V. Freedom to Participate in the Political Process
GOVERNANCE
Findings

¢ The People’s Republic of China (PRC) continued to be an au-
thoritarian Party-State that increasingly sought to exert com-
prehensive ideological control. Central authorities implemented
Chinese Communist Party General Secretary Xi Jinping’s ex-
pansive notion of national security through legislative acts, po-
tentially making repressive measures more enduring. Amended
laws extended secrecy requirements to non-classified material
under the vague and expansive concept of national security, ex-
posing travelers and businesspersons to the risk of arbitrary
enforcement.

e With a stated goal of improving administrative efficiency, lo-
cal governments created “comprehensive administrative enforce-
ment” units. These units, however, serve as a grassroots-level
mechanism of social control under the grid system, which is
a Party-devised method of managing and surveilling citizens.
Local governments hired large numbers of grid workers and
tasked them with non-political community services, as well as
political duties including disseminating propaganda, surveilling,
and collecting personal information of residents.

e With laws requiring political education, Party offices merged
with college administrative offices to allow for more direct con-
trol over academic institutions’ delivery of political indoctrina-
tion to students. Political topics that became a requirement this
past year included patriotism, Party history, and national de-
fense.

e As Party propaganda emphasized “culture building” as a way
to reduce ideological risks by unifying people’s beliefs, authori-
ties implemented policies that aimed at erasing ethnic cultures
to promote a single Chinese nationality. Such policies included
replacing Uyghur buildings with ones that reflect Chinese cul-
ture, banning Mongolian-language instruction in schools, and
punishing advocacy for the Tibetan language.

¢ Despite official rhetoric promoting constitutional enforcement,
citizens continued to lack judicial or administrative means to
assert their rights as enumerated in the PRC Constitution. At
the same time, the government concealed or manipulated public
data, undermining citizens’ right to meaningfully participate in
civic affairs.
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Introduction

The People’s Republic of China (PRC) continued to be an author-
itarian Party-State that increasingly sought to exert comprehensive
ideological control. Through legislation and policymaking, author-
ities further institutionalized Chinese Communist Party General
Secretary Xi Jinping’s expansive notion of national security, cul-
tivating in Chinese citizens a sense of animosity toward foreign-
ers and suspicion among neighbors. The Party used the education
system as a conduit for political indoctrination and expanded the
“grid system” to ensure compliance and conformity with Party pol-
icy. At the same time, the government concealed or manipulated
public data, undermining citizens’ right to meaningfully participate
in civic affairs.

Government’s Subservience to Party Formalized

A hierarchy in which the PRC State Council (also known as the
Central People’s Government) is subservient to the Party was formal-
ized with the revision of the PRC Organic Law of the State Council.!
In March 2024, the National People’s Congress (NPC) revised the
law for the first time in over 40 years.2 An NPC official explained
that the revision was in part necessitated by a 2019 Party-issued
document that required the Party’s comprehensive leadership be
written into the organic laws of different government bodies.? Ac-
cordingly, the law was revised to add that the State Council and its
staff members must uphold the leadership of the Communist Party
of China, a requirement that was absent in the original law.# Some
analysts indicated that the legislative act formally subordinated the
State Council to the Party, thereby institutionalizing a hierarchy
between them; this represented a reversal of the post-Mao policy of
conferring upon the government relative autonomy since the 1980s.5
This statutory revision followed the 2023 amendment to the State
Council Work Regulations, which removed language aiming to im-
prove transparency in policymaking and public participation.® Oth-
er organic laws scheduled to be enacted or amended during the 14th
NPC between 2023 and 2028 include the PRC Rural Collective Eco-
nomic Organic Law, the PRC Villagers’ Committees Organic Law,
and the PRC Urban Residents Committees Organic Law.”

Security as Overarching Mode of Governance

Central authorities, through legislation, further institutionalized
security as the overarching mode of governance. The year 2024
marked the 10th anniversary of the launch of Party General Secre-
tary Xi Jinping’s comprehensive national security policy.® The pol-
icy directive emphasized political security, the interrelatedness of
domestic and international threats, the development of preventive
measures, and reform efforts on law, policy, and the organization
of official bodies.?® The policy directive also expanded the scope of
national security to encompass 20 areas including non-traditional
security concerns, such as cultural, social, technological, food, over-
seas interests, biological, artificial intelligence, and cybersecurity.10
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As the approach to national security has evolved over the past de-
cade, officials increasingly assigned more weight to security relative
to development, enhanced the prominence of counterespionage, and
emphasized education in national security.1?

To further implement this security policy, PRC authorities enact-
ed or amended security-related legal provisions, including the fol-
lowing:

e The NPC Standing Committee amended the PRC Law on
Guarding State Secrets in February 2024 to extend legal pro-
tection to “work secrets,” referring to information that is not
classified “state secret” but “the leaking of which would cause
an adverse impact.”12 Work secrets would be governed by a sep-
arate set of rules, which had not been published at the time of
the amendment, prompting concerns that the added provision
would negatively affect transparency and that travelers and
businesses would face increased risk of arbitrary enforcement.13
The amendment came after Australian citizen Cheng Lei was
released from prison in October 2023, having completed her de-
tention in China of over three years on the charge of “supplying
state secrets overseas,” reportedly for breaking an embargo on a
PRC government briefing by a few minutes.14

¢ The expanded scope of protected materials under the amend-
ed PRC Counterespionage Law15 received similar criticism;
the undefined concept of “national security” would “create legal
risks or uncertainty for foreign companies, journalists, academ-
ics, and researchers.”16 The amendment also added provisions
authorizing entry and exit bans on Chinese citizens and foreign-
ers deemed to pose a threat to national security.l” Chongqing
municipality was the first locality to pass regulations to imple-
ment the amended law.18 The regulations call for strengthening
investigation and supervision of entities that have foreign con-
tacts and of travelers leaving or entering China.l® A Chongqing
resident reported that some primary and secondary schools had
begun teaching children to report their own parents as national
security risks and to monitor their neighbors.20

e In April 2024, the Ministry of State Security issued two sets
of regulations that authorized state security officials to search
people’s electronic devices without requiring any court-issued
warrant, eliciting privacy concerns.2! Radio Free Asia reported
that customs officers in at least two locations had begun check-
ing travelers’ phones in May, ahead of the regulations’ July
2024 effective date.22

Amended Regulations on Political Inspection

In January 2024, the Political Bureau of the Party Central Com-
mittee amended the Party Regulations on Inspection Work.23 Of-
ficial news outlet Xinhua published an article explaining that the
meaning of inspection, as provided in the regulations, is a method
of political supervision that uses a top-down approach to strengthen
Xi Jinping’s position as the core leader and the Party’s centralized
leadership.2¢ Scholars interviewed by Voice of America pointed out
that the authority of inspection groups was augmented and that
they could act immediately to make corrections without having to
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go through additional administrative procedures.25 Scholars also ob-
served that the latest amendment deleted specific misconduct that
was subject to inspection and instead emphasized obedience to Xi
Jinping’s directives, suggesting that the previous iterations of the
regulations were designed to be a tool of power struggle and now
had transformed into a tool of governance.26

Administrative Enforcement That Runs the Grid of Control

The manner in which local governments tried to improve ad-
ministrative enforcement reflected the central government’s plan
to further strengthen the use of grassroots-level units to serve as
part of the social control apparatus. In August 2023, the State
Council issued a three-year action plan to improve administrative
enforcement quality.2? With a stated goal of correcting certain en-
forcement problems, such as overzealous enforcement and corrupt
practices, the plan called for an integrated enforcement system that
requires local governments to standardize the exercise of discre-
tionary authority and to delegate certain responsibilities to lower
administrative divisions, such as villages and townships.2® In re-
sponse, some local governments issued documents to show com-
pliance,2® and some expressly linked the policy directive with the
“Fengqgiao Experience,”’30 which is a way to exert granular social
and political control through neighborhood committees and other
grassroots-level organizations.3! Various bodies of “comprehensive
administrative enforcement” (zonghe xingzheng zhifa, %#E17EEA
%:) established by local governments have enforced the law in ways
that reportedly infringed on citizens’ fundamental rights, including
personal liberty,32 religious freedom,33 and the right to receive and
impart information.34

Grid Management as Social Control Tool

Comprehensive administrative enforcement units are features of
the grid management system, a social control and Party-building
model.35 The system began in 2004 as a pilot program in Beijing
municipality and was later endorsed by the central government in
November 2013 as one of Party General Secretary Xi Jinping’s re-
form initiatives.36 Applicable to villages and urban areas, commu-
nities are generally divided into grid units consisting of 300 to 500
households; these units are further divided into smaller grids (called
basic grids) consisting of 15 to 20 households (whose manner of divi-
sion varies by location).3?” Commercial establishments, schools, and
other organizations are managed in specialized grids.?8 Personnel
assignment varies by locality, but usually a police officer oversees
several basic grids and works with grid directors, grid attendants,
assistant grid attendants, and members of the comprehensive man-
agement team.39

Radio Free Asia reported that local governments had been hiring
large numbers of grid workers4? while “[laying] off auxiliary police
officers and [merging] local police stations” to allocate more resourc-
es to the grid system.#! The large-scale hiring of grid workers con-
tinued as local governments’ budgets tightened, which adversely
affected the delivery of public services.42
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Grid workers—temporary workers not on the government’s pay-
roll—provide an additional means of maintaining stability and shar-
ing the workload of police and other civil servants.43 Grid workers
implement Party policies, identify political and security risks, and
provide emergency response and policing.44

In some locations, grid workers went door-to-door to collect per-
sonal information of residents, and some asked people to install an
app that would block calls from outside China and potentially mon-
itor phone activities.45 In Sichuan province, grid workers reportedly
entered homes in an ethnic Yi village to investigate whether resi-
dents were eating while crouching on the floor, which a local Par-
ty “civic enhancement” office considered to be unhygienic and un-
civilized, prompting criticism of overreach of authority.46

Ideological Control in Education

Treating “education” as synonymous with political indoctrination,
the Party sought to exert increasingly direct control over the educa-
tion system to channel its ideology to school-age children and young
adults. Under the PRC National Security Law, the government is
required to maintain ideological dominance through cultivating so-
cialist values and resisting “bad culture.”4? Related to this duty,
authorities formalized political indoctrination in legal documents.48

e The PRC Patriotic Education Law, enacted in October 2023,
obligates citizens and organizations to promote patriotism and
prohibits them from insulting, distorting, vilifying, or deny-
ing matters that the state seeks to protect.4® It also requires
schools to introduce patriotism throughout the education pro-
cess.50 Besides citizens in mainland China, the law also targets
Hong Kong and Macau residents, as well as overseas Chinese.?1
e The Party promulgated Regulations on Party History Learn-
ing and Education Work in February 2024, which provide that
primary schools, secondary schools, and colleges should be used
as a conduit to introduce political education.>2
e Authorities also proposed to amend the PRC National De-
fense Education Law to clarify different aspects of national de-
fense education and to extend the use of propaganda beyond
colleges to secondary and primary schools, although specific
changes were unavailable as of April 2024.53 One analyst noted
that this policy could encourage nationalism, fostering animosi-
ty and a skewed view toward the outside world.54
The amended PRC Counterespionage Law requires the promo-
tion of counterespionage topics.5® A video clip circulated by an of-
ficial source reminded people that spies could be anyone, including
friends and anyone close. The clip garnered criticism from some par-
ents, who expressed concern that the government’s message could
distort the psyche of school-age children, leading them to see family
members as enemies.?6
The Party coupled its propaganda efforts with augmenting its
control over colleges’ governance. In January 2024, the Party com-
mittee of Tsinghua University in Beijing municipality announced
that it had merged with the president’s office, in line with a larger
trend across China.5? Radio Free Asia reported that while the pres-
ence of Party branches and committees in universities is not new,
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“[the Party had] never actually merged itself with administrative
structures before, not even during the political turmoil of the Cul-
tural Revolution.”58 Such mergers would enable the Party’s Central
Ideological and Political Conference on Colleges and Universities
to directly command universities to “integrate politics into the core
curriculum.”59

Politicization of Culture

Recent developments reflect the Party’s efforts to increasingly in-
tegrate culture into its political propaganda. In a June 2023 con-
ference, Xi Jinping emphasized the need to “strengthen the Party’s
comprehensive leadership on propaganda, ideology, and culture,”
additionally revealing the strategy of using “culture building” as a
way to unify people’s beliefs.69 At a subsequent conference in Octo-
ber, Xi Jinping reiterated the above theme and delivered “import-
ant instructions” on the topic.61 The October conference was called
the National Conference on Propaganda, Ideology, and Cultural
Work,52 where the reference to “culture” was a recent addition to
the title, possibly suggesting a new emphasis in the Party’s pro-
paganda work.63 Consistent with the goal of integrating Marxism
with China’s “specific realities” and “fine traditional culture,”64 Xi
Jinping discussed “culture” within the framework of the Party’s po-
litical objectives, incorporating it into terms like “socialist culture”
and “culture building in the New Era.”%5 Xi Jinping further urged
conference attendees to prevent and resolve ideological risks so as
to create “advantageous cultural conditions” for a modernized social-
ist country.6 [For information on how officials have used cultural
propaganda to shape media priorities, see Chapter 1—Freedom of
Expression.]

The Party’s vision of culture building, however, is inconsistent
with international human rights standards,67 as shown in author-
ities’ use of coercive measures to undermine cultural diversity; for
example—

e In November 2023, authorities in the Xinjiang Uyghur Au-
tonomous Region formalized an assimilation policy for Ili (Yili)
Kazakh Autonomous Prefecture, XUAR, that observers said is
intended to erase Uyghurs’ cultural identity and replace it with
the cultural identity of the Han Chinese population.®® Having
the effect of replacing Uyghur spaces with Chinese spaces, the
policy calls for creating mixed housing and other facilities that
promote “a single Chinese nationality that transcends ethnic
divisions.”69

¢ In the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region (IMAR), authori-
ties have largely completed the implementation of a 2020 policy
of gradually phasing out Mongolian language in schools, where
non-language classes would be taught in Chinese only, while the
hours for Mongolian-language classes were cut.’? As of October
2023, Mongolian-language classes had been banned in kinder-
gartens, and high school and college entrance exams would be
given only in Chinese in the near future.”! Parents who send
their children to schools that teach Mongolian would risk being
fired from their jobs.”2 [For more information on the suppres-
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sion of the Mongolian language in the educational sphere in the
IMAR, see Chapter 7—Ethnic Minority Rights.]

¢ In Yushu (Yulshul) city, Yushu Tibetan Autonomous Pre-
fecture, Qinghai province, police in October 2023 injured and
detained Tibetan-language advocate and entrepreneur Tashi
Wangchug for three days after he posted online a video show-
ing government staff denying his business license application, a
denial that a rights advocate said was an attempt to undermine
his ability to make a living after being released from prison.?3
Previously, authorities imprisoned Tashi Wangchug for his ad-
vocacy for the use of the Tibetan language and continued to de-
prive him of political rights after his release, making it difficult
for him to earn a living.”4

Continued Lack of Transparency

Citizens’ access to information about government actions can be
an indicator of the quality of governance, as it affects political en-
gagement and control of corruption.”’> But the Party and the PRC
government continued to withhold, manipulate, and falsify data.?®
For example—

¢ Following the continued rise in youth unemployment, peaking
at 21.3 percent in June 2023, the National Bureau of Statistics
suspended publication of such data.”’” The government report-
edly withheld the statistics because they tended to contradict
the official assertion that China’s economy was recovering from
the pandemic.”® When the government resumed releasing this
information in January 2024, it created a new age bracket and
excluded currently enrolled students, producing a lower un-
employment-rate figure.”® An independent demographer, how-
ever, surmised that the actual unemployment situation had not
changed despite the lower figure.89 Voice of America, likewise,
questioned the credibility of the official figures due to the lack
of transparency.8! For example, the government did not disclose
details of the newly adopted methodology, nor did it define the
criteria for determining a person’s unemployment status.82 The
government also did not recompute historical data using the
new methodology, depriving the public of the chance to make
comparisons.83

¢ Besides unemployment data, the PRC government increas-
ingly withheld other types of previously public information,
and often did so without giving public notice; they include land
sales, currency reserves, bond transactions, COVID-19 deaths,
academic information, and politicians’ biographies.84 In partic-
ular, the government removed information about the number of
cremations in Zhejiang province after China-based news outlet
Caixin used it to infer the extent of COVID-19 related deaths.85
Likewise, biographies of public officials became abbreviated,
and the Party stopped publishing readouts of the Communist
Party Central Committee Political Bureau meetings in at least
three months between 2022 and 2023.86

e In March 2024, a spokesperson said the National People’s
Congress (NPC) would no longer schedule a premier’s press
conference for the remainder of the congressional term through
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2027, breaking a three-decade tradition that began in 1988.87
An analyst explained that the premier’s press conference is “one
of the few moments when journalists could directly speak to one
of China’s top leaders” and the cancellation signified that “the
Chinese top leadership team revealed its desire to govern the
country in an even less transparent style, with less need to ad-
dress public opinion,” which would negatively affect government
accountability.88

¢ One example of the government using the criminal justice
system to suppress transparency is the case of former econom-
ics professor Yang Shaozheng, whom the Guiyang Intermedi-
ate People’s Court in Guiyang municipality, Guizhou province,
sentenced to four years and six months in prison in August 2023
on the charge of “inciting subversion of state power.”82 Yang’s
conviction is reportedly related to his estimate that the Party
and the government spent a large amount on personnel costs.90
e After a magnitude 6.2 earthquake hit Linxia Hui Autono-
mous Prefecture, Gansu province, in December 2023, leaving
over 148 people dead and many more injured, public security
officials administratively detained a person for “spreading ru-
mors” after he advised people, in a live broadcast, to be careful
of aftershocks.®? A New York Times article raised a number of
other examples where authorities suppressed displays of grief,
censored public discussions, and withheld basic information
such as the victims’ names, in an apparent effort to control his-
tory and collective memory.92
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