
The Chinese Communist Party 
Holds Its Twentieth National 
Congress 

In mid October, the Twentieth Congress of the 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) took place. The 
most consequential outcome of this week-long 
meeting was the designation of Xi Jinping as 
the undisputed leader of the Party. In a major 
personal victory, Xi inserted into the revised CCP 
Constitution an obligation that all Party members 
strengthen the ‘Two Safeguards’ (两个确立, that is, 
to safeguard the ‘core’ status of Xi within the CCP 
and the centralised authority of the Party) and the 
‘Two Establishes’ (两个维护, that is, to establish 
the status of Xi as the core of the CCP’s Central 
Committee and of the whole Party, and to establish 
the guiding role of Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism 
with Chinese Characteristics for the New Era). Xi 
also managed to stack the all-powerful Politburo 
Standing Committee (PBSC) entirely with loyal-
ists. None of the seven PBSC members appears 
designated to be his successor, which could set up 
Xi for a possible fourth term. In another surprise, 
no women were appointed to the Politburo for 
the first time in 25 years. One moment above all 
stole the show: during the closing of the congress, 
Xi’s predecessor, Hu Jintao, was forcibly removed 
from the stage in a major aberration in the highly 
choreographed event. While the exact reason for 
Hu’s departure remains unclear (Chinese state 
media claimed Hu left for medical reasons), many 
saw it as a further indication that Xi is firmly in 
control of the Party. AK
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Human Rights and Civil Society

The second half of 2022 did not provide much 
relief for persecuted human rights defenders 
in China. As Xi Jinping began his third term as 
General Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party, 
observers reflected on the state of civil society 
under his 10 years in power: resilient, but near total 
collapse. A recent report by the nongovernmental 
organisation Safeguard Defenders found that the 
police’s use of the Residential Surveillance at a 
Designated Location (RDSL, 指定居所监视居住) 
system—a form of extrajudicial detention for the 
investigation of crimes relating to ‘endangering 
state security’, ‘terrorism’ or ‘serious crimes of 
bribery’—has expanded dramatically under Xi. 
Since he took power in 2013, an estimated 560,000 
to 860,000 people have been lawfully detained 
via this mechanism. Whether through the RDSL 
system or entirely illegal channels, activists and 
dissidents have been disproportionately targeted 
for state-enforced disappearances. Among them is 
human rights lawyer Jiang Tianyong, who at the 
time of writing in November 2022 was still under 
house arrest despite having finished his three-
year sentence of deprivation of political rights in 
February. Others in detention include women’s 
rights activist Huang Xueqin and labour activist 
Wang Jianbing, who were detained in September 
2021. In November 2022, human rights lawyer Tang 
Jitian marked one year of detention after trying 
to attend a 2021 International Human Rights Day 
event hosted by the European Union in Beijing. 
Labour and women’s rights activist Li Qiaochu also 
remains in detention since March and has been 
undergoing forced medication. Shanghai-based 
activist Ji Xiaolong was formally arrested in 
September for ‘picking quarrels and provoking 
trouble’ after writing an open letter criticising the 
government’s Covid-19 lockdowns. Dong Jianbiao, 
father of detained ‘Ink Girl’ Dong Yaoqiong (who 
in July 2018 published a video on social media 
showing herself splashing ink on a poster of Xi 
Jinping and denouncing his rule as ‘tyranny’), 
died from torture in September after protesting 
his daughter’s treatment; she had been interned 
as a psychiatric patient since February 2021—the 
third internment since 2018. Democracy activist 
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Chen Siming was detained shortly afterwards for 
revealing Dong’s death, and human rights activist 
Ou Biaofeng remains in detention after tweeting on 
behalf of Dong Yaoqiong. Recognising the absence 
of due process in China, the European Court of 
Human Rights issued a landmark ruling in October 
effectively halting future extraditions to China, 
stating that those detained would be subject to 
torture. On the eve of the Twentieth Party Congress 
in October 2022, a lone protester in Beijing hung 
two banners from a bridge over a busy intersec-
tion and lit a fire to draw attention. The banners 
read: ‘Depose the traitorous despot Xi Jinping’ 
and called for ‘elections, not rulers’, among other 
things. The protester was promptly detained and 
his message censored from the Chinese internet, 
but not before videos spread to millions in China 
and around the world. AK

Zero-Covid Restrictions Lead to 
Unemployment 

Workers from various sectors suffered amid the 
country’s stringent zero-Covid restrictions in the 
second half of 2022. By July, the urban unem-
ployment rate for youth aged 16–24 had risen to 
19.9 per cent. According to a survey conducted by 
CIIC Consulting, in 2022, more than 80 per cent 
of Chinese manufacturers faced labour shortages, 
ranging from hundreds to thousands of workers, 
and young people were reluctant to work in facto-
ries. Construction workers were left without pay 
in several cities due to the recession in China’s real 
estate industry. Local state-owned bus companies 
owed drivers wages in arrears in several provinces, 
including Hebei, Gansu, Hunan, and Guangdong, 
indicating tight local budgets amid China’s prop-
erty woes and zero-Covid restrictions. Private 
companies also came under pressure. Retailer 
GOME and fashion retailer Metersbonwe were 
accused of massive wage arrears for months. In 
October, Meituan initiated a new round of layoffs 
and significantly reduced its campus hiring from 
September. By the end of October, Chinese online 
grocery store Missfresh cut 97 per cent of its work-
force, causing labour disputes and more than 1,300 
lawsuits by former employees and suppliers. 

Domestic workers went unpaid as several recruit-
ment platforms collapsed. In November, a cleaner 
committed suicide by jumping from a building 
in a university in Shenzhen during lockdown, 
sparking discussions about poor working and living 
conditions under the zero-Covid restrictions. In 
late November, Lalamove workers across China 
went on a three-day strike against the squeeze 
on workers’ incomes due to changes in the plat-
form’s algorithm. In the same month, migrant 
workers in Haizhu district in Guangzhou’s textile 
hub protested lengthy stay-at-home orders. LL

Foxconn Workers in Zhengzhou 
Protest

Starting in mid October 2022, Foxconn in Zheng-
zhou, Henan Province—the world’s largest iPhone 
manufacturing complex—was placed under lock-
down amid a Covid-19 outbreak, holding about 
200,000 workers inside its compound and forcing 
an unknown number of staff into quarantine 
without sufficient food and other supplies. To 
maintain production, Foxconn put workers under 
a closed-loop production system that prevented 
them from leaving the factory compound and 
demanded they continue working and take daily 
PCR tests. The lack of reliable Covid-19–related 
information, poor conditions, and the closed-
loop system set off widespread panic, driving 
hundreds of workers to flee from Foxconn on 
foot. Foxconn is a major taxpayer and employer 
in Henan Province, contributing up to 80 per cent 
of Zhengzhou’s and 60 per cent of Henan’s total 
export outputs in 2019. Locals refer to Zheng-
zhou as ‘iPhone City’ because of the prominent 
presence of Foxconn. The exodus of Foxconn 
workers hit Apple’s supply chains ahead of the 
holiday season. A week after the mass departure 
of workers, the local government stepped in and 
worked with Foxconn to address a labour shortage 
at the Zhengzhou plant, demonstrating the mutual 
dependence between the state and international 
capital. The government sought to recruit party 
cadres and retired soldiers to help make iPhones in 
the Zhengzhou factory. With the large-scale use of 
government power, Foxconn recruited more than 
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100,000 new workers for the Zhengzhou plant in 
mid November. However, workers—most of whom 
were aged under 35—refused to remain silent. 
They spoke out about poor working conditions 
and the mismanagement of Covid-19 controls on 
the social media platforms Kuaishou, Weibo, and 
Douyin. On 23 November, thousands of workers 
joined protests at the Foxconn plant in Zhengzhou, 
marking an escalation of unrest against unfair pay 
and Covid-19 rules. LL

Domestic Violence, #MeToo, and 
Discrimination against Women 
and LGBTQ+ in the Spotlight

In the second half of 2022, discrimination and 
violence against women persisted. In July, poet 
Yu Xiuhua revealed she had been assaulted by her 
partner, igniting debate about domestic violence 
against women. In August, Xianzi’s appeal for an 
apology and damages in her landmark #MeToo 
case accusing a state TV presenter of sexual harass-
ment was rejected by a court. Nevertheless, she 
vowed not to give up. In September, Du Yingzhe, 
a well-known tutor at a prestigious teaching 
academy, was accused of sexually assaulting at 
least 21 former students in one of China’s largest 
#MeToo cases. Also in September, a man who 
brutally attacked four women in a barbecue restau-
rant in the northern Chinese city of Tangshan was 
sentenced to 24 years in prison, in a case that the 
local government treated as a gang crime rather 
than gender-based violence, eliciting outrage. In 
late September, China Railway refused to sell sani-
tary pads on trains after a female passenger made 
a complaint on Weibo, renewing the debate about 
discrimination. In October, JD.com founder and 
billionaire Liu Qiangdong reached an out-of-court 
settlement with Liu Jingyao, a former student 
of the University of Minnesota who accused the 
billionaire of rape in 2018, in one of the most 
high-profile cases of China’s #MeToo movement. 
In the same month, the suicide of a 19-year-old gay 
student who was bullied and suppressed by his 
teacher in Shandong sparked outrage over LGBTQ+ 
discrimination in China’s schools. In October, no 
women were included in the Politburo for the 

first time in 25 years, marking a major regres-
sion in gender representation. Also in October, 
Beijing revised the Women’s Protection Law for 
the first time in three decades, raising concerns 
about increasing government rhetoric on the value 
of women’s traditional roles and what some saw 
as setbacks for women’s rights and more restric-
tive attitudes towards abortion. In late November, 
Chinese-Canadian pop star Kris Wu was sentenced 
to 13 years for raping multiple women. LL

Anger and Protests against 
Zero-Covid Restrictions 
Contribute to Policy Change

While in the second half of 2022 the Chinese 
Government stuck to its zero-Covid policy 
despite rising public frustration and the economy 
shrinking, after mounting protests in November, 
it finally lifted restrictions. After the end of the 
Shanghai lockdown in early June, multiple cities 
were put under partial or total lockdowns, affecting 
the daily lives of millions of people. In August, tens 
of thousands of domestic tourists were suddenly 
forced into lockdown on Hainan Island, clipping 
the wings of the tourism industry and domestic 
mobility. The same occurred across the country, 
including in Hebei, Henan, Gansu, and Inner 
Mongolia, with the worst scenarios in Tibet and 
Xinjiang, where cities were put under lockdown 
for more than 100 days with very little public infor-
mation about what was happening. 

The deployment of the zero Covid policy came at 
the price of a squeezed economy. It also cost several 
lives. Twenty-seven passengers were killed when 
a bus carrying them to a quarantine facility ran off 
the road in Guizhou during a night-time trip in 
September; a 14-year-old girl died due to delayed 
treatment at a Covid-19 quarantine site in Henan 
Province in October; a three-year-old boy died after 
delayed treatment in the lockdown in Lanzhou in 
early November; two weeks later, a four-month-old 
baby died of similar causes while in quarantine in 
Zhengzhou; a 55-year-old woman and a 32-year-old 
woman committed suicide in Hohhot and Guang-
zhou, respectively, raising concerns about the 
impact on mental health of the strict measures; at 
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least ten people were killed and nine injured in a 
fire in a highrise building under prolonged lock-
down in Ürümqi, Xinjiang, on 24 November. The 
paradoxical nature of the Chinese Government’s 
‘people first, life first’ motto is illuminated by the 
case in Sichuan when residents were ordered to 
remain in lockdown instead of fleeing to safety 
during an earthquake in September. 

Although China issued 20 new measures 
to loosen some of its Covid restrictions on 11 
November, its lockdowns reached a record level 
in the next two weeks. A week after the release of 
the new rules, Chongqing and Guangzhou were 
ordered into strict lockdowns, and Beijing shut 
schools, parks, and museums. Shijiazhuang in 
Hebei Province shut down, opened, and closed 
again over the course of nine days. Two truck 
drivers were sentenced to four years in prison 
in Shenyang for spreading the virus. Shanghai 
imposed strict rules on people entering the city 
from 24 November, which prohibited them 
attending any public place for five days, except to 
use public transport and go to work. 

Nearly three years into tough pandemic restric-
tions, unusual numbers of protests emerged first 
in Tibet, Zhengzhou, and Guangzhou, before 
spreading to a dozen cities and college campuses 
across China and abroad after the deadly fire 
in Ürümqi. In response to a record number of 
protesters across regions and social classes, the 
Chinese Government eased the Covid-19 restric-
tions, while also stifling protests with intimidation 
and surveillance. LL

Extreme Weather Hits China

China was hit by severe extreme weather in 2022. 
Sea levels around the country, which have been 
rising by an average of 3.4 millimetres a year since 
1980, reached their highest levels on record in 2021 
and were higher than the global average over the 
period. During the summer, China recorded its 
longest and hottest heatwave and one of its lowest 
levels of rainfall since national records began in 
1961; it was also the most severe heatwave recorded 
in the world. The unprecedented heat caused water 
scarcity, crop failures, wildfires, and power short-
ages, affecting more than 900 million people in 17 

provinces. One of the worst affected regions was 
the Yangtze River Basin, stretching from coastal 
Shanghai to Sichuan Province. On top of strict 
Covid-19 controls, the extreme weather negatively 
impacted on the livelihoods of millions of people, 
especially workers and the country’s vulnerable 
population. Meanwhile, increasingly devastating 
flood seasons fuelled by climate change in eastern, 
southern, and northwestern China killed dozens of 
people and forced tens of thousands to evacuate. 
As it contended with power shortages, China added 
an extra 300 million tonnes of coalmining capacity 
and approved new coal-fired power plants and 
coal-based iron and steel facilities in the first half 
of 2022. The flip-flopping on coal policy risks the 
country’s climate commitments to decarbonise 
its economy. In October, the Chinese Government 
released a second draft revision of the Wildlife 
Protection Law, loosening the requirements for 
entities that wish to hunt, capture, and breed wild 
animals, while continuing to endorse the commer-
cial utilisation of wild animals. The second draft is 
a big step backwards, as it reverses several signif-
icant changes made in the first draft, which was 
published after the emergence of the Covid-19 
pandemic in 2020. In November, China resumed 
its climate dialogue with the United States at COP 
27 and the G20 summit that had been halted over 
US House Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan 
in August. However, the precarity of the US–China 
relationship underlines the dangers of depending 
on continued goodwill between the world’s two 
largest emitters to tackle the global climate crisis. 
LL

Hong Kong and Xinjiang

Minutes before her mandate ended in late August, 
UN High Commissioner for Human Rights 
Michelle Bachelet released her long-awaited report 
on Xinjiang. It concluded that the Chinese Govern-
ment has committed ‘serious human rights viola-
tions’ against Uyghurs and other ethnic groups, 
which ‘may constitute … crimes against humanity’. 
Despite this being the most authoritative condem-
nation of Beijing’s policies in Xinjiang to date, 
members of the UN Human Rights Council voted 
in October against holding a discussion about the 
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organisation’s own report. Uyghur and human 
rights groups expressed extreme disappointment, 
and have since sought alternative avenues for 
achieving justice. In an effort to avoid complicity 
in forced labour and other human rights abuses 
in Xinjiang, in September, the European Union 
released its plan to create a mechanism to ban the 
sale of goods made using forced labour. The plan 
is under negotiation and mirrors the European 
business community’s broader shift away from 
China, partly to avoid Uyghur forced labour in 
global supply chains. Meanwhile, in Hong Kong, 
authorities have continued to cleanse the territory 
of any person they deem to be acting contrary to 
the interests of national security. In October, five 
teenagers, some of whom were as young as 15 at the 
time of the offences, were sentenced to up to three 
years in prison under the National Security Law 
for ‘inciting others to subvert state power’. The 
sentences drew criticism from the United Nations’ 
human rights office. In September, five people were 
sentenced to 19 months in prison for sedition after 
publishing children’s books that allegedly incited 
‘hatred’ against Beijing. Later that month, police 
arrested a man for sedition for playing a song on the 
harmonica during public mourning for Queen Eliz-
abeth II. Over the summer, the administrators of 
online forums for whistleblowers and the posting 
of anonymous comments were arrested for sedition 
and their social media pages taken down. In early 
December, prodemocracy media tycoon Jimmy 
Lai was sentenced to five years and nine months 
in prison for fraud for breaching the terms of lease 
for the headquarters of his now defunct Apple 
Daily newspaper, after concealing the operation of 
a consultancy that provided corporate secretarial 
services to private firms Lai controlled. AK

Tensions over US High-Profile 
Visits to Taiwan

In early August 2022, then US House Speaker 
Nancy Pelosi made a high-profile visit to Taiwan in 
a show of democratic solidarity amid the Russia–
Ukraine war. This was only the second time a US 
House Speaker had travelled to Taiwan and the 
first visit in 25 years. The visit was highly contro-

versial, as US pundits questioned its timing and 
purpose, and Chinese officials decried its impli-
cations. The Taiwanese Government remained 
relatively silent before her arrival. In Taipei, Pelosi 
met with President Tsai Ing-wen, members of 
Taiwan’s legislature, and the chairman of the 
Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company 
(TSMC). Reacting to what it perceived as a major 
provocation, the Chinese Government initiated a 
week-long series of unprecedented military exer-
cises: deploying air and naval forces across the 
median line of the Taiwan Strait and in Taiwan’s 
territorial waters; firing ballistic missiles over 
Taiwan, some of which landed in Japan’s exclusive 
economic zone; and conducting record-breaking 
cyberattacks. The Chinese Government also cut off 
high-level military and climate dialogues with the 
United States. In October, the Twentieth National 
Congress of the Chinese Communist Party added a 
new amendment to the party’s constitution to ‘reso-
lutely oppose and contain Taiwan’s independence’. 
Analysts worry these actions may have established 
a new status quo in cross-strait tensions. However, 
none of this deterred delegations of other offi-
cials from the United States, the European Union, 
the Czech Republic, the Netherlands, France, 
Germany, Lithuania, Belgium, and Japan from 
later visiting Taiwan, in what some called the 
‘Pelosi effect’. Pelosi’s visit also highlighted the 
disconnect between fearmongering in Western 
media and the apathetic reality of most people in 
Taiwan, preconditioned to expect China’s military 
threats. Many Taiwanese commentators criticised 
the Western media’s framing of the event through 
the lens of Sino-US rivalry instead of reporting on it 
on Taiwan’s own terms and amplifying Taiwanese 
voices. AK

MADE IN CHINA   /   2, 2022

BRIEFS

16

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/10/china-xinjiang-vote-failure-betrays-core-mission-of-un-human-rights-council/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/eu-looks-to-follow-tough-u-s-action-on-forced-labor-11667208602
https://www.ft.com/content/0df987c6-166d-4cd4-85f7-57a51bca6867
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/04/08/business/economy/china-forced-labor.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/04/08/business/economy/china-forced-labor.html
https://hongkongfp.com/2022/10/30/explainer-hong-kongs-national-security-crackdown-month-28/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/oct/08/hong-kong-five-teenagers-sentenced-in-first-security-case-involving-minors
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-briefing-notes/2022/10/alarm-sentencing-under-national-security-law
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/five-hong-kong-found-guilty-sedition-anti-government-childrens-books-2022-09-07/
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/3188821/no-more-secrets-hong-kong-facebook-pages-anonymous-rants
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/12/10/asia/jimmy-lai-hong-kong-prison-intl-hnk/index.html
https://apnews.com/article/china-asia-beijing-malaysia-a5a6acc391511c99b1b4c2d69e67b133
https://www.reuters.com/world/pelosi-americas-solidarity-with-taiwanese-people-more-important-than-ever-2022-08-02/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/01/opinion/nancy-pelosi-taiwan-china.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-62419855
https://www.nytimes.com/live/2022/08/02/world/pelosi-taiwan
https://www.nytimes.com/live/2022/08/02/world/pelosi-taiwan
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/08/08/taiwan-china-military-exercises-pelosi/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/08/08/taiwan-china-military-exercises-pelosi/
https://www.npr.org/2022/08/05/1115878668/china-taiwan-pelosi-climate-military
https://thediplomat.com/2022/10/chinas-20th-party-congress-escalates-cross-strait-tensions/
https://carnegieendowment.org/2022/08/17/how-pelosi-s-taiwan-visit-has-set-new-status-quo-for-u.s-china-tensions-pub-87696
https://chinaobservers.eu/tracking-eu-visits-to-taiwan/
https://chinaobservers.eu/tracking-eu-visits-to-taiwan/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/aug/27/the-pelosi-effect-foreign-delegations-queue-up-to-visit-taiwan-in-defiance-of-china
https://hyphenmagazine.com/blog/2022/08/more-escalating-tensions-roundtable-taiwans-recent-representation-western-media
https://hyphenmagazine.com/blog/2022/08/more-escalating-tensions-roundtable-taiwans-recent-representation-western-media
https://chinadigitaltimes.net/2022/08/taiwanese-perspectives-overlooked-on-pelosis-visit-to-taiwan/
https://chinadigitaltimes.net/2022/08/taiwanese-perspectives-overlooked-on-pelosis-visit-to-taiwan/


This text is taken from Made in China Journal: Volume 7, Issue 2, 2022, edited by Ivan 
Franceschini, Nicholas Loubere and Andrea Enrico Pia, published 2022 by ANU Press, 

The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.


