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At a time when China seeks to regain its economic
momentum, the Communist leadership is bracing for a
2019 marked by the unfolding of controversial anniversaries
that may potentially disrupt the country's internal stability.
Policy choices rooted in experiences such as the 1919 May
Fourth Movement or the 1959 Tibetan Uprising, up to the
1989 Tiananmen Square protests and the 2009 Urumqi riots,
have contributed to shape China’s current domestic security
model. What can we learn about China today from its
encounters with political contestation in the past? In which
direction is the country’s national security headed? To what
extent does technology assist Chinese authorities in limiting
political contestation?
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Giulia Sciorati
ISPI

T

hirty years after student protests flooded Tiananmen Square in 1989, political contestation ramified
into three interconnected threats identified by
the country’s political leadership as “three evils” – that is,
terrorism, separatism and religious extremism. Despite
assuming different forms, the three evils are eradicated in
the common element of defiance of the Communist ruling
over the country.
The legitimacy of the Communist Party of China (CPC) to
govern the country is rooted in the concept of stability
(weiwen). As China is a one-party system, the state and the
ruling élite are closely connected, strikingly more so than
in the case of multiparty political systems. It is this connection that draws a parallel between the stability of the party
and the stability of the state: a special feature that has
been jeopardizing the extent of the personal freedoms of
the citizens in a country that nowadays is the second world
economy.
The first mention of weiwen was developed as early as
under Mao’s leadership (1949-1963). China’s 1949 Constitution1 indeed identifies in “the disruption of the socialist
system” (pohuai shehuizhuyi zhidu) the key challenge to
the survival and thriving of Communist China.

Weiwen is a pillar in the modern conceptualization of
security in China, along with the term guojia anquan
which roughly translates as national security. According to
article 2 of China’s 2015 National Security Law2 (Zhonghua
Renmin Gonghe Guo Guojia Anquan Fa):
“National security refers to the relative absence of international or domestic threats to the state’s power to govern,
sovereignty, unity and territorial integrity, the welfare of
the people, sustainable economic and social development,
and other major national interests, and the ability to ensure a continued state of security.”
China’s conceptualization of state security places under
the spotlight the ability of the CPC to govern the country,
whilst the goal of “ensuring a continued state of security”
occupies an inferior position.
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When this legitimacy-security nexus is compared with
the framework of security adopted by the United Nations
(UN), it transpires a striking dissimilarity. As the UN sets
the standards of security worldwide, it represents a firm
basis of comparison to apply to the country. Within the UN
framework, state security is “the ability of a state to cater
for the protection and defence of its citizenry”.3 The UN
conceptualization connects state security to the protection
of individual rights, downscaling the extent of state security from that of the state to the protection of individuals
and failing to include the legitimacy of political institutions
as part of the equation.
After the protests in Tiananmen Square, the weiwen
system (as well as other forms of stabilization as planned
economic growth and regional and provincial development) assigned a new meaning to guojia anquan. The
international dimension that had characterized guojia
anquan throughout the first generations of Communism
in China lost its primacy as the Communist leadership
assumed that, after two world wars, challenges to state security coming from the international system were unlikely
to arise in the short term. Conversely, at the domestic level,
state security challenges heightened.
While under former communist leader Jiang Zemin guojia
anquan was an inward-looking strategy which laid the
ground for the development of an institutional framework
of economic and security cooperation, under his successor
Hu Jintao, the concept changed. At the international level,
China rediscovered traditional forms of security challenges (sea and land security), while it was forced to address
long-standing territorial disputes with neighboring states,
such as the Russia-China border, the India-China border
and the Malacca Straits. At the domestic level, it was in
this period that China had to engage with non-traditional
forms of threats, the handling of which the country had no
prior experience.

According to data from the Global Terrorism Database4
(GTD), political claims substantiated by means of violent
attacks on civilians hit China from different fronts between
1996 onwards. They were mainly tied to three regions
hosting a high density of minority populations (shaoshu
minzu), the separatist claims of which destabilized the
country – i.e., Tibet, Xinjiang and, to a lesser extent, Inner
Mongolia.
President Xi Jinping re-conceptualized state security in line
with the non-traditional security threats that are currently
acting as the main domestic challenges to the country’s
security and stability. Xi comprehensively standardized the
concept by proposing a revision of laws and regulations,
establishing ad hoc political and bureaucratic agencies
(such as the 2013 National Security Commission of the
PRC5) and appointing military and paramilitary armed forces as responsible for handling these types of challenges.
Modern security challenges to Communist leadership in
China are unpredictable and multi-faceted and comprise
of a hybrid conceptualization of stability and security.
Starting from Tiananmen in 1989 and the terrorist attacks
that shook the country during Deng Xiaoping’s memorial
service in 1997, non-traditional security threats in China
have called for a new party line. The legitimacy of the CPC
have blended in a new chapter for Mao’s own conceptualization of security, one that solves the “contradictions
among the people”6 by means of a “People’s War under
contemporary conditions”.7
New concepts and new technologies in the country fuse
with old traditions, thus developing a modern form of
national security for China that is branded with the distinctive expression of the country’s political élite – that is, a
national security strategy with socialist characteristics.
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1. Constitution of the People's Republic of China, Xinhuanet, 22
march 2018.
2. The National People's Congress of the People's Republic of
China, "National Security Law of the People's Republic", Xinhua
News Agency , 1 July 2015.
3. S. Osisanya, "National Security versus Global Security", UNChronicle, October 2014.
4. https://www.start.umd.edu/gtd/
5. A. Panda, "What Will China's New National Security Council
Do?", The Diplomat, 14 NOvember 2013.
6. T. Cheek, On the Correct Handling of Contradictions among the
People June 1957, Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2002.
7. J. Smith Finley, "Securitization, insecurity and conflict in contemporary Xinjiang: has PRC counter-terrorism evolved into state
terror?", Central Asian Survey, vol. 38, no. 1, 2019.
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PEOPLE’S WAR
AGAINST PEOPLE:
THE IMPERATIVE OF
STABILITY IN CHINA'S
NATIONAL SECURITY
Jia Peitao
Shandong University

D

ifferent from liberal democracies, China’s national
security focuses primarily on maintaining the stability of the socialist regime and the one-party rule. To
quote the current National Security Law of the People's
Republic of China,1 “this Law is developed in accordance
with the Constitution” with the tasks of safeguarding “the
leadership of the Communist Party of China […] the socialist system with Chinese characteristics”, as well as “the
people's democratic dictatorship”.
In this regard, the armed national defense forces under
and within such a party-state system are aiming at not
only the external but also the internal targets. The spirit of
China’s national security law reads interestingly different
from the National Security Act2 of 1947 and other federal
military and national security law3 of the United States.
Rather, it reads coincidentally identical with the original
version of Taiwan’s National Security Act,4 which contains
an article prohibiting people’s assembly and association
from advocating communism – however, this restriction on
expression was deleted in 2011.
To simplify the comparison here: for a typical country
based on John Locke’s theory,5 there is a clear distinction
between the dissolution of the political community (or
interchangeably “union”, “politic society”, “common-wealth”,
etc. in Locke’s terms) and the dissolution of the government. Thus, the National Security means protecting the
whole community (rather than the government itself )
against the inroad and conquest of foreign force “from
without”, which should be regarded as the “almost only
way whereby this union is dissolved”. Speaking of the dissolution of governments “from within”, usually caused by
the misuse of the power which leads to the loss of political
legitimacy and an actual anarchy, people’s disobedience
and rebellion are just necessary response.
On the contrary, for a Stalinist-Maoist party-state system,
the ruling party rules – it defines and organizes the people,
motivates the society, and governs the state where the
distinction between the community and the government
(or between the social union and the rulers) appears also
evident, but tends to be blurred when emphasizing the
ultimate legitimacy of the ruling power. The National

Political Contestation in China: Instances from the Past, Impacts on the Future

|6

COMMENTARY

Security thus means ensuring the continuing leading and
governing status of the Party, given that the foremost
social stability is the consolidation of the one party’s rule
against both international and domestic – again, both
external and internal – competition or threat. In order to
achieve certain regulatory ends, the party mobilize some
of the people against others.
BACKGROUND AND CASES OF PEOPLE’S WAR
FOR THE NATIONAL SECURITY IN THE “NEW ERA”
Now the general, defining feature of China’s national
security as stability maintenance becomes accessible: the
definition and creation, motivation and mobilization of
the people leads to public opinion and public gaze against
dissenters and other individual persons considered as the
disobedient and therefore the non-people. This is the People’s War (renmin zhanzheng) during the peacetime.
There exists a circular argument: the Party is legitimate because it represents the people; and while the Party defines
itself as representing the people and their true interests,
the people are obliged to follow the Party – the non-followers are accordingly defined as class enemies (jieji diren),
or tagged with other stigmas. In this way the Party divides
the people into two camps, and further motivates and
unites the “people” (renmin) camp against the “enemy”
(diren) camp. Referring to the original meaning of “the
people”, the party-mobilized People’s War is a war of some
people against other people. This is what can be called
People’s War against People.
This instrumental populism explains the essential connection between People’s War and the National Security.
Comparatively, in a liberal democracy, “people’s war” may
imply that the people unite with each other into public
opinion and public gaze against the ruling power; in China,
it is the ruling power that creates and enlists the followers
(the narrowly defined “people”, the renmin) into a war of
public opinion and impact upon the opponents. Years
ago, I once challenged a street-level Chinese civil servant
in an interview with such a question: “Who exactly are you
responsible for, the government or the people?” “The gov-

ernment is people’s government. Being responsible for the
government is naturally being responsible for the people!”
That was not yet the “New Era”.
The witnesses of the New Era would find things becoming
even more straightforward, when three of the People’s War
cases for the National Security as stability maintenance
include: the anti-terrorism and anti-extremism movement6
in sensitive minority areas, the special criminal syndicate
combat7 in regular well-ordered regions, and a people’s
war against the US8 launched during the trade war. In
Giovanni Sartori’s words, People’s War can also be interpreted as a “war of words” – conquering the good words
while casting the bad words into the enemy's camp.
China’s National Security Law grabs plenty of good words,
such as “the fundamental interest of the people”, “the great
rejuvenation of the Chinese nation”, the improvement of
“the socialist rule of law”, “the mechanism for checks and
oversight of power”, the protection of “the people's rights
as the master of the country”, etc. Besides, a recent government-published white paper9 titled “Progress in Human
Rights over the 40 Years of Reform and Opening Up in
China” occupies another plateau of good words.
Among these “conquered” phrases, “people’s war” itself
is the most stunning concept with a noble origin in the
Chinese communist revolutionary history. And regarding
the war of words or discourse, there are significant number
of mass mobilizations throughout social networks.
THE MAOIST LEGACY: A VERY BRIEF CONCEPTUAL
HISTORY OF “THE PEOPLE”
With the previous sections presenting the theoretical background and the practice of this Stalinist-Maoist nation, a
brief description about who are conceptually “the people”
may help outsiders further comprehend the Chinese people’s war against non-following people for the integrated
security and stability.
In the revolutionary dictionary of modern and contemporary Chinese language, precisely, “people” (renmin) is
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a reinvented, highly exclusive concept: the Chinese term
“renmin” has an even narrower meaning than the term
“citizen” (gongmin), although the meaning of gongmin has
also been considerably reduced and weakened. According to the textbook definition within China’s educational
system, a gongmin is one who possesses the nationality
of a nation (rather than one active in political participation); among all the Chinese citizens (gongmin), a member
belonging to the Chinese people (renmin) must be one
who follows and obeys the Party (rather than literally every
human being within the community).
Before the People’s War strategy was determined,
“mass(es)” was the dominant term. In an influential article
back in 192610, Mao Zedong started with two famous
questions, “Who are our enemies? Who are our friends?”,
and emphasized the way out of failure toward success is
to “unite with real friends in order to attack real enemies”.
However, the underlying statement of equal importance
should be the answer to a third question: speaking of “our”,
who are the “we”? Mao was obviously referring to the revolutionary communist party – furthermore, as he directly
specified, “a revolutionary party is the guide of the masses”.
Since then, the history of Chinese revolution along with
the development of the Party has been unfolding as continuous redefinitions of “friends”, “enemies”, as well as “the
people”. In other words, the leading role in this history is
what “we the people” deserve, but factually what “we” the
party takes.
During the decades of revolutions and the nation-building,
as different enemies are identified based on different contexts, the China model of People’s War gradually gains its
routine ready for dispatch. In his 1938 article On Protracted
War11 and the 1949 article On the People's Democratic
Dictatorship,12 Mao officially announced and reinforced the
strategy of people’s war – a war by the people, for both the
people and the party, and against the enemies of alleged
both. In Mao’s appealing text, the most famous metaphor
describes the people’s war as a vast sea – in his own words,
“The mobilization of the common people throughout
the country will create a vast sea in which to drown the
enemy”.

Until 1963, People’s War had been developed into a new
phase as “motivating the masses against the masses”
(fadong qunzhong dou qunzhong), which was summarized as “Fengqiao experience” and has also been learnt13
and implement14 in the New Era.
A FURTHER QUESTION: HOW ABOUT THE MILITARY
PROFESSIONALS IN NATIONAL DEFENSE?
To sum up, since China’s national security can be characterized by the ruling power’s stability maintenance with the
support of people’s war, it is no wonder that the domestic
and foreign critics always concern themselves with how
China’s expenses of maintaining stability surpass the national defense expenditure.
But there still remains one last question: how about the
conventional national defense and its military professionals? What do they do to safeguard the national security?
A piece of report15 earlier this year covering the People's
Liberation Army’s (PLA’s) strategy correctly mentions the
PLA “Political Work” Regulation (zhenggong tiaoli), which
highlights the training of the Army’s abilities to win “Three
Warfares” – media (or public opinion) warfare (yulun zhan),
psychological warfare (xinli zhan) and legal warfare (falv
zhan). To win means to enhance the comparative advantage of the Army and its soldiers, and meanwhile to weaken opponents’ competitiveness and threat.
Notably, this training strategy of the PLA for national
security can be traced back to its initial version in the year
2003,16 with its latest revision in 201017 – both long before
the New Era. In effect, it is the most efficient and specific
variety, probably the future, of People’s War.
From another perspective, the previous report depicts only
part of the fact. Another part is: various veterans enter the
group of civil servants, continuing their irreplaceable welltrained and experienced role on another national security
battlefield.
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THE MAY FOURTH
CENTENARY: BINDING
YOUTH TO THE NATION
AND THE PARTY
Sofia Graziani
University of Trento

A

few weeks ago official celebrations for the 100th
anniversary of the May Fourth Movement (or simply
“Wusi”, five-four, in Chinese) took place across China
amidst the Party/state growing anxiety and concerns
about potential threats to regime stability.
That day in 1919, student demonstrations were staged in
Beijing to protest against the decision taken at the Versailles peace conference regarding the transfer of the former
German concessions in Shandong province to Japan
(instead of returning them to China). While demonstrating
against imperialism and for China’s right for self-determination, several thousand students also denounced their
own leaders, those autocratic and corrupted Chinese
warlords who had failed to protect their own country and
were considered responsible for China’s backwardness and
diplomatic weakness.
The protests began in Beijing but soon spread to virtually
all major urban centers, involving unprecedented numbers
of students and being followed by strikes and boycotts
against Japanese goods. In cities such as Shanghai, students displayed strong organizational skills and were soon joined by urban professional classes, merchants and factory
workers. Here, demonstrations reached their apogee at the
beginning of June when a general strike paralyzed the city.
The Chinese government eventually gave in to students’
demands and instructed the Chinese delegation to refuse
to sign the Treaty of Versailles. Japan was, nonetheless,
awarded German concessions and expanded its influence
in the country in the following years.
The May Fourth Movement stood as a turning point in
modern Chinese history, marking the birth of Chinese
nationalism and symbolizing the power of student-led
mass action. In point of fact, it set a precedent and inspired
subsequent political movements that, up to June 1989,
challenged arbitrary authority and the way the country
was governed1. As Peter Zarrow put it,2 the May Fourth
Movement was important as an evolution of New Culture
intellectual trends, dating back to the publication of the
progressive periodical Xin Qingnian in 1915 and Chen Duxiu’s “call to youth” (jinggao qingnian) advocating ideals of
cosmopolitanism, self-determination, science and freedom
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as crucial to save China (jiuguo), as well as the beginning of
a more activist political movement that sought to appeal
to different social groups. Above all, it was a key to the
politicization of a new generation of educated youth keen
to overthrow conservative Confucian traditions and, at the
same time, increasingly nationalistic and hostile to imperialism.
In fact, the May Fourth Movement provided the basis
for the development of modern party politics, turning
study societies that promoted political theories from the
West into building blocks for new political organizations
dedicated to fundamentally changing China. The Chinese
Communist party (CCP) has its roots in the May Fourth
Movement: in Beijing the Society for the Study of Marxist Theory (Makesi Xueshuo Yanjiuhui), which had been
inaugurated as early as March 1920 at Peking University
and had initially enlisted its recruits from student activists
in the May Fourth Movement, provided the organizational
and ideological basis for the birth of a Communist cell.
Mao Zedong also participated as a student worker in the
university library under the supervision of Li Dazhao.
Chinese official historiography has long treated May Fourth as a political movement that marked a turning point at
which the revolution was no longer held by the bourgeoisie but instead by the proletariat and as a movement that
created the conditions for the birth of the CCP. Chinese
historical narratives have also identified May Fourth as the
beginning of of China’s CCP-led youth movement. Over the
years, the CCP has adapted May Fourth spirit to its political
agenda and to historical changes, trying to appropriate
its legacy by creating images of May Fourth that fit into its
vision of the past and supported its version of the present.
In 1939, in the context of the Sino-Japanese war, CCP
leaders formally designated May 4 “National Youth Day,”
(qingnian jie) emphasizing its patriotic legacy and institutionalizing a linkage between May Fourth and youth
as historical and political agents. Since then, youth has
featured predominately in the CCP rhetoric during May
Fourth celebrations. Commemorations became a site for
articulating a youth discourse that inherited the spirit of

"national salvation/rejuvenation" — strongly linking youth
with the nation —, while emphasizing the need to make
young people subordinate to CCP authority.
After the 1989 Tian’anmen student protests, the CCP has
increased attempts at binding youth to the Chinese state
and its priorities and shaping youth attitudes towards the
national collectivity. The “Patriotic Education” campaign
implemented since the early 1990s has equated the nation
(China) with the ‘Communist Party’ in an attempt to strengthen the CCP legitimacy and co-opt students. Recent calls
by Chinese political leaders to pay attention to youth so
as to ensure that the young generation become “builders
and inheritors of socialism” reflect the continued importance attached to the youth for the future development of
China as well as renewed attention on the need to ‘manage
young people’ and keep them within the Chinese Communist Party’s ideological orbit.
A month ago, during official celebrations of the May Fourth
Movement president Xi Jinping gave a speech saying that
youth must “[take] as their task the great rejuvenation of
the Chinese people, not failing the hopes of the Party and
the expectations of the people […]”. Official commentaries
appeared on May 4th underlined that to take on the ‘great
task of national rejuvenation’ Chinese youth must embrace
Xi Jinping thought and vision, instructing them to have a
profound understanding of the so called “Six Hopes”, which
include, among the others, “the formation of far-reaching
ideals” and “ardent love for the great motherland”, meaning
to “listen to the Party and walk with the party”. Embracing
May Fourth spirit thus means that Chinese youth in the
new era “must obey the party and follow the party”. As
Jeffrey Wasserstrom put it in his article3 appeared recently
in the pages of The New York Times, “The warlord spirit is
back in Beijing.”

1. J. Wasserstrom, Student Protests in Twentieth-century China:
The View from Shanghai, Stanford University Press, 1991.
2. China in War and Revolution 1895-1949, Routledge, 2005.
3. J.N. Wasserstrom, "May Fourth, the Day That Changed China",
The New York Times, 3 May 2019.
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TIBET: AN OPEN
WOUND THAT
NEVER HEALED
Raimondo Neironi
Catholic University of the Sacred Heart

O

n July 4 Tenzin Gyatso, the current Dalai Lama, will
turn 84 and he is expected to celebrate his birthday
outside his motherland once again. Tibet is an open
wound that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is still working to erase from history, together with the Tiananmen massacre in 1989 and Taiwan, the “three Ts”1 on which authorities willingly turn a blind eye. One of the “dark anniversaries”
in 2019 recalls March 10, 1959, when a revolt flared in Lhasa,
which ended in the departure of the Dalai Lama to Dharamsala. The regime’s version represents the military campaign
as an anniversary of “democratic reform”, a liberation from
the “feudal serfdom” epitomised by Buddhist theocracy.2
On May 1951, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) affirmed its sovereignty over Tibet, after the “Seventeen
Point Agreement” was signed between Beijing and the local government. From the Chinese Communist standpoint,
this event turned a backward land into a “new beautiful
home”;3 on the other hand, Tibetans considered the agreement a forced submission to the local authorities of the
time. Beijing’s crackdown in 1959 forced the Dalai Lama to
seek asylum in India, but the Communist government and
Tibetans embarked on new negotiations to discuss the
political status of the region. In August 1979, a delegation
formed by officials of the government-in-exile established
a first contact with the central government and paved the
way for bargaining, but Sino-Tibetan relations deteriorated
when Beijing did not bother to reconsider Tibet’s political status outside the framework of the PRC. Since then,
Chinese authorities have carried out a vast array of arrests
and executions in Tibet. The situation became far worse in
1989: Tang Daxian, a former Chinese journalist, says that
security forces killed more than 450 Tibetans in Lhasa and
more than 3,000 were arrested.4
China showed massive restraint even in the spring of 2008,
opposing the use of “big sticks.” Violent protests were said
to have been orchestrated by followers of the Dalai Lama
to wreck Beijing’s vaunted “Olympic Year.” The protests
were staged by supporters of recognition of Tibetan
cultural identity, although the Dalai Lama officially pressured protesters to soften their stance towards Chinese
rule. Human Rights Watch recently affirmed5 that Chinese
authorities arbitrarily detained Tibetan monks, students,
and religious teachers taking part in protests erupting at
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the monasteries. The prisoners’ families have not been
allowed to visit them, health conditions are precarious, and
it is said that they are still suffering physical abuses. Since
the 2008 uprising, Lhasa has been more restricted than
even Pyongyang. The central government has broadened
the powers of local paramilitary forces in an apparent bid
to prevent social unrest.
The 14th Dalai Lama, a Nobel Peace laureate, reiterated
that he is not seeking independence for Tibet, but would
consider the idea of a “reunion” with China under mutually
acceptable terms. Lobsang Sangay, the head of the Tibetan
government-in-exile, asked for “genuine autonomy”6
without questioning or challenging the political structure
of the party-state. China’s Constitution recognises five
autonomous regions, one of which is the “Tibet autonomous region” (or Xizang Zizhiqu). Beijing has attempted to
harmonise the variegated ethnic mosaic and preserve the
national cultural autonomy scheme by recognising ethnic
communities. But ethnical regional autonomy lessens under the unified leadership of the central government.
China’s President Xi Jinping agreed to meet the Dalai Lama
during a state visit to India in 2014, but the meeting was
quashed by India.7 The reincarnation of the Dalai Lama
must abide by Chinese laws, regulations, and religious
rituals. Moreover, it stands in stark contrast to Xi’s cult of
personality. China should have theoretically protected
traditional Tibetan culture and fully guaranteed freedom
of religious belief over the past six decades. Conversely,
the US Ambassador to China, Terry E. Branstad, criticised
Chinese officials for interfering in religious freedom.
China’s leaders think that India has now refrained from
supporting pro-Tibet rallies. China’s tricky relationship
with India regarding Tibet is nothing new. During the Cold
War, India believed Beijing was using Tibet as a gateway
to the subcontinent. India admitted the Dalai Lama after
the 1959 rebellion and upheld him in establishing the
Tibetan government-in-exile. This was one of the most
important reasons that led to the China-India border war
in 1962. During Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi's visit
to the north-eastern border state of Arunachal Pradesh, also
claimed by China as Southern Tibet, China said it “resolutely

opposes” activities of Indian leaders in the disputed region. But India does not want to sever relations with China
because of the Tibetan issue. Despite years of mistrust, a
booming India is seeking closer economic partnership with
China, which is now one of its biggest trading partners.
Nevertheless, the past tumultuous riots are not just about
ethnic and political reasons. One of the sparks of 2008
unrest can be attributed to uneven and disruptive economic development over the past three decades. Tibet has
emerged as one of the fastest growing provinces in China.
Almost forty years on, poverty rates have been falling,
employment levels rising, and the service sector moderately
improving. In 1980 the ruling party launched a training and
development programme to spread the use of traditional
Tibetan medicine, and afterwards it set up profit-oriented
businesses to create a pharmaceutical hub. The Belt and
Road Initiative would ensure investments in the field of
mining (copper and gold) and a well-connected railway
network (“Sichuan-Tibet Railway project”) to boost the local
economy. Nevertheless, not only has the economic momentum put a strain on social integration, it has also augmented
discrimination between Chinese and Tibetan workers.
Most Tibetans complain that the benefits of economic
growth favoured the Han majority more than the locals.
The Beijing government, through the State Ethnic Affairs
Commission, operated a relocation policy in Tibet, favouring the Han people’s move from neighbouring areas to
change Tibet’s ethnic and political composition, thus tightening its grip on the periphery. From the political point of
view, it is getting harder to subdue local resentments of
the Han majority and to throw some light on past events
on the Tibetan plateau.
At least to date, it is unrealistic to think that Xi’s “Chinese
nation revival” will entail a softer approach to ethnic
minorities. Xi has so far been “tone deaf” to such an issue
and there are indications that as long as Beijing does not
seek a new compromise with the Dalai Lama and religious
authorities, the Chinese flag will keep on flying above the
Portala Palace. With time, it will get harder for Tibet to regain any additional level of autonomy.
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T

he fate of those kids was even more pitiable than
mine. If there is ever any investigation about victims
of the June 4 Massacre, it will be impossible to count
victims like this.” The mother of Yuan Li, a graduate student who was shot and killed during the 1989 Tiananmen
Massacre, was referring to the two huge black plastic bags
packed with bodies waiting to be cremated, that she saw
at the funeral home before her son’s ceremony.
In spring 1989 millions of Chinese took to the streets
calling for reforms. The nationwide movement, highlighted
by a hunger strike in Tiananmen Square in Beijing, ended
on June 4 with the People’s Liberation Army firing on unarmed civilians. Over 200,000 soldiers, equipped with tanks
and machine guns, participated in the lethal action.
On the surface, Tiananmen seems to be remote and irrelevant to the reality of a “Rising China,” but it remains a taboo
subject in China today. The Chinese Communist Party
prohibits any discussion, either in academic publications
or popular forums. Even the actual number of deaths from
the military crackdown remains unknown. The Tiananmen
Mothers are prohibited from openly mourning family
members who died in the massacre. When the father of
Yuan Li died in 2011, some Tiananmen Mothers were
banned from attending this 94-year-old's memorial.
Over the past thirty years, the Beijing regime set in motion
the state machinery to erase or distort any memory of
June 4. Despite escalating government repression, the
Tiananmen Mothers group, cofounded by Professor Ding
Zilin, has been fighting a war of memory against forgetting. Ding’s seventeen-year-old son, Jiang Jielian, was
shot and killed during the massacre. Over the years, Ding
spearheaded a campaign to collect information about the
victims. Her book, In Search of the Victims of June 4, published in Hong Kong in 2005, documents all the information she was able to gather about the victims.
The list of victims is not arranged alphabetically, but by
the date when the information came to light. For example,
after Xiao Bo, a Peking University lecturer, was killed, the
authorities warned Xiao Bo’s wife to remain silent about
her husband’s death – otherwise she and her twin infant
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sons would not be allowed to remain in their campus
housing. It was not until 1993, when Ding reached her, that
her husband’s name was added to the list as number eight.
The sixteen names that Ding had collected by 1993 had
grown to 202 by 2013. However, this list is far from complete. The true number is buried under thirty years of
cover-up, deception, suppression and repression.
Among the victims that are not listed on Ding’s list, was a
twenty-eight-year-old man as related in a true story told by
Cui Weiping, a professor at the Beijing Film Academy and
translator of Czech author Vaclav Havel’s The Power of the
Powerless. When the boyfriend of this victim’s younger
sister found out about the brother who had been killed,
he broke up with her. The same thing happened when
she later began a relationship with another boy. Such
was the atmosphere of repression and intimidation in the
aftermath of June 4. She and her mother decided that she
would never again even mention her brother to anyone
she planned to date. She is now married with a son, but
her husband still has no idea about the death, or even the
existence, of his brother-in-law.
Another victim that is not on Ding’s list is a young boy I
learned about through an interview I had with someone
I shall call Tony (not his real name). Tony was a college
senior at Beijing University in 1989. On the night of June 3,
1989, he was walking along the Avenue of External Peace
when several young people asked him to take a wounded
young boy to the hospital before they rushed back to help
others that were wounded. Tony took the bleeding young
boy to the nearby Children’s Hospital where a doctor there
pronounced the boy dead.
Tony kept returning to the hospital to see if anyone had
come to claim the boy’s body. Judging from the sandals
and shorts he was wearing, the youngster must have been
a local child whose home was nearby — unlike the college

students whose parents, far from Beijing, had no idea that
their children were being killed, to say nothing of looking
for their bodies. Seven days later, still no one had come to
claim the child's body.
Tony was hoping to make arrangement for the boy’s funeral, but arrests were already happening throughout the
city. The doctors knew that Tony was a student and warned
him to leave and stay out of trouble. They ended up crying
together. The dead boy’s body was eventually collected by
the government, and most likely was cremated like those
in the big black plastic bags described by Yuan Li’s mother
mentioned above.
In the Tiananmen course that I teach, I often end the
semester by asking my students what they would do if one
day they could conduct an investigation about the Tiananmen Massacre. “Researching the official archives,” “speaking
to the families of the victim,” “interviewing the doctors,”
my energetic college students are always full of ideas. But
none of those brilliant ideas would have been possible in
a society where criticisms of the state are forbidden and
when the critics are punished. Without essential elements
such as free speech and a free press, the development of a
vital civil society in China will continue to be blocked.
Now, on the thirtieth anniversary of the June 4 Massacre
is the time in China when the government intensifies its
control and puts citizens who wish to commemorate the
events under tight and unremitting surveillance. But we,
citizens of the world, are going to light candles in every
corner of the globe to remember those young lives that
were violently cut short in 1989, and to remind us yet
again that freedom is not free. It is our responsibility to
continue to seek truth and justice for the victims of 1989.
And one day we are going to honor them in a monument
in Tiananmen Square, with names, in alphabetical order, in
a democratic China.
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S

ince Xi Jinping took power in 2012, China has become
a less open country. Stricter rules and regulations
adopted during his presidency, coupled with a more
centralized system established after the March 2018 constitutional reform, changed the social and political context,
allowing the government to suppress social discontent and
increase government control over the population. A control
that is exerted more and more through technology, pushing
to the extreme what has been labeled as the age of “surveillance capitalism”,1 that is, the use of artificial intelligence (AI)
software and machine learning tools that study consumers’
behavior in order to predict their likes and preferences.

However, the new measures the Chinese government is
adopting should not come as a surprise, since they have
constantly characterized Chinese history in terms of government control over society. For example, during the Warring
States era (481-221 B.C.), Chinese states adopted a specific
household system, which facilitated spying activities from
the central government as well as among the population.
During the Song dynasty (960-1279 A.D.), a similar, more
sophisticated system was put in place, the so-called baojia system (baojiazhi): a community-household system
through which the central government could pervasively
control the local population even through programs of
collectivization. The baojia system survived, with several
modifications, until today with the establishment of the
social credit system, a government program, which measures citizens’ behavior and distributes scores and other
welfare-like benefits according to their social performance.
Surveillance measures that have become even more
pervasive, especially in relation to a series of anniversaries
of past historical events that shaped contemporary China.
Beijing celebrated at the end of April 2019 the one-hundred-year anniversary of the May Fourth Movement; an
intellectual, anti-imperialist movement, which in 1919
protested around the streets of Beijing against the conditions of the Treaty of Versailles – signed at the end of the
First World War – and against the weak, newly established
Chinese republican institutions, accused of also being
partly responsible for that detrimental war outcome, which
further weakened China at the world stage. At the same
time, 2019 represents the anniversary of two other more
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dramatic events that critically damaged the image and the
domestic stability of China: the 1989 Tiananmen massacre
– conducted by the Chinese government against students
gathered in Tiananmen square asking for more democracy
– and the suppression of the 2009 Xinjiang riots, conducted against the Uighurs – the ethnic Muslim minority
inhabiting Xinjiang, a crucial Chinese province located in
the northwestern part of the country.
Since 2009, the Chinese government has developed new
technological tools to strictly control the people of this
province. As a response, the East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) conducted two terrorist attacks outside Xinjiang: the 2013 Tiananmen and the 2014 Kunming railway
station terrorist attacks.
After Xi Jinping’s 2014 new laws on anti-terrorism and the
promotion of the so-called Strike Hard Campaign against
violent activities and terrorism – yanli daji baoli kongbu
houdong zhuanxiang xingdong – symbolized by the
slogan “people’s war on terror,” China has heavily relied on
technology and machine learning algorithms. The objective is to make sure that security is controlled, monitored
and analyzed less by manpower than technological means.
However, people – in this case police officials – are still
quite relevant for data collection, as highlighted by the
use of fanghuiju teams. Their name refers to the acronym:2
Visit the People, Benefit the People, and Get Together the
Hearts of the People.
Since 2014, one of the first and clearest manifestation of
the Chinese control over the Xinjiang’s population has regarded the creation of real concentration camps – defined
by the Chinese authorities as “reeducation and training”
camps – where many Uighurs are detained. In those confinement camps, adult males are forced to listen to hours
of Communist Party propaganda, renounce the reading of
the Koran, eating pork, and drink alcohol. Through these
social engineering methods, the Chinese government
objective is to modify the local population culture and
religious practices. Sending thousands of Chinese people
– belonging to the Han ethnic group – to Xinjiang is also
part of this overall project, since this would also facilitate
the ethnic transformation of the region.

A turning point on this relocation policy happened in
2017, after the appointment of Chen Quanguo as the new
governor of Xinjiang. Having been acknowledged for his
successful measures in repressing protests in Tibet, he
applied in Xinjiang the same methods adopted before
by developing the so-called grid management system
(wangluohua zhili tixi),3 which relies on a capillary system
of territorial surveillance.
The application of these physical installations, coupled
with the development of AI and machine learning, has
allowed China to conduct racial profiling, hence becoming
the first country to implement what has been defined as
an automated racism.4
Specifically, the Chinese government has created the socalled Integrated Joint Operations Platform (IJOP yi tihua
lianhe zuozhan pingtai), a regional data system5 that uses
AI to monitor the countless checkpoints in and around
Xinjiang’s cities. Surveillance cameras around the country
have been set up in a way to immediately identify Uighurs
– their social profile and their facial attributes – around the
streets. This technological software is easy to implement
thanks to Uighurs’ clearly different facial traits with respect
to the Han ethnicity, since most of the Uighurs look more
like Central Asian people. This IJOP could immediately
warn the police if any suspected Uighur enters any public
institutions, such as banks, hospitals, shopping malls,
and parks. At the same time, the AI programs can also
target sensitive groups of people, by warning the Chinese
government if an increasing number of Uighurs tend to
gather in a specific area in a short period of time, therefore
increasing the suspects of a possible terrorist planning.
Another technological measure aimed at tracking Uighurs
movements around the region and the main cities, also
conceived as a means to counter possible terrorist attacks,
regards the installation, since February 2017, of the Beidou
satellite navigation system in all the vehicles. At the same
time, the central government has also targeted butchers
and restaurants. Since most of the recent terrorist attacks,
which occurred in Xinjiang, had been carried out by using
knives and blades, butchers and restaurants had been
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forced to engrave on every blade the QR code6 containing
the owner’s identity card information. In addition to that,
in the last couples of years the government has also forced
local population to download two apps into their phones –
Jingwang Weishi and Baixing Anquan, meaning respectively Web Cleansing and Citizen Security – as an additional
means to control and collect data among the population.
Finally, other relevant AI programs that the Chinese
government is putting in place regards the so-called
“health check,” which is applied to all adults of the region.
It involves the collection of biometric data,7 such as DNA,
blood type, fingerprints, voice recordings and face scans.
It is relevant to point out that all these technological
measures respond to the national strategic program of
the civil-military fusion – junmin ronghe. Integrated joint
operations represent the new People’s Liberation Army
doctrine. It relies on a hi-tech C4ISR (command, control,
communications, computers, intelligence, surveillance,
and reconnaissance) “system of systems.” Consequently,
such a technological approach facilitates the application
of military models for police surveillance. China’s Ministry
of Public Security has financed for billions of dollars two
government plans – Sharp Eyes and Skynet – to computerize surveillance and facilitating intelligence collection
for both police and military use. Through those two
programs the Chinese government has also encouraged
and financed start-ups to develop sophisticated systems
for facial recognition and surveillance. The major Chinese
AI companies involved in this project concern SenseTime,
Yitu, CloudWalk, Megvii, and to a lesser degree Hikvision,

1. D. Byler, "China’s hi-tech war on its Muslim minority", The Guardian, 11 April 2019.
2. "China: Big Data Fuels Crackdown in Minority Region", Human
Rights Watch, 26 February 2018.
3. S. Miracola, Terrorism and Counterterrorism in China: the case

whose core business is to sell cameras instead of creating
facial recognition software. Most of the products these
companies sell are Dragonfly Eye, Fire Eye, and Sky Eye,
whose major function is to rely on AI to analyze footage
from China’s surveillance cameras.
For what concerns IJOP, Xinjiang Lianhai Cangzhi Company
is the firm supporting the system. This company is a subsidiary of China Electronics Technology Group Corporation
(CETC), a major state-owned military contractor in China.
Hence, Chinese technological development and its application within its own borders is becoming one of the
most debated topics of the current international affairs,
since it raises many questions not only on the institutional
future of the next likely superpower, but also on the nature
of its technological devices and how pervasive they can
be at the international level. China’s desire to control its
territory by relying on technological tools also responds
to its quest for international prestige. It should be kept in
mind, in fact, that Beijing is exploiting the Xinjiang surveillance project in order to sell its technology to African
countries, Zimbabwe being a case in point, where the
central government is adopting Chinese technology for
domestic surveillance. Another relevant example regards
the highly influential annual China-Eurasia Security Expo
in Urumqi, in Xinjiang through which Beijing sells military
and technological equipment to many different countries.
Another attempt at portraying itself as the champion of
technological development, notwithstanding the current
trade war with the US.

of Xinjiang, ISPI, Commentary, 11 December 2018.
4. P. Mozur, "One Month, 500,000 Face Scans: How China Is Using
A.I. to Profile a Minority", The New York Times, 14 April 2019.
5. D. Byler (2019).
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