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Civil Society and Social Movements

Findings

 • The Chinese Communist Party continued to increase its 
presence in social organizations, the PRC’s term for civil society 
groups, preventing them from operating independently.

 • This year, the Party set up central and local branches of the 
Central Society Work Department, created in 2023, in order to 
more fully penetrate all aspects of society. Local society work 
departments held training sessions and launched a range of 
projects focused on Party-building within new and priority sec-
tors.

 • As in previous years, PRC authorities have taken steps to 
eliminate “illegal social organizations,” a category that refers 
to, among others, organizations engaged in activities deemed 
undesirable or sensitive by the government. In February 2025, 
the PRC Ministry of Civil Affairs issued the revised Measures 
Banning Illegal Social Organizations.

 • PRC citizens continued to engage in ad hoc collective expres-
sions of discontent and advocacy, predominantly in response 
to perceived injustices at the local level. According to China 
Dissent Monitor, there were 937 dissent events between July 
and September 2024, constituting a “27 percent year-on-year in-
crease” over the same period in 2023. Groups engaged in protest 
events this past year included property owners and investors.

 • PRC authorities also worked to suppress collective gather-
ings composed predominantly of young people, which were not 
explicitly political but were likely perceived as a threat. In No-
vember 2024, authorities cracked down on mass night bicycle 
rides by university students from Zhengzhou municipality to 
Kaifeng municipality in Henan province, an apparently grass-
roots phenomenon that peaked at between 100,000 and 200,000 
students.

 • Also during the 2025 reporting period, the Commission ob-
served new efforts to leverage Chinese citizen activism outside 
of China to effect domestic policy change at the local level. The 
611Study.ICU, led by a Milan-based Chinese activist, focused 
on exposing exploitative conditions at primary and secondary 
schools in China.

 • The Chinese Communist Party and government continued 
to suppress independent civil society organizations and move-
ments by isolating civil society leaders and by arbitrarily de-
taining religious clergy and practitioners, rights advocates, and 
independent organizers of civic and political activities.

 • Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and questioning (LGBTQ) 
persons living in China continued to experience ongoing state 
repression.
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Civil Society and Social Movements

Introduction

During the Commission’s 2025 reporting year, the civil society 
landscape in China continued to deteriorate, with the Chinese 
Communist Party and government constraining social organiza-
tions (shehui zuzhi, 社会组织, the PRC’s term for nongovernmental 
entities 1) from operating independently of Party control while re-
newing efforts to root out illegal social organizations that survived 
previous campaigns. Also this year, likely in response to concerns 
about social instability resulting from ongoing economic uncertain-
ty,2 PRC officials reportedly sought to fend off public dissatisfaction 
and consolidate Party control at the grassroots level by devoting 
greater attention to “society work” through the Central Society 
Work Department. Nevertheless, social movements continued to 
emerge, especially at the local level, developing adaptive strategies 
in the face of increasing repression, demonstrating that authorities 
have not succeeded in fully suppressing independent association or 
expression. Indeed, Chinese citizens have explored new venues of 
association and advocacy, from university students organizing mass 
bike rides to foreign and domestically based Chinese citizens collab-
orating online to shape domestic policy responses. Even as existing 
or emerging independent civil society adapted to a changing envi-
ronment, PRC authorities continued to repress human rights de-
fenders, religious communities, and groups promoting labor rights, 
women’s rights, and the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
and questioning (LGBTQ) persons.

Social Organizations and Social Control

CENTRAL SOCIETY WORK DEPARTMENT

The Chinese Communist Party continued efforts to increase its 
presence in social organizations (SOs) and across community groups 
and organizations of all kinds.3 To this end, the recently created 
Central Society Work Department (CSWD) set up departments in 
all province-level jurisdictions and continued to expand its presence 
downward in municipality- and county-level jurisdictions.4

The Party created the CSWD in 2023 in order to more fully pen-
etrate all aspects of society and prevent social instability by assum-
ing oversight of the petitioning (xinfang, 信访) system and taking 
charge of Party-building in all non-state entities, including SOs, 
among other functions.5 In November 2024, the Party-run media 
outlet People’s Daily reported on the Central Society Work Con-
ference held early that month, featuring a read-out of “important 
instructions” from General Secretary Xi Jinping and a speech by 
Secretary of the Central Secretariat Cai Qi.6 Speakers at the con-
ference emphasized that the work of the CSWD was “related to the 
Party’s long-term governance .  .  . [and] related to societal harmony 
and stability”; and that the CSWD must “strengthen Party-building 
work in new economic organizations, new social organizations, and 
new employment groups.” 7

During the Commission’s 2025 reporting year, local society work 
departments (SWDs) held training sessions and launched a range 
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of projects focused on Party-building within new sectors like the 
gig economy, and oversight and management in priority sectors like 
social work, elder care, and rural revitalization. Representative ex-
amples include the following:

 • In July 2024, Xihua University in Chengdu municipality, Sich-
uan province, held a cooperative exchange in Suining municipality, 
Sichuan, focusing on the development of charitable social work.8 
The event was cohosted with the Suining Municipal Organization 
Department, Suining Municipal SWD, Suining Bureau of Civil 
Affairs, and Chongqing municipality’s Tongnan District SWD.9 At 
the event, Suining Municipal Standing Committee member and 
Political and Legal Affairs Committee secretary Lei Gang thanked 
Xihua University for its support of Suining authorities’ charitable 
social initiatives, and touted Suining’s continuing prioritization of 
the charitable social work sector, including by issuing an opinion 
promoting systems for integrated, community-based social service 
provision.10 Lei said that, as part of the next step in these efforts, 
Suining would further improve “Party-building-led grassroots gov-
ernance” in the charitable sector.11

 • In October 2024, the Qinghai Provincial SWD, together 
with the Qinghai Provincial Organization Department and 
the Qinghai Administration for Market Regulation, published 
Several Measures for Strengthening Party Building Work with 
Provincial Online Ordering and Delivery Personnel.12 According 
to official reporting, the measures seek to “strengthen the Par-
ty’s  .  .  . influence in emerging fields,” and specify the need for 
Party-building among gig workers.13 [For more information on 
Party efforts at ideological control among food delivery workers, 
see Chapter 10—Worker Rights.]

 • In October 2024, the Shandong Provincial SWD, together 
with two local-level SWDs and several other entities, held an 
opening ceremony in Jining municipality, Shandong province, 
for a service day with the theme, “Neighborhood Watch—Elderly 
Assistance Services Entering the Community.” 14 The Shandong 
Provincial SWD reported that, in 2024 alone, over 9,200 elder-
ly service volunteer activities had been organized with over 
115,000 volunteers participating.15 In an October notice promot-
ing a similar “Neighborhood Watch” event in Linyi municipality, 
the Linyi Municipal SWD wrote that, “Party organizations at 
every level must take the lead in developing elderly assistance 
volunteer services.” 16

 • In March, 2025, the Guangdong Provincial SWD launched 
the “Green, Beautiful, and Flourishing Countryside” special ini-
tiative.17 The initiative sought to organize “village committee 
cadres, society workers, volunteers, as well as Party members 
from Party groups in new economic organizations, new social 
organizations, and new employment groups” for work on rural 
“greening” and beautification,18 which have been a priority un-
der PRC leader Xi Jinping’s rural revitalization campaign.19

ILLEGAL SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS

As in previous years, PRC authorities took steps to eliminate “ille-
gal social organizations” (ISOs), a category encompassing organiza-
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tions that have failed to register, those operating fraudulently, and 
those engaged in activities deemed undesirable or sensitive by the 
government.20 In February 2025, the PRC Ministry of Civil Affairs 
(MCA) issued the Measures for Banning Illegal Social Organizations 
(hereafter “Measures”), replacing interim regulations from the year 
2000 with the same purpose.21 While largely devoted to prevent-
ing fraudulent groups and activities,22 the Measures also enlist the 
public in monitoring, encouraging citizens to report suspected illegal 
groups.23 One U.S.-based Protestant Christian NGO observed that 
the Measures also “expand the scope of responsible authorities,” 
from the previous version, assigning responsibility for bans to coun-
ty-level authorities, while providing for involvement by provincial 
and national authorities in cases where an ISO has operated in 
several localities.24

An MCA policy directive on the Measures outlined “Six Do Nots” 
directed at anyone who might interact with ISOs.25 The directive 
closely mirrored the approach of the 2021 circular Eliminate the 
Breeding Grounds for Illegal Social Organizations, which target-
ed the infrastructure that allowed illegal social organizations to 
operate, including financial institutions, vendors, registered social 
organizations that cooperated with unregistered groups, media 
organizations, and others.26 The “Six Do Nots” instruct influential 
individuals, including Party members, cadres, and celebrities not to 
“lend [their] support” to ISOs; news media not to devote coverage 
to ISOs; enterprises and institutions not to cooperate with ISOs; 
internet companies not to provide a platform for ISOs; financial 
institutions not to provide services to ISOs, and the public not to 
participate in the activities of or provide any support for ISOs.27

Freedom of Association and Social Movements

PROTEST MOVEMENTS

PRC citizens continued to engage in ad hoc collective expressions 
of discontent and advocacy, predominantly in response to perceived 
injustices at the local level.28 Freedom House’s China Dissent Moni-
tor (CDM), which tracks the incidence and types of dissent in China, 
logged 937 dissent events between July and September 2024, con-
stituting a “27 percent year-on-year increase” over the same period 
in 2023.29 While the majority of protest events were worker-led, 
protests led by property owners made up the second largest group, 
amounting to 28 percent of logged protest events.30 [For more in-
formation on worker-led protests, see Chapter 10—Worker Rights.] 
CDM reported that homeowners typically found little available 
recourse when subjected to statutory restrictions and exploitative 
practices by property managers and were thus more likely to engage 
in public protest.31 In cases where they did engage in public protest, 
authorities and “people associated with the [property management] 
company” responded by surveilling, detaining, and in at least 16 
cases committing acts of violence against protesters.32

Also during the Commission’s reporting year, demonstrators 
protested a revision to the PRC Company Law and the Supreme 
People’s Court’s interpretation of it, which were believed to unfairly 
affect transferors of stocks in transactions completed before the re-
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vision.33 During November and December 2024, social media users 
documented 17 protests concerning the Company Law revisions in 
11 cities throughout China,34 including major municipalities such 
as Chengdu in Sichuan province,35 Guangzhou in Guangdong prov-
ince,36 and Chongqing.37 In December 2024, Reuters reported that 
social media accounts posted videos of protesters outside and with-
in multiple provincial high people’s courts demanding to “see the 
chief.” 38 Following the protests, the National People’s Conference 
Standing Committee Legislative Affairs Commission, through its 
recording and review process, issued a report concluding that the 
law should not be applied retroactively.39 Two days after the report, 
the Supreme People’s Court reversed its interpretation.40

COLLECTIVE RECREATION SUPPRESSED

PRC authorities also worked to suppress collective gatherings, 
composed predominantly of young people, that were not explicitly 
political but were likely perceived as a particular threat following 
the White Paper protests of late 2022, in which Chinese citizens 
gathered across multiple cities and universities, prompted by griev-
ances against harsh zero-COVID policy measures.41 In November 
2024, authorities cracked down on mass nighttime bicycle rides by 
university students from Zhengzhou municipality to Kaifeng mu-
nicipality in Henan province, an apparently grassroots phenomenon 
that began with four students in June 2024 and peaked in Novem-
ber with between 100,000 and 200,000 students, according to one 
estimate.42 While the students’ night rides were planned around 
eating a well-known Kaifeng dumpling dish and visiting tourist 
sites, some participants also carried banners reading “freedom” and 
were filmed singing the national anthem,43 a practice that has been 
associated with previous protest movements in China.44 As the 
rides received national attention, students began to travel to join 
the rides in Zhengzhou and to replicate them in other cities, using 
social media and online tools to organize the events.45 One report 
said that a group of veterans also traveled to Zhengzhou to join the 
rides.46 According to Voice of America, China-based netizens discuss-
ing the communal rides online described them as “a new surge of 
mass student gatherings,” and “even rising to a spontaneous explo-
ration of ‘freedom of association.’ ” 47 On November 9, 2024, author-
ities across multiple locations in the PRC moved to end the rides, 
either by restricting students to their campuses or blocking streets 
to bicycle traffic, among other measures.48 [For more information on 
the “Henan night rides” discussed above and official suppression of 
recreational gatherings predominantly organized by young adults, 
see Chapter 1—Freedom of Expression.]
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611Study.ICU: A Diaspora-Led Initiative

Also during the 2025 reporting period, the Commission observed an 
effort to leverage diaspora-led activism to effect domestic policy change 
at the local level. This past year, the Milan-based PRC activist Li Ying 
(pseudonym Teacher Li), known for his X account that receives and 
shares content considered sensitive by Chinese authorities,49 launched 
the 611Study.ICU project.50 The initiative focused on exposing exploit-
ative and harmful practices at many Chinese primary and secondary 
schools, where students are made to spend long hours on campus through 
early start times, late study hours, and in some cases requiring students 
to return early from school vacation.51 According to the New York-based 
NGO Human Rights in China, schools are motivated in part by “financial 
incentives  .  .  . to keep students on campus as long as possible,” refer-
ring to the revenue generated by fees, purchases, and vendor contracts 
associated with students’ presence on campus.52 The initiative, which 
posted data suggesting a correlation between requiring extended hours 
on campus and cases of student suicides, reportedly led to local govern-
ment action, including in Zhongshan municipality, Guangdong province, 
where authorities banned schools from requiring that students return to 
school early.53

Suppression of Civil Society

The Chinese Communist Party and government continued to 
suppress independent civil society organizations and movements by 
isolating civil society leaders and by arbitrarily detaining religious 
clergy and practitioners, rights advocates, and independent organiz-
ers of civic and political activities.54 The Commission observed PRC 
authorities targeting individuals, groups, and activities it deemed 
threatening, including the following:

 • Founder of Beijing-based school for disabled children 
Zhu Bin. In September 2024, public security officials in Haid-
ian district, Beijing municipality, took into custody Zhu Bin, 
founder of the Deep Breath Learning Center for special needs 
children, criminally detaining him on suspicion of “picking 
quarrels and provoking trouble.” 55 According to one U.S.-based 
NGO that advocates on behalf of Chinese Christians, authori-
ties detained Zhu in connection with his work for “justice and 
mercy,” 56 likely referring to his longtime advocacy on behalf of 
individuals and issues deemed politically threatening, including 
COVID-19 patients, victims of human trafficking, and citizen 
journalist Zhang Zhan, among others.57 He was later released 
on bail.58

 • Protestant “house church” preacher Ma Yan. In Au-
gust 2024, public security officials in Jinfeng district, Yinch-
uan municipality, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, raided a 
gathering of Christians and took into custody preacher Ma 
Yan, along with three other participants, administratively 
detaining them for “disturbing social order.” 59 Authorities 
then criminally detained Ma for “organizing an illegal gath-
ering,” trying him in February 2025 and sentencing him to 
nine months in prison.60
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 • Individuals associated with a non-CCP political party. 
According to the NGO Rights Defense Network, in December 
2024, the Sichuan High People’s Court affirmed the sentencing 
of six individuals who had been convicted of “subversion of state 
power” earlier the same year, namely Tang Gaofeng, Wang 
Wei, Wang Yifei, Zhou Dan, Liu Zhengang, and Dai Lu.61 
The six were convicted for their participation in the China 
Democratic Victory Party, which Tang helped to found in 2008.62

 • Dinner gathering participants. In July 2024, authorities 
in Yubei district, Chongqing municipality, took into custody 
several of the participants in a May 2024 dinner gathering of 
rights defenders 63 celebrating the inauguration of Taiwanese 
president William Lai Ching-te, including rights defender Chen 
Mingyu.64 Yubei police criminally detained Chen on suspicion 
of “picking quarrels and provoking trouble.” 65 The Yubei Dis-
trict People’s Court convicted her on the same charge in March 
2025, sentencing her to two years and six months in prison.66

Status of LGBTQ Persons

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and questioning (LGBTQ) persons 
living in China continued to experience ongoing state repression. A May 
2024 report on social attitudes toward LGBTQ people in the PRC by the 
Williams Institute, a research center focused on law and policy related 
to sexual orientation and gender identity,67 found that, while the past 
decade had been characterized by setbacks in government policy for the 
LGBTQ community in China, the majority of survey respondents support-
ed “LGBTQ equal rights and protections on a societal and institutional 
level,” and about half of them believed that same-sex marriage should 
be accepted.68 While the PRC Constitution states that all citizens are 
equal before the law, it does not recognize LGBTQ persons as a distinct 
identity or class.69 Also, PRC law does not enumerate protections against 
discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity, nor 
does it allow persons of the same sex to marry.70
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Status of LGBTQ Persons—Continued

PRC Response to Universal Periodic Review

In May 2024, the PRC responded to non-binding recommendations 71 
made at its January 2024 U.N. Human Rights Council Universal Peri-
odic Review (UPR) of the Chinese government’s human rights record.72 
In one analysis, a group of human rights NGOs found that China had 
“accepted and implemented” one recommendation relating to the status 
of LGBTQ persons, noted seven, and rejected three outright.73 The PRC 
rejected Iceland’s recommendation that it remove restrictions on free-
dom of expression pertaining to sexual orientation and gender identity 
and allow LGBTQ-focused civil society organizations to operate legally, 
claiming that it was “based on false information.” 74 China dismissed 
a similar recommendation from Sweden that it “take urgent steps” to 
protect the free expression of those belonging to “LGBTIQ communities,” 
claiming that, as it always protects citizens’ rights, there was no need 
for urgency.75 Likewise, PRC representatives rejected the United States’ 
recommendation that it end “repressive measures against .  .  . LGBTQI+ 
persons,” again asserting it was “based on false information.” 76 In a 
shared statement, the New York-based NGO Human Rights in China, 
along with three Chinese advocacy groups focused on LGBTQ issues, 
described significant PRC violations of the rights of LGBTQ persons and 
concluded that China’s rejection of recommendations intended to protect 
LGBTQ persons “reflects China’s false commitment to human rights and 
deliberate violation of these rights.” 77 [For more on the PRC’s response 
to the UPR, see Chapter 17—Human Rights Violations in the U.S. and 
Globally.]

Surveillance and Harassment

This past year, PRC authorities reportedly surveilled and harassed 
LGBTQ rights activists and groups. In October 2024, an international 
LGBTQ rights NGO published a report based on interviews with 16 
Chinese LGBTQ activists who had been “actively involved in Chinese 
LGBTQ movements during the past five years,” all of whom reported 
monitoring, surveillance, and even threats.78 In one instance, an in-
terviewee recounted that authorities had “relentlessly contacted” her 
parents, informing them of the “problematic and dangerous nature of 
the activities [she was] involved in,” connecting LGBTQ advocacy with 
endangering national security.79
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Status of LGBTQ Persons—Continued

Other Developments

Efforts by members of the LGBTQ community to pursue legal redress 
for perceived harms based on sexual orientation and gender identity 
yielded mixed results. In one prominent case, a transgender woman won 
a settlement from Qinhuangdao No. 5 Hospital in Qinhuangdao munici-
pality, Hebei province, where she was forcibly held and subjected to con-
version therapy, including electroshock treatment,80 though her gender 
identity may not have been addressed in the settlement.81 In another 
case, the Fengtai District People’s Court in Beijing municipality awarded 
the former spouse in a U.S.-registered lesbian marriage visitation rights 
to the daughter she carried, but not to the son that her former spouse 
carried (the former spouse’s eggs were used in both cases), in what one 
reporter claimed was the “first time that a court in China has recognized 
that a child can have two legal mothers.” 82 Also in 2024, the Hong Kong 
Court of Final Appeal ruled in a review of three cases that the govern-
ment could not exclude same-sex couples from rental or home ownership 
programs and that same-sex spouses have the same inheritance rights 
as opposite-sex spouses.83

The Chinese government continued to suppress LGBTQ representa-
tion and expression in entertainment.84 In October 2024, the Municipal 
Bureau of Culture, Radio, Television, and Tourism in Guangzhou mu-
nicipality, Guangdong province, canceled a performance by transgender 
dancer and television personality Jin Xing, possibly in connection with 
her displaying a rainbow flag during a show earlier in the year.85 After 
she protested the cancellation on social media, at least three other local-
ities also canceled her scheduled performances without explanation.86
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