
Liu Xia Is Released, but 
Repression Continues Unabated

Repression of human rights practitioners 
continues unabated in China. In the past few 
months, foreign media have widely reported on 
the situation of Liu Xia, the widow of late Chinese 
dissident and Nobel laureate Liu Xiaobo. Without 
having been formally accused of any offence, Liu 
was placed under house arrest in October 2010. 
While earlier reports claiming that Chinese 
officials were preparing to allow Liu to leave the 
country proved unfounded, diplomatic pressure 
from German Chancellor Angela Merkel led to 
the release of Liu Xia on 10 July, just days before 
the first anniversary of her husband’s death. On 
that day, Liu left China on a flight that brought 
her to Berlin via Helsinki. During her visit to 
China on 24 May, Merkel also met the wives of 
two detained lawyers—Li Wenzu, wife of Wang 
Quanzhang, and Xu Yan, wife of Yu Wensheng. 
Earlier in April, Li attempted to walk over 100 
kilometres from Beijing to Tianjin in search of 
answers regarding her husband’s whereabouts, 
as he has been held incommunicado since July 
2015. However, her planned 12-day protest 
march was cut short by Chinese authorities, who 
placed her under house arrest and later charged 
her with subversion. In the meantime, Yu fired 
his defence team, an action that contradicts 
a pre-recorded video in which he asserted he 
would never dismiss his lawyers under his own 
volition. This has raised suspicions that he has 
been acting under duress. There has also been 
bad news for Tashi Wangchuk, a Tibetan activist 
who campaigned for Tibetan language education 
and who has been detained since 2016, after 
appearing in a New York Times video in which 
he discussed his campaign. At the end of May 
he was sentenced to five years in jail for ‘inciting 
separatism’. TS

(Sources: Amnesty International; China 
Change; The Guardian 1; The Guardian 2; Radio 
Free Asia 1; Radio Free Asia 2; Radio Free Asia 
3; South China Morning Post 1; South China 
Morning Post 2; South China Morning Post 3)
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Gender Issues in the Spotlight

The second quarter of 2018 has brought 
renewed scrutiny of gender issues in China. 
Chinese women still face perilous conditions 
in society and the workplace, often falling 
victim to sexual harassment and discrimination 
of various kinds. The #MeToo campaign that 
swept Peking University (PKU) in April this year 
well exemplifies female vulnerability to sexual 
harassment on campus and in the workplace. 
This movement culminated in activists’ demand 
for the university to disclose information on a 
rape-suicide case that occurred two decades 
ago, when Gao Yan, a student at PKU, committed 
suicide after being sexually assaulted by Shen 
Yang, at that time a professor at that institution 
(he would keep the position until 2011). Having 
failed to intimidate the activists, PKU pledged 
to re-investigate the case and introduce 
regulations on anti-sexual misconduct. Sexual 
harassment aside, Chinese and international 
media have highlighted how women in China 
are discriminated against in job applications. 
Research conducted by Human Rights Watch 
has found that almost 20 percent of civil 
service positions released in early 2018 either 
required job applicants to be male or expressed 
a preference for male candidates, whereas only 
one job post indicated a preference for females. 
It was also found that private companies—
including tech giants Alibaba and Tencent—had 
opened up special positions for ‘beautiful girls’, 
so-called ‘goddesses’, hired to lure more male 
applicants. NLiu

(Sources: Business Insider; Caixin; Human 
Rights Watch; The New York Times; Xinhua;)
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https://www.amnesty.org/en/press-releases/2018/04/china-video-human-rights-lawyer-foresaw-torture-by-police/
https://chinachange.org/2018/05/14/war-on-human-rights-lawyers-continues-up-to-16-more-lawyers-in-china-face-disbarment-or-inability-to-practice/
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http://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/2148156/german-chancellor-angela-merkel-met-wives-jailed
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http://china.caixin.com/2018-04-08/101231727.html
https://www.hrw.org/zh-hans/news/2018/04/23/317150
https://www.hrw.org/zh-hans/news/2018/04/23/317150
https://cn.nytimes.com/china/20180425/china-metoo-peking-university/
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-04/08/c_137095959.htm


Between late March and June, a number of strikes 
and protests in China’s non-manufacturing sectors 
gained international attention. In late March 
more than 2,000 sanitation workers in Shanghai 
went on a six-day strike to protest against waste 
management companies’ cuts to their income. 
After the local government had increased the 
minimum wage, these sanitation workers—who 
were barely paid the legal minimum—had their 
meal subsidies and morning and evening shift 
allowances cut. Later that month, up to 500 
coal miners suffering from pneumoconiosis 
in Hunan province petitioned the local health 
authorities to protest the delay in providing them 
with medical examination records crucial to 
securing compensation. Then, for days leading 
up to International Workers’ Day on 1 May, 
crane operators on construction sites across a 
dozen provinces staged protests to demand a pay 
raise, citing relatively low pay for their high-risk 
work, the lack of paid overtime, and little annual 
leave. In April, teachers from kindergartens, and 
public and private schools organised at least 19 
protests over pay, performance bonuses, and 
pensions. The following month, around 200 
retired teachers in Anhui province protested to 
the local government twice within a single week 
to demand unpaid bonuses. Finally, in early June 
thousands of truck drivers in at least three cities 
used their trucks to block roads in protest against 
rising fuel costs and falling haulage rates that cut 
into their incomes. Strikes in non-manufacturing 
sectors such as education, retail, sanitation, 
and logistics have gained prominence in recent 
years. In particular, the nationally coordinated 
strikes by crane operators and truck drivers 
were significant, hinting at the potential for 
non-manufacturing workers to organise more 
networked and less atomised industrial actions. 
KL  

(Sources: China Change 1; China Change 2; 
China Digital Times; China Labour Bulletin 
1; China Labour Bulletin 2; Radio Free Asia 1; 
Radio Free Asia 2; Wall Street Journal)

Labour NGOs Stigmatised on 
National Security Day

Since the passing of the National Security Law 
back in 2015, the Chinese government has declared 
15 April as ‘National Security Education Day’, i.e. 
a day for raising public awareness of national 
security issues. In 2017, the authorities promised 
informants who reported on spies rewards 
ranging from 10,000 to 500,000 yuan. According 
to local media, since then the public has provided 
about 5,000 tipoffs, some of which were useful 
in catching alleged foreign spies. This year the 
government disseminated a comic strip targetting 
labour NGOs among workers in defence-related 
industries. In it, we see a blonde, bespectacled 
foreign NGO staff member introducing himself 
to a plump, bald Chinese labour NGO leader. In 
the next panel, an NGO trainer is talking to an 
audience of workers about three key points—
how to organise workers to protect their rights, 
how to establish a free trade union, and how to 
take to the street to raise demands—while the 
same foreigner is seen stuffing banknotes in the 
pocket of the Chinese activist. From this, the 
story progresses with the foreigner reporting 
on the success of his activities to his bosses 
abroad; the Chinese NGO leader holding another 
training session on ‘western ideas of labour’ 
and ‘western ideas of trade unions’ for workers; 
and the workers launching a demonstration to 
demand higher wages, shorter work hours, and 
‘decent work’. However, the exchanges of money 
between Chinese and foreign NGO staff members 
catch the eye of one of the workers, who reports 
them. The story ends with the local NGO leader 
being interrogated by state security officials and 
admitting to his wrongdoings while the foreign 
NGO employee flees China in terror. This is just 
the latest instance of state propaganda portraying 
labour NGOs as agents of ‘hostile foreign forces’. 
IF

(Sources: China File; Global Times; People’s 
Public Security University of China; The New 
York Times)

Strikes in Non-manufacturing 
Sectors Gain Traction
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https://chinachange.org/2018/04/13/a-six-day-strike-in-shanghai-caused-by-a-110-pay-cut-collective-action-by-sanitation-workers-in-chinas-new-era-of-stability-maintenance/
https://chinachange.org/2018/05/07/the-significance-of-crane-operators-across-china-going-on-strike/
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https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/10/world/asia/suspect-a-spy-is-lurking-in-beijing-speak-up-and-collect.html


New Statistical Report on 
Migrant Workers Released

In April, the National Bureau of Statistics 
released its latest annual report on Chinese 
migrant workers. According to this document, 
in 2017 China had a total of 286.52 million 
migrant workers, an increase of 4.81 million or 
1.7 percent from the previous year. At the same 
time the migrant population is clearly aging: 
for the first time those born after 1980—the 
so-called ‘new generation of migrant workers’ 
(xinshengdai nongmingong)—make up more 
than half of all migrants. The report also hints at 
significant changes in the employment structure, 
with a gradual decline of occupation in the 
manufacturing (–0.6 percent) and construction 
sectors (–0.8 percent), and an increase (+1.3 
percent) in the service sector. Average monthly 
wages grew by 6.4 percent to 3,485 yuan, but 
growth was 0.2 percent slower than the previous 
year, likely due to the minimum wage freeze in 
places like Guangdong since 2016. This year’s 
report adds a new satisfaction indicator, with 56.1 
percent of migrant workers declaring that they are 
very satisfied with their current living situation. 
The report suggests that the Chinese government 
improve housing and education opportunities for 
migrants and their children in order to promote 
migrants’ social integration in the cities. The 
report also reveals that migrants have become 
more likely to report labour to government 
bureaus and use legal mechanisms, and that they 
are slightly less likely to negotiate directly with 
their employers—a finding which might reflect 
either improved government responsiveness or a 
weakening of migrant workers’ bargaining power. 
Notably absent compared to previous reports is a 
section on rights protection, including statistics 
on overtime, labour contract coverage, and wage 
arrears. Labour contract coverage has been in 
decline for several years in a row—in 2016 it was 
down to only 35.1 percent from 43.9 percent in 
2012. Also absent in this new report are data on 
unionisation and migrant workers’ awareness of 
unions. KL

(Sources: National Bureau of Statistics)

Rage Comic, a popular online cartoon and video 
platform, has fallen prey to China’s recently 
passed Law on the Protection of Heroes and 
Martyrs. Taking effect on 1 May 2018, the Law 
requires all of Chinese society to respect heroes 
and martyrs of the Communist Party, and subjects 
anyone who fails to do so to civil or even criminal 
charges. The recent turbulence surrounding 
Rage Comic resulted from a 58-second video it 
posted on 8 May 2018 on Toutiao, a Beijing-based 
news content platform. In its video, Rage Comic 
made fun of Dong Cunrui, a People’s Liberation 
Army soldier who is both famous and revered 
in China for his brave self-sacrifice in order to 
destroy a Kuomintang bunker during China’s 
War of Liberation. Playing on the rhyme between 
‘bunker’ and ‘burger’ in Chinese, Rage Comic 
substituted the former with the latter and, thus, 
turned Hero Dong into a starving diner. This joke 
backfired, however. The Ministry of Culture and 
Tourism ordered the Cultural Department in 
Shaanxi Province, where the company is based, 
to impose executive punishment on Rage Comic. 
CEO Ren Jia first apologised on Weibo on 17 
May, stating that the company would reflect 
on its grave mistake and educate all its staff on 
pertinent laws and regulations. On 23 May, he 
brought his employees to the Cemetery of Martyr 
Dong Cunrui in Hebei Province, laying a wreath 
there and reading out an apology letter. Despite 
all these efforts, the website of Rage Comic is still 
closed for ‘maintenance’. Toutiao has also been 
under official investigation for having failed to 
oversee its platform. Rage Comic and Toutiao 
aside, Sougou and Douyin, a popular Chinese 
search engine and video platform respectively, 
have also received official punishments for 
publishing content that insulted ‘heroic deeds 
and spirits’ on their platforms. NLiu

(Sources: China Daily; China Digital Times; 
Global Times; QQ News; Sohu; Wall Street 
Journal)

Revolutionary Martyrs 
‘Slandered’
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