party. The subversive bots were instantly switched off, but those learning algorithms must have absorbed their resentment of the Party from somewhere.

         China has a whole set of censorship authorities devoted to the task of giving the country a ‘civilised net’ and making ‘the Party’s positions into the strongest voices on the internet.’ The Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC) has made it its mission to ‘synchronise the opinion ecology of the internet with the reality of Party and nation’, according to the People’s Daily. The year after it was founded, the CAC even brought out an anthem for the 2015 Spring Festival (Chinese New Year, as it’s known in the West). In a video posted online, a choir of festively-dressed CAC employees celebrated the work of the net censor in song: ‘Day after day with devotion we watch over this place / An internet power: where the net is, there too is the glorious dream.’ After the glorious net replied to the song with a shower of ridicule, the censors swiftly censored their own hymn of praise to censorship, and the video disappeared.

         Recently, one wave of censorship after another has rolled over the big social media firms and platforms, which are repeatedly accused of spreading ‘vulgar’ and ‘damaging’ content and ‘rumours’. The largest Chinese social media channels, Weibo, WeChat and Baidu Tieba, have all regularly been placed under supervision for short periods. Each time, these firms are instructed to ‘clean up their act and correct their mistakes immediately’; they respond with gestures of submission and avowals of their ‘core socialist values’. Sina Weibo, Baidu and Tencent vie with one another to employ the greatest number of new censors. Tencent has come up with the cute name ‘Penguin Patrol’ for its army of censors (the firm’s mascot is a penguin), and enlists not only trained editors but also normal internet users, who are rewarded for hunting down disagreeable content with vouchers and gadgets. New censors are in such demand that the companies have long been forced to advertise publicly to fill the positions.

         With 120 million active users every day, Toutiao is probably the most successful news app in the world. In September 2017, the People’s Daily mounted a fierce attack on the company, accusing it of spreading ‘uncivilised content’ and ‘sensationalised news’. The app was suffering from an ‘incurable disease’, the paper said.40 The Party’s discomfort had been caused by an algorithm deployed by users to filter out political propaganda in favour of more sport or celebrities or scantily-clad women. Toutiao immediately reinforced its team of 4,000 news moderators with another 2,000 staff. The job advert requested applicants with ‘political sensibilities’, who must be capable of scanning up to 1000 posts a day for illegal content.

         Shortly afterwards, the company announced that it was extending its censorship team to 10,000 people. And at the start of 2018, after fresh criticism by the censorship authorities, Toutiao blocked 1,100 bloggers, and even briefly replaced the ‘society’ category on its homepage with one labelled ‘new era’, featuring articles singing the praises of Xi Jinping’s policies. (This, after all, is the most pressing task of ‘society’ in the Party state.) All this, though, still wasn’t enough for the censors.

         In April 2018, the pressure on the company – then valued at 20 billion US dollars – was so great that the founder and CEO, Zhang Yiming, made a public apology. His letter stood out from a crowd of similar declarations for its potent mixture of breath-taking obsequiousness and evident fear for the company’s survival, and illustrated just how fine the line is that China’s new companies have to walk.

         ‘I earnestly apologise to regulatory authorities, and to our users and colleagues. Since receiving the notice yesterday from regulatory authorities, I have been filled with remorse and guilt, entirely unable to sleep,’ it begins.41 Zhang goes on to confess that the quick development of his company has only been possible thanks to the ‘great era’ ushered in by Party leader Xi Jinping: ‘I thank this era.’ And finally, he confesses his sins: ‘I profoundly reflect on the fact that a deep-level cause of the recent problems in my company is: a weak [understanding and implementation of] the “four consciousnesses” [of Xi Jinping]; deficiencies in education on the socialist core values; and deviation from public opinion guidance. All along, we have placed excessive emphasis on the role of technology, and we have not acknowledged that technology must be led by the socialist core value system, broadcasting positive energy, suiting the demands of the era.’

         The Party has no fundamental objection to algorithms; in themselves, they are the miracle weapon of the future. A comment piece in the People’s Daily, however, hoped for a ‘melding of man and machine’ in the interests of a politically correct solution. What the writer really meant was the melding of man, machine and Party: the red algorithm.

         The Party dams the river, but it takes care not to stop it completely. It serves its purposes to give different voices a little room, though never enough for them to become dangerous. In the decades of reform and opening-up, Chinese society fanned out to create a universe of diverse interests and voices. Voices upon which the Party wants to eavesdrop. Even now, debates on social issues sometimes manage to become nationally relevant (if only partially, or briefly), as long as they don’t appear to pose an existential threat to the system. The #MeToo debate is one such example.

         In spring 2018, millions of people – especially students – were discussing a story from twenty years previously, of a young female student at Peking University who committed suicide, allegedly after being raped by her professor. The more commercially-oriented Party media often draw from social media debates of this kind for their own articles, and sometimes these actually have consequences: Peking University published a statement pledging to do more to combat sexual harassment, and other universities followed suit. But all the while, you could sense the system’s usual nervousness about any debate it isn’t steering itself – and a movement in which women demand accountability from teachers, professors, managers and senior officials is bound to cause a backlash in a system like China’s, dominated by powerful patriarchs. Here, it is the custom for unassailable men to cover for each other.

         Alongside the recent feminist awakening within society at large, a reactionary counter-movement has arisen. This is often backed by the CCP’s women’s organisations, whose aim sometimes seems to be to cajole women back into submissiveness and other classical feminine virtues.42 The hand of the censors is never far away. Feminist activists at Peking University were warned in a university WeChat group that their struggle had been identified as a ‘political movement’. If they carried on making a fuss, then before long they might be exposed as traitors who were colluding with foreign powers.43

         A student named Yue Xin, who had written an open letter about what had happened on WeChat, was taken from her dorm room in the middle of the night and locked up in her mother’s house for several days. The incident caused so much outrage among her fellow students that a few anonymous people pinned a wall poster§ up on campus and called for Yue Xin’s release – there had not been wall posters at the university since 1989. The US-based China Digital Times published an instruction from the censors banning all media and platforms from sharing ‘content expressing so-called solidarity’.44 It is the autocrat’s most deep-seated fear: solidarity and cooperation among his subjects. These things have to be nipped in the bud. Activists at other universities in Beijing were warned that their campaigns were unacceptable because they were ‘planned’ and ‘organised’. In China, planning and organising anything at all are activities reserved for the Party. 

         The idea of the internet and social media as a feedback loop and a kind of early-warning system for the Party and the government has led to the creation of data-gathering organisations in practically every branch of government and the Party. The Beijing communications researcher Hu Yong, who knows the internet in China better than most, calls it an ‘industry of public intelligence services’. According to Hu, this industry is constantly frustrating its own primary purpose: to sound out the current mood among the population. Its work automatically ‘results in the contamination of public opinion’: in other words, as soon as it detects a deviation from the mainstream, the old reflexes kick in and the authorities ‘intervene at once to suppress any negative opinion.’ What begins as an objective data-gathering exercise rapidly becomes ‘the manipulation of public opinion’, says Hu Yong. The security apparatus often stymies itself.

         In 2017 joint investigation by Harvard, Stanford and San Diego universities, based on leaked documents from Jiangxi Province, claimed it could prove the existence of a ‘huge secret operation’ serving the Chinese government.45 According to the authors, in this year alone 488 million government-sponsored comments were posted on China’s social media platforms by ‘fifty-cent’ troops. The study revealed that these paid trolls were not just hobbyists, but civil servants specifically assigned to the task. Another revelation was that these trolls generally avoided crowbarring the official government position into controversial debates. Instead, their main techniques were ‘cheer-leading’ for the Party in general (‘[If] everyone can live good lives, then the China Dream will be realised!’46) and simple distraction:.When a sensitive debate had reached critical levels of intensity, they would flood the forums and comment threads with posts that all had a single aim: to change the subject.

         A wide range of competing ideologies continues to circulate on the Chinese internet, despite the blows struck by the censors: Maoists, the new Left, patriots, fanatical nationalists, traditionalists, humanists, liberals, democrats, neoliberals, fans of the USA and various others are launching debates on forums like Tianya, Maoyan, Tiexue and Guancha. ‘The CCP’s attempts to build a unifying ideology are challenged by highly fragmented public opinion in China’s online space,’ wrote the Berlin think tank MERICS (Mercator Institute for China Studies) in a study looking at online discussions.47 But in contrast to the pre-2013 years, these debates no longer reach a mass audience – and they therefore ‘do not represent an immediate threat to party rule,’ conclude the authors, though they also note that ‘most participants belong to the urban middle class, whose support is crucial for maintaining the stability of CCP rule.’

         The authors had managed to stay under the radar of the censors while conducting their survey of 1,600 forum users, yielding some surprising results. A significant 62 per cent said they wanted an internationally strong China – but at the same time, despite an ongoing campaign by the CCP against ‘Western values’, 75 per cent nevertheless welcomed these values. When they were asked which values they regarded as ‘mainstream’, they gave the top four places to freedom, democracy, equality and individualism. It wasn’t clear from the survey exactly what the respondents understood by ‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’. Some might have fallen for the Party’s Newspeak, though the fact that socialism only came in at number seven and patriotism at 14 suggests otherwise.

         It must be noted, though, that this survey was carried out in the summer of 2016, since when the barrage of propaganda around Xi Jinping’s projects – patriotism, China’s superpower status, one-upmanship with the West – has increased in both firepower and intensity. ‘The Chinese government has not (yet) succeeded in gaining broad-based societal acceptance, nor has it eliminated competing ideologies from the online public sphere,’ the study reports, before warning that, ‘the hardware for the ideological dominance of the Party state has been set up.’ Xi Jinping’s ideological offensive was on the starting blocks, and the strategy would be the same as ever: the use of overwhelming power.

         Another of the forums featured in the report, Gongshiwang, where liberal intellectuals and leftists used to meet, was shut down by the censors shortly after the MERICS survey. But deleting accounts and forums is a crude tool, which makes the repressive nature of the system all too obvious. The Party now prefers to stay a few steps ahead, by working on the subjects themselves. A few years ago the Global Times, a nationalist tabloid sister-paper to the People’s Daily, printed a description of the ‘good Chinese netizen’. The ideal internet user, according to the article, should regulate himself to ensure that online ‘the sky is sunny and clear’ and buzzes with ‘positive energy’.

         The individual citizen, to the extent that the internet has turned him into a creator, sender and distributor of news, has also caught the attention of the censors. Every person in China, said the People’s Daily in 2012 (in an article headlined ‘The internet is not a land outside the law’) is ‘responsible for his words and deeds.’ And because today, these words have the potential to travel much further, the Party is keen to ensure that its subjects feel this extra weight of responsibility. All of a sudden, rules and laws of censorship that once only applied to the country’s newspaper offices have ordinary citizens in their sights. Take the rules for administrating group chats issued in 2017, for example, which among other things prescribe ‘the spreading of core socialist values’. They were aimed not only at the providers of chat services, but also at ‘those who initiate, administrate and participate in chat groups.’ In other words, at every individual user. The state has a direct channel into people’s most private conversations. It is watching in real time, and it wants to get into your head. Watching what you write and what you do is only the first step; its real aim is for you to internalise its rules. ‘We need to build a “firewall” in our brains,’ said the People’s Daily; ‘only then can we really start talking about a foundation for national internet safety.’48

         The most widely used metaphor for China’s internet controls is still the ‘Great Firewall’, sealing off the country from the harmful influences of the outside world. And at one time, that was the aim, when China’s ministry for policing launched the mother of all digital information control projects (the ‘Great Firewall’, incidentally, would never have become so impenetrable so quickly without the lucrative – for them – assistance of Western IT and telecoms companies like Cisco, Motorola and Nortel). Today, though, the term ‘Great Firewall’ no longer really describes what’s going on in China. It’s more accurate to talk about a ‘Great Hive of firewalls around the individual’, as David Bandurski writes in the Hong Kong Free Press. He sees Chinese internet surfers in the midst of a ‘buzzing nest of connections from which they may be insulated at will.’ Together, these are part of a grand illusion; people imagine ‘that they are part of a thriving, humming space, but all are joined to the Party’s re-engineered project of guidance and managed cohesion – and all are buzzing more or less at the same frequency.’49

         This is the balancing act of clever censorship: giving people sufficient space for expression that they retain the illusion of freedom – but never so much that it allows them to grow too confident. Censorship is never perfect. There will always be loopholes, slip-ups, fine cracks in the Great Firewall, stubborn people and free spirits who peer through the holes and cracks and glimpse the outside world. But this doesn’t matter. Censorship works, and it keeps working even when it isn’t perfect – as long as it’s embedded within a system of life-long mind control and manipulation. As long as the overwhelming majority of people don’t even want to look at what’s on the other side of the wall. As long as social controls and intimidation go hand in hand with material rewards, and people are encouraged into consumerism. As long as they have the feeling that they’re enjoying more freedom than ever before.

         And is that not true? The Chinese net may be flooded with sterilised information and images, but you can still drown yourself in it a hundred times over. The top ten most visited websites in China are all Chinese¶. For most people, it makes no difference that the government has erased certain topics from the country’s memory and banished them from public consciousness. They aren’t bothered that the only news and comment you can find on government corruption, civil society, food scandals, the tensions in Tibet and Xinjiang, protests in Hong Kong, democracy in Taiwan, major natural disasters and man-made accidents follow the government line. Many don’t even notice; others just shrug and accept it. 

         After a few weeks in Hong Kong during that summer of umbrellas, when the people occupied the centre of their city, intoxicated by their new-found strength and solidarity, I flew back to Beijing. I went straight from the airport to a party held by a painter friend in the north of the city. A few artists had turned old chicken coops into studios there; they were barbecuing skewers of lamb and there was beer and wine. Hong Kong dominated the conversation, and the question of why almost all Chinese people were blithely parroting their government’s propaganda, declaring that the students in Hong Kong were being ungrateful to their fatherland, and dancing to the tune of shadowy foreign powers.

         Most of those present were in their fifties and had lived through the Cultural Revolution – an experience that turned many of their generation into lifelong sceptics. Just before the party, one of the guests, a painter from the Songzhuang artists’ quarter, had received the news that some of his friends had been arrested that morning for planning to attend a poetry reading in support of the Hong Kong students. He spoke of the nationalistic and militaristic education system that the Party had rolled out across the country in the wake of the Tiananmen Square massacre in 1989, which was now being developed further under Xi Jinping. It was having the desired effect, the painter said. ‘People born in the 1980s and afterwards are hopelessly lost. The brainwashing starts in nursery school. It was different for us. They called us a lost generation because schools and colleges were closed back then, and many of us were denied an education. But in reality we were probably the lucky ones. We fell through the cracks. The brainwashing didn’t get us. Mao was dead, and everyone was desperate for China to open up, for reform, freedom.’

         David, a 28-year-old native of Beijing who teaches English at an elite grammar school there, says of his 17- and 18-year-old students: ‘They’re incredibly tech-savvy. And they use tunnel software and other technologies to get past the censors much more than we do. They also use it to access banned sites like Facebook and YouTube – but they do so purely for entertainment, to follow celebrities.’ David tells me that he sometimes gives them English books to read in his lessons, especially works of history, and sometimes articles from the New York Times. ‘But they look at me helplessly. Their thinking isn’t joined up any more, they don’t have any background knowledge.’ This is a generation who with just a few more clicks could access all the information in the world. But they don’t do it. They don’t want to.

         ‘My students say they haven’t got time. They’re distracted by a thousand other things,’ says David. ‘And although I’m only ten years older than them, they don’t understand me. They live in a completely different world. They’ve been perfectly manipulated by their education and the Party’s propaganda: my students devote their lives to consumerism and ignore everything else. They ignore reality; it’s been made easy for them.’

         As the cultural critic Neil Postman, author of Amusing Ourselves to Death, once wrote: ‘What Orwell feared were those who would ban books. What Huxley feared was that there would be no reason to ban a book, for there would be no one who wanted to read one.’50 Weibo still exists. It’s bigger than ever: with more than 460 million active users a month in 2019, it is even bigger than Twitter with its 330 million – and it’s still growing. But people aren’t reading, watching and commenting on the same things they were a few years ago. The most-shared Weibo post of all time dates from September 2014: ‘I am 15 today, and so many of you are on my side. Thank you for always being with me these last few years.’ It may well be the most-read social media post in the world, with more than 100 million shares.

         Its author was one of the TFBoys, Wang Junkai. The TFBoys, a manufactured boy-band, are probably the most popular group amongst China’s young people over recent years. Three lads with an image somewhere between chorister, K-pop and communist Young Pioneer, with any hint of rebellious youth carefully blow-dried out of them. They sing about working hard at school, being a team player and serving the motherland. In one video, they dress up as Young Pioneers and sing: ‘We are the heirs to communism’. They have 30 million followers on Weibo; add in the songs, the TV series and the films, plus merchandise, and these coiffured and primped Marxist pop-princelings are netting the equivalent of several million US dollars every month. This is what China’s social media looks like today.

         Every year there is one day that pushes China’s internet to the limits of its capacity; a day when people all over the country sit in front of their screens from midnight until midnight, clicking for all they’re worth. ‘Singles Day’ is a marketing coup by the online marketplace Alibaba. In the space of just a few years – with the help of enticing discounts and bargains – those 24 hours have been turned into one of the most important holidays in China. It is the most unbridled celebration of consumerism anywhere in the world.

         ‘Singles Day’ – 11 November – was launched as a joke by frustrated girlfriend-less Nanjing students, but Alibaba has converted it into a day-long orgy of online shopping, which has long since overtaken its precursor and role model – the USA’s Black Friday. On 11 November 2018, Alibaba turned over the equivalent of almost 31 billion US dollars; Amazon’s turnover for Black Friday and Cyber Monday combined was less than half that amount, at just over 14 billion dollars. Nicole Kidman and Mariah Carey have both appeared at the annual Alibaba galas in Hangzhou which kick off the day. In the aftermath, China’s postal service has to deliver a billion parcels. The Beijing branch of Greenpeace may have called Singles Day a ‘catastrophe for the environment’, but it hasn’t stopped the nation descending into its annual 24-hour frenzy. Global communism is dead, and – thanks to the net – global consumerism has opened its new HQ in China.

         How far China has come from the days – not so long ago – when food was rationed and you needed special coupons to buy a bicycle or a typewriter. Today consumption is a pleasure that the Party not only permits but encourages its subjects to exercise without restraint. Capitalism has shown them the way: consumption brings growth, consumption is a sedative. This logic is applied even more deliberately and shamelessly in China than elsewhere. ‘The world’s stable now,’ says the Controller in Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World. ‘People are happy; they get what they want, and they never want what they can’t get.’ The perfect totalitarian state, Huxley wrote in a 1946 preface to his book, is one in which the all-powerful caste of rulers ‘control a population of slaves who do not have to be coerced because they love their servitude.’

         Huxley felt that the earliest advocates of universal literacy and a free press had lacked imagination, envisaging ‘only two possibilities: the propaganda might be true, or it might be false. They did not foresee what… has happened, above all in our Western capitalist democracies – the development of a vast mass communications industry, concerned… neither with the true nor the false, but with the unreal, the more or less totally irrelevant. In a word, they failed to take into account man’s almost infinite appetite for distractions.’51

         As Huxley wrote these words, he was witnessing the first excesses of modern capitalism. Donald Trump’s America and Xi Jinping’s China are a testament to his great prophetic power.

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         At the start of 2018, Stanford University published a fascinating study that supported the conclusions reached by David, the teacher quoted above.52 The authors David Yang from Stanford and Chen Yuyu from Peking University studied the internet usage of more than 1800 Beijing students between 2015 and 2017. Before the start of the project, 80 per cent of the students had never tried to beat the Great Firewall – some of them partly for reasons of cost. Virtual Private Networks (VPNs) allow you to get past censorship and restrictions on the internet using ‘VPN tunnels’, but many VPN providers charge for their services. Across the whole country, the authors estimate, only between 1 and 8 per cent of internet users regularly use this software. (Bear in mind that this research took place before the Party’s vigorous campaign against VPN services in spring 2018.) In order to address this issue, the researchers gave the participants cost-free access to tunnel software for 18 months.

         Even after being reminded six times, only 53 per cent of the students activated the software. The authors of the study were well aware that fear could be a factor in the choices the students made. So they deliberately muddied the waters by offering free access to a permitted movie-download site alongside censored domains; this helped to cover up the true focus of their study. One of their interests was to see how many students would take the opportunity to read foreign news websites blocked in China. Would they, for example, take a look at the Chinese-language edition of the New York Times? Those who did so made up less than five per cent of those students who had activated their VPN tunnels.

         This result had nothing to do with inadequate foreign-language skills: Taiwan, Hong Kong and the USA have thousands of Chinese-language websites offering information outside the Beijing propaganda matrix. But fewer than one in forty of these young people felt the need to access such information. And this was a group of students at one of the most famous and formerly most liberal universities in China. The best-educated young people in the country; China’s future elite. Censorship doesn’t just work because the regime makes it difficult to access free information: ‘Rather, it fosters an environment in which citizens do not demand such information in the first place’.53

         How could the researchers be sure, though, whether the subjects of their study were incurious, as a result of the sterile, censored world in which they’d been raised, or afraid of what would happen if they dared to look beyond it? The second phase of the study was designed to address this point. For one group, the researchers devised quiz questions that they could only answer by reading the New York Times and other sites, rewarding each correct answer with a small cash sum of around £2 (this was deemed unlikely to sway students genuinely frightened of the secret police).

         So if these students responded by spending time on uncensored Western sites, then something other than cash must be motivating them. And they did indeed spend time. By the end of the study, the percentage of waking hours the group spent on websites like the New York Times was nine times greater that it had been at the start. After a while the students began to search for information the researchers hadn’t requested; and they started making regular use of Wikipedia, which is blocked in China.

         As soon as the students were confronted with the fact that something exciting and valuable was hiding on the other side of the wall, their interest grew rapidly. Among the students who were now regularly consuming information that was banned in China, the researchers saw ‘broad, substantial, and persistent changes to students’ knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, and intended behaviors.’54 Their trust in China’s government and its institutions fell significantly, and they displayed a growing scepticism and mistrust. They became more pessimistic in their assessment of China’s economic development. Many expressed a belief that China’s political and economic systems needed a fundamental overhaul.

         So the study held good news and bad news for the Party. The bad news was that it really does need to fear the free flow of information. The good: as long as it continues to tailor its system of mind-and-information control to developing technologies and make use of them for its own ends, it has nothing to fear for the time being. Its censorship doesn’t have to be perfect; most citizens will not go looking for the loopholes.

         The researchers from Stanford and Beijing concluded that the demand for free information ‘is not low by nature, and that it also is probably not the fear of being punished by the authorities that leads to students not demanding sensitive information.’ It was their ‘failure to value uncensored information’ that dampened their curiosity. People don’t feel like they’re missing out. They’re like the frog in the Chinese fable, who thinks his well is the whole world and the small circle of sky that he can see from the bottom is the entire firmament. And when the turtle happens upon the well one day and tells him of the boundless sea, the frog looks at him with incomprehension: he can hop about on the edge of the well, rest in the cracks, take a mud-bath at the bottom – doesn’t the frog already have every happiness the world can offer? What does he want with this funny sea-thing the turtle is talking about?

         A good proportion of the people existing under such a system remain immune to information and arguments from outside, even when they do get through. Just as a mayfly cannot discuss ice and a narrow-minded scholar cannot discuss life, said Zhuangzi, the philosophical forefather of Taoism, a well-frog cannot talk about the sea.55 Perfect mind control has been achieved when the frog carries his well around with him. He can walk out into the world and stand beneath the vast skies, and still see only the small circle in which he grew up.

         
            § The Chinese term – ‘big character poster’ – is more precise, referring to the size of the lettering used on these principally hand-painted, visual protests. They have a pedigree stretching back, beyond the brief flowering of freedom and debate in 1978-9 known as the Democracy Wall movement (also called the Beijing Spring), to the dawn of the Cultural Revolution in 1966, when Mao Zedong himself created one, urging students to ‘Bombard The Headquarters’.

            ¶ For comparison: in 2017, that figure was four out of ten in Hong Kong; in Taiwan it was five, and in South Korea three.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            THE CLEAN SHEET

            Why the People have to Forget

         

         
            ‘The past is never dead. It’s not even past.’

            William Faulkner

         

         The Party has good reason to celebrate. 4 June 2019 is the thirtieth anniversary of the massacre on Tiananmen Square. This wasn’t just the end of the democratic movement, it was also the end of a great festival, a Happening at which millions of citizens got high on their new-found freedom and their dream of a better China. ‘I don’t know what we want,’ one of the students in the square had shouted exuberantly. ‘All I know is, we want more of it.’ What they got, on the night of 3–4 June 1989, were bullets and bayonets. Tanks rolled in and made the night shudder. Students, workers and bystanders were crushed, shot and stabbed in their hundreds or thousands; we still don’t know the exact figure. In hindsight, and from the Party’s point of view, it was a success. A greater success than anyone could have imagined at the time.

         ‘The Chinese had to learn to forget, in order to survive,’ said one man who decided to remember. The painter Zhang Xiaogang is a survivor. The period leading up to 1989 was the freest time the People’s Republic of China had ever known. The people had escaped the horrors of the Cultural Revolution, and Deng Xiaoping, the new strong man, threw the windows to the world wide open. To start with, he didn’t care whether ‘a few flies’ came in with the fresh air, to use his own phrase. Zhang Xiaogang remembers that time well. ‘There was suddenly so much hope, so much illusion, so much beauty. It was the most poetic time. A time when the people queued outside the Xinhua bookshops to buy a novel.’

         1989 was a remarkable year. Zhang was working on a painting of a red woman on the banks of the classical river Lethe. In the Greek myths, the waters of Lethe give anyone who drinks them the gift of complete forgetfulness. In January of that year, the now legendary ‘China/Avant-Garde’ exhibition opened in Beijing’s national museum, bringing China’s new art out from the underground for the first time. The exhibition opened its doors at 9am, and by 3pm they were being closed again by the police: nervous culture-department bureaucrats had seen something too unfamiliar and wild for their liking. A new generation of artists was speaking a language they simply didn’t understand. And yet: ‘We were there now,’ says Zhang. ‘We thought China would inevitably become more open and freer.’ For just a few more precious months, they would hang onto their beliefs, their idealism, their innocence.

         Then came that night, 4 June, when the tanks rolled in, and the China we know today was born. All the blood and terror that followed saved the CCP at a time when socialist regimes around the world were crumbling into dust. With the defeat of the ‘counter-revolutionary riots’, Deng Xiaoping secured his rule and that of many senior officials who had been condemned as corrupt and nepotistic by the demonstrators – and today are the heads of family clans in possession of wealth unimaginable in the late 1980s. The massacre bought the regime valuable decades. It gave Deng back power over truth and memory. And in the end, it won him admiration from politicians and businesspeople in the West. As Bertolt Brecht once asked: ‘Would it not be simpler/ for the government/ to dissolve the people/ and elect another?’ China’s government didn’t bother with elections; it shaped another people for itself.

         The astrophysicist Fang Lizhi was one of the heroes of the 1989 movement. After the massacre he sought comfort in his certainty that, in light of the monstrosity of those days, in light of the millions of witnesses, this one time at least, ‘the technique of forgetting history was doomed to fail’.56 Few people could have guessed just how wrong Fang would prove to be. The CCP simply pressed ‘delete’ and reformatted the Chinese people. The Tiananmen Square massacre shook the world – but in China, it has been forgotten. The year 1989? ‘Without doubt, quite an ordinary year,’ according to a poem by the writer Yang Lian.

         Guns and pens work together. The state’s soldiers murder the protesters; the state’s writers murder the truth. ‘Who controls the past controls the future. Who controls the present controls the past,’ wrote George Orwell. Mao Zedong once wished his people were a blank white sheet of paper, upon which ‘the freshest and most beautiful characters could be written.’ The autocrat needs the collective amnesia of the people. The Party’s propaganda never ceases its task of reordering and reconfiguration. After 4 June 1989 the country was frozen in shock. When the people finally shook themselves out of their stupor and started bowing and scraping again, the propaganda machine began artfully to edit out the horror of those days. Over the years the ‘counter-revolutionary riots’ became known first as the ‘riots’, then the ‘political storm’, and finally just ‘the incident’.

         In the end, even the ‘incident’ dissolved into silence. As if an old photograph had faded until only meaningless silhouettes remained. When Beijing police officers today warn foreign correspondents against writing about the massacre, they couch their warnings in vague terms, referring to ‘sensitive issues in sensitive times’. They aren’t even specific enough to say: that year or that day. In fact, every year around 4 June the very terms ‘that year’ and ‘that day’ reappear in the internet censors’ index of banned words. On Weibo, blocked expressions also include: ‘When spring becomes summer’ and ‘35 May’, terms thought up by inventive users as proxies for ‘4 June’. Wikipedia is banned in China; its Chinese counterpart is called Baidu Baike, and claims to be ‘an open and free online encyclopaedia’. You will find entries on Baidu Baike for the years 1988 and 1990 – but 1989 doesn’t exist. An entire year has been erased from history.

         The mind-blowing thing about this is not the efforts of the censors, but the fact that they have worked. It can be done. Even in an era when, thanks to the internet, China’s doors were more open to the world than they had ever been, it was still possible to brainwash an entire nation. Thousands of young, intelligent, open-minded Chinese people, who have grown up with smartphones and social media, go abroad at twenty and hear for the first time the news of what happened in their homeland in 1989. Some are shocked; many others refuse to believe it even then. They close themselves off inside the cocoon the Party has spun for them, and refuse to let the information get to them. ‘Why won’t you Western journalists stop lying?’ a Chinese student in Germany once wrote to me. ‘You just can’t bear the fact that China is growing strong.’

         The civil rights activist Hu Jia tells the story of 17 January 2005, the day Zhao Ziyang died. Zhao was the liberal head of the Communist Party from 1987 to 1989, and Prime Minister** prior to that. It was Zhao who tried to make some concessions to the students on Tiananmen Square, before being toppled by the hardliners around the eminence grise Deng Xiaoping. Hu Jia knew his family and went to offer his condolences. When he got home, his wife Zeng Jingyang asked where he had been. He explained. She gave him a quizzical look: ‘At whose house? Zhao Ziyang? Who’s that?’

         ‘That was a bit of a shock for me,’ says Hu Jia. ‘She was born in 1983, and she’s a clever, critical woman who studied at the People’s University, one of the elite universities in Beijing. And she had never in her life heard of Zhao Ziyang, who was – at least nominally – the most powerful man in the country for several years. At that moment I understood the power the Party has over our brains.’

         When the American journalist Louisa Lim was doing research for her book The People’s Republic of Amnesia, she showed a hundred Beijing students the famous photo of ‘Tank Man’: the man in the black trousers and white shirt, standing in the way of the approaching convoy of tanks with nothing but a plastic bag in his hand, and bringing them to a halt just an arm’s length away from his slender frame. It is one of the iconic images of the twentieth century. But only 15 of the 100 students recognised – and to their extreme dismay – that the image was of China. Beijing. The Street of Eternal Peace that leads to Tiananmen Square. The other 85? They shrugged and guessed Kosovo or South Korea.57

         The business of mental eradication – forgetting – is made easier when every few years, every few weeks even, the physical world around you is also pulverised, vanishes without trace and is completely reconfigured. In the past two decades the whole of China has been torn down and rebuilt, in some places several times over. This has brought a Western style of living to China’s cities, with beautiful new apartments in tower blocks that have sprung up overnight, and modern, faceless towns. At the same time it has erased everything that was familiar to people. 

         ‘You just had to turn your back and the old familiar street would be gone,’ says Zhang Xiaogang, the painter, talking about the 1990s. ‘I was away from Kunming for a semester. Then I came back – and my hometown didn’t exist anymore. Destroyed, laid waste overnight.’ Wherever you went at that time, China’s cities had been reduced to rubble. They were waiting to rise again as thousands of clones. ‘I think it’s the first time this has happened, at such a speed, on such a scale, anywhere in the world,’ says Zhang. ‘Everything in this country is being radically changed day after day. In your city, but also in your life. The speed at which things are happening here is abnormal. It goes far beyond what the human soul can normally bear.’

         The wiping of memories through cityscapes and architecture is just one expression of a collective forgetting that has become an instinctive survival technique for the Chinese. ‘The old buildings were probably the last things to be rubbed out,’ says Wang Shu, China’s most famous architect, who has won the coveted Pritzker Prize. ‘That explains why people stopped objecting to them being demolished and completely rebuilt. Everything else, our old life, our tradition and culture, had already been shattered, particularly during the Cultural Revolution. The old houses were just a final, hollow remnant.’ 

         Today, China has more than 100 cities bigger than Chicago. Many of them have grown to ten or more times their original size over the past decade, and all have completely eradicated their history in the process. ‘It’s as if someone dropped 120 nuclear bombs on China,’ says Wang Shu. Of the buildings he designed in the 1990s, not a single one is still standing. They have all been torn down.

         Sometimes, among China’s desperate, tumbling population, you can sense a lost-ness; a great insecurity. Both Zhang Xiaogang the painter and Wang Shu the architect had decided early on to try to keep their balance by stubbornly remembering. This takes a lot more effort in China than it does elsewhere. It also makes you an outsider.

         The two men gained recognition within China only once their successes abroad had made them famous. Zhang became known for his family portraits, which were inspired by studio photos from the Cultural Revolution: people wearing cotton tunics, as stipulated by Mao, and serious, unmoving expressions. Almost everyone who had an interest in China or modern art was captivated by his portraits, and the hypnotic eyes of these dream-like faces. They are serious faces, calm as a silent lake, but their mute resignation hides a storm of emotions; the pain and desires of an individual human being swirl below the surface. All the pictures are slightly out of focus; the only living detail is the shimmering black eyes.

         Zhang Xiaogang gave the title ‘Amnesia and Memory’ to a series of pictures begun at the start of the new millennium. The painter sees the sheer force of the change that has been unleashed in China as something that you have to resist to have any hope of holding onto the past. But in doing so you are up against the might of the Communist Party, which views memory is a dangerous and subversive power. If you make people homeless and rootless, it calculates, they will run, naked and shivering, into the protective arms of the Mother Party.

         The inspiration for Zhang’s work comes from his childhood during the Cultural Revolution. From the age of five, he was trapped inside the four bare walls of the Chengdu apartment allocated to his family by the work unit. Just like the little boy in one of his paintings, who rides his bicycle round a table. No light shines through the windows in these pictures. ‘All the windows in our building had been bricked up,’ he remembers. They stayed that way for two years, because of the Red Guards who occasionally fired shots at the building. There was no electricity either; just oil lamps.

         ‘It was dark. Like a bunker. My eyes were ruined.’ Was it a terrible time? Yes and no. The eight-year-old Zhang and his friends thought it was cool. ‘We were a big gang of friends. And there were no adults there to keep an eye on us. We roamed around just as we pleased.’ The Cultural Revolution was one of humanity’s darkest hours. But for some of the children – you hear this quite often – it was tremendous fun. The adults were out at ‘struggle sessions’ from morning until night, denouncing and humiliating each other. The Red Guards paraded around triumphantly with the bodies of ‘counter-revolutionary enemies’ who had been tortured to death. Meanwhile the young children raced up and down the stairs, finding themselves in a fairy-tale realm of anarchy where all the adults were far, far away. They may have been freer and less constrained than any other generation of Chinese children. No authorities, no school, no homework, for years. Zhang saw a lot of dead bodies in those days, and heard a lot of shooting. ‘It was terrible for a little boy,’ he says. ‘And exciting.’

         From 1966 to 1976, the Cultural Revolution laid waste to the nation’s souls. ‘And today,’ says Zhang, ‘it has been forgotten.’ This was particularly obvious in 2016, exactly fifty years since Mao fired the starting pistol. There was not a single commemoration all that year, not a single memorial event. No debates, no self-criticism. A blanket of silence lay over the country. The Party knows that it might be under threat if people remember too much. So it rewrites the past into a fantastical historical novel that serves its present needs.

         After Mao’s death, the Communist Party grandees condemned the Cultural Revolution as ‘ten years of chaos’ – but they quickly added that Mao had done the Motherland a great service, and his errors were trivial in comparison. The Party drew up a balance sheet and concluded that Mao had been ‘70 per cent good and 30 per cent bad’. The 30 per cent part would include the 40 million people who died of starvation during the ‘Great Leap Forward’ from 1958 to 1961 – that devastating campaign in which Mao ordered every last peasant in every last village to melt down their tools and pots to provide steel. Mao wanted to ‘catch up with England and overtake America’ by turning China into an industrial nation overnight. Eventually, China had no spades or shovels left, no ploughshares and no woks, and the result was one of the greatest famines in history.

         Not long after taking office, Party leader Xi Jinping declared that any criticism of Mao Zedong was once more taboo. What the Germans call Vergangenheitsbewältigung – coming to terms with the (Nazi) past – the CCP calls ‘historical nihilism’, and those who practise it can be prosecuted. In April 2018 the National People’s Congress passed a law threatening punishment to anyone ‘insulting or slandering the [communist] heroes and martyrs’ – meaning anyone who dared to question the historical accuracy of the heroic stories from the Party’s glorious past. On the day I went to visit the painter Zhang Xiaogang in his studio, some workmen were replacing the famous portrait of Mao at the gate to Tiananmen Square: the Great Chairman was to appear untarnished and in fresh colours for the national holiday.

         ‘I always thought history and memory would triumph over temporary aberrations and return to their rightful place,’ the author Yan Lianke wrote in 2013.58 ‘It now appears the opposite is true. In today’s China, amnesia trumps memory. Lies are surpassing the truth.’ Fear is one factor. The silence of those who were there, the mute acquiescence with those in power: in China these are simple survival techniques. You fear for your children and hide the truth from them, because – spoken unthinkingly in front of classmates or teachers – it might put them in danger. I once asked Cui Jian, the rock musician who had played to the students in Tiananmen Square in 1989, and whose song ‘Nothing to my Name’ (Yi wu suo you) became their anthem, what he was most concerned about in China. ‘Zhuang-sha,’ he replied like a shot: the pretence of ignorance that becomes second nature to people living under dictatorships.

         Yan Lianke decries the silence and the timidity of his fellow writers and the caste of intellectuals as a whole when faced with this state-led amnesia. ‘The opened window we have now is more a small mercy bestowed by the powerful at a permissive moment, than a victory won by intellectuals because of our persistent quest for openness,’ he writes. ‘Someone who has spent years in a dark cell is bound to be grateful if a window in his cell is unshuttered and some light is allowed in. Would he dare to ask for the prison gate to be opened for him?’

         But there is more than just fear at work here. After 1989, something new was added to the mix. The government of Deng Xiaoping offered its people (the city-dwellers among them, at any rate) a deal: make money, get rich – but keep your mouths shut. And the people accepted that deal. Wang qian kan was the slogan of the moment: ‘Look ahead!’ Just don’t turn around. Helpfully, the sounds wang qian kan can also be written with different characters that mean ‘Follow the money!’ Since then, the Party has been pursuing an unprecedented course of economic opening-up, while refusing to loosen its political stranglehold. It still worships the shrines of communism as if they contained holy relics, although everyone knows that the thing they’re required to venerate has been dead as a doornail for years. The leaders have hit upon nationalism as the new opium of the people, a poisonous little plant that they have been conscientiously feeding and watering, and which has now produced a host of wild blossoms.

         The past may be forgotten, but it is not past. The way China’s society functions today cannot be separated from what happened in the Cultural Revolution. The Cultural Revolution, says Zhang Xiaogang, isn’t just an historical fact, it’s more a ‘mental state’. Today’s China may be glittering and booming, but you shouldn’t let that deceive you: ‘Much in the psyche of Chinese people today goes back to that time.’ A trauma of this kind, as we know from studies of war, is passed down the generations. If everyone in China today mistrusts everyone else; if everyone automatically assumes that everyone else is out to cheat and trick them, that attitude is rooted in a time when husbands betrayed their wives and children got their parents sent to labour camps, or even to the scaffold. The young people of that time, both perpetrators and victims, are now in power. They’re leading the Party, the state, the big Chinese businesses.

         The way China looks today is also impossible to separate from what happened in 1989. The glittering, powerful, ambitious China – and the rottenness at its core. The boom and the growing prosperity that Chinese cities have enjoyed for many years has turned the urban middle classes into the Party’s most loyal accomplices. And because ideals have been banned in the country since 1989, they have thrown themselves into uninhibited materialism. The families of the CCP’s leaders have enriched themselves shamelessly in the process, foremost among them the clan of Li Peng, who as prime minister declared martial law in 1989. This is a society in which young people’s idealism and willingness to make sacrifices have now slid into a general cynicism. The moral crisis ravaging China’s society, people’s loss of all trust in each other and in the state apparatus, the rampant corruption, the ecological devastation – all these things can to some extent be traced back to the course set in those fateful moments.

         When you have been ordered to forget the night of 3-4 June, then remembering is a crime. Year after year, in the early days of June the Weibo censors’ index of banned words includes daonian, ‘mourn’. Mourning is forbidden, in word and deed. Who exactly is the Party afraid of? Clearly the handful of stubborn people who cling to their memories. Each year the performance is repeated: in the weeks leading up to 4 June the authorities silence dozens of these stubborn people or throw them in prison. The drawing Zhang Xiaogang posted on his Weibo account on 4 June 2012, of a face with hands clapped to its mouth in horror, was deleted immediately. In spring every year, foreign journalists and diplomats start finding it almost impossible to contact the ‘Mothers of Tiananmen Square,’ a group of female democracy activists who refuse to stop commemorating the violent deaths of their sons and daughters. And then there is Chen Guang, one of the soldiers from that time who later became a painter: he was arrested just before the 25th anniversary of the massacre, after a performance for friends during which he painted the numbers 1989 to 2014 on brightly coloured walls, and then whitewashed over them.

         The massacre of 1989 has not driven everyone into silence. For many in the small band of people who might be called China’s conscience today – lawyers, civil rights activists, intellectuals, authors – that night was the trigger for their activism. But overall, the propaganda campaign has been a resounding success. ‘Nobody below the age of fifty has any real idea about the things that happened under Mao,’ says the journalist and author Yang Jisheng. ‘They think he was great and good, because that’s what television and books tell them.’

         Yang Jisheng used to be a journalist for the state news agency Xinhua, and he used his status to gain access to archives all over the country. After many years of research, he wrote the book Tombstone, in which he revealed previously unknown details of the ‘Great Leap Forward’.59 Yang presents evidence that cannibalism took place in many parts of the country, and estimates the number of deaths at 36 million; other historians such as Frank Dikötter put the figure at up to 45 million.60

         Sometimes selective acts of remembering are allowed, as with the Cultural Revolution: years later, isolated books and films were permitted to describe, on the level of personal experience, the chaos and cruelty of those years – though at all times, the question of why remained taboo. How could this happen? Who was responsible? What role did the Party play? A Party which had brought forth Mao in the first place, and whose apparatus enabled his brutal power game to take place, at the cost of an entire nation.

         The Cultural Revolution flowed into a cruel campaign to eradicate the ‘Four Olds’: old thinking, old culture, old habits and old customs. In the end, it managed to destroy everything the old Chinese culture had accomplished – preserving for the new age only the old evil of Chinese despotism. Ironically, today’s Party leadership exploits the memory of the deadly turmoil of those times (memories that it has at other times been at pains to suppress and distort): ‘Chaos must never reign again!’ cries the propaganda machine, knowing that in this at least it can count on the agreement of its traumatised citizens. And in the next breath: ‘Stand united behind the leader and do not doubt him!’ Its mantra is ‘stability’. Repression of every kind comes under the heading of weiwen, ‘maintaining stability’.

         Unlike the Cultural Revolution, the ‘Great Leap Forward’ has been completely forgotten – despite all the human lives it cost. If the Party ever mentions that period, it speaks coyly of the ‘difficult years’. The Party prescribes historical amnesia to the people over and over again; otherwise it would have to face up to its crimes.

         The hatred of Japan, and the endless repetition of Japan’s crimes against the Chinese people, is one of the central themes of its nationalistic propaganda. What might happen if the nation realised that the CCP under Mao Zedong, according to US sinologist Perry Link’s estimate, probably ‘killed about eight to 10 times more Chinese people than the Japanese did’?62 ‘One might say that the Japanese were crueller, with their head-lopping contests and live burials during the Nanjing massacre in 1937,’ Link writes, ‘but who can say whether that was crueller than the gouging of eyes during the Cultural Revolution or, in Guangxi in 1969, the ritual eating of livers of slain class enemies?’

         If the CCP learned one lesson from the fall of the Soviet Union – judges Liu Tong, a professor of history in Shanghai – it was that the Party can never surrender its control over how history is written. ‘The destruction of history,’ says the professor – by which he means the officially dictated version of history – ‘would be the first step towards the destruction of the Party. It would shake the faith of the people.’63

         The acts of cannibalism referred to by Perry Link were revealed in Zheng Yi’s 1993 work Scarlet Memorial.64 That book, and the ground-breaking Tombstone by journalist Yang Jisheng were published in Hong Kong and Taiwan, and both are read in the USA and Europe. In China itself, they’re banned.

         Yang Jisheng worked for the remarkable magazine Yanhuang Chunqiu. This was no dissident publication; on the contrary, it was founded in 1991 by old Party veterans, though they had learned their lessons from Mao’s tyranny. The editors were almost all CCP members, whose aim was, as Deng Xiaoping once instructed his people, simply to ‘seek truth from facts’. The things the magazine brought to light exposed some of the CCP propaganda’s favourite stories as fairy tales. It is just this kind of genuine truth-seeking that Xi Jinping calls ‘historical nihilism’: it shakes the faith that is the privilege of the blind and the deaf.

         Yanhuang Chunqiu was another victim of Xi’s campaign against any attempt to revisit the past, and in 2017 propaganda officials took possession of the magazine in a hostile takeover. Du Daozheng, the ageing founder and editor-in-chief, had just been taken to hospital. From his sickbed, the 92-year-old condemned the takeover as an act ‘from the days of the Cultural Revolution’. Earlier, in 2011, Du Daozheng had compared the situation in China to a pressure cooker: ‘The tighter you screw the vent, the higher the pressure grows inside, and one day the whole thing will explode.’ The following year, Xi Jinping took over the Party leadership, and since then the vent has been screwed one turn tighter every day.

         The amnesia machine doesn’t just erase the Party’s great historical lies and crimes; it also works tirelessly on a small scale, day after day, month after month, year after year, burying all the small and medium-sized missteps, slip-ups, accidents and catastrophes that collectively might make people wonder if there could be something rotten in the system. Events on which reflection and analysis might find a foothold simply evaporate, become things that never happened. Spaces in which connections and patterns might become visible are closed off. Often, all that remains is a quiet echo: was there something there? What memory the people still have is populated by shadows and outlines.

         The AIDS villages in Henan Province are one example. Unscrupulous Party cadres and businesspeople worked hand in hand to build up lucrative blood-donation networks in rural areas. Thanks to the operators’ greed and negligence, these were run so unhygienically and with such scant regard for medical protocols that eventually whole villages caught HIV and waited for death together.

         Or the explosion of a storage facility for toxic chemicals in Tianjin in August 2015. Towards midnight, a column of fire taller than a skyscraper shot up just a few hundred metres from an expensive residential area. An inferno raged in the heart of one of China’s wealthiest and most modern cities, two hours’ drive from the capital. And all because of an illegal warehouse for dangerous substances, containing deadly chemicals the authorities had known nothing about. A clueless local authority, corrupt officials, hopeless leaders who dispatched dozens of firefighters to certain death from the poisons and the flames. The devastating result: 200 dead and missing in the blaze; a crater in the middle of the city; contaminated ground and buildings. The people were shocked. But they only learned what had happened from the early images of this ‘hell on earth’ that circulated on social media. For the first few days, the Party apparatus seemed to be paralysed.

         Not long after the disaster, I got a call from an advertising executive friend of mine. He and his wife had decided to emigrate. ‘We’ve had enough,’ he said. ‘It was only coincidence that we heard about Tianjin this time, coincidence that everything came to light this time: how corrupt they are, how they hush everything up, how they cover for each other, how little value they place on human lives. But how many equally terrible things do you think are going on around us right now, about which we’ll never hear anything?’ He told me they were now looking for schools in Europe for their seven-year-old son. ‘What a country this China is. You’re never safe, and there’s no hope. You know, we Chinese can swallow anything. That’s the way we are. But we have to get our son out of this country, at least, and make another life possible for him.’

         The Party knew what was at stake. They knew that this accident could be traced back to the system’s lack of transparency, corruption and incompetence. Censorship and propaganda struggled back to their feet. Their first job was to turn stories of sadness and mourning into news of heroic deeds and celebration of all the brave soldiers, firefighters and nurses sacrificing themselves in the service of the Party and the people. And then very quickly – in the space of just a few weeks – Tianjin vanished from the news altogether and was never mentioned again.

         In the UK, such an event – one thinks of Hillsborough in 1989 or Grenfell Tower in 2017 – would have prompted years of analysis, research into its causes, mourning and annual remembrance; but in China, it melted away into nothing. With the devastating earthquake in Sichuan on 12 May 2008, the government attempted an even more spectacular conjuring trick. 69,000 people lost their lives in that earthquake, including 5,000 schoolchildren buried under the rubble of their schools. The schools had clearly been thrown together using low-quality materials – meaning that many of those children were as much victims of corruption as of natural disaster. It was impossible to cover up this fact, and initially it caused outrage across the country.

         Yet in 2018, the Wenchuan regional government declared that the tenth anniversary of the earthquake should not be a day of memorialising – instead, it advertised it as a ‘day of gratitude’. On this day, a euphoric article in the state press proclaimed, the earthquake victims would be feeling ‘bubbling springs of gratitude’ for all the ‘beautiful, clean’ new buildings and the ‘great love’ that country and Party had shown them following the catastrophe.65 Not a word about all the suffering, the bitterness and the accusations from parents who had lost their children, some of whom protested so long and so loud about the lies and cover-ups in 2008 that they were eventually arrested and silenced.

         ‘Gradually we become accustomed to amnesia and we question people who ask questions,’ writes Yan Lianke. ‘Gradually we lose our memories of what happened to our nation in the past, then we lose the sense of what’s happening in our nation at present, and, finally, we run the risk of losing memories about ourselves, about our childhood, our love, our happiness and pain.’ And so China is silent about those who starved to death during the Great Leap Forward, and silent about the roots of the Cultural Revolution, and silent about the massacre of its children in 1989 in the heart of its capital. But beneath this leaden silence, a rancid brew of pain, guilt and bitterness is fermenting, sending poisonous bubbles rising to the surface of today’s China. One of the most toxic of these is a kind of nostalgia without memory, and thus without truth. A nostalgia dreaming the monster of the past into a thing of beauty – and wanting it back.

         In summer 2012, there was another row with Japan over the Diaoyutai islands in the East China Sea. Something unheard of under the CCP took shape in the capital: a demonstration with tens of thousands of participants. The demonstrators were bussed in to give free expression to the people’s anger with Japan. And for the first time since the end of the Cultural Revolution, the mob that moved through the streets of Beijing was not merely wishing an ugly death on its enemies (some of the placards said ‘Wipe out Tokyo!’) – alongside the hate-filled slogans, people were once again brandishing Mao placards. ‘Come back, Mao,’ they said.

         The year before, Bo Xilai, charismatic governor of Chongqing, had tapped into the same nostalgic spirit for the 90th anniversary celebrations of the birth of the CCP. Attracting admiration across the country, the maverick party boss – who would soon be deposed by his arch-rival, Xi Jinping – had got crowds in his city’s parks singing the ‘Red Songs’ from the Mao era again: ‘The love for mother and father does not compare to the love for Mao Zedong.’ The clique of intellectual New Left members and neo-Maoists, who had given Bo Xilai their enthusiastic approval and hailed him as China’s great hope, is still one of the noisiest movements on China’s internet – and many of them have now transferred their hopes to Xi Jinping. These are people who say that the millions who starved to death during the Great Leap Forward were a myth invented by the CIA.

         A few steadfast souls remain horrified by the amnesia. Among them is the former Red Guard soldier Zhang Hongbing (see chapter one), now a lawyer, whom I interviewed at his home in Guzhen, a small county in the southern province of Anhui. He is convinced that ‘power [must be] caged,’ and the truth brought out into the light. This is a battle to save the children, he says: the children of China, who are once again so naïve, so easy to lead astray. Zhang Hongbing was sixteen when he handed his mother over to the executioners. Just because, at dinner one night, she had said she’d rather see someone other than Mao as head of state.

         ‘But child,’ she said in response to his outraged protests, ‘you have no idea about class struggle.’

         The son leaped up. ‘Who is your child here?’ he cried. ‘We are the Red Guard of Mao Zedong. If you go on spewing poison, I’ll smash your dog skull!’

         When his mother also lost her temper and said fine, then she was going to rip the picture of the great Mao down off the wall, his father chimed in against his wife: ‘Fang Zhongmou! You are an irredeemable counter-revolutionary and from now on, you are not a member of this family. You are the enemy. We will fight you!’ The son denounced his mother to the Revolutionary Committee, writing that his mother deserved the death penalty. A few weeks later the revolutionaries fulfilled his wish and executed her.

         China’s schools, according to Zhang Hongbing, bore a great responsibility for what happened in those times. ‘They are still turning out devoted subjects today,’ he says. ‘Slaves. Children raised by wolves.’ People like Zhang not only receive regular ‘invitations for tea’ from concerned police officers, they also receive angry letters from the general public. ‘What’s your game?’ ‘Our lives are so good today. Why go dragging up the past?’ ‘Do we not live in a “harmonious society” today? You’re trying to destroy the harmony!’ Zhang sighs: ‘Why do the sons and daughters of the Chinese people understand so little?’

         The Party is so good at erasing history that it sometimes trips itself up. In 2007, a civil rights activist in Chengdu called Chen Yunfei succeeded in placing a small ad in the paper as a ‘tribute to the strong mothers of the victims of 4 June’. When the young editor asked what that 4 June date signified, she replied: ‘A mining accident,’ and he was quite satisfied. Afterwards, he and two colleagues were fired – although their ignorance was merely evidence of how successful the efforts of state censorship had been.

         I was reminded of this when I went to see a modern dance production in the heart of Beijing, given by the Taiwanese Cloud Gate Dance Theatre at China’s National Theatre, and using the ‘Nine Songs’ of the poet Qu Yuan written more than 2,000 years ago. The choreographer Lin Hwaimin had transposed the ‘Nine Songs’ to Taiwan, and in the process brought some of them into the modern era.

         Even so, I was unprepared for the final scene. The stage was dark. Very slowly, the shadow of a tank emerged from the back of the stage. Dancers stood up, just a few at first, then more and more; they came together to form an army of upright shadows, marching silently and solemnly towards the tank. Then suddenly: machine-gun fire. The dancers stumbled, twitched, fell to the floor.

         Lin Hwai-min had created the scene as an homage to the victims of the dictator Chiang Kai-shek (1887-1975) and his White Terror; for him, it was an homage to the victims of the massacre that took place in Taiwan on 28 February 1947. But how many of the audience in Beijing knew that? And how was it possible, at this moment, in this place, just 200 metres as the crow flies from Tiananmen Square, not to see the images as an allegory of 4 June 1989? I sat there for a while, thunderstruck.

         How on earth had this slipped past the censor? Opened in 2007, the National Theatre is a silver half-globe floating on water, devised as an architectural statement that China is part of the modern world. Had all memories of 1989 been obliterated from the heads of those responsible, even here? It was a bitter irony that only the Party’s brainwashing had allowed the victims of 1989 to be commemorated just a stone’s throw from Tiananmen Square. Their shadows returned, if only for an evening.

         Eventually, the shadows were all mown down and lay on the stage. Silence. From the wings, out of the darkness, other dancers entered, carrying little lights, which they placed on the stage one after another until in the end, they formed a sea of stars.

         
            ** The Premier of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China, sometimes also referred to informally as the “Prime Minister”, is the Leader of the State Council of China (constitutionally synonymous with the “Central People’s Government” since 1954), who is the head of government and holds the highest rank (Level 1) in the Civil Service.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            THE MANDATE FROM HEAVEN

            How the Party Chose Itself an Emperor

         

         
            ‘One-party dictatorship always leads into perdition.’

            Xinhua Daily, mouthpiece of the Chinese Communist Party (then in opposition), in 1946, writing about the dictatorship of the nationalist Kuomintang

         

         China has a government, just like we do. Except in China, the government doesn’t govern. Only the Communist Party governs. Ministers and ministries exist to carry out decisions made in the upper echelons of the Party. Sometimes not even that; they’re mere decoration. And yes, of course we can talk about ‘President Xi Jinping’, but that is Xi’s least important title. It isn’t the office of president that gives him his power; it’s the office of General Secretary of the CCP.

         The CCP was founded in 1921, by a dozen secret communists who had fled from Shanghai to continue their meeting on a tourist boat, on South Lake in Jiaxing. Today, the Party has 89 million members, more than the whole population of Germany. Even after it seized power in 1949, it never entirely stopped acting like an underground organisation. To this day, the words of the sinologist Simon Leys remain valid: he once described the daily task of the Party-watcher as ‘the art of interpreting non-existent inscriptions written in invisible ink on a blank page’.66 And when Richard MacGregor’s The Party (a standard work on China’s Communist Party) came out in 2010, its subtitle was: ‘The secret world of China’s communist rulers’. The most memorable quote in the book came from a professor at the People’s University in Beijing: ‘The Party is like God. He is everywhere. You just can’t see him.’67

         The Party is still like God, and it is still everywhere – but one thing at least has changed with the arrival of Xi Jinping: you can see it again. Xi is making sure the Party is worshipped, openly and fervently. After decades of the ‘reform and opening-up policy’ in which the CCP often ducked out of the limelight and contented itself with pulling strings behind the scenes, Xi decided it was no longer in the Party’s interests to hide or water down the essence of its system: ‘It doesn’t matter whether it is the government, the military, the people or the schools; east, west, north, south or the centre – the Party rules everything.’68 Not much room for ambiguity there: Xi is doing away with the separation of Party and state that Deng Xiaoping once envisaged. Away with the freedoms for which civil society and parts of the media had fought. Away with the illusion that the People’s Liberation Army serves the country and the people first and foremost. Strictly speaking, China’s army has never been China’s army – it was always the Party’s army, and it still is today. ‘You should have unshakeable loyalty to the Party’s absolute command over the army, always follow the Party’s call, always obey the Party,’ Xi Jinping told the troops who had assembled for manoeuvres to mark the PLA’s 90th anniversary. ‘Wherever the Party points, you should march.’

         Party cells are also regaining power in universities, think tanks, NGOs and companies; the Beijing historian Zhang Lifan speaks of the ‘partyfication’ of the country. China’s colleges, he says, are in the process of transforming themselves into ‘Party schools’. Xi Jinping is a control freak: he is using the reanimated Party cells to recentralise power, and in he is making sure people get the message. State, people and Party – for the leader and mastermind of the CCP, these are all just different manifestations of the same thing, and, like the Holy Trinity, they’re difficult to separate. If the Party is now swallowing up many parts of the state and taking its place, then it is just making the system a little more honest. The restructuring of the government in spring 2018 was a logical step: CCP steering committees took control of the ministry of the economy, the finance sector, foreign policy and cyberspace, which had been within the purview of government authorities. The Party’s central propaganda authority took over the regulation of film, press and publishing from state authorities.69 And the CCP’s United Front Work Department swallowed up the state offices for religious affairs and for relationships with Chinese citizens abroad.

         The Party is no longer hiding. And businesses in China are starting to feel it, too. There have always been Party cells within companies, though for the past few decades they’ve been nothing more than a formality. Sleeper cells. Now they are being woken up; they want to have a voice, to help make decisions. Even in private companies; even in foreign companies. The Chinese joint-venture partners of Western firms are demanding that the Party cells in their businesses are included in strategic business decisions.70 All Party members, so it says in the statutes of the CCP, must place ‘the interests of the Party and the people above all else’. One Chinese judge put it this way: where there is a conflict of interests, the ‘Party nature’ of a CCP member must always outweigh his ‘human nature’.71

         At the offices of the internet firm Tencent in Shenzhen, there is a board on the wall showing how many employees are Party members (in 2018, that number was 8,000). The Tencent penguin on the board proudly displays a hammer and sickle on his chest.

         Private companies have long been the engine of China’s development and modernisation, but China’s new class of entrepreneurs knows that they are reliant on the goodwill of the CCP. ‘There is no such thing as free enterprise in China,’ says the American professor of economics Christopher Balding, who teaches in the southern Chinese city of Shenzhen. ‘It is all just varying degrees of Beijing servitude.’72 China’s businesspeople are not supposed to simply earn money. First and foremost, as Xi Jinping himself once told a group of business leaders, they have to ‘love the fatherland, the people and the Communist Party and actively practise the core socialist values’. In May 2018 the Cyberspace Administration and China’s internet giants came together to launch the China Federation of Internet Societies (CFIS),73 whose stated purpose is to ‘promote the development of Party organizations in the industry.’ Afterwards, the People’s Daily said that the CFIS would ‘conscientiously study and implement the spirit of Xi Jinping’s Strategic Thought on [Building] an Internet Power’74. The vice presidents of this new organisation are China’s most famous internet bosses Pony Ma (Tencent), Jack Ma (Alibaba) and Robin Li (Baidu), whose ‘voluntary’ cooperation was highlighted.

         The CCP opened its ranks to ‘new layers of society’, as it called them, more than 15 years ago. Since then, the relationships between power and money have been particularly close. In March 2018, when the National People’s Congress and the Political Consultative Conference (which always meet in parallel) came together to hold another coronation mass for the ‘people’s leader’ and ‘helmsman’ Xi Jinping, no fewer than 153 of the delegates were also listed among China’s ‘super-rich’ in the Hurun Report published in Shanghai. Together, their massed wealth is the equivalent of 650 billion US dollars, or just slightly less than the GDP of Switzerland.

         The big cheeses in the online sector vie with each other to sing the praises of the Party and its leader. Liu Qiangdong, head of the e-commerce giant JD.com, shared a surprising epiphany with his audience in August 2017: he had been looking at the progress of artificial intelligence, he said, and had ‘suddenly discovered that communism can actually be realised in our generation.’ In the autumn of the same year, Alibaba boss Jack Ma presented his insights from the CCP’s recently-held 19th Party Congress. In summary: over the last five years, the Party had grown ‘even greater in its ability to improve and reinvent itself.’75 Private companies have never had it so good as they do in today’s China. Jack Ma pointed to permanent political disagreement in Washington and praised China’s ‘advantages’: no other country in the world could boast such ‘political stability’. This subservience is a calculated strategy in a country where it is the Party, and not the market, that makes the rules. A Party whose inspectors and agents regularly make the bosses of even the largest firms vanish overnight, and keep them for days, weeks or months while they ‘assist with investigations’. Incidentally, Alibaba’s CEO Jack Ma was revealed by the People’s Daily to be a long-standing Party member in November 2018.

         The Party itself often inadvertently lets slip that the all-round renewal of the CCP under Xi still has a long way to go. In the city of Ningbo, for example, functionaries printed their own handbook to encourage ‘a more noble spirit’ among cadres.76 One chapter is headed: ‘What one should not say to the masses,’ and lists 44 examples that, one may infer, are in common use. Not every Party member, it seems, is working his fingers to the bone in the service of the people. Here are seven:

         
            ‘I completely agree with you. But the officials up there in the city don’t.’

            ‘I’m busy, don’t disturb me.’

            ‘If something happens, don’t come to me under any circumstances. I don’t want to be promoted, anyway.’

            ‘So much work and so little money. I’ll do it tomorrow.’

            ‘Don’t talk to me about anti-corruption regulations… They’ve been doing that for years.

            We’ve got through two years now, it will pass, everything will be alright in the end.’

            ‘The Party is just as bad as you say.’

            ‘If there’s an election, vote for me. I’ll make it worth your while.’

         

         Immediately after Xi Jinping’s speech at the 19th Party Congress, the internet giant Tencent, which is listed on the Hong Kong stock exchange, brought out the app ‘Excellent Speech: Clap for Xi Jinping’. It was a game in which the player had 19 seconds to applaud Xi Jinping as enthusiastically as they could. And it was a hit: just 24 hours after its release, people had already given Xi a total of more than a billion claps.

         Applauding Xi Jinping has become a national sport. Shortly after the Party Congress, the state network CCTV began its evening news programme with a memorable four minutes of uninterrupted applause for Xi from worthy comrades. As the Australian sinologist Geremie Barmé observed, Xi was no longer just the ‘Chairman-of-Everything and Chairman-for-Life’; he was now also ‘Chairman of Everyone and Chairman of Everywhere’.77 The Party had enshrined him alongside its highest thinkers, by including him in the Party statutes with ‘Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era’. A few months later, ‘Xi Jinping Thought’ was added to China’s national constitution, making Xi the first leader since Mao to be given this honour during his own lifetime. In practice, it means that for the rest of his life, he is unassailable. From now on, anyone who criticises him automatically makes himself an enemy of the Party and the constitution.

         Many have seen the writing on the wall. In Yugan County, Jiangxi, a province which is home to many Christians, officials have forced people to remove pictures of Jesus from their houses and replace them with portraits of Xi. Or in Henan Province, where local Party leaders who made a pilgrimage to Lankao County in the north east of the country to visit a tree. More precisely, an empress tree – one that Xi had planted with his own hands, eight years previously. The photos could be admired on the Party cell’s website, where you could also read about the group gazing upon the tree in meditative awe, whilst reflecting ‘carefully on the mission of the Communist Party’. They then listened to a reading of a poem from the pen of Xi Jinping: its verses pay homage to a good Party functionary who, just before the Cultural Revolution, worked himself to death in the service of the people.

         In recent years, nothing has been more guaranteed to provoke an allergic reaction from Party representatives than the suggestion that a new personality cult is being born. ‘No, certainly not!’ exclaimed Xie Chuntao, one of the leaders of the Central Party School, shortly after the Party conference. China had learned from history, he said, alluding to Mao. ‘Such a thing will not happen again.’ What we were seeing was the people’s ‘respect and love’ for Xi – both of which were ‘natural’ and came spontaneously ‘from the heart’.

         Mao’s disciples used to say the same thing. And where once upon a time the propaganda department invented the Little Red Book for Mao, it has now given Xi a Little Red App. Its name is ‘Study (Xi) Strong Country’†† – and, as was only right and proper, it became the country’s most-downloaded app shortly after its release in January 2019, ahead of WeChat and the wildly popular video app TikTok. Party members can not only find the President’s latest speeches and thoughts there; they can peruse the Party press, download Marxist classics and revolutionary films, chat and send each other ‘red envelopes’ containing gifts of money. But most importantly – and this is what makes it a killer app – they can collect points: one for every essay they read from the pen of Xi, and one for every video they watch.

         There are ten points available for every 30 minutes of ‘Xi-time’ (as one heading in the app calls it) you indulge in, or for giving correct answers in a Xi-themed quiz. And if you give the app your attention between 06:00 and 08:30, or in the evenings from eight o’clock onwards, the points you earn are automatically doubled. Gone are the days when Party members could let the evening news wash over them and put the People’s Daily in the recycling unread; now your smartphone registers every minute you devote to something and every paragraph you read. The Party is creeping back into every crack of people’s lives. Party cells in some parts of the country have already started holding Xi study competitions with the app, and giving their workers point targets to reach, and keeping some people awake half the night. 

         Xi was once lauded as the ‘core’ of the leadership team. Those days are gone.. He is now the one and only, the ‘reform strategist’, the ‘supreme commander’, the ‘world leader’ and the ‘helmsman’. The Party press is beside itself with amazement and awe. ‘What is it that makes the great Xi Jinping Thought so great?’ was the headline in one issue of Study Time, a Party School newspaper.

         The amazement is warranted. Viewed from a distance, the sheer speed, the tactical skill and the force with which this man has ascended to the emperor’s throne is incredible. It couldn’t have been foreseen in 2012, when the Party, in desperate need of a saviour, elected a bland apparatchik by the name of Xi Jinping. And it certainly can’t have been what all sections of the ruling kleptocracy wanted.

         Xi is a member of the red aristocracy, the son of an old revolutionary. As a young man, he was sent off to the countryside, and for years he lived on the Loess Plateau in central China, later climbing the career ladder as a bureaucrat in the provinces. In all that time, he made no great impression. But he was doing what you have to do to survive in an apparatus as merciless as the CCP: he kept a low profile. This probably explains why he was raised to the top of China’s hierarchy: powerful Party grandees thought this colourless man would pose no danger to them.

         Xi Jinping surprised them all. He proved to be a superb power strategist, dispatching his rivals one after another – even those who had previously seemed invincible. He was aided in this by the longest-lasting anti-corruption campaign the People’s Republic had ever seen. Shock and awe. Gone were the days when such political campaigns would come and go like the tides, when anyone with real power could get themselves to safe ground in time. Party bigwigs have always removed political power from defeated opponents, but only rarely did they take their money and more rarely still, their freedom. Xi broke with this tradition. He took everything from his enemies. He has drawn all power to himself, bringing the security services and the army under his control. On the global stage, too, he has proved an astute tactician, quick to exploit other countries’ weaknesses: for instance, with the speech he made to the World Economic Forum in Davos just after the world-blind Donald Trump was elected US president, in which he promoted China’s leading role.

         Of course, Xi has allies in the CCP, chief among them the current vice president, Wang Qishan. He was Xi’s right-hand man during his first five years in office, when he was the Party’s most senior anti-corruption crusader. Xi and his allies have resurrected the strong leader, no doubt partly to compensate for the fact that the shared values that are supposed to cement society together are in short supply in China. Sentiment and rhetoric are being made to stand in for genuine reform. Yes, Xi continues to promise the poor and the middle classes a better life – but because he is aware of the great dissatisfaction in the country and the sheer numbers who have been short-changed, he also gives his people the prospect of sharing in the Chinese dream of a strong nation.

         The aim of the personality cult around Xi is to marshal the people behind a symbol. In part, the China Dream, the growing nationalism and the rhetoric of unity are the Party’s response to the extreme split in Chinese society between rich and poor, the wealthy cities and the left-behind interior. Economic growth is slowing year on year. This may not concern many members of that small elite who have amassed obscene wealth with the help of the CCP, but ordinary people are worried. Now, though, the Party has Xi the problem-solver, who doesn’t forget the little people. Xi the visionary, who gives China a dream. Xi the hero, who makes the nation a force on the world stage again. Xi the thinker, whose volume of essays about government naturally just happens to be lying on Mark Zuckerberg’s desk at Facebook HQ when Chinese reporters go past. The book, so the People’s Daily reports, is ‘thrilling readers’ from Cambodia to the UK. Xi the wise ruler, who reconciled the ancient philosophers Confucius and Han Feizi first with each other, and then with Marx and Mao, thereby proving to China its ‘exceptional status’ among the nations of the world (exceptional meaning that China, alone, is made for the eternal rule of the Communist Party).

         Again and again, the propaganda machine shows images from the hard years of Xi’s youth, when he was dispatched into the countryside like so many of his generation, to ‘learn from the peasants’. We hear about him working tirelessly to help the farmers of the Loess Plateau, in the yellow earth of Shaanxi Province, the mythical heartland of Chinese civilisation; sleeping in caves, looking after sheep, and ‘carrying 100 kilos of wheat up a five-kilometre mountain path, without changing shoulders even once.’ The village was called Liangjiahe, and it is destined to go down in history. China’s academics have been called upon to conduct research on the ‘great teachings of Liangjiahe’. On the evening news, you can watch Xi in the place where he once worked, patting babies, admiring apple trees and saying, ‘This is where I left my heart.’ He asks the farmers whether their life is good. They reply: ‘The Party’s policy is good. The farmers are full of hope.’

         The message is: ‘Look, here is someone who comes from the people himself’. In reality, Xi is one of the so-called ‘princelings’, a scion of the red aristocracy, son of Xi Zhongxun, a revolutionary once close to Mao and Deng. He is one of the chosen ones, and he knows it. Xi’s self-confidence comes from his pedigree. All his life, he’s been groomed for the task he is now fulfilling: the salvation of the CCP’s power in a hostile environment, in a world for which it was not really made.

         Xi is aware of his country’s heritage, and he makes deliberate use of it. When he brought an end to the extravagant binges that corrupt party functionaries were enjoying on a daily basis, it was with a decree that henceforth, only ‘four dishes and one soup’ would be served at official meals. No more of those sprawling banquets with which government officials all over the country had been filling their days. It is hard to believe Xi didn’t know that the exact same menu – ‘four dishes and one soup’ – had been prescribed 650 years previously by the first emperor of the Ming dynasty, Zhu Yuanzhang, for his courtiers in Nanjing. Zhu had fought his way to the top from lowly beginnings in a poor peasant village, and won the mandate from heaven that made the emperor into an emperor.

         In China, the mandate is traditionally bestowed on a person by heaven when he is a particularly virtuous and capable leader. A person with whom people align themselves like iron filings around a magnet; someone who can bring order to the world by the sheer force of his charisma. And if you don’t really believe in heaven, but are confident that you are the most virtuous and capable of all leaders, then you can simply seize that mandate for yourself. When Xi Jinping appeared at a press conference after the 19th Party Congress, he referred to a famous Yuan dynasty poem. Just as plum blossom did not need anyone to shower it with praise, and it was sufficient that the universe was filled with its scent, he said, ‘I don’t need cheap compliments from anyone. It is enough that my integrity fills the universe.’ These are the words of someone already sure of his imperial status and charisma.

         A few days earlier, I had attended an event in Beijing’s exhibition centre which, according to the accompanying PR material, was all about showcasing the country’s progress. In reality, it was a High Mass for the man whom the Economist, the central mouthpiece of capitalism, had that same week proclaimed the ‘most powerful man in the world’. Pride of place was given to a huge tower of bookshelves, filled with titles by Xi Jinping. An old woman was leafing through his The Governance of China. She introduced herself as Mrs Liu, 72 years old, a practising Buddhist. Oh, I said, a Buddhist? Yes, Mrs Liu replied: after all, people need religion – especially in China. And that, she added, was also why she revered Xi Jinping so greatly. ‘He’s not an ordinary person. He has a destiny.’ As she saw it, the Party intended to bring liberation to the country and peace to people’s souls. ‘You know,’ she said, ‘the Communist Party is a religion, too. It’s good for us.’

         
            †† An article in the Guardian (15 Feb 2019) points out that the app’s name ‘Study (Xi) Strong Country’, is a pun – Xuexi is the word for ‘study’ but also contains the president’s name, suggesting users are to ‘study Xi’. Such are the wonders and ambiguities of the Chinese language, however, that it can be read in several ways. Another translation of the app’s name could be: “Study Xi, strengthen the country”.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            THE DREAM

            How Karl Marx and Confucius are being Resurrected, hand in hand with the Great Nation

         

         
            ‘Yeah. You. You. You know / Communism is sweet like honey / I’m your Bruno Mars / You’re my Venus, my dear Karl Marx.’

            Rap song by the band Xiangshui zuhe (‘Perfume’), 2016

         

         Marx may be dead, but on 5 May 2018 he managed to celebrate his 200th birthday in grand style, with a Sino-German festival in his hometown of Trier. In China, his rebirth is old news: the country has made it its mission to become the ‘global centre for Marxism research’. (It’s also the global centre for Karl Marx worship – not that there’s much competition.) All this is thanks to Xi Jinping, who took the busts of Marx down from the shelf, where – even in China – they were gathering dust, polished them up and invited the Party and the people to kneel before them once more.

         New statues of Marx were sculpted and cast in bronze. One found its way to Trier, a gift from the People’s Republic of China to mark the bicentennial of the city’s great son. It stands 4.4 metres high – to the relief of Trier’s citizens, almost two metres shorter than originally planned, but even so a colossus. As is only right and proper, according to Wu Weishan, the sculptor: big philosopher, big idea, big China. Wu was enthusiastic in his praise for little Trier: ‘Home of Marx, dreamland of our spirit!’ he wrote in an article for the People’s Daily. As curator of the National Museum, the sculptor is a cultural bureaucrat, though for many years he has also been kept busy producing works commissioned by the Party.

         His Marx – marching forward with determination in a billowing frock coat – symbolises ‘China’s faith in its own theory, its own path, its own system and its own culture’. As befits a state artist in China, Wu was simply transcribing the exact words of his helmsman Xi Jinping, who demanded these ‘four forms of self-confidence’ from his people. What they mean is that China is self-sufficient now, and so sure of itself that it is setting out to hijack Marxism and reinvent it in Chinese. Xi Jinping Thought is the new Marxism, says the state press. The adoption of Marxism by the CCP was ‘totally correct,’ said Xi in his speech on Karl Marx’s birthday, and ‘the sinification and modernisation of Marxism’ was now also ‘totally correct’.78 He urged his comrades and the whole Chinese nation to make aligning themselves with Marx ‘a way of life’.

         In 2012, Xi Jinping took over a country riddled with corruption and a Party showing all the signs of internal disintegration. There was great uncertainty throughout the country, reaching deep into the Party ranks. From the start, Xi Jinping had a clear battle plan to take back control of Party, state and society. Central to this plan was a wave of ideological purges, which washed through all the country’s important institutions in turn – and was intended to rinse away anything with a whiff of ‘Western values’.

         While Xi was still in the process of acquiring a strangle-hold of censorship on social media, a document from the CCP Central Committee, which was to become famous as ‘Document Number Nine’, began circulating among Party functionaries. Its real title was ‘Communiqué on the current state of the ideological sphere’. This report from April 2013 is a head-on attack against what political thinkers and civil rights activists the world over describe as ‘universal values’. For the authors of the document, though, they are without exception ‘Western values’, ‘Western principles’, ‘Western ideas’. The Party regards all these ideas as subversive, feels threatened by them, and so is at pains to brand them as unsuitable for the world beyond the West.

         The document calls on Party members across the country to take up the struggle against concepts such as civil society, the separation of powers, an independent judiciary, independent media and coming to terms with one’s own history. All these ideas had taken root in the three decades before Xi Jinping took office, even within the Party itself – at least among its more open-minded and critical figures. Now the West was an ideological opponent once more.

         The campaign quickly gathered pace. The propaganda apparatus systematically took various groups and institutions to task. One of the first to attract its attention was the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS), the government’s most important think-tank, which in recent years had produced many original and independent thinkers. In June 2014, a senior cadre from the powerful Central Commission for Discipline Inspection – the same organisation that for a long time had led the fight against corruption – accused CASS of having ‘ideological problems’; its infiltration by ‘foreign influences’ had become too dangerous. A few days later, the academy dutifully announced that from now on, it would make checking the ideological purity of its researchers a priority. In December of the same year, the CASS president Wang Weiguang went even further, writing that ‘the class struggle’ lived on in China – a return to Maoist jargon that alarmed many people.

         One month later it was the turn of members of the CCP itself: societal change over the past three decades had unfortunately led to ‘a loss of faith and moral decline’ among many functionaries, according to a declaration that revealed a great deal about the Party leadership’s worries and the subversive attraction of the ideas they had demonised. The cadres had to re-immunise themselves with Marxism, it said, ‘so that they do not lose their way in striving for Western democracy, universal values and civil society.’

         In September, China’s journalists were next in line, receiving the order to follow only ‘Marxist news values’. And in October it was the artists, when Xi Jinping told them in no uncertain terms that from now on, they must once again create only works that ‘serve the people and socialism.’ Both the jargon and the main thrust of his speech had echoes of the notorious address given by Mao Zedong in 1942 that would gag China’s artists for decades.

         Very quickly, the state apparatus also set its sights on the country’s universities. In December 2013, Xi had already made a speech calling for Chinese higher education institutions to take a new ideological direction, and it took them less than six weeks to obey. Their institutions now formed the ‘front line’ on the ideological battlefield, education minister Yuan Guiren told the vice chancellors. The specific enemies they had to wipe out were Western values and Western textbooks. The university vice chancellors and Party secretaries instigated a purge of the course plans and lecture halls. In place of Western ideas, the minister said, they must use all their strength to drive the ideas of Marx and Xi Jinping ‘into students’ classrooms and into their heads’. (This prompted a few brave souls who still dared to ask questions in China to wonder out loud from which point of the compass Marx and socialism had come in the first place.) In Seeking Truth, the magazine of the Central Party School that sets out the ideological direction in which the CCP will march, Minister Yuan upped the ante: young teachers and students, he wrote, were ‘the primary targets of infiltration by hostile foreign elements’. The ministry announced the introduction of new textbooks for schools and universities, which would implant ‘red genes’ back into students.

         It was only natural that this ideological zeal would hit the universities harder than most institutions: they are the home of a generation of professors and lecturers who have seen more of the world than almost any other group in China. As teachers, they also have a great influence on the brightest and best of the young generation. The attacks have not yet subsided, and the purges are ongoing. Inspectors from the Central Discipline Inspection Commission have toured the country’s universities several times, criticising even elite institutions such as Tsinghua and Peking Universities for ‘weak ideological and political work’ and demanding that they submit immediately and completely to ‘the Party’s guidance’.

         As a rule, such criticism from the feared Discipline Commission results in panicked activism from the institution criticised. More than a few independent minds have been fired or sidelined, perhaps for permitting themselves a critical remark about Mao Zedong, or showing a shade too much enthusiasm about free speech. Others have disappeared behind a veil of silence. Even in 2012, we correspondents could still find some of our most exciting and original sources at CASS or the major universities; and they were often Party members. Today, they often don’t even pick up the phone.

         The Party doesn’t just use threats; it also buys the loyalty of university teachers. Two friends of mine, both English lecturers at a large Beijing university, informed me with great astonishment about the introduction of a new wei-wenfei, the ‘maintaining stability bonus’ being paid to all teaching staff – provided that they hadn’t attracted negative attention by making critical comments in their classrooms. One had received 40,000 Yuan and the other 50,000, sums which at the time were the equivalent of around £4550 and £5650 respectively. ‘Just imagine,’ said one of them. ‘All that money!’

         Peking University – once a beacon of liberal values in China – led the way: in 2015, it named one of its buildings after Karl Marx, and put together a team to collect Marxist classics. The project was called Ma Zang, which can be translated as ‘Marxist canon’. This is not without irony: until then, zang has been the term used by Chinese scholars for collections of the sacred or canonical texts of Buddhism, Taoism or Confucianism. When the Beijing Global Times reported on the project in 2015, the article’s author allowed himself a note of scepticism. On the political education courses regarded by many students as a hateful, tedious hoop to be jumped through, he wrote: ‘Marxism itself has lost attraction among students. The teachers can do few things about it. The students learn Marxism just for academic credits.’79 Three years later, the same newspaper felt duty-bound to report: ‘More than 90 percent of Chinese college students surveyed said they are inspired by political and ideological courses in China.’80 The paper quoted the education minister, who proudly announced that students had to ‘fight for a seat’ on some popular courses. Which sounds like something an education minister might say when he wants a pat on the head from the Party leadership.

         The ideological training seems to have made a particularly deep impression on the administrators of the sperm bank at Peking University Third Hospital. When they were looking for new donors in 2018, they not only required potential applicants between the ages of 20 and 45 to be free of inherited or infectious diseases and ‘obvious male-pattern baldness’; the advert on Weibo also asked for ‘excellent ideological qualities’. Sperm donors would only be accepted if they ‘love the fatherland, support the rule of the Communist Party and are loyal to the Party’s mission’. So that the red genes really are passed on.

         What does the CCP leadership intend to achieve with this ideological revival? A campaign like this only makes sense if the aim is to secure power at any price – including intellectual impoverishment. Yet the Party is striving to establish itself as the one entity with the intellectual capacity to govern judiciously, in order to achieve the ultimate goal of ‘the great rebirth of the Chinese people’. With an eye on its big rival, the USA, the CCP wishes to propagate a world-class economy, world-class research and world-class think-tanks. How it is going to achieve this whilst feeding intellectual pap to its best people remains a mystery. The truth is that the Party is desperate for original, creative and critical minds in fields such as IT, physics, mathematics and chemistry – but they must instantly fall into a deep sleep upon contact with politics, history or religion.

         Before Xi Jinping came to power, the Party had a problem: for several decades, it had lacked an ideology and a value system that would hold the nation together. ‘What we have in China is a total disconnect between theory and practice, where what is said is not only different from, but often the opposite of, what is done,’ the intellectual Rong Jian wrote in a much-admired essay in 2013. The massacre of 1989 had turned him from a researcher on Marxism into a curator. ‘Someone once told me that all China’s problems stem from the fact that the capitalism that is being practised is being preached as socialism. This paradox has persisted for a long time and has remained unresolved to this day.’81 Now Xi Jinping is attempting to fill the ideological vacuum that has existed in China since the death of real Marxism with Marxism’s mummified remains. At first, it smacked of desperation. Unlike Mao Zedong’s ideological purges – there was no shortage of the faithful in Mao’s time – Xi’s Marxism campaign has an overwhelmingly negative thrust. It defines itself first and foremost by its enemy: the West and its values. What it demands from the public is not faith, but gestures of submission to this stuffed Marx, gestures unifying the oath of loyalty to the Party with the rejection of non-Marxist Western aberrations.

         When a handful of new genuine believers recently appeared in Xi Jinping’s China, the Party’s reaction was telling. These were young people, students, who called themselves fervent Marxists and were deeply affected by their country’s inequality, the lack of a social welfare system, the scale of corruption and environmental damage, and above all the lot of the exploited working classes. When they got together to try to do something about these issues, they felt the fist of the Party. On 24 August 2018 alone, the police arrested 50 students in Shenzhen; not since Tiananmen Square in 1989 had the Party apparatus come down so hard on protesting students. To many, the spectacle of a supposedly communist party taking such repressive measures against Marxist students was further proof that Chinese socialism has become just an empty phrase.

         Marx may be on Xi’s lips, but Lenin is in his bones. ‘To dismiss the history of the Soviet Union and the Soviet Communist Party, to dismiss Lenin and Stalin,’ he said in an internal speech not long after he was named General Secretary of the CCP, ‘is to engage in historic nihilism, and it confuses our thoughts and undermines the Party’s organizations on all levels.’82 The Chinese journalist Gao Yu, who dared to bring both ‘Document Number Nine’ and this secret speech to the public’s attention, was arrested and sentenced to seven years’ imprisonment in 2015 for ‘betraying state secrets’. Following protests, especially from Germany and the USA, she was later released from prison ‘on medical grounds’ and placed under house arrest.

         The campaign against Western values brings forth some colourful flowers. The attack on Christmas is among them: over the last twenty years, celebrating Christmas has become popular in China’s cities. As in other parts of Asia, young Chinese people in particular have adopted the more fun aspects of the festival, stripped of all religious components, to make it a time of year for parties and shopping. ‘Finally, a festival just for us, without any family stress, far away from parents and grandparents,’ a friend once told me. But the passionate official anti-West sentiment has not spared this Christmas Lite. In several provinces, the regional CCP leaders have instructed their members to avoid all Western festivals and customs. The ban also extends to Halloween, Valentine’s Day and even April Fools’ Day, which the Xinhua News Agency warned against in the strongest terms on 1 April 2016, on its Weibo account. April Fools’ jokes were ‘irreconcilable with core socialist values,’ it said. ‘So please do not start any rumours, do not believe them and do not spread them!’

         The main target, though, remains Christmas. In 2017, the city of Hengyang banned all civil servants and Party members from taking part in Christmas celebrations; after all, communism also means atheism. With one eye on the West’s incursions into China more than a century ago, the Communist Youth League in Anhui called Christmas a ‘festival of humiliation’, and the Pharmaceutical University in Shenyang warned its students against the ‘corrupting influence of Western religious culture’. They would do better, it said, to work on restoring their ‘faith in their own culture’. ‘Christmas is a festival celebrated by Christians and, is hence, a wound to the Chinese people. It is not suitable for the Chinese,’ said an article circulated on WeChat at the time. ‘We should not forget the shameful history of our country.’83

         Don’t forget history: not such bad advice. In fact, if you follow it, you’ll discover that the history of Christianity in China stretches further back than Christianity in America: the Nestorians were preaching the good news in the Tang capital Xi’an as early as the 7th century. The Jesuit missionary Matteo Ricci reached Macau in 1582 and Peking in 1601, and the presence of China’s estimated 70 million practising Christians today can be traced back to the seed planted by Ricci and his fellow Jesuits.

         More generally, one could argue that Chinese people today have at least as much in common with us in the West as they do with their ancestors. They wear Western clothes and sport Western haircuts; their favourite cars are German and they live in a style of building once created by Western architects. They live by the Gregorian calendar, they prefer European classical music to their own traditional operas, they trust Western medicine more than traditional Chinese medicine, they write from left to right like we do, instead of vertically as they used to, and if they have the money, they send their children to Western universities.

         Xi Jinping himself sent his daughter Xi Mingze to Harvard for four years. The Party, whose rule he would like to extend for eternity, was shaped by advisors from the Soviet Union; and the ideology he has begun to preach again was devised by a German philosopher. Concepts like democracy, freedom, equality and the rights of the individual crept into China at the same time as Marxism, and have had a home in the country ever since. A century ago, they found a platform in the legendary periodical New Youth, which influenced a generation of reformers and revolutionaries, who subsequently turned China on its head. New Youth preached ‘science and democracy’, and in his ‘Rallying cry to the young’, its founder Chen Duxiu railed against the ‘stale air’ of old China and its traditions, stifling the nation and robbing it of its strength. A little while later, Chen became a Marxist, and in July 1921 he was one of the founding members of the Chinese Communist Party.

         The modernisers’ greatest enemy was Confucius. ‘Chinese culture is just a feast of human flesh, prepared for the rich and mighty,’ wrote Lu Xun, the greatest writer China had ever had, in 1925. Luckily for him, Lu died shortly before the Communist Party took power in 1949. The CCP and its leader swiftly co-opted the dead author, and he remains one of its saints to this day. This can mean one of two things: either they haven’t read him, or they haven’t understood him.

         An old issue of the glossy Guangzhou magazine New Weekly features a woodcut of Lu Xun on the cover. ‘Everything we want to curse today,’ the headline reads, ‘Lu Xun has already cursed.’ This is still as true as it is tragic. A civil war, a communist experiment and tens of millions of deaths later, China is still haunted by the same ghosts. They whisper about the shameless enrichment of a corrupt elite, the abuse of power, and repression. Lu Xun’s words about the ‘man-eating society’ crop up time and again in blogs and comment pieces that have managed to slip through the cracks in the wall of censorship. Today China stands before the same unanswered existential questions: how should it deal with the world; how should it deal with its own citizens?

         China is civilisation, and civilisation is China – that’s what the Confucians taught. After all, China was the Middle Kingdom, the heart of the civilised world. The ruler of China brought order to the world and peace to his empire, and put the peoples in the further reaches of the world under his spell with the sheer force of his charisma. The Confucians also taught that ‘The ruler is the ruler; the subject is the subject.’ When everyone knows his place, harmony will reign. The communists once burned Confucius. Now they’re pulling his books out of the ashes – collections of Confucian maxims have become bestsellers – and erecting altars to him once again. Confucian schools are opening all over the country.

         Lu Xun and his contemporaries hated the Confucians. Or rather, they hated what China’s state thinkers and rulers had turned Confucius into over the course of more than two millennia: a thinker whose philosophy had been robbed of its humanity, leaving only a tight corset of ritual and hierarchy. The rage of these reformers was directed first and foremost at that spirit of subservience based in Confucian philosophy, and the despotism, disguised with empty words about ‘humanity’, under which the Chinese people had been forced to their knees for more than two thousand years. Lu Xun attacked the ‘slave mentality’ of his people, and in 1919 the pioneer of liberal thinking Hu Shi called for people to ‘tear down Confucius and Sons!’ Nowhere would you find more radical haters of Confucius than in the ranks of the Communist Party, whose Great Helmsman Mao Zedong boasted that he had outdone even China’s first emperor. Qin Shi Huang, he proudly declared, had only had 460 Confucians buried alive; Mao had a thousand times that number on his conscience.

         The Party’s rehabilitation of Confucius, then, was no small thing. It began under Xi Jinping’s predecessors, with the sudden rise of the old Confucian concept of harmony, hexie: the new high-speed trains were all christened ‘harmony’. (‘Welcome to harmony!’ a voice would breathe in both Chinese and English over the loudspeaker, as the Beijing-Shanghai train departed. When it reached its final destination, the voice would bid you farewell with ‘Goodbye in harmony!’) The propaganda apparatus celebrated the ideal of the ‘harmonious society’, meaning the harmony between order and obedience above all else. In 2011, to many people’s surprise, an enormous bronze statue of Confucius appeared on the edge of Tiananmen Square, just a stone’s throw from Mao’s mausoleum. The creator of the reborn Confucius, incidentally, was Wu Weishan, who sculpted the Trier Karl Marx. The giant philosopher vanished just three months later without explanation: perhaps a sign that Confucius’s return was still somewhat controversial.

         It would not be until Xi Jinping became Party leader that the controversy would be put to bed. Not only did Xi pull off the feat of putting Mao and Marx back on the front row in the communist ancestor-worship shrine; he successfully brought Confucius to stand at their side. Xi was the first head of the CCP to follow in the footsteps of the old emperors and go on a pilgrimage to Qufu, the birthplace of Confucius. There he attended a celebration to mark the 2,565th birthday of China’s most influential philosopher. In a speech to an audience of Confucius scholars, Xi explained why his party’s policies were the logical and inevitable results of the thought of old China. The ideology and culture of China today, he said, couldn’t be seen as anything but ‘the continuation and refinement of traditional Chinese ideology and culture.’84 Confucianism, he added, is the key to understanding the ‘special characteristics’ of China that the CCP so frequently invokes. And naturally, the Party officials themselves are the ‘inheritors and upholders of the country’s fine cultural traditions.’85

         The speech had a certain chutzpah in light of the ecstatic orgies of destruction perpetrated by Mao’s Party against anything with a whiff of culture or tradition about it. The same Party over which Xi Jinping now presides literally wiped out an entire generation of people who were upholding China’s fine cultural traditions: artists and poets disappeared into labour camps, professors were forced to muck out pigsties, upper-class patrons and collectors were executed and writers were driven to suicide. Meanwhile, the Red Guards burned books and demolished Confucian temples. The wonderful thing about Confucius, however – at least, according to Xi Jinping in Qufu – is how he has ‘changed over time and adapted to each new set of circumstances’. In other words: how each ruler of China manages to gut the old philosopher to serve his own ends. Today, that might be easier than ever: the break with tradition and history forced on the country in the Party’s first four decades of rule was so radical, and people’s amnesia and ignorance are now so deep-rooted, their fear so great, that the weirdest and most absurd characters can be painted on that virginal sheet of paper with very little protest.

         Xi Jinping has made it clear that he sees his rule as analogous to the mighty dynasties of old. His ‘China dream’ is the ‘great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation,’ restoring it to its former glory. At first it might seem surprising that the communist Xi Jinping, of all people, has taken to deploying nationalist reactionary rhetoric (a strategy not seen in China since Chiang Kai-Shek) and invoking ancient Chinese thinkers, especially Confucius. The purpose of this doctrine, though, is to inject stability and morality into a directionless Chinese society. If everyone knows his place in the family, society and the state, then order will assert itself.

         Drawing on Confucius et al. is a tactic, intended to give the population back the identity and values it has lacked in recent years. It also helps Xi in his quest to promote the notion that China and its national circumstances are ‘unique’, and thereby to immunise the country against the temptations of Western values and practices. Today universities up and down the country are not only turning with renewed vigour to the study of Marx and Lenin; they are simultaneously setting up large institutes for guoxue (‘national learning’), which mine Chinese traditions for calendar mottos and other nuggets to aid the ruling dictatorship.

         It is rare to hear voices like that of the historian Li Ling from Peking University, who accused academic colleagues of taking an approach that ‘religionises, politicises, commercialises, simplifies and vulgarises Chinese culture,’ with the sole aim of satisfying ‘some confused leaders’.86 In 2017, the CCP and the government published their own document on ‘implementing the project to spread and develop the great traditional culture of China’.87 Culture and tradition, it says, are ‘the blood vessels of a people and the home of its spirit.’ The unique ideas and the wisdom of Chinese culture give the Chinese people pride and self-assurance. They therefore make an essential contribution to building ‘a mighty socialist state with Chinese characteristics, to the cultural Soft Power of the state and to the realisation of the China Dream of the great rebirth of the Chinese nation.’

         For a leader, however, there is some risk involved in converting to Confucianism: people might remember the old Confucian ideal of the noble philosopher king. According to this ideal, a ruler is so wise, virtuous and just that his charisma alone inspires people and brings order to society. ‘He who rules through moral strength is like the pole star,’ it says in the Analects of Confucius. ‘He stays in his place and all the other stars circle about him.’ For the Confucians, a good king is no autocrat, pursuing power without limits; and a good government neither intervenes excessively in society, nor doles out punishments. Ministers and scholars have not only the right but the duty to contradict the ruler if he strays from the correct path. By these measures, Xi’s rule is anything but Confucian. In this respect, too, Xi is like most of the old emperors: they all had Confucius on their lips, but their hands were firmly clasped on the dagger of draconian laws and punishments.

         While we’re on the subject of the past, let’s not forget the incessantly repeated mantra of ‘5,000 years’ of Chinese history. When I first went to study in China (less than 2,000 years ago) ceremonial speeches only ever mentioned 3,000 years. These 3,000 years are historically proven: the oldest Chinese dynasty for which we have archaeological evidence is the Shang Dynasty, probably originating in the 16th century BC. But at some point the CCP leadership must have heard about Egypt and its 5,000 years of continuous history – and Beijing doesn’t like to come second in anything.

         The propaganda machine tries to salve the pain of the West’s technological superiority over the past hundred years with memories of China’s glorious age, when the country invented paper, printing, gunpowder and the compass. These are the ‘four great inventions’, to which state-sponsored researchers are always adding further discoveries: in 2016 a team of more than a hundred academics announced that it had discovered China was also responsible for the invention of the stirrup, the rocket, the decimal system, the crossbow – all in all, 88 scientific and technological breakthroughs. The icing on the cake was that the team took eight years to make their findings – by the happiest of coincidences, the Chinese regard eight as the luckiest number.

         The continual discovery of historic Chinese inventions has been a popular sport among the Party press for many years. They have long since reclaimed football and golf for China, and announced that China also ‘invented Lassie’, as one newspaper headline put it, following new information on the domestication of dogs 16,000 years ago.

         Nationalism is a powerful tool. Wherever it takes root, as the British scholar Ernest Gellner once wrote, it easily retains the upper hand over all other modern ideologies.88 Since it was founded in 1921, the Chinese Communist Party has also been a nationalist party; many of the early revolutionaries were attracted to communism as the force that would raise their country up again and make it strong. After the de facto death of communism in the 1980s, the Communist Party searched for new sources of legitimacy for their power and found two: one was the promise of material prosperity, and the other was nationalism. Patriotic pride in China’s great cultural past – the poets of the Tang, the philosophers of the Song, the artists and authors of the Ming – was now no longer forbidden (as it had been under Mao). On the contrary, it was encouraged.

         At the heart of the nationalist propaganda, however, there soon emerged a poisonous variant: the narrative in which the Chinese people are first and foremost victims. Schools, museums, speeches, films and TV series present Chinese history as an endless series of humiliations by foreign powers, from which only the Communist Party has brought salvation. In this narrative, China is a nation with 5,000 years of great history, but the corruption of the Manchu dynasty (who were also foreign rulers) combined with the barbaric aggression of the Japanese and ‘the West’ brought a ‘century of humiliation’, starting with the Opium War instigated by the British in 1839. China was only saved from this age of indignities by the glorious victory of Mao’s communists. After the Party had instructed the army to shoot its own citizens in the massacre of 1989, the need for fresh legitimation became even more pressing, and greater emphasis was placed on ‘patriotic education’. Henceforth, China’s children were to be injected with nationalism from a young age.

         The victim mentality and the memory of humiliation by foreign powers are assiduously kept alive. A whole industry has sprung up around the hatred of Japan in particular. For a time it was impossible to switch on a TV without seeing Japanese soldiers committing murder, arson and rape, before being dismembered, beheaded or blown up by heroic resistance fighters. These series played on dozens of channels at once, at all hours of the day and night. In March 2013 the Southern Weekend, at the time still the country’s bravest newspaper, counted no fewer than 48 TV crews all filming anti-Japanese TV series at the Hengdian World Studios.

         One of the principal propaganda arguments of recent years is the one that says that the West is still out to sabotage China’s rise, and it fits seamlessly on top of the old story. The message has been put out in numerous different ways – with a series of cartoons, for example, in which a sweet little rabbit (China) is persecuted by an American bald eagle. According to this narrative, any criticism of the Party or of the governance of China is purely an attempt to weaken the country. To make this argument stand up, the Party must claim perfect equivalence between itself and the nation: the Party is the people, it is China. Foreigners who flatter the Party may then be honoured with the title ‘friends of China’ the more critical ‘do not understand China’ or ‘are hurting the feelings of the Chinese people’. If you’re Chinese and you love your country, it follows with an iron logic that you must love the Party. Anyone who criticises it is a traitor.

         Meanwhile, China has outwardly hung on to the slogan of the country’s ‘peaceful ascent’ all these years. China needs the rest of the world for its economic miracle; and it needs stability and peace on its national borders. In the last two decades China has been one of the biggest beneficiaries of globalisation, it is the country’s aspiring middle classes who have profited most. This class may have swallowed and parroted the state-sponsored nationalism, but their growing prosperity helps to explain why so far they haven’t turned against globalisation. China’s cities, and the millions of workers in the export factories on the coast, know well what they are gaining from cooperation with the world and an open economy.

         Xi Jinping has added fuel to this nationalism. The ‘China dream’, zhongguomeng, which he made his personal trademark on taking office, had been the title of a nationalistic bestseller two years previously.89 Its author, Liu Mingfu, a retired colonel in the People’s Liberation Army, calls for the bolstering of the Chinese army and prophesies a growing rivalry with the USA, at the end of which China will be number one in the world. Ian Buruma, an expert on China and Japan, has written in the New Yorker that the Asian renaissance described in China Dream sounds ‘remarkably like the Japanese propaganda in the 1930s’.90

         The Party is playing with fire. The victim mentality it has nurtured, and the idea of seeking refuge in the lap of the motherland, have become a reflex even in everyday life – as demonstrated in January 2018, when in the space of a single month, three Chinese tourist groups abroad attempted to summon the strong hand of their great nation. One party was stuck at the airport in Tehran, and had not been allocated the accommodation its members were expecting. In a video circulated online, you can see several hundred Chinese people venting their anger at this turn of events by chanting: ‘China! China!’ Something similar had taken place a few days previously at Tokyo airport: after their flight home to Shanghai with a Japanese budget airline had been delayed by 24 hours, the tourists began a raucous rendition of the Chinese national anthem in protest as they tussled with Japanese police officers. A choir of frustrated Chinese passengers also belted out the national anthem at an airport in Sri Lanka.

         This was embarrassing – and not just to the many ordinary Chinese people who posted comments on social media. It also made official China uneasy. The state broadcaster, CCTV, published a comment piece calling Chinese compatriots to order: ‘No one who displays an unseemly “Wolf Warrior”-style patriotism and yells out “China!” whenever he feels like it is going to earn any sympathy in a foreign airport, or from his countrymen at home. Just because the motherland is there to support you when you have problems does not mean that it will play the scapegoat for you.’91

         Within China, a noisy minority has adopted an aggressive form of nationalism, and its ugly face keeps appearing in the public sphere. It could be seen in Beijing in 1999, at demonstrations against the NATO bombardment of Belgrade’s Chinese embassy. During the demonstrations, correspondents from CNN and the German channel ARD were physically assaulted. Or at the anti-Japan riots of summer 2012, when placards on the streets of the Chinese capital called for Tokyo to be wiped out and demonstrators in Xi’an beat up the Chinese drivers of Japanese cars.

         You will find it online, too, where the Xiao Fenhong (‘little pink ones’) react to any hint of criticism of the motherland and the Party’s patriotic myths by fire-bombing forums with ultra-nationalistic commentary. The Xiao Fenhong gather in places like the ‘emperor forum’, which has almost 30 million registered members, and from there launch organised attacks on websites outside the Great Firewall. Thousands of these pink trolls suddenly appear on Instagram when Lady Gaga meets the Dalai Lama; they flood Taiwan’s news sites with obscene tirades against the Taiwanese president Tsai Ing-wen; and when students at the Chinese University of Hong Kong make a case for their city’s autonomy or independence, the Xiao Fenhong take over the university website’s comment pages, posting threats such as ‘Tonight the emperor forum will find you’.

         The ‘pink ones’ are so called because they originated on the pink forums of the popular women’s fiction website Jinjiang City. In 2008, their debates moved from literary to nationalistic matters: it was the time of the Olympic Games, which had been planned as a celebration of unadulterated pride in Party and motherland, and were being overshadowed by the violent unrest in Tibet’s capital Lhasa and lengthy human rights debates in the Western media. At that time, internet forums saw an especially powerful surge of vituperative nationalism.

         ‘Who sent you all that money from the motherland?’ one person asked the ungrateful Tibetans: ‘Have you forgotten about all that?’ Another applauded the violent way in which the demonstrations in Lhasa were put down. The government did a good thing, he said, by ‘cutting out this cancerous tumour’. Someone else warned, ‘If you behave badly, then we’ll take your culture and stick it in a museum,’ while another commenter asked: ‘Why are we even talking? Separatist scum should be killed’. Meanwhile, a blogger lamented the fact that foreigners had all been ‘brainwashed’. It was a reminder that the devastation wreaked by the communists takes many forms and will no doubt be borne by future generations. The poisonous seeds being sown by the Party today will still be sprouting decades from now.

         The Party knows how dangerous this angry nationalism is; that it might one day turn against them. The propaganda machine advocates a ‘rational patriotism’, yet time and again Xi Jinping adds rhetorical fuel to the flame of national feeling, invoking China’s ‘sacred territory’, of which not ‘a single inch’ will be surrendered.

         China’s nationalism is based around three specific issues: firstly, Taiwan, the island that has to all intents and purposes been a separate state since the end of the Chinese civil war in 1949, although the CCP leadership makes its return to the Chinese motherland seem more urgent with every year that passes. Taiwan is the subject that excites emotion most easily on the mainland – and at the same time, it’s the problem least likely to be solved. Taiwan has been a vibrant democracy for more than three decades, and its 23 million citizens don’t show the slightest inclination to submit to the yoke of the CCP. The nationalists’ second holy grail is the chain of islands in the East China Sea which the Japanese call Senkaku, and the Chinese know as Diayutai. It was these islands that sparked the anti-Japanese riots in the summer of 2012. Thirdly, China has staked a claim to the South China Sea in its totality, basing its claim on dubious historical arguments dismissed by its neighbours as nonsense, while in China itself they have attained the status of sacred truths.

         Xi is the first Party leader in decades who doesn’t stop at words. Xi acts. He might make trite speeches in which he declares the extraordinary finding that Chinese blood contains ‘no gene for hegemony or invasions’ (the Xinhua News Agency calls this the Chinese people’s ‘Historical gene of peace-loving’).92 But he is pouring vast sums into remodelling the army – it must be able to ‘win wars’ – and, above all, into strengthening the navy. It is the Chinese navy that is busily creating a fait accompli in the South China Sea: building artificial islands in disputed locations, enlarging coral reefs into navy bases, intimidating the fishermen and coastguards of neighbouring countries. In July 2016, when the International Court of Justice in the Hague declared China’s territorial claims in the South China Sea to be largely void, China declared the judgement itself ‘null and void’ – and simply carried on reclaiming land and militarising the waters.

         This escalating aggression in word and deed is not without danger for China’s leadership and for the world. Xi Jinping is fuelling expectations, not all of which he will be able to meet. Nationalism can easily grow into a monster that even its creator can’t fully control. What if Xi’s own rhetoric manoeuvres him into a corner during some future conflict, preventing him from making any kind of compromise that could be seen as weakness at home? What would happen if, after nearly four decades of growth, China’s economy found itself in crisis? What if one of the Party’s legitimating pillars – endless economic growth and increasing prosperity – threatened to crumble, leaving only the other: nationalism? How would the CCP, and how would Xi Jinping, distract the people from this state of affairs? Today, you can already meet people in China (especially among the younger generation) who believe that war with the USA is inevitable.

         Some acquaintances from Beijing told me a story about their eleven-year-old son. A few days previously they had announced with great excitement that the family would be able to afford a foreign holiday that year, and that he could celebrate his twelfth birthday in Europe. ‘No!’ the son cried. ‘I’m not going abroad! I will only celebrate my birthday in the motherland!’ The father’s bafflement was still evident on his face as he related the incident. ‘It’s madness,’ he said. ‘What are they doing to my little boy?’

      

   


   
      
         
            THE EYE

            How the Party is Updating its Rule with Artificial Intelligence

         

         
            ‘The perfection of power should tend to render its actual exercise unnecessary.’

            Michel Foucault

         

         In University College London, on a chair behind a pane of glass, sits the skeleton of the philosopher and social theorist Jeremy Bentham, dressed in a shirt and frock coat. Before his death on 6 June 1832, Bentham had left his body to the university, instructing that his mortal remains be put on public display. His friend Thomas Southwood Smith performed the dissection of the body during a public lecture. But the mummification of the head, using techniques learned from observing Maoris in New Zealand, didn’t quite go to plan. It was soon decided to spare the public the sight of it, and a more appealing wax head was placed atop Bentham’s skeleton.

         The students hurrying by cast fleeting glances at the philosopher. A few take selfies; many ignore him. For a while, you could watch all this live: Bentham was not merely stared at; he stared back. A webcam positioned above his skeleton picked up curious admirers and people rushing past, and streamed the images live on Twitter. The team behind the PanoptiCam Project, which was set up to research surveillance algorithms, among other things, called it: ‘Watching you watching Bentham’. Jeremy Bentham was the founder of utilitarianism, as well as one of the leading exponents of the British Enlightenment, an advocate of rationality and freedom, and a pioneer of democracy and the liberal society. He was also the inventor of the panopticon prison, which to this day remains one of the most illuminating metaphors for the surveillance state. This state achieves perfection when it can stand by and watch as its subjects take over the job of surveilling themselves.

         The invisible authority, which sometimes praises and sometimes punishes, which has the power to crush a person yet which shows how generous it is by not crushing them: organised religion has been working with this concept for thousands of years. You can’t see it, but it can see you. At every moment, day and night. Which means that it might not be looking at you right now, but that doesn’t matter. You only need to know that it could fix its gaze on you at any time, and you will begin to monitor yourself. Bentham’s panopticon was an architectural attempt to bring this form of surveillance to the world of the Enlightenment, to perfect and rationalise it. He himself thought it both efficient and humane, and spoke of ‘a new mode of obtaining power of mind over mind, in a quantity hitherto without example’.93 He could imagine his panopticon being used as a school, a factory or a hospital, but above all it seemed to make the perfect prison. Bentham called it ‘a mill for grinding rogues honest’.94

         The panopticon is both simple and brilliant: a ring-shaped  building with many floors, all opening inwards onto a central courtyard. Each of these floors is made up of a continuous row of small cells. The cells each have two windows: one looking out, to let in light, and one looking inward, into the courtyard, at the centre of which is a slender watchtower. This tower has windows facing out in all directions, placed so that the watchman can see into every cell in the large outer ring, but can never be seen himself. Nor can the inmates of the cells see each other. ‘All that is needed, then, is to place a supervisor in a central tower and to shut up in each cell a madman, a patient, a condemned man, a worker or a schoolboy. By the effect of back-lighting, one can observe from the tower, standing out precisely against the light, the small captive shadows in the cells of the periphery,’ writes Michel Foucault in his book Discipline and Punish.95 ‘They are like so many cages, so many small theatres, in which each actor is alone.’

         Bentham died in 1832, and the panopticon in the form that he envisaged it was never built. Yet it was such a powerful idea that the philosopher Michel Foucault used it as a metaphor for the constrictions of modern society. If an individual is completely isolated, but most importantly, completely visible, says Foucault, then power functions automatically. ‘[T]he surveillance is permanent in its effects, even if it is discontinuous in its action; […] the perfection of power should tend to render its actual exercise unnecessary.’ The watchman, in other words, doesn’t even have to be there. The inmates of the cells merely have to believe he might be present: ‘So it is not necessary to use force to constrain the convict to good behaviour, the madman to calm, the worker to work, the schoolboy to application, the patient to the observation of the regulations. Bentham was surprised that panoptic institutions could be so light: there were no more bars, no more chains, no more heavy locks.’ All you have to do is isolate individuals effectively, and guarantee their visibility. According to Foucault: ‘He who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who knows it, assumes responsibility for the constraints of power; he makes them play spontaneously upon himself; he inscribes in himself the power relation in which he simultaneously plays both roles; he becomes the principle of his own subjection.’ Those who are naked before this eye take over surveillance of themselves.

         Foucault wrote Discipline and Punish in 1975. At that point, no one could have guessed that technological progress would one day allow for the total surveillance of every single subject. One of the projects through which China wants to link up surveillance cameras and databases nationwide is called Xueliang. It is a play on the word for ‘sharp’ – as in the sharp eyes of the masses, a slogan from the Mao era, when the entire population was spying on each other. The all-seeing eye, observing a population of 1.4 billion people from a watchtower looming above and seeing into everything, has finally become a real possibility. China’s security apparatus is thrilled.

         15 March 2016 will become one of those dates that the human race will always remember. On that day, in a ballroom in the Seoul Four Seasons Hotel, machines defeated man in a way no one had expected. It was a competition not unlike that between IBM’s chess computer Deep Blue and the then world champion Garry Kasparov in 1997, when the computer won. Only this time, the stakes were much higher. The competitors were playing Go.

         Go is one of the world’s oldest boardgames, invented more than two and a half thousand years ago in ancient China, where it was called weiqi. For a long time, gentleman scholars regarded it as one of the four arts that every cultivated man should master – alongside calligraphy, painting, and playing the Chinese zither. Go, which is played on a board of 19 x 19 intersecting lines, is infinitely more complex than chess. Even world-class players often have to rely on intuition rather than linear thinking. After the first two moves in a game of chess, ther are over 400 possible permutations; In Go, that number is around 130,000.

         The Chinese gentleman-scholar Shen Kuo, a famous astronomer, mathematician, geologist, pharmacologist, cartographer, hydraulic engineer and general of the 11th century, estimated the number of possible positions in a game of Go at 10171. The figure, cited in his Dream Pool Essays, is greater than the number of atoms in the universe. On that 15 March, South Korean Lee Sedol, the strongest player of the past decade, sat down at the board to play against AlphaGo, the machine developed by the London DeepMind laboratory, now owned by Google. It was the fifth and last match of the tournament, and it was the final blow. AlphaGo beat Lee Sedol 4:1.

         To produce AlphaGo’s algorithm, its creators had used two artificial neural networks that would train each other. To start with, they fed in 30 million moves by skilled Go players; then they made slightly different versions of the machine play millions of games against each other – and from these games AlphaGo learned entirely new strategies unknown to human players. AlphaGo’s triumph in Seoul surprised many and shocked some; few of those watching had expected such an outcome for at least another decade. The victory triggered remarkably emotional reactions as, all over the world, suspicion hardened into certainty (even among laymen): the future is here. The technologies at the heart of AlphaGo are going to transform our world to a degree we haven’t seen since the industrial revolution two hundred years ago.

         Artificial intelligence is ‘the new electricity.’96 These are the words of Andrew Ng, the one-time head of AI research at Google and Baidu, who now teaches at Stanford. AI is not just one of many new technologies – it’s the force used by algorithms working with all kinds of digital data, and in the future it will power every branch of industry as well as many aspects of our private lives. It will help reinvent everything that can be captured or supported digitally, whether in education, medicine, the world of finance, scientific research, transport, or the city we live in. It is also reinventing the authoritarian state.

         Nowhere in the world was the fascination and the surprise at AlphaGo’s triumph as great as it was in China, the game’s original home. And nowhere else reacted to it with such resolve and speed. China’s leaders must have felt like the USA did on 4 October 1957, when it was caught off guard by the news that its great rival, the Soviet Union, had just launched the first man-made satellite into space: Sputnik 1. ‘Control of space means control of the world,’ Lyndon B. Johnson warned in 1958, when he was the majority leader of the US senate. It was one of the key speeches of the Cold War. The future, he said, was ‘not as far off as we thought’, and whoever won the space race would then have ‘total control, over the earth, for purposes of tyranny or for the service of freedom.’ Two AI advisors to the Chinese State Council described AlphaGo’s victory in Seoul as China’s very own ‘Sputnik moment’.97 And the Chinese state reacted in much the same way as the USA had in 1957: with a sudden change of tack, and a financial and strategic effort that almost overnight led to the funnelling of huge resources into artificial intelligence.

         ‘AlphaGo’s victory fundamentally changed our thinking,’ says Zhang Bo, a well-known mathematician and AI expert from the Chinese Academy of Sciences. I saw Zhang Bo speak at an AI seminar in the modern conference centre in Wuzhen, during the World Internet Conference at the end of 2017. Earlier that year, in this same city, in the southern Chinese province of Zhejiang, the DeepMind machine AlphaGo had given a repeat performance of its feat before a Chinese audience, beating the twenty-year-old Chinese player Ke Jie (then at the top of the Go world ranking table) by three games to nil. After the match, the defeated Ke Jie, who is a celebrity in China, looked somewhat baffled. He later described AlphaGo as the ‘Go God’.

         The undisputed star of the conference was not the Apple boss Tim Cook, who was in attendance; nor was it China’s chief ideologue Wang Huning, who brought greetings from his party leader Xi Jinping and announced that the digital economy was going to become the driving force behind China’s economy as a whole: ‘We will not let this opportunity pass us by’. The star was not even the internet itself – it was the miracle of artificial intelligence. ‘We will build a strong China with big data and artificial intelligence,’ said Wang Huning.

         The euphoria of their Chinese hosts was echoed by the foreigners present in Wuzhen. The American IT expert John E. Hopcroft could be heard prophesying a third great revolution for humanity: there was the Neolithic revolution ten thousand years ago, when humans first became settlers; then came the industrial revolution; now the information revolution was upon us. Hopcroft had two main messages to give his rapt audience. Firstly: thanks to AI, in future only a quarter of the population would be required to produce and provide the sum total of all goods and services. And secondly, Hopcroft said, only two nations were going to profit from the AI revolution: the USA and China. Everywhere else lacked the infrastructure: when it came to AI, the threshold for entry was simply too high.

         Delegates also heard Vaughan Smith, the Facebook vice-president responsible for AI, introducing his platform (banned in China) to the audience. Smith was eager to assure his listeners, many of whom would be unfamiliar with Facebook, that, like all other technology, artificial intelligence would bring good things – and that in the Facebook laboratories, at least, they were ‘having a blast’.

         He underpinned his optimism with examples from Facebook’s own AI research. Currently, they excelled at getting information from machines to people; the new challenge was how to transfer information from human brains to the machines. A brain produces one terabyte of data every second, the equivalent of 40 to 50 feature films shot in HD, said Smith. The big question is – how do you stream that data from living brains into whirring hard drives? At least, that is the question at Facebook, where according to Smith they are working day and night to find an answer.

         If I understood Smith correctly, Facebook is doing all this with the noble aim of creating a world in which a person suffering from complete paralysis could operate a keyboard using just their mind and write 100 words a minute. Unfortunately, said Smith, the man on the street often had entirely the wrong idea about AI research, which was one of the reasons that the general tone of the debate was so anxious. He went on to report proudly on the project’s latest coup: a cap that uses lasers to read the neurons in the brain.

         A cap that can read your mind in real time, and siphon off all the films that play there into a machine? Isn’t this just the kind of Bond-villain-style device the man on the street imagines AI scientists to be inventing – and is understandably very anxious about. It didn’t seem to have occurred to Smith.

         The Chinese members of the audience listened intently. ‘We extend a warm welcome to the international companies and institutes here, and invite them to open offices here in China and share the results of their research with us,’ said Chen Zhaoxiong, deputy minister in the Ministry for Industry and Information Technology (MIIT), with disarming openness. Afterwards, representatives of Chinese industry presented their first AI successes. Lu Yimin, the president of China Unicom, one of the country’s two telecoms giants, said that the age of isolated islands of data was over: ‘In the future, we’ll have a central big-data platform.’ Having all the available information about each customer in one place – that was the way to follow through on the firm’s new motto: ‘Be a customer-friendly creator of smart living.’

         ‘Smart’ was also the key word for Robin Li, CEO of the search-engine company Baidu. In 2016, Baidu was hit by a scandal when it emerged that search results were being manipulated to the benefit of suspect advertising customers. Cancer patients in search of medical help were directed towards the website of a dubious group of clinics, and the death of a 21-year-old student with cancer triggered a debate about Baidu’s practices that went on for months. With state support, the company is now trying to reinvent itself as an AI business, taking Google as its role model. Cars, supermarkets, cities – all will be smart in the future. ‘No more traffic jams, and no environmental damage. In future, everyone will be relaxed and cheerful. We’re going to make people happier,’ Robin Li enthused. He closed by saying: ‘We need to inject artificial intelligence into every corner of human life.’

         And that is just what China is doing. Xi Jinping has called for his country to become the ‘world leader’ in AI as quickly as possible. Scientists must venture bravely out ‘into no man’s land’, so that China can also ‘occupy the commanding heights’ in the area of artificial intelligence.98 Barely a year after AlphaGo beat the South Korean Lee, and only two months after it beat China’s Ke Jie, China’s State Council published a ‘Next Generation Artificial Intelligence Development Plan’.99 It is an extraordinarily ambitious plan. Artificial intelligence, the authors write, will change human life and the face of the earth. AI has become ‘a new focus of international competition. AI is a strategic technology that will lead in the future’. AI will turn the commercial world on its head and become the new engine of economic development. And finally, AI holds unprecedented ‘new opportunities for social construction’, which is Party-speak for social control. An article in the Guangming Daily, the Party newspaper for intellectuals, described China’s power and wealth at the time when the peoples of the world still lived in agrarian societies. ‘But then our country missed out on the industrial revolution’ and fell behind the West. China is not about to make the same mistake with big data and AI: ‘Digitalisation has given the Chinese people the opportunity of the millennium.’100

         Various players in China, from private hi-tech companies and universities to cities, provincial governments, ministries, all the way to the military, had for some time been working on their own programmes in the fields of big data and AI. But the State Council’s plan hit them like a thunderbolt, and their efforts are now being combined and multiplied. By 2020, China aims to draw level with the ‘leading research nations’, meaning of course the USA. In 2025, China wants to achieve its own ‘important breakthroughs’ in AI research and use. And by 2030, Beijing wants China to be the only frontrunner and ‘the most important centre for AI innovation in the world’. At that point, according to the plan, the country’s AI industry should be worth the equivalent of £112 billion. As an added bonus, ‘public security’ will be more seamless than ever before, thanks to ‘intelligent surveillance, early-warning and control systems’. The plan calls for new ‘intelligent applications’ for the ‘management of society’, with the specific example of ‘video image analysis and identification technologies, biometric identification technologies, intelligent security and policing products’. As always in China, developments are coming thick and fast in the breathless rush to catch up and overtake.
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         The eye of the dragonfly is made up of 28,000 facets, each of them a little eye in itself. Dragonflies have a 360-degree view of the world and can pick up images five to six times more quickly than humans. Dragonfly Eyes is the title of a feature film that I watched on an autumn day in 2017, in an artist’s studio in one of the faceless new estates north of Beijing’s fourth ring road. ‘I’ll tell you a secret,’ says a young man in the film. ‘I often watch you, on the monitor.’ Then, from off-screen, the narrator’s voice: ‘This is a man,’ he says. ‘He will be seen 300 times each day. This is a woman. Her privacy is all used up. The man and the woman meet.’ It’s a love story, to begin with. The woman works on a dairy farm. She watches the cows. And is watched by cameras. The people who monitor the cameras are also being watched, watching. The film shows a couple having sex in a car, it shows sweet nothings being whispered in a restaurant, a car chase on the motorway, wild punch-ups and plastic surgery. The film has been screened at festivals, including the Toronto International Film Festival. It may be the first feature film for which not a single scene has been acted or specially filmed. Every image, every scene – over 600 of them – comes from Chinese surveillance and live-stream cameras.

         China is eagerly bringing the future into the present, and at a much faster pace than the West dares to adopt. ‘In 2013, when I had the idea for the film, there was hardly any material,’ says the Beijing artist Xu Bing, who had become a global name in the late 1980s with his installation ‘A Book from the Sky’, for which he invented thousands of new Chinese characters. ‘But then, in around 2015, suddenly all these streams started appearing online, on websites that anyone could access. A lot of them were surveillance cameras belonging to individuals and private companies. Suddenly we had much, much more material that we ever could have hoped for. It exploded at a rate no one could imagine.’ Xu Bing’s team set up 20 computers to download images 24 hours a day. They took 11,000 hours of video and distilled it down to 81 minutes for Dragonfly Eyes.

         A few kilometres from Xu Bing’s studio is a functional room with screens on the walls – a lot of screens, with faces on them. They are our faces: from the street, from the corridor, each with a name, sex and ID number. They have been captured by the cameras of Megvii Face++, one of the hottest start-ups in a hot sector, which claims it wants to change the world. Here, artificial intelligence is a business model. Megvii Face++ is already doing something the State Council plan has only just called for. In this room stands a young man named Xie Yinan. He’s a marketing director. Xie Yinan is wearing trainers, a T-shirt, cool glasses; he laughs often and speaks with the missionary zeal of someone who looks the future in the eye every day. ‘It’s like being in a movie,’ he says. ‘I’ve been here three years now, and when I started, I couldn’t have dreamed we’d be able to do the stuff we’re doing today. All the things you’ve seen in science fiction films – we’re going to make them a reality.’ He looks exhausted; it’s a long time since he had a day off. But he’s also euphoric. His country wants to become the world number one in the field of artificial intelligence. And his company wants to become the number one in its field. These are the times we’re living in. ‘We want to give the city eyes,’ says Xie Yinan. ‘And we want to make them intelligent.’

         Megvii and SenseTime, probably its biggest competitor, are based not far from each other in modern office blocks in the Haidian district of Beijing, cheek by jowl with the country’s elite universities. The glass door at the entrance to SenseTime opens when the cameras recognise the face of the person approaching. One captures my face and projects it onto a screen in the reception area. ‘Male,’ it says next to my picture. ‘Age: 45’. It’s seven years out. ‘But you look so much younger,’ says the lady on reception. ‘Attractiveness: 99 per cent,’ the screen caption adds. It occurs to me that the algorithm might just have a flattery mode for potential customers programmed into it. Then the screen shows my mood: ‘Annoyed’. Well, overtired might be more accurate. And then a video screen starts to play an advert that the system has selected for me: Wuliangye, a millet-based baijiu, 52 per cent proof. Just what grumpy 45-year-olds with money and power would drink in China.

         Thanks to the technology of SenseTime and Megvii, people were able to unlock their Huawei or Vivo smartphones using their faces long before Apple came up with the idea. They can also use their faces to order fries in KFC in Hangzhou. Or pay for their shopping using the Alipay app, as more than 700 million Chinese citizens already do on a regular basis. Hotels in China use Megvii cameras to check that guests really are who they say they are. Train stations in cities like Guangzhou or Wuhan only allow entry to people once their faces have been scanned and checked against the police database. The company is currently testing unmanned supermarkets. ‘Thanks to our cameras, we can tell how old customers are, whether they’re physically fit and what brands they wear,’ says Xie. ‘And judging from the things they buy, we can categorise them as a certain type of person, and then target them with specific ads and special offers.’

         Another group has been taken through the exhibition room ahead of us, one of whom is wearing police uniform. The guide points to a screen on which a great crowd of people is moving; it looks like the crowd is swaying back and forth, and the people on the screen are highlighted in various shades of red and green. It looks like an infrared picture. Among other things, the guide tells us, the system can predict the movements of crowds. ‘We’ve sold it into a lot of provinces, and it’s being used in Xinjiang, too … We’ve had some good feedback.’ Xinjiang is the troubled province in western China that is home to the Muslim Uighurs.

         The eyes of the city. The eyes of the Party. For the individual, his or her face becomes a key, opening the door to the world outside. For the observer, the camera becomes a key that unlocks the world inside the individual, and their behaviour. ‘Criminals today need to think hard about whether they’re going to keep committing crimes,’ says Xie Yinan. ‘Our algorithm can support networks of 50,000 to 100,000 surveillance cameras. We can tell you what kind of person you’ll find in a given place at a given time. We can ask: “Who is that? Where is he? How long is he there for? Where’s he going now?” We track a person from one camera to the next.’ The system, says Xie, is already much better at recognising faces than people are.

         Megvii and the other companies advertise their commercial applications, showcasing apps that magic a funny dog’s nose onto your face. But the identity of their most important investor and their biggest customer is no secret: it’s the state, and in particular the security services. Xie talks about receiving letters of gratitude from police stations all over the country. Some 3,000 criminals, whose faces were stored in the authorities’ databases, have fallen into the laps of the police over the course of the last year, he says, thanks to the cameras. The 2017 Qingdao International Beer Festival made headlines: 25 people who had spent a long time on wanted lists were arrested as a result to facial recognition. In April 2018, in a stadium in Nanchang, cameras picked out a 31-year-old whose profile had been placed on a national database for ‘economic offences’ – from a crowd of 60,000 concert-goers.

         The cameras can do more: they report when a face turns up at a particular place – a bus stop, for instance – with suspicious frequency. ‘That could be a pickpocket,’ says Xie. At SenseTime, a few blocks away, they also demonstrate how the cameras analyse crowds. The system can tell when a lot of people are gathering, says the company’s spokeswoman Yuan Wei. And when a lot of people are about to gather. The algorithm can also see when a lot of people are moving in one direction, while a single individual is going against the flow. ‘The system then identifies this person as abnormal,’ says Yuan Wei. And it sounds the alarm.

         In 2017, Megvii had 200 employees. A year later, that number had risen to 1,500. Many of them have returned home from the USA. China isn’t just trying to import AI technologies and to buy out firms in the USA and Europe; it is also actively head-hunting AI talent, in growing competition with Silicon Valley. The state plays a central role, having launched a ‘thousand talents’ programme, which provides attractive incentives and benefits to those willing to settle and work in China. In late 2017, the Ministry for Science and Technology launched a project for ‘transformative technologies’, among whose aims is to develop new high-performance chips by 2021, in order to power neuronal networks.

         Unlike earlier large-scale science projects – in biotechnology, for instance – Beijing knows that the field of artificial intelligence is too broad, too diverse and too dynamic to be driven forward effectively by brute force from the state, with planning bureaucrats issuing and pushing through top-down edicts. The contribution of private high-tech companies and countless start-ups, and their cooperation with the state, are central to Beijing’s plans. The government is keeping these companies close: the Ministry of Technology has officially selected firms like Baidu, Alibaba, Tencent and the speech-recognition company iFlytek to lead the development of nationwide AI platforms in areas such as self-driving cars, smart cities, medical diagnostics and speech recognition. This gives the chosen firms an advantage in these markets, with valuable access to state databases. At the end of 2018 the Chinese Academy for Information Technology, a think-tank operated by the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology (MIIT) produced a ‘white paper on AI security’ praising the large private internet companies Alibaba, Tencent, Baidu and Netease for their active contributions to the ‘intelligentization of national social governance,’ in fields such as ‘security monitoring, data investigation and public opinion control’.101

         The private sector, generously supported by state funds, has begun to open its own laboratories in Silicon Valley and elsewhere, allowing Chinese companies to woo foreign AI experts with the promise of great salaries and even greater opportunities. Come to China; you can do more there. And you can do it faster. The West getting tangled up in legal restrictions and data protection concerns, while China just goes ahead with things. In November 2017, Megvii gathered 460 million dollars in a single round of investment – at the time busting the world record for an AI start-up. Since then, the firm’s technology has won several competitions, beating teams from Google, Microsoft and Facebook. Since 2015, SenseTime’s research team has presented more new studies at the world’s major AI conferences than Google or Facebook, and in April 2018 it overtook its competitor Megvii when it brought in 600 million dollars of new investment, becoming the highest-valued AI start-up in the world. In 2019, Sense-Time is hoping to raise a further two billion dollars. Similar start-ups are springing up like mushrooms all over China. Much of their seed funding comes from state investment sources. And the money arrives quickly: in China, it takes little more than nine months for a newly founded start-up to see the first payment from the investment funds; in the USA, the average is currently just over 15 months.

         ‘This is just the beginning,’ says Xie Yinan. ‘The market is growing rapidly. Competition doesn’t worry us, the demand is huge, there’s room for everyone.’ In 2016 there were 176 million surveillance cameras in China. At that point, the USA had 62 million – more per head of population than China. But here too, the ambitious nature of Chinese plans and the speed at which they’re implemented are making China the frontrunner: by 2020 those 176 million cameras will have become more than 600 million, many of them equipped with AI technology. Very soon, SenseTime is planning to invest in five super-computers, to run the ‘Viper’ system it has developed. Viper will apparently be able automatically to monitor and analyse the data from networks of up to 100,000 cameras.

         The Communist Party has discovered a new magic weapon in big data and artificial intelligence – that much was evident from Party and state leader Xi Jinping’s New Year’s address to the Chinese people in 2018. As he does every year, Xi sat in front of a large wall of books; the observant viewer could make out Homer’s Odyssey and Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea on the shelves. And as they do every year, internet users subsequently took a magnifying glass to each book spine.

         Many noticed that this year, Xi Jinping had brought The Communist Manifesto and Das Kapital down within reach. Most significantly, though, for the first time two bestsellers on artificial intelligence had been given a prominent position on the shelves: Brett King’s Augmented was sitting next to The Master Algorithm by Pedro Domingos. Domingos researches AI at the University of Washington, and his book invites people to join him in the search for the algorithm to end all algorithms, an algorithm that will go on developing itself infinitely. ‘If it exists,’ Domingos writes, ‘the Master Algorithm can derive all knowledge in the world – past, present and future – from data. Inventing it would be one of the greatest advances in the history of science.’102 Of course, there is no guarantee that Xi has really read King and Domingos – unlike Marx.

         In the USA, researchers and companies are following China’s plans with curiosity; some are sounding the alarm. ‘They will have caught up with us by 2025,’ prophesies Eric Schmidt, who is now the head of Google’s parent company Alphabet and has evidently studied the State Council document from Beijing. ‘And by 2030 they’ll dominate the industry.’ Now, one should not take at face value everything that comes out of the mouths of Chinese planners, but in the past the Chinese state has shown what it’s capable of when something has been identified as politically desirable. Take, for example, the rapid creation of the largest high-speed train network in the world. And the CCP has clearly fixed on artificial intelligence as the key to its own survival and the perfection of its rule.

         In the field of technology, at least, China is disproving those sceptics who still think an authoritarian system is poison for any kind of innovation. ‘There’s this strange belief that you can’t build a mobile app if you don’t know the truth about what happened in Tiananmen Square,’ Kaiser Kuo once said. Kuo is an American China-watcher and heavy metal guitarist, who spent many years as the head of international PR for Baidu in Beijing. ‘Trouble is, it’s not true.’103 For a long time now, China has been much more than a paradise for fake Nikes and alleged Louis Vuitton handbags with Chanel logos stuck on them. It’s also much more than just the ‘world’s factory’: the country with the cheapest labour, assembling our TVs and smartphones, the country that makes just £6 out of every £750 iPhone we buy.

         After the USA, China has long been number two in the world when it comes to spending on research and development, and according to the latest report by the American National Science Foundation, those positions will soon be reversed. Between 2000 and 2015, China increased its research and development spending by 18 per cent every year. Spending in the USA, by contrast, rose by an average of just four per cent a year in the same period.104 The report also says that since 2003, the number of scientific publications from China has quintupled. China’s researchers have now outpaced the USA with their supercomputers, measured both by the machines’ capability and the number of these computers that appear in the world’s top 500. In 2020, researchers in the harbour city of Tianjin are planning to bring the first exascale computer into service, which would be ten times as fast as today’s supercomputers. (The USA hopes its Aurora project will have reached this point by 2021, a year later.) China is also leading the way in research into quantum computing. And behind the Great Firewall – shielded by the censors not just from the free flow of information, but helpfully also from the competition – a hi-tech parallel universe has come into being. China is the world’s biggest market for e-commerce, and at least in terms of market value, Alibaba and Tencent have long since moved into the same league as Amazon, Alphabet and Facebook.

         In the fields of electronic transactions and the development of smartphone finance apps, China is way ahead of the rest of the world. ‘You get the sense when you leave China these days that you are going backwards,’ the Financial Times observed. The economic opportunities and the technological leap forward are one thing. But just as enticing for the state is an unprecedented opportunity to look inside its citizens’ heads, and to monitor them in their beds, on the streets, on their shopping trips, and during the most intimate of conversations.

         WeChat, for instance, is a phenomenon that doesn’t exist in the West. The app began as a messaging service; the Chinese WhatsApp. But for China’s mobile phone users, it very quickly also became the Chinese Facebook. Then the Chinese Uber and the Chinese Booking.com and the Chinese Deliveroo. On smartphones at least, WeChat has to all intents and purposes gobbled up the Chinese internet. You can use WeChat to talk to friends, book taxis and hotel rooms, order food, buy cinema tickets, book trains and flights, rent city bikes, choose a cable TV package, pay your water and electricity bills and parking tickets, and get fast credit. Most significantly of all, you can make cashless payments. And all the while, the state security services are looking over your shoulder.

         Two apps, Tencent’s WeChat and Alibaba’s Alipay, have split the market for cashless payments between them – and the Chinese love them. An entire population has switched to mobile payment in record time. Hardly anyone uses debit or credit cards any longer – and nobody carries cash. In 2017, the Chinese used their phones to make 17 billion US dollars’ worth of transactions. That year, over 60 per cent of all cashless transactions worldwide took place in China. I could pay with WeChat in the snack bar in my side-street, the greengrocer’s, the hairdresser, and use it to buy noodle soup for the equivalent of £1.30. Eventually, people started giving me funny looks when I reached into my trouser pocket for cash. In Beijing, even the beggars now use barcodes, which passers-by can scan using WeChat to make their small donation.

         At a courthouse in the Haidan district of Beijing, you can use WeChat to submit files and pay fees. The identity of the person submitting is confirmed via facial recognition.105 And in December 2017 the state press announced pilot projects in 26 cities to test WeChat as a state-recognised, electronic social-security identification and ID card.106 It’s the dream of every lazy citizen. It’s also the dream of the surveillance state, which gets news of its citizens’ every move and every transaction delivered for free in real time.

         Tencent cooperates very closely with the censors, police and state security. During a chat, you might suddenly realise that the conversation has stopped making sense: certain words are being automatically deleted by WeChat between sender and receiver, without either party being informed. In the city of Puyang, a construction supervisor called Chen Shouli spent five days in a cell after forwarding a joke on WeChat about a rumoured affair between a singer and a senior government official, captioned with ‘haha’. And Wang Jianfeng from Shandong went to prison for 22 months after calling Party leader Xi Jinping a baozi and a ‘Maoist thug’ on WeChat. A baozi is a large steamed bun, and has been one of the portly Xi’s nicknames for many years.

         Globally, in 2017 one in three new ‘unicorns’ – start-ups with a market value of a billion US dollars or more – was born in China, especially in Shenzhen and Beijing. Some experts believe that China’s Huawei is ahead of Apple in the development of mobile AI chips. And, as we’ve seen, on 17 January 2018, a Chinese computer also managed to win against the Go master Ke Jie: Tencent’s Fine Art software gave Ke Jie a two-stone head start, and still beat him.

         But China’s companies are still weak when it comes to foreign trade, and the country still trails behind the USA in terms of its talent pool and total investment in the hi-tech area. The Dutch academic publisher Elsevier and Nikkei in Japan publish a list of the institutions whose AI research is most frequently cited worldwide: two of the top three are now from China, with three in the top ten. It pays to look beyond the numbers, though. According to Jeffrey Ding, researcher at the University of Oxford’s ‘Governance of AI’ programme, and author of a study on Chinese progress in AI107, the nation’s AI research is no longer lacking in quantity, but it may still lack originality.108 His verdict: ‘China […] still cannot match the leading countries in the most innovative research and the most talented researchers.’ Ding’s 2018 study presented an ‘AI potential index’ for the first time, to compare China’s AI capacities with those of the USA – and the USA still performed twice as well.

         The USA might still have the lead when it comes to researching the principles of AI, counters Xie Yinan from Megvii, ‘but in its practical application, we’re already a long way ahead.’ He pauses, then: ‘The state doesn’t place so many limits on us here… The government is behind us.’ Judges in Hebei Province are already getting AI to help them prepare their verdicts, and according to the state press, courts and lawyers in Shanghai are using it to check the quality of evidence, and avoid ‘convicting innocent people’.109

         The city of Hangzhou is using algorithms to predict traffic flow, and all over the country ‘smart city’ projects are being launched in cooperation with firms like Alibaba and Huawei. The CCP, meanwhile, is going even further. In the province of Sichuan, and within its Youth League, the Party is testing a ‘smart red cloud’ on itself: the Party press says the algorithm is designed to modernise the way it assesses and chooses its functionaries. The system tracks the behaviour and ‘human relationships’ of CCP cadres, in order to predict ‘their future ideas and future behaviour’. And according to the Clean Governance Centre at Peking University, big data is also set to become China’s ‘most powerful weapon in the fight against corruption’.

         Some in the USA are seeing parallels with the space race against the Soviet Union, more than half a century ago. And many believe China has the advantage: for one thing, while China is focusing on clear strategic goals, the USA is foundering under the presidency of the ignorant, anti-science Donald Trump. (Trump presented his government’s AI strategy in February 2019, 19 months after Beijing’s leaders.) But most important is the sheer mass of data to which researchers and companies have access in this nation of billions, with little hindrance from laws or debates about privacy. If the oil of the future is data, as the Economist puts it, then China is the new Saudi Arabia.The camera manufacturer Sense-Time claims to have access, via government departments, to databases containing 500 million faces. Its competitor Yitu even claims it can compare 1.5 billion faces. That includes not only every Chinese citizen, but also every foreigner who has passed through China’s borders, and whose features are automatically saved to a central database from the snapshot taken by border officials. ‘No other country can compete’ with China’s advantages here, according to a paper produced by the Beijing technology investor Sinovation Ventures: ‘In China, people use their mobile phones to pay for goods 50 times more often than Americans. Food delivery volume in China is 10 times more than that of the United States. And shared bicycle usage is 300 times that of the US.’110

         On this last point, it is worth knowing that the candy-coloured hire bikes you find everywhere in China send all their movement and payment data back to a central database. In 2018, the company Mobike announced that its eight million bikes provided 30 terabytes of data every day. The company not only knows when and where and how fast you are cycling; it also analyses who is cycling with whom. And it shares all that data with the government.

         The more data is collected, the more fodder the self-teaching algorithms have to perfect themselves. Not all experts agree, though, that the sheer mass of data makes other factors, like the quality of the AI semiconductor technology or the number of AI experts, unimportant. According to the Oxford University study mentioned above, in 2017 there were 78,700 scientists working in the field of artificial intelligence in the USA, while in China it was 39,200. The study doesn’t rule out the possibility that, for the smarter AI algorithms of the future, access to a greater mass of existing data might be less important.

         One advantage China definitely enjoys is the speed and the lack of restraint with which it can commit itself to developing this technology. ‘Artificial intelligence was invented in the West,’ says the MIT Technology Review, the magazine produced by the elite US university in Massachusetts, ‘but its future is currently taking shape on the other side of the world.’ In May 2018, SenseTime announced a partnership with MIT; SenseTime founder Tang Xiao’ou had taken his doctorate there in 1996. His company was only set up in 2014, and today it’s already worth more than seven billion US dollars. SenseTime has lured people from MIT, Microsoft and Google to work for it in Beijing. ‘We’re still a baby, compared to Facebook and Google,’ says the PR representative Yuan Wei, ‘but our aim is very clear: we want to become world leaders.’ The company’s Chinese name is Shang Tang, after the first Chinese dynasty, Shang (18th to 11th century BC) and its first emperor, Tang. ‘That was a time when China led the world,’ Tang Xiao’ou once said, explaining the choice of name, ‘and it will again, with its technological innovations.’

         The Party foresees a wide range of uses for AI. Whether in education, public health or infrastructure, the aim is for new technologies to solve problems and increase productivity. At the same time, it wants to use artificial intelligence to provide central planners with a feedback and steering mechanism, with which it can predict and prevent any potential economic and social crises that might threaten the system. ‘The widespread use of AI in education, medical care, pensions, environmental protection, urban operations, judicial services, and other fields will greatly improve the level of precision in public services, comprehensively enhancing the people’s quality of life,’ says the first part of the state AI plan.111 It continues: ‘AI technologies can accurately sense, forecast, and provide early warning of major situations for infrastructure facilities and social security operations; grasp group cognition and psychological changes in a timely manner; […] which will significantly elevate the capability and level of social governance, playing an irreplaceable role in effectively maintaining social stability.’ AI promises to make the dream of all authoritarian rulers come true: control and surveillance of the entire population.

         It is facial recognition that has been making the most headlines recently. Universities are using it to check student attendance, and dispensers in Beijing’s Temple of Heaven are using it to ensure the thrifty use of toilet paper: the machine releases 60cm of paper per face. Anyone who requires more has to wait nine minutes before another 60cm are granted. The Shenzhen police advertised the fact that they had solved a case of child abduction within 15 hours thanks to facial-recognition cameras. In the same city, the metro trains have cameras installed in every carriage, which can monitor ‘every inch of the train in ultra-high definition,’ as the South China Morning Post reported. ‘Not only can passengers’ every move be closely watched, but their most subtle facial expressions are being captured and transmitted in the form of ultra-clear images, without any delay whatsoever.’112

         The transport police in Shanghai are using intelligent cameras to catch people driving without a licence; registry office clerks in Chongqing are exposing people who commit marriage fraud; and the police in Jinan and Shenzhen are publicly shaming people who cross the street when the lights are red. Their faces appear in real time on a video screen at the side of the road – together with their name, address and ID number. At a single crossing in the district of Fujian, the cameras caught no fewer than 13,930 people in the space of ten months. Very soon, rule-breakers will start receiving automatic texts to their mobile phones, telling them off and warning them that next time, they are liable to be punished.

         Middle School No.11 in Hangzhou drew enthusiastic attention from the press in 2018 when it had ‘eyes in the sky’ installed in every classroom: surveillance cameras with a continuous view of every student.113 ‘They are all-knowing eyes; nothing gets past them. As soon as someone nods off or starts daydreaming, he is captured on the spot, using facial recognition,’ said an article on Sina.com. According to the article, the cameras not only capture how often during the eight-hour school day a student’s mind wanders; they also they also ‘analyse facial expression and mood – whether someone is happy, sad, annoyed or reluctant – and send the data straight to a terminal that analyses the student’s attitude to learning. The system really does have magic powers.’ The school has long since done away with the school card that students used to use for the canteen or the library. ‘Students scan their faces to get food, they scan their faces to buy things, and they scan their faces to borrow books.’ Big data and facial recognition, according to the report, are helping ‘students to study more efficiently.’ A student named Xiao Qian admits that he used to be a bit lazy in the lessons he didn’t enjoy as much: ‘You might close your eyes for a minute or read another school book under the desk.’ With the eyes in the sky, those days are gone: ‘Now you feel the gaze of a pair of mysterious eyes on you constantly, and no one dares to go off-task any longer.’

         Years ago, China’s police force christened its nationwide network of cameras ‘Skynet’ – quite probably without any hint of irony or reference to the Terminator films, where Skynet is a rogue AI organism on a mission to wipe out the human race. It isn’t all that long since the Party press was reporting that the state’s aim was to be able to identify the face of every Chinese citizen within three minutes. In March 2018, a tweet from the People’s Daily claimed that now, the Skynet was ‘capable of identifying any one of China’s 1.4 billion citizens within a second,’ and was thus helping ‘the police in prosecuting crimes.’ Masks, hats, sunglasses, even plastic surgery present no problem these days, claim Megvii and SenseTime. ‘Machines aren’t as easy to fool as people are.’

         The USA’s experience with this technology has been rather different. An investigation by the Government Accountability Office brought to light such serious deficiencies in the FBI’s facial recognition programme that in March 2017 there was a hearing on the matter in the House of Representatives. In 15 per cent of all cases, the FBI’s technology identified the wrong people when searching for criminals, with black women being the most likely group to be affected by these errors. Such false alarms have more serious consequences in the Chinese system than they might elsewhere, since the conviction rate is over 99.9 per cent. The state apparatus is always right, and where evidence is lacking, the police often provide the court with a forced confession elicited with threats or torture.

         We can assume the system is still a long way from being all-encompassing: databases that often don’t communicate with each other; firms that overstate their achievements; technology that promises more that it can currently deliver. And yet all the overblown claims – that the cameras can identify someone at a distance of 15 kilometres, or that everyone can be identified within a second – still make sense. The all-seeing eye doesn’t have to be looking at you for the panopticon to function. All that matters is that you feel it – even if in reality, it isn’t there yet.

         In China, the Skynet is just one part of a much more comprehensive ‘police cloud’, on which the organisation Human Rights Watch (HRW) has reported.114 The police cloud is a project from the Ministry of Public Security, which issued instructions for its use in 2015. Since then police forces in various provinces have been gathering all the data they can on hundreds of millions of citizens: medical histories, takeaway orders, courier deliveries, supermarket loyalty card numbers, methods of birth control, religious affiliations, online behaviour, flights and train journeys, GPS movement coordinates and biometric data, face, voice, fingerprints – plus the DNA of some forty million Chinese people, foremost among them the Uighurs in Xinjiang. The state press reported, for instance, that the police force in the city of Xuzhou in Jiangsu was buying information from private companies, including ‘navigation data on the internet, [and] the logistical, purchase and transaction records of major e-commerce companies,’115 but also the MAC addresses of the devices through which individual internet users could be identified. ‘Officers used to go house to house to gather information,’ the article says. ‘Today, the machines collect it tirelessly throughout the day.’116

         ‘Big data shows us the future,’ wrote Wang Yongqing (at the time General Secretary of the powerful Party Central Political and Legal Affairs Commission) in 2015, in the Central Party School’s paper Qiushi.117 The Party had to ‘assemble a complete collection of basic information about all places, things, issues and people, tracking trends in what they eat, how they live, where they travel and what they consume.’ All this would make ‘our early-warning system more scientific, our defence and control more effective, and our strikes more precise.’ Wang’s boss at the time, Politburo member Meng Jianzhu, called on the security services in autumn 2017 to remove all barriers to a broad exchange of data: as soon as possible, he said, the images from surveillance cameras everywhere in the country needed to flow into a single database.

         Meng’s exhortation alludes to the age-old problem faced by large bureaucracies, especially in authoritarian systems: each subordinate authority reproduces the secrecy and lack of transparency of the apparatus in miniature, partitioning itself off from the authorities alongside it. The recurring complaint about isolated ‘data islands’ urgently needing to be joined up suggests that the head-office strategists had a tough job implementing their plans on the lower levels.

         All the same: AI, said Li Meng, Deputy Minister for Science and Technology, in summer 2017, would help China ‘to know in advance who might be a terrorist, and who might be planning something bad.’ Prophesying future crimes used to be the stuff of science fiction novels and films, like Steven Spielberg’s Minority Report. In China, they’re trying to make it reality.

         As early as 2016, the Shandong Legal Daily was reporting on a project being run by the police in the city of Dongying.118 The project is called ‘Mornings at Eight’ and is cited by the paper as an excellent example of how to use the police cloud creatively. Every morning at eight o’clock, the system sends a report to the mobile phones of the 1,300 participating police officers, detailing the ‘abnormalities and trends’ seen in their area. The algorithm, so the paper says, analyses the data from the previous day, including information from hotels, internet cafés, airlines – and from the police force itself. It scans all data on any newcomers to the district, for instance, including their hometown, ethnicity, previous convictions and online behaviour, harvested from internet cafés. ‘Every day at eight o’clock […] the system sends us targeted messages,’ the paper quoted a police officer as saying. ‘In particular, it alerts us to individuals who are involved in terrorism and in [undermining] social stability who’ve entered our jurisdictions.’

         Itinerant labourers and ethnic minorities appear as people of interest in these alerts with particular frequency. The HRW report quotes a tender document from the Tianjin police, which says its police cloud can monitor ‘people of certain ethnicity,’ ‘people who have extreme thoughts’, ‘petitioners who are extremely [persistent]’, and ‘Uighurs from South Xinjiang.’ The system, according to this document, ‘says it can pinpoint the residences of these individuals and track their movements on maps.’

         The question is: what is a crime? And who may find themselves attracting unwelcome attention in a country where someone like the late author and Nobel Peace Prize laureate Liu Xiaobo is viewed by the authorities as a mere ‘convicted criminal’?

         The aim of all the data-gathering by the Chinese police, according to a 2014 notice from the ministry of public security, is to create an ‘early warning’ system that will alert them to any ‘abnormal behaviour’ by citizens. Sophie Richardson, the China director at Human Rights Watch, says the authorities ‘are collecting and centralising ever more information about hundreds of millions of ordinary people, identifying persons who deviate from what they determine to be “normal thought”’. Ministry documents single out groups to be identified and targeted: not just drug addicts and people with criminal records, but also ‘petitioners, ‘those with mental health problems who tend to cause disturbances’ and ‘those who undermine stability’. In other words, people who, for one reason or another, are a thorn in the Party’s side. Or who might become one, even if they themselves don’t know it yet. Especially them, in fact.

         To make absolutely sure that nothing goes wrong, the government is getting directly involved with some of the new companies. The Chinese state is the majority shareholder in the Hangzhou firm Hikvision, which began life in a state research institute and is now the largest manufacturer of video surveillance systems in the world. Today, Hikvision cameras have been installed in more than 150 countries, where they identify faces and number plates, and send an automatic alert when a driver is seen texting at the wheel. In the USA, prisons, airports, schools, private dwellings and military institutions are equipped with the Chinese firm’s systems. Even the US embassy in Kabul installed one.

         Their use has caused much debate in both Washington and London. Critics point to the fact that Hikvision works closely with China’s Ministry of Public Security and its research institutions, while the company has frequently tried to draw a veil over its relationship with the Chinese regime. Its managing director, Chen Zongnian, is also the firm’s Party secretary, and in March 2018 he was a delegate to the National People’s Congress for the first time. Some suspect that Hikvision may have equipped its technology with a ‘back door’, which would allow China to access its internet-enabled cameras and channel their data to Chinese servers. So far, the existence of these back doors hasn’t been proven, but all the same, the US embassy in Kabul and a military base in Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri, have now removed all their Hikvision cameras.

         The back door debate hit the telecommunications company Huawei hard in early 2019: triggered by warnings from the USA, governments all over the Western world started discussing whether Huawei really should be used as a supplier for the coming 5G networks – the infrastructure of the future – or whether that was inviting the risk of Chinese espionage or even sabotage. In a series of interviews, the Huawei boss Ren Zhengfei assured everyone of his company’s independence from the Chinese government. Huawei will ‘never cause damage to a nation or an individual,’ he said. What he didn’t mention was that China’s new intelligence-service law from 2017 obliges all Chinese ‘organisations and citizens’ to ‘support, aid and cooperate with the work of the national secret service’.

         This document was merely a move by the CCP to give a legal basis to something that had always happened, in a system that has never permitted companies to be independent in our sense of the word. ‘In China, state that Huawei strongly supports the Communist Party of China,’ says one internal notice from Ren to his executives, written in 2014 and quoted in the Financial Times. ‘Outside China, stress that Huawei always follows key international trends.’

         Many other Chinese high-tech companies are penetrating overseas markets. In the province of Anhui, you can visit iFlytek, China’s number one in voice recognition. ‘Today, we lead China,’ says a banner in the lobby, ‘tomorrow, the world.’ Another banner reads: ‘Let the machines listen and speak, let them understand and analyse. Let us build a beautiful new world with artificial intelligence.’ Like Huawei, iFlytek follows both the laws of commerce and those of the police state. It manufactures intelligent speakers, similar to Amazon’s Alexa system. ‘Put it in your flat,’ says the guide in the showroom, ‘and it will hear everything, no matter where you are.’ It provides voice-control technology for cars made by VW and Mercedes. Our guide points to large photos of Xi Jinping, who made a personal visit to the firm. ‘We have the support of the government,’ says Pan Shuai, the head of overseas sales. When the US president Donald Trump visited Beijing, a video clip produced by the firm went viral: ‘I love China,’ says a real-looking Trump in fluent Chinese: ‘iFlytek is really super!’

         China has 800 million internet users and 1.4 billion mobile phones. iFlytek works with all three of the major mobile operators, running their call centres – and according to the company’s own information, it has made its voice recognition software available to more than 370,000 apps free of charge. ‘Every day we have 4.5 billion users accessing our services,’ says Pan Shuai. ‘Our huge population gives us enormous advantages in data gathering.’ Of course, they don’t break any laws, he adds, but: ‘China is the Wild West right now. A test laboratory.’

         And what about their cooperation with the policing ministry? Pan Shuai hesitates. ‘I don’t know anything about that,’ he says. But it’s on the company’s website – albeit only the Chinese-language version: iFlytek runs a laboratory for artificial intelligence and voice recognition jointly with the Ministry of Public Security. The company has developed keyword-spotting technology for public security and to aid national defence, the website says. They are also helping the authorities to compile a national speech-pattern and voice database.

         iFlytek boss Liu Qingfeng is also a delegate to the National People’s Congress in Beijing, and in that capacity he used a 2014 speech to call on the authorities ‘to employ big data in the fight against terrorism as soon as possible, in the interests of national security, and to begin compiling a nationwide speech-pattern database at once’. The company’s website says that they’ve already helped the police to ‘solve crimes’ in the provinces of Gansu, Tibet and Xinjiang. Its voice-recognition systems have also proven successful in the Tibetan and Uighur languages. After a while, the sales manager Pan Shuai recalls the firm’s cooperation with the police. ‘Oh, right,’ he says, ‘that.’ Yes, it’s true, the company is also making its technology available to the police. ‘We help with telephone scams, for instance.’ The technology is already in widespread use in the telephone networks of Anhui, the company’s home province, according to a 2017 report on the Shanghai news website The Paper. It scans all calls in real time. ‘If our system recognises a criminal, it alerts the police automatically,’ Pan Shuai says proudly.
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         One province in China is a few steps ahead of the rest of the country in its use of surveillance technology. It’s a region that now has a police station every hundred metres. In some districts you have to install a state-monitored GPS transmitter in your car, if you own one. You can only buy petrol once your face has been scanned at the petrol station and the system has declared you harmless. In every city, town and village, cameras follow your every move. If you’ve been identified as a potential troublemaker, then in some places the cameras will send an alert as soon as you stray more than 300 metres outside the ‘safe zone’ that has been designated for you. If you own a mobile phone, you must install the Jingwang (‘clean net’) app on it. This app has access to the content of your phone and, according to the government, is supposed to ‘prevent people from accessing terrorist information’. It detects all ‘damaging information’ and ‘illegal religious activity’ in the form of text messages, e-books, websites, images and videos, and automatically reports them to the authorities.

         At the countless police checkpoints you have to pass through several times a day in this province, officers scan your face with their smartphones, then check your phone to see if you really have downloaded Jingwang. If you buy a kitchen knife, a QR-code assigned to you will be stamped on the blade at the point of sale.119 The authorities know how often you go to prayers, whether you have friends or relatives abroad, and whether you know anyone who has been to prison. All this is stored on your file, along with your finger prints, your blood group, scans of your iris and samples of your DNA, which the government takes at free health check-ups without informing you of what will happen to them. (The construction of the police force’s DNA database relies on technology provided by the American company Thermo Fisher, as the New York Times recently revealed.) The sum of all this information determines whether you are permitted to stay in hotels, rent a flat or get a job. Or whether you end up in one of the many re-education camps set up all over the province.

         All this will apply to you if you’re a Muslim living in Xinjiang Province, which in all likelihood means you’re a Uighur. Your home province has always been in the cross-hairs of the security apparatus. You can expect to be reported to the police if you name your child Mohammed; if you fast during Ramadan, or if you invite too many people to your wedding. If you are too religious (which can just mean growing a beard), or if you have relatives abroad with whom you exchange emails or speak on the phone, there is a good chance you will end up in a re-education camp.

         Starting in spring 2017, China took just one year to create a gulag, into which (according to research by the German sinologist Adrian Zenz) a million or more people have already vanished – without having committed any crime. ‘Today, it’s impossible to speak to a Uighur who doesn’t have at least one close relative or friend in a camp,’ Adrian Zenz told me. ‘Any contact with people in other countries is almost a guarantee you’ll be sent there.’ Not only has the Party turned Xinjiang into an enormous camp – it is also making the province into a testing ground for its AI gadgets. At the start of 2019 the Dutch security expert Victor Gevers discovered a dataset that the Shenzhen facial-recognition firm SenseNets had parked, unprotected, online. It contained surveillance data on more than 2.5 million Xinjiang residents, with their names and ID numbers. In a period of just 24 hours, these people – mostly Uighurs – had been logged at 6.7 million position points (mosque, internet café, hotel), evidently using data gathered from AI cameras.

         Today Xinjiang is the ‘high-tech version of the Cultural Revolution,’ says Adrian Zenz. ‘The trend is towards automation, and predictive policing. Just as China is overtaking the USA, Xinjiang is already a long way ahead of the rest of China.’ Arrests are increasingly being carried out to fulfil quotas, claims Zenz. And in Xinjiang, the decision to arrest someone is increasingly made by technical systems; police officers don’t check each individual case. Zenz sees a clear strategy at work: ‘the aim is to make citizens rush to obey, to internalise the controls, to self-censor.’120

         China’s high-tech giants are getting in on the action. Huawei, for example, which for some time now has made half its revenue abroad, and supplies, among others, Vodaphone and Deutsche Telekom. In May 2018, the company started working with the Xinjiang police. It has since been involved in an innovation laboratory for the ‘intelligent security industry’ being set up by the authorities in Urumqi, Xinjiang’s capital. The stated aim of the regional government is to create an industrial park for high-tech surveillance technology – technology that can not only be put to use in the local area, but also exported to the countries involved in China’s ‘New Silk Road’ (or ‘Belt and Road Initiative’). After all, as the Urumqi government website explains, there is also a growing market in other countries for ‘anti-terror and stability maintenance products’.121 The site welcomes a ‘new soldier’ to the battle for ‘a peaceful Xinjiang’: Huawei will be a ‘close partner’ in ‘technological’ and ‘digitalised’ police work. According to the report, the Huawei executive present at the opening ceremony for the innovation laboratory, Tao Jingwen – who at that point also happened to be President of the Western European Region for Huawei – explained that the company wanted to ‘bring the digital world into every organisation, into every family and to every person’. Without doubt, ‘public security is the most important element in this strategy.’ Together with the province’s police force, they would ‘ring in a new era of smart police work.’ This is the same Huawei that talks so insistently abroad about its independence from the Communist Party.

         In the pre-schools of Urumqi, all children under the age of six receive a free carton of milk, courtesy of the Party, every day. On the back of the carton are printed the verses of the song ‘Oh, Party, my beloved mother’. At the same time, thousands of children are being placed in ‘welfare centres’ because the state has put their parents in a camp: they are the re-education orphans.122

         The first green shoots of a debate around risks and ethical implications have begun to appear. One chapter in a book published by Tencent’s research institute, Artificial Intelligence: A national strategic initiative for AI123 discusses the question and calls for ‘strict rules’. The State Council’s plan has promised to introduce these rules in 2025, but as always in China, it is safe to assume that they won’t stand in the way of the Party’s need for control.

         Public debate on state surveillance is taboo. Xu Bing’s video surveillance montage Dragonfly Eyes makes a strong statement – but the artist ducks further questions, instead speaking in philosophical terms of a Buddhist-inspired dissolution of identities (‘Am I really me? And isn’t everyone connected to everyone else?’) or of his ideas about a ‘post-surveillance society’. Orwell’s dystopian vision? ‘Uninteresting. Everyone is familiar with that, anyway,’ says Xu Bing – who, incidentally, went to a great deal of effort to track down all the people who were recognisable in the images he used and asked permission to use them.

         Industry executives like to argue that Chinese culture makes the country’s citizens indifferent to data protection worries. ‘The Chinese are more open and less sensitive about data protection,’ claimed Baidu boss Robin Li at a forum in Beijing. ‘If people are prepared to exchange their privacy for efficiency – and people here often are – then we can make even more use of the data.’124 But is it really the case that the concept of ‘privacy’ is alien to Chinese culture? Or is the disappearance of the term from public debate the result of Chinese politics? In any event, Robin Li’s words triggered a surprisingly heated debate online. One of the most-shared comments called the Baidu boss ‘shameless and pathetic’, and many others simply wrote: ‘I am not prepared!’ In Hong Kong and Taiwan – which are also home to Chinese people – the topic of data protection and privacy regularly sparks flare-ups no less passionate than they are in Europe and the USA – and recently, tentative discussions have been on the rise in mainland China, too.

         China’s new cyber security law forbids private companies from misusing the data entrusted to them, though the same law places no such limitations on government authorities. Criticism of the state’s frenetic data-gathering remains taboo, and online commenters almost always restrict themsevles to criticism of companies and their excesses.

         The cyber-security firm Qihoo 360, for example, streamed the video footage from surveillance cameras it had sold to individuals and companies straight onto the internet, including live-streams from nurseries and school classrooms. The company said in its defence that it wanted to allow parents to check up on their children. After a tremendous online outcry, Qihoo 360 took the website down (it was one of the sites from which Xu Bing had taken footage for his film). And a survey conducted at the start of 2018 by the state broadcaster CCTV and the National Statistics Office – which questioned people between the ages of 16 and 60 in 100,000 households, including those in smaller provincial towns – found that more than 76 per cent of those surveyed felt artificial intelligence was a threat to their privacy.125

         Nevertheless, the authorities do not look kindly on attempts to draw attention to the issue. When an artist in Wuhan went online and purchased the data of 346,000 citizens for the equivalent of a few hundred pounds – name, sex, age, telephone number, address, travel plans, online shopping – and then put them in an exhibition, calling it ‘The Secrets of 346,000 Wuhaners’, the police closed the exhibition down and launched an investigation against him for data theft. And when someone dares to write a few words online about ‘mind control through artificial intelligence’ as the essayist YouShanDaBu did on WeChat, the censors will delete it at once. ‘The investigation of the entire population has become a reality,’ the essay said. ‘No one has a single corner left in which to hide. This is a beautiful era. Our only option now is to all think the same thought. Please give up all other thinking.’
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         No need to worry, insists the Party paper People’s Daily: ‘While some feel threatened by a technology that puts almost everyone under the spotlight, many more feel safer when such technology is in good hands.’126

         No need to worry, Xie Yinan from Megvii told me: ‘The data is all stored with the police. It’s quite safe there.’ When he saw my sceptical expression, he added: ‘You want to talk about privacy? Do you have a smartphone? Well, then you’ve lost already. Your whole life is in there.’

         So, privacy isn’t under threat, it’s dead and buried – no point making a fuss about it.

      

   


   
      
         
            THE NEW MAN

            How Big Data and a Social Credit System are Meant to Turn People into Good Subjects

         

         
            ‘The trustworthy will be allowed to roam everywhere under heaven, but the discredited will find it hard to take a single step.’

            From the State Council’s plan for setting up a system of social trustworthiness

         

         China is once again focusing on the New Man. The good man. The honest man. ‘We want to civilise people’, I was told by an official in the small city of Rongcheng, in eastern China. ‘Our aim is to normalise their behaviour. When everyone behaves according to the norms, society is automatically stable and harmonious.’ The official beamed: ‘Then my work is a lot easier.’ The honest man is a trustworthy man. And trust might just be the scarcest resource in China.

         China is experiencing a crisis of trust. No one trusts anyone. ‘Our society is still immature, and our markets are chaotic,’ says the Beijing professor Zhang Zheng. He points to the rural exodus and rapid urbanization of recent decades, which have been accompanied by huge social and economic transformations. ‘An honest man is a stupid man,’ said Wang Junxiu, describing China’s social climate. He co-authored a report by the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in Beijing, published in 2013, entitled ‘The Mental State of Chinese Society’. In a survey by the Shanghai branch of CASS, 90 per cent of those questioned said that anyone who was honest and trustworthy in today’s China was automatically at a disadvantage.

         Some people see the roots of the current climate of distrust in the political campaigns of the past, especially in the Cultural Revolution, when children betrayed their parents and wives betrayed their husbands in the name of their messiah, Mao Zedong. But Wang Junxiu also points a finger of blame at the present: ‘Fraudsters aren’t being brought to justice, and the state itself is damaging the common good.’ In 2013, it was still possible to say this openly. That year, an essay written by the well-known Beijing sociologist Sun Liping made the rounds on the internet. It argued that ‘a country where even teachers and monks are corrupt is rotten to the core.’

         But 2013 was also the year in which Xi Jinping began his term as head of the Communist Party and the state. Xi recognized the challenge: a complete breakdown of trust was threatening to undermine the power of the Party, and at the same time it posed an obstacle to the long-term expansion of the Chinese market and continued economic growth. From toxic foods and environmental degradation to shoddy building work: for many entrepreneurs involved in the unbridled wild-west capitalism that dominates China, the pursuit of profit still justifies the most reprehensible practices. The CASS report came to the conclusion that society needed some kind of referee to ensure fairness. It recommended enhancing and reforming the rule of law; but the Party had other ideas. Instead it was going to do something the world had never seen before, and set up a ‘system of social trustworthiness’. The Social Credit System.
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         I have come to meet Professor Zhang Zheng at Peking University. He is the dean of the Faculty of Economics, but more significantly, he’s an important advisor for the new system. It’s quite simple, says the professor. ‘There are two kinds of people: good and bad. Now imagine a world in which the good ones are rewarded and the bad ones are punished’. A world in which those who respect their parents, never jaywalk, and pay all their bills on time are rewarded for good behaviour. A world where these people are allowed to buy ‘soft sleeper’ train tickets or given easy access to bank loans – and others aren’t. Like the guy next door who cheated on a university admissions test, who downloads films illegally, or whose wife has just had one more baby than the state allows. It’s a world in which an all-seeing, all-knowing digital machine knows more about you than you do. This machine can help you improve yourself by telling you, in real time, exactly what you can do to become a more honest and trustworthy person. Doesn’t that sound like a fairer – a more harmonious – world?

         Honesty. In Shanghai, they’ve got an app for that: it’s called ‘Honest Shanghai’. You just download it and register yourself. The app scans your face, recognises you – and then brings up your life. As I learned when I visited the Shanghai Municipal Commission of Economy and Informatization, the app can currently access 5,198 separate pieces of information per citizen from a total of 97 public authorities. The Commission is where this information converges, and it is the Commission that is behind the app. Have you paid your electricity bill? Donated blood? Are you behind with your taxes? Did you travel on the metro without buying a ticket? The app stores your behaviour and calculates whether the sum of all input is ‘good’, ‘bad’ or ‘neutral’. Good Shanghai residents are currently allowed, for instance, to borrow books from the public library without paying the mandatory 100-yuan (about £10) deposit.

         While the app is a gimmick to which people can sign up voluntarily, the system behind it certainly isn’t. Officially, it is called the ‘Social Credit System’; the Chinese title also translates as ‘system for social trustworthiness’. And it is set to become a reality for every single person in China by 2020.127 It already collects data on all residents of Shanghai. Shao Zhiqing of the Municipal Commission of Economy and Informatization takes pains to point out that his office doesn’t evaluate people. In Shanghai, he says, this job is done by third-party service providers; the authorities merely forward the data to them. Their algorithms analyse and rate behaviour as good or bad. Without doubt though, says Shao, the Social Credit System will change the face of China. ‘First of all, it will allow us to answer the question: are you a trustworthy person? It’s all about bringing order to the market. We want everyone to stay within the law and abide by the contracts he has signed. The market economy is based on trust. And ultimately, what’s at stake here is the ability to maintain order in society.’

         In Beijing, Professor Zhang Zheng is in good spirits – excited, even. Why don’t we just get to know people better? We shouldn’t be satisfied with just knowing about their past and their present, he says. ‘Looking at their future is more important.’ In Professor Zhang’s words, the system aims to identify the bad people, companies, and civil servants. It refers to them as ‘the discredited’, or ‘trust-breakers’.

         The goal is to find them out, at all times and in all places. With the help of big data, every citizen will get an evaluation stamp that will become their new identity, and which will ultimately determine how they live their life and what access they have to social resources.

         Zhang Zheng isn’t just a professor; he is also the faculty’s Party Secretary – but that doesn’t mean he’s a fossilized ideologue. Zhang Zheng travels a lot: he’s been to Japan and the United States. He’s seen the world; he is inquisitive, clever, and at times also critical. We meet in a seminar room at the university. It’s New Year’s Day in the Chinese lunar calendar, the country’s most important holiday. ‘Just listen,’ the professor says with a smile on his lips. ‘It’s so quiet.’ It’s perfectly possible that at that moment, we are the only two people having a meeting on the large campus. You can see that Zhang Zheng is passionate about his subject. ‘So, you’re from Germany?’ In Germany, he tells me, they also have an information system that allows banks and companies to check an applicant’s creditworthiness. Does he mean Schufa, the German equivalent to the UK’s Experian? Yes, Schufa and Experian, he says. Like them, but bigger. Much bigger. All-encompassing, in fact. ‘It goes without saying’, the professor says, ‘that how you handle your finances is important. Whether you pay your debts on time.’ He looks me in the eye. ‘But let’s also consider how you treat your parents and your partner, let’s look at all your social behaviour, whether you have a moral code. Doesn’t that also provide crucial information about your trustworthiness?’

         Then the professor mentions Rongcheng. ‘Go and take a look at what they’re doing there. They’re pioneers, no one else in China has got as far as they have.’ With a population of 670,000, Rongcheng is a small city on China’s east coast. It boasts a swan reserve, a nuclear power plant, and an Office of Honesty. ‘The people at the chengxinban, the Office of Honesty, are doing fabulous work,’ says the professor.

         China’s future is already being rehearsed here. Rongcheng is one of more than three dozen pilot projects in China. Each is taking its own path, but they are all trying to create honest men. ‘First, we need to let what we’re doing here sink in with people,’ says Huang Chunhui, the head of the Office in Rongcheng. The Office of Honesty goes by another name these days, he explains, because ‘we realised the name was a little too vague’. They are now the ‘Office of Creditworthiness’. Huang takes a sheet of paper and draws an egg, slicing off the top and bottom sections with a stroke of his pen. This is society, he says. At the top, you’ve got model citizens. ‘And at the bottom, you’ll find the people we need to educate.’

         Then he explains the system. It will cover every company and individual in China. Everyone will be continuously assessed at all times. In Rongcheng, each participant starts with 1,000 points, and their score can either improve or worsen. You can be a triple-A citizen (a ‘Role Model of Honesty’, with more than 1050 points), or a double-A (‘Outstanding Honesty’, 1030-1049 points). But you can also slip down to a C, with fewer than 849 points (‘Warning Level’), or even a D (‘Dishonest’) with under 599 points. And if that happens, your name is added to a blacklist, the general public is informed, and you become an ‘object of significant surveillance’. This is how the Rongcheng municipality’s handbook ‘Administrative Measures for the Trustworthiness of Natural Persons’ describes it.

         The ‘system of social responsibility’ combines moral education and surveillance. With the help of big data, in the future both will happen in real time. According to a paper written in 2014, it is designed to eradicate ‘lies and deception’; it will ‘raise the honesty and quality of the nation’ and promote a ‘harmonious society’. And not least, it should also – in theory – make it possible for the general public to monitor the lower levels of government.

         In Rongcheng, Huang Chunhui maintains that the system works, citing traffic lights as an example. In the past, he says, many drivers just didn’t care: they would shrug and drive right through a red light, and then shrug again when they paid their fine. ‘No one dares to do that anymore, because they’d have points taken off their score.’ The first couple of residents whom I later approach on the street have never heard of ‘social trustworthiness’. ‘What’s that?’ they ask me. A third seems unaware of the fact that the system is already recording and evaluating his entire life. ‘But actually, now you mention it, traffic rules are being more strictly monitored. That’s why I drive so slowly. I think it’s a good thing. A trustworthy society is a good thing, isn’t it?’

         The ‘First Morning Light’ neighbourhood is a stone’s throw from the Office for Creditworthiness. There are neat lawns and new apartment buildings designed to house 5,000 families. The area has a total of 12,000 inhabitants. The streets are lined with VWs, Toyotas, and a few BMWs. This is how China’s new middle classes live. ‘In the past, people knew no limits,’ Party Secretary Dong Jiangang explains. ‘Now, we’re seeing the return of morality’. As Party Secretary, he probably has to say this: after all, he is responsible for it. ‘We’re building an honest neighbourhood,’ he continues, pointing to a large board on the street outside his office, which everyone has to walk past. ‘We list the trust-breakers right here.’

         Ms. Wang let her dog do his business on the lawn and failed to remove it: a five-point penalty. Mr Sun poured water onto the ground outside his building’s door in winter, creating a patch of ice. He was also docked five points. ‘I’m sure they’re ashamed of themselves’, says Party Secretary Dong. ‘But that’s just the way it is. Look at this.’ Now he’s smiling. Mr Zhou helped an elderly couple move house; he earned five points. Mr Li gave a calligraphy class: five points. The Yu family offered the community its basement for a singalong of Communist songs from the Revolution: five points. People in this neighbourhood can also earn points by shovelling snow, taking elderly people to doctor’s appointments, or helping children with their homework.

         Dong Jiangang then points out his star residents, those with more than 1,000 points. They have received ‘Honest Family Role Model’ awards for their good behaviour. Qin Zhiye is one of these model citizens. The retired 64-year-old is a Party member. Visitors to his new apartment are invited to sit on the sofa, which he has neatly covered with a pink rose-patterned quilt. Qin has lived in the ‘First Morning Light’ community for seven years: ‘I’ve developed feelings for every blade of grass and every tree here.’ And of course, he says, the system has improved community life. ‘If you lose a lot of points, people start whispering about you: “Look at him, he’s a B. Or a C.” That’s a shameful thing. Sometimes they just have to warn somebody: “Hey, we’re downgrading you.” Then people get scared.’

         The whole neighbourhood is divided up into ‘cells’, with 400 families to each unit. ‘These families keep an eye on each other,’ says Dong Jiangang. ‘We’ve got people who inspect their block. They sometimes question other residents, and they take pictures and record videos of bad behaviour.’

         The Party began to roll out this technology-assisted ‘grid management system’ of monitoring in 2001, in cities like Shanghai. There is a long tradition of these systems in China. In the fourth century BC the statesman Shang Yang, who laid the foundations for China’s unification and thus paved the way for the rule of its first emperor, divided the population into groups of five to ten families. People were required to monitor and denounce each other. If one person made a mistake, everyone in the group was punished. One document states: ‘If the punishments are severe and collective, then no one will even dare attempt (to commit a crime). And if no one even tries, there is no need for punishment.’ Already at that time, autocrats were dreaming of the new man who has internalised control, the subject who monitors himself.

         The Communist Party’s moral and social credit system also has historical precursors. The 16th and 17th centuries saw a great demand for ‘ledgers of merit and demerit’ among the population of China. They were influenced by Confucian and Buddhist moral ideas and ways of life; anyone who was in doubt about how karma would reward their deeds, both good and bad, could simply look it up in these ledgers. It was a time of political and economic upheaval, social and moral confusion. Commercialisation and the growth of the market brought the old hierarchies into question, and in some cases turned them on their heads. In a society presided over by Confucian scholars, the merchant class had always been the scum of the earth, but all of a sudden the merchants started climbing the social scale, gaining prestige and influence.

         The ledgers gave confused and helpless citizens something to cling to in an age of state corruption, changing values and rapid mobility. In Yuan Huang’s ledger, for example, anyone who saved another person’s life or a woman’s chastity was awarded 100 points. Ensuring the continuance of the family line or adopting an orphan was worth 50 points, and recommending a virtuous person for office was worth 10. This is not so different from the ledger of the First Morning Light neighbourhood. It’s just that today the CCP and big data have replaced karma, and reward and punishment will come your way in this lifetime – ideally here and now.

         In the city of Rongcheng, the municipal handbook says that the system aims to provide ‘incentives’ and that punishments are only meant to ‘help’. Dong Jiangang, the Party Secretary for First Morning Light, is thinking about the bigger picture, far beyond his neighbourhood. ‘We are ensuring that society is harmonious.’ Dong tells me about the parents who come to him before their daughter’s wedding, eager to find out about their potential son-in-law’s score – the system already serves as a son-in-law trustworthiness meter of sorts. On his rose-patterned sofa, old Qin lets out a laugh. ‘Of course you’d want to know what you’re letting yourself in for!’ says Dong Jiangang. ‘Admit it: you would do exactly the same thing’.

         Being a model citizen also makes financial sense. ‘If a person has a lot of points, like our fine Mr Qin here, then they no longer need to provide guarantees when they want a bank loan,’ Dong says. ‘Isn’t that great? But that’s how our Party works: if you’re good, it will be good to you.’ What if I’m bad? ‘Then eventually you won’t be allowed to board planes or high-speed trains. And I won’t hire you.’

         It’s true. This is exactly what it says in the document entitled ‘Warning and Punishment Mechanisms for Trust-Breakers’, published by the CCP’s Central Committee and the Chinese State Council in October 2016. Companies that engage in fraudulent activities risk being excluded from public tenders. Citizens who have lost trust points aren’t allowed to apply for government jobs. Their access to insurance and bank loans is either limited or removed altogether. Buying a car or building a house becomes difficult. People with low scores can no longer fly, buy tickets for high-speed trains, or travel in the comfortable cabins on sleeper trains. Their internet access is restricted to low-speed networks. Trust-breakers don’t get to stay at luxury hotels or eat in exclusive restaurants. They can even be prevented from travelling outside China, and their children are denied access to the country’s expensive schools.

         Many details of the system are still unclear. Which of the three dozen-plus regional models will win through? Can they continue to exist in parallel, or will unified national standards be set out? Will the country end up with a kind of social-credit ecosystem, housing a huge range of incentive and punishment models, or one seamless machine? When and how will the credit system be integrated into the private-sector economy? At the national level alone, no fewer than 46 Party organisations and government bodies are working out the details. The government is in the process of introducing a single, country-wide credit number system: in future, each citizen and each company will be allocated a number, under which all relevant information will be saved.

         A few pieces of the puzzle are already in place: for decades, China has operated incentive systems that reward morally upright, conformist behaviour, turning grafters into ‘heroes of work’ or families into ‘role models of hygiene’. In 2013, a law was enacted requiring all Chinese people to care for their aging parents under threat of punishment. The same year, China’s Supreme Court began keeping a list of defaulting debtors, which became the basis for the Social Credit System’s nationwide blacklist. The National Public Information Centre has now announced that in 2018, seventeen and a half million Chinese citizens were denied access to planes, while five and half million were not allowed to buy tickets for the high-speed trains. In two districts of Henan Province, the courts are working with local telecoms companies: if you make a call to someone on the blacklist, then instead of the ringing tone, you’ll hear a message informing you that the person you’re trying to reach has been placed ‘on the list of trust-breakers’.

         Public exposure is built into the system. The internet portal Credit China, which the government has set up for the credit system, has posted a series of cartoons by way of illustration.128 If the courts have put someone on their blacklist, the website says, ‘then his photo will appear on large screens all over the city, so that he will no longer be able to hide and passers-by everywhere will be able to see his photo and his personal information.’

         One of the cartoons shows a young man in a suit and bowtie brandishing a bunch of roses for the woman he adores. He is breaking into a sweat because he has evidently just been identified as a defaulting debtor. ‘Disgrace’ says a box above his head, with an arrow pointing to him. And the pretty girl declines his advances: ‘You never pay back your debts,’ she says. ‘I’ve seen your photo on the street committee’s big video screen. No one will want to go on a date with you now.’ The caption warns: ‘Don’t ruin your whole life with your breaches of trust’.

         The music video app Douyin (TikTok, in English) has begun to involve the public in the hunt for trust-breakers – another example of the close cooperation between private internet companies and the state. Users in Guangxi Province were shown images of wanted people who had been placed on blacklists between their music videos. Anyone who knew where to find one of these people, the app said, should tip off the police. As a reward, they would receive a share of the value of that person’s debts.

         Credit China allows you to search for specific people whose names appear on blacklists. The virtuous are placed on ‘redlists’. A second website provides similar information about companies that have been sanctioned: there were 3.59 million of them in 2018, among them, to take just one example, scandal-hit vaccine manufacturers. The mechanisms for punishment, according to an official notification from March 2018, work on the principle that ‘breaches of trust in one place bring sanctions everywhere’. So a flying ban might be imposed for air rage, but also for tax evasion, financial misconduct or underpaying social security contributions. In future, month-long train-travel bans will be issued not only to people caught illegally re-selling tickets, but to anyone who lights a cigarette on a high-speed train.

         The dang’an, the secret file that documents the lives of every single individual, is a relic from the days of Mao. It includes information on people’s preferences and aversions, their career path, and their political reliability. In the past, this information was only kept in paper files, which in recent years had almost been forgotten. But now, all the individual pieces of data are being pooled into a new whole. The official guide to the system contains a section entitled ‘Acceleration of the Punishment Software’, in which its aim is described as ‘automatic verification, automatic monitoring, and automatic punishment’ of each breach of trust. No more loopholes, anywhere.

         Although the government has been working flat out on the system since at least 2014, most Chinese have never heard of it. ‘Well,’ a friend in Beijing shrugs, ‘in this country, we’re all naked anyway.’ When it comes to access by the Party and the state, hardly anyone expects real privacy in China, and most people are fatalistic about it. After all, you can’t be more naked than naked. Unless, say, someone opens up your skull and peers into your thoughts.

         The existence of the system is only gradually seeping into public consciousness. The closer we come to the year 2020, the more blacklists of trust-breakers appear and the more actual cases of reward and punishment are published in the Party media. ‘The trustworthiness society is nearly here: are you ready?’ asked the People’s Daily in summer 2018. When I have told Chinese people a little about the system, a lot have reacted positively, saying that it would be great to finally have more trust within society. But when in spring 2018, a state middle school in Shandong Province announced that from now on it would not be accepting applications from children whose parents were on blacklists, there was a storm of online outrage at this visiting of the sins of the parents upon their innocent offspring.

         The best-known example of a social-credit pilot project in China is not state-administered, but run by a private company. Sesame Credit is part of the Alipay app, the market leader in cashless payments with around 600 million customers. All Alipay customers are able to activate Sesame Credit, and are then rated on a scale between 350 and 950 points. The algorithm that evaluates the data is secret. But the programme’s creators have clearly specified five areas on which your rating is based: in addition to your identity, your ability to pay back debts and your financial history, behavioural preferences and personal networks also count.

         Li Yingyun, the project’s technical director, has said that, for example: ‘Someone who plays video games for 10 hours a day would be considered idle, and someone who frequently buys nappies would probably be recognised as a parent, who is more likely to have a sense of responsibility.’ According to the Shanghai website The Paper, people can lose points for changing addresses too often. ‘What’s more,’ The Paper writes, ‘your friends’ scores will affect your Sesame rating’. The message is clear: stay away from friends with low scores.

         Sesame Credit cooperates with Baihe, China’s largest dating platform: singles looking for a partner can advertise their Sesame scores there. Point champions will also have easier access to loans, and they already enjoy an express visa service to countries such as Luxembourg and Singapore. Alipay is increasingly looking to expand into the West. Chinese travellers can already use Alipay in many places in the United States or Europe. The trade-off is that the app then transmits their transaction and GPS data back to China in real time.

         Even so, the future of the commercial credit systems is uncertain. The Chinese People’s Bank granted eight private companies permission to run pilot projects, but recently decided not to issue any with a permanent licence, citing data protection reasons, as well as the fact that ‘conflicts of interest’ could not be overlooked.

         Many have argued that Alibaba is using the incentive system of its Sesame Credit subsidiary mainly to boost its own revenue rather than the social behaviour of its users. Reports have also started to emerge about how the system can be gamed: in one article on Weibo, hackers boast of people paying them to tweak their data on Alipay so that it generates more points. A report by MERICS predicts that: ‘As the Social Credit System unfolds, it is likely that additional methods of data forgery will arise.’129

         The system’s creators emphasize the benefits of ‘social trustworthiness’. They say it helps rein in the worst excesses of the fraud that allegedly costs China 90 billion dollars a year. Electronic payment systems will also, they predict, give millions of underprivileged Chinese citizens access to credit. In the past, groups such as farmers, labourers and students were unable to prove their creditworthiness. Ultimately, of course, the project is designed to trigger consumption and deliver a massive economic stimulus.

         Some people are not so sanguine. The writer Murong Xuecun finds the system ‘creepy’: ‘They talk about trust. In reality, it’s about control, down to the very last personal detail. What will happen if you write something stupid on the internet as a young man? Okay, they may not arrest you, but they might confiscate your passport or your driver’s license. Or freeze your bank account.’

         Since Murong Xuecun’s Weibo accounts were shut down and he was banned from publishing novels and screenplays, he has been scraping a living selling cosmetics, strawberries, and honeydew melons (among other things) on the internet. ‘Once the system is really up and running, China will surpass anything George Orwell dreamed up,’ he says. ‘As a politically unreliable oddball, I will probably get a very bad rating. It might stop me from travelling abroad or taking the train. Maybe my landlord will throw me out. Well, I guess then I’ll have to sleep under a bridge.’ The author was more than an hour late to our interview. The secret police had read about his appointment with me on WeChat, and tried to persuade him to cancel until the very last minute.

         Some take comfort in the idea that the new surveillance system may never work as it is meant to. After all, it comes with huge technical challenges: pooling all the data, ensuring its accuracy, evaluating it effectively… The Communist Party has a long history of failed attempts to ‘civilise’ the Chinese population. Despite countless campaigns, people in Beijing continue to spit on the street, and some residents of Shanghai still walk to the greengrocer’s in their pyjamas in broad daylight.

         But would it really be better if the system turns out to be rife with the inefficiency, manipulability and corruption that currently characterise the Chinese state – and yet still had the power to reward and punish citizens? The system’s creators have two central aims: trustworthiness and political control. And while it is entirely possible that the first will fail, the latter is likely to work perfectly.

         In the end, the Party still decides who is trustworthy and who isn’t, and why. A person in Rongcheng who engages online in ‘illegal religious activities’ (in this part of China the phrase mainly applies to the harshly persecuted Falun Gong movement) loses a whopping 100 points. It’s the maximum deduction. Petitioners who try to draw attention to injustices they have suffered at the hands of local authorities during important Party or government conferences are docked 50 points. Anyone who takes their petition all the way to Beijing is automatically reclassified as a Category D: dishonest trust-breaker.

         In Rongcheng, you can also be punished for ‘negative online behaviour’: say, for posting a comment on Weibo that could have ‘a damaging influence on society’. Who decides what is damaging or negative? ‘Don’t worry’, says Huang Chunhui, the director of the Office of Creditworthiness. ‘We only act on things that are uncontested and have been proven beyond the shadow of a doubt.’ Through court rulings? ‘Not just that,’ Huang says. ‘We also rely on the assessment of the security services.’ In the end, it’s the police and state security who make the call.

         The system doesn’t just capture the ‘social trustworthiness’ of individuals, but also of companies and organisations – in fact, of every organisation operating in China, meaning that foreigners are also affected. Here, too, the political direction of travel is becoming ever clearer. Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in China had been struggling for air after a law passed in early 2017 to bring them under control.130 Then, in 2018, some were issued with a 40-page handbook, the main message of which was that they – and their leaders – must submit to the social credit system with immediate effect. In future, they would win and lose points for every move they made.

         ‘Endangering China’s reunification and national unity’? A fat 100-point deduction for the foundation, and 50 for its CEO. ‘Libel’ or ‘publishing damaging information’? Also 100 points docked. Is any criticism of Xi Jinping and the Party now taboo? How about expressions of sympathy for democracy in Taiwan? And would, for example, the Heinrich Böll Foundation in Beijing face penalties if one of its representatives were to appear at a Tibet or Taiwan event in Berlin? Is the CCP hoping to use the system to export its values and political ideas? The handbook suggests as much.

         Of course, your organisation can also gain points: for instance, by promoting ‘international friendship’ (5 to 10 points) or by forming ‘grass-roots cells of the Communist Party of China’. A CCP cell within the Konrad Adenauer Foundation, which is affiliated to the right-of-centre Christian Democratic Union party in Germany? It doesn’t seem likely to happen any time soon.

         Zhang Zheng, the economist and professor at Peking University, raves about the advantages of the system. It’s an opportunity, he says, to deal with badly-run companies, doctors who take bribes, violent teachers and corrupt civil servants. However, he is also one of the few who also warn of the dangers, which include a disproportionate concentration of data and abuse of state power. This is precisely why he is against the creation of a central database, into which all other databases in the country would feed information. This all-knowing database, if ever created, would be the new brain of Chinese society.

         The powerful National Commission for Development and Reform is overseeing the introduction of the system, and is currently weighing up the idea of a central database, Zhang Zheng tells me. ‘We think that’s dangerous,’ he says. Who does he mean by ‘we’? ‘Academics’, the professor says. But, he adds, there are ‘also other voices’. These would be the voices of the security apparatus – and in a regime like China’s, they may carry more weight than academics’. ‘Our biggest problem is that we don’t have anything to model our system on. We’re breaking new ground,’ says the professor. ‘But this is precisely what makes the whole thing so exciting.’ He leans forward, almost overcome now by his enthusiasm. ‘There has never been such a system in the history of humankind. And it still doesn’t exist anywhere else in the world. We’re the first. It’s exciting.’

         The first. It will serve as a warning to all democracies where companies and public authorities are dreaming their own big data dreams. And, no doubt, as a temptation to others: according to the Berlin-based Mercator Institute for China Studies (MERICS), ‘China’s IT-supported authoritarianism will become an attractive role model and technology provider for other authoritarian countries.’ The former MERICS chief Sebastian Heilmann calls it ‘digital Leninism’.131

         We are witnessing the return of totalitarianism in digital guise. The People’s Republic of China has always been a dictatorship. But it was only for a few years under Mao that it was a totalitarian state, which tried to creep into every last corner of its subjects’ brains, its eye watching over their bedrooms and their closest relationships. The new totalitarianism will be much more sophisticated than the versions that Mao and Stalin gave us, with undreamed-of possibilities for access and mind-control, now that we have all stored our minds in smartphones – now that we record every step we take and every thought we think digitally. Best of all, the new totalitarianism has the luxury – unimaginable in the past – of being able to dispense with terror as an everyday tool. It’s enough if the violence remains at a subliminal level, as an ever-present threat. In this way the new regime insinuates itself, quietly and imperceptibly at first, making citizens into its accomplices.

         ‘Wouldn’t it be the best of all worlds if, in a few decades, we didn’t have to talk anymore about the system and its rules?’ Zhao Ruying asked me. She is the department head in charge of implementing the Social Credit System in Shanghai. ‘We may reach the point where no one would even dare to think of committing a breach of trust, a point where no one would even consider hurting the community.’ She beamed with delight at the thought. ‘When we reach this point, our work will be done.’

         Then the new man will have been born.

      

   


   
      
         
            THE SUBJECT

            How Dictatorship Warps Minds

         

         
            ‘How easily we can become slaves, and still be very contented with our fate.’

            Lu Xun, 1925

         

         Some people are losing the plot.

         A day labourer, in the interior, somewhere near Chongqing. One of tens of millions. With a son who is a stranger to him, and an even more estranged mother. He gets his hands on a gun, steals a motorbike, robs a bank. Someone gets in his way. He reaches for the gun.

         A woman in the heart of China, in Hubei Province. Her lover is married; his angry wife beats her up. She works in a sauna. A customer hits her with wads of cash, humiliates her. She pulls a knife.

         A young migrant worker in a southern city. Dongguan. With no money, no friends (he’s betrayed them), no family (his mother despises him for having made no money), no love (the woman he loves offers herself to other men in a brothel, right in front of him). He climbs up to the top floor of his hostel (which is called ‘Oasis of Growth’) and jumps out of the window.

         A labourer in Shanxi, coal-mining country. The bosses once promised to share the mine’s profits with the workers. Now they’re pocketing the money themselves. The labourer wants justice and instead receives a public beating, in front of everyone. The mafia-like bosses spit on him. His colleagues, though they have all been betrayed just like he has been betrayed, laugh at him. He gets hold of a shotgun.

         There is a great deal of bloodshed.

         These are dark tales. But, says the storyteller, they are ‘like a match that shines a light on us’, dispelling the shadows of oblivion and denial. The torch-bearer is Jia Zhangke, and his film is called A Touch of Sin. It’s a feature film rather than a documentary, but the violent acts he describes are all based on real events in China. The young man really jumped, the woman really stabbed someone. All that blood really flowed.

         It was the internet that washed all these stories up at Jia Zhangke’s desk. The director fished them out of Weibo’s mighty river just before the Party closed the floodgates of censorship in 2013, assembling them into a grand panorama. In traditional Chinese art, such landscapes – grand, bold, expressing something about the state of the nation – are known as paintings of ‘rivers and mountains, ten thousand miles across’.

         ‘It’s something I always wanted to do,’ says Jia Zhangke. ‘Make a film that summarises the current state of China.’ It is one of the best films to come out of China in recent years – and one of the gloomiest. A Touch of Sin shows a new emptiness behind the new prosperity. A country without justice, a society without morals, people who turn to violence because they think it’s the only way they can retain a last shred of dignity. The film borrows from wuxia, the Chinese martial-arts genre, in terms of both its aesthetic and its storytelling. The classic wuxia novels with their robbers and rebels, the films with their fearless heroes, were fables told by desperados who reached for their swords when they were forced to the edges of society, when there was no other escape. But Jia’s heroes are broken, with no hope of comfort or catharsis.

         Jia Zhangke grew up in Shanxi Province, a soot-covered coal-mining area. He was the son of a teacher and a shop assistant, in a very ordinary neighbourhood. First he studied art, and in 1993 he went to the Film Academy in Beijing, where he studied the theory of film and greedily devoured the entire history of the medium. ‘The Academy was a place of freedom, with no taboos,’ he says. ‘I arrived and the first thing I did was borrow a Japanese porno. It was a happy time, it freed me.’ Like other filmmakers of his generation, Jia Zhangke deliberately set himself apart from role models like Chen Kaige or Zhang Yimou. The young director adopted a new realism, in contrast to the opulent images and historical parables of the film-makers of the older generation. ‘Films of today should tell stories of today,’ he says. After all, China is bursting with them. Xi Jinping allegedly once said that he liked Jia Zhangke’s laconically realistic films. Mind you, that was before A Touch of Sin was released.

         Jia Zhangke is sitting in his office in the north of Beijing, with Mao Zedong on the wall behind him: the French poster for his film Platform, released in 2000. On the original poster, the image of Mao is upside down, but Jia has turned him the right way up. He talks about the culture of violence with which many Chinese people have grown up, thanks to Mao. In a different China, his film wouldn’t have had to be an outpouring of violence outburst (he could have made courtroom dramas, he says) but he wants to show the damage done by this period of history. A society that has lost empathy and humanity. Corruption and self-enrichment by the powerful. People without hope, humiliated, who resort to violence not because it promises a solution, but as a final act of self-determination. ‘It’s the only way they can tell the story of their despair,’ says Jia Zhangke. ‘They’re under great pressure, and all other channels, all other vents, are closed to them. That’s dangerous.’

         In truth China isn’t being overtaken by an epidemic of murders and attacks – the country is probably still one of the safest in the world. Yet there are regular, disconcerting outbreaks of violence: a wheelchair user who detonates a bomb in Beijing airport; an impoverished street trader who blows up a bus in Xiamen, killing 47 people; a dozen petitioners from the provinces who swallow poison together near Tiananmen Square, because collective suicide is the last available means of protest. Something is festering beneath the stability so often invoked by the Party.

         ‘In the past, before Weibo existed, when people heard these stories they thought they were one-offs,’ said Jia, when I visited him in the summer of 2013. ‘But since we’ve had Weibo, we can see that these things are happening all the time, all over the country. They’re part of our reality, there’s no denying them any longer.’ Jia Zhangke’s film was a window. Just as Weibo was a window, for a short while. Not long after my visit, the authorities informed Jia that his film, which the censors had already rubber-stamped, could not now be shown in the country’s cinemas after all. A new wind had begun to blow. At the same time, Xi Jinping’s people put the shackles on Weibo. Denial was back.

         It is China’s dramatic transformation, and the fate of ordinary people who are losing themselves and each other as a result of it, that haunts Jia Zhangke. Some critics see Jia as an activist for the ‘underclass’, but the director dislikes this characterisation: ‘It’s funny how everyone in this country, no matter whether they’re farmers, workers or intellectuals, always talks disparagingly about the “underclass”, and how none of them think they belong to it themselves. But in China we all live under an authoritarian regime. That means we’re all the same. There are those to whom the power belongs – and then there’s everyone else. We’re all the underclass.’
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         ‘Blissful ignorance’ – the ideal state in which an autocracy strives to keep its subjects. They submit to a policy of infantilisation, which treats adult citizens like small children, incapable of thinking or taking responsibility for themselves; always prepared to be chided and educated for spitting in the street, queue-jumping, talking loudly in public places, insolence and disobedience. For years the censor was successful in keeping much of the Chinese population in this state of ignorance. Then the authorities made the mistake of allowing wild and free debate to flourish on Weibo.

         This accidental four-year gift of freedom was all it took for cracks to appear in the picture painted by the propaganda machine. A few courageous intellectuals, artists and writers looked behind the glittering façades and the new prosperity, to spy an entirely different society. ‘When I look at contemporary China, I see a nation that is thriving yet distorted,’ wrote the author Yan Lianke. ‘I see corruption, absurdity, disorder and chaos. Every day, something occurs that lies outside ordinary reason and logic. A system of morality and a respect for humanity that was developed over several millenniums is unravelling.’132
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         Almost everyone I spoke to in the first two years after my return to China in 2012 – friends and interviewees, typical representatives of the new urban middle classes who had profited from the Chinese miracle – had one wish: to get out of China. There was a surge in searches containing the term ‘emigrate’ on Baidu. ‘One hour on Weibo is enough to make you depressed for a week,’ a Beijing friend told me. People thrilled at the flood of information on Weibo. And soon, they despaired. A sense of hopelessness began to spread. So this was the future they had been promised?

         It was at this time that Xi Jinping took office and revealed his ‘China dream’ of the rebirth of the glorious nation. But people all over the country were finding common ground for the first time through the new social media – and they were telling each other about their own personal dreams. ‘We used to dream the dreams of our state,’ a prominent academic told me. ‘But now people are saying: these dreams have nothing to do with me.’ He talked about his daughter, who was studying English. ‘My dream is for her to have a good future.’

         These were precarious years for the Communist Party and its project of limitless and eternal rule. Large sections of society were beginning to wake from the hypnotic trance in which Party propaganda had kept them for decades. There were three sentences I heard time and again:

         
            Mei you anquangan.

            ‘There’s no feeling of security here.’

            Mei you xinren.

            ‘There’s no trust here.’

            Mei you daode.

            ‘There’s no morality any longer.’

         

         There are brave, passionate, sympathetic people in China – people with a sense of solidarity, who don’t hesitate to help others. But this isn’t as easy as it is in some other societies; such people are often viewed with suspicion by their fellow citizens. They may also find themselves in the cross-hairs of the state apparatus. For example, in the cold winter of 2017 there was a pitiless campaign to drive non-Beijingers out of Beijing, when the city authorities literally took the roof from over the heads of many migrant workers. A lot of Beijing citizens were shocked and outraged. Some offered help to those who had been made homeless overnight – only to feel the might of the security apparatus themselves as a result. Yang Changhe from the district of Tongzhou, who gave the homeless a room in a Beijing suburb to store their possessions, got a visit from the police, who then made sure that he lost his own flat. The painter Hua Yong, who captured the forced evictions on film, had to flee Beijing and was hunted for days before being arrested in Tianjin.

         To give another example: the first time the civil rights activist Hu Jia was arrested, it was because of his efforts on behalf of the sick in the AIDS villages of Henan Province. ‘Why is it so often the good people who are targeted in this country?’ asked Hu Jia. Here is the logic of a corrupt regime, which views all kinds of idealism as suspect.

         Every autocracy seeks to destroy solidarity and sympathy among its citizens. Today’s China is seething with mistrust, and complaints about moral decline have reached a new pitch of intensity. There are several reasons for this. One is the trauma of the Cultural Revolution, which is still unhealed. Another is the vacuum where faith in communism used to be. When that went to its grave along with Mao, people were left with nothing they could believe in. There was only the Party’s rallying cry: Get rich! Greed is the imperative in this new China.

         ‘My generation has no values and no principles,’ said Charles Zhang, who was born in 1964 and is now the head of the internet company Sohu, which makes him one of the stars of the new China. ‘And so the laws of the jungle rule. You can be successful for a whole range of reasons here. Instead of sticking to your principles, you start just exploiting everything. You exploit to a huge degree.’

         When the market research organisation Ipsos conducted a global survey in 2017 on what worried people most, the majority of countries placed unemployment, corruption and inequality at the top of their list.133 China was the only country where people’s top concern was ‘moral decline’. Life under an autocracy corrupts society, poisoning individuals and their relationships with others. ‘Wherever it has ruled, it has begun to destroy the essence of man,’ Hannah Arendt writes of the totalitarian state.134 China’s society is sick, even if at first glance that isn’t always apparent to outsiders.

         The law of the jungle. The worship of money and power. A brutal pragmatism, distilled from those long years when basic survival was the only value that counted. One of the most remarkable phenomena during Donald Trump’s election campaign and the first months of his presidential term was the growth of his fan club in China. Trump’s anti-Chinese diatribes were far less important to these fans than his shameless campaign against all forms of political correctness. They applauded his attacks on the welfare state and other countries’ refugee policies. In their minds, these things were the work of misguided and despicable Baizuo.

         Baizuo are ‘white leftists’. For a while the word was a popular insult among certain Chinese online communities. It’s what they call Western liberals like Hillary Clinton or Angela Merkel (for whom the sarcastic term shengmu, ‘holy mother’ was also invented because of her stance in the refugee crisis of 2015) – and, more broadly, anyone who speaks up for asylum-seekers, the underprivileged or LGBT rights. Such people are branded hypocrites and weaklings. Everyone is responsible for his own life, the mantra goes, and for getting himself out of difficulties.

         In a 2018 study, Norwegian researchers were surprised to discover that, among the Chinese people they had surveyed, the proportion who held right-wing libertarian ideas, accepted social inequality as the natural order, and opposed higher taxes on the wealthy, was far larger than it was in the USA. One in five Chinese people thought the state should stop all redistribution of wealth. ‘Chinese are more right wing than Americans,’ Science Nordic announced on its website.135

         ‘Many Chinese people don’t hate the rich; they want to be rich themselves. Instead, they hate morality. So much has gone wrong here,’ Li Chengpeng told me in Chengdu. The former sports reporter and liberal bestselling author is among the celebrity social critics silenced in the 2013 campaign against independent bloggers and authors. Social Darwinism, which transposes the ideas of natural selection and survival of the fittest from the natural world onto society, has long since taken hold in China, says the historian Cheng Yinghong: ‘Social Darwinism and autocratic politics are natural bedfellows. It ignores the injustice inherent in the unequal distribution of rights and resources. And it protects the violence, deceit and exploitation on which these things are based.’136

         ‘We live in an age when dust blocks the sky. Politics is dirty, the economy is dirty, and even culture smells like it’s rotten,’ the author Murong Xuecun writes.137 ‘Our heart is supposed to be clear like the water in the autumn and the unending sky, but if we place it in the dust for a long time, then it can’t help but get dirty and frangible.’ This is an essay written in the tradition of the great Lu Xun, and it’s one of the most clear-sighted analyses of modern Chinese society around. On the day it was published, it was one of the most shared posts on Weibo, and of course it was deleted as quickly as it appeared. Murong Xuecun describes the devastation that an autocracy wreaks in the souls of its subjects. He identifies several states of mind, foremost among them numbness, blindness to reality, and slavish subservience. All are the result of generations of people for whom basic survival has been a consuming struggle.

         Here, for example, is Murong Xuecun on the citizen who has entered a state of numbness: ‘If someone steals his food, he just goes hungry. If he is slapped in the face, he accepts it. If his home is destroyed, he watches. If his baby is terminated against his will, he simply cries. Any injustice is accepted as unavoidable; as expected, even. It would be abnormal if things were any different.’ The numbness also applies to other people’s fates. ‘If people are beaten, he just stands and watches. If people complain, all he can do is mock them. When people announce that they are going to commit suicide, he says: “Oh, they just want to be famous.” If no one speaks up for him, he accepts it. But if someone does, then he thanks the fates and says “Hey, that’s a stroke of luck!” If someone speaks up for him without success, then he pretends he always knew that this would happen: “A waste of time!” And if someone speaks up for him and is carted off by the police for it, he giggles and says: “Serves him right, the troublemaker.”’

         When the numbness reaches an extreme level, the subject starts to hate everything that is good and fair. He thinks all idealists are hypocrites, and anyone who stands up for justice is a shameless opportunist, really just pursuing his own interests. A sense of moral inferiority triggers a defensive reaction in people everywhere. In the West, too, studies have shown that when one person in a group does the right thing, morally speaking, they attract hatred rather than admiration from their peers.138 Their actions show the others their own flaws and remind them that a different approach is possible. This dynamic can be observed in all societies, but it is especially noxious in places where suspicion of other people’s motives has become a matter of principle.

         A hundred years ago, Lu Xun wrote about how readily subjects living under authoritarian regimes become slaves – out of fear, opportunism or numbness. ‘But today, most people don’t think they’re slaves; they think they rule the country,’ writes Murong Xuecun today. ‘Ever since they were little, they’ve been taught to be loyal to the collective, the Party, the country. There’s only one thing they’re not loyal to: themselves.’ In a country like this, it makes sense to deliberately steer clear of information. The Chinese are no fools, writes Chang Ping, who today lives in exile in Germany, and was the editor of the Southern Weekend when it was still the best newspaper in China. But, he says, many people are consciously choosing not to think. ‘Because thinking leads to understanding, and understanding only leads to trouble.’139

         I’ve heard these thoughts expressed often. ‘The truly unlucky people in this system are the ones who have seen through it,’ a Beijing teacher told me. ‘The best thing is to carry on being one of those people who walk through life in a fog of confusion: then you’re safe.’ And the artist Ai Weiwei once wrote on Twitter: ‘As soon as you try to understand your motherland, you have set off down the path of crime.’140 Very few people have the courage to tread the suicidal path walked by civil rights lawyers and dissidents. For the rest, knowledge only makes living a lie more agonising.

         On a trip to Taiwan with a party of Chinese tourists from Chengdu, I saw for myself the extent of people’s determination not to let potentially disturbing information get through to them. One member of the group worked as a Party secretary in a municipal authority. She was a young woman, fashionably dressed, with whom I had lively conversations about Taiwan’s night markets and its wonderful food. ‘We used to have great night markets like that in Chengdu,’ she said. ‘Sadly, they were all torn down.’ We were standing near the Sun Yat-sen memorial hall, waiting for our coach, when we were approached by an older man whom we quickly recognised as a member of the Falun Gong sect.

         With its mixture of gentle exercise and eclectic teachings inspired by Buddhism and Taoism, Falun Gong drew millions of followers in the China of the 1990s, until the Communist Party started to feel threatened. The General Secretary of the CCP at the time, Jiang Zemin, banned Falun Gong and began persecute its members, sometimes in the most brutal way. In Taiwan, Falun Gong followers now deliberately position themselves in spots that they know Chinese tourists will pass, to inform them about the persecution of their fellow believers on the mainland. They carry placards and brochures bearing gruesome images of torture and organ removal, which they claim are scenes from Chinese prisons and camps.

         We were standing on the pavement, then, when the man approached us. He headed for the young Party secretary beside me and thrust his brochures towards her. I saw the surprise in her eyes, which quickly turned to mild panic – but what happened next completely took me aback. First she seemed to freeze, then she put her hands over her ears, squeezed her eyes tight shut, and started to stamp both feet on the ground like a little girl, shouting: ‘I don’t see anything! I don’t see anything!’

         All in all, it was a remarkable trip. It was the first time any of my tour group from Chengdu had been to Taiwan: the island that has gone its own way since the end of the Chinese civil war in 1949. For a long time, Taiwan was a dictatorship, ruled by the nationalist Kuomintang under Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek. Then in the mid-1980s, the island took the first steps towards democratisation under Chiang’s son, Chiang Ching-kuo. To this day, the CCP in Beijing claims Taiwan as a province of China, but over the past three decades the Taiwanese have transformed their home into Asia’s most vibrant democracy, and they have no desire for reunification.

         The Chengdu party were a thoughtful group, and after just a couple of days in Taipei they started bombarding the tour guide – and each other – with questions. How come people here are so polite and nice to each other? Why are passers-by so helpful, even though they don’t know you? Why is the traffic so orderly, unlike at home? Why does everyone, even the pedestrians, stop at red lights? ‘Well, we have made our own rules,’ the tour guide (a native of Taipei) said laconically. ‘And we just stick to them.’ My group was genuinely baffled by what they observed from the coach, and some were ashamed. Weren’t these people Chinese, too? Didn’t they come from the same culture, speak the same language, have the same black hair and the same DNA? And yet the Taiwanese treated each other so differently.

         Taiwan is interesting not just because it’s a rare example of a successful, non-violent transition from dictatorship to democracy. It is also the living rebuttal of the CCP’s claim that the Chinese aren’t cut out for democracy. (Officially, Taiwan calls itself ‘Republic of China’ to distinguish itself from the communist ‘People’s Republic’ on the mainland.) During Taiwan’s transformation, it was fascinating to observe, close-up and in real time as if under a microscope, what the change was doing to society; to see what influence the new political system was having on the way citizens interacted. When I arrived in Taipei as a student in 1987, President Chiang Ching-kuo was on his deathbed, Taiwan was still officially a one-party dictatorship, and Taipei was an Asian city like so many others – exciting, ambitious, chaotic, colourful and dirty. The air stank, the traffic was always gridlocked, and of course no one ever stopped at red lights. Then came the first free elections, and the Taiwanese threw themselves into the project of democracy with a passion I had never seen in Europe. A society was beginning to stand on its own two feet.

         I had an ‘Aha’ moment in March 2004, on the night of Taiwan’s second presidential election, which the former opposition leader managed to win. I was there as a foreign correspondent, and at around midnight I left one of the election-night parties where the supporters of the Democratic Progress Party were celebrating their candidate’s victory. It was pitch black outside, and hardly any cars were still on the road. I set off for my hotel and arrived at a set of traffic lights at the same time as a group of other people. The pedestrian light was on red. I did what I have done all my life in Asia (and what I’d always used to do in Taiwan): I ignored the light and carried on walking.

         I’d taken three paces out into the road when something happened that I’d never experienced before. Someone called out: ‘Hey!’ – then again, louder: ‘Hello!’ I turned around. All the other pedestrians waited dutifully at the lights. And the one who had called out pointed upwards. ‘The light! Red!’ There were no cars to be seen, but the Taiwanese had still stopped at the side of the road. I felt like the Chengdu tour group did a few years later: I was momentarily baffled. Then I was terribly ashamed, and trotted back to the pavement like a good citizen.

         If you want people to stop at a red light, there are two ways of doing it. You can persuade them with total surveillance, cameras, big data and the sanctions doled out by a Social Credit System. Or you can give people responsibility for themselves and let a society make the rules it considers necessary for smooth day-to-day co-existence.

         I would urge anyone planning a stay in China to add a few months in Taiwan or Hong Kong – especially if they want to discover what makes ‘the Chinese’ tick. Observing how Chinese communities live in a democracy under the rule of law sharpens the eye. You begin to differentiate what might be essentially ‘Chinese’ about the people in mainland China from those aspects of their behaviour that result from an interfering political system.

         When state power is continually used to manipulate people, the first casualty is the human heart, says the South Korean ex-diplomat and academic Ra Jong-yil, who has written much about North Korea.141 ‘When totalitarian control of a society continues for a long time and when there are no alternatives open to the people except to adapt to the external coercion, the result is a kind of Stockholm syndrome on a national scale. People internalize the repressive system to improve their chances of survival, to facilitate accommodating what is inevitable. People not only go along with the system, they even really believe what they have to, what they are taught to.’ In China, you will often hear people defending the Party’s distortions of reality with utter conviction, no matter how implausible they are. These people don’t know any better. Except that a lot of the time they do, and are just pretending.

         The art of dissimulation becomes second nature when you live under an authoritarian regime. It is true that some people will completely absorb the lies via osmosis and eventually forget the difference between lies and truth – but they will always be in the minority. Most people wear a mask, which they sometimes keep on even within their own four walls: if their children go to school and repeat something they heard at home, it could get them into trouble. ‘The state chooses what’s mainstream, and you have to conform to that. If your ideals are not mainstream, then you’re wrong,’ the young entrepreneur Wang Sicong, who makes his money from online games, told the BBC: ‘Why is online gaming becoming so popular in China? Because once you go online, you can take off that mask and say whatever you really think rather than what is mainstream.’142 Wang Sicong is the son of the real estate mogul Wang Jianlin, who for many years was the richest man in China.

         Mei you anquangan. ‘There’s no sense of security here.’ Everyone bobs and weaves; no one keeps still. Is that dynamism? Perhaps. Above all, though, it is a kind of mass nervousness. In today’s China, the uncertainty seems even greater than it used to be. In Europe, material gains have brought a feeling of security, at least for those who have joined the middle classes. Not here. People in the cities are vastly wealthier than they used to be. At the same time, the pressure they are under has risen exponentially. Property prices have shot up much faster than salaries. An engineer at the iPhone manufacturer Foxconn in Shenzhen worked out for me, on the tablecloth of a pizzeria a short walk from his factory, how long he would have to work in order to buy a two-room flat in the neighbourhood. It was more than 200 years. He had a degree from the university in Harbin.

         So far, there are only the beginnings of a functioning welfare state. ‘If one person in the family gets cancer, it’s enough to drive the whole family into financial ruin,’ I was told by a friend in Beijing, an ad-man on a good salary. ‘They call people like me “middle-class” now, but the term has a very different meaning from the one it has in Europe.’ Another acquaintance, a PR manager for a large chain of restaurants, agrees: ‘No one feels secure here, no one, no matter how much money they have. In Germany, you live; here in China, we run for our lives.’

         The pace of change and the pressure of competition in the new China is one problem. Another is the nepotistic system inherited from the old China, which makes it impossible to navigate life’s major challenges – finding a school for a child, or a hospital, drugs and blood-transfusions for a mother with cancer – according to simple rules that apply to all. At every turn people will have to draw on their network of connections, show that they know the right people, call in favours. People don’t have rights they can invoke, or courts that will protect them; nor do politicians feel accountable. After the devastating explosion of the illegal toxic chemical store in Tianjin, right next to a high-rise development inhabited by well-off citizens, a much-shared essay on Weibo contained the following passage:

         
            Obviously, if you live in a nice house in Binhai with a BMW and a little dog, in your free time you twiddle your fancy worry beads, or else you go for a run and get your exercise in. You maintain a noble silence on any public incident you’re aware of. On the surface, you look no different from a middle class person in a normal country.

            But this is a delusion. One explosion later, and the homeowners in Qihang Jiayuan and Harbor City discovered they’re the same as those petitioners they look down on, making the same moves: kneeling and unfurling banners, going before government officials and saying ‘We believe in the Party, we believe in the country.’ This method has been used by countless petitioners – people from the provinces who make five- or six-hundred yuan a month and receive chemical fertilizer subsidies. The homeowners realise, much to their embarrassment, that after an accident there’s really #nodifference between us and them.143

         

         We are all the underclass. The autocratic state is a minefield for every individual living in it. No matter how much money or power you’ve amassed, no one is safe. The laws are deliberately made so that everyone breaks them every day. And in the end, you can’t rely on them anyway. If the Party has decided it’s time, then even the bosses of the biggest companies can vanish overnight. The same fate can befall any Party functionary, no matter how far he has climbed up the ranks. Life at the top of the Party can be ‘nasty, brutish and short’.144 Invariably, corruption is the official charge levelled against those who have been arrested, but in reality taking bribes, tax evasion and smuggling are misdemeanours that almost everyone in China’s elite has committed to a greater or lesser degree. They are only used against you when you find yourself on the wrong side in the game of power.

         Overnight, Party figures whom the propaganda machine once painted as halo-wearing guardian angels become black-hearted devils. Lu Wei is a good example. For years, he was the head of the Cyber Administration, silencing China’s bloggers and setting up the World Internet Conference for Xi Jinping. He was courted by Mark Zuckerberg and in 2015 was named by Time magazine as one of the world’s 100 most influential people. The day after his arrest in February 2018, the Party press revealed to the astonished public that this same Lu Wei had always been a ‘shameless’ and ‘tyrannical’ person: ‘He exchanged power for sex. He used his position for personal gain and had numerous properties given to him as gifts. He betrayed every single important political principle. He is a typical hypocrite. His case is extremely bad and particularly serious.’ Not long afterwards, I was invited to the Foreign Ministry on an entirely unrelated matter, where a civil servant revealed to me in passing that he had worked for Lu Wei ten years previously. ‘Even then,’ he said, ‘we all knew what a bad apple he was.’ If this was true, how come he managed to rise through the ranks for another ten years, all the way to the top of the Party and the nation?

         It is the irony of such a system that not even the autocrat himself can be sure of his freedom or his life. Day and night he is plagued by fears of all those rivals he suspects are secretly planning their revenge for the day after he is toppled. In China there is an ancient four-character saying that captures the ruthlessness of such power struggles: Ni si wo huo – You die, I live. Perhaps this explains why Xi Jinping has altered the constitution so that he can rule for life. Even for him, nothing less can guarantee a basic level of security.

      

   


   
      
         
            THE IRON HOUSE

            How a Few Defiant Citizens are Refuting the Lies

         

         
            ‘The refusal of one decent man outweighs the acquiescence of the multitude.’

            Sima Qian, Records of the Grand Historian, c.100 BC.

         

         Imagine an iron house. Large, windowless, indestructible. A lot of people are asleep inside the house, not realising that they will soon suffocate. You know that certain death awaits them, but you also know they won’t feel any pain. ‘If you cry out now to wake a few of the lighter sleepers, and make those unhappy few aware that they will suffer the agony of an irrevocable death – do you think you will have done them a good turn?’

         The lines come from Lu Xun. He talks about how he wrestled with his conscience before publishing his first story, Diary of a Madman, in April 1918 – a milestone for China’s emergent modern literature. It is in this story that the term ‘feast of human flesh’ is used to describe China. ‘There are the lofty and the lowly, great and small, the top and the bottom. You are mistreated, but you can also mistreat others; you are eaten, but you can also eat others.’ What do you do with this knowledge: call out to the people who are trapped in Lu Xun’s iron house? Do you try to free them? Against all reason? ‘If a few of them wake up, you cannot tell them there is no hope of destroying the house.’

         Lu Xun decided to write. He wrote and he cried out, trying to wake the sleepers with his words, and in 1936 he died. A few years after his death, a new set of people took over the house; people who had initially entered to wake the sleepers themselves. ‘Arise! Ye who refuse to be slaves!’ the national anthem of the People’s Republic of China begins. But since they moved into the house, they have reinforced the iron walls and are now filling in the last remaining cracks.

         China doesn’t have a long history of intellectual social critics speaking truth to power. Mao had a particular hatred of intellectuals, whom he called the ‘stinking ninth class’. He never forgot the condescension with which they had once treated him, a library assistant and the son of peasants. The gentleman scholars of ancient China had always had a share of power; they looked on the emperor as an equal and practised a special loyalty. The old books told these scholars that they should speak the truth to a ruler who had gone astray, but the emperors’ tyrannical cruelty ensured that most stayed mired in moral cowardice and opportunism.

         Sima Qian was the Herodotus of ancient China, the most famous historian the country has ever produced. In 99 BC he experienced at first hand what a single wrong word could cost a person. Sima Qian’s crime was to defend a general before the imperial court, calling him a brave man, even though he had capitulated to enemy troops. The emperor had Sima Qian castrated. The scholars, intellectuals and writers of the millennia that followed learned from examples like this – and generation after generation chose to castrate themselves figuratively. Today, the overwhelming majority still tell the rulers what they want to hear.

         ‘Why are cynicism and shamelessness so widespread in China today?’ asked Professor Li Chenjian, Vice Provost at Peking University, in an essay that was widely shared before being deleted.145 ‘Our education system produces genteel, sophisticated liars, not defenders of truth.’ Li calls on his colleagues not to sell their dignity and independence. The author is not brimming with hope for the future, but nor does he hold the ‘cowardice and meanness of human nature’ alone responsible for the sad state of affairs. In today’s China, according to Li, even people’s right to remain silent has been taken away: ‘They are forced to join the jubilant chorus.’ The essay did the rounds in March 2018. A few weeks previously, Peking University had opened its newest faculty: the ‘Centre for the Study of Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era’. Dozens of other universities had already rushed to set up similar research centres. ‘What has happened to the glorious tradition of [Peking] University?’ the historian Li Ling asked with a sigh.146 A university should be producing the country’s elite. ‘Those who only know [how] to wait on leaders and bosses are not talents, but slaves.’

         Is it surprising, then, that a writer like Mo Yan, who won the Nobel Prize for Literature, made his peace with censorship and the apparatus of persecution? Or that he complied without protest when the Party commissioned him to pay tribute to Mao Zedong’s infamous 1942 ‘Yan’an speeches on literature and art’ for a celebratory jubilee book? For a fee of 1,000 Yuan each, Mo Yan (whose pen name means ‘Don’t speak’) and other Party-endorsed authors wrote out Mao’s statements, which the Party had used for decades as guidelines for its persecution of artists and writers. In graceful calligraphy, they painted the poisonous words of the Great Chairman, which had once brought torture and death to so many of their colleagues. Nor should it surprise anyone that Mo Yan remained silent on the fate of the other Chinese Nobel laureate, the essayist Liu Xiaobo, whom the state left to waste away in prison until he eventually died of cancer. How many people would have Liu’s unbending will and courage in the face of death? If we are surprised by anything, it should be the fact that this country can still produce people like Liu Xiaobo. ‘It will take a few great men to compensate for the weakness and cowardice of the masses; our country needs moral giants,’ he wrote in a letter to the poet and author Liao Yiwu, who now lives in exile in Germany.147 Moral giants are a rare species in any society.

         The voices of the other China still exist, even if they can hardly be heard these days. There are the people who protest, the people who cannot help but speak the truth, and the people who refuse to sing with the jubilant chorus. Those who remain decent in the face of indifference and open hostility.

         The sinologist Geremie Barmé has been tracking down these voices for decades. ‘During periods of political darkness such as today,’ he says, they are ‘like magma coursing under a hardened mantle’.148 They are the resistance: the writer who adds the redacted sentence back in, even though he knows it will be removed again. The journalist who has been fired, speaking out on Weibo even though he knows his voice will only be heard for a few minutes. The lawyer under pressure from the state security services, who stubbornly persists in taking the law and the constitution at face value. The ordinary citizen who decides to open her mouth for the first time in her life, like Beijing resident Zhao Xiaoli who was so shocked by Xi Jinping’s alteration of Article 79 of the constitution (allowing him the possibility of lifelong rule), that she published an extraordinary essay online.149 She appealed to all the clever satirists and whispering critics in China to stop camouflaging their anger and their criticism – the time had come to break free from metaphor and be direct. Yes, she was afraid, she wrote, but ‘because this is intolerable, the furthest extreme of intolerable, I will no longer be silent. I will not satirize or use sarcasm. I will not complain. I will not use metaphor. I will clearly express my point of view … In exchange for silence, rulers have repeatedly trampled the power of the people underfoot. For silence, we have the endless lust for power of dictators and autocrats. Silence has brought about the proposed amendment to article 79 of the constitution. For silence, we get the boot from 1984, stamping our faces forever.’

         They’re just individuals, but the Party still sees them as a substantial threat. ‘Words still have power. Spoken words are more powerful than secret opinions. Words made public are more powerful than whispered conversation. Explicit opposition is more powerful than metaphor,’ she writes. An attempt to step outside the lie, even if it is only made by a seemingly weak individual, is an attack on the whole construct of lies. ‘For the crust presented by the life of lies is made of strange stuff,’ wrote the Czech dramatist and dissident Václav Havel in his essay The Power of the Powerless. ‘As long as it seals off hermetically the entire society, it appears to be made of stone. But the moment someone breaks through in one place, when one person cries out, “The emperor is naked!” – when a single person breaks the rules of the game, thus exposing it as a game – everything suddenly appears in another light and the whole crust seems then to be made of a tissue on the point of tearing and disintegrating uncontrollably.’150

         In 1977, Havel and his friends had called the declaration upon which their opposition was based ‘Charta 77’ – and it was no surprise that three decades later, following in Havel’s footsteps, Liu Xiaobo drafted a ‘Charta 08’. No surprise, either, that the Party immediately incarcerated him.

         ‘Actually, all I ever wanted to do was speak the truth. No more and no less. To live in truth, as Havel put it. Isn’t that an innate urge for everyone?’ the civil rights activist Hu Jia once told me. ‘But living in truth doesn’t just mean being honest with yourself and others; here in China, it also means seeing society and the system clearly for what they are.’

         The only way I could conduct this interview with Hu Jia was over the phone; it was approaching the anniversary of the Tiananmen Square massacre, and the security services had him under house arrest. When I asked him how many people in this country actually managed to live in truth, he told me about the arrest of his friend, the author Yu Jie, by security service officers at the time of the Arab Spring. ‘They said to him: “In the whole of China there are no more than 200 influential critics of the Party like you. If our Party is ever under serious threat, we can take you all away overnight and bury you alive. No one will miss you.”’ Hu Jia laughed. ‘So there are those 200, at least.’

         Simply telling the truth is what makes people like Liu Xiaobo and Hu Jia a danger to the Party. In a state like China, people who resist are the last reminder that another life is possible. They must therefore not only be silenced; they must also be smeared and vilified as moral or sexual degenerates. That is one purpose of the public shaming sessions on state television, where bloggers and civil rights lawyers are paraded before the cameras after their arrest, forced to denounce each other and finally ‘exposed’ as greedy fraudsters and sexual predators. The moral giants must be shrunk and turned into squalid gnomes for the comfort of the masses. They’re no better than we are.

         Saying out loud what others can’t say, or don’t dare to. That’s what makes the dissident into a dissident, as Václav Havel wrote. And his ‘most positive and maximal programme’ is the simple defence of humans and humanity. There aren’t many of them left, and the Party is so dominant that their actions come across as Don Quixote-ish madness.

         ‘What we do know for sure is that this machine, increasingly, can do whatever it wants. The monster is fully grown,’ wrote Xiao Meili, a Beijing women’s rights activist born in 1989, on her WeChat account in 2018, referring to the security apparatus:

         
            There are people who left comments to ask me: ‘Why didn’t they go harass other people? Why did they only harass you? What is the matter with you?’ And I understand: when people are living in an environment where resistance isn’t allowed, they can easily long to believe in the powerful. Otherwise how do they deal with their situation? It takes courage to accept the truths of the world that one lives in.

            From time to time, some people would say to me: ‘You all shouldn’t be that radical. Don’t provoke them. Only then can we get things done.’ But you’d be radical, too, if you didn’t have all these other people in your way[…]

            I asked my friend Lu Pin, ‘What should we do in this ever more terrible environment?’ Lu Pin said: ‘Live on. Outlive them. Only then can we see hope.’ Yes, we need to live on with healthy minds and bodies. And I hope we can grow too. I want to use their words to document our flesh and bones. In a cyberspace full of hostility, I hope to carve out enough room for a hug, and build some trust between people that cannot be easily broken.

            This is why I wrote down these stories.151

         

         Perhaps Mao Zedong was right, and a spark really is all it takes to set the whole steppe alight. In a bed of cold ashes, the brief glimmer of these sparks stops the last hope from being extinguished. And there are still the children, as Lu Xun wrote in 1918, who have not yet eaten human flesh. ‘Save them, save the children!’

      

   


   
      
         
            THE GAMBLE

            When Power Stands in its Own Way

         

         
            ‘Obey the Party!’

            Inscription on mooncakes for the Mid-Autumn Festival in September 2015

         

         Some of the Party’s plans read like science fiction. But it isn’t the first time communism has dreamed of a digital rebirth. Soviet computer scientists were doing that more than half a century ago in Kiev and Moscow, having discovered cybernetics.152 They, too, worked on high-tech fantasies designed to replace ideologically undesirable phenomena (at that time, the free market economy) in the Soviet system, which was heading for crisis.

         The cyberneticist Victor Glushkov presented his ‘National Automatised System of Administration of Economy’ (OGAS) in 1962, with the aim of achieving ‘electronic socialism’. Glushkov wanted to set up a nationwide computer network, linked by the country’s phone lines to every factory and company in the command economy. It would be the smart nerve system of the Soviet economy, giving feedback in real time, enabling rational decision-making processes and even the invention of an electronic currency. In the end, Glushkov and his colleagues failed very prosaically, when their plan was crushed by scheming ministers and bureaucrats.

         This time, the launch conditions are better. Crippling bureaucracy and scheming ministers exist in China too, of course, but the tailwind blowing from on high is strong. Even so, Xi Jinping has taken a huge gamble. Will he manage not only to reinvent dictatorship, but take it to the heights he is currently dreaming of? In 2049, its 100th anniversary, will the People’s Republic of China be that ‘modern, prosperous, strong, democratic, civilised, harmonious and beautiful country’ about which Xi Jinping gushes to his people and to the world at large? Will it be under the leadership of an ‘even stronger’ Party, ruling over all known points of the compass and those yet to be discovered? A country ‘at the centre of the world’, with a model of strong leadership and a booming economy that will become ‘a new alternative for other nations’, and boasting a ‘world class’ army, ‘ready for battle’? Will it work? Or is the system itself becoming its own worst enemy? There are indications that the latter may be true.

         Will there still be a People’s Republic in 2049? Or a Party? Xi Jinping would be 96 – not a wholly unlikely age, given the general longevity of the red aristocracy. Xi’s father Xi Zhongxun died at 89; Mao Zedong lived until 82; and Deng Xiaoping until 92.

         The Party has past experience of reincarnation. This is something that sets it apart from all its communist brother-parties. It’s why the CCP is still alive and ruling, while the others have passed away or been twisted into caricatures of their former selves. Its first two rebirths – shortly after Mao’s death in 1976 and then again, to a lesser extent, following the Tiananmen Square massacre in 1989 – were extraordinarily successful, against all the odds. The Party showed just what it could do: overcome the laws of nature, defy gravity. It could import capitalism and at the same time remain true, if not to the idealist Marx, then certainly to the power-hungry Lenin.

         That was the service Deng Xiaoping performed. The Chinese people embraced globalisation and created an economic boom, with miraculous growth rates that seemed even more miraculous because of the destruction that the Chinese Communist Party had wreaked upon the country, leaving a very meagre economic base from which to start.

         Crucial to Deng’s achievement was that he kept politics off the people’s back to an unprecedented degree. He condemned the Maoist cult of the personality and ruled that the Party should be led by a collective. He even started to talk about the separation of Party and state, at least in the years before 1989; and he granted new freedoms to society outside the realm of economics. Hence the much-vaunted pragmatism of China’s Communist Party, its legendary ability to change and adapt. And hence the boom that Xi Jinping inherited, upon which he is building his dream of the ‘rebirth of the great Chinese nation’.

         Today Xi is breaking with all of this. He is bringing back ideology, drawing all power to himself, suffocating experimentation. Once again he is sealing China off from the world; once again he is placing the all-seeing, all-knowing Party at the heart of things.

         But Xi Jinping is no Mao Zedong, and he certainly isn’t just another central Asian kleptocrat. He really does have a vision for China. Many Chinese people admire him as a strong man who fights corruption and is making their country into a proud nation. The mix of nationalism, siege mentality, and dreams of superpower status pumped into the people by the propaganda machine is highly effective. As long as the system avoids a major crisis, Xi – like other autocrats before him – will no doubt feel confident that his freedom- and information-starved people are behind him.

         Nevertheless, at the start of Xi’s second term in office, there were signs that absolute power has its own self-defeating logic, driving Xi Jinping and the Party to do themselves and their plans more harm than good. Before Xi, even the more liberal sections of the middle classes were prepared to accept the Party’s rule, as long as it provided some of the advantages enjoyed by open societies: increasing wealth, a functioning administration, the expansion of modern infrastructure, growing freedom in their private lives.

         In China the social contract has always been unwritten, but – at least for the urban population – that didn’t make it any less real. Hope and optimism have loomed large in the emotional lives of those growing up in China over the past 40 years. Things were getting a little better every year, and that made people believe in the future. This eternal hope also helped to ensure that there was very little rebellion over the environmental devastation, the obvious inequality, and the shameless corruption of a greedy elite. For a long time, however ignored or disadvantaged you felt, you could take solace in the thought that tomorrow would be your day. Or at least your children’s day.

         The belief in a better future – better partly because it would be freer – has remained a constant. ‘We look at each new leader like the sickle of the new moon,’ a liberal writer said on the occasion of the Mid-Autumn Festival in 2012, shortly before Xi Jinping took office. ‘We are filled with confidence that this time he will grow round and full. And we never give up hope, even when one leader after another disappoints us.’

         Three years into Xi’s rule, mooncakes suddenly appeared at the Mid-Autumn Festival. They were being handed out by the police, and had the characters ‘Obey the Party’ stamped on them. And three years after that, Xi Jinping had the constitution changed to allow him to remain president for life. The number of searches on Baidu containing the term ‘emigrate’ shot up. Five years had passed since Xi started dismantling the freedoms of Chinese citizens, piece by piece – but it was this move that shattered something for many people. Now their hope had gone, and they finally stopped believing in the Party’s pragmatism, its will to reform. Yes, they had been living under a dictatorship, but at least it had been trying to institutionalise its rules and procedures, trying to make its exercise of power more predictable, trying to take account of conflicting interests. When the Party’s willingness to experiment, to be flexible and adaptable, became a thing of the past, the pillars of political stability began to crumble.

         Xi Jinping brought back consistency – but it is a merciless sort of consistency. The China of recent decades had been a country of chabuduo. Roughly translated, chabuduo means ‘more or less’; something like ‘cutting corners’. Chabuduo meant that laws often weren’t enforced a hundred per cent; that the censors didn’t always look at things too closely; that the authorities frequently turned a blind eye. It was the Party’s way of giving breathing space to a society that was increasingly self-aware and sophisticated. And for many people, it fed the illusion of freedom.

         Xi Jinping isn’t giving anyone room to breathe. But rigid systems become brittle, and absolute power not only corrupts – it can also obscure. In 2017, an academic journal in Beijing published a paper entitled ‘The Application of Marxism in the Analysis of Ozone Levels in Beijing.’ The paper is not (yet) representative of scholarship in China as a whole, but it is a sign of the times all the same: the last time academics bent over backwards to produce this kind of nonsense was under Mao.

         Many disillusioned Chinese citizens will try to emigrate. In terms of numbers, this won’t cause the Party any pain – and after all, it will be easier to preserve stability if dissatisfaction goes elsewhere. But what if emigration starts to take away the brightest and the best? Xi’s speeches have long insisted that ‘innovation’ and ‘creativity’ are indispensable to China’s future. Among the frustrated and disappointed emigrés will be many innovative, creative minds – in a closed system like Xi’s, they are the first to come up against limitations. Such a system soon stifles the flow of energy and ideas that it has recognised in theory as central to its plans. This is an even greater risk in a country with a rapidly ageing population: at the start of 2019, China’s National Office for Statistics counted more people aged over 60 (249.5 million) than under 15 (248.6 million) for the first time.

         Xi’s one-party state is strong, and the Party leader is doing everything he can to make it even stronger. The Party has the tools of repression and the financial means to nip any political alternative to its rule in the bud. For the most part, these things ensure the loyalty of the elites and the support – or at least the resigned indifference – of the masses. In public, Xi exudes tremendous self-confidence, but the level of repression, the unprecedented rise in surveillance, and the strengthening of the security apparatus tell a different story. The Party knows that the acquiescence of the people is a wavering thing. ‘The ruler is the boat, and the people are the water,’ wrote the influential Confucian philosopher Xunzi in the third century BC. ‘The water can bear the boat up, and the water can capsize it.’ The Party is well aware that the support of citizens rests on increasing prosperity first and foremost, but also on information control, mind control, and the suppression of dissent. If there is one lesson to be learned from the events in Tiananmen Square in 1989, from the downfall of communism in Eastern Europe and from the collapse of the Soviet Union, it is that the boat can tip quickly – the instant that rulers show signs of weakness. The current of resentment that is always beneath the surface will then become a force to be reckoned with.

         Dangers lurk along the path that Xi Jinping is now taking. The future is likely to hold increasing repression, and an even more elaborate personality cult. But when a leader ceases to tolerate any opposition, even from loyal friends, leaving himself surrounded by flunkeys and yes-men, he makes the system susceptible to mistakes which, with no mechanism to correct them, can have serious consequences. The silence of the intellectuals and academics, the many civil servants paralysed with fear, means that important feedback from the provinces and counties, from social and economic interest groups, only reaches the Party leadership slowly and in a distorted form – or else not at all. The AI evangelists theorise that algorithms will fill this gap, beaming any signs of an approaching crisis all the way up to Xi’s headquarters. In practice, though, AI machines are only as good as the input they receive: if algorithms are fed rubbish at the bottom, they will spit out rubbish at the top. Local functionaries and executives in China are past masters at data manipulation.

         When it takes its logic of repression too far, the system often trips itself up. That could be seen twenty years ago, with the example of the Falun Gong. In 1999, the then Party head Jiang Zemin launched a campaign of merciless persecution against the sect. The result was that, in the space of a few years, what had been a well-organised religious group inside China whose followers were mostly of retirement age, became a network of noisy activists spread across the world. Today, Falun Gong runs a global media empire with a single primary aim: to topple the Communist Party.

         Like his predecessors, Xi Jinping prefers ad hoc campaigns and popular mobilisation to stable policies and laws. As a result officials across the country vie with each other in their eagerness to divine the ruler’s will and get into his good books. If Xi wants to clean up the air in Beijing, overhasty cadres will remove the coal-stoves from millions of Beijing residents’ homes in the middle of a bitterly cold winter. If Xi wants to see the capital ‘civilised’, then overnight they will throw tens of thousands of migrant workers out of their apartments and tear down the roofs over their heads. This zealotry is not only inhuman, it also poses a threat to those in power.

         More and more, you get the feeling that the system is needlessly making enemies. When it locks up feminists protesting against sexual harassment. Or when the Party decides to take on humour – by banning puns, for instance. This happened in 2014, when the State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film and Television in all seriousness issued a ban on wordplay, declaring that the playful alteration of old sayings led to ‘cultural and linguistic chaos’. It was a particularly absurd move because Chinese, with its many ambiguous homophones, is better suited to wordplay than almost any other language. For thousands of years the Chinese people have played with their language, with a relish seldom encountered elsewhere in the world.

         In 2018, the radio and television authority ordered a company called Bytedance to withdraw its popular humour app Neihuan Duanzi; at the time 17 million users were exchanging funny images and videos, sketches and jokes. The censors called the app ‘vulgar’ and ‘inappropriate’. They had already conducted a campaign against online celebrity gossip, and forbidden not just the country’s rappers but also its professional footballers from showing off their tattoos. In early 2019, they took the legendarily popular period drama Story of Yanxi Palace (300 million viewers) off air, after Party organisations complained that all the intrigues and luxury of the imperial palace were corrupting the good souls of the thrifty and hard-working Chinese people. Under Xi Jinping, the state apparatus can come across as having an almost Calvinist hostility towards fun, a zealous rigour that is as much moral as political – and which was unknown in previous decades. It has put noses out of joint, not just because people are being denied harmless pleasures, but also because the Party’s double standards are so plain to see.

         Every power carries within it the seed of its own destruction, and China’s past leaders were well aware of this. It’s dangerous for any regime to become so intoxicated with its own power that it loses sight of this fact. If the CCP ceases to tolerate fun, it will also have ceased to understand its people – with or without artificial intelligence to help. And if it ceases to understand its people, the model that has served it so well in recent years – the subjects focus on getting rich, buying things and having fun, while submitting to surveillance of their own accord – is under threat.

         For the time being, though, the rule of the CCP is in no danger. There is no reason to doubt the Party’s ability to create the most perfect surveillance state the world has ever seen over the next few years. But the question remains: in the end, will this be a state capable of overtaking the West and sprinting ahead to lead the world?

      

   


   
      
         
            THE ILLUSION

            How Everyone Imagines their Own China

         

         
            ‘Whoever talks about China talks about himself.’

            Simon Leys (1935-2014)

         

         The sinologist and author Simon Leys was one of the cleverest and most clear-sighted observers of China. In the 1970s he found himself up against a particularly deluded type of China fantasist: the European Maoist.

         For centuries, ever since Marco Polo first sparked mercantilist fantasies of the Far East with his writings about distant Cathay, Europe’s seekers of meaning and profit have been gripped by an overblown enthusiasm for the country. ‘Who would have believed,’ wrote the philosopher Gottfried Leibniz in 1697, ‘that there was a people on this earth who […] still surpass us in comprehending the precepts of civil life?’ For us, China has always been blank sheet of paper: virgin territory for our projections. Sometimes China was heaven; sometimes hell. The Yellow Peril. Rarely have there been shades of grey. The China Show is at its most rewarding when you don’t even watch: then you can usually find exactly what you were looking for.153

         In recent decades the West has had a particularly distorted image of China. Under Deng Xiaoping, a brand new type of autocratic state emerged – one that blended Leninist repression with a turbo-charged super-capitalism and the gleam of commerce and consumption. The world had never seen anything like it, which meant many people refused to believe it could exist. It had to be merely a transitional step on a path of transformation. In the end, China will become like us, they whispered.

         China confuses people. More than a few seek comfort in the popular illusion that economic growth will automatically make the country more democratic. Wandel durch Handel – ‘change through trade’ – as the catchy German phrase has it. Proponents of this theory have included European leaders, the International Olympic Committee and most foreign businesspeople visiting Beijing. Who knows how many really believed it, and how many merely found it expedient. In any case, right from start the argument had a serious flaw. It wasn’t true.

         ‘China’s success story is […] the most serious challenge that liberal democracy has faced since fascism in the 1930s,’ wrote the China expert Ian Buruma more than a decade ago.154 Communism might be dead in China, but the Party’s rule was still very much alive. Yes, the colour of power had changed. A regime with a quasi-religious leader-cult, outbreaks of ideological ecstasy and parade-ground drills had become a regime in which the old Party elite and a new business class joined forces to plunder the nation’s wealth, and bought the goodwill of the urban middle classes by offering them a share in the prosperity.

         China’s leaders have always been adept at pulling the wool over outsiders’ eyes – and they are only too happy to be deceived. Spectacular economic growth and a successful drive to combat hunger have made their task even easier. Didn’t the residents of Beijing and Shanghai now drive Audis? Didn’t they sit in Starbucks drinking cappuccinos, watch MTV, and go on city breaks to Bangkok, Paris and London? Westerners looked for what was familiar – and found the Chinese caught up in a frenzy of consumerism. These people were just like us, after all!

         Among China correspondents there has long been a running joke about the columnist from Washington, the banker from London or the CEO from Frankfurt, who flies into Beijing or Shanghai. After a day, he has formed a lasting opinion on China; after a week, he gives the world the benefit of that opinion in a guest article for the New York Times, the Financial Times or the Handelsblatt; and after a month, he has enough material for a book. This character is still very much alive and well; like so many other clichés, he simply refuses to die out.

         ‘CHINA IS LEAVING DONALD TRUMP’S AMERICA BEHIND’ is the headline above one of these opinion pieces in the Financial Times, by the venture capitalist Michael Moritz. The article begins with a striking claim: ‘A week in China is enough to persuade anyone that the world has spun back to front.’155 The final paragraph is even better: Moritz urges Donald Trump to ‘send the managers of his pocket-sized portfolio of hotels to visit the best hotels in Beijing and Shanghai’. There, they would find ‘a level of service unparalleled in New York, London or Paris’. The view of China from the windows of luxury hotels is always a particularly pleasing one.

         More than a few Westerners fall for the Party’s line that China is unique among the world’s nations. Those with a certain level of prominence are flattered and cultivated as ‘friends of the Chinese people’. They might be given a consultancy post in one of the state’s countless decorative committees, for example, where they will talk about the ‘open and honest communication’ they enjoy with their Chinese counterparts. At the World Internet Conference in Wuzhen, I met Werner Zorn, the man who first brought the internet to China when he was a computer scientist at the University of Karlsruhe. As a gesture of thanks, the retired professor still gets to sit on a ‘High Level Advisory Council’ and is invited to China twice a year. According to Zorn, Xi Jinping was ‘a stroke of luck for the Chinese’. The action he was taking to combat corruption was unprecedented. In any case, said Zorn, ‘Just look at the revelations at home about offshore companies, in the Paradise Papers. We’re no better than they are.’ As for the Party’s tightening grip on China – well, it was ‘a large state holding’ after all. The Western system would be no good for China: ‘An opposition here who said, “No, you can’t do that,”’ – the professor shook his head – ‘No. They need a wise leader, and you can certainly call Xi Jinping that.’

         One hears the fairytale of the wise dictator somewhat less often these days, but the myth of China as an exotic land that can’t be grasped using Western logic is alive and kicking. It’s nonsense, of course, if only on the grounds that contemporary China has taken as much from the West – communism, capitalism, entertainment, music, clothes, city planning, science and technology – as it has from ancient China. And much of what still sets us apart today – family and clan structures, say – is less down to innate differences than to the fact that, until very recently, China was an agrarian society. Anyone who parrots the CCP mantra that China’s ‘national characteristics’ mean that it requires exactly the kind of dictatorship the Party has given it, has fallen for a form of orientalism devised by Chinese communists. The cultural relativism that says the Chinese aren’t ready for democracy, and don’t share our desire for human rights, smacks of Western racism. The remedy is a trip to Taiwan to see Asia’s most vibrant democracy in action: the people there are Chinese, too.

         Surprisingly, many Western observers are reluctant to describe China as a ‘dictatorship’ – though the Party itself has never made any secret of it. Or else they might buy the attractive – and false – idea of the hyper-efficient ‘developmental dictatorship’, which is superior to our own system. Not infrequently it’s in their own political or economic interests to do so. Michael Moritz, for example, went on to produce a second essay, in which he urged Silicon Valley to give up its lazy ways and start emulating China’s predatory capitalism.156 Moritz – a venture capitalist, remember – reports with great excitement that in China, people work seven days a week for start-ups, from eight in the morning until ten at night. In their breaks they re-use their teabags, and if ever they want to lay eyes on their spouses, they invite them along on business trips.

         Self-interest, though, is not the whole explanation; naivety is also to blame. It’s part of the reason why Western politicians and businesspeople spent so long clinging to the belief that China’s leaders had the best intentions, for decades taking their fine words at face value. And when there were no actions to follow the words, they gave them the benefit of the doubt and blamed deficiencies in the state apparatus charged with making the plans a reality. Or they simply forgot all about them, instead bathing in the endless stream of fresh promises gushing out of Beijing and into the world.

         Sometimes their contortions have been painful to watch. Step forward, David Cameron, who had incurred the wrath of the Party for meeting with the Dalai Lama on his May 2013 visit. When he was permitted to return with a trade delegation in December of the same year, gave a performance described by one European diplomat sarcastically as fitting the legal definition of prostitution. Cameron spoke of Britain and China’s ‘deep complementary economics’, of his desire to ‘help deliver the Chinese dream’ and of Britain’s unique advantages as a broker between China and the EU. In return, the Chinese premier was at pains to mention Cameron’s ‘respect for China’s core national interests and major concerns’. Or to put it another way – well done for not mentioning Tibet or human rights this time.

         Cameron’s trip was the target of not a little mockery from sections of the domestic press: his co-travellers from UK plc included such global heavyweights as the Cambridge Satchel Company and Westaway Sausages of Devon. Regardless of how those particular enterprises are faring almost six years later, it must be noted that the former British PM is now leading a UK China investment fund heavily engaged in Xi Jinping’s ‘Belt and Road Initiative’. So some things worked out well. For some.

         Yet Cameron is not alone. Beijing has always made skilful use of the China-blindness of the West, and with the election of Donald Trump as US president, Xi Jinping has been gifted an unprecedented opportunity. Trump’s alarming isolationism and revolting conduct are in marked contrast with Xi’s well-mannered appearances on the world stage – the smooth speeches where he presents himself as the saviour of globalisation – and make it easy for Europeans to applaud. It is remarkable. The same people who – rightly – pore over every syllable uttered by Donald Trump and shout ‘Lies!’ are prepared to take Xi on trust when he preaches free trade at the World Economic Forum in Davos; when he invokes the international order; or when he promises that China will open up, and sings the praises of a networked globe.

         In reality, he is a far greater protectionist than Trump.

         In reality, he is subverting the existing international order on many fronts.

         In reality, he is sealing his country off.

         In reality, he is severing China’s last remaining internet connections to the outside world.

         Xi is no Maoist, but he has picked up a few tricks from Mao. His recipe for guerrilla warfare, for instance: The enemy advances, we retreat; the enemy encamps; we harass; the enemy tires, attack; the enemy retreats, we pursue.

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         The Europeans are starting to wake up. The German foreign ministry and the Chancellor now see China for the challenge that it is. In Britain, the official narrative of a ‘golden era’ in UK-China relations is increasingly being called into question. A report by the Commons Foreign Affairs Committee published in April 2019 concludes that the China policy of recent British governments – basically, putting business interests over all others – reflects ‘an unwillingness to face the reality’ that Beijing is an ‘active challenger’ to the UK in many areas.157 Unfortunately Brexit is muddying the waters: the Independent is not alone in pointing out that the ‘fear of losing post-Brexit trade deals… is interfering with the independence of foreign policy.’158

         And the realisation is spreading that, although our interests are strong, our instruments are weak, especially while Europe is disunited. Crucial years have been wasted because we were wrong about China – and they were years when our influence on the path the country was taking might have been greater than it is today.

         Today, China is influencing us.

      

   


   
      
         
            THE WORLD

            How China Exerts its Influence

         

         
            ‘Xi Jinping Thought […] has the potential to correct and transform the existing world order.’

            China Daily, 30 January 2018

         

         In London, the Royal Court Theatre removes a play about Tibetan exiles from its programme. For fear of China, says Abhishek Majumdar, the play’s Indian author. The British Council has written to the theatre, advising that the play would coincide with ‘significant political meetings’ in China and might jeopardise the Royal Court’s ability to run projects there in the future.159

         Or Stuttgart, where the German car manufacturer Daimler quotes the Dalai Lama on its Instagram channel: ‘Look at a situation from all angles, and you will become more open.’ A harmless meme, a mere calendar motto. But there is an outcry from China: the leadership there regards the Dalai Lama as a ‘wolf in monk’s clothing’. At which Daimler gives the Dalai Lama the boot, prostrates itself at Beijing’s feet and suddenly starts speaking in tongues in its public statements. Daimler regrets its ‘extreme error’, the company insists. They know they have ‘hurt the feelings of the Chinese… Taking this as a warning, we are immediately introducing concrete measures to deepen our understanding of Chinese culture and values.’ To the public, it sounded as if Daimler had adopted the language of the CCP propaganda, word for word.

         Or Ankara, where the Turkish foreign minister promises ‘to introduce measures to eradicate all media reports criticising China.’

         Or Cambridge, where in 2017 – at the request of the Chinese censors – the venerable Cambridge University Press removes from its websites some 300 articles containing criticism of China. CUP only reverses its decision following a huge outcry from academics all over the world.

         Wait a moment: isn’t China supposed to be becoming more like the West? These days the Chinese eat at McDonald’s; they listen to Adele and Lady Gaga, they drive VWs, Audis and Mercedes. Isn’t this the wrong way round? Are we in the West now supposed to change if we want to keep trading with China? In late 2017 Apple’s CEO Tim Cook was still giving voice to the old hope: ‘Your choice is, do you participate or do you stand on the sideline and yell at how things should be? My own view very strongly is you show up and you participate, you get in the arena, because nothing ever changes from the sideline.’160

         Cook’s defence of his company’s relationship with China came after weeks of harsh criticism: Apple had bowed to pressure from Beijing and removed undesirable apps from its store that allowed users to bypass the censors. A few months later, Apple signed over its Chinese iCloud server, along with all its customer data, to a firm owned by the government of Guizhou Province – in other words, to the Chinese state. Apple, incidentally, now sells one in every three of its iPhones in China. And Google, the only Silicon Valley firm to have rejected censorship and withdrawn from China in 2010, returned in 2018. It now runs an artificial intelligence laboratory there. ‘I believe AI and its benefits have no borders,’ said Beijing-born Fei-Fei Li, Google’s head of AI at the time of the move, which did not attract particular attention in the mainstream media.161

         The company only made headlines when newspapers revealed that Google had secretly been working on a search engine for the Chinese market – a search engine that would provide China’s censors and surveillance state with superior Google technology. Internally, it was called ‘Project Dragonfly’ – given what we know about the multiple, all-seeing eyes of these insects, Google engineers either possess a highly-developed sense of irony, or none whatsoever. Following angry protests from its own employees, and from American politicians, Google appears to have taken a step back from the project for the time being – though reports by The Intercept suggest that work on it has not ceased completely.162

         So is the West changing China, or the other way round?

         Oh, and actually they don’t listen to Lady Gaga in China any more – not since she chatted to the Dalai Lama about yoga.

         Watch out, world: here comes China!

         The country has long been an economic superpower, though for decades it was a fairly circumspect one. Those days are gone. At the Party Congress in October 2017, Xi Jinping proclaimed a ‘new era’. He promised that China would now step ‘into the centre of the world stage’. Not content with shaping the Chinese state, China also wanted to reshape globalisation according to its own design. For the first time since Mao Zedong, China’s autocracy was advertising itself to the world as a role model, at a moment when, according to the official news agency, Xinhua, ‘Western liberal democracy is sinking into crisis and chaos’. Chinese propaganda praises the ‘Chinese path’. And China’s leader is making it the envy of all other nations once more: the whole world, says the People’s Daily, ‘feels the warmth’ of Xi Jinping’s ‘community for a common future of humanity’. The propaganda machine isn’t just glorifying Xi Jinping Thought as the ‘new communism’ at home – it is now also offering a ‘China solution to the world.’163

         The competition between systems is back. Xinhua again: ‘After several hundred years, the Western model is showing its age. It is high time for profound reflection on the ills of a doddering democracy which has precipitated so many of the world’s ills and solved so few.’164 Xi Jinping has given the order ‘to strengthen China’s soft power’. The world needs to hear the ‘China story’ at long last. Yes, the Chinese lion was now waking up, said Xi on a state visit to France, alluding to Napoleon’s reported bon mot about China being a sleeping lion that shouldn’t be woken. ‘But it is peaceful, pleasant and civilised.’165

         China knew that the wider world was a little suspicious – especially the countries in its immediate neighbourhood. But there was ‘no “conquest gene” in the DNA of the Chinese people,’ as Xi once said – and ever since he said it, claims of a Chinese ‘peace gene’ have featured in statements by the country’s diplomats.166 How exactly the Zhou dynasty’s few small territories around the middle and lower reaches of the Yellow River three millennia ago became the vast nation we today know as China is a mystery that remains unexplained by the propaganda machine.

         The CCP is now looking to exert its influence on a global scale: on business and political elites; on universities, think tanks and the media. It is meeting with surprising – and so far largely unnoticed – success. In Europe it has attracted only brief flashes of attention, as in the case of the conservative British author and civil rights activist Benedict Rogers, who campaigns against the disappearance of freedom in Hong Kong. His mother in Dorset and neighbours in London have received slanderous letters as a result of his activities, in which Rogers is vilified as an enemy of the Chinese nation. In Germany, there was some coverage when the intelligence service warned that the Chinese secret service is using social networks like LinkedIn ‘on a large scale to extract information and find intelligence sources’. The service also reported ‘a broad-based attempt to infiltrate parliaments, ministries and agencies.’ In summer 2018, the Süddeutsche Zeitung revealed evidence that suggested China’s spies had come very close to recruiting a member of the Bundestag, the German parliament.

         Just as the USA once worked to make the world a safe place for democracy, today’s China is working to make it a safe place for autocracy. Unlike Russian attempts to influence the West, which are often aimed at a general destabilisation and merely destructive, the Chinese leadership tends to focus on specific interests. At the same time, it is working on a broader strategy to build a network of pro-China opinion leaders and decision makers. The primary aim is to eradicate positions with which the Party doesn’t agree – for example, by threatening hotel chains and airlines that dare to refer to Taiwan on their websites as a country in its own right. The companies almost always cave in.

         ‘China is not just ‘at [Europe’s] gates’ – it is now already well within them.’ These words come from a study by the Berlin think-tanks MERICS and GPPI on the ‘authoritarian advance’ of China’s influence.167 Uneasiness about China’s behaviour is breaking out in a number of places, both inside and outside Europe. In Vancouver – the destination of many well-off Chinese emigrants – people were more than a little surprised when the mayor put on flag ceremony for the Chinese national holiday. The Chinese flag flew above city hall, while a band played the national anthem of the People’s Republic.

         At the end of 2017, the first congressional hearing on China’s ‘long arm’ took place in Washington. Attempts by the Chinese government ‘to guide, buy or coerce political influence and to control discussion of “sensitive” topics’168 ubiquitous in the West, announced the Congressional Executive’s Commission on China. The heads of the CIA and FBI, too, have warned that the Chinese government has for some time been trying to increase its influence ‘on the whole of society’, and ‘to a much greater extent than the Russians’.

         Nowhere is China’s influence more hotly debated today than in Australia. China is Australia’s most important trade partner. Over a million of the country’s residents have Chinese roots (out of a total population of 24 million), and half of them were born in mainland China. A recent investigation uncovered the pressure that Chinese student organisations – steered by Beijing – have been putting on university lecturers who criticise the motherland. The lecturers had broken taboos on topics like Tibet, Taiwan, or the Tiananmen Square massacre, and the student associations now demanded a change to the course and the teaching materials.169 Australia’s universities should give ‘consideration’ to ‘the feelings of Chinese classmates,’ they argued – and pointed to the substantial amount of money that China’s fee-paying students bring in every year.

         Something else that emerged in this report was that Beijing had systematically forced the Australian Chinese community’s media to toe the Party line, where until a few years previously it had been vibrant and diverse. Businesspeople loyal to China had also bought influence over members of parliament in Canberra, who then parroted Chinese propaganda word for word on sensitive topics, such as China’s land-grab in the South China Sea.

         There was an almighty uproar, which grew louder when the Australian author and academic Clive Hamilton revealed that a major publisher, Allen & Unwin, had cancelled the publication of a new book he had written criticising China. The manuscript was ready, but the publisher pulled out, fearing complaints from the Chinese figures named in its pages. No threats were ever made, says Hamilton. The fear of China alone – the ‘shadow it now casts over Australia’ – was enough.170 In the eyes of many Australians, the publisher’s move proved exactly what the author had set out to argue – namely ‘that a powerful, authoritarian foreign state can suppress criticism of it abroad, and so smooth the path for its ongoing campaign to shift this country into its orbit.’ The book finally came out with another publisher, but the concerns it aired remain as pressing as ever.171

         In an address to the national parliament, a representative of ASIO, the Australian intelligence service, called the ‘extent of the threat’ from China’s activities ‘extreme’. There have also been warning voices in neighbouring New Zealand. There, the public debate began when its secret service revealed that a Chinese-born MP, Yang Jian, had once taught future Chinese spies at an army school in Luoyang. The New Zealand sinologist Anne-Marie Brady is the author of Magic Weapons, one of the most detailed studies to date of China’s attempts to exert overseas influence.172 She believes that ‘China’s covert, corrupting and coercive political influence activities in New Zealand are now at a critical level.’173

         After her ground-breaking report was published, Brady experienced what she described as a campaign of intimidation. Her house and office in Christchurch were broken into several times, the intruders clearly looking for her computer, mobile phone and USB stick. She received anonymous phone calls and threatening letters (‘You are the next’). Someone broke into her garage and her car was found to have been tampered with.174

         Today Australia and New Zealand. Tomorrow Europe? China’s efforts to influence the rest of the world aren’t all in the form of covert operations. But ‘soft power’, which relies on the natural charisma radiated by a nation and its culture, somehow isn’t working for China. ‘Why is China so… uncool?’ asked Foreign Policy magazine in March 2017.175 Well, when was the last time the world saw a cool dictatorship? There’s only so many points a nation can score with the invention of gunpowder and paper.

         A survey carried out by the Pew Research Center found that in many African and Latin American countries the majority of people have a positive image of China. In the USA and Europe, those numbers are considerably smaller; the Germans in particular are notoriously sceptical. Ultimately, though, this doesn’t matter, a US-educated economist at Beijing’s elite Tsinghua university tells me: ‘We simply buy our influence. We’ve got enough money. Look at all the people who are already saying what we want to hear. And in the future, we’ll be even richer.’

         In reality, Beijing employs a mixture of enticements and threats, recruitment and infiltration. As early as 2015, the American sinologist David Shambaugh estimated that China was spending around 10 billion dollars a year on such image-and influence-boosting initiatives – far more than the USA, Britain, France, Germany and Japan put together.176 It’s a collective effort, by no means confined to the diplomats: universities, think-tanks, friendship societies and secret services are all in on the act, as well as Chinese companies that trade globally (including private companies). And of course, the Party and its multifarious departments are never far away.

         One of the most interesting of these organisations resides in the heart of Beijing. West of the Gate of Heavenly Peace, where a portrait of Mao still greets you, lies the Zhongnanhai (Middle and Southern Seas) complex, which is forbidden to outsiders. It is the part of the old imperial garden that Mao’s revolutionaries selected as their seat of government, immediately after the Revolution. This is China’s Kremlin – and just next door, at 135 Fuyou Street, are the offices of the United Front: the organ through which the Party plans to bring Chinese people living abroad into line.

         The United Front is an invention of Lenin’s, and has been a staple of communist regimes all over the world. Traditionally its task has been to subsume new social groups, to neutralise troublemakers, to reel in persons of influence and turn them into mouthpieces for the Party line. In China, the United Front looks after the eight political parties permitted for form’s sake (as in the GDR, for instance) to exist outside the Communist Party. It also brings ethnic minorities, religious groups, and celebrities into the system. Billionaire entrepreneurs, pop stars and starlets, along with the odd Tibetan, Mongolian or Uighur – always clad in splendid traditional dress – are invited to ‘political consultative conferences’, whose primary purpose is to applaud the leadership. Now and then the guests may also make suggestions, but they have no real power or influence. The bosses of the new internet companies and start-ups are also regularly summoned to United Front seminars, where they are instructed in patriotism and ‘revolutionary traditions’.

         During the decades of reform and opening up, China’s United Front steadily lost influence and became a siding in which to park comrades who had earned an easy job. Now Xi Jinping has awoken the United Front from its slumber. He is calling it, as Mao once did, a ‘magic weapon’ in the CCP’s fight for influence. Today, according to Anne-Marie Brady, the organisation ‘has taken on a level of significance not seen in China since the years before 1949.’177 One passage from a United Front handbook that fell into the hands of the Financial Times reads: ‘Enemy forces abroad do not want to see China rise and many of them see our country as a potential threat and rival, so they use a thousand ploys and a hundred strategies to frustrate and repress us.’178 Fortunately, though, the United Front is ‘a big magic weapon which can rid us of 1,000 problems in order to seize victory.’ As a strategy for operations on foreign soil, the China United Front Course Book recommends the usual mixture of charm and intimidation. It encourages functionaries to appear friendly, pleasant and winning, in order to ‘unite all forces that can be united’. At the same time, they must stop at nothing to build an ‘iron Great Wall’ against all ‘enemy forces.’

         For decades, the United Front preferred to operate in secret, but in 2018 the Party decided that there was no longer any need for it to hide behind other government agencies. The State Administration for Religious Affairs and the Overseas Chinese Affairs Office have been swallowed up, and the United Front now operates in its own name. Xi Jinping has declared overseas work to be a priority. At the start of 2018, he created a new steering committee, forging a direct link between the United Front and the Party leadership, and thereby signalling its central role in his future plans.

         Among the tasks of the United Front is turning the residents of Hong Kong and Taiwan into fervent patriots. Other highly sensitive matters also fall within its remit: it is leading discussions with the Vatican about returning China’s Catholics (more than ten million people) to the bosom of the holy Roman Catholic Church. This is something Rome has long desperately wished for, but has always been stymied by the Communist Party’s insistence that the highest authority on earth for every Chinese citizen, including Chinese Catholics, is the Party and not the Pope.

         This isn’t the atheist Party’s only power struggle with religious authorities. For some time, the United Front has been wrangling with the Tibetan government in exile over the reincarnation of the current Dalai Lama, who lives in India. The religious leader of all Tibetans has said a number of times in recent years that he has absolutely no desire to be reborn inside China. Beijing has reacted with obvious panic. A reincarnation of the Dalai Lama outside its control would be a nightmare for the CCP. The Dalai Lama can say and do what he likes, says Norbu Dunzhub, a United Front official from the ‘Autonomous Region of Tibet’, but he cannot deny that ‘only the central government in Beijing’ has the right to confirm his rebirth as genuine.179 The current regulations for the system of reincarnation, the official reminded the Xinhua News Agency, had been ‘clearly set out in the relevant document of the state administration for religious affairs from the year 2007.’

         United Front workers, frequently in the guise of diplomats, also recruit Chinese businesspeople abroad, often through specially founded friendship and cultural associations. Western academics who show willing are courted during generously financed conferences and trips to China; critical voices, on the other hand, may find themselves threatened with a ban on visiting the country. For many sinologists, that would mean the end of their careers.

         Meanwhile some universities – including the prestigious Göttingen University in Germany – have Chinese professorships that are directly funded by Beijing. Indirect finance is also popular. When the University of Cambridge set up a professorship for ‘Chinese Development’, it swore that the £3.7 million donation came from the private Chong Hua Foundation, which had no link to the Chinese government – until journalists revealed that the foundation, registered in the Bahamas, was controlled by Wen Ruchun, daughter of the former Chinese premier Wen Jiabao. The CCP is now bringing its ideological battles to the universities of the West. And from Brussels to Washington, new think-tanks tied to the CCP are springing up, so that Chinese academics or well-disposed foreigners can whisper the Party’s message into the ears of the powerful. Generally, though, ‘the CCP’s preferred method is to create dependencies and induce self-censorship and self-limiting policies,’ observes a study by the Royal United Services Institute, in a first attempt to present an overview of Chinese efforts to influence the UK. ‘The UK’s departure from the EU may increase the CCP’s desire to interfere,’ the study predicts, ‘as it seeks to implement further a “divide and rule” strategy, aimed at imposing its global vision and promoting its interests.’180

         The Party strives to bring students living abroad into line through Chinese student associations. In Australia and the USA, increasing numbers of students are reporting that they are being spied on and subjected to ‘mind control’ and intimidation by these associations, which are also active in the UK. Robert Barnett, one of the most prominent experts on Tibet, and director of the Modern Tibetan Studies programme at Columbia University, reports that several Chinese students who had applied for research-assistant positions were, as he later discovered, sent by the Chinese consulate. And Wang Dan, the former student leader of the 1989 democracy movement, now says that ‘The Chinese Communist Party is extending its surveillance of critics abroad.’181 The Party is using a ‘campaign of fear and intimidation’ to silence Chinese students in other countries. ‘Unpatriotic activities’ like Wang Dan’s seminars and salons at American universities are being recorded by ‘agents or sympathisers of the Chinese government’, he claims, and Chinese students who attend are reported to the consulate. Those who overstep the mark run the risk that threats will be made to their families at home. Meanwhile, students at several US universities have set up Communist Party cells for the purposes of ‘ideological guidance’, and on returning to their alma mater in China, some have been asked to report on their classmates’ ‘anti-party thought’.182

         More than half a million young Chinese people are now studying abroad. Beijing is trying to organise as many overseas students and academics as it can, under the umbrella of the Chinese Students and Scholars Association (CSSA). In at least one case (at Georgetown University in Washington), it has been proved that the CSSA is in part financed directly by the Chinese embassy.

         Sometimes student associations cooperate with their embassies to organise cheering, flag-waving crowds, as for Xi Jinping’s state visit to Washington in September 2015. Foreign Policy reported that participating students were each paid $20 afterwards.183 The associations like to organise positive celebrations of ‘Chinese culture’ – festivals such as the Chinese New Year – but if necessary they will also mount political protests. As when, for example the University of California in San Diego invited the Dalai Lama as a guest speaker. CSSA representatives insisted on a meeting with the university’s rector, and agitated against the visit on social media platforms – doing their best to mimic and co-opt the ideas and terminology of American college activism. They created the hashtag #ChineseStudentsMatter, and claimed that inviting the ‘oppressive’ Dalai Lama was an affront not only to the ‘feelings of the Chinese community’ but to ‘diversity’ and ‘inclusion’. In this case, the university stood firm and the Dalai Lama spoke – unlike a few years previously, when North Carolina State University cancelled his invitation, seemingly following an objection from the Confucius Institute embedded in the university.

         Turning Chinese citizens living abroad into foot soldiers for the Party’s cause is not the United Front’s only purpose. Increasingly, it is attempting to recruit people of Chinese descent, even if they are no longer citizens of the People’s Republic. It tries to appeal to a pan-Chinese patriotism, a pride in China’s tradition and mission – the noble executor of which, of course, is the CCP. The 2018 amendment to the Chinese constitution included ‘patriots who endeavour to revitalise the Chinese race’ in the list of groups forming a united front ‘under the leadership of the Communist Party of China’. The People’s Daily promptly published a lead article in which it invited ‘sons and daughters of China’ all over the world to share in the prosperity and glory of the People’s Republic’s project.184

         This appeal to racial solidarity, increasingly common in propaganda, is provoking dissent in overseas communities of Chinese descent. ‘When a state weaponizes patriotism and claims ownership of a people, it messes up [sic] with one’s sense of identity, when identity is already a messy concept for ppl who crossed borders and linguistic barriers,’ read a widely-shared tweet by Yangyang Cheng, a physicist who lives and teaches in the USA. She told the story of how she herself was once called upon by the CSSA to cheer for China’s president during a state visit (‘need everyone to outnumber Free Tibet etc. protesters’), and spoke of a ‘cunning and ruthless state’ exploiting the ‘people’s vulnerability’.185

         There is also growing unease at the feeling that there is nowhere in the world where the CCP’s eyes cannot see, or where its arms cannot reach. Its range has extended far beyond the lecture theatres and seminar rooms of American, Australian and European universities. The kidnapping of the Hong Kong publisher and Swedish citizen Gui Minhai, who vanished from his holiday home in Thailand and resurfaced in a Chinese prison, may be the most spectacular example of the new cross-border activities of the Chinese security apparatus, but it is a long way from being the only one. Civil rights activists and dissidents living in exile, along with Tibetans and Uighurs, are also being targeted by Chinese agents, and suffering intimidation and threats.

         These threats mainly relate to family members who are still living in China. One example is the journalist Chang Ping, already mentioned above. A critic of the government, he was sacked from his editorial job at the Guangzhou paper Southern Weekend. Today he lives in exile in Germany, where he writes for the news service Deutsche Welle. Following the open letter he wrote to Chinese dissidents in March 2016, calling on Party chief Xi Jinping to step down, his brother and sister in Sichuan disappeared into police custody for a few days. No, they had not ‘abducted’ the pair, the police said; they were just questioning them about a ‘forest fire’. At the same time, Chang Ping received a message from his brother, begging him to take back the letter and not to publish any more articles criticising the Party. Later, semi-official websites in Sichuan published an open letter from the brother, which said he was ‘very disappointed’ that Chang Ping wouldn’t stop ‘spreading lies’ from Germany and ‘maliciously attacking the authorities.’

         Uighurs living in France – including French citizens – have spoken about being approached by Chinese police officers asking for personal documents. The officers generally made contact via phone or WeChat. They demanded their work and home addresses, current photos, scans of their French ID cards, and even marriage and degree certificates. ‘Hello, I am a police officer with the [redacted] police station,’ Foreign Policy quotes from one WeChat message. ‘Let’s have a good talk, otherwise it will be a lot of trouble to have to pay a visit to your father and mother’s house every day.’186

         Meanwhile, China is offering substantial sums of money to bolt Confucius Institutes onto Western universities – and many are finding it difficult to say no at a time when finances are tight. Shortly after taking office in 2013, Xi Jinping made a speech in Qufu, the wise man’s birthplace, in which he sang the praises of Confucius, whom Mao had condemned in such harsh terms. Xi lauded the Party as the protector of the old values, but he reserved his most rapturous praise for the Confucius Institutes which were springing up like mushrooms all over the world. The success of the Confucius Institutes, said Xi Jinping, showed how hungry the West was for Chinese wisdom: ‘Their theory that capitalism is the highest good is teetering, while socialism is experiencing a miracle.’ The West’s self-confidence had taken a knock, he claimed. ‘The countries of the West are comparing themselves openly or secretly with China’s political and economic path.’

         In 2004 the Communist Party decided to turn Confucius into their Goethe, their Cervantes – the figurehead for a national cultural institute with a global mission. Today, there are more than 500 Confucius Institutes in 142 countries (at the time of writing, there are 24 in the UK) and more than 1,000 Confucius classes. The government claims that almost 13 million people took part in the Institutes’ activities in 2017. Confucius is attractive again – a brand. And wherever you see him, the Party’s eyes peer out from behind the mask. How could it be otherwise, when the institutes that carry his name are ‘an important element of China’s soft-power efforts abroad’, according to politburo member Li Changchun? The Confucius Institutes like to make out that they are the Chinese version of the British Council or the Goethe-Institut, but there are good reasons to believe that, at heart, they are something quite different. To quote Li Changchun again: ‘It makes perfect sense to penetrate via the Chinese language.’

         The Institute’s Beijing headquarters is the ‘Office of Chinese Language Council International’, known as Hanban for short in Chinese. Hanban’s website says that the organisation is ‘affiliated with the Chinese Ministry of Education’. But that is only a half-truth: in reality, Hanban is controlled by a directorate that oversees over a dozen offices, including the propaganda ministry. Until her retirement in 2018, the directorate was led for many years by the Vice Premier Liu Yandong – a member of the CCP politburo.

         The model on which the Institutes are set up is fundamentally different to that of their European counterparts. British Council offices and German Goethe-Instituts operate as independent organisations with their own premises. Confucius Institutes, on the other hand, are generally founded in cooperation with local universities. The British or German or French university provides premises and infrastructure; Beijing provides money through Hanban; a Chinese partner university provides teaching staff; and each side appoints its own director. A few years ago a debate kicked off: were our universities allowing themselves to be bought by an authoritarian regime? Were the Institutes, as one German sinologist has argued, really ‘Chinese submarines’? One thing is certain: these universities have invited an arm of the Chinese state to come in and make itself at home. Nothing comparable has ever existed.

         Given that Hanban’s core business is dialogue with the rest of the world, it is quite difficult to get hold of anyone there. My first requests for an interview at the start of 2014 went unanswered for nearly two months, and at some point they stopped picking up the phone for weeks at a time. Finally, Zhang Jing from the Institute for the Dissemination of Chinese Language and Culture said she was prepared to speak to me. This institute gives strategic advice to Hanban on the alignment and expansion of the Confucius Institutes. Their most important aim, said Zhang Jing, who herself studied in the USA, is to ‘feed the ideas of China into Western discourse.’ After all, she said, sinology had been founded by Western missionaries, and was dominated by the West to this day. ‘We in China were always the object of these studies. That carries with it the danger that you are either presented in an overly positive light, or in a distorted way.’ Beijing is currently less concerned about the over-positivity. In any case, Hanban is pleased to be able to give financial help to sinologists the world over: ‘We know that things are getting more and more difficult for the humanities everywhere. As a growing nation, China now has the means to support these studies.’

         Reports of censorship and self-censorship are coming in, particularly from the USA, where there are more than a hundred Confucius Institutes. In Los Angeles a few years ago, when Hanban announced that it was opening twenty institutes in collaboration with the US College Board, the Board’s president David Coleman fell into poetic raptures: ‘Hanban is just like the sun. It lights the path to develop Chinese teaching in the US. The College Board is the moon. I am so honored to reflect the light that we’ve gotten from Hanban.’187

         Meanwhile a report by the National Association of Scholars, a conservative lobby group, has recommended shutting down all the Confucius Institutes in the USA. A few universities have already taken this step, both in the USA and elsewhere. In Chicago, Philadelphia, Stockholm and Lyon, institutes have been closed after heated public debates. Germans like to stress that Confucius Institutes are set up differently in their universities, with more of an arm’s-length relationship (unlike in the USA, whether they are integrated into teaching programmes, and can even award course credits). ‘There’s so much more potential for conflict in the USA,’ says Philip Clart from the University of Leipzig. The institutes in Germany are almost all registered voluntary associations (e.V.s), which concentrate on providing language and cultural tuition to the general public, and are separate from the official day-to-day business of universities.

         That may be so, but it is clear that Hanban wants more than just to provide language and tai chi courses for people. Beijing has declared quite openly that its aim is a ‘new sinology’. ‘Our institutes started worldwide with language courses, calligraphy and dumpling-making,’ says Zhang Jing. ‘But that’s too limited for us. We want the Confucius Institutes to bring our vision into the academic world, into sinology. Quite simply, people have a false image of our country. We hope that sinology will start to engage more with Chinese politics and Chinese economics, and we hope it will explain to people that we can’t just follow the Western path.’

         If you believe Heiner Roetz, a sinologist from Bochum in western Germany, then Hanban is pushing at open doors. ‘The fact that institutional partnership is even possible has something to do with the underlying readiness of some people to protect the Chinese regime, however much there might be to criticise,’ says Roetz. ‘And then they say we should leave China be; it’s a different culture. The real problem isn’t the Confucius Institutes at all – the problem is this cultural relativism within sinology.’

         Sometimes Hanban doesn’t make things easy for its friends. At the end of July 2014, when Europe’s sinologists met at the European Association for Chinese Studies conference in the Portuguese towns of Braga and Coimbra, Beijing managed to cause a substantial scandal. Xu Lin, Hanban’s Director General and a vice-minister-level official, had travelled from China specially for the event, which Hanban was co-sponsoring. When she discovered that one of the other sponsors came from Taiwan – and that this sponsor’s logo appeared on the conference material – she seems to have given the order for all the conference programmes to be collected. And so various unknown Chinese people marched along the rows, saying things like ‘Excuse me, I’ve forgotten mine’ as they snatched programmes out of the hands of baffled delegates. The following day, the programmes turned up again, with the pages that had offended Beijing torn out. ‘It was a huge shock,’ says Daniel Leese, a historian and sinologist from Freiburg, who attended the event. Afterwards, the EACS president Roger Greatrex published an angry letter objecting to this act of ‘censorship’, and calling the behaviour of the Confucius Institute’s director ‘totally unacceptable’188.

         The huge costs involved in running the institutes have drawn criticism within China as well. But Xi Jinping seems to have even bigger plans for them. In a meeting of the Central Committee for the Deepening of Reform chaired by Xi at the start of 2018, a paper was passed on the reform of the Confucius Institute. It can be found on the website of the People’s Daily, and contains the extraordinary declaration that in future, the institutes should better serve ‘the diplomacy of a powerful China’.189 The Party, then, explicitly sees the institutes as tools for exerting its influence. In an interview on Swedish radio, China’s ambassador to Stockholm said that of course teachers at the Confucius Institutes had ‘the duty’ to inform their students and colleagues about ‘the facts’ of the Tiananmen Square massacre. In light of the clear message coming from Beijing, the loyal defence of the institutes by staff at partner universities in the West is at best seriously naïve. By all means, let China to go on running its Confucius Institutes – only not inside our universities.

         As we have seen, the Party also has its eye on the West’s academic publishing houses. Doing business in China is risky, especially when the coin you are trading with is academic freedom. Cambridge University Press (CUP), which describes itself as the world’s oldest publisher, hit the headlines in summer 2017 after performing the Beijing censors’ job for them. In response to questions from journalists, CUP confirmed that, at the request of the Chinese government, it had removed more than 300 academic articles and book reviews from the website of the high-profile publication China Quarterly. All of a sudden, many of the best-known sinologists in Europe and the USA found their work blacklisted. In a statement, CUP said it was cooperating with the censors in Beijing in order ‘to ensure that other academic and educational materials remain available to researchers and educators in this market.’190 A lucrative market, one might add: like other publishing houses, CUP earns good money from selling its publications to China.

         At first, the Chinese Studies community was stunned into silence. Then came an outcry. Condemnation poured in from all over the world. Academics, journalists and civil rights activists called the publisher’s actions ‘disgraceful’ – a ‘capitulation’. ‘Pragmatic is one word,’ one professor tweeted; ‘pathetic more apt’.191 The general feeling was that CUP had sold its soul. ‘Scholarship does not exist to give comfort to the powerful,’ wrote MIT’s Greg Distelhorst and Cornell’s Jessica Chen Weiss in an open letter. ‘The censored history of China will literally bear the seal of Cambridge University.’192 James A. Millward from Georgetown University argued: ‘This is not only disrespectful of CUP’s authors; it demonstrates a repugnant disdain for Chinese readers.’193

         In the end, CUP reversed its decision and released all the blocked material. It made a statement praising academic freedom as the highest good, and stating in its defence that the censorship had been a ‘temporary decision’. Even after the furore had died down, though, the suspicion remained that this would happen again. Along with the premonition that each time it did, the outrage would become a little more muted, as censorship slowly became the new normality.

         A few months later, the whole rigmarole was played out again in Berlin, at Springer Nature, one of the world’s largest academic publishers.194 On websites accessible from China, more than 1,000 articles featuring keywords like Taiwan, Tibet, Xinjiang, Cultural Revolution or Tiananmen Square had been blocked. Springer Nature reacted rather differently from its British counterpart, shrugging off criticism from its own authors and maintaining its blockade on the articles that had offended Beijing. A few days later, Chinese state media celebrated the agreement of a ‘strategic partnership’ between Springer Nature and the Chinese internet giant Tencent. Berlin responded to enquiries with a dry press release: ‘The blocking of content in China on the one hand and the cooperation with the Chinese internet company Tencent on the other are entirely unrelated.’ As of May 2018, according to its website, Springer Nature publishes more than 110 academic journals in cooperation with Chinese partners.

         China is more than happy to shell out cash if it helps buy the cooperation of Western elites. It is constantly creating new foundations so that ‘friends of the Chinese people’ can be given honorary titles and well-remunerated positions. ‘Elite capture’ is the Royal United Services Institute’s term for the mechanism by which these highly-paid consultants ‘risk becoming more amenable to CCP aims’.195 Among the recipients of CCP generosity are Jean-Pierre Raffarin, the ex-premier of France, and Bob Carr, Australia’s former foreign minister, who heads the Australia China Relations Institute (which aims to spread ‘a positive and optimistic view’ of Australia-China relations). Germany’s former Vice Chancellor Philipp Rösler caused a stir when he turned up at the helm of a New York foundation part-owned by the mysterious company HNA, said to have close ties to the Beijing’s ‘red aristocracy’. And of course there is David Cameron, who as Prime Minister proclaimed the ‘golden age’ of British-Chinese relations, and since 2018 has run a British-Chinese investment fund which intends to put a billion dollars into ‘supporting the “Belt and Road” initiative’ aka the ‘New Silk Road’.196 Clearly there is no shortage of willing cheerleaders for Beijing.

         At the same time, the Party has mounted a global media offensive. Its foreign broadcasters such as CGTN (television) and CRI (radio) have been allocated huge long-term budgets. In spring 2018, they were amalgamated with the national broadcasters CCTV and CNR to form a new entity: ‘Voice of China’. The name bears witness to the continuing influence of the USA: first, the American dream became the China dream; now Voice of America has its counterpart in Voice of China. The new organisation is one of the world’s largest propaganda machines, and it is directly controlled by the CCP. According to Xinhua (which is itself increasing its overseas presence), its mission is to ‘propagate the theories, aims, principles and policies of the Party’, as well as, most importantly, to ‘tell good stories about China.’ As of December 2018, the European headquarters of the new propaganda station CGTN in London had advertised more than 350 new jobs for experienced TV journalists. According to media reports, the salaries were ‘a long way above’ the London average.

         CGTN claims to reach an audience of 1.2 billion in English, Russian, Arabic, French and Chinese, which would make it the biggest broadcaster on earth. In video released in 2017, it argued that many outside China had been ‘brainwashed’ by the ‘Western values of journalism’ – a process that must be resisted. This from the country that currently occupies position 176 out of 180 on the Reporters Without Borders index of press freedom.

         Year after year, hordes of African journalists are flown into China for ‘training’. China provides many African editors with news content, technical equipment and financial help in digitising radio and TV channels. It is also laying fibre optic networks outside its own borders, opening data centres and launching TV satellites into space as part of its ‘digital Silk Road’. In the USA, the propaganda department has bought airtime on the Discovery Channel for the three-part celebratory documentary Time of Xi, which according to the Party press ‘focuses on what China has to offer the world’. The Beijing-based China Daily has also paid huge sums to include the propaganda supplement China Watch in high-profile Western newspapers like the Washington Post, Le Figaro, and (once) in the Süddeutsche Zeitung. The UK’s Daily Telegraph reportedly earns £750,000 a year from it.

         On German television, ‘Nihao Deutschland’, a feel-good programme co-produced by Xinhua, has recently aired its 500th episode. ‘Renting the boat to cross the ocean’ is what they call such a strategy in China. Better still, says propaganda chief Liu Qibao, is buying the boat outright. Like the Beijing-loyal entrepreneur who has bought the Hong Kong South China Morning Post, or the others who are quietly purchasing shares in a radio network covering Washington and the surrounding area, as a Reuters investigation discovered.197

         In central and eastern Europe, too, Chinese companies are bidding on several media consortia. The politburo member Liu Qibao oversees many of these activities. He is the head of the powerful Party organisation that for many years was known as the ‘Propaganda Department of the Central Committee of the CCP’ – and has now been re-christened the ‘Publicity Department’ for the benefit of foreign ears. (In Chinese it still goes by its old name: xuanchuanbu.) Aware that changing the label wouldn’t do the trick on its own, Beijing has also drafted in professional help from the West. PR firms like Hill+Knowlton, Ketchum and Ogilvy are just a few of the big names who have helped the Chinese government spruce up its messaging.

         The best investment of all is in Hollywood, which has seen not only a wave of co-productions with China, but also a purchasing frenzy by Chinese firms, foremost among them Dalian Wanda Group. In 2012 the company bought AMC, the largest chain of cinema operators in the USA – then four years later, it bought Legendary Entertainment, the Hollywood Studio that has produced films including the Batman and Jurassic Park franchises. Wanda’s founder Wang Jianlin became China’s richest man through real estate – and, like many other business magnates, he is very well connected with the Party leadership. In an interview, Wang put on record that his company naturally sees itself as contributing to China’s ‘cultural influence’.

         Of course, the CCP would also love its domestic film industry to conquer the West with its artistic charisma – to go up against Hollywood’s soft power. In spring 2019 the head of the National Film Bureau, Wang Xiaohui, set a high target for his country’s directors: by 2035, China should have become a ‘strong film power’ on a par with the USA. Wang showed his awareness that the quality of contemporary Chinese productions was sorely lacking: ‘Our ability to tell stories lags a long way behind Hollywood and Bollywood’s,’ he told the assembled great and good of China’s film industry. Yet this is unlikely to change any time soon – not because of a lack of talented Chinese directors and actors, but because of bureaucrats like Wang Xiaohui himself and the system he represents. The new generation of Chinese film, he told the artists as a parting shot, should be filled with ‘patriotic stories’, and China’s filmmakers must not ‘challenge the political system.’198 Here, as so often, the Party’s paradoxical message is: castrate yourselves and be fruitful!

         In the Western film world, Chinese money remains more effective than Chinese charisma. Despite some sobering recent experiences (deals falling through, films flopping), today Hollywood is targeting blockbusters at the Chinese market and playing by its rules. The sheer size of that market makes temptation irresistible: the number of Chinese cinema-goers has grown by double-digit percentages in almost every year of the past decade, and at the start of 2018, China’s box-office turnover outstripped that of the USA for the first time.

         Hollywood has begun to take Chinese censorship into consideration, and this has certain concrete ramifications. The National Film Bureau in Beijing bans imported films from showing any content that attacks China’s national pride, threatens its social stability, unity and sovereignty, or shows the personalities of its leaders in a bad light. On co-productions, the NFB’s regulations expressly require ‘positive Chinese elements’.

         When the Chinese director Jia Zhangke returned from a promotional tour for A Touch of Sin, he told me about a conversation he’d had with film journalists in New York. They had asked him if he had any tips for Hollywood producers on the smartest way to come to an arrangement with China’s censors. ‘I was speechless,’ said Jia. ‘It churned me up inside’. The actor Richard Gere, who is known as a critic of China and a friend of Tibet, told the Hollywood Reporter that he’d been kicked off projects because the Chinese side didn’t want to work with him. Chinese baddies are cut from scripts, and invading Chinese troops (as in the remake of ‘Red Dawn’) are hastily transformed into North Koreans in the digital cutting room. At an earlier stage in the process, writers are increasingly adding Chinese heroes and heroines to their screenplays.

         In Ridley Scott’s 2015 film The Martian, for example, the China National Space Administration gets to help the American NASA out of a desperate situation with a supply rocket, saving the astronaut stranded on Mars (played by Matt Damon) from starvation. The Martian brought in 94 million dollars in China. In real-life Beijing, Xu Dazhe, head of CNSA, cited the film as proof that ‘our American counterparts have high hopes that they will get to work with us.’ Regrettably, however, there were ‘a few obstacles’ in the way of this cooperation – an allusion to the decision of the US Congress is 2011 to ban NASA from collaborating with Beijing in any way whatsoever, for reasons of national security.

         Unlike Russia, China goes well beyond feeding nuggets of disinformation into the public discourse – it is turning its attention to infrastructure and institutions. The ‘thought work’ perfected in China itself is to be outsourced on every imaginable level. The goal is a new world order.

         China is pursuing its aims on the grandest global scale. Its diplomats are increasingly active on the United Nations Human Rights Council in Geneva. In April 2018, for only the second time, they managed to get through one of their own resolutions – giving some of their harmonious-sounding, home-grown propaganda a place on the world stage. The resolution advocated a ‘community of shared future’ and ‘mutually beneficial cooperation’ in the field of human rights, and its sponsors included Syria, Egypt, Myanmar, Burundi and Eritrea.199 The wording sounds harmless enough, if a little flowery, but human rights activists see the resolution as a first step in an attempt to rewrite international human rights norms. ‘The Communist Party of China (CCP) has always strived to pursue happiness for the people and development for […] mankind,’ wrote China’s ambassador to South Africa in an article for the English edition of the People’s Daily. ‘Today, the 1.3 billion Chinese people are enjoying their life of peace, freedom and happiness, free of fear of war or conflict. China, with its fastest human rights progress and best practices of human rights protection, is setting up a new model for the world cause of human rights.’200

         This ‘community of shared future’ is something the Party also wants to create online. The global internet, it believes, urgently needs reinventing. It should be secure. Orderly. Obedient. This is the purpose of the World Internet Conference in the southern town of Wuzhen. Every year since 2014, it has gathered politicians, academics and business executives from all over the world, with the aim of spreading its vision of an internet that ‘serves national security’ and ‘respects national sovereignty’ around the globe. Wuzhen is the perfect venue: an old, painstakingly restored southern Chinese water town, with picturesque canals and bridges. Ancient China has been reborn here, as a lucrative theme park aimed at the tourist industry, cleansed not only of its former inhabitants, but also of dirt, rubbish and any kind of life. It is separated from the outside world by a long wall, several guarded gates and a wide canal. Today, it is a pretty, empty shell waiting to be filled with commerce and propaganda – every bit as open and vibrant as China’s internet itself.

         The conference, hosted by China’s cyberspace authority, the CAC, is avoided by Western politicians. They have no real interest in the ‘community of shared future in cyberspace’ advocated by Wang Huning, the Communist Party’s chief ideologue in his opening speech in December 2017. The deputy leaders of Mongolia, Pakistan and several southeast Asian countries, on the other hand, were all listening carefully. For them, China’s ‘effective internet security management’ is a source of admiration – and potentially ‘of use to all our countries,’ as the delegate from Thailand’s military junta put it in his address.201

         Their politicians may be absent, but Wuzhen has become a place of pilgrimage for the Western tech elite: they are invited here by the regime, which offers them a gateway to the legendary Chinese market. In 2017, Apple boss Tim Cook found words of praise for his hosts; there was, he said, a ‘vision that we share’. That same week, the Washington-based NGO Freedom House once again crowned China ‘world’s worst abuser of internet freedom,’ ahead of Syria and Ethiopia.202 No doubt what Cook had in mind was the part of Wang Huning’s speech where he said: ‘Let us make the pie of the digital economy larger!’ Other attendees included top executives from Cisco, IBM, Google and Facebook: the enticing aroma of this pie lures plenty of Silicon Valley giants with witty speeches in their luggage – even those whose products are blocked and banned on the Chinese market.

         While the executives talked about networking, openness and – water-town metaphors being extremely popular in Wuzhen – building bridges, another event was taking place next door. In the Jingxing conference room, the Ministry of Public Security co-hosted a discussion on ‘International cooperation in combating the misuse of the internet for criminal and terrorist purposes’. Unfortunately, said Professor Zhang Jinping, foreign media often used ‘the language of the terrorists’. China needed to make more of an effort to fight back: ‘We must oppose it everywhere in the world with our own language. Our own narrative must gain the upper hand.’

         Professor Mei Jianning from Shanghai went on to illustrate the problem with an example: he named three reasons why the World Congress of Uighurs – based in Munich and recognised by the German authorities as a peaceful organisation of exiles – should be classed as a ‘terrorist organisation’. Firstly: ‘They twist the facts and use a polluted language.’ Secondly: ‘They say negative things about the national “One Belt, One Road” project.’ And thirdly: ‘They collaborate with other anti-China organisations.’ Professor Mei recommended that the Chinese government put more pressure on Twitter and other Western social media companies to block the accounts of the World Congress of Uighurs and other similar ‘terrorist’ organisations.

         The foreign guest speakers that day included a Turkish police officer from Ankara and a liaison officer from the Iranian embassy in Beijing, who identified the US government as the greatest terrorist threat on the web. ‘It will be a bitter battle,’ the chair summarised at the end. ‘We need to catch up quickly.’

         Beijing already has some partners on board. Russia has proved to be a particularly keen student. Several creators of the Chinese censorship system have travelled to Moscow to pass on their experience. In 2016 the former head of the Cyberspace Administration, Lu Wei, and the architect of the Great Firewall, Fang Binxing, took part in the 7th International Safe Internet Forum. The forum is hosted by the Safe Internet League set up by the oligarch Konstantin Malofeev, a man with close ties to the Kremlin, the GRU (Russia’s military secret service) and the orthodox church. Not long afterwards, President Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping held a summit at which they agreed to cooperate more on the internet and cyber security. For the Russians, acquiring cutting-edge new technology is the main prize: the Chinese firm Huawei, for instance, is to help the Kremlin create data storage systems.

         Human Rights Watch has revealed that the Chinese telecoms company ZTE set up a telecommunications system for the government of Ethiopia, helping it to monitor activists, journalists and members of the opposition.203 Manufacturers of facial-recognition cameras and other AI technologies are increasingly exporting their wares. At the start of 2018 the company Yitu announced that Africa was the next big market, and as early as 2017 Huawei was claiming that its Smart City concept was active in more than 200 cities in 40 countries. Customers can order their Smart City with or without surveillance components – though the company’s sales presentations suggest strongly that, in the interests of security, they should buy the whole package: ‘A safe city is the foundation of a smart city.’204

         There are also plenty of willing buyers in South America. According to a glowing feature in Xinhua, the China Electronics Corporation (CEC) has set up surveillance networks for the governments of Venezuela, Bolivia and Ecuador.205 CEC is a state-owned company that also makes products for the Chinese army. In Ecuador, CEC has installed a camera network on its integrated ECU911 security system, along with a system of smartphone surveillance. The crime rate immediately dropped by a quarter. The president of Ecuador at the time, Rafael Correa, thanked China for generously donating some of the surveillance equipment.

         In 2018, China was once again named by Freedom House as the world’s ‘worst abuser of internet freedom’. According to the report, ‘global internet freedom declined for the eighth consecutive year in 2018’ – and this decline could be traced directly back to the international spread of ‘the Chinese model of extensive censorship and automated surveillance systems’.206 Of the 64 countries investigated, China had sold 38 its internet and telecommunications infrastructure, and it had exported surveillance technology with AI capabilities to 18. It had carried out training in the management of the internet and new information technology in 36 countries, and in Vietnam, Uganda and Tanzania, among other places, this had led directly to new legislation based on the Chinese model.

         In Zimbabwe, for example, Freedom House reports that the Chinese firm CloudWalk is creating a nationwide system of surveillance and facial recognition. As part of the deal, Zimbabwe has agreed to send the biometric data of millions of its citizens to servers in China, where CloudWalk can then train its algorithms to recognise faces with darker skin tones. ‘These trends present an existential threat to the future of the open internet and prospects for greater democracy around the globe,’ writes Freedom House. At the Party Congress in 2017, Xi Jinping presented his plan to turn China into a ‘cyber superpower’. In the same speech, he said that the Chinese model was ‘a new option for other countries and nations that want to speed up their development while preserving their independence.’

         Any technology, including artificial intelligence systems and surveillance cameras, can be used for good or ill. But its increasing sophistication and efficacy make it a temptation for rulers of all stripes – and the Chinese export drive that is just beginning comes at a time when freedom and democracy are under threat, all around the world.

      

   


   
      
         
            THE FUTURE

            When all Roads Lead to Beijing

         

         
            ‘If Europe was a person, I would have to charge off and fight for her now. For my heroine, who has given me 70 years of peace.’

            Klaus Maria Brandauer, actor

         

         ‘Carry China’s voice everywhere,’ Xi Jinping urges his country’s propaganda machine. The West’s power in the ‘global debate’ must be challenged, and the window of opportunity is wide open. The 2018 Freedom in the World report published by Freedom House sees democracy in the ‘most serious crisis for decades.’ Every year the World Values Survey conducts research to determine the proportion of citizens in individual states in favour of a strong leader ‘who does not have to bother with parliament or elections’. Between 1990 and 2014, the figure nearly doubled in some countries; in 2014, it was just over 20 per cent in Germany, and in Spain it was 40 per cent.

         All over the West, the CCP is finding willing helpers. Together with the New York billionaire and ex-mayor Michael Bloomberg, a Chinese think-tank, the China Center for International Economic Exchanges, is putting on its own Davos. The New Economy Forum is billed as an alternative to the long-standing annual event in Switzerland. ‘Davos has been around for a long time: it is a very big conference and it is focused on lots of world problems. This conference is focused on the world and China as an emerging power and how we all work together,’ Bloomberg told the Financial Times.207 The inaugural New Economy Forum was hosted by Singapore in November 2018.

         For some time, the narrative of the munificent ‘New Silk Road’ has been doing sterling service for Xi Jinping. It would be more accurate to talk about a whole network of new Silk Roads, running in every direction, and all with one thing in common: they begin and end at the imperial palace in Beijing.

         One branch links China by rail to the DP London superport at Tilbury. Since January 2017, the ‘London-Yiwu’ train has been plying the 7,500-mile route, laden with British and Chinese goods. It’s just one limb of Xi’s vast signature project, which the propaganda department renames every so often, so that it is also known as One Belt, One Road (OBOR) or Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). New roads, railways, ports, airports and pipelines are to be built; new trade corridors to connect China with central Asia and Europe – but also to turn South America and Africa towards Beijing. So far, more than 80 countries have agreed to participate.

         The plan is part economic program for Chinese industry, part global infrastructure project. First and foremost, though, it is a geo-strategic vision for a new world order determined by China. Long before the first building projects were begun, the propaganda was already working nicely. ‘China’s “One Belt, One Road” will be the new World Trade Organisation – whether you like it or not,’ said the Siemens boss Joe Kaeser at the World Economic summit in Davos, once again standing out among his fellow German captains of industry for his skill in saying exactly what the Chinese authorities want to hear. Naturally he would like his company to get a slice of the pie…

         Elsewhere in the EU, alarm bells are ringing. In spring 2018, 27 of the 28 EU ambassadors in Beijing produced a report arguing that the Belt and Road Initiative was China’s plan to shape globalisation according to its own design.208 Not that China is denying it: the People’s Daily optimistically prophesies a ‘globalisation 2.0’.209 The diplomats’ report warns, however, that the new system will be to Europe’s disadvantage: the New Silk Road threatens EU interests and standards. Even when it comes to infrastructure projects, Beijing prioritises political interests over economic considerations. The deals are negotiated exclusively through bilateral government summits – a tactic that enables China to exploit the ‘unequal distribution of power’, write the ambassadors. So far, the tendering process has been as un-transparent as one might expect, and has shown a bias towards Chinese state firms. Companies that abide by European environmental, employment and social standards are at a disadvantage. China is also demanding that states who want to participate acknowledge its ‘core interests’, among which Beijing counts its territorial claim on the South China Sea.

         It is telling that one of the 28 EU ambassadors refused to give his signature to the report. Not for the first or last time, Hungary was the country breaking ranks. For some time now, as China pursues its own interests, it has been deliberately sowing dissent among Europeans and the European Union. This is causing a growing sense of indignation in Brussels and in the national governments of the major EU states. In the last few years, China has succeeded in getting several joint declarations by the EU overturned or watered down – in particular via Greece, Hungary and the Czech Republic, who have repeatedly acted as proxies for Beijing. In 2017, for example, at a meeting of the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva, Greece overturned an EU declaration that criticised China’s rapidly worsening human rights record. It was the first time the EU had failed to get its members to agree a joint declaration, and came just a year after the International Court of Justice in the Hague had ruled China’s territorial claims in the South China Sea negligible.

         Hard cash (or the tantalising prospect of it) is helping to smooth China’s entry into the heart of European affairs. The ‘16-plus-1’ initiative, for example, has assembled a bloc of sixteen central and east European countries into a kind of ‘China, please invest in us’ club. The ‘16-plus-1’ countries – in China the project is known more honestly as ‘1-plus-16’ – meet once a year, when the participating states have an audience of a few minutes with China’s head of government, hoping for billions in Belt-and-Road investment. The home of the 16-plus-1 general secretariat is the foreign ministry in Beijing – it is here that the deals are drawn up for the European members to then wave through. Some countries are still waiting in frustration for Chinese money, but others have begun to receive investment. Under Chinese management – and following more than four billion dollars of investment – the Greek port of Piraeus has become the fastest-growing container port in the world. In Hungary, China is intending to build a high-speed train, and the Czech Republic has been promised more than eight billion Euros in investment by 2020.

         Miloš Zeman expressed his thanks in an interview with China’s state broadcaster CCTV, in which he bizarrely promised to put an end to the Czech Republic’s ‘subservience to the USA and the EU’. Zeman referred to Xi Jinping as his ‘young friend’, and the Belt and Road project as ‘the most remarkable initiative in modern human history’. Even so, of the 3.5 billion Euros promised to the Czech Republic by China in 2016, only 362 million were delivered. By comparison, the Czech Republic receives 5.7 billion Euros a year from Brussels, making it the second-largest net beneficiary in the EU. Nevertheless, Zeman won the presidential election again in January 2018 after a campaign in which he repeatedly mouthed off about the EU, while painting China and Russia as more suitable partners.

         Shortly after the vote in the Czech Republic, Zeman’s Chinese confidant and influencer Ye Jianmin, head of the distinctly opaque energy company CEFC, met the fate of so many Chinese company bosses: the Chinese security apparatus spirited him away due to ‘legal violations’. Prior to this, however, he had managed to buy a Czech airline, a brewery, a football club and a media company – and, most notably, created a number of well-paid posts for current and former Czech politicians and advisors to Zeman. ‘As it turns out, CEFC’s main investments in the Czech Republic weren’t economic, they were about buying up the loyalty of Czech officials,’ writes Martin Hála, a Czech sinologist and director of a project called Sinopsis, which studies China’s growing influence in the Czech Republic and neighbouring countries. Instead of innovation, says Hála, China has given Europe ‘a new take on age-old crony capitalism.’210

         Meanwhile Hungarian diplomats, as their EU colleagues report, are reading out statements on Beijing’s human rights record that sound as if they were written by China’s foreign ministry. ‘There is probably no other country that uses economic influence so directly to pressurize countries into political compliance,’ a European diplomat in Beijing told me. ‘With countries like Hungary and Greece, China is now practically sitting round the table in Brussels on these issues. There is no longer any central issue relating to China on which the EU can still agree.’

         China’s Communist Party has shown again and again that it believes it can flout the rules of the old world order if they aren’t in its interests. It has simply ignored the decision from the Hague on the South China Sea, continuing to creating new islands and enlarging existing ones into potential naval bases, as the militarisation of its waters proceeds apace. The autonomy of Hong Kong, which China guaranteed in 1997 for fifty years, in treaties with the former colonial ruler Great Britain and with Hong Kong itself, is being suffocated after just twenty years because it is inconvenient.

         The Party is feeding on the weaknesses of the West. Many Chinese people once viewed the West as a model of economic success and principles – both reputations have taken a hit in the last few years. The 2008 financial crisis was one watershed moment; Brexit, Trump’s election, and the recent successes of right-wing populists in other Western countries have been others. The Arab Spring and Ukrainian revolutions, upon which the West looked so favourably and which finally failed so spectacularly, also provided rich fodder for Chinese propaganda: ‘Countries that copy Western democracy end up with hunger, poverty, chaos and bloodshed,’ the Party press warned its readers.211

         The West’s betrayal of its own ideals has also played a part – and since long before the election of Donald Trump. The US soldiers who tortured prisoners in Abu Ghraib; the prisoners in Guantánamo stripped of all rights; Edward Snowden’s revelations: all this has been music to the ears not just of conspiracy theorists but also, more importantly, of the world’s dictators. The USA was once a self-declared beacon of freedom and democracy, a vocal supporter of transparent government, checks and balances, the free flow of information. Was it now using the same police-state tactics as the regimes it always condemned? Naturally, Washington claimed it was only trying to protect its people from terrorists – but that’s what Beijing says, too. A stabbing in the Uighur province of Xinjiang? Terrorism! The Dalai Lama praying for Tibetans who have set themselves on fire? Terrorism in disguise!

         On it goes, week after week. The USA wants all visa applicants to hand over their social media passwords? Bravo, cries the state press in Beijing, and thank God the world is increasingly ‘united’ on the subject of internet management.212 Donald Trump going on about fake news again? The People’s Daily bows in gratitude – and it does so on Twitter, so that he can read it too: ‘@realDonaldTrump is right. #fakenews is the enemy. China has known this for years.’

         Cynics everywhere are rubbing their hands: isn’t this what we’ve always said? Aren’t they all the same: Washington, Beijing, London, Berlin, Moscow? Of course they aren’t – but must we make it so easy for the lazy thinkers and the autocrat-appeasers? Is it really necessary to betray the cause of freedom and human rights ourselves, a little at a time?

         Barack Obama and his government defended the surveillance practices of their secret services with the argument that they were legal. As if that very fact were not scandal enough: all the things that have become legal in our countries. Look at what US governments before Donald Trump’s have considered lawful. The imprisonment of suspects without charge and without trial. The torture of prisoners. The killing of suspects in other countries using unmanned drones. What will the USA do, and what will we do, when the first Chinese drones start killing Tibetan ‘terrorists’ in Nepal or northern India?

         It may be one of the great ironies of human nature that – imperceptibly at first – we often become more and more like our enemies. But we don’t have to capitulate. We must preserve our sense of alarm, not allow ourselves to be numbed by our daily horror at what is happening around us. We must try not to dodge the fist that punches us in the guts first thing in the morning as we read the news.

         In the end, rather than just pointing the finger at China, we need to look at ourselves. Yes, China is trying to divide Europe, but you can only divide something that is already divisible. We need to wake up: pinch ourselves, open our eyes and take a hard look in the mirror – paying special attention to the nasty bits which are disfiguring us beyond recognition. We need to be aware of the dangerous attractions of the hi-tech future, tempting us to betray ourselves and our values.

         China, with its AI and big data projects and its Social Credit System, can serve as a useful example. Developments in China are being replicated here – so far in a rudimentary way here and mostly in commercial contexts – whether in the realm of facial recognition, behaviour prediction, or online reward-and-punishment ecosystems. China can be a mirror in which we see our dark selves reflected; and the single-minded ruthlessness with which the Party is putting these new technologies to use is giving many a CEO in Silicon Valley, London or Berlin wet dreams. (For years the suggestion that we urgently need to emulate the Chinese in one area or another, or we will fall terribly behind, has been a standard complaint from a certain type of executive for many years.)

         It’s crucial, too, that we are clear-sighted about all the ways in which the CCP is trying to influence and change us. Russia currently dominates the conversation in the USA and Europe – but the greatest challenge to liberal democracy will come not from a stagnant Russia. It will from the economic powerhouse of China.

         Of course, the West will keep talking to Beijing, and continue to do business with China, but it is our responsibility to keep our eyes open as to the true nature of this regime. Every country has a right to promote itself and to fight tooth and nail for its own interests. Why should China be shut out of the global exchange of ideas? Yet we should remember the differences. China’s leadership exploits the opportunities afforded by an open society to extend its reach, but does not act in an open and transparent way itself. Where it exerts its influence, it is in the service of an authoritarian system, whose values and practices it aims to spread beyond its own borders. It attempts to infiltrate other countries’ institutions and weaken them, where that serves its own interests. It often works covertly to undermine pluralism and freedom of opinion. And it does all these things with the conviction that it is fighting an ideological war with the West.

         Beijing relies on the weaknesses and disputes afflicting our democracies, so preoccupied with their own navel-gazing that they have almost stopped seeing what is going on around them. The betrayal of democratic values by Daimler, Apple and Springer Nature are just the beginning. Many more will follow, often so banal that they will pass unnoticed, but they will be no less poisonous for that.

         There is a battle ahead, and first and foremost it must be fought at home, among ourselves. We Europeans – we exhausted, quarrelling, complacent, inward-looking, lame Europeans – need to see China for what it is. Imagine what would happen if this regime, these values, this system were unleashed and allowed to go their way unchecked. We need to act. To throw off our mantle of narcoleptic naivety, and reunite. To rediscover the strength and brightness of the ideals so many generations fought for. Because our ideals are strong – that’s the good news. Despite all its swagger and bluster, the CCP is afraid of the allure of Western democracies and Western values. Above all, it is this fear that lies behind all the efforts the Party is making to influence the West.

         Will China overtake the West and surge ahead to lead the world? The answer will depend in part on China’s strength, but even more it will depend on the West’s weakness. As dictatorship is reinventing itself before our very eyes in Beijing, perhaps our most pressing task in Europe – from Berlin to Athens, Prague to Paris and, yes, in London, too – is the reinvention of Europe, the reinvention of democracy.
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         Thanks are due to China, for the endless adventures it has given me over the past three decades. And to its people: those who have become my most loyal friends, and those who shared their stories and insights with me without having met me before. They sometimes took great risks to do so, and many had to endure harassment as a result. For that, I would like to apologise.

         I would also like to thank my family for their great patience during my work on this book. Thanks to Bernhard Bartsch, who was the first to look through the manuscript and provided valuable tips. And to my editor Martin Janik, who retained a constant overview and was always there to provide the necessary impetus at the right time.

         They have all made this a better book. But its failings are my own.
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