
Liu Xiaobo Passes Away and 
Liu Xia Goes Missing

Continuing Repression of 
Human Rights Lawyers and 
Activists

In the past three months, the Chinese government 
has continued its repression of human rights 
activists and lawyers. There is little doubt that 
this is an orchestrated national campaign. During 
a conference at the National Judges College in 
Beijing at the end of August, Minister of Justice 
Zhang Jun called on lawyers to refrain from 
engaging in protests, criticising judges and courts, 
and speaking or acting for personal gain or to 
boost their reputation. A couple of weeks later, 
the Ministry of Justice launched investigations 
into the conduct of several lawyers and law firms 
across China, including the firm of prominent 
human rights lawyer Mo Shaoping. In August, 
human rights lawyer Jiang Tianyong and online 
activist ‘Super Vulgar Butcher’ Wu Gan went on 
trial for their crimes of subversion of state power. 
On 11 September, Taiwanese activist Lee Ming-
cheh went on trial and pleaded guilty to charges of 
subversion in a televised confession. Alarmingly, 
there has since been no public information on his 
whereabouts. Likewise, lawyer Gao Zhisheng, who 
has been under house arrest since 2014, is now 
reported as missing and is believed to be in police 
custody. Labour activists do not fare any better. 
After initially being detained in May 2015, labour 
activist Liu Shaoming was sentenced to four and 
a half years in prison for ‘inciting subversion 
of state power’ in July. Similarly, in August, Lu 
Yuyu, a former migrant worker who documented 
mass protests in China, was sentenced to four 
years in prison on charges of ‘picking quarrels 
and provoking trouble’ (he is currently appealing 
the sentence). To conclude on a more positive 
note, human rights lawyer Xu Zhiyong and labour 
activist Meng Han were both released from prison, 
after serving sentences of four years and twenty-
one months respectively for ‘gathering crowds to 
disturb public order’.  TS & EN

(Sources: BBC; China Labour Bulletin; Front 
Line Defenders; Human Rights Watch; Ministry 
of Justice; Radio Free Asia 1; Radio Free Asia 2; 
South China Morning Post; The Australian; The 
New York Times)
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On 13 July, the activist and Nobel laureate Liu 
Xiaobo passed away at the age of sixty-one in 
the First Hospital of China Medical University 
in Shenyang. Much to the anger of his friends 
and supporters, his ashes were buried at sea, off 
the coast of Dalian. Liu had been imprisoned 
since 2009 for ‘inciting state subversion’, but in 
June was granted parole to receive treatment for 
advanced liver cancer. Requests from Liu and 
his family to receive medical treatment outside 
of China were denied. After the funeral, Liu’s 
wife—the artist Liu Xia—went missing for over a 
month, only appearing in a YouTube video to say 
she was mourning her husband’s death outside 
of Beijing. The disappearance of Liu Xia, who 
has been under house arrest since 2010, sparked 
further international condemnation of the Chinese 
government. Chinese authorities denied detaining 
Liu Xia, claiming that she was a ‘free citizen’, 
and suggesting that she had not communicated 
with family or friends due to her grief. In early 
September, Liu Xia was reported to have returned 
to her Beijing home. However, her supporters 
remain concerned about her mental health, as she 
is reportedly suffering from depression induced by 
years of captivity, surveillance, and the death of 
her husband. NL

(Sources: BBC; South China Morning Post 1; 
South China Morning Post 2; The Guardian; The 
Washington Post)
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In July, Shenyang Urban Construction University 
offered a public apology to a second-year 
student pressured by the university into a three-
month internship at a Foxconn factory in Yantai, 
Shandong province. The university had told her 
that, had she refused to comply, she would not 
have been able to graduate. To deal with rising 
labour costs, in recent years Taiwanese electronics 
manufacturer Foxconn has struck several deals 
with Chinese secondary vocational schools and 
universities to hire students as paid interns in its 
factories. This young workforce has often voiced 
dissatisfaction about cramped accommodations, 
inadequate meals, and a type of work that they 
consider to be unrelated to their studies. Since 
the apology, the Department of Education in 
Liaoning province—the area where the University 
is located—has ordered an investigation and halted 
such internships at public universities. Foxconn 
has also issued a statement, saying that the 
company had fully complied with the existing laws 
and regulations, and that interns had been fully 
informed about the programme and had the right 
to leave at any time. However, the company has 
a history of hiring interns that goes back at least 
a decade (see Jenny Chan’s article in this issue). 
Back in 2012, the Taiwanese manufacturer was 
criticised by labour rights groups for exploiting 
forced internship labour, but the company denied 
all allegations of wrongdoing. Only one year later, 
in 2013, as more evidence from investigations 
emerged, Foxconn had to admit that student 
interns worked overtime and night shifts at its 
Yantai factory. Even at that time, students reported 
that they had no choice but to take part in the 
factory internship programme if they wanted to 
graduate. Considering what happened in Liaoning, 
it appears that the new regulations issued by the 
Ministry of Education to protect student interns in 
2016 have had little effect in curbing these kinds 
of abuses. KL

(Sources: Financial Times; Ministry of Education; 
South China Morning Post; The New York Times; 
Sina)

University Apologises for 
Forced Internships

Village in Beijing Charges 
Migrant Workers

In July, the rural village of Qiuxian in Beijing’s 
Daxing district announced plans to start charging 
migrant residents two thousand yuan (about 295 
USD) per month. The document released by the 
village leadership stated that the fees collected 
would be used to pay for public sanitation, tap 
water, public security, and electricity, but also made 
it clear that the levy will ‘fulfil the target of having 
zero migrants in our village.’ Those who do not pay 
will be denied services and evicted. While some 
legal experts have questioned the legality of the 
measure, the village’s decision is best understood 
in the context of the Beijing government’s policy 
to place further restrictions on its migrant 
population. In April, the authorities indicated 
their intention to cap the city’s population—now 
at twenty-two million—at twenty-three million 
‘long-term residents’ by 2020. In recent years, 
the capital has moved its secondary bureaucracies 
and university campuses to cities in neighbouring 
Hebei province. Moreover, in 2016 alone, thirty 
million square metres of small shops, restaurants, 
and fruit stands considered to be ‘illegal 
constructions’ were dismantled, with another 
forty million square metres set for demolition in 
2017. Schools for migrant children on the outskirts 
of Beijing have been forced to close, and car-
sharing services have been restricted to local 
drivers, thus excluding migrants. While China is 
pursuing migrants’ integration and urbanisation 
as an engine of economic growth as it transitions 
away from low-end manufacturing, rural migrants 
are encouraged to stay away from mega-cities like 
Beijing and Shanghai, and instead settle in second-
tier and provincial cities. KL

(Sources: Caixin Global 1; Caixin Global 2; 
Caixin (Chinese); Financial Times; South China 
Morning Post) 
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Maternal Leave Extended in 
Thirty Provinces

Since the amended Population and Family Planning 
Law in January 2016 universally allowed married 
couples to have a second child, 30 provinces and 
regions have required employers to extend paid 
maternity leave. In these areas, on top of the 
nationally mandated 98 days, female employees 
are now entitled to an additional leave of 1 to 3 
months. In more prosperous municipalities such 
as Beijing and Shanghai, as well as provinces like 
Zhejiang and Jiangsu, female employees are now 
given 128 days paid leave after the birth of a child. 
A number of provinces such as Hebei, Liaoniang, 
Sichuan, and Shandong allow female employees 
158 days of paid maternity leave. While Henan and 
Hainan provinces have seen the largest increase, 
from 98 days to 190 days, the longest leave is to 
be found in the Tibet Autonomous Region where 
female employees are given one year of paid 
maternity leave. While this is good news for 
millions of female workers, Beijing News reported 
that many women still face difficulties in claiming 
this right, as many companies adopt internal 
policies aimed at restricting the frequency and 
timing of pregnancies, and impose hefty financial 
penalties for violators. This highlights the 
persistence of gender discrimination in China, in 
spite of the many laws and regulations that forbid 
it. In practice, women are disadvantaged for having 
children, a situation that has serious ramifications 
for the government’s plans to encourage population 
growth in an ageing society. KL

(Sources: Beijing News (Chinese); Los Angeles 
Times; Shanghai Daily; SupChina)

China’s Influence Abroad 
under Scrutiny

In September, HRW released ‘The Costs of 
International Advocacy’, a report that scrutinises 
China’s activities at the United Nations (UN). 
According to the Report, at numerous points 
throughout 2017, UN agencies have made 
concessions towards China on matters related 
to human rights and civil society. For instance, 
in January, UN officials sent home an estimated 
three thousand staff and NGO representatives on 
the occasion of a keynote speech by President Xi 
Jinping in order to prevent their attendance at 
the session. In another incident in April, security 
officials removed ethnic Uyghur activist Dolkun 
Isa from the UN headquarters in New York while 
he was attending a forum on indigenous issues. 
In July, Isa was also stopped and briefly detained 
by the police in Rome acting on a request from 
Chinese authorities who consider him a terrorist. 
Such instances have raised questions regarding 
the UN’s apparent capitulations to China’s 
demands. Dismissed by the Chinese authorities as 
‘groundless’ and ‘biased’, the Report was released 
in the middle of heated controversies about China’s 
growing influence abroad. Australia is a good case 
in point. Since the summer, Australian media have 
reported on Australian political parties accepting 
million of dollars from Chinese businessmen, 
and on Chinese students ‘infiltrating’ Australian 
universities to spy on—and eventually intimidate—
their classmates and lecturers. This has led to 
repeated calls from Australian scholars and 
politicians for more public scrutiny of Beijing’s 
interference in the local tertiary education 
system, as well as for the increased supervision of 
commercial partnerships with enterprises linked 
to the Chinese government. TS & EN

(Sources: ABC News; Canberra Times; Global 
Times; Human Rights Watch; News.com.au; 
Radio Free Asia; Reuters; Sydney Morning 
Herald)
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Beijing Attempts to 
Censor Foreign Academic 
Publications

In mid-August, Cambridge University Press (CUP) 
conceded that it had acted on a request from 
Chinese authorities to block 315 articles from the 
Chinese website of The China Quarterly, one of the 
most prestigious and long-running international 
China Studies journals. CUP’s decision prompted 
outrage in the academic community and beyond. 
After a few days of petitions and threats of an 
academic boycott, CUP reversed its decision and 
agreed to make all the censored articles available 
free of charge worldwide. While the scholarly 
community was successful in pressuring CUP, 
this incident has exposed the serious challenges 
that are facing academic publishers operating in 
the lucrative Chinese market. It has since been 
revealed that LexisNexis, a provider of legal, 
regulatory, and business information, withdrew 
content in China at the request of the authorities. 
Moreover, in anonymous interviews at the Beijing 
International Book Fair in late August, other 
commercial publishers admitted to engaging in 
self-censorship in order to retain access to the 
Chinese market. Meanwhile, there have also been 
disturbing revelations that the censors are engaged 
in systematically deleting historical articles from 
Chinese journals that do not toe the current 
ideological line. Beijing has responded defiantly to 
the international condemnation, inviting Western 
institutions to leave China if they do not want to 
follow Chinese rules, and warning that all imported 
publications ‘must adhere to Chinese laws and 
regulations.’ For more on the implications of the 
CUP incident for academia’s involvement with the 
commercial publishing industry, see Loubere and 
Franceschini in this issue. NL

(Sources: Global Times; Reuters 1; Reuters 
2; South China Morning Post 1; The China 
Collection; The Guardian 1; The Guardian 2)

Political Activists Jailed in 
Hong Kong

On 17 August, Hong Kongese political activists 
Joshua Wong, Nathan Law, and Alex Chow—all 
in their twenties—were found guilty of unlawful 
assembly in relation to their involvement in the 
2014 ‘Umbrella Movement’, and jailed for six 
to eight months. The sentences also disqualify 
them from running for the city’s legislature for 
the next five years. The three activists played 
leading roles in the popular mobilisation in 2014, 
which was triggered by the Chinese authorities’ 
decision to rule out open nominations for the 
election of the new Chief Executive of Hong 
Kong in 2017—elections that were eventually won 
by Carrie Lam, a favourite of Beijing. One year 
ago, in 2016, the trio was sentenced to non-jail 
punishments, including community service. But 
the Department of Justice demanded a review of 
the ruling, seeking imprisonment. This reversal 
has been widely interpreted as a sign of increasing 
political interference from Beijing—a claim denied 
by the local authorities—with many questioning 
the independence of the city’s judiciary. In 
response, on 20 August, tens of thousands of 
people took to the streets of Hong Kong to express 
their discontent with the decision. New protests 
erupted on 1 October—the day that marked the 
sixty-eighth anniversary of the foundation of 
the People’s Republic of China—with protesters 
wearing black to call for the release of the ‘political 
prisoners’. Wong, Law, and Chow are not the only 
ones who are facing prosecution: according to 
observers, since the 2014 protests there have been 
at least thirty-nine cases against twenty-six pro-
democracy leaders, twenty-one of which are still 
ongoing. IF

(Sources: CNN; Kong Tsung-Gan Medium; 
Reuters)
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