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IV. Rule of Law in the Justice System

Criminal Justice

Findings

 • The criminal justice system remained a political instrument 
used for maintaining social order in furtherance of the Chinese 
Communist Party’s autocratic rule. In addition to combating 
criminal conduct, the government also targeted individuals who 
pursue universal human rights, such as exercising free speech 
and seeking remedies within the legal system.

 • Government officials arbitrarily detained political activists, 
religious practitioners, ethnic minorities, and rights advocates, 
including through extralegal means such as “black jails” and 
psychiatric facilities, or through criminal prosecution under 
offenses such as “picking quarrels and provoking trouble” or 
crimes endangering state security. Some detainees, particu-
larly those held incommunicado, reported being mistreated or 
tortured. After entering the formal legal process, defendants 
sometimes faced prolonged pretrial detention, closed trials, and 
delayed sentencing.

 • Legal mechanisms such as administrative detention, “res-
idential surveillance at a designated location” (RSDL), and 
“retention in custody” were frequently employed with minimal 
oversight. Amendments to the PRC Supervision Law in late 
2024 further expanded state power, introducing new coercive 
measures and extending permissible detention periods.
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Introduction

During the Commission’s 2025 reporting year, PRC officials con-
tinued to use the criminal justice system and extrajudicial forms of 
detention to arbitrarily detain individuals. According to the database 
maintained by Chinese Human Rights Defenders (CHRD), PRC au-
thorities sentenced 1,422 prisoners of conscience between January 1, 
2019, and December 31, 2024, with a six-year average prison term, 
which increased to a seven-year average if the case involved state 
security charges.1 As highlighted by a group of United Nations ex-
perts in a letter dated November 14, 2024, there continued to be “re-
curring patterns of repression, including incommunicado detention 
and enforced disappearance, aimed at restricting artistic, cultural 
and religious expressions, and silencing human rights defenders 
and dissenting or opposing views critical of the Government.” 2 [For 
more information on arbitrary detention of ethnic minorities, the 
full extent of which is not reflected by the 1,422 figure above, see 
Chapter 6—Ethnic Minority Rights, Chapter 14—Tibet, and Chap-
ter 15—Xinjiang Uyghur Autunomous Region.]

Arbitrary Detention

Authorities’ use of arbitrary detention, including through extra-
legal or extrajudicial means, did not abate during this reporting 
year. The U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention considers 
a detention arbitrary if 1) it has no legal basis, 2) it is used to 
suppress the exercise of universal human rights, 3) the detainee’s 
due process rights are violated, 4) asylum seekers or refugees are 
subjected to prolonged detention, or 5) the detention is discrimina-
tory on grounds such as religion, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and 
political opinion.3 Arbitrary detention violates international human 
rights standards 4 and China’s Constitution as regards the unlawful 
deprivation or restriction of a person’s liberty.5 All forms of arbitrary 
detention violate international law, including “detention within the 
framework of criminal justice, administrative detention, detention in 
the context of migration and detention in .  .  . health-care settings.” 6

United States Citizens Arbitrarily Detained in China

At a hearing held in September 2024, the Commission received testi-
mony on the issue of U.S. citizens being wrongfully detained in China 
and laid out measures to raise awareness and to secure their release.7 
Some of these wrongful detentions were part of a campaign around 2013 
to clean up “foreign trash”; some were connected to economic disputes; 
and some were the result of the PRC government’s effort to suppress 
fundamental freedoms.8 Sources indicate that at least 20 Americans 
were wrongfully detained in China and many more were prevented from 
leaving China (i.e., exit ban) without any legally prescribed time limita-
tion or method of remediation.9 In November 2024, the PRC government 
released three of the wrongfully detained Americans.10
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Extrajudicial Detention

ENFORCED DISAPPEARANCE

Reports of enforced disappearance continued to emerge this past 
year.11 Enforced disappearance is any form of deprivation of a 
person’s liberty carried out by the government or with its acqui-
escence, followed by a refusal to acknowledge the detention or to 
disclose the detainee’s whereabouts.12 The U.N. Working Group on 
Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances reported that there were 
144 outstanding cases of enforced disappearance as of May 2024, 
and CHRD documented 33 such cases in its database, 9 of which 
took place between January and August 2024.13 Rights lawyer Gao 
Zhisheng, for example, remained missing for over seven years as 
of April 2025.14

BLACK JAILS

The informal term “black jail” refers to buildings such as hotels 
and training centers that government officials or their agents use to 
detain people.15 These extralegal detention facilities operate under 
different names, including “assistance and service centers” and “le-
gal education centers.” 16 Their existence and use have no legal ba-
sis, and people detained in such sites—many of whom are petition-
ers 17 and Falun Gong practitioners 18—do not know when they will 
be released and do not have any procedural protection.19 A former 
government official reported that almost all grievances brought by 
petitioners remained unresolved, and that petitioners ran the risk 
of being detained in “black jails.” 20 Of the many instances of black 
jail detentions documented in Shanghai municipality during this 
reporting year, only two petitioners received acknowledgement from 
police that the detention that they had experienced was illegal.21

PSYCHIATRIC FACILITIES

Forcibly committing individuals without mental illness to psychi-
atric facilities (bei jingshenbing, 被精神病) for acts such as expressing 
political opinions or grievances against the government continued 
during this past year,22 despite domestic legal provisions prohibiting 
such abuse.23 In particular, the nonbinding “U.N. Principles for the 
Protection of Persons with Mental Illness and the Improvement of 
Mental Health Care” provides that a “determination that a person 
has a mental illness shall be made in accordance with internation-
ally accepted medical standards” and must not be based on “politi-
cal  .  .  . or any other reason not directly relevant to mental health 
status.” 24 Human rights organization Civil Rights & Livelihood 
Watch documented nine cases of forcible commitment to psychiatric 
facilities in 2024 across China, although the actual number could 
not be discerned due to authorities’ efforts to suppress this type 
of information.25 Most of the documented cases involved longtime 
petitioners who tried to expose corruption or other misconduct by 
local officials.26

ADMINISTRATIVE DETENTION

Chinese authorities continued to suppress freedoms—such as 
protest,27 movement,28 and religion 29—through administrative de-



Criminal Justice

98

tention,30 which is among several types of administrative penalties 
authorized by the PRC Public Security Administration Punishment 
Law and the PRC Administrative Penalty Law 31 and which is ref-
erenced in about 90 domestic laws and regulations.32 Some political 
detainees are further subjected to criminal detention and prosecu-
tion after completion of administrative detention.33

In June 2025, the National People’s Congress Standing Commit-
tee (NPCSC) revised the PRC Public Security Administration Pun-
ishment Law to provide for additional offenses that do not rise to 
the level of crimes and that are punishable administratively outside 
of the judicial system.34 These new offenses include school bullying, 
abuse of vulnerable individuals, pyramid schemes, unlawful sale of 
personal data, and disrupting the operation of public transporta-
tion.35 In particular, the new offense of disparaging heroes and mar-
tyrs, including through one’s attire, sparked public discourse, with 
many people expressing concern because the offense is vaguely de-
fined.36 Tracking the language in the PRC Criminal Procedure Law, 
the revision added a provision authorizing public security officials 
to collect biometric samples of a person under investigation.37 In 
addition to Party leadership, the revision also codifies the “compre-
hensive management” principle,38 which may suggest the extent of 
the law’s application given authorities’ emphasis on this governance 
approach. [For information on the “comprehensive management cen-
ter” system, see Chapter 5—Governance and Rule of Law.]

RETENTION IN CUSTODY

The PRC Supervision Law (Supervision Law) 39 authorizes the 
National Supervisory Commission (NSC) and its local branches to 
investigate suspected official misconduct using methods including 
“retention in custody” (liuzhi, 留置), which allows the NSC and its 
local branches to hold individuals for up to six months without legal 
representation.40 The law applies to “Communist Party members or 
public sector personnel—virtually anyone working directly or indi-
rectly for the government.” 41

Between 2017 and November 2024, “at least 218 liuzhi centers 
have been built, renovated or expanded across China to accommo-
date the new detention system  .  .  .,” as shown by tender notices 
reviewed by CNN.42 In 2023 alone, authorities held over 26,000 
individuals under retention in custody, during which allegations of 
torture and mistreatment continued to emerge.43

In December 2024, the NPCSC amended the PRC Supervision 
Law.44 The amended law, which took effect in June 2025, created 
new types of compulsory measures that restrict people’s liberty for 
periods shorter than retention in custody; these are—compulsory 
appearance (qiangzhi dao’an, 强制到案), confinement (jinbi, 禁闭), 
and protective care (guanhu, 管护).45 The amendment also length-
ened the potential period of retention in custody by adding a two-
month extension for offenses that carry a minimum of 10 years’ 
imprisonment and by resetting the clock for calculating maximum 
length of retention in custody if new offenses are discovered.46 [For 
more information on the use of retention in custody by local gov-
ernment officials to extract money from entrepreneurs, see Chapter 
5—Governance and Rule of Law .]
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Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location

Chinese authorities continued to abuse the form of detention 
known as “residential surveillance at a designated location” (RSDL, 
zhiding jusuo jianshi juzhu, 指定居所监视居住), which the PRC 
Criminal Procedure Law reserves for situations where the detainee 
does not have a permanent residence or if the case involves state 
security or terrorism.47 The law does not provide for the right to 
family visits or the disclosure of the detention location, requiring 
only that the family be notified of the fact of the detention within 24 
hours if possible.48 The law further subjects counsel visits to approv-
al by the investigation unit.49 A group of U.N. experts deemed RSDL 
“analogous to incommunicado and secret detention and tantamount 
to enforced disappearance,” all of which heighten the risk of torture 
and abuse.50 Given the measure’s lack of effective oversight and 
legal certainty, some experts have called for it to be abolished.51

In one instance, the government displayed a lack of commitment 
to investigating allegations of abuse that took place during RSDL. 
Testimony given at a court hearing revealed that between September 
2023 and January 2024, police detained over 20 company employees 
suspected of fraud in a villa complex in Zhengzhou municipality, 
Henan province.52 The male detainees were shackled in groups of 
about 10, including at night, when they slept on mattresses on the 
floor while still being bound.53 Some defendants said police ordered 
them to crawl on the floor and kicked them in the chin.54 The 
shackles caused lacerations, and the accumulation of rust necessi-
tated firefighters’ assistance to unbind.55 The prosecutor, however, 
declined to confirm the allegations, claiming that the police officers 
responsible for the detention could not recall which detainees were 
shackled.56 The prosecutor also said that footage from surveillance 
cameras had all been overwritten.57 A Beijing-based lawyer com-
menting on the case explained that detention under RSDL should 
provide for normal living conditions and that the use of shackles 
was subject to a strict approval process, the violation of which could 
constitute abuse of power, a criminal offense.58

Torture and Abuse

China has ratified the Convention against Torture and Other Cru-
el, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, which man-
dates that each State Party take effective measures to prevent acts 
of torture within its territory.59 Reports of torture, mistreatment, 
and custodial death, however, continued to emerge this past year, as 
illustrated in some of the cases listed at the end of this chapter.60

In some cases, police officers who perpetrated torture faced crim-
inal prosecution.61 For example, on February 13, 2025, a court in 
Baoding municipality, Hebei province, tried eight officers on the 
charges of “intentional injury” and “extracting confession through 
torture.” 62 In 2022, the officers involved held 10 individuals under 
RSDL in a guesthouse, the northwest quarter of which was reserved 
for holding detainees.63 The interrogators struck the detainees in 
the face and beat them using belts, pipes, pickaxe handles, and elec-
tric batons.64 One detainee died after 13 days, and another suffered 
broken ribs.65 When the detainees were not being interrogated, se-
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curity guards would shackle them, order them to sit on metal chairs, 
and deprive them of adequate food.66 Most of the defendants were 
young police officers who had received interrogation training from a 
co-defendant who lacked proper police credentials.67 The court had 
not made a ruling as of February 2025.68

Denial of Counsel and Family Visits

The Commission observed cases in which Chinese authorities de-
nied detainees the right to counsel and family visits in violation of 
international law.69 While domestic legal provisions permit counsel 
and family visits, they do not describe such visits as rights.70 In 
particular, the PRC Criminal Procedure Law does not provide for 
family visits per se but permits visitation only if the family mem-
ber is acting as a defense representative.71 The law likewise cir-
cumscribes counsel visits during the investigation phase in cases 
of endangering state security or terrorist activities, requiring prior 
permission from relevant authorities.72

For example, authorities prevented Xu Guang’s family from visit-
ing him since May 2022, when he was detained.73 In 2023, the Xihu 
District People’s Court in Hangzhou municipality, Zhejiang province, 
sentenced Xu to four years in prison for “picking quarrels and pro-
voking trouble” in connection with his call for rectifying the violent 
suppression of the 1989 Tiananmen protests.74 Authorities denied 
Xu’s family members’ request to attend the trial and their subse-
quent attempt to deliver personal use items to him at the Hangzhou 
Beijiao Prison, where he was serving his sentence.75

In another case, the mother of Niu Tengyu recounted how au-
thorities threatened and harassed multiple lawyers to prevent them 
from providing legal representation.76 Based on allegations that Niu 
had disclosed information about Xi Jinping’s relatives, authorities 
detained Niu in 2019, holding him under RSDL, and sentenced him 
in 2020 to a total of 14 years in prison.77 Government officials in 
Maoming municipality, Guangdong province, on different occasions 
demanded that the lawyers withdraw from the case, threatening 
them with detention and license revocation.78 Officials also harassed 
some of them through telephone calls, texts, and personal visits and 
in one instance denied access to the case file.79
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Selected Cases of Arbitrary Detention

Name
PPD Record No. Case Summary (as of June 30, 2025)

Cao Kexiong
曹可雄曹可雄

2025-00093

Issue: Involuntary commitment to a psychiatric hospital 
for political speech
Summary: In December 2024, police forcibly committed 
Cao Kexiong to the Zigong Mental Health Center in Zigong 
municipality, Sichuan province.80 Cao’s detention report-
edly was related to his social media posts in which he 
criticized government policies and voiced support for vul-
nerable groups.81 Authorities previously detained Cao on 
multiple occasions.82 In May 2024, for example, authorities 
administratively detained Cao on the charge of “falsifying 
facts to disrupt public order”; they later transferred him to 
the same psychiatric hospital.83 During this detention, Cao 
was subjected to electroconvulsive therapy and was forced 
to take medication before being released in July.84

Gao Zhen
高兟高兟

2024-00161

Issue: Sculptor charged with “injuring the reputation of a 
hero or martyr” for political artwork
Summary: In August 2024, police officers took into custody 
artist Gao Zhen at his residence and studio in Sanhe city, 
Langfang municipality, Hebei province.85 Police searched 
his studio, installed surveillance cameras, and seized art-
work, books, and computer hard drives.86 Authorities held 
Gao at the Sanhe PSB Detention Center on suspicion of 
“insulting or slandering heroes and martyrs,” reportedly in 
connection with his artwork, including art with the theme 
of reassessing Mao Zedong’s rule.87 Authorities denied Gao 
visits from his family and lawyer.88 Gao is a lawful perma-
nent resident of the United States, and his minor son is an 
American citizen.89

He Zongwang
何宗旺何宗旺

2017-00403

Issue: Rights defender detained for “assaulting a police 
officer”
Summary: In December 2023, police summoned He Zong-
wang and demanded that he surrender his phone.90 When 
He asked to see a notice of summons, one of the police 
officers present began shouting.91 Police administratively 
detained He and later criminally charged him with “as-
saulting a police officer,” citing an officer’s minor injury 
caused by He’s attempt to resist being handcuffed.92 Au-
thorities sentenced He to one year and three months in 
prison, releasing him in March 2025.93 A commentary not-
ed an uptick in people being criminally charged for minor 
scuffles or verbal altercations with police—a trend implic-
itly addressed by a January 2025 Supreme People’s Court 
interpretation, which requires that violent acts toward po-
lice officers be weighed in light of any police misconduct.94

Tang Gaofeng and 
five others
唐高峰唐高峰

2025-00009

Issue: Democracy advocates sentenced for “subversion”
Summary: On December 2, 2024, the Sichuan High Peo-
ple’s Court affirmed the convictions of six individuals, 
namely, Tang Gaofeng, Wang Wei, Wang Yifei, Zhou Dan, 
Liu Zhengang, and Dai Lu, who had been sentenced to 
terms of imprisonment ranging from 3 to 12 years.95 On 
April 24, 2024, the Luzhou Intermediate People’s Court 
convicted them of “subversion of state power” based on 
their participation in a political group called “China Dem-
ocratic Victory Party,” which Tang founded in 2008.96 The 
court found that the group held its first meeting in October 
2011, during which the group passed governing documents 
declaring their purpose to be toppling the Chinese Commu-
nist Party’s leadership and changing the socialist system.97
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Name
PPD Record No. Case Summary (as of June 30, 2025)

Wang Yu
王宇王宇

2015-00252

Issue: Rights lawyer mistreated during administrative 
detention
Summary: In October 2024, while representing her client 
in Handan municipality, Hebei province, lawyer Wang Yu 
was falsely accused by police of “disrupting a workplace” 
and ordered to serve nine days of administrative deten-
tion.98 Wang went on a hunger strike to protest her wrong-
ful detention and mistreatment, which included depriva-
tion of adequate food and potable water.99

Xie Yang
谢阳谢阳

2015-00295

Issue: Prolonged pretrial detention and degrading treat-
ment suffered by rights lawyer
Summary: After over three years of detention beginning 
in January 2022, rights lawyer Xie Yang continued to 
await trial on the charge of “inciting subversion of state 
power” in connection with his voicing support for a victim 
of forcible commitment to a psychiatric hospital and other 
rights advocacy activities.100 Xie experienced degrading 
treatment, including being subjected to a strip search and 
cavity search as a condition to meet with his lawyer, and 
being ordered to perform a recorded strip dance in front 
of police officers.101 His lawyer also reported unlawful in-
terruption and obstruction of a meeting with Xie by police 
at the detention center.102 Authorities previously detained 
Xie on the same charge during a nationwide and coordinat-
ed crackdown on legal professionals around July 2015.103

Yang Chih-yuan
楊智淵楊智淵

2024-00169

Issue: Crime of “separatism” expanded to cover Taiwan 
citizen
Summary: Effective June 21, 2024, the Opinion on 
Lawfully Punishing Obstinate “Taiwan Independence” 
Offenders for Committing or Inciting Separatism (22 
Guidelines) was jointly issued by five official bodies of 
the PRC, namely, the Supreme People’s Court, the Su-
preme People’s Procuratorate, the Ministry of Public Se-
curity, the Ministry of State Security, and the Ministry of 
Justice.104 The document lays out circumstances under 
which activities promoting “Taiwan independence” may 
constitute the crime of “separatism” under Article 103 
of the PRC Criminal Law, as well as factors relevant to 
sentencing.105 In terms of procedure, the guidelines pro-
vide that the statute of limitations may be extended in-
definitely for people who avoid investigation or trial and 
that they may be tried in absentia.106 The guidelines 
further specify that the death penalty may be imposed 
for crimes with undefined attendant circumstances that 
are especially serious.107 Following the issuance of the 
22 Guidelines, activist Yang Chih-yuan was sentenced to 
nine years in prison for “separatism,” the first Taiwanese 
national to be convicted on this charge.108

Yao Xilin and nine 
others
姚西林姚西林

2025-00026

Issue: Christians in Tibet indicted as cult members
Summary: In December 2024, authorities in Linzhi (Ny-
ingtri) municipality, Tibet Autonomous Region, indicted 
Yao Xilin and nine other Christians on the charge of “or-
ganizing and using a cult to undermine implementation of 
the law” because they publicly talked about the Christian 
doctrine of original sin.109 Contemporaneously, similar cas-
es were reported in Hubei and Henan provinces.110
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Name
PPD Record No. Case Summary (as of June 30, 2025)

Zhang Wenpeng
张文鹏张文鹏

2025-00071

Issue: Lawyer punished for speaking out against official 
corruption
Summary: In September 2024, police in Sanya munic-
ipality, Hainan province, detained intern lawyer Zhang 
Wenpeng on suspicion of “picking quarrels and provok-
ing trouble” after he advocated for his corporate client 
online.111 Detention center officials restrained him with 
leg cuffs for at least seven days, causing lacerations and 
unhealed wounds on his ankles.112 Zhang’s lawyer wrote 
a complaint about authorities unlawfully preventing her 
client from reviewing the evidence against him.113

In March 2024, authorities in Shenzhen municipality de-
tained Zhang, stripped him naked and subjected him to in-
terrogation for eight hours.114 The detention was requested 
by authorities in Qingdao municipality, Shandong prov-
ince, after Zhang publicly accused the head of the Qing- 
dao Justice Bureau in 2022 of corruption and dereliction 
of duty.115

Although Zhang had fulfilled his internship requirements, 
authorities refused to approve his law license application 
because of his activism.116 In a separate case, the Beijing 
Justice Bureau revoked lawyer Zhang Qingfang’s law 
license in September 2024, accusing him of “hyping up” 
cases online.117 Zhang Qingfang previously represented 
detained democracy advocate Xu Zhiyong and had made 
complaints about corrupt practices by officials in the judi-
cial and procuratorate bodies.118

Zhang Zhan
张展张展

2020-00175

Issue: Use of “picking quarrels and provoking trouble” 
offense to suppress information and rights advocacy
Summary: About three months after completing her four-
year sentence for reporting on the COVID-19 outbreak, 
citizen journalist and disbarred lawyer Zhang Zhan was 
detained again in August 2024 in Xianyang municipal-
ity, Shaanxi province.119 The detention took place after 
Zhang received written consent to serve as a representa-
tive to help secure the release of detained activist Zhang 
Pancheng.120 According to the indictment, the procurator-
ate recommended sentencing in the range of four to five 
years for the charge of “picking quarrels and provoking 
trouble.” 121

Zhu Hengpeng
朱恒鹏朱恒鹏

2025-00070

Issue: Enforced disappearance following critical comments 
on China’s economy
Summary: Zhu Hengpeng, an economist at a state-run 
think tank, was reportedly detained in spring 2024, and 
his whereabouts remained unknown as of September.122 
His detention was believed to be related to his comments 
made in a private chat group about China’s sluggish econ-
omy or comments about Xi Jinping’s mortality.123
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